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Worker gets
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prayer and
discouraging
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China Cables ‘The largest
incarceration of a minority
since the Holocaust’
Colm Keena
Mass internment of Uighur
people in camps laid bare
in leaked documents
“Dormitory doors, corridor doors, and
floor doors must be double-locked, and
must be locked immediately after being
opened and closed.”
“Strictly manage and control student activities to prevent escapes during class, eating periods, toilet breaks, bath time, medical treatment, family visits, etc.”
The quotes are from instructions issued
by the top security figure in the Xinjiang
province of China, where observers estimate that since 2017 more than a million
people from Uighur and other ethnic minority groups have been put in camps.
The Chinese authorities, who at first denied the camps existed, then said they
were there to provide “educational training” to “students” in centres that had a
“boarding school” type of management.
“It is strictly forbidden for police to enter the student zone with guns, and they
must never allow escapes, never allow trouble, never allow attacks on staff, never allow abnormal deaths.”
The instructions were written in 2017,
when the policy of incarcerating people
from ethnic minorities in Xinjiang was being put into effect on an industrial scale.
The document is among a small cache of
secret bulletins, being called the China Cables, that were leaked to the International
Consortium of Investigative Journalists
(ICIJ), and have been shared with media
partners, including The Irish Times, the
BBC, Süddeutsche Zeitung and the US TV
network, NBC.
The leak puts to rest attempts by the Chinese government to portray the facilities
in the western province of Xinjiang as anything other than internment camps.
Adrian Zenz, a recognised authority on
what is happening in Xinjiang, told the
ICIJ he believes the reference to not allowing “abnormal deaths”, has to do with torture. In October a former detainee, Sayragul Sauytbay, a muslim of Kazakh descent who has been granted asylum in Sweden, told Israeli newspaper Haaretz that
some inmates were made sit on a chair of
nails. “I saw people return from that room
covered in blood. Some came back without
fingernails.”
The “special secrecy level” instructions
were issued by Zhu Hailun, the then head
of the Chinese Communist Party’s Political and Legal Commission (PLC) in Xinjiang, and the senior party official then responsible for the implementation of the
campaign of repression in Xinjiang.
The instructions were sent to senior party comrades across the massive, sparsely
populated region that borders India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Kazakhstan, Russia and Mongolia, as well
as the autonomous region of Tibet.
The document gives a chilling insight
into life behind the walls of the “education
and training centers” the Chinese government has constructed across a region that
is home to approximately 10 million Muslims who are closer, culturally, to Istanbul
than they are to Beijing.

Xinjiangregion

Xinjiang – the name literally means “new
land” – was independent up to the 18th century. Influxes of Han Chinese in the 1960s
and the 1990s mean that today up to half
the population, and possibly more, is Han.
David O’Brien, a native of Birr, Co Offaly, who lectures in the East Asian studies
faculty of the Ruhr University, in Bochum,
Germany, knows the Xinjiang region well.
After graduating with an arts degree
from NUI Galway, O’Brien worked in Xinji-

ang as an English teacher for three years.
After returning to Ireland, he wrote a PhD
thesis for NUI Cork on ethnic identity in
Xinjiang, and he has just finished six years
teaching in the University of Nottingham’s
Chinese campus, in Ninbo, in eastern China.
O’Brien has visited Xinjiang most years
since 2008, and has witnessed the region’s
transformation. “When I went first it was
not unusual to see Uighur and Han socialising. Now it is unheard of. There is just no interaction.”
Serious ethnic riots in the capital, Ürümqi, in 2009, saw about 200, mostly Han
people lose their lives. The authorities reacted by clamping down hard on what they
saw as a dangerous separatist movement
with links to Islamic extremism.
In April 2014, after Uighur militants
stabbed more than 150 people in a train station, Chinese president Xi Jinping visited
the region. In secret speeches to party officials, he called for a response that showed
“absolutely no mercy”.
In August 2016, a senior party official,
Chen Quanguo, moved from Tibet, where
the party has long been waging a campaign of repression, to take on the role of
governor of Xinjiang.
“It became a bit like Belfast in the 1970s
and the 1980s,” said O’Brien. “It felt a bit
like that. You’d see the military everywhere. You were very aware of the security
being very intrusive in people’s lives.
There are checkpoints everywhere. There
are CCTV cameras everywhere, and people are very wary of it. “When I was there
last time, you’d see people being detained
on the street and you’d look around and
what would strike you is that people were
deliberately not watching it, not looking,
because if you [are seen] watching it, you
could be drawn into it.”
When Quanguo moved to Xinjiang, Zhu
was appointed as his top law-and-order official, heading up the party’s regional PLC,
which in turn oversees policing, interior security, and the courts.
What has since been put in place has
been described by Zenz as “the most systematic campaign of mass surveillance
and mass oppression the world has ever
seen”, including what is probably “largest
incarceration of an ethno-religious minority since the Holocaust.”

Descentofsilence

For O’Brien, one of the ways in which the
massive campaign of repression manifested itself was the descent of silence. “All of
us would have seen our friends there just
go quiet. That’s the reality of it. It’s pretty
chilling stuff.”
The last time he visited the province, in
early 2017, he noticed that people whom
he would normally meet up with were reluctant to do so. “No one ever said to me,
don’t contact me, it’s too dangerous. But it
became obvious.”
Most of his Uighur friends and contacts
have deleted his details from their phones,
and he does not try to reach them least he
might bring their relationship with a foreigner to the attention of the authorities.
Likewise, they do not try to contact him.
“They have all gone quiet in my life, and
it has been confirmed to me by others that
some are missing, and presumed to be in
those camps.”
When both parents in a family are sent
to the camps, their children are put into
state orphanages where they are educated

through Han Chinese rather than their native Turkic language. The children are
taught to be loyal to China and the Communist Party.
No religious activity is allowed in the
camps or the orphanages as the law in China forbids the mixing of education and religion. “Getting up, rollcall, washing, going
to the toilet, organising and housekeeping,
eating, studying, sleeping, closing the
door, and so forth” for each inmate, is to be
formulated in detail and monitored, Zhe
said in the leaked instructions.
“Increase the discipline and punishment of behavioural violations.”

Monitoring

While the surveillance of the ethnic population in Xinjiang’s cities, towns and villages
is on a scale the world has never seen before, the monitoring inside the camps is absolute.
“There must be full video surveillance
coverage of dormitories and classrooms,
free of blind spots, ensuring that guards on
duty can monitor in real time, record
things in detail, and report suspicious circumstances immediately,” Zhu wrote, under the heading “prevent trouble”.
“I am very confident that the document
is genuine,” said Zenz, a German academic and senior fellow in China studies at the
Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation in Washington, DC.
“To my knowledge this is the first time a
classified Chinese government document
that directly talks about the [camps] has
been leaked to the public.”
The Chinese ambassador to Ireland, He
Xiangdong, was asked to comment in advance of the publication of the China Cables. He was told the documents showed
that people are being held against their
will, and that “ideological transformation”
is necessary before a person is released.
“The issue Xinjiang faces is not about
ethnicity, religion or human rights,” he
said in response. “Rather, it is about fighting violence, terrorism and separatism.”
Thanks to the preventive counterterrorism and deradicalisation efforts, Xinjiang,
a place that once suffered gravely from terrorism, hasn’t seen a single violent, terrorist incident over the past three years, he
said.
“We will continue to handle our domestic affairs well. We will continue to implement our Xinjiang policy and ensure Xinjiang’s sound development.”
Zhu’s classified instructions to local
PLCs across Xinjiang detailed how the
camp inmates are to be subjected to an
“ideological transformation” that is a qualification for release.
Alexander Dukalskis, an assistant professor in UCD’s school of politics and international relations, and a specialist on
Asian politics, reviewed the Zhu document
for The Irish Times.
“This is about enforcing another language on a minority group as part of stamping out their independent culture. The document doesn’t mention teaching maths, or
science – it focuses on language and ideology. It is about wiping out their language so
as to control their culture and enforce political loyalty.”
The ultimate aim, according to Dukalskis, is to destroy any possibility of serious opposition to the government in Xinjiang by Uighurs, forever.
“This sounds exaggerated, but there is
really no other way to put it. The strategy is
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to eliminate dissent, enforce loyalty to the
Chinese Communist Party, via indoctrination camps and other coercive methods,
and to stamp out the independent practice
of Islam and Uighur culture.”
Under the heading ideological education, Zhu instructed party colleagues to
“promote the repentance and confession
of the students for them to understand
deeply the illegal, criminal and dangerous
nature of their past behaviour”.
The camps were to have three “management areas” – very strict, strict and general
– and inmates were to be assigned to the areas of varying strictness according to their
“performance”.
Scoring was to be used, and all records
of how each inmate performed were to be
put into his or her file, as part of the massive “one file, one person” system that the
Chinese are implementing in Xinjiang.
“Take the student’s score as the basis
for measuring the effectiveness of education and training, and link it directly to rewards, punishments and family visits. Implement level management and differentiate treatment according to the score, and
encourage students to obey management,
earnestly study, and truly transform,” Zhu
told his party comrades.

Forcedlabour

At the end of their period in the camps,
those inmates deemed suitable for release
were “to be sent to vocational skills improvement class for intensive skills training” for three to six months.
China is one of the world’s largest producers of cotton, and Xinjiang accounts
for more than 80 per cent of it.
“You can’t be sure that you don’t have coerced labour in your supply chain if you do
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cotton business in China, according to Nathan Ruser,” a researcher at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute.
“Beijing is turning its internment campaign into a business of oppression,” Zenz
told the US Congressional Executive Commission on China, in Washington DC, last
month.
Companies are being paid subsidies for
using forced labour in factories being built
in or alongside the camps, and the products are being exported, or sent east where
they become components of products that
are being exported.
In a White Paper published by the Chinese government in March, it said it had
been working hard to “wipe out” the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism
in Xinjiang, with the education and training centres being designed to “nip terrorist activities in the bud”.
The centres “adopt a boarding school
management system” that is aimed a providing students with “a normal study and
life routine”, the paper said.
“What happens if a bomb goes off, or
some people are killed [in a terrorist
attack], and the government starts to think
that what is being done in Xinjiang is not
working?” said O’Brien. “The Chinese government doesn’t tend to think that what it
has been doing is wrong. That’s what worries me. What if they think, we haven’t
been hard enough?”
Additional reporting: Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian, ICIJ.

A road construction worker from
Xinjiang who urged his colleagues
to pray before meals and not to
watch pornography was sent to jail
for 10 years. Details of the case are
contained in the leaked China Cables.
The sentencing document for
the 50-year old Uighur Muslim,
who left education at the end of primary school, is not a classified document but it is rare for such material
to come into the public domain.
The document is among a small
cache of documents – the China
Cables – leaked to the International
Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ), and shared by it with
17 media partners, including The
Irish Times.
The man (whose name is being
withheld least he get into further
trouble) was accused of incitement
to ethnic hatred. The charges said
he had “assembled a crowd to disturb the social order”, while staying in a workers’ quarters.
The man was brought before a
country People’s Court in 2018 and
the accusations were outlined to
the court’s three judges. They were
told that in December 2016, while
working with the 36th county corps
on a national highway, the accused
“incited extremist religious
thoughts in his colleagues”.
The man had said to his colleagues: “Do not say dirty words; do
not watch porn or you will become
a kafir (a non-believer); if you don’t
pray and [you] watch porn, your
soul will not be clean for 40 days,
and God will not accept your
prayers.”
The court was told the accused
had also said: “If you eat without
praying, you will become a kafir. If
you do not pray, you will be in hell
and God will not forgive you. All
people who do not pray are Han
Chinese kafirs [Han Chinese make
up more than 90 per cent of China’s population]. You cannot eat
food from women who do not pray.
You cannot eat food from people
who smoke and drink alcohol.”

‘‘

Criminal
arrests in
Xinjiang accounted
for 21 per cent of all
arrests in China
The accused acknowledged his
guilt, according to the document.
He explained that it was the result
“of his low legal awareness and low
level of education”. He asked the
court to be lenient, and “give him a
chance to become a good man”.
The man’s lawyer said that neither he nor his client have any argument against the accusation.
Due to his client’s low educational level, he was “easily susceptible
to being misguided and committing crimes. He’s guilty.”
The accused was a member of
the Chinese Communist Party and
had no previous convictions. Witnesses – apparently his co-workers
– gave testimony to the court about
what the accused had said, according to the document.
The judges – Erkin Hocimir, Patigul Rozi and Nuruzgul Barat – decided on a sentence of 10 years,
with the year already spent in custody awaiting trial to be taken into account.
The imprisonment of Uighurs
has “skyrocketed” in recent years,
the Chinese Human Rights Defenders group said last year, basing its
comment on Chinese government
data.
The imprisonment of members
of ethnic minorities in Xinjiang is
separate to the incarceration of
people from the same ethnic
groups in a vast network of “education” camps.
According to the Chinese Human Rights Defenders Group, the
number of ethnic minority people
being prosecuted in Xinjiang
shows the Chinese Government
has abandoned due process as part
of its “Strike Hard” campaign.
Government data showed criminal arrests in Xinjiang accounted
for 21 per cent of all arrests in China, even though the region only accounts for 1.5 per cent of China’s total population, according to the
group. Uighurs account for approximately half of Xinjiang’s population. The “Strike Hard” campaign
is described by the Beijing government as being targeted at violent extremism, but critics say it is an effort at wiping out an entire culture.
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Man dies after
gangland-style
shooting in Dublin
Gardaí exploring line of inquiry that attack
is linked to worsening feud in Coolock
CONOR LALLY
Security and Crime Editor

A man shot repeatedly in a
gangland attack in north Dublin has died from his injuries in
Beaumont Hospital.
The victim, in his 20s, was
wounded several times at a
house where he lived on Clonshaugh Avenue, Clonshaugh,
Dublin 17.
The dead man was named
locally last night as Eoin
Boylan. A postmortem is due
to be carried out today. It is
believed he was wounded six
times while he was in the front
garden of the property.
One line of inquiry being explored is that the attack is
linked to a worsening gangland feud in the Coolock area
on the city’s north side.
As news emerged yesterday
evening that efforts to save the
man’s life were unsuccessful,
Minister for Justice Charlie
Flanagan condemned the attack.
“I was deeply concerned to
hear of the shooting this evening in the Clonshaugh area. I
condemn this wanton violence,” he said. “I urge anyone
with information to please contact An Garda Síochána and assist them.”

Colm
Keena
Leaked documents
detail treatment of
Uighur people held
in Xinjiang province
Leaked classified documents issued by a top Chinese Communist Party official show how the
inmates of controversial camps
in Xinjiang province must undergo “ideological transformation” before being released,
and are at all times to be kept under video surveillance and behind double-locked doors.
International observers estimate a million, and possibly up
to 1.5 million, people from the
Uighur and other Turkic ethnic
groups in Xinjiang, most of
whom are Muslims, are being
held in the camps which the Beijing government has said are educational facilities with a
“boarding school” ethos.
The leaked documents – the
China Cables – were given to
the International Consortium
of Investigative Journalists
(ICIJ) and shared with a number of media partners, including The Irish Times.
They show conclusively that,
contrary to what has been
claimed by the Chinese authorities, the people in the camps are
being held against their will.
In one document the then
party head of security in the
province, Zhu Hailun, sets out
how the inmates have to be in
the camps for at least a year,
and must achieve the necessary
“scores” for education, training, ideological transformation, compliance and discipline, before being considered
suitable for release.
Even then, Zhu instructs regional party bosses, the inmates are not to be freed but
rather to undergo at least three
to six months of “intensive
skills training”.
Adrian Zenz, an expert on
what is happening in Xinjiang,
told the ICIJ that factories are
being built alongside the camps
and that forced labour is being
used to produce goods that may
be exported to the West.
Asked to comment, the
Chinese ambassador to
Ireland, He Xiangdong, said in
a statement that thanks to the
“preventive counter-terrorism
and de-radicalisation efforts, including establishing Vocational
Education and Training Centers, Xinjiang, a place that once
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Murderinquiry
Gardaí in Coolock opened a
murder inquiry yesterday
evening. A statement from
Garda Headquarters said
emergency services were
called to the scene at about
5.15pm.
suffered gravely from terrorism, hasn’t seen a single violent,
terrorist incident over the past
three years.”
“We will continue to implement our Xinjiang policy and ensure Xinjiang’s sound development,” the ambassador said.
“The most powerful response
to certain media reports is Xinjiang’s lasting prosperity, stability, ethnic solidarity and social
harmony.”
Another of the leaked
documents, again written by
Zhu, confirms that China’s
international diplomatic network is being used as part of the
campaign of repression against
the Turkic people in Xinjiang.
“In the future, apart from
those verified by public security
organs, for any person originally from Xinjiang who obtains
foreign nationality or a foreign
passport, applies for a visa at
our Chinese embassies or consulates abroad, or for any
Xinjiang people who apply for
replacements of valid documents at our Chinese embassies or consulates abroad,”
inquiries are to be carried out
and “for those for whom
suspected terrorism cannot be
ruled out”, they are to be
arrested when they arrive at
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■ A re-education camp for
ethnic Uighur in Hotan, in
China’s Xinjiang province.
Internal Chinese government
documents have revealed new
details on the mass detention
of as many as a million
people. PHOTOGRAPH: NYT
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China’s borders.
The leaked documents were
reviewed for The Irish Times by
UCD political scientist Alexander Dukalskis, who lectures on
China.
“The aim is to destroy any
possibility of serious opposition
to the government in Xinjiang
by Uighurs, forever. This
sounds exaggerated, but there
is really no other way to put it.
“The strategy is to eliminate
dissent, enforce loyalty to the
Chinese Communist Party via
indoctrination camps and other coercive methods, and to
stamp out the independent
practice of Islam and Uighur
culture.”
David O’Brien, an expert on
Xinjiang who is from Ireland
and now lives and lectures in
Germany, said the many
friends and contacts he had
from his visits to the province
over the years, have gone silent.
“All of us would have seen
our friends there just go quiet.
That’s the reality of it. It’s pretty chilling stuff.”
What is happening in Xinjiang, he said, is being driven by
Beijing and may not be popular
with the local party members
implementing the policy.
In his instructions, Zhu, un-
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der the heading “build a strong
team”, says there should be the
“strongest leaders, the strongest cadres and the strongest security forces” in the camps, and
that camp operators should
strive to build a team that is “politically strong, brave in action,
committed and dedicated, and
have an excellent work style”.
“Low-quality team members” and those with a “low
sense of responsibility” are to
be replaced over time, he told
the regional party bosses.
In secret speeches to party officials, Xi called for a response
that showed “absolutely no mercy”.
A court document that forms
part of the China Cables details
how a Uighur road worker who
urged his colleagues to say their
prayers and not to watch pornography, was sent to jail for 10
years for inciting “extremist religious thoughts” in his colleagues.
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Although the man had been
treated for gunshot wounds before being taken by ambulance to Beaumont Hospital,
he was pronounced dead shortly after arrival.
“Members of the Garda
Technical Bureau are currently examining the scene and an
incident room has been established at Coolock Garda station,” the statement said.
“The coroner has been notified and the services of the
State Pathologist have been requested.
“Arrangements are being
made for a postmortem examination.”
Appeal
Gardaí in Coolock have appealed for witnesses to come
forward. They are seeking any
dashcam footage recorded in
the vicinity of Clonshaugh Avenue between 4.30pm and
5.30pm yesterday.
If the killing is confirmed as
being linked to the Coolock
feud, it would be the fifth fatal
gun attack since January
when Zach Park (23) was shot
dead in Swords, Co Dublin.
In May, Sean Little (22),
from Kilmore, Dublin, was
shot dead near Walshestown
in north Co Dublin.
Also in May, Hamid Sanambar (41), an Iranian gangland
figure in Ireland, was shot
dead on Kilbarron Avenue, Kilmore West.
The gun murder of another
man in recent months has also
been linked to the same dispute.
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CHINAHAS‘A
LOTOFSPIES’
INIRELAND
Chinese political activists living in Ireland claim that other
Chinese people here are ‘keeping an eye on everyone’ for
signs of disloyalty to the Communist Party

Colm Keena

I

t’s not often that prospective interviewees turn up at the The Irish Times wearing face masks and reflector sunglasses, with black baseball hats pulled low
over their foreheads. But that’s what
happened when three supporters of the
pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong
agreed to be interviewed. All living in Dublin, two are from Hong Kong and the other
from the Chinese mainland.
“They are killing people,” a woman
from Hong Kong says soon after the interview began. “That is what is happening
now. The Hong Kong government, and the
police, they are really killing people.”
Each of the interviewees is concerned
about the potential consequences should
it become known that they had spoken
with the Irish media. One has already had
the experience of losing her job with a Chinese employer in Dublin after her image attending a protest here was posted on Chinese social media.
Over the past fortnight, The Irish Times
has been speaking with people from the Tibetan and Hong Kong communities about
living in Ireland while being careful not to
come to the attention of the Beijing authorities. No one from the small Irish community of Uighur Turkic Muslims, from the
northwestern province of Xinjiang, would
agree to be interviewed.
The Chinese government is believed to
have incarcerated a million or more Uighur and other Turkic Muslims in re-education camps in Xinjiang, as part of a massive
campaign of repression.
“The high level of persecution spreads
fear to the extent that Muslims living
abroad are reluctant to talk about it lest
members of their family at home should
face serious repercussions,” said Dr Ali Selim, of the Islamic Cultural Centre, in Clonskeagh, where some the Uighurs attend
the mosque.
For people who have family back in China, being identified as expressing views
Beijing does not approve of can have significant consequences, these activists claim.
People who live here can find it hard to get
visas to visit family, they say. Family members back in China can be punished for
what a family member has said here in Ireland, they claim. And people here temporarily fear the consequences for themselves once they return home.
This week, leaked Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) documents – the China Cables
– gave new insight into what is happening
in Xinjiang.
The classified documents were given to
the International Consortium of Investiga-
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Phone calls were always
listened to, but now you
have United Front
propaganda teams going
into every village, asking
questions

tive Journalists, which shared them with a
number of its media partners, including
The Irish Times.
Among other matters, the documents
show how the Chinese government uses its
international diplomatic network as part
of the campaign in Xinjiang.
People from Xinjiang living abroad who
have dealings with China’s embassy and
consulate network are flagged for attention by a computerised surveillance system, the leaks show. The very fact that
these people are abroad is sufficient reason for them or their families to be treated
with suspicion, and become candidates for
detention.
The Chinese man from the mainland,
who supports the protesters in Hong
Kong, believes the wider Chinese community in Ireland is also part of a monitoring
network. “They have a lot of spies,” he
says. Some spy because they are asked to,
he says. Others do it because they love China and CCP. “They don’t see a difference
between China and the party, but the party
is very evil. It is a dictatorship.”
All three pro-democracy protesters say
they fear that people who are being arrested in Hong Kong might end up in re-education camps similar to those in Xinjiang.
“We do not know what will happen in the
future.” An interviewee who grew up in
Hong Kong says that, even going to school
there during the period of British rule, people didn’t learn the truth about Chinese history. “The CCP has killed more Chinese
people than the Japanese did during the
second World War,” the activists say. “No
one knows this.”
Even educated Chinese people living
here try not to learn the truth. “They are
afraid to speak freely, even when they are
here, in Ireland. They are brainwashed.”
Masssurveillance
In a cafe in south Dublin, two men who
were born in Tibet but who now live in Ireland agree to talk as long as they are not
identified. Both have family in Tibet.
Tibet lies below Xinjiang in western China. Like Xinjiang, Tibet has experienced
extensive settlement by the majority Han
Chinese in recent decades. It is also, like
Xinjiang, the subject of a campaign of
mass surveillance and repression by a Beijing government that fears separatist sentiment and loyalty to the Dalai Lama.
“They started in Xinjiang recently, but
it’s been going on for a long, long time in Tibet. I am here for . . . years and I have family in Tibet, but I never dare talk to them.”
The situation eased a decade or more
ago, but since the rise to the top of the CCP
by the Chinese president, Xi Jinping, in
2013, the situation has changed for the
worse.
“Phone calls were always listened to,
but now you have United Front propaganda teams going into every village, asking
questions. Where is your son? They reward good behaviour [and punish bad
behaviour]. Even though you are living in
Ireland and not politically active, just attending to the Dalai Lama’s teaching can
be dangerous for your family in Tibet.
They warn your family.”
Getting visas to go back for family visits
can be difficult. Family members have to
sign letters saying the visitor will not
“destabilise the motherland and disturb
the social harmony. They have to guarantee it.”
“I never went back. It’s hard for me to
contact them. I am in the free world, but
they are not.”
The men have friends in Ireland from
mainland China.
“They believe [China is] lifting Tibet out
of poverty. They see themselves as the saviours of Tibet. They have no idea how
many cultural sites were destroyed [in

Tibet] during the Cultural Revolution, are
still being destroyed now. They say that is
American propaganda. That we are dogs
of imperialism.”
The Chinese authorities use local Chinese-Irish associations and student
groups, the activists claim. Such organisations have people from the CCP in them
who keep an eye on everyone, they say.
“That is how they manipulate people when
they are outside China. It is not obvious.
It’s sneaky.”
Not all cross-cultural groups are invovled in this practice, of course, but one organisation about which there has been extensive controversy – and which has Irish
branches – is the international network of
the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA). Local CSSAs provide useful
support to Chinese students and scholars
studying and working outside China, but
are also used by the CCP to promote and
monitor loyalty, according to a report last
year by the Washington DC-based US-China Economic and Security Review
Commission.
CSSAs “receive guidance from the CCP
through Chinese embassies and
consulates—governmental ties CSSAs frequently attempt to conceal—and are active
in carrying out overseas Chinese work consistent with Beijing’s United Front strategy,” the report says.
Authoritarian Advance, a report published last year by the Global Public Policy
Institute in Berlin, gave details as to the European network of CSSAs. “The CSSAs report to Chinese embassies on Chinese students who take part in activities that are
considered sensitive by the Chinese government”, the report says. “These students and their families at home can face
retaliation in the form of threats from
Chinese officials.”

‘‘

I am afraid they are either
suffering from persecutory
delusion or trying to gain
sympathy – Chinese
Embassy statement
There are CSSA branches in UCD, NUI
Galway, and DCU, and the Waterford Institute of Technology. The Irish website of
the organisation is listed on the website of
the Chinese Embassy in Dublin. Efforts to
contact the Irish association by email (its
website lists no phone numbers) had received no response at the time of going to
press.
The Berlin think-tank makes the point
that it is important not to conflate the Chinese party-state with overseas Chinese
communities, something the CCP itself is
keen on doing, the report says, so it can present the party’s interests as being the same
as those of all ethnic Chinese.
A statement from the Chinese Embassy
in Dublin in response to the points raised
in this article reads as follows: “We respect
the legal right of expression of all Chinese,
no matter where they are or which part of
China they are from.
It continues: “Regarding those Chinese
who told you that their freedom of expression is threatened by other Chinese, I am
afraid they are either suffering from persecutory delusion or trying to gain sympathy
in an attempt to discredit or smear the ma-

jority of Chinese in Ireland with opinions
different from them.”
“Kate”, who is from Hong Kong, has
lived in Ireland for a number of years, and
has family in Hong Kong. She is, she says,
not just pro-democracy but pro-independence. “So I am quite scared of the Chinese
people finding out about me.”
Empire
For her, China is not a country but an empire made up of 56 countries, including Tibet. She refers to Xinjiang – the word
means New Territory – as “East Turkistan”, a name she believes is more appropriate. “It is quite dangerous to have Chinese friends. I think of them as Chinese
agents.” Most Chinese people see those in
favour of an independent Hong Kong as
traitors, she says.
“I think the Chinese in Ireland embrace
the CCP. They love the CCP. They think
that without the CCP, they would be still living in poverty. They are against the independence movements of Taiwan, Hong
Kong, Tibet. They stand with the CCP.”
Chinese people, she says, fear that if the
CCP collapsed, China would collapse, and
this would be bad for them. They want the
CCP to remain in power.
“Leftists say they are anti-imperialists,
but they turn a blind eye to Chinese imperialism. I see people talking about Palestine,
Catalonia, the Kurds, but they never seem
to support the Uighurs. So I wonder do
they just not know about it, or do they just
pretend nothing is happening?”
“I am not saying it is a competition between who deserves the most pity. A death
in East Turkistan is the same as a death in
Palestine.”
She wonders if it is because China is
ruled by the CCP. “The Soviet Union has
collapsed. Maybe if China collapsed, then
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leftist ideology would no longer stand?
Maybe. But it is a kind of hypocrisy.”
The Oireachtas website shows that the
word Uighur has been mentioned four
times this year in the Dáil and Seanad. Other searches show: Xinjiang (0); Kurd (25);
Catalonia (12) and Palestine (109).
For a lot of Chinese people, coming to
the West and being exposed to western media and political debate makes them view
China more rather than less positively, according to Isabella Jackson, an assistant
professor in Chinese history in Trinity College Dublin.
“Chinese people are used to a relentlessly positive approach to news and current affairs in the media at home and are taken
aback by the negative news reported in the
media every day in the West. It shows
them all the things that are wrong with society here, reinforcing a sense that the Chinese government broadly has things right.
It can be a relief to get back to the familiarity of Chinese culture.”
She says it often takes time for Chinese
students to get to grips with the idea of multiple interpretations of political and historical issues, as against a single, dogmatic,
state-sponsored viewpoint.
“On issues like the treatment of minorities in Xinjiang, Chinese people’s initial assumption is often that news that contrasts
with the Chinese government’s line is a result of western propaganda.
“While some start to question the Communist state narrative, others end up trusting no news source, unable to discern what
might be true between conflicting Chinese
and western stories.”

‘Good lord, Ireland, you make it hard’: An emigrant’s battle to become Irish again
Helen O’Rahilly

How many hoops must a
returning citizen jump
through? I nearly took up
smoking again

I

n September 2019, I wrote an article
on Twitter listing the things that I
loved about returning to Ireland after
30 years in London. It quickly went viral,
attracting more than 13,000 likes from
around the world on Twitter, and was
published in The Irish Times Abroad
section.
I had encountered only decency and
kindness on my return to Ireland, and I
still stand by that article. But since then
has come the “settling in” bit. What
follows might serve as a warning to
emigrants thinking of moving home.
My beloved mother died in June, and I
returned a week before she died. Her
elderly sister – who shared her home –
now needs full-time care. Circumstances
in London, Brexit included, made me
think now was the time to return to
Ireland. But I quickly found myself in a
weird loop of administrative nonsense.
First, there was the Public Services

Card. I hadn’t a clue about the raging
debate here over whether it was necessary
or not, the data and privacy implications
and so on. I just assumed the card was
what everyone had to get.
And, to be fair, I got one in a day,
presenting my passport, a letter from my
aunt saying I was home to be her carer and
a filled-in form.
I thought it would be an easy passage
once I had this piece of precious plastic in
my possession. As I worked in Ireland in
the mid-1980s and already had a
30-year-old social welfare number, I
assumed I was ahead of the posse.
Before I had even started looking for a
job and a new house in Dublin, on July 9th
I applied for a carer’s allowance. A
humongous form requiring my seed,
breed and generation, needed to be filled
in, accompanied by printed copies of three
months of statements from both my UK
bank accounts and a signed GP’s report.
Believing I had done all they required, I
sent these off to the Carer’s Allowance
Unit, Ballinalee Road, Longford.
I checked the waiting times: 15 weeks
before I would hear whether I would be
entitled to anything. Gulp. I’d have to wait.
Ten weeks later, I got a letter from a
“deciding officer” in Longford. They now
wanted; six months of my UK bank
accounts; proof of re-registration of my
British car; proof of change of my UK
driving licence to an Irish one; and proof
of the sale of my London house. Otherwise

my application (already 10 weeks old)
would be null and void.
I replied outlining my situation to the
deciding officer. My letter pointed out that
my original London house buyers had
pulled out in August and that the house
sale – to new buyers – was now scheduled
for early November and could they,
please, keep my application active? So far,
silence.
My house was sold on November 1st,
and I’m now exhaustedly compiling page
after page of documents to fulfil the
requirements.
The Carer’s Allowance Unit has also
asked for proof that I’ve closed my two UK
bank accounts and that I’ve set up a new
Irish bank account. Now for more returning emigrant fun.
One step forward, two steps back
Setting up a new Irish bank account is
another Grand National event. I’ve been a
Bank of Ireland customer since 1985. I’ve
been a UK Bank of Ireland customer since
1988. I wanted to move the proceeds of my
house sale to Ireland.
“Would you like my money?” I said to a
very nice, competent woman in my local
branch in north Co Dublin. Why, yes, they
would love to look after my money, but
could I first fill in the central database
questionnaire and application form
online? No, it couldn’t be done in the
branch.
So, here’s the next Beecher’s Brook: the
bank’s central processing unit wanted

photographic proof of utility bills for a
Dublin address in my name. Raising my
eyes to heaven, much like Sr Michael in
Derry Girls, I uttered the word “Christ!”
I’m only back living in my late mother’s
house since June and they want my name
on everything – my passport, driving
licence and 30-plus history of banking
with them wasn’t enough. I managed to
dig out a Revenue letter when I’d registered that I was now living here. No, that
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Though I hold firm
to all I wrote – the
kindnesses, the humour,
the generous gestures –
October and November
have been an absolute trial
wasn’t proof. What? An official letter,
dated 30/10/19, from the Revenue to me at
my Dublin address, wasn’t enough for my
bank?
Since my mother’s death, all utility bills
are now, legally, addressed to “the estate
of” my late mother. I’m the sole executor,
and I’ve only just been granted probate.
There’s nothing on the form where you
explain this conundrum to the faceless
operators of the processing unit. Unless
my name is on Irish utility bills, I can’t
open an Irish bank account.
Seriously, how many hoops does a
returning citizen have to go through? One

step forward, two steps back is the dance
of the bewildered returner.
Then there was trying to log in to the
MyGovID site. Despite the possession of a
PPS number and a public services card, I
had to wait five days for a postal acknowledgement and a code number that would
give me access.
Eleven attempts to log on – I have an
Irish address, an Irish mobile number, an
Irish PPS number – and no go. I spent an
hour trying to log on and was then blocked
until the next day.
When I finally rang a rather dismissive
woman told me that the apostrophe in my
surname wasn’t acceptable. Run that one
by me again. We’re in Ireland: there must
hundreds of thousands of Irish people
with an apostrophe in their surnames. So,
I asked the officer, if I do that will I get
access? “No”, said she. (Could I detect a
note of glee?) Why not? My mobile phone
had not been registered.
Deep breath, Helen. Would this
government official be able to now
register my Irish mobile number? “Oh, no,
not at all” was the answer. I nearly took up
smoking again.
So watch out Longford, I’m now going
to send the biggest parcel ever to the
Carer’s Allowance Unit: two lots of six
months’ worth of bank statements from
my personal and joint accounts; proof of
the London house sale; photographs of
the huge removals truck arriving at my
Dublin address last week with my London

house contents; photos of my storage unit,
packed to the gills, in north Co Dublin.
Would they like a photograph of me
crying on the ferry as I left Holyhead? I
could include that.
I couldn’t provide proof of a new Irish
bank account because Bank of Ireland
wouldn’t let me give them a large amount
of money and, so, I couldn’t close my UK
accounts.
When I finally got my new Irish bank
account, I was then told the best way to
move the money from my UK Bank of
Ireland to my new Irish Bank of Ireland
account was for me to “drive up the M1 to
Newry and fill in the paperwork there”.
When I asked if the Bank of Ireland had a
carrier pigeon service, a very nice man –
Dermot – took it on himself to sort it out.
Kudos, Dermot. You’ve restored my faith
that things can, eventually, get done in
Ireland.
I still have to wait weeks for an appointment to get my UK car re-registered and
pay any road tax due. I have to wait for an
appointment at another centre to get my
UK licence turned into an Irish one. I have
to wait until the car has an Irish registration plate before I can get it insured. And
so it goes. I am at the end of my tether.
So, though I still hold firm to all I wrote
in September – the kindnesses, the
humour, the generous gestures – October
and November have been an absolute
trial. I’m still glad to be back but good lord,
Ireland, you make it hard going.

