	[image: image1.jpg]



	World Uyghur Congress
Weltkongress der Uighuren e.V.

Dunya Uyghur Qurultiyi

Registration No:  VR 18781



 Good morning to all,

I would like to first thank the UN Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues, Fernand de Varenn and the Director of the Tom Lantos Institute, Anna-Mária Biró for inviting me to speak during this year’s Asia-Pacific Regional Forum. 

As we celebrate the 30th anniversary of the creation of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National, Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, we must review the successes and shortcomings of  the UNDM in protecting the rights of minorities. 

I first would like to emphasize that whereas Uyghurs make up the majority of the population in their own homeland, they don’t consider themselves a “minority”. Nevertheless, Uyghurs, Tibetans, Inner-Mongols, Kazakhs and others are officially considered a ‘’minority’’ group by the People’s Republic of China and on paper, the Chinese government has granted specific rights to persons belonging to a ‘’minority’’ group. Under the PRC’s constitution and the 1984 Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law, “minorities” enjoy freedom of religious belief, have the right to use and develop their own languages, as well as the freedom to preserve their own customs and ways of living. In reality, none of the ethnic people in China have benefited from these rights. 

The current situation for Uyghurs is dire. Uyghurs have been targeted for repression due to their distinct ethnicity, language, culture, and religion. Since 2017, this has led to around 3 million Uyghurs , Kazakh and other Turkic people being arbitrarily interned in concentration camps, where they are subjected to torture, and sexual abuse, including rape and forced sterilization. Uyghur academics, scholars and professors have been targeted in particular. Additionally, thousands of Uyghurs are transferred to forced labour facilities. Outside of the network of camps, the region resembles an open-air prison. An extensive collection of Data including biomedical and digital data has been analyzed in big data hubs. As the recently leaked ‘’Xinjiang Police Files’’ have revealed, everything that is unique to our Uyghur identity can lead to internment and other forms of persecution. Our language, culture, religion and history are under threat of becoming extinct. 

Since the inception of the UNDM, there has been a deeper focus on the rights of minorities internationally, and various mechanisms have been created to address these issues and promote and protect the rights of minorities. These mechanisms are available at a domestic, and international level. At the UN, minority rights have become an integral part of the protection and safeguarding of human rights. Platforms such as the annual Forum on Minority Issues have been created to offer a space for individuals belonging to national, ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities to bring up their issues and advocate for the respect of their rights. The creation of a thematic special rapporteur on minority issues has further facilitated the work of human rights defenders advocating for better protection of minorities. 
At the same time, many challenges and gaps continue to exist in the minority protection system. 

One of these challenges is the effective participation of NGOs and individuals belonging to a ‘’minority group’’, often called ‘’unrepresented diplomats’’, at the UN. The politicisation of ECOSOC registration is one of the most important challenges we continue to face. Authoritarian states continue to influence the entire process of ECOSOC registration in order to prevent NGOs belonging to a ‘’minority group’’ from officially being registered. This tactic goes beyond the unregistered NGOs, but also extends to NGOs with an existing ECOSOC status that provides accreditation to human rights defenders, as authoritarian states threaten the legitimacy of their ECOSOC status. This has also affected me personally. In 2018, during the session of the UN’s Committee on NGOs, China unsuccessfully attempted to have the Committee withdraw the NGO consultative status of the Society for Threatened Peoples  over their support of me, a human rights activist. 

Similarly, another tactic used by some states is to establish and/or support government-affiliated NGOs (GONGOs). Once registered with ECOSOC, these GONGOs can operate within UN NGO spaces and forums and counter human rights accounts with state propaganda, while wrongly being recognized as an independent body. Given that these GONGOs usually have more resources available to them compared to ‘’unrepresented’’ groups, they occupy the NGO spaces in an overwhelming way. 


In contrast, ‘’minority groups’’ have extremely limited access to resources, including financially. This challenge must be addressed at the UN level, especially in a context where this limitation is actively caused by member states, by exercising diplomatic and political pressure on institutions. 

The lack of a clear definition of self-determination in the rights of people is an important obstacle to conflict prevention and protection of human rights. The failure to sufficiently develop an understanding of and mechanisms to protect the right to self-determination, this foundational right of the international system shows the negative impact this has on unrepresented nations and people everywhere. Better development and implementation of the right to self-determination would make the world a more sustainable and peaceful place. 

There is also a documented pattern of state intimidation against activists engaged in promoting the right to self-determination, via the criminalization of their activities. Some states brand human rights defenders from ‘’minority groups’’ as ‘’separatists’’ and/or as ‘’terrorists’’.

Indeed, NGOs and or human rights defenders in the ‘’minority space’’ are at a higher risk of reprisals and intimidations, thus limiting their ability to participate meaningfully in relevant forums. 

As a human rights defender working on China, I’m quite familiar with reprisals.

My own experience is compelling:

· I was first issued a Red Notice by INTERPOL on the insistence of the Chinese government in 1997.I only learned about the notice two years later in 1999 by German police.
· This has impacted both my professional and private lives in several ways:
· I was detained and refused to enter in different countries: South Korea, Switzerland, Turkey, Italy, the United States, India, Taiwan.
· This has also led me to fear for my safety in democratic countries.
· The Interpol red notice against me was lifted in 2018, after 21 years, due to the persistent work of Fair Trials.

· Despite this, the notice has remained a particular obstacle for me, inhibiting international travel and hindering my activism.
· In 2013, during the Universal Periodic Review on China, my delegation and I who were present during the Review were suddenly asked to leave the UN premises by the UN security guards, without explanation. I later discovered that at the request of the Chinese mission, the UN had provided my name and other Uyghur, Tibetan activists’ names to the Chinese mission. This was exposed by UN officer, Emma Reilly. The handing out of the names of some human rights defenders by the UN was previously a common practice.  
· In 2017, I was expelled from the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues in New York, by a UN security guard, at the request of the Chinese mission, despite my official NGO accreditation. I was given no explanation about this incident.
· The next year, a similar incident took place during the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues in New York, but this time the German and the United States prevented my expulsion. 
To conclude my statement, I would like to table three recommendations: 

· Important gaps in the UNDM that impact the overall normative frameworks used in the UN must be recognised and addressed at all levels. This includes a deeper understanding of certain rights, including the right to self-determination for Unrepresented peoples. 
· The UN should provide more resources and toolkits for organisations and/or human rights defenders belonging to a ‘’minority group’’ who have very limited capacity and resources to advocate for their causes.
· There should be better cooperation between different UN human rights monitoring mechanisms, including the UN Forum on Minority Issues and domestic courts, with the overall aim to bring accountability to the victims of atrocity crimes.
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