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As Vatican and China talk, 
Taiwan nervously looks on 

Taiwan fears being left out in the cold 
VATICAN CITY: Five blocks from the Vatican, on the
bustling, tourist-packed street leading to St Peter’s
Basilica, a Taiwanese flag flutters from the window of a
third story suite of offices that house Taipei’s embassy to
the Holy See. These days, the staff inside are anxious. They
know that one night they may have to lower that flag - red
and blue with a white sun - for the last time. 

As the Vatican and China move closer to a historic deal
on the appointment of bishops, which would signal a
warming of once-frigid relations, diplomats and scholars
say Taiwan could lose the
most from the deal. Under
the deal, the Vatican will
have a say in negotiations
for the appointment of
future bishops in China,
whose Catholics are divid-
ed between an “under-
ground” Church loyal to the
pope and a government-
backed Church. Even a par-
tial resolution of the issue
could open the way for
eventual diplomatic rela-
tions between Beijing and
the Vatican. That would give the Church a legal framework
to look after all of China’s estimated 12 million Catholics.

It would also leave Taiwan in the diplomatic lurch. The
Vatican is one of only 20 states that still recognize Taiwan,
officially known as the Republic of China. Beijing insists
that if countries want relations with it they must break ties
with Taiwan. The Chinese Foreign Ministry said last month
that China had always been sincere in its efforts to
improve China-Vatican relations. A senior Vatican official
said however that the accord on bishops “is not a political
one,” suggesting that it does not include any formal link to
diplomatic relations and that the Vatican will not be the
next country to switch relations to China from Taiwan.

Catholic leaders in Taipei are also hopeful. “They (the
Vatican and Beijing) won’t build diplomatic ties. You need
to share common values with each other in order to estab-
lish diplomatic ties,” Archbishop John Hung of Taipei told
Reuters in an interview in Taipei. “The values the Vatican
holds are different from those of the Chinese Communist

Party. Building ties with the Vatican requires values includ-
ing freedom and democracy.” Hung said the Church in
Taiwan is “sleeping well at night”. But for how long?

Lesser children?
Some experts say diplomatic ties between Beijing and

the Vatican are inevitable, even if probably not right
around the corner. “The Church does not have preference
among its children and it’s clear that the Vatican does not
want to do anything to displease Catholics on Taiwan” said

Agostino Giovagnoli, a
history professor at
Milan’s Sacred Heart
Catholic University and
the author of two books
on Catholicism in China.

“But strategically the
Catholics on the main-
land are more important
because the future of
evangelization of China
and all Asia passes
through China. It is key
for the Catholic Church,”
he told Reuters. While

Taiwan’s embassy to the Vatican proudly flies the flag from
its window, hosts cultural events and publishes a newsletter,
the Vatican’s counterpart in Taipei is a study in low-key
diplomacy. It is located in a quiet residential neighborhood
in the city’s Daan distinct. The only clue of its function is the
papal stem of crossed keys and a tiara, or crown. That sym-
bol is not widely known to the general public.

The Vatican’s last diplomat on the mainland was expelled
in 1951 and the Holy See mission settled in Taiwan, to where
Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government fled in 1949 after
its defeat by the communist armies of Mao Zedong, founder
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Since the 1970s,
following the United Nations vote to recognize the PRC as
the sole legal China, the Vatican has not appointed a nuncio,
or ambassador, to Taiwan. It has kept the status of the mis-
sion at the lower level of “charge d’affaires ad interim” since.
Diplomats say the Vatican’s low profile in Taiwan for four
decades has been aimed at placating Beijing, which still sees
Taiwan and its sacred territory.

Diplomatic shockwaves 
In 1999, Cardinal Angelo Sodano, then Secretary of

State under Pope John Paul, sent shockwaves through
Taiwan’s diplomatic corps. He said the Vatican was ready
to move its embassy from Taipei to China “not tomorrow,
but tonight if the Chinese authorities allow it”. In Vatican
directories and diplomatic lists, the ambassador from
Taiwan, currently Matthew Shieh-Ming Lee, is listed
under “China,” not “Republic of China,” which is Taiwan’s

official name now, and was China’s official name before
1949. The ambiguity is not accidental, diplomats say. By
keeping the listing vague and generic, the Vatican has
avoided further irritating Beijing as it has tried to seek an
agreement about Catholics on the mainland. It also would
make it easier for the Vatican to move its embassy to
Beijing eventually while claiming that it is not really aban-
doning Taiwan, where it would likely leave an “apostolic”
representation to the local Church.—Reuters
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In the heart of 
Navajo country, 
pupils work for 
greener future
LEUPP: In the heart of Arizona’s high desert, one of
America’s greenest schools is protecting the planet and its
endangered culture by drawing inspiration from Native
American values.  Classes at the STAR School, on the edge
of the vast Navajo Nation reserve, are divided between
English and-when the fast-paced curriculum allows-the
local native language, known as dinÈ. In kindergarten, a
teacher shows a handful of toddlers traditional weaving,
while the children of elementary school age, some in tradi-
tional braids, discuss the rudiments of fiction writing or
computing.

“I like this school because I have many family members
here,” one softly-spoken but happy girl, 11-year-old Akura
said. The school’s stellar name-an acronym for “Service to
all Relations”-emphasizes the Navajo philosophy that
every living thing is connected, from the smallest plant to
the largest mammal. “We teach children traditional peace-
making. We haven’t had a fist fight in eight years,” says the
school’s founder, Mark Sorensen.

“I’ve been a principal for 40 years and I can tell you, it’s
extraordinary.” The STAR, which caters to pupils of up to
the end of middle school, generates all its electricity from
two wind turbines and 300 solar panels.  It is an initiative
born of ideology but also necessity, with no power grid
out in the sticks, some 25 miles (40 kilometers) from the
nearest city, Flagstaff.  “It has been estimated that between
the Arizona and Nevada deserts (solar) panels could pow-
er half the country,” says Sorensen, an ecologist who has
been “off the grid” for years. 

‘Historical trauma’ 
He founded the STAR school 17 years ago with his wife,

paying for the first building with his own credit card. The
campus is now home to 130 students and has added a gym
and a greenhouse, where students grow vegetables and
herbs that are used in the canteen. They learn to live in
“renewable” mode but also become familiar with tech-

niques in cultivating vegetables that have almost disap-
peared from dinner tables in the remote region where
food is scarce. 

The Navajo community, plagued by poverty and rife
with drug addiction, domestic violence and health prob-
lems such as diabetes, still suffers from “historical trauma,”
as the locals term it. In the mid-19th century, about 9,000
Navajos were driven off their land by the US military,
deported on foot and marched hundreds of miles to be
interned at Fort Summer in New Mexico. A treaty was
signed in 1868 authorizing them to become part of a feder-
ally-recognized protected area, the Navajo Nation reser-
vation. The children were sent away to boarding schools,
where they were bullied and their language proscribed. 

“It’s a model that was used all over the world, with the
aborigine people of Australia, everywhere,” says Sorensen.
“Schools were this place where psychological violence
was made to the people and the culture. There’s lots of
pain and anger among native families about school.” The
STAR School and others like it are at the forefront of
attempts to revive a culture that has been eroded by the
Anglo-Saxon influx onto native lands. 

Internal conflict
Eighth graders complete a scientific project that serves

their community-including one group that won a scholar-
ship from Samsung for fashioning a simple bucket into a
low-cost, low-energy air conditioning system. As with any
other public institution, the STAR School is not without its
internal conflicts and competing priorities. To hold on to its
funding, it has to educate to the standard of local public
schools, which means pupils attaining average C grades in
what the US News rankings site describes as one of the
worst states for education.  

Non-native teachers lament the fact that attention to tra-
dition impinges on class time which would otherwise be
devoted to reading or mathematics. Navajo teachers, on the
other hand, complain that just two hours a week is dedicat-
ed to the study of their endangered language. “(The author-
ities) tell you what to teach-that this is more important than
that-and it’s always the dominant western culture,” says
Revalane Nez, who’d like to spend time on stories of Navajo
heroes and other aspects of history and culture.  

She does what she can to keep her heritage alive via a
Navajo culture club, a spring wellness camp and Navajo
language camp. But in Navajo families, it is sometimes only
the grandparents who still speak the language fluently,
while television blares out English in every home.—AFP 

Pakistanis distressed 
as Uighur wives 
vanish in China dragnet
ISLAMABAD: Every autumn on the mountainous
Karakoram Highway, part of the ancient Silk Road,
groups of Pakistani merchants living in China’s far west
would wave goodbye to their Chinese wives and cross
the border to spend winter in their home country. As the
snow piled high, the men would stay in touch with their
families by phone, longing for the spring thaw that would
allow them to be reunited in Xinjiang.

But last year many of their calls suddenly went unan-
swered. Their families, they learned, had disappeared into
a growing network of shadowy “reeducation centers”
that have swept up the region’s Uighur Muslim minority
over fears of Islamic militancy crossing the border from
Pakistan. “My wife and kids were taken away by the
Chinese authorities in March last year and I haven’t heard
from them since,” said Iqbal, a Pakistani businessman
who declined to give his surname over concern about his
family’s safety.

Last July, he headed to China to find them, but was
turned away at the border. Authorities “said my wife was
in ‘training’ and the government was taking care of my
kids”, he said. “I begged them to let me talk to my daugh-
ters, but they refused.” Iqbal is one of dozens of mer-
chants from Gilgit-Baltistan who return to Pakistan for
visa reasons or to run their businesses and have been
unable to contact their Uighur families living in China,
according to Javed Hussain, a member of the local assem-
bly for the Pakistani region that borders Xinjiang.

Earlier this month, the delegates passed a unanimous
resolution protesting the “illegal detention” of the men’s
families. “The Chinese authorities should at least allow
the men to meet their wives and children,” Hussain said.
“China is our friend and this incident will leave a bad
taste.” China’s foreign ministry said that the “two sides
are maintaining communication about problems related
to interactions between both countries’ people”, while
Pakistan’s said the issue was being “actively discussed
with the government of China”.

‘Eliminating extremism’   
Like many of the men, Iqbal’s family lived in Kashgar,

an ancient city along the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), a trade route connecting China’s far
west to the Arabian Sea port of Gwadar. In recent years,
China has heavily pushed its relationship with Pakistan,
investing tens of billions of dollars in CPEC infrastructure
projects in the country, and Beijing has upgraded the
treacherous mountain road connecting Gilgit-Baltistan to
Xinjiang. But China has had difficulty reconciling its
desire for development with fears that Uighur separatists
will import violence from Pakistan. Chinese authorities
have long linked their crackdown on Xinjiang’s Muslims to
international counter-terrorism, arguing that separatists
are bent on joining foreign extremists like Al-Qaeda.

Uighurs have been tied to mass stabbings and bomb-
ings that left dozens dead in recent years across the
country. Riots and clashes with the government killed
hundreds more. Over the past year, China has turned to
increasingly drastic methods to eliminate what it
describes as the “three forces”: terrorists, religious
extremists and separatists. In 2017, the government
flooded Xinjiang with tens of thousands of security per-
sonnel, with police stations on nearly every block in
urban areas and tough regulations to “eliminate extrem-
ism”. This included the increased use of compulsory
“reeducation” for anyone suspected of harboring sepa-
ratist sympathies.

‘Threat’ from Pakistan    
Iqbal and the other Pakistani men believe their wives-

and even business associates-have been targeted
because they received calls and messages from Pakistan.

“Any communication from Pakistan is considered a
threat,” said Qurban, a businessman who has worked in
Kashgar for over 30 years. “One of my employees, a
Uighur, was picked up two years back just because he
was in touch with me when I went to Pakistan.” Chinese
authorities have denied the existence of reeducation cen-
ters. But regulations against extremism adopted by
Xinjiang last March call for authorities to step up politi-
cal reeducation. In Kashgar alone, more than 120,000
people-about three percent of the area’s population-
were being held in the facilities in January, according to
Radio Free Asia.

An AFP review of state media reports and government
documents verified the existence of at least 30 such cen-
ters and almost 4,000 cases of people being sent to them.
Regulations posted on a local website in Xinjiang’s Hejing
county explained that even minor transgressions of strict
religious regulations can be punished with up to three
months in a centre. 

Ali, a businessman who lost contact with his wife in
December, said she had been taken by authorities to do a
“sort of training where they teach them about
Communism and prepare them to be patriotic citizens”.
“My wife told me that Chinese police had come to her
house and asked her about the calls from Pakistan and
asked her to explain her links with ETIM,” said Ali, refer-
ring to the East Turkestan Islamic Movement, a militant
group China has accused of attempting to foment Uighur
separatism. 

He plans to cross the border in May to find his family,
but has been told his children are in the custody of the
Chinese government and doesn’t know if he will see
them again. “They never tell you anything, they just say
your family will come back to you when they finish their
training.”—AFP 

LEUPP: Fourth grade children study at the Star School, a charter educational facility that wants to revitalize
the Navajo language and culture in Leupp, Arizona. —AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Cardinals holding palms attend the Palm Sunday mass at the St Peter’s square in Vatican
yesterday. Palm Sunday marks the sixth and last Sunday of the Christian Holy month of Lent and the begin-
ning of Holy Week.— AFP 


