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‘There is nowhere to worship here’: 
Crackdown bedevils China’s Catholics

Standoff has split China’s roughly 12 million Catholics
PUYANG: A government sign outside a Catholic church in
central China warns that children are not allowed to attend
mass. “Illegal” churches are being bulldozed. Priests are
handing over personal information about their flocks to
authorities. Roman Catholics in Henan province are run-
ning out of space to worship as the atheist Communist
government steps up a campaign to “Sinicize” religions
and demolishes old neighborhoods to make way for devel-
opment projects.

The campaign has intensified even as the Vatican and
Beijing, which severed ties in 1951, are reportedly close to
resolving a longstanding dispute over who gets to appoint
bishops. The standoff has split China’s roughly 12 million
Catholics between those who follow government-
approved prelates and those in “underground” pro-Rome
churches. A tattered poster of Jesus and a few wooden
pews beneath bricks and broken planks are the only evi-
dence that a church once stood in Puyang city before it was
deemed an “illegal construction”. Liu Xueshang, a weath-
ered old farmer who spent his life savings to help build it,
searched fruitlessly through the fallen branches of the
church’s crushed pomegranate trees for its cross. “The
church here is now facing a terrible future. We have
nowhere to worship and don’t know what we’ll do,” said Liu.

Elsewhere in the province, nearly two dozen worship-
pers and clergymen interviewed by AFP detailed unprece-
dented measures imposed this year under new religious
regulations. Crosses have been removed from church tops,
printed religious materials and holy items confiscated, and
church-run kindergartens closed. Churches have been
required to display the national flag and constitution but
take down religious imagery from public-facing spaces.

In recent months, minors, college students and even
infants have been barred from entering all church premis-
es. On a recent Sunday at the officially-sanctioned
Cathedral of the Sacred Heart in Anyang, an official from
the State Administration for Religious Affairs said she
came to “inspect” as 800 people attended mass.
“Catholicism is not native to China,” she said. And in
Zhifang village south of Puyang, authorities welded shut
the entrance of a kindergarten in a church’s courtyard.

The school was shuttered because “they want to pre-
vent any cases of the church being involved in education”,
said a village leader who declined to give his name.
Churches have also been told to hand over detailed infor-
mation about each of their members, including their
finances and ties to “foreign influences”, according to
paperwork seen by AFP. One senior priest who requested

anonymity said the data would be used to set up an online
religious management system and monitoring app.

Weeping in ruins 
Divulging the personal details of churchgoers has been

“a huge emotional burden on our clergy, who see it as a
sin,” he said, stating that guilt-ridden priests have come to
him in tears. Most of the new measures were developed to
rein in Protestantism, which authorities believe has been
growing “too quickly” in Henan, he cited officials as saying,
although Catholics are finding themselves targets too.

Many Catholics in Henan, in eastern China, are paying
close attention to the negotiations between Beijing and the
Vatican. “We hope the religion problems can be solved, we
have the same faith, we want stability, we want to unite,”
an underground church member said. Vatican spokesman
Greg Burke said in a brief statement to AFP that “the dia-
logue between the Holy See and the People’s Republic of
China continues”.

The Henan and national religious affairs bureaus did not

answer requests for comment. The crackdown in the
province is amplified by the razing of old districts where
most churches are located to make way for development
projects. The rubble of the Puyang church lies in a con-
struction site for high-rise apartments. The decades-old
church was built with official permission and had a license
to operate, but authorities abruptly declared it illegal a few
months ago, said Liu, the farmer and local village leader.

Without warning, bulldozers tore it down one night.
“The next day, all the old church members came and sat
here, weeping,” he said. A meagre compensation was not
enough to secure a new place. Anthony Lam, a Chinese

Catholic church expert at Hong Kong’s Holy Spirit Study
Centre, said urban development is being “used as an
excuse to demolish churches”.

Desperate underground priests have approached state-
sanctioned colleagues for help to secure a place of wor-
ship in exchange for nominal oversight. A state-approved
priest said the urbanization and demolitions mean “the
space in which the underground can exist is getting small-
er and smaller”. “We’re speaking with the underground
now — so as to protect them, not control them. This allows
the government to know we’re monitoring them. This is our
innovation in Henan.” — AFP

SRINAGAR: Indian forces in Kashmir killed five suspected rebels
yesterday, during the disputed territory’s third major gun battle in as
many days. Hundreds of people thronged a site where security forces
had besieged a group of militants, throwing rocks at soldiers in a bid
to help the rebels escape, witnesses said.

One protester was also killed in the resulting clashes with troops
in Qazigund village, north of Kashmir’s capital Srinagar. Kashmir,
where rebel groups have been fighting Indian forces for decades, has
seen a spike in violence in recent months. Three rebels were killed
and 12 security forces wounded on Thursday during a clash in south-
ern Reasi district. Two others were shot dead the same day in the
northern town of Sopore.

Kashmir Police said the rebels killed yesterday belonged to the
Hizbul Mujahideen and Lashkar-e-Taiba militant groups, and had
been involved in the killing of two bank employees and police. The
operation was “a huge success” for security forces, police said.
Government forces were conducting a search operation after an intel-
ligence tip when the rebels opened fire, sparking the siege, police said.

Anti-militant operations have been stepped up since rebels shot
dead four police. There have also been rising tensions over a Supreme
Court hearing on privileges for Kashmiris that was delayed due to the
risk of violence. Kashmir has been divided since the end of British colo-
nial rule in 1947 but both India and Pakistan claim the former Himalayan
kingdom in full. India has about 500,000 soldiers in the zone it controls,
where separatist groups demand independence or a merger with
Pakistan. The UN human rights chief last month called for an investiga-
tion into alleged abuses by Indian security forces in Kashmir — claims
that were later dismissed as “fallacious” by New Delhi. — AFP 
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Rwandan oppn
leader freed 
from prison 
KIGALI: Rwandan opposition leader
Victoire Ingabire was unexpectedly
freed from jail yesterday after
President Paul Kagame granted her
early release, alongside more than
2,000 other prisoners. “I thank the
president who gave me this liberation,”
Ingabire said as she left Mageragere
Prison in the capital Kigali.

“This is the beginning of the open-
ing of political space in Rwanda, I hope
so,” she said calling on Kagame “to
release other political prisoners”. The
surprise release of 2,140 prisoners,
including Ingabire and musician Kizito
Mihigo, followed a cabinet meeting on
Friday at which a presidential order of
“mercy” was approved. “The Cabinet
meeting chaired by President Paul
Kagame today approved the early
release of 2,140 convicts found eligible
under relevant provisions of law,” a
justice minister statement read.

“Among them are Mr Kizito Mihigo
and Ms Victoire Ingabire Umuhoza, the
remainder of whose sentences were
commuted by Presidential prerogative

following their most recent applica-
tions for clemency in June this year.”
Ingabire returned from exile in The
Netherlands intending to run for presi-
dent in 2010 as leader of the FDU-
Inkingi party. However, she was arrest-
ed, charged with terrorism and treason
and sentenced to 10 years in jail during
a widely criticized trial. Ingabire, an
ethnic Hutu, was accused of “genocide
ideology” and “divisionism” after pub-
licly questioning the government narra-
tive of the 1994 genocide of mostly
Tutsi people that killed around
800,000 people. On appeal, Rwanda’s
Supreme Court extended her sentence
to 15 years.

Stability and repression 
In November last year, the Arusha-

based African Court on Human and
Peoples’ Rights ruled that Rwanda had
violated Ingabire’s rights to freedom of
speech and adequate defense, prompt-
ing calls for a retrial. However, Rwanda
ignored the ruling. Members of
Ingabire’s party — which has not been
permitted to register — have frequent-
ly been arrested during her detention,
and human rights groups have accused
the military of torturing them.

Rwandan musician Kizito Mihigo
was arrested in 2015 and jailed for 10
years for conspiring to assassinate
Kagame. Kagame, the country’s de fac-
to ruler since his rebel army stopped

the genocide in 1994, recently changed
the constitution clearing the way for
him to rule until 2034. Another opposi-
tion politician, Diane Rwigara, who
sought to challenge for the presidency
in 2017, was blocked by the electoral
commission and subsequently arrested
and charged with treason. Her trial is
underway.

Others presidential challengers have
been prevented from entering the
country, while exiled dissidents have
been threatened and sometimes mur-
dered. Kagame has been praised for

bringing stability and economic growth
to his tiny nation but often comes
under fire for restricting political free-
dom. He commonly wins re-election
with over 90 percent of the vote.
Although Rwanda is constitutionally a
multi-party system there is practically
no opposition within the country with
most of the recognized parties sup-
porting the ruling Rwandan Patriotic
Front (RPF). However, in parliamentary
elections earlier this month the opposi-
tion Green Party won two seats, for the
first time. — AFP 

PANGZHAI: A man walks in the grounds of a closed kindergarten beside the Catholic cathedral in Pangzhai, in China’s cen-
tral Henan province. — AFP 

KIGALI: Rwanda’s musician Kizito Mihigo (C) leaves the Nyarugenge
prison after being released yesterday on the outskirts of Kigali.  — AFP 


