FREEDOM OF RELIGION
Findings

e Observers have described religious persecution in China over
the last year to be of an intensity not seen since the Cultural
Revolution. The Chinese government under President and
Communist Party General Secretary Xi Jinping has doubled
down on the “sinicization” of religion—a campaign that aims to
bring religion in China under closer official control and in line
with officially sanctioned interpretations of Chinese culture.
Authorities have expanded the “sinicization” campaign to tar-
get not only religions perceived as “foreign,” such as Islam and
Christianity, but also Chinese Buddhism, Taoism, and folk reli-
gious beliefs.
e Party disciplinary regulations were revised to impose harsh-
er punishments on Party members for manifestations of reli-
gious belief.
e In sharp contrast to their past treatment of Buddhist and
Taoist communities, local officials directly targeted local Bud-
dhist and Taoist sites of worship throughout China. Local offi-
cials in the provinces of Liaoning, Shanxi, Hubei, and Hebei or-
dered the destruction of Buddhist statues. In past decades,
government and Party officials had rarely targeted Chinese
Buddhist and Taoist communities with direct suppression—
both were considered to be relatively compliant with Party and
government leadership and compatible with the official pro-
motion of traditional Chinese culture.
e In September 2018, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
signed an agreement with the Holy See, paving the way for the
unification of state-sanctioned and underground Catholic com-
munities. Subsequently, local Chinese authorities subjected
Catholic believers in China to increased persecution by demol-
ishing churches, removing crosses, and continuing to detain
underground clergy. The Party-led Catholic national religious
(érﬁganizations also published a plan to “sinicize” Catholicism in
ina.
e As in previous years, authorities continued to detain Falun
Gong practitioners and subject them to harsh treatment, with
at least 931 practitioners sentenced for criminal “cult” offenses
in 2018. Human rights organizations and Falun Gong practi-
tioners documented coercive and violent practices against prac-
titioners in custody, including physical violence, forced drug
administration, sleep deprivation, and other forms of torture.
e Violations of the religious freedom of Hui Muslim believers
continued to intensify, with plans to apply “anti-terrorism”
measures currently used in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous
Region (XUAR) in the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region
(Ningxia)—a region with a high concentration of Hui Muslim
believers. A five-year plan to “sinicize” Islam in China was
passed in January 2019. Meanwhile, ongoing policies included
measures requiring Islamic religious leaders and lay believers
to demonstrate their political reliability.
¢ Religious communities outside of the five religions that are
the main objects of official regulation continued to exist in
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China, but the religious practices of communities that pre-
viously received tacit recognition and support were subject to
repression over the last year.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to:

O Call on the Chinese government to guarantee to all citizens
freedom of religion in accordance with its international human
rights obligations. Stress to Chinese authorities that freedom
of religion includes the right to freely adopt beliefs and practice
religious activities without government interference.

O Stress to the Chinese government that the right to freedom
of religion includes, but is not limited to: the right of Buddhists
and Taoists to carry out activities in temples and to select mo-
nastic teachers independent of state control; the right of Catho-
lics to be led by clergy who are selected and who conduct their
ministry according to the standard called for by Catholic reli-
gious beliefs; the right of Falun Gong practitioners to freely
practice Falun Gong inside China; the right of Muslims to free-
ly preach, undertake overseas pilgrimage, select and train reli-
gious leaders, and wear clothing with religious significance; the
right of Protestants to exercise their faith free from state con-
trols over doctrine and worship, and free from harassment, de-
tention, and other abuses for public and private manifestations
of their faith, including the display of crosses; and the right of
members of other religious communities to be free from state
control and harassment.

O Call for the release of Chinese citizens confined, detained, or
imprisoned for peacefully pursuing their religious beliefs, as
well as people confined, detained, or imprisoned in connection
to their association with those people. The Administration
should use existing laws to hold accountable Chinese govern-
ment officials and others complicit in severe religious freedom
restrictions, including by using the sanctions available in the
Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act (Public
Law No. 114-328) and the International Religious Freedom
Act of 1998 (Public Law No. 105-292). Ensure that conditions
related to religious freedom are taken into account when nego-
tiating any trade agreement as mandated by the Bipartisan
Congressional Trade Priorities and Accountability Act of 2015
(Public Law No. 114-26).

O Call on the Chinese government to fully implement accepted
recommendations from its October 2013 session of the UN
Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic Review, including
taking necessary measures to ensure that rights to freedom of
religion, religious culture, and expression are fully observed
and protected; cooperating with the UN human rights system,
specifically UN special procedures and mandate holders; facili-
tating visits to China for UN High Commissioners; taking
steps to ensure that lawyers working to advance religious
rights can practice their profession freely, and promptly inves-
tigating allegations of violence and intimidation impeding their
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work; and considering possible revisions to legislation and ad-
{ninistrative rules to provide better protection of freedom of re-
igion.

O Call on the Chinese government to abolish Article 300 of the
PRC Criminal Law, which criminalizes “organizing and using
a cult to undermine implementation of the law,” and Article 27
of the PRC Public Security Administration Punishment Law,
which provides for detention or fines for organizing or inciting
others to engage in “cult” activities and for using “cults” or the
“guise of religion” to disturb social order or to harm others’
health.

O Encourage U.S. political leaders to visit religious sites in
China to raise awareness of and promote freedom of religion.
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International and Chinese Law on Religious Freedom

Both Chinese and international law provide guarantees of reli-
gious freedom. Despite these guarantees, the Commission contin-
ued to observe widespread and systematic violation of the prin-
ciples of religious freedom, as Chinese authorities exercised broad
discretion over religious practice.

Under international law, freedom of religion or belief encom-
passes both the right to form, hold, and change convictions, beliefs,
and religion—which cannot be restricted—and the right to out-
wardly manifest those beliefs—which can be limited for certain,
specific justifications.! These principles are codified in various
international instruments, including the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights (ICCPR).2 China has signed? and stated its intent to
ratify 4 the ICCPR, which obligates China to refrain in good faith
from acts that would defeat the treaty’s purpose.®

Article 36 of China’s Constitution guarantees citizens “freedom of
religious belief” and protection for “normal religious activities.”®
With essential terms such as “normal” undefined, it is unclear
whether China’s Constitution protects the same range of belief and
outward manifestation that is recognized under international law.?
Nevertheless, China’s Constitution and other legal provisions® join
the ICCPR in prohibiting discrimination based on religion® and
loosely parallel the ICCPR’s prohibition on coercion 10 by forbidding
state agencies, social organizations, and individuals from compel-
ling citizens to believe or not believe in any religion.1!

China’s Constitution prohibits “making use of religion to engage
in activities that disrupt social order, impair the health of citizens,
or interfere with the educational system of the State.”12 The
ICCPR does allow State Parties to restrict outward manifestations
of religion or belief, but such restrictions must be “prescribed by
law and . . . necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or
morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.” 13

Policies and Regulations Pertaining to Religious Freedom

e Top Chinese officials continued to emphasize the im-
portance of the national-level campaign to “sinicize” re-
ligion. Members of the Standing Committee of the Communist
Party Central Committee Political Bureau (Politburo)—China’s
top policymaking body—continued to highlight the need to
“sinicize” religion in China at national-level political gath-
erings.14 Politburo Standing Committee member Wang Yang
promoted the campaign among lower level officials through
local visits 15 and in meetings with state-affiliated religious or-
ganizations.1® Party General Secretary Xi Jinping announced
“the need to uphold the sinicization of religion in order to ac-
tively guide religions to adapt to socialist society” in 2015,17
and the subsequent “sinicization” campaign aims to bring reli-
gion in China under closer official control and in line with offi-
cially sanctioned interpretations of Chinese culture.l® In the
years following, officials have escalated the repression of reli-
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gious practice, which one scholar of Chinese politics has char-
acterized as being the worst since the Cultural Revolution.19

e The “sinicization” campaign characterizes control
over religious groups as connected to national security
and foreign affairs. The repression of religion is happening
alongside a general crackdown on popular culture2? as the
Party responds to the increased complexity of society and the
growth of new groups in the period of economic reform and
opening.21 Religious believers are among the social groups of
which Chinese officials are the most wary.22 This is in part be-
cause the fast growth and the level of organization within cer-
tain religious communities represents the potential for com-
peting with the Party and government monopoly on collective
organization.23 Party and government officials accuse some of
these religious communities of being used by foreign forces to
“infiltrate” Chinese society,24 targeting Christian, Muslim, and
Tibetan Buddhist groups in particular as retaining undue for-
eign influence.2> Official pronouncements also identified “extre-
mism” as a particular problem that officials should address
within Islam.26 Meanwhile, Party and government policy pro-
moted the Chinese Buddhist community to project an image of
China as a country supporting Buddhism while fostering con-
nections with majority-Buddhist countries.2?

¢ Administration of religious affairs and implementa-
tion of the revised Regulations on Religious Affairs.
Local government bureaus continued to be responsible for man-
aging religious affairs.28 These religious affairs agencies have
effective authority over the state-sanctioned “patriotic” reli-
gious associations that act as liaisons between the government
and practitioners of the five “main” religions in China,2° while
the Party’s United Front Work Department vets the associa-
tion leaders.39 Public security bureaus are generally respon-
sible for enforcement of laws against religious activity that au-
thorities deem illegal.3! Following President and Party General
Secretary Xi dJinping’s exhortations to focus on religious
work,32 the regulatory framework for religion imposed in-
creased restrictions on religious freedom through revisions to
the Regulations on Religious Affairs that took effect on Feb-
ruary 1, 2018.33 The revisions include prohibitions on groups,
schools, and venues engaging in or hosting religious activities
unless they have been officially designated as religious (Article
41) and on clergy acting as religious professionals without offi-
cial certification (Article 36).34 The revisions also established
legal responsibilities and penalties for violations of the regula-
tions, including fining those who “provide the conditions” for
unauthorized religious activities (Article 71).35

e Other laws and Party policies also continued to re-
strict citizens’ freedom to hold religious beliefs and
practice religion. Article 300 of the PRC Criminal Law crim-
inalizes “organizing and using a cult to undermine implemen-
tation of the law,”36 and the PRC National Security Law pro-
hibits “the use of religion to conduct illegal criminal activities
that threaten state security.”37 The latter also contains man-
dates to “maintain the order of normal religious activities,”
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“oppose the interference of foreign influence into domestic reli-
gious affairs,” and “suppress cult organizations.” 38

¢ Revised Party disciplinary regulations impose harsher
punishments on Party members for manifestations of re-
ligious belief. New disciplinary measures for Party members
that increased the penalty for involvement in religious activi-
ties in violation of Party policies from a warning for a “minor
offense” to dismissal took effect on October 1, 2018.39 One
international law expert has noted that because Party mem-
bership to a large degree determines the extent to which citi-
zens may participate in public life, the ban on religious belief
for Party members constitutes discrimination against religious
believers and a violation of freedom of religious belief.40

Buddhism (Non-Tibetan) and Taoism

In sharp contrast to the past treatment of Buddhist and Taoist
communities, the Commission observed numerous reports of local
officials ordering the destruction of Buddhist statues throughout
China, including in the provinces of Liaoning, Shanxi, Hubei, and
Hebei.#! Officials in Dalian municipality, Liaoning province, or-
dered Buddhist iconography taken down and replaced with the Chi-
nese national flag.42 In September 2018, the Party secretary of
Hebei province threatened county-level officials with dismissal if a
large bronze Guanyin bodhisattva statue in their jurisdiction was
not demolished.43 In November 2017 the State Administration for
Religious Affairs and 11 other central Party and government de-
partments issued a joint opinion targeted at combating commer-
cialization in Buddhism and Taoism that prohibited the construc-
tion of large outdoor statues so as to avoid negative effects on “the
healthy development of [the two religions’] dissemination.” 44 One
human rights expert has noted that when a state distinguishes be-
tween proper and improper conduct in order to uphold religious
standards or to enhance the legitimacy of particular religions over
others, it violates the state neutrality necessary to maintain the
free exercise of religious freedom.45

A large number of Chinese citizens engage in Buddhist and Tao-
ist practices, with estimates of around 244 million Buddhists as of
2010,46 and 173 million citizens engaging in some Taoist practices
as of 2007.47 [For information on Tibetan Buddhism, see Section
V—Tibet.] Both communities have been subjected to extensive reg-
ulation and control by officials: government authorities connected
with local religious affairs bureaus are involved with the adminis-
tration of officially sanctioned temples; all candidates for the clergy
must obtain the approval of the local patriotic association and reli-
gious affairs bureau for ordination;4® and Buddhist ordinations
themselves are restricted by the state-run patriotic associations.4?

In past decades, government and Party officials rarely targeted
Chinese Buddhist and Taoist communities with direct suppres-
sion—both were considered to be relatively compliant with Party
and government leadership and compatible with the official pro-
motion of traditional Chinese culture.’? At the outset of the imple-
mentation of “sinicization” policies in Buddhist and Taoist contexts,
Chinese officials had sought to bolster the idea of these two reli-
gions as indigenous religions embodying Chinese culture and val-
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ues so that they might serve as a bulwark against “infiltration” of
other values via religions perceived as foreign.5! Officials also
sought to leverage the Buddhist and Taoist communities to foster
closer diplomatic ties with other countries with significant Bud-
dhist or Taoist communities—an aim that has persisted within this
reporting year to include overtures toward majority-Buddhist coun-
tries.52

Christianity—Catholicism

The number of Catholics in China is estimated to be around 10.5
million,53 and they have historically been divided between “official”
congregations led by state-sanctioned bishops and “underground”
congregations whose bishops are not recognized by the Chinese
government.5* Official statistics reported in 2018 that 6 million
Catholics were part of officially sanctioned congregations?5 with
bishops selected by Party-led religious organizations and ordained
by other official bishops—a process described by the Chinese gov-
ernment as “self-selection and self-ordination.”%¢ Underground
Catholic believers have historically avoided the ministry of official
bishops because of the belief that legitimate ecclesiastical authority
can be conferred only by the Pope’s mandate,>” and also an objec-
tion to official bishops’ affiliation with the Party-led body for Catho-
lic leadership in China, the Catholic Patriotic Association (CPA).58
Underground clergy are frequently subjected to detention and other
government pressure to compel them to join the CPA.59

The Holy See and the Chinese government announced a provi-
sional agreement on the appointment of bishops on September 22,
2018.69 A representative for the Holy See stated that its aim was
for Chinese Catholic believers to have bishops recognized by both
the Holy See and Chinese authorities,®! while observers noted that
the Chinese government was likely seeking to increase its control
over the underground community.62 Although the terms of the
agreement were not made public, a source familiar with the nego-
tiations stated that the agreement gave the Chinese government
the authority to nominate bishops, which the Pope would retain the
right to veto.63 The Holy See also recognized seven formerly excom-
municated official bishops as part of the deal,®¢ having already
asked two underground bishops to give up their positions to make
way for two of these state-sanctioned bishops;6> the Chinese gov-
ernment made no commitments toward recognizing the more than
30 underground bishops.66

Observers and Catholic believers expressed concern that the
agreement did not provide sufficient support for the Chinese Catho-
lic community,87 with one scholar pointing out that the authorities’
persecution of both underground and official Catholic communities
has actually intensified over the last year under the “sinicization”
campaign.b8 In spring 2019, authorities detained three under-
ground priests of Xuanhua diocese in Hebei province.9

Christianity—Protestantism

During the 2019 reporting year, Chinese officials further 7° esca-
lated the repression of Protestant Christian belief. While official re-
pression has historically focused on unregistered church commu-
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nities (commonly referred to as “house churches”), believers wor-
shiping at state-sanctioned churches have also become targets of
state restrictions under President Xi Jinping.7! The number of Chi-
nese Protestants is estimated to number around 60 to 80 million.?2
Instances of official persecution recorded by U.S.-based organiza-
tion advocating for religious freedom, ChinaAid Association
(ChinaAid), increased from 1,265 in 2017 to more than 10,000 in
2018.73

Much of the increased repression targeted house church commu-
nities. Several major house churches with hundreds to thousands
of members were forcibly closed: Zion Church and Shouwang
Church, among the largest unregistered churches in Beijing mu-
nicipality, were banned in September 2018 and March 2019, re-
spectively; 74 Rongguili Church, an important church in southern
China, Guangzhou municipality, Guangdong province, was forced
to suspend activities in December 2018;75 and Early Rain Cov-
enant Church (Early Rain) in Chengdu municipality, Sichuan prov-
ince, was declared an “illegal social organization” in December
2018.76 Beginning December 9, authorities also detained more than
100 Early Rain church members for several days, including Early
Rain pastor Wang Qi,”7 who, along with three other church mem-
bers, remained in criminal detention as of August 2019.78

Local authorities also banned or shut down activities at numer-
ous other house churches across China,’”® with a campaign in
Henan province reportedly aiming to close more than two-thirds of
all churches within the province.80 Local authorities in different
areas also pressured unregistered churches to disband with re-
peated raids and harassment,®! heavy administrative penalties,82
termination of electricity and water supplies,83 and compelling
landlords to evict churches from meeting spaces.84 Authorities also
subjected individual members of house church communities to de-
tention: ChinaAid recorded more than 5,000 detentions in 2018,
more than 1,000 of which were of church leaders.8> Members were
also subject to other rights abuses—for example, various people
connected to Early Rain, including lawyers defending the detained,
reported ongoing detentions8¢ and disappearances,” denying de-
tainees access to lawyers,8® and various forms of harassment, in-
cluding physical assault, eviction, cutting off utilities, death
threats, and surveillance.?® Authorities also tried to compel at least
one member to sign a statement renouncing the church.90

Officials in different localities violated believers’ freedom of reli-
gion by eliminating their options to join unregistered churches,
shutting down state-sanctioned churches, and increasing control
over remaining churches. In some cases, unregistered house
churches were pressured into joining the state-sponsored Three-
Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM)—a national religious organization
responsible for maintaining political relations between the Protes-
tant community and Party and government leadership.? In some
areas, officials refused to let churches register and demanded in-
stead that individual believers join already-established TSPM
churches.?2 In Henan, even TSPM churches were ordered closed by
officials, with most of the 10,000 churches shut down in Henan in
2018 being state-sponsored.?2 For many of the remaining TSPM
churches in Henan and in other areas such as Beijing municipality,

8



Freedom of Religion

government officials implemented measures subjecting congrega-
tions to increased control, for example, by requiring the installation
of surveillance equipment inside church buildings.%4

In many areas, local authorities required both TSPM and house
churches to demonstrate political loyalty to the Chinese Com-
munist Party and Chinese government, for example, by requiring
changes to church services to include singing the national anthem
and speeches by government officials, as well as demanding that
churches hang national flags, portraits of President Xi, and posters
listing “socialist core values,” while also ordering the removal of
Christian symbols such as crosses and signs with Christian mes-
sages.?® In parts of Henan province, the prohibition on Christian
symbols was extended to the homes of believers.26

Falun Gong

As in previous years, authorities continued to detain Falun Gong
practitioners and subject them to harsh treatment.®” Due to gov-
ernment suppression, it is difficult to determine the number of
Falun Gong practitioners in China.?® Chinese authorities com-
monly prosecute Falun Gong practitioners under Article 300 of the
PRC Criminal Law; 99 the Falun Gong-affiliated website Clear Wis-
dom reported that at least 931 practitioners were sentenced under
Article 300 in 2018, with the greatest number sentenced in the
northern provinces of Liaoning, Shandong, Hebei, and
Heilongjiang.190 In November 2018, two lawyers had their licenses
to practice temporarily suspended by the Ministry of Justice in
Changsha municipality, Hunan province, for arguments made in
defense of Falun Gong practitioners against Article 300 charges.101
International human rights non-governmental organization Dui
Hua Foundation characterized the penalties as part of an incipient
pattern of official punishment of attorneys representing politically
sensitive clients that will likely discourage other criminal defense
lawyers from pursuing “perfectly legal and effective defense strate-
gies.” 102 Clear Wisdom, an organization that reports on the Falun
Gong community, documented coercive and violent practices
against practitioners during custody, including physical violence,103
forced drug administration,'9¢ sleep deprivation,195 and other
forms of torture.196 In February 2019, Clear Wisdom reported 69
confirmed deaths of Falun Gong practitioners in 2018 due to abuse
by officials.107

Islam

Violations of the religious freedom of the 10.5 million 198 Hui
Muslim believers continued to intensify, with observers raising
alarm at an announcement in November 2018 that authorities in
the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region (Ningxia) had signed an “anti-
terrorism” cooperation agreement with counterparts in the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR).109 The agreement would
apply “anti-terrorism” measures currently used in the XUAR to
Ningxia—a region with a high concentration of Hui Muslim believ-
ers.119 Ningxia authorities announced in March 2019 that they
would launch “thorough inspections” of religious venues and car-
ried out “innovative” religious management measures, such as rais-
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ing national flags in mosques and organizing religious leaders to
study the Chinese Constitution, socialist core values, and tradi-
tional classical Chinese culture.l1l Local officials in Weishan Yi
and Hui Autonomous County, Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture,
Yunnan province, reportedly accused Hui Muslim believers of en-
gaging in “illegal religious activities” and forcibly evicted the local
Muslim community from three mosques in December 2018 before
a planned demolition.12 [For more information on Uyghur Muslim
believers, see Section IV—Xinjiang; for more information on Mus-
lim believers of other ethnic minority backgrounds, see Section II—
Ethnic Minority Rights.]

A five-year plan to “sinicize” Islam in China was passed in Janu-
ary 2019.113 Meanwhile, ongoing policies included measures requir-
ing Islamic religious leaders and lay believers to demonstrate their
“political reliability”—for example, to be officially certified, imams
and other religious personnel must be educated at one of 10 state-
sanctioned Islamic schools or otherwise obtain equivalent edu-
cation,'14 and be vetted by the local religious affairs bureau and
the China Islamic Association.115 After certification, religious lead-
ers are required to continue attending political training sessions.116
All Chinese Muslims seeking to carry out the Hajj pilgrimage must
fulfill requirements for “political reliability,” including taking “pa-
triotic education” classes, obtaining the approval of their local reli-
gious affairs bureau, and participating only through tours arranged
by the China Islamic Assocation.117?

Other Religious Communities

Religious communities outside of the five religions that are the
main objects of official regulation 118 continued to exist in China,
but the religious practice of communities that previously received
tacit recognition and support were subject to repression over the
last year. For example, although folk religion was acknowledged in
a 2018 white paper issued by the State Council Information Of-
fice,119 authorities in Jiangsu province launched a wide-scale cam-
paign from February through March 2019 to demolish over 5,900
temples of tudigong, a god from traditional Chinese folk religion.120
Authorities also destroyed religious iconography and filled in the
mikveh (a bath used for religious ceremonies) in a synagogue in
Kaifeng municipality, Henan province, and subjected the Jewish
community of less than 1,000 to other increased restrictions, in-
cluding the cancelation of plans for foreign support for the local
Jewish community.121
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