
THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

All articles appearing on these
pages are the personal opinion of
the writers. Kuwait Times takes no
responsibility for views expressed
therein. Kuwait Times invites read-
ers to voice their opinions. Please
send submissions via email to: opin-
ion@kuwaittimes.net or via snail
mail to PO Box 1301 Safat, Kuwait.
The editor reserves the right to edit
any submission as necessary.

ANALY S I S
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 31, 2015

Mehmet Ali Duzcu usually holds a holiday party for
his small team of colleagues in Moscow, but this
year he is in no mood to celebrate. His firm, which

imports textiles from Turkey, had already been hurting
from Russia’s economic crisis, but now sanctions Moscow
has imposed against Turkey over the downing of a Russian
jet last month - which go into effect on Jan 1 - have “practi-
cally been a death sentence”, he said.

Duzcu, who hails from Turkey but acquired Russian citi-
zenship during his two decades in the country, is one of
thousands of Turks who are now living in fear of an uncer-
tain future in Russia, even after spending decades in the
country they consider home. “When my colleagues ask me
what will happen to us next year, I have nothing to say to
them, and I don’t want to lie,” said Duzcu, 46, whose com-
pany imports bedding, bathrobes and other household
goods for large Russian chains and online stores. “I have
absolutely zero holiday spirit,” he told AFP.

Since Ankara shot down a Russian warplane on the
Syria-Turkish border on Nov 24, Moscow regards Turkey - a
trading partner and top tourist destination for Russians - as
an adversary. The Russian government has come up with a
wide range of measures to go into effect come 2016,
including an embargo on produce and limits on employ-
ment of Turkish nationals. Since the incident, many Turks
have been deported and Turkish companies raided by
police, forcing some to suspend operations.

‘All is Lost’ 
Textiles have not been specifically targeted by sanc-

tions but Industry and Trade Minister Denis Manturov said
Tuesday a ban on imports of consumer goods from Turkey
was still an option. An embargo on Turkey’s light industry
had been drafted just in case, he added. “It will be hard to
substitute Turkish textiles, but nobody can guarantee that
they won’t try,” said Duzcu, whose business is already suf-
fering due to delays in customs processing, which now
takes three times longer than before the incident.

But what scares Turks like Duzcu the most is the politi-
cal grandstanding by both Istanbul and Moscow following
the incident, and a media atmosphere in which anti-
Turkish sentiments are thriving. “I consider both countries
mine and it’s very hurtful to hear the anti-Turkish propa-
ganda on Russian television,” said Bulent Yalin, another
Turkish businessman who said he avoided going outside
for the first few days after the downing of the jet and the
ensuing storm of angry rhetoric. “I just had the feeling that
all is lost,” said Yalin, who has three children with his
Russian wife but only residency status in the country. 

Yalin estimates that some 200,000 mixed families could
be hurt by the measures, while his wife Yelena Korzhavina
sent a letter to Russian President Vladimir Putin saying
sanctions hurt primarily ordinary people like themselves.
“All plans are crumbling before our eyes,” Yalin said sitting
in his flat in the outskirts of Moscow as his twin toddler
daughters romped on the floor with a pile of Legos. 

Russia’s state media quickly caught on the message
after President Putin accused Turkey of a “stab in the back”
and accused his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip Erdogan
of trading oil with Islamic State jihadists. Since November,
Turkey has become the number one enemy in Russian
media, overtaking the United States, Ukraine and even the
Islamic State group itself in terms of the number of nega-
tive mentions, RBK news agency reported Tuesday, quot-
ing data from media monitor Medialogia.

In a poll conducted this month by the Public Opinion
Foundation pollster, 29 percent of Russians viewed Turks
more negatively than before the Nov 24 incident, with
only 24 percent saying they like Turkish people. “Not many
people give a lot of thought to what the media says, most
will truly tie Turkey and Turkish citizens directly to terror-
ism,” said Korzhavina, Yalin’s wife. “I really don’t want this
hatred to continue,” she said, fearing that anti-Turkish
propaganda falls on an audience already disgruntled with
the economic crisis that may be more than willing to find a
scapegoat. 

Duzcu, the textile importer, said he forbade his children
from loudly speaking Turkish in public and now thinks
twice before mentioning his heritage to strangers. “I’m not
happy with the Turkish government, I never voted for
Erdogan, and shooting down that plane was a deadly mis-
take,” he said. “But Russia should not react so harshly, it
should not provoke people with nationalist attitudes. God
forbid, this will lead to a peaceful Turk or Russian being
attacked and then it will be hard to forgive one another,”
he added. “Before it’s too late, both governments should
back down.”  —AFP

Focus

No holiday cheer 

as Turks in Russia 

dread new year

By Maria Antonova

By Paul Mooney and David Lague

Erkin Kurban, an ethnic Uighur from China’s fron-
tier region of Xinjiang, left his homeland for
Canada back in 1999. When he returned to

Xinjiang for a visit in April 2013, he had not seen his
family for more than 13 years. Kurban was especially
excited about seeing his 85-year-old mother.

His joy was short-lived. On the third day after his
arrival, an agent of China’s pervasive security police
summoned him for a meeting at a police station. Over
the next 10 hours, Kurban, a 55-year-old long-distance
truck driver, was grilled on his activities in Canada and
the United States. His interrogators urged him to send
reports on fellow Uighur exiles when he went back,
leaving him with a stark choice: Spy for China or never
come back to see his family again. The interrogators
had a particular target in mind. For 90 minutes they
demanded information on Washington-based Rebiya
Kadeer, the most prominent leader of the Uighur com-
munity in exile and an outspoken critic of China’s
treatment of the Turkic-speaking Muslim people in
Xinjiang. “They asked me who was active in the leader-
ship and who was doing what,” said Kurban, as he
steered his 53-foot tractor trailer on a long haul trip
from California to Montreal. “They also wanted to
know what Rebiya Kadeer was doing and what proj-
ects she had.”

Kurban’s interrogation is part of a global campaign
of intelligence gathering and harassment by China
against the Uighur community abroad. The effort is
aimed at neutralizing the community’s leaders, whom
Beijing accuses of plotting independence, and sowing
distrust and discord among its members.  With the
power to treat family members back home as
hostages, Chinese security services have strong lever-
age over Uighurs living overseas, thousands of whom
have fled what they say is persecution by the authori-
ties in Xinjiang.

China’s suppression of political dissidents and
restive minorities at home is well known. Less docu-
mented are Beijing’s extensive and growing efforts to
stifle these same populations abroad, including
Chinese-born citizens of Western democracies.  This
examination of China’s methods of exerting control
over Uighur exiles in North America, Europe and
Australia is based on interviews with exiled Uighur
leaders, court records of espionage trials and the find-
ings of asylum cases.

In Germany and Sweden, Chinese spies - some
Uighurs themselves - have been convicted of espi-
onage against local Uighur communities. Relatives of
exiled Uighur leaders in the United States and Canada
have been jailed back in Xinjiang. One prominent
Uighur leader said he has been detained or denied
entry on traveling to some Western countries after
China accused him of terrorism. “Some might think
that once you flee China, you are free,” said Kayum
Masimov, president of the Uyghur Canadian Society.
“But you are never free.”

In response to questions from Reuters about the
targeting of Uighurs, China’s Foreign Ministry said
Xinjiang is experiencing one of its “fastest periods” of
development. “There will always be some people with
ulterior motives and forces who do not wish to see a
stable and harmonious Xinjiang,” the ministry said.
“Their plots are doomed to fail.”

‘100 Percent’ Infiltration
Ultimately, Uighur activists say, the goal of China’s

global dragnet is less the collection of high quality
intelligence and more an effort to intimidate the exile
community. Prominent Uighurs say China’s infiltration
of their ranks is even more successful than its penetra-
tion of Tibetan exile groups critical of Beijing’s policies
in Tibet. “If the infiltration of the Tibetans is 80 percent,
then the infiltration of the Uighurs is 100 percent,” said
Enver Tohti, a former cancer surgeon from Xinjiang
who was granted refugee status in the United
Kingdom in 1999. “So far here in the UK, I’ve had four
Uighurs confess to me that they have been spying.”

In Xinjiang, which borders Kazakhstan, the
Chinese authorities are battling to contain unrest that
has seen hundreds of people die in clashes in recent
years. Beijing blames the violence on Islamist militants.
Human rights groups say China has failed to produce
convincing evidence that it faces a cohesive militant
force. Harsh controls on the religion and culture of
Uighurs are the primary reason for the violent out-
breaks, they say.

China denies that repression takes place and has
blamed a number of lethal attacks in recent years on
militants from Xinjiang. In the southwestern city of
Kunming, 31 people were killed at a train station on
March 1, 2014, by knife-wielding assailants. In March
this year, China executed three people for their role in
the attack. The government said the culprits were sep-
aratists from Xinjiang.

Beijing has seized on the attacks as proof that it
faces a significant threat of Islamist radicalism, and has
labeled a group of Uighur leaders, some citizens of
Western countries, as terrorists. These allegations have
hindered the travel of exile leaders such as Dolkun Isa,
executive chairman of the Munich-based World
Uyghur Congress, the leading Uighur group which
advocates democracy and human rights in Xinjiang.
China named Isa, a former student activist in Xinjiang,
on a list of Uighur terrorists in 2003. Germany accept-
ed his claim of refugee status and granted him a pass-
port in 2006. That status hasn’t always helped. Isa says
he has been detained or refused entry when traveling
to countries including Switzerland, the United States
and South Korea. He has since been allowed into
Switzerland and the United States, which he said
granted him a 10-year multiple entry visa in 2012. Isa
says he condemns all terrorism. The Chinese Foreign
Ministry said Kadeer and Isa have colluded with terror-
ist forces, but did not provide any evidence.

Trouble in Hungary
In the detention cases, Uighurs say some foreign

governments are responding to diplomatic pressure
from an increasingly wealthy and powerful China. The
Munich-based vice president of the World Uyghur
Congress, Umit Hamit, a German citizen, said he didn’t
expect trouble in Hungary, a country he had visited
eight times in 10 years without any problems. On May
30, 2013, that changed: He said he was detained while
leading a Uighur youth delegation to Budapest. Police
cordoned off and searched the motel where his 28-
member group was staying as if they were looking for
a bomb, according to Hamit’s account of the incident.
“They didn’t find anything,” he said in an interview in
Munich.

After contacting the German embassy, Hamit was
released, but the Hungarians kept up the pressure. He
said he was told by the police that he had one hour to
leave the country. “I told them I don’t have a car here,”
Hamit says. “They said, ‘Okay, we’ll give you two hours.’”
The World Uyghur Congress later said it suspected
Hungarian authorities were acting on false allegations
from China that Hamit was a terrorist. The Chinese
Foreign Ministry had no comment on the incident.

Economic ties between Hungary and China have
blossomed in recent years. In June, Hungary became
the first European country to sign a cooperation
agreement with Beijing on its “Silk Road” initiative to
develop trade and transport infrastructure across Asia
and beyond. Last month, a consortium led by China
Railway Group was awarded a 10 billion yuan ($1.54
billion) contract for building the Hungarian section of
a railway that will link Budapest with the Serbian capi-
tal Belgrade.

China’s growing economic clout, and the diplo-
matic leverage that has brought, are enabling Beijing
to impose its will far beyond its borders. Reuters
reported this year how Beijing is using intimidation
tactics at the United Nations Human Rights Council in
Geneva to silence critics there. Another article docu-
mented how China is backing a Buddhist sect that
operates in the West as part of its strategy to discredit
the Dalai Lama.

In the case of the Uighurs, China’s efforts at control
now stretch thousands of miles beyond Xinjiang. In
the past year, Uighurs fleeing Xinjiang have reached
Turkey via Southeast Asia. Not all have made it. In July,
Thailand forcibly repatriated more than 100 Uighurs to
China. The move was condemned by the United
States, which said the Uighurs could be harshly treat-
ed back in China. Thai Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-
ocha said it wasn’t the fault of his government if the
Uighurs faced problems back home.

Spying For China
Extensive spying on Uighur exiles was the focus

of a 2011 court case in Munich. The Bavarian capital
is home to about 650 Uighurs, one of the biggest sin-
gle communities in the West, said Isa of the World
Uyghur Congress, or WUC, who gave evidence at the
trial. Prosecutors charged three Chinese men with

illegal “secret service activity,” Munich court records
show. One of the suspects, a 62-year-old Chinese
man identified only as “G” in the records, was accused
of “spying on the Uighur community in Germany and
sending the information he gathered to the Chinese
intelligence service.”

According to the court records, the man “regular-
ly reported to his intelligence service contact person
- by telephone or in personal meetings - on planned
Uighur demonstrations and events.  He also passed
on information about Uighur exiles and the WUC.”
The three men were given suspended sentences for
spying, according to a Bavarian Interior Ministry
annual report. “The Chinese intelligence service case
officers operating under the cover of diplomats
working at the Chinese consulate general in Munich
subsequently left Germany,” the report said.

Isa says security officials in China are still collect-
ing information. “We know the Chinese government
and Chinese police call Uighur people here in
Munich,” he said. China’s Foreign Ministry didn’t com-
ment on the case. In Australia, concerns over Chinese
surveillance of Uighurs have helped refugees seek-
ing asylum. In a review of an asylum application for
an unnamed Uighur man in Sept 2011, Australia’s
Refugee Review Tribunal concluded that the activi-
ties of Uighurs living in the country were likely being
reported to Chinese authorities. As a result, it found,
“the applicant may be at risk of persecution for his
participation in these activities if he were to return to
China.” The tribunal ruled that the applicant was enti-
tled to asylum.

The tribunal also cited the sworn evidence of
Alim Seytoff, president of the Uyghur American
Association. Seytoff had testified in an earlier case
that “there is an extensive network of spies including
some Uyghurs, who regularly monitor the activities
of Uyghurs throughout the Western world and
report on their activities to the PRC (People’s
Republic of China) authorities.”

The Price of Activism
For China, the exile Uighur leadership poses a

challenge to Beijing’s narrative on Xinjiang. Leaders
like Kadeer regularly highlight the trials and impris-
onment of Uighur activists, including Ilham Tohti, an
economics professor who was jailed for life on
charges of separatism in September 2014. The lead-
ership also organizes protests outside Chinese
embassies in Western capitals and lobbies politicians
in their adopted countries.

China’s Foreign Ministry said that in the case of
lham Tohti, “the facts of the crime are clear and there
is cast iron evidence. During the trial, the rights of
Ilham (Tohti) and his defending team were fully guar-
anteed.” Foreign journalists and diplomats were
barred from the courtroom during the trial. There is a
price to pay for activism, especially for the highest-
profile Uighur leaders. And the cost often falls on
their families back in Xinjiang. Some relatives are
jailed or beaten. Others are prevented from ever
reuniting with their exiled children or siblings.

“They use your family ties to stop you from doing
whatever you’re doing and to get you to do what
they want you to do,” Mehmet Tohti, the founder of
the Uighur organization in Canada, said in an inter-
view in Toronto. Tohti said he has not been allowed
back to Xinjiang in close to 25 years, and his parents
have been blocked from leaving China to visit him.
Even extended members of his family cannot obtain
Chinese passports to travel abroad, he said. The
Foreign Ministry didn’t comment on Tohti’s case.

Even minor figures in the exile community feel
the pressure. When truck driver Kurban returned in
2013 to Urumqi, the regional capital of Xinjiang, he
says his interrogators had a file on him. They knew
he’d been in Montreal for 13 years. And they knew
the names of many Uighurs living in Canada. When
Kurban protested that he was a Canadian citizen, he
said, one of the interrogators replied: “When you’re
here, we can do whatever we want.” At one point, an
interrogator asked for his Canadian passport. “He
looked at it and then threw it to the ground,” said
Kurban.

When quizzed about Rebiya Kadeer, the Uighur
exile leader living in the United States, he said he told
the interrogators he was poorly educated and had
no knowledge of her activities. That wasn’t true.
Kurban and Kadeer say they knew each other when
they both lived in Urumqi. Kurban later participated

in Uighur political events in Washington after arriving
in Canada in 1999.

Kurban, like most Uighur exiles, refers to Xinjiang
as East Turkestan, a politically charged term that
Beijing views as tantamount to separatism. He says
that mention of Kadeer’s name in public is danger-
ous in China. Uighurs call her Ana (Mama) instead. He
said he still gets calls from Xinjiang asking after her:
“How is Ana? How is her health?” His interrogators in
Xinjiang “asked again, again, and again” about
Kadeer, he said. “And I repeated, repeated and
repeated: Rebiya Kadeer is an old woman. Why is the
Communist Party afraid of her?”

Outspoken Critic
Outside China, the 69-year-old Kadeer is Beijing’s

most prominent Uighur critic. She became a million-
aire property and trading entrepreneur and one of
China’s richest women as the country’s economic
reforms took hold in the 1980s. At first she was
embraced by the Communist Party. She became a
member of China’s prestigious but largely rubber-
stamp parliament, the National People’s Congress.

After Kadeer started speaking out against
Chinese abuses in Xinjiang, she was detained in
1999. She was arrested on her way to meet a US
Congressional delegation in Xinjiang and sentenced
to eight years for “stealing state secrets,” according to
the website of the World Uyghur Congress.
Ultimately, Kadeer spent almost six years in jail. In
2005, under strong international pressure, Beijing
allowed her to leave for the United States. Since
2006, she has been president of the World Uyghur
Congress.

For that activism, Kadeer says her family has paid
a high price. Some of her children were jailed in
China after she arrived in the United States and
ignored a Chinese demand that she refrain from get-
ting involved in politics. One son, Alim Abdureyim,
was given a seven-year sentence, and a second,
Kahar Abdureyim, was fined after both were found
guilty of tax evasion in 2006, according to the World
Uyghur Congress website. The two were sentenced
on Nov 27, 2006 - the day Kadeer was elected presi-
dent of the Congress, the website said. A third son,
Ablikim Abdureyim, was sentenced to nine years in
jail in 2007 for engaging in secessionist activities.

“They didn’t commit any crime,” Kadeer told
Reuters at her office in Washington. “They just hap-
pened to be my children.” Because of her political
activism, she says, family members are unable to find
work and are prohibited from leaving Xinjiang.  “It’s
like living in an open prison,” she said.

Kurban says his interrogators put him through
four hours of questioning about Kadeer and other
exiles. When it was over, he was told he must return
to Canada within 48 hours. As he got ready to leave
the police station, Kurban says, he decided he would
pretend to cooperate with the security officers to
prolong his stay. That led to another six hours of
questioning, during which the security officers filled
10 A4-size pieces of paper with his answers, he said.

At the end, he signed the document, affirming it
was an accurate report. “But I had lied about every-
thing,” Kurban said. All through the interrogation,
Kurban’s two younger brothers waited for him in the
police station. “When I got out they were white with
fear,” he said. For the remainder of his almost two-
month stay, he visited the police once a week. Before
leaving Xinjiang, Kurban said the security agents
gave him a mobile telephone number in China and
told him he could call at any time. Just before he
departed, a Uighur security officer offered him
rewards if he cooperated after returning home. One
enticement was the offer of a permanent residency
card, which would have made it easier for him to
return home and travel around.

Kurban had no intention of cooperating. “I told
my mother I won’t come back again,” he said. “She
knew already it was the last time I’d see her.” When he
returned to Canada, Kurban called Kadeer and told
her the whole story. He also contacted the Canadian
Security Intelligence Service and did the same. A
month after he got back, one of Kurban’s interroga-
tors called and asked if he had information to pro-
vide. Kurban said he stalled, explaining he had just
gotten home and had been busy. Over the next four
or five months, he was called several times. Each
time, he said, he made excuses. The calls have
stopped, for now.  —Reuters 

China controls dissidents through relatives


