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China officials shut down largest 
‘underground’ Protestant church 

Latest move to ramp up control over religious worship
BEIJING: Beijing officials have shut down one of China’s
largest “underground” Protestant churches for operating
without a license, the Communist government’s latest move
to ramp up control over religious worship. Around 70 offi-
cials stormed into the Zion Church - housed on the third
floor of a nondescript office building in the north of the cap-
ital - after its Sunday afternoon service, said church pastor
Jin Mingri. “They chased everyone out and sealed off the
place, even tearing down our signage on the wall,” Jin told
AFP yesterday. “All our things have been confiscated and we
have not been allowed to re-enter the building.”

Local authorities said the church and its affiliates have
been banned. “After investigation, (we found) the ‘Zion
Church in Beijing’ was not registered and carried out activi-
ties in the name of social organizations without authoriza-
tion,” the Chaoyang district civil affairs bureau said in a
statement. Yesterday, at least a dozen marked police vehicles
and scores of officers both in uniform and plainclothes
guarded the building where the congregation held its serv-
ices. AFP journalists were barred from entering the building.
The officers said the third floor was sealed off.

Underground church
China’s officially atheist government is wary of any

organized movements outside its own control, including reli-
gious ones, and analysts say oversight of such groups has
tightened under President Xi Jinping. The country’s
Christians are split between those who attend unofficial
“house” or “underground” churches and those who go to

government-sanctioned places of worship.
“Under Xi, the government has shifted its approach from

allowing churches like Zion to operate as long as they don’t
get political to now seeking to actively control them or shut
them down,” said Brent Fulton, founder of the ChinaSource
website and author of “China’s Urban Christians”.  Fulton

said Jin was probably targeted after he rejected a request
by authorities in April to install CCTVs in the sanctuary. He
was among some 200 pastors from underground churches
who put their name to a petition complaining of “assault and
obstruction” by the government — including the tearing
down of crosses — since new religious regulations came
into effect in February.

Zion was one of the largest “house” churches in Beijing,
with up to 1,500 people attending its five weekly services. “I
believe the government will continue to go after high profile
unregistered churches... particularly those whose pastors
signed the open letter, in order to send a strong signal to
other churches,” Fulton said, adding that many churches
might stop large services and instead have smaller group
meetings in homes.

The state-linked China Christian Council estimates the
country has around 20 million Christians - excluding
Catholics - in official churches supervised by the authorities.
But the true number of worshippers could be higher, at least
40 million to 60 million, according to some estimates.
China’s roughly 12 million Catholics are divided between a
government-run association, whose clergy are chosen by
the atheist Communist Party, and an unofficial underground
church loyal to the Vatican.

‘Sinicization’ of religion
China’s top leaders have recently called for the

“Sinicization” of religious practice — bringing it in line with
“traditional” Chinese values and culture — sparking concern
among rights groups. The measures increased state supervi-
sion of religion in a bid to “block extremism”, and in areas
with significant Muslim populations, authorities have removed
Islamic symbols, such as crescents, from public spaces. In the
far western region of Xinjiang, Uighurs and other Turkic
Muslim minorities are harshly punished for violating regula-
tions banning beards and burqas, and even for the possession
of unauthorized Korans.

Up to a million minorities are believed to be held in
extrajudicial re-education camps in Xinjiang, rights groups
say. “These efforts... have effectively outlawed Islam in the
region,” said Maya Wang, senior China researcher for
Human Rights Watch. She added that Christians in Zhejiang
and Henan have been suppressed, while Hui Muslims in
northern Ningxia region have also been put under increased
scrutiny. Asked what he would do going forward, Jin said
they would return to the church’s location this weekend.
“Longbaochen is our home... even if we can’t enter we will
go there,” he said. “They can stop us from holding services,
but they cannot stop us from praying.” — AFP 
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PHNOM PENH: Cambodia’s opposition
leader Kem Sokha was released from jail
yesterday a year after he was detained
on treason charges, as the country’s
strongman ruler loosens his grip on
opponents after sweeping one-sided
elections. Over a 33-year rule, the wily
Hun Sen has tightened and relaxed his
chokehold on opponents at will, most
recently launching a broad crackdown in
the run-up to July elections that gifted
his ruling party an uncontested victory. 

As part of that action Kem Sokha, the
head of the only serious opposition the
Cambodia National Rescue Party
(CNRP), was arrested on September 3,
2017, and accused of treason. The move
took out one of the kingdom’s few out-
spoken political figures who can still pull
a crowd. The case against the 65-year-
old was widely seen as politically moti-
vated. Just two months later the CNRP
was dissolved by a court.

That paved the way for the ruling
Cambodia People’s Party to win all 125
parliamentary seats in the election, turn-
ing the country into a one-party state
and extending Hun Sen’s stay in office.
Dozens of supporters and media gath-
ered outside Kem Sokha’s house in
Phnom Penh, where he returned in the
early hours of yesterday after a year in a
remote border prison. He was bailed
from pre-trial detention on condition that
he does not flee “proceedings” against
him, a court in Cambodia’s capital said in
a statement. The opposition figure still
faces up to 30 years if convicted of trea-

son. His bail conditions state he must be
“confined to a block radius of his resi-
dence,” his daughter Monovithya Kem
told AFP.

A court-issued warrant seen by AFP
showed a small triangle in downtown
Phnom Penh that Sokha is not permitted
to leave, and also barred the opposition
leader from meeting with CNRP mem-
bers and anyone else related to the case.
He also is not permitted to meet with any
foreigners or host any rallies or political
activities, the document said. But the end
to his prison ordeal-for now-was wel-
comed by supporters whose political
views were muffled during the election
period by Hun Sen’s repression. “We
hope that from now Cambodians will
have freedom to talk on all topics,” sup-
porter Sun Socheat said.

Closer to China
The CNRP made major gains during a

2013 election, propelled by significant
dissatisfaction among Cambodia’s large
youth population, in a surprise showing
that rattled Hun Sen. But the party was
then picked apart by Hun Sen, with many
of its leading figures fleeing abroad. Kem
Sokha’s predecessor Sam Rainsy lives in
self-exile in Paris to escape a slew of
charges that he says are politically moti-
vated. Western countries-who have long
been major aid donors to Cambodia-crit-
icized the most recent election, refusing
to send monitors once the opposition
was effectively neutered.

The US government has said the elec-
tion was neither free nor fair and it
“failed to represent the will of the
Cambodian people”. Last week, as he
was sworn in for another term, Hun Sen
insisted that the poll was “free, just, fair
and transparent”. Since the polls Hun Sen
has begun to release critics from jail, a
common easing of his grip on power that
has followed election wins throughout his
time in office. Fourteen Cambodia oppo-
sition supporters jailed for insurrection
were released last month.  — AFP
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Husband ‘kills
wife, 3 toddlers,
mother-in-law’ 
PERTH: A 24-year-old man killed his wife,
three toddlers and mother-in-law at their sub-
urban family home, where he remained for
several  days before turning himself  in ,
Australian police said yesterday. The alleged
murders are the third such family tragedy to
rock Western Australia state in recent months.
Police charged Anthony Robert Harvey with
the murders of his two-year-old twins Alice
and Beatrix, his three-year-old daughter
Charlotte and his 41-year-old wife Mara in the
southwestern city of Perth.

Harvey, who l ived in the home, is also
alleged to have kil led his mother-in-law
Beverley Quinn, 73, after she arrived at the
same address the next day. Western Australia
Police Commissioner Chris Dawson told
reporters no firearms were used in the attacks
which police believe were carried out with sev-
eral weapons including “a blunt instrument and
knives”. “We’re alleging that the murders took
place over two days,” he said. “The mother
Mara and her three children were all murdered
over a period of t ime on the third (of
September), and that Mrs Quinn was murdered
the following morning.”

Dawson said the two women were allegedly
attacked in the kitchen while the children were
killed “in other rooms of the house”. “We are
alleging that Mr Harvey remained at the...
house for some days” before heading north, he
added. Police found the bodies of the five vic-
tims at the unassuming detached family home
after Harvey walked into a police station in a
remote mining area some 1,500 kilometers
north of the city on Sunday-a week after their
deaths. A Facebook profile believed to be
Mara’s showed her cradling a newborn in her
arms, with a man reported to be Harvey beside
her, and stated that she was engaged in August
2014. A real estate listing showed a modest
three-bedroom house and a standalone garage.

‘Her girls were her world’ 
Mara Harvey’s sister Taryn, also Quinn’s

daughter and the children’s aunt, wrote about
her heartbreak at the killings. “There are no
words to explain the emptiness and loss that
we are feeling,” she wrote in a statement
released by police late Monday, adding that
Mara’s young children “were her world” and
she was “so proud of each of them”. “This
world is a sadder place with the loss of these
five beautiful people but Heaven has gained
five new angels.”

Earlier a friend of Mara’s told Fairfax Media
she was “pretty unlucky in love before she met
him... so (when they got together) it was like ‘yay,
now she gets to start a family’”. A neighbor told

national broadcaster ABC he had returned from
a holiday to “silence in the street”. “We noticed
that the house next door was pretty quiet, which
was unusual,” said Richard Fairbrother, who lives
next door to the family’s house. 

“We could hear and see the kids playing in
the backyard quite often.” Other neighbors
spoke of a shocked community that had been
close, calm and peaceful. Dawson said it was the
third tragedy involving multiple deaths in a fam-
ily home in his state since May. In July a man
allegedly killed his mother and two siblings. A
grandfather shot dead his wife, daughter and
her four children in a murder-suicide in May.
Harvey is expected to return to court on
September 19. — AFP 

PERTH: Forensic police (left) and other officials remove a dead body from the crime site
in the suburb of Australia’s western city of Perth yesterday. — AFP 


