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–
https://bit.ly/2FLyAeF – Marco Respinti is an Italian
journalist and lecturer on religious, political and literary
issues. He is also the director-in-charge of Bitter Winter, a
daily online magazine on religious liberty and human rights in
China. On 23 January, he participated in a conference about
religious freedom in China organized at the European
Parliament in Brussels.
The following is the text of my interview with Marco Respinti.
Bitter Winter covers the massive violations of human rights
and religious freedom in China on a daily basis. Was it your
idea to launch such a media? What is the origin of Bitter
Winter, what makes it unique and how did it develop?
It was not my idea to set up the magazine but I gladly joined
in when Prof. Massimo Introvigne, a well-known scholar and one
of the leading world expert on religion, asked me to serve as
its Director-in-Charge.
Any serious study of religion in China can’t be separated from
the fact that in China religion is harshly persecuted. Thus,
it has been quite natural to combine the academic interest
with the defense of human rights. The face of this combination
took the shape of an online daily magazine and the name of

Bitter Winter, an original “joint venture” of academic
scholars, activists for human rights and journalists, who
operate, thanks to the generosity of Chinese exiles of any
religious persuasion, with a network of several hundred
correspondents in all Chinese provinces.
At high risk for their security, they report daily on what
happens in China and how religions are treated or mistreated.
This is our peculiarity. We collaborate gladly with other
media reporting on the abuses of human rights and religious
freedom in China, but our adjunct value is the first-hand
reporting that we are constantly able to publish thanks to our
network or reporters active on the field.
We have thus published, and we continue publishing, hard to
find news, in-depth analysis, original comments, direct
chronicles, inside documents from all levels of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) or the Chinese administrative system,
and exclusive photographs and video. One of our scoops was
releasing a video from inside one of the impenetrable and illfamed “transformation through education” camps in Xinjiang,
where at least 1.5 million people are detained, two-thirds of
which being Uyghurs imprisoned just because they are believers
(Muslim) and an ethnic minority.
What were the main obstacles that you had to overcome when you
tried to launch this project?
Bitter Winter was launched in May 2018 and it is now published
in eight languages: English, Chinese, Italian, French, German,
Spanish, Korean and Japanese. Our greatest obstacles have been
the “anonymous” hackers who, more than once, sabotaged our
servers, trying then to assault also our personal email
accounts, and the CCP who aims at hitting us at the heart
trying to dismantle our network of correspondents.
From August to December 2018, 45 of our reporters were
arrested for filming incidents of, or gathering news about,

the CCP’s persecution of religious freedom and violation of
human rights. They have been usually detained and interrogated
on the charge of “divulging state secrets” or “involvement in
infiltration by foreign forces.” Some reporters have been sent
to “legal education centers” to undergo mandatory
indoctrination, while others have been tortured and abused.
The reporter who courageously filmed a “transformation through
education” camp in Xinjiang was among the arrested. Some of
them have been luckily released since, but they are always
under strict surveillance and this paralyzes their work for
Bitter Winter. Others are instead still detained, and we know
nothing of their fate.
What are the main peculiarities of Bitter Winter that make it
a different media outlet?
Our main strength is, again, our “boots on the ground”: the
precious network of our correspondents in China. It’s totally
difficult, these days, to have reliable information from
inside China. Through our reporters, though, we can bypass
censorship, secrecy and the disinformation through which the
Chinese Communist regime is treacherously trying to conquer
the hearts and minds of the West with a grand cover-up of its
crime. One should not imagine, though, that this is an easy
task.
Apart from questions of personal security for our
correspondents, which remains the primary concern of all us,
other difficulties are generated by the need of verifying news
and sources. As you can imagine, this is not an easy task, but
we try to perform it at our best. Our correspondents are very
careful in checking every single piece of news that they
gather for publication, then our team of editors and reviewers
– a dedicated, hard-working multinational group of skilled
professionals – double-check all, putting every little piece
of the mosaic in perspective and scrupulously going after
every single element of every single report. We have our means
of verifying sources (for security reason I won’t go into

details on that) and our readers have learned that we will
never sacrifice accuracy for the sake of sensationalism.
Behind this difficulty, there is yet another huge one. Letting
news go safely outside China. I can’t, of course, tell how our
reporters manage to do it, but they do it brilliantly and they
constantly smuggle in so much important material. The fact
that the CCP’s police has arrested so many of them means that
we are doing the right thing in the right way.
Publishing such good material on a daily basis in eight
languages is very complex but gives us a great advantage on
many other magazines. Many ask us why we publish also a Korean
edition. Well, South Korea is most often the first country
that Chinese exiles reach when they flee from persecution at
home and it also has a very strict immigration policy. It
makes sense to let the South Korean people and institutions
receive first-hand accounts of what’s terribly going on in red
China.
What are the most persecuted religions in China? Does Bitter
Winter cover all of them or only some specific ones?
Falun Gong, a Chinese new religious movement first encouraged
by the CCP because the CCP believed that its exercises and
practices could physically benefit the people, has suffered
horrible persecution that has decimated its members when the
regime started to fear its huge increase in numbers of
members.
The Church of Almighty God is the largest new Chinese
Christian religious movement and it is also the most
persecuted. Again, the regime fears its rapid growth, its
independence from the Party and its impermeability to the
Beijing’s policy of “sinicization,” ie the rhetorical
“patriotic” device that, under the guise of harmonizing
religion with Chinese customs, tries to distort all faiths
conforming them to the state Communist ideology.

In Xinjiang, the ethnic minority of Uyghurs is severely
persecuted for its cultural identity and its Muslim faith,
alongside other Muslims from other ethnic minorities like the
Kazakhs. An interesting case are the Hui. The Chinese
government recognizes them as an “ethnic” minority, but they
are in fact a religious group, which includes those Muslims
who are ethnically Han Chinese and speak various forms of the
Chinese language, unlike the Uyghurs and the Ethnic Kazakhs,
who are also Muslim Chinese citizens but are not ethnically
Chinese and speak languages other than Chinese. They are
between 8-10m, distributed all over China, although
prevalently in the northwestern part of the country. Hailed
for decades by the CCP as the “good” Chinese Muslims, opposed
to the “bad” Uyghurs, they have also been victims of the
recent crackdown on religion.
Buddhist and Daoist temples, some of them very ancient and of
historical value for all mankind, are destroyed almost every
other week, and of course, Tibetan Buddhists are always the
first in the line of the CCP’s persecution.
Christians are very much persecuted as well. House churches
are the independent Chinese protestant churches which refuse
to join the official Three-Self Church, established by the
government in 1954 and controlled by the CCP in order to keep
Protestants under its thumb. This is why they are also
persecuted, as well as Catholics.
Your associate editor in Brussels, Willy Fautré from Human
Rights without Frontiers, said during the conference that
Chinese believers are fleeing from their country in search of
a safe haven in EU member states but very few of them are
granted political asylum and are at risk of being deported and
put back in the hands of their persecutors. What are your
feelings about this issue?
Willy Fautré is sadly right. Too many refugees from China are
not granted asylum. Germany even repatriated one in August, in

spite of the appeal presented to Angela Merkel by nine NGOs.
We all know that the repatriation of Chinese refugees means
harassment, violence, and torture. The CCP is fabricating and
spreading many fake news on religious groups and churches, and
too many Western countries buy them without investigating: the
result is the negation of asylum to too many of them. Having
said that, something is slowly changing in some countries.
Take the example of The Church of Almighty God (CAG). Canada,
New Zealand, Sweden, and some jurisdictions in the United
States welcome applications for protection of refugees from
CAG, and some recent rulings do the same in Italy, while the
situation remains very difficult in Japan and South Korea,
where CAG asylum seekers are numerous, and so far, none of
their applications have been accepted.
What should the EU and its member states do about the
persecution of Uyghur Muslims, Protestants, Catholics, Falun
Gong practitioners, The Church of Almighty God and other
religious people in China?
The world has to call China to fully face its responsibilities
in front of history and posterity, and I think that some sort
of “ethical tariff” should be imposed on Beijing. As to the
EU, I call HR/VP Federica Mogherini and the members of the
European Parliament to make full use of their meetings with
the Chinese authorities as well as the UN human rights
mechanisms to convey their concerns to the Chinese government
and urge it to comply with international standards regarding
freedom of religion or belief.
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If you want to be regularly informed about different
violations of human rights in the world, click here for a free
subscription to our newsletters!

Also:
HRWF database of news and information on over 70
countries: http://hrwf.eu/newsletters/forb/
List of hundreds of documented cases of believers of various
faiths
in
20
countries: http://hrwf.eu/forb/forb-and-blasphemy-prisoners-li
st/

