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Human Rights in China recently opened a EU
liason office in Brussels to further develop its
human rights lobbying in Europe. HRIC’s new
EU Liaison Officer, Isabella Nitschke, explains
why Europe has an important role to play in
improving China’s human rights situation.

China Rights Forum (CRF): Organizations such as Human Rights
in China (HRIC) face increasingly difficult decisions over how
to work most effectively towards improving the human rights
situation in China—through internal contacts with groups and
individuals in China (guoneiwork), Internet activism or inter-
national advocacy.You’ve spent several years as a human rights
officer posted with the European Commission delegation in
Beijing—what insights can you share about the various chal-
lenges and approaches?

Isabella Nitschke (IN):As China becomes more restrictive, con-
tacts with guonei networks or activists inside China become
more sensitive. But China has also increasingly become a more
active international actor, taking on international responsibili-
ties and engaging in interdependent relations with other inter-
national actors.The growing range of states, organizations and
companies that work with China in bilateral and multi-stake-
holder processes has resulted in greater opportunities to influ-
ence the actors who influence China.
The leverage nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have

with these various actors is not confined to ethical or moral
considerations; political, economic and security self-interests
are served by operating in a country that respects rule of law,
and companies that invest in China, for example, will want to
ensure that their investment is not jeopardized by a corrupt
culture and lack of a functioning independent judicial system.
As HRIC’s IR2008 and other NGO campaigns have been high-
lighting, the Beijing Olympics next year provides a particular
window of opportunity to promote human rights progress
and China’s compliance with its international obligations.
As China becomes active throughout the world, inAfrica

and LatinAmerica, and in international fora such as the United
Nations (UN) and theWorldTrade Organization (WTO), its

approach to human rights is not merely an internal matter, but
also influences the political and human rights situation in
other countries.

CRF:What added value do you think an organization such as
HRIC can contribute to the process?

IN: Some governments and multinationals may consider HRIC
a “sensitive” organization, largely due to the Chinese govern-
ment’s intolerance of independent voices. But the message
HRIC provides in its press releases, reports and presentations is
not only strong, but also clear and constructive. Not all other
organizations are as effective in this way.
Many governments and multinational corporations feel

quite frustrated in dealing with China’s increasing sophistica-
tion in deflecting human rights criticism or scrutiny.They feel
they have no leverage given China’s enormous economic clout,

NEW FOCUS ON BRUSSELS

The European Union (EU)

The EU is a community of independent European states.
Current membership stands at 27 countries, with
Switzerland, Norway and Iceland among notable non-
member states.
Its main decision-making institutions include:

• The Council of the European Union, which repre-
sents individual member states;

• The European Commission, which seeks to
uphold the interests of the Union as a whole;

• The European Parliament, which represents the
EU’s citizens and is directly elected by them every
five years.

• The presidency of the EU is rotated among mem-
ber countries every six months. Germany holds
the presidency from January to June 2007, and
Portugal from July to December 2007.
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and they fear losing access to the Chinese market and other
financial benefits of China’s cooperation. Now that China is the
EU’s largest trading partner, the EU is in a real quandary over
how to balance these concerns and goals.1

As an independent NGO with no vested interests or diplo-
matic restraints, HRIC is in a position to provide effective
analysis and suggestions on possible ways to move forward.
HRIC’s non-aggressive and non-blaming approach is also
attractive to governments, and makes them more likely to lis-

ten. It’s important to try and “speak the language of
governments and politicians,” and to provide them with clear
and concise information that will inform their position.The
truth is that many foreign services do not have enough
resources to focus in depth on human rights issues, so
providing them with information on casework and issues can
make a real difference. HRIC is one of the few organizations
that still focuses on casework, especially on behalf of rights
defenders who have not yet been imprisoned but are suffering
a great deal of abuse from the Chinese government.
Another aspect to keep in mind is that the turnover of

people in European and other foreign service institutions is
very high, which sometimes may lead to a lack of coherence.
In some cases Europeans are unfamiliar withAsian styles of
negotiation and are easily intimidated by Chinese officials’
surface bluster or apparent intractability.They may have trouble
picking up subtle messages or the real meaning behind the
Chinese rhetoric, and are easily bowled over by typical Chinese
strategies such as long speeches that take up the whole time so
that nothing can be discussed.
One typical example is on Internet censorship.The Chinese

government has blatantly denied that it censors the Internet. If
a foreign official brings up the fact that theAmnesty
InternationalWeb site can’t be accessed in China, his Chinese
counterpart claims this is simply because of technical
problems onAI’s side. Or the Chinese official may say that
foreigners have a mistaken impression about censorship in

The EU’s China Policy

• To engage China further, both bilaterally and on the
world stage, through an upgraded political dialogue;

• To support China’s transition to an open society based
upon the rule of law and respect for human rights;

• To encourage the integration of China in the world
economy through bringing it fully into the world
trading system, and supporting the process of
economic and social reform that is continuing in
China;

• To raise the EU’s profile in China.

EU External Relations Commissioner Benita Ferrero-Waldner and Chinese Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing prior to a new round of talks on Chinese-EU com-

mercial relations in January 2007. Photo: Reuters



China because they don’t read Chinese. If the foreign official
has no further information on this issue, it’s impossible for
him to make an effective response. Groups like HRIC can
provide grounded facts, detailed research and analysis to pre-
vent these discussions from deteriorating into fruitless
arguments and speculation.

CRF: Is the Berne Process a symptom of frustration that EU
countries and other countries feel in their dealings with
China?

IN:No, it’s just an informal setting for foreign governments
with similar interests to meet and compare notes. But the
Chinese government is very upset about the Berne Process, and
Chinese officials have described it as some kind of conspiracy
against China.They’ve even accused the governments of a
breach of confidence in their respective dialogues.The fact that
the Chinese clearly feel so threatened by this process indicates
that it’s probably a useful joint approach by the participating
governments.

CRF: Do you think the Chinese government’s fears are
justified?

IN: Probably as a result of the Berne Process, there have been
joint actions and demarches in Beijing on certain issues in
recent years.The Chinese are upset to have countries coming

together to the Foreign Ministry to make complaints on indi-
vidual cases.
But it’s hard to see if there’s been any systemic change at this

point. It can make a difference on individual cases because the
international focus can result in prisoners or detainees being
treated better, or can bring about early releases. But even there
the results are not very clear, because so many people were
detained in the 2006 crackdown that it’s hard to determine if
any are receiving better treatment than might have been the
case without international interest in their situations.
The fact is that everyone is cautious about rapid change in

China that could lead to chaos, given the lack of an immediate
substitute for the regime if it collapsed. Corruption has already
contributed to social unrest, and an increase in unrest leading
to economic instability would be very risky for the rest of the
world. So politicians and businesses want to see more gradual
change toward rule of law and respect for human rights, and
dialogues focus more on getting China to ratify the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).2

This is something NGOs need to keep in mind – we tend to
want short, quick results, but if we’re too impatient or
aggressive, politicians and companies will stop listening.

CRF: In practical terms, what is the real benefit of China’s
ratifying the ICCPR?

IN: Ratifying the ICCPR would oblige China to change its
institutions, laws and practices to meet international standards
and norms, and report on its compliance to the independent
UN treaty body that monitors the ICCPR implementation. But
even if China were to finally ratify the ICCPR, the Chinese
government would probably enter reservations as they have
done with other international agreements.That’s why the EU
governments have been focusing on helping China reform its
legal system, in particular pushing for abolition of the
Reeducation-Through-Labor (RTL) system, an unaccountable
administrative process that is completely incompatible with
the ICCPR.There seems to be a split within the Chinese
government on this issue; some officials want to enter reserva-

The EU-China
Human Rights Dialogue

• Initiated in 1996

• Takes place twice a year, once in Europe and once in
China

• Last dialogue held in Beijing on October 24, 2006;
next dialogue expected to be held in Berlin in the
first half of 2007

• EU dialogue priorities: release of 1989 prisoners,
ratification of the ICCPR, abolition of the RTL system

• Recent dialogue themes: freedom of expression,
cooperation with UN special mechanisms, freedom
of religion, development of civil society, death
penalty

• Submission of individual cases at each dialogue

• An EU-China Human Rights Seminar is held before
each dialogue, and gives an opportunity to Chinese
and European academics and NGOs to discuss
human rights matters and contribute to the dialogue
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The Berne Process

• Initiated in 2001 by the Swiss government

• An informal forum for coordination and exchange of
information between national government engaged
in human rights dialogues with China

• Members:Australia, Canada, EU, Germany, Hungary,
the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, UK, U.S.,
Switzerland

• Meets twice a year in Berne and Brussels

• Consultations with NGOs once a year



Overlord

BY DONGHAI YIXIAO

Of theThreeWays,
Only two concern him:
TheWay of Heaven and theWay of Earth.
No need to understand theWay of Man,
No need to win the common people to his side.

In theAge of Despotism, the overlord
Is like a fallen eagle tangled in a clump of thorns,
Like a flicker of fire beneath the blizzard writhing,
Like a footfall in swampland, racing without hope
against the setting sun,

Like one who sings heartily atop a lonely peak
but cannot reach a single ear.

In theAge of Despotism,
traces of humanity are hard to find.

Superstitions have been rebuked and divinity eradicated.
The overlord is doomed to isolation,
Doomed to make his way alone.

Rendered into English by A.E.Clark

The original Chinese poem was posted on theWeb site of Democracy

Forum (http://www.asiademo.org/), and can be accessed on the

author’s blog, http://donhai.blog.guxiang.com/arti-

cle/2007/20071311920.shtml.

tions on RTL and other established practices that serve the
interests of the authorities so well, and that’s part of why dis-
cussion is progressing so slowly. China’s parallel Party-
government structure is a huge impediment to reform in
general, because the Party elite has too much to lose.
But international advocacy and pressure is helping to change

this. Foreign governments can press for democracy and human
rights, especially given that the Chinese government itself
recently enshrined respect for human rights in its Constitution.

CRF: Since any change to existing EU foreign policy requires a
unanimous vote by member countries, it seems unlikely that
there will be much change in certain policies that HRIC has
raised concerns about, such as the possibility of lifting the
arms embargo that was imposed against China after the 1989
Tiananmen crackdown. Should HRIC and other NGOs set these
issues aside and concentrate its energies elsewhere?

IN: The EU has no intention of lifting the arms embargo for the
time being. Public opinion is very strong on this—everyone in
Europe remembersTiananmen and is aware of China’s human
rights abuses, and lifting the embargo would cause a great
outcry in many countries.
But the embargo has been increasingly linked with human

rights progress in China over the past year or so. EU officials
have made statements suggesting that it would be “easier” to
lift the embargo if China showed progress or good will on
issues such as ratification of the ICCPR or the release of
political prisoners.
There are other issues that groups like HRIC would like to

see on the agenda that never make it there because although
they have been raised by the EU, they are largely ignored or
rejected by China. RTL, for example, is brought up in every
dialogue, and the Chinese government also increasingly
objects to engaging on individual cases—but I think it’s
important not to give in to Chinese pressure in this area. It’s

also difficult to bring up Falun Gong, in particular the
controversial allegations last year about harvesting organs from
Falun Gong practitioners in detention.

CRF: How does the approach of the EU and European countries
toward human rights issues differ from that of the U.S.?

IN: The political culture and values system in Europe is quite
different from that in the U.S. I thinkAmericans tend to focus
on their own domestic issues, but Europe is very outward-
looking on moral values; there’s a lot of investigative
journalism, and the public really reacts. European countries
have a lot of NGOs involved in human rights work, and a long
history of engagement in international peace processes and in
the UN.The Nordic countries, in particular, have often acted as
UN mediators between enemy countries.The EU’s human
rights policies and treaties are applied to EU member
countries, but are also promoted externally on the common
assumption that advancement of human rights principles is
part of the EU’s work. It is also true, unfortunately, that the U.S.
has lost a lot of leverage on human rights issues because of
international criticism ofAmerica’s own human rights
practices and foreign policy.
In any case, given the active engagement of the U.S. and

European countries with China on human rights issues, it is
important for HRIC and other groups to help inform the
public through media work, outreach and reports, and to
provide governments with whatever information will help
further their efforts in this area.

NOTES
1. For detailed background on the EU’s China policy and dialogues, see

http://ec.europa.eu/com/external-relations/china/intro/index.htm.

2. For full background information on the ICCPR, see www.unhchr.ch/

html/menu3/b/a_ccpr.htm.


