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Introduction 

According to the China Daily, my father is living a free life. This freedom includes 

freedom of movement, and that means the Chinese government should give back my 

father's confiscated passport and allow him to travel inside and outside China. 

– Samira Imin, daughter of publisher and historian, Iminjan Seydin 

 

yghur Americans are calling on the Chinese government to return their relatives’ 

passports and permit travel overseas for family reunifications in the United States.  

The call follows a claim by Chinese authorities that Uyghur individuals “should place trust 

in the government that their Chinese passports will be renewed or reissued according to 

relevant laws.” The official spoke in direct response to a recent Uyghur Human Rights 

Project (UHRP) report detailing a pattern of passport renewal denials overseas and 

passport confiscations in the Uyghur region.  

Given the claim by Chinese officials, Uyghur Americans are now asking state authorities to 

issue passports to their relatives. Uyghurs across the globe are also posting calls on social 

media for the return of their family members’ passports. 

UHRP joins these voices and urges China to meet domestic and international obligations to 

provide travel documents and remove restrictions on freedom of movement. 

Uyghur Americans Speak Out 

In interviews with UHRP, several Uyghur Americans shared their tragic personal stories 

and express their concerns.1 

Ferkat Jawdat, son of Minewer Tursun, who spent 15 months interned in camps:  

My father came to the United States in 2006 and applied for asylum. Once his case 

was approved, he applied for the whole family to join him, including my mother. My 

three siblings and I came to the USA in 2011. Although my mother was approved 

by the U.S. to reunite with her family members, the Chinese government denied her 

a Chinese passport [see Appendix for an image of the USCIS decision letter].  

After spending more than 15 months between camps and prison between 2018 and 

2019, my mother was released in May 2019. In November 2019, in response to U.S. 

 
1 UHRP staff interviewed six Uyghur Americans in June and July 2020. Interviews were conducted via phone or email.  

U 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa17/2299/2020/en/
https://twitter.com/samiraimin?lang=en
https://shahit.biz/eng/viewentry.php?entryno=5645
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1187096.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1187096.shtml
https://uhrp.org/press-release/uhrp-report-weaponized-passports-crisis-uyghur-statelessness.html
https://twitter.com/ferkat_jawdat?lang=en
https://www.shahit.biz/eng/viewentry.php?entryno=1601
https://www.state.gov/harassment-of-the-family-members-of-uighur-activists-and-survivors-in-xinjiang-china/
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State Department concern about my family’s situation, the Chinese government 

said my mom was stuck in China because she had no U.S. visa.  

I hope the Chinese government will prove their own statements by issuing my mother 

a Chinese passport and letting her come to the U.S. to reunite with us. It’s been more 

than 14 years since my parents were separated. For more than nine years my mother 

has been living by herself just hoping one day she will get her Chinese passport and 

come to the U.S. 

Subi Mamat and Iskandar Mamat, daughter and son of Mamat Abdullah, former regional 

Head of Forestry: 

On April 29, 2017, the day of our parents’ departure to the U.S. to visit their 

newborn grandchild, our father, Mamat Abdullah, was taken by Chinese officials 

and their passports were confiscated within a few hours of his disappearance.  

Until now, our mom has neither been able to get in touch with her husband, nor has 

she been able to come to the U.S. to visit us. After many years of restricting 

Uyghurs leaving the country, China is now stating Uyghurs are allowed to have 

their passports and travel while they are still locking up millions of innocent 

Uyghurs, including our father.  

If they stay true to their statement, we demand China to return our parents’ 

passports and release our innocent father and let them visit us without violating 

their freedom of movement.  

Mustafa Aksu, Program Coordinator for Research and Advocacy, Uyghur Human Rights 

Project: 

My parents submitted their passports to the local authority in January 2017 at the 

request of the Public Security Bureau. If every citizen has a right to hold a passport as 

stated by the Chinese authorities, XUAR public security should return my parents’ 

passports and let them keep it at home or on their person. 

Nury Turkel, Commissioner, U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, and 

Board Chair, Uyghur Human Rights Project: 

Restricting Uyghurs’ freedom of movement is one of China’s brutal methods to create 

fear amongst Uyghurs around the world. The fear that their relatives may not be able 

to travel outside of China keeps some overseas Uyghurs from advocacy work and limits 

the full enjoyment of their freedom of speech rights. Furthermore, the Chinese 

government denies passports to relatives of Uyghur activists as a tool of retaliation. 

https://www.state.gov/harassment-of-the-family-members-of-uighur-activists-and-survivors-in-xinjiang-china/
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1170249.shtml
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1170249.shtml
https://twitter.com/SubiMamat
https://www.shahit.biz/eng/viewentry.php?entryno=8199
https://twitter.com/Mustafacan_Aksu
https://www.uscirf.gov/nury-turkel-commissioner
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The People’s Republic of China falsely claims Uyghurs are happy minorities and enjoy 

rights and privileges according to the law; however, the state routinely violates their 

own rules and regulations, especially regarding passport issuance. Ironically, those 

Uyghurs who had been issued passports and traveled to countries such as Turkey, 

Malaysia, and Egypt were among the first to be rounded up and forcibly returned. In 

China, laws exist mostly on paper and are selectively followed. 

UHRP report on passport denials 

he Chinese government has long restricted Uyghur access to passports as a means of 

control. In April 2020, UHRP published Weaponized Passports: The Crisis of Uyghur 

Statelessness. The report documents the crisis of statelessness among Uyghurs overseas who 

have been denied renewal of their passports by Chinese diplomatic missions. Based on 

interviews with Uyghurs holding expired or expiring passports, the report detailed how 

Chinese embassy officials tell Uyghurs the only way to renew a passport is to return to 

China. Those Uyghurs who have returned to China have disappeared. Those who have not 

returned are deprived of legal status abroad, which has a direct impact on their livelihoods, 

freedom of movement, and capacity to start new lives. 

Weaponized Passports also built on UHRP research undertaken in 2013, which described the 

difficulties faced by Uyghurs in China when attempting to obtain a passport. The 

challenges included discriminatory practices in the application process, official corruption, 

and targeted confiscations of passports in a pattern stretching back to 2006. 

The Chinese government responds to UHRP’s report 

n April 29, Yalkun Yakuf, deputy director of the XUAR Department of Public 

Security, held a press conference responding to UHRP’s research on passports. Two 

Chinese state media outlets, Global Times and China Daily, reported his remarks. Yalkun 

claimed: “Most passport renewal or reissuance requests by applicants from Xinjiang have 

been accepted and approved by Chinese embassies and consulates. A very small number of 

them were refused as their applications failed to meet Chinese laws or they were suspected 

of being involved in terrorism-related activities.” 

An interview with a spokesperson for the XUAR Information Office published on the 

CGTN website also included claims that passports are issued to Uyghurs without 

discrimination. The official, whose name is given as Elijan Anayit, stated, “According to our 

knowledge, most passport renewal or re-issuance requests by applicants from Xinjiang 

T 

O 

https://uhrp.org/press-release/uhrp-report-weaponized-passports-crisis-uyghur-statelessness.html
https://uhrp.org/press-release/uhrp-report-weaponized-passports-crisis-uyghur-statelessness.html
https://uhrp.org/press-release/briefing-refusals-passports-uyghurs-and-confiscations-passports-held-uyghurs-indicator
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1187096.shtml
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202004/30/WS5eaa171ca310a8b241152c56.html
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-04-29/Xinjiang-upholds-ethnic-equality-aimed-at-common-prosperity-Official-Q58rtBwOAg/index.html
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have been accepted and approved by Chinese embassies and consulates. Very few of them 

were refused as their applications failed to qualify Chinese laws, or they were suspected of 

being involved in terrorism-related activities.” 

At the April 29 press conference, Yalkun added that Uyghurs “should place trust in the 

government that their Chinese passports will be renewed or reissued according to relevant 

laws.” Despite such claims, overseas connections, travel abroad and passport applications 

are well-documented causes for the internment and imprisonment of Uyghurs.  

In February 2020, UHRP published an analysis of a leaked Chinese government document. 

The “Qaraqash Document” contains in-depth information about the familial and social 

circles of internees from eight Qaraqash neighborhoods. The purpose of the data is to 

evaluate whether internees should remain in detention or be released. Many entries list 

travel overseas as a reason for internment, sometimes specified as travel to one or more of 

26 “sensitive countries,” mostly Muslim-majority nations such as neighboring Central 

Asian states, Malaysia, Indonesia, and a number of African countries, among others.  

Furthermore, applying for a passport is also a frequently listed reason for detention, even in 

cases when the person has never left the country. Many individuals appear to have been 

interned for merely applying for a passport in 2015, when Uyghurs were briefly 

encouraged by the government to do so. The campaign to encourage Uyghurs to apply for 

passports, following a period of many years when passports were very difficult to obtain, 

has raised a question that remains unanswered. Analysts have not ruled out the possibility 

that the government pushed passport applications because it was deliberately seeking to 

identify Uyghurs who had a desire to travel. 

Uyghurs across the globe speak out on social media 

yghurs in the diaspora took to social media in early 2020 to register their disatisfaction 

over the inability of their relatives to obtain passports. Others, in response to Chinese 

state-media reactions to UHRP research, contradicted government claims that relatives’ 

passports have been renewed or reissued:  

 

 

U 

https://uhrp.org/press-release/%E2%80%9Cideological-transformation%E2%80%9D-records-mass-detention-qaraqash-hotan.html
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/09/09/eradicatingideological-viruses/chinas-campaign-repression-against-xinjiangs
https://twitter.com/BraveHope2/status/1262431004129587200
https://twitter.com/Bahram07092825/status/1272522378476650497
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https://twitter.com/AbdugheniSabit/status/1220299699145596929
https://twitter.com/mahire53263554/status/1217260713888096256
https://twitter.com/ziba116/status/1266519543536631818
https://twitter.com/IradeKashgary/status/1276361331327844359
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China should meet domestic and international 

obligations on passports 

rticle 12 (2) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights states: 

“Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own.” Uyghurs who are 

denied passports cannot leave any country, however, and any return to China would 

present a clear danger. The Chinese government’s refusal to issue and renew Uyghurs’ 

passports amounts to a violation of their right to leave, and in countries where Uyghurs are 

not able to apply for refugee status, effectively renders them stateless. A Communication 

issued by the Human Rights Committee in 2004 detailed how “passports are the sine qua 

non of the right to leave.” Refusal to issue a passport amounts to a violation of this right as 

established in international law. 

Article 13 of the Passport Law of the People’s Republic of China states:  

The passport issuing authority shall refuse to issue a passport if the applicant: (1) does 

not possess the nationality of the People’s Republic of China; (2) cannot prove his 

identity; (3) practices fraud in the course of application; (4) is punished for a crime and 

is serving a sentence; (5) is not allowed to leave the country because of an unsettled civil 

case, as is notified by a people’s court; (6) is a defendant in a criminal case or a criminal 

suspect; or (7) is a person who the relevant competent department of the State Council 

believes will undermine national security or cause major losses to the interests of the 

State. 

UHRP concurs with the position of exiled Uyghurs asking for the return of their relatives’ 

passports: the Chinese authorities are unable to produce a meaningful or convincing case 

for denials of travel documents under these seven conditions. The vague wording of Article 

13 (7) of the passport law also fails to meet international standards of respect for human 

rights in national security. 

UHRP joins Uyghur Americans and all Uyghurs overseas in the call for the return of 

passports to Uyghurs inside China, and for the removal of discriminatory and corrupt 

practices in the application process. The Chinese authorities should not deny Uyghurs the 

right to leave China or block family reunions outside of China as a tool of repression and 

control. 

 

A 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.peacepalacelibrary.nl/ebooks/files/GCIM_TP8.pdf
https://www.cecc.gov/resources/legal-provisions/passport-law-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china
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Appendix: USCIS decision letter to Ferkat Jawdat's mother Minewer Tursun. 
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About the Uyghur Human Rights Project 

The Uyghur Human Rights Project promotes the rights of the Uyghur people through 

research-based advocacy. It publishes reports and analysis in English and Chinese to 

defend Uyghurs’ civil, political, social, cultural, and economic rights according to 

international human rights standards. 

© 2020 Uyghur Human Rights Project 

1602 L Street NW | Washington, DC 20036 

www.uhrp.org | info@uhrp.org 
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