Beijing wrecking ball slams into bid for justice
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BEIJING–Tucked away in a narrow alleyway of this Beijing slum, steps from a new railway station set to open in time for the Olympics, Zhao Jingzhou stares out of his tiny, rented room into the blinding rain.

He has been dispossessed before. Now he's about to be dispossessed again.

Zhao and 3,000 others who live temporarily in this derelict neighbourhood have until noon today to pack up and leave.

They came to Beijing as "petitioners" – seeking justice under a system that is nearly as old as China itself. Under the system, citizens who believe they've been ill-treated by local or provincial officials can come to the capital to seek redress from China's powerful central government.

It's a kind of court of last appeal, dating from China's ancient dynasties. And each year tens of thousands travel to Beijing to fill out forms, register their complaints and wait to be heard.

Some end up staying for months – even years – waiting for justice.

Now, however, they find themselves smack in the path of progress. Nearly three weeks ago, Beijing announced plans to demolish the slum in order to build key service roads for the new rail station.

But groups like Human Rights Watch believe the timing of the demolition – a month before China's all important Communist Party Congress – is also aimed at sweeping "troublemakers" out of public view at a sensitive time.

"Petitioners are some of China's most vulnerable citizens, and they have a right to housing while pursuing their legal claims," said Sophie Richardson, Asian advocacy director for Human Rights Watch. "Demolishing this settlement only adds insult to injury."

Regardless, Zhao Jingzhou, like so many on these streets who carry with them extraordinary stories of injustice, says he's undeterred.

"I know how to protect my rights," he says.

He always has – including once setting himself on fire when he thought it might help.

At 2:35 p.m. on April 23, 2003, Zhao scrawled a poem in the style of the late Chinese leader Mao Zedong, posted it on the front gate of Heilongjiang province's high court, and then poured gasoline over himself.

By then he had petitioned for 14 years seeking compensation after his small electrical shop in Wuchang City had been shut down by corrupt local officials.

Zhao had a proper licence to operate.

"It was just because I refused to pay the bribes they wanted," he explains.

During his campaign, he lost his wife, child, home and all of his money.

Frustrated, he finally arrived at the gates of the Heilongjiang high court in 2003.

"To launch a petition, is not to fear a long march," his poem began.

And with a flick of a lighter he turned himself into a human torch.

Passersby smothered the flames with blankets and he was immediately hospitalized. Four days later, the court awarded him about $28,000, a sizeable sum, but not what he'd wanted.

He's petitioning still.

The streets and alleyways here in the Fengtai district of southern Beijing are filled with similarly shocking stories from people bearing trauma and tragedy.

Many have had to evade "retrievers" – thugs sent by the local authorities from their hometowns to prevent the petitioners from complaining and giving the local officials a bad name.

Wang Youyun, 72, a tiny, grey-haired woman, carries an especially heavy burden, exemplified by the poster hung around her neck bearing a photo of her son and a summary of his story.

Ten years ago, her son Wang Yinglin came home from his job at the local tax bureau to tell his mother of an extraordinary discovery: he'd found a series of accounts into which his boss had siphoned off $1.2 million for himself.

"I told my son he had to take responsibility for his supervisor – for the good of the government and the people. He should be an upright civil servant."

On his mother's advice, Wang Yinglin reported the theft to superiors at a higher, regional tax office.

According to his family, 11 months later – while under government protection – he was bludgeoned to death.

His medical records were removed from a hospital file. His body was cremated without permission, And authorities in Hubei province insisted he died by suicide.

Nearby, another grandmother, 72-year-old Li Xiulan, is seeking compensation for the death of her husband, Zhao Minxiang, while in detention in Heilongjiang province in 2004.

The couple had been bundled up by retrievers from their home province in 2004 while petitioning on another matter in Beijing.

On returning to their hometown, Zhao was detained for two months for daring to go to Beijing, and he suffered a stroke.

"He asked to be allowed to leave for medical care, but they wouldn't let him," says Li.

He died two days later.

Asked if she's optimistic about winning compensation, she replies, "I have my hope. And I'm leaving here until after the Olympics" next summer.

Very few cases, however, are ever satisfactorily resolved through the petitioning system, says Xu Zhiyong, one of Beijing's best-known, young lawyers.

Xu himself spent three months living among the petitioners to learn about their lives and conditions.

He says what's ultimately needed is a system of government in which local authorities are truly accountable to their citizens.

"You need a better court system, one that is independent and based on the rule of law," he says.

"I'm optimistic though. I believe in my lifetime we'll see a China that is both ruled by law and democratic."
