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Brief summary of the Uighur Act of 2019  

 

The original version of S. 178 adopted earlier this year, the “Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act of 

2019,” contained strong measures calling for the Secretary of State to create a new position, the 

Special Coordinator for Xinjiang, to coordinate the U.S. response to the human rights violations 

in Xinjiang. It also requested that the Secretary of State develop a thorough report on the 

number of persons detained in re-education camps, the conditions in those camps, and the 

surveillance methods used by authorities in the region. 

 

However, the new version of Senate Bill 178, the “Uighur Act of 2019,” contains several House 

amendments that considerably strengthen it compared to its original version, particularly with 

regard to commercial sanctions. 

 

Some of the most important additions to the bill include: 

 

 Explicit calls for sanctions on China under the International Religious Freedom Act and 

against specific Chinese government officials under the Global Magnitsky Act, including 

Chen Quanguo, a powerful member of the politburo and a main architect of the 

government’s Xinjiang policy.  

  

 Requires the president, no later than 120 days after enactment, to identify and place 

items and technologies on the Commerce Control List that provide a critical capability to 

the Chinese government for suppressing human rights. Special licenses may be granted 

by the President for the export, re-export, or in-country transfer to or within China for 

these critical technologies but the bill would contain a presumption of denial when 

applying for such licenses. 

 

These measures make the bill the strongest legislation yet for the Uighur cause. By passing the 

bill, the U.S. Senate would be taking a huge step forward in the effort to stop the ongoing 

human rights crisis against Uighurs, Kazakhs, and other beleaguered minorities in northwest 

China.    

 

Action Item: Please pass the strongest possible sanction legislation before the end of the year.  

  

Background 

 

The Xinjiang administrative region of northwestern China has become a new flashpoint in the 

global struggle to protect human rights. At least a million innocent Uighur Muslims and members 

of other ethnic minorities have been rounded up without trial or charge and sent to indoctrination 

centers, while the broader region, particularly its major cities, have been effectively turned into 

high-tech, miniature police states, with advanced surveillance technologies and extensive 

security personnel closely monitoring the movements of minority groups. 

 

The Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, located in the far northwest of the People's Republic 
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of China, is the largest administrative province in the country. It covers a vast geographic 
expanse of about 1,600,000 sq. kilometers – larger than Iran and three times as large as 
France. It borders eight different countries and is home to about twenty million people from 
thirteen major ethnic groups, of which the Uighurs are the largest. In Mandarin Chinese, 
“Xinjiang” translates literally as “new frontier,” but many of its non-Han local residents and 
émigrés in other countries often refer to the region as East Turkestan, or Sharqi Turkestan in 
the Uighur language.  
 
The Islamic Republic of East Turkestan was a short-lived nation state founded in 1933, in which 
the Uighur community enjoyed political independence, however briefly. After the Chinese 
Communist Revolution in 1948, this region was decisively subordinated to Chinese 
governmental control and assimilated into the new state. 
 

Current, trustworthy estimates of the total number of people of either Uighur ethnicity or Muslim 

identity who are being held in extrajudicial detention in Xinjiang range from one to two million. 

According to the reports of numerous human rights monitors and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), as well as the U.S. Department of State, in the Chinese government's 

“re-education centers” – essentially extralegal detention camps – Uighurs, Kazakhs, and 

members of other ethnic minorities are subjected to sustained, compulsory programs for 

ideological indoctrination. They are also compelled to work in forced labor programs, classified 

by the government as “vocational training,” essentially providing a cheap manufacturing 

workforce. The camps are set up outside the country's official court system, existing off the grid 

and outside legal oversight. Moreover, they are part of a larger apparatus of government 

surveillance that has been explicitly set up to monitor Uighur activity in the region. As the 

Washington Post described the whole network of control in a recent article:  

 

“In the past two years, China has established a network of indoctrination centers in Xinjiang that 

operate outside its courts and have systematically interned up to 1 million people, according to 

the United Nations. The detentions have been accompanied by efforts to dilute Uighur language 

and culture as well as all-encompassing digital surveillance and collection of DNA on a 

practically unprecedented scale.”1 

  

Every day, the oppression of the Uighurs grows more severe. And it is only going to get worse, 
as Xinjiang is extraordinarily rich in energy resources and lies directly in the path of China's 
plans for westward economic expansion through its Belt and Road investment program. They 
view the Uighurs, the vast majority of whom only wish to live their lives in peace, as a restive, 
problematic population who must be pacified if the state's economic development goals are to 
come to fruition.  
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