
UIGHUR PROJECT: Beijing Aizhixing Health Education Institute
This project is aimed at helping non-resident population of Uighur in Beijing obtain health education and basic medical services. In order to reach these goals, it must be assured that nonresident Uighur population integrate into the communities and cities they live as well as increasing the awareness of their living and health conditions among other groups. Uighur Project is facing a real-life and complicated contradiction between two groups. It has to be solved with sensitivity and within a limit. 
A Glimmer of Ethnic Harmony
By: Zhang Jianfeng
It is proved once again that implementing the idea of “care for disadvantaged” is not an easy task, especially during the healing period after ethnic conflict. Akpar, 25-year-old-Uighur, was placed in an embarrassing position when he was helping Uighurs with rental on December 7th, 2009.
Anger Over Housing
Akpar tried to persuade homeowners of Han origin to rent their houses to ethnic Uighurs at a Uighur colony in Daxin District of Beijing and was turned away all the time.
“We are no wolves! No need to drive me out, I’m not entering your home!” said Mlika, a 40-year-old Uighur woman, with trembling voice, and couldn’t hide her emotions, “It is your home not ours. If I ever did anything bad, you could drive me out….if you let, we stay; if not, we leave. We are not servants, not wolves, why do you keep yelling ‘out’ ‘out’ at us!”
Akpar lead her to a one-room apartment, a bit cleaner. Very firmly the owner said 'No', slammed door on their faces and disappeared, although his son had agreed on renting it to Uighurs over the phone.
Over 100 Uighurs live in that neighborhood. Before October 2009, nobody rent rooms to them. When it turned dark, they went to internet bars or public bathrooms to spend a night. Two month ago, Akpar came to them and started to help them with rental. He knocked on the door one by one and communicated with homeowners. Until now, he arranged rooms for more than 30 people. If each of them could help another person, Akpar calculated that there would be more than 60 people settled down.

On Dec 7th, a homeowner complained to Akpar about a Uighur tenant who moved in a week ago. Akpar got to know that the tenant sublet it to a crippled Uighur young man without permission. This man couldn’t speak Chinese and let another 3 Uighur men stay with him. These men didn’t keep the room clean and were out in the yard at night chopping woods. Their behavior scared the homeowner. She cried when she talked to Akpar.

Akpar was outraged and drove out those dirty and unkempt men. He apologized and tried to console her, “Aunty, please don’t cry. They don’t deserve your tears. As Muslims, we pay attention to our hygiene and praise kindness, beauty and truth. We also dislike this kind of people.” Afterwards, he asked if she’d like to raise the rent and rent the room to a Uighur couple instead.
Akpar is not a real-estate agent. He is a staff of Beijing Uighur Project. This project is set-up by Beijing Aizhixing Health Education Institute and Wan Yanhai, an AIDS activist, is the project leader. The project is aimed at helping non-resident population of Uighur obtain health education and basic medical services. Two main goals are to help HIV/AIDS patient get free treatments and free check-up services, and to help addicts receive methadone maintenance treatment from government.
In order to reach these goals, it must be assured that nonresident Uighur population integrate into the communities and cities they live as well as increasing the awareness of their living and health conditions among other groups. These are very difficult tasks to be accomplished. At the urban and rural connecting area of Daxin, one can clearly see the relationship of Han and Uighur. Only after these homeless Uighurs are settled down, can they be enrolled in the education program and have life intervention through Uighur Project, such as providing free methadone and free check-ups. To receive these services, one must have a temporary residence permit which can be applied after one has a place to stay, according to local regulations. Akpar and his colleagues take over these tasks.   
“Sometimes I talk to 30 homeowners and can only persuade one or two owners to rent rooms to Uighurs”, Akpar says. On a bad day, he might talk to 70 homeowners and get nothing done; sometimes, he is not given a chance to open his mouth and is booted out, though he still reacts back politely when he faces that kind of situation. He believes his behavior will somehow lighten other groups’ negative impressions towards Uighurs.    
　
“It has been very tiring and tough for the last two months” said Akpar a graduate from Renming University of China. He takes finding homes for Uighurs as a challenge. “Every time I help someone gets a room to stay, I feel very fulfilled”, he says. 
　　
Disadvantaged Uighurs live an “urban nomadic” life. Some years ago, Weigongcun and Ganjiakou were the Uighur colonies in Beijing. They were dispersed from those two areas, and moved to Daxin which is far from city centers. They earn their living by selling goods from a roadside stall, opening a small restaurant, or selling Xinjiang specialties. Mlika had a restaurant in Ganjiakou before. Now she is not rich any more with a poor health and always moving from one place to other. “People in Beijing, they just don’t know us…..”
At the Uighur colony in Daxin, 5 or 6 Uighurs are HIV infected. Some years ago, a patient died. It directly affected other Uighurs at that area. Homeowners removed rental contacts gradually. Finally, the panic evolved into all kinds of misinterpreting, and Uighurs are marginalized even further. Those who are seriously ill had no choice but went back to Xinjiang.
　　
Aizhixing Health Education Institute sent out a stern warning referring to that situation "Uighurs in Beijing are facing serious situation concerning their health and public health ect. Imposing restrictions and excluding the basic living and accommodations rights of the group are not right.”
　　 
Emergency Situation
In 2006, it was suggested that Wan Yanhai paid a visit to the Uighur colony at Beijing West Railway Station. He got to know that discarded needles were everywhere in that area and one can even see children playing with those needles. Aizhixing Health Education Institute applied for funds to set up Uighur Project from Global Funds and German Misereor Foundation that provide funds to support health intervention aimed at ethnic groups.
　　
“We’re scared because of completely foreign and unknown” says Wan Yanhai. “We held up sometimes at certain things. However, we have put most of our energy to do those things we are able to do, or things we are familiar with and feel secure to do.”
　　
Uighur Project has been operated both in Beijing and Kunming. Uighur students from universities such as Central Nationality University were recruited as volunteers. They were sent to colonies of unresident Uighur population to provide health education and medical referral services (such as free check-up, exchanging sterilized syringes, methadone treatment etc.) through outreach social work such as group meeting, consulting and training program. They also help these Uighur to obtain basic citizen treatments through communication and negotiation with government. The project itself also provides living support at certain circumstances, such as providing the poor with their basic life needs and handling the funeral when HIV/AIDS families can’t afford.  
7 full-time staffs worked for Uighur Project before all university graduates but had a salary of just over 1000RMB. Soon some of them left this project gradually. Now 3 Uighur youths, such as Akpar, work for the project, some even has worked for more than 2 years. If there is no serious unforeseen happening, the project moves forward quite smoothly; however, when it is time for important holidays and events in China, most of the work comes to a standstill. 
　　
“What we can do is so limited,” said Izzet, “Our community has so many needs to be met.” 
　　
Izzet graduated from Central Nationality University. Some years ago, Aizhixing Health Education Institute worked together with some student societies in university and has supported students from Central Nationality University to go to Xinjiang to help in teaching. After graduation, she applied for a position at Aizhixing, working full-time for the Uighur Project. Because tough tasks such as helping with rental are not suitable for a girl, Akpar takes them up and is on the road most of working days.    
　　
The unsettled life of non-resident Uighurs and shifting of government policy make the project difficult to operate. Recruiting volunteers within the community is never easy. However, Aizhixing often lost contact with these volunteers because of some situations and that means losing contact with the community. Then they have to go through the recruiting and training process all over again. So the project staff is always taken care of new person, changing all the time.
　　
“We don’t know how long we can continue with this project. What we are doing might be a waste from the point view of the government. As a matter of fact, these work should be organized by government” said Rayila, Izzet’s colleague, a graduate from Nanjing University, “If government could play all its role, we might have to find something else to do .”
　　
The violence that happened in Xinjiang aggravated stigma and social discrimination against Uighurs. If there is no third party which provides supporting effort towards non-resident Uighur population, these people might turn out to be, just like Mlika said, "some blinds with eyes open”. At the same time, they put too much hope on Akpar and his colleagues. And there are things that are far beyond the power of Akpar and his colleagues. 
　　
It is said that the area including the Uighur colony in Daxin is in the government plan, which will be demolished in coming spring. People who live in that area will be settled somewhere else. And there is too much unknown in the future for these homeless Uighurs. Before demolition, the Uighur community which has been always left out of mainstream society will remain in the same situation. 
　　
On Dec 7th in the afternoon, a Han Chinese came in the neighborhood looking for drugs, with a leg cripple and speaking with lisp. He found nothing after he checked out the whole street. Akpar was talking to a Uighur couple when he entered a small stand owned by this couple. The couple and Akpar warned him to leave when he asked for drug. “Get out right away! Don’t affect his business,” said Akpar. Then he turned to the journalist and sighed “ this might cause misunderstanding again.”
　　
In the evening, a violent conflict happened between Han and Uighurs in the neighborhood. A group of Han with sticks and big knives forced a Uighur man who had a kitchen knife in his hand into a corner of Hutong. More people gathered. After confronting for a while, they all left. At that moment, Akpar shouted out and asked Uighurs to stop. A Uighur woman argued with him. He waved to her and asked her to leave.
　　
This accident worried Akpar who has been taking care of community issues with great caution and sensitivity. The conflict might aggravate contradictions, escalate misunderstanding, undo all their efforts and it might even cause more difficulties when asking Han to rent a room to Uighurs. However, he felt lucky because when it happened it turned dark soon so the whole thing didn’t expand to the entire neighborhood.
　　
It was dark. After a hectic day, Akpar is ready to go back to the city. The Uighur man who was besieged came to him and told him the whole story. He had two wounds on his neck inflicted by knives and was bleeding. The shoulder of his leather coat also cut into two long scars. Akpar asked him to control his emotions, get his wounds bandaged first and to keep cool. He promised he would come back the next day to coordinate. On the way home, he felt sorry that the peace they have been trying to keep for the last two months was broken.
　　
Uighur Project is facing a real-life and complicated contradiction between two groups. It has to be solved with sensitivity and within a limit, and it can’t be bypassed or avoided. How we solve the contradiction will decide the fate of the project-----whether the light which has glimmered for 3 years can be lit much lighter. 
　　                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

