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anintersection at
a shopping district in
Hong Kong on Oct.
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Falun Gong practitioners take part in a parade marking the 30th anniversary of the spiritual d|SC|pI|ne s |ntroduct|on to the public, in New York on May 13, 2022.

DOROTHY LI

What's the purpose of our lives? Legends
from China and elsewhere say that di-
vine beings created humans modeled in
their own image. By following heaven’s
commandments, humankind can enjoy
a harmonious life, while waiting for the
Creator’s return.

But communism detests these tradi-
tionalideas. Since it seized power in 1949,
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has
repeatedlylaunched bloody campaigns to
uproot traditional beliefs and values, de-
stroying the bedrock of one of the world’s
oldest civilizations.

By decimating China’s traditions and re-
placing them with communist ideology,
theregime hasindoctrinated generations
into believing only in the CCP and its athe-
isticworldview. As aresult, many have lost
their connection to 5,000 years of Chinese
culture and beliefs.

On the occasion of the Lunar New Year,
Mr. Li Hongzhi, founder of the spiritual
practice Falun Gong, published an article
titled “How Humankind Came To Be,” en-
lightening Chinese people at home and
abroad.

“It’s the first time for me to learn such a
comprehensive explanation of how human
beings came about,” said Gu Guoping, a
former teacher at Shanghai University and
a Shanghairesident who isn’ta Falun Gong
adherent himself. “What Master Li said
makes alot of sense and is very thorough.”

Echoing his sentiment, Daniel Lou
Xinyue, a Chinese American entrepreneur
wholivesin New York, was amazed by Mr.
Li’s insight into the universe, including
how it was created and structured.

“Thave never heard of an explanation as
clear as the one Mr. Li Hongzhi offered,”
Lou told The Epoch Times.

Falun Gong, also known as Falun Dafa, is
adiscipline rooted in ancient Chinese tra-
ditions thatinvolves moral improvement,
leading to spiritual enlightenment. The
practice is composed of meditative exer-
cises and a set of moral teachings centered
on the principles of truthfulness, compas-
sion, and forbearance.

Lou has long been interested in histori-
cal and cultural classics. Growing up in
Eastern culture, he had heard of the 18
realms of hell from Buddhist scriptures.
He also explored works of Western reli-
gions, including the Bible, where he found
descriptions of heaven.

But what’s the whole universe like? “No
one ever clearly described it to me,” Lou
said.

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

‘A Crucial Message for All Human Beings’
Chinese Find Insight From Article by Founder of Falun Gong
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Daniel Lou in Staten Island, N.Y., on Oct. 8, 2019.

Reading Mr. Li’s piece is well worth the
time and effort, he said, even if people
aren'tinterested in taking up the spiritual
practice itself.

“I'think the article has greatimportance
to humankind as well as
to the history of human
thought,” he said.
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impressed by Mr. Li’s illustrations of the
reasons behind the traditional idea of “you
reap what you sow.”

In the article, Mr. Li states, “Everything
that happens in one’s life—whether it
seems warranted or not—is,
inreality, the karmic conse-
quence of what one did in

Lou pointed to the first It makes me more one’s pastlives, for better or
lines of the text to illustrate  letermined to stay kind for worse.”
his reasoning. ; Eastern culture has long
In the article’s opening, and do gOOd thlngs. held abeliefthat karma will
Mr. Li states, “I am see-  Dapiel Lou Xinyue, Chinese e accrued with bad or im-
ing imminent danger ap- American entrepreneur moral deeds and that this

proaching humanity, and
have been called upon by
divine beings to pass along, for thisreason,
several things to everyone in this world.”

Mr. Limadeitclear that there are divine
beings, Lou said.

“Now, most people ... have forgotten that
there are divine beings who control and
maintain the order of the existing world,”
Lou said.

“Why is this an era of moral decay? Be-
cause most human beings have forgotten
the Creator and their divine. They have
even forgotten that man has a soul, which
was what Master Li described as the ‘true
soul’ that will not die with the passing
away of the physical body.”

Only by knowing this, Lou added, can
humankind persist in doing good things,
especially amidst painful experiences.

COVID-19 and Retribution
Living in a country in the grips of a se-
vere COVID-19 outbreak, Gu said he was

will be paid backin this life
or the next.

This concept of karmic retribution,
according to Gu, explains the uptick
in deaths among officials and public fig-
ures closely aligned with the CCP amid
the current COVID-19 crisis.

“[The CCP] has been procuring organs
from living Falun Gong practitioners. That
is an absolutely anti-human atrocity. That’s
why the virus attacks [people aligned with
the Party],” Gu said.

The CCP, which considered Falun Gong’s
immense popularity to be a threat to the
Party’s control, ordered a brutal suppres-
sion of the practice in 1999, resulting in
an estimated 100 million adherents being
targets of detention, torture, and forced
organ harvesting.

In 2019, an independent tribunal found
thatthe communistregime had killed pris-
oners of conscience for their organs to sup-
ply the transplant market “on a significant
scale” foryears, with no evidence that the

practice had stopped. The main victims,
the tribunal said, have been detained Fa-
lun Gong practitioners.

Now, with COVID-19 spreading like wild-
fire across the nation, Gu said Mr. Li’s ar-
ticle could help Chinese people reexamine
their lives.

“[The article] is a reminder for people to
reevaluate how they live their lives and
view the world,” Gu said. “It’s vital and
timely.”

Important to Humanity

Since reading the piece, Lou has already
begun to see his daily life and goals
through a new lens.

“This article changed how I view the
world, life, as well as my attitude,” he said.
“It makes me more determined to stay kind
and do good things.”

While he doesn’t practice Falun Gong,
Lou said he has recommended Mr. Li’s
article to his friends.

“Previously, Mr. Li’s teachings were only
for Falun Gong disciples. But now, Mr. Li
is delivering messages to all human be-
ings,” he said.

“In my understanding, Mr. Li wants more
people to be saved at this time.

“I kept sharing this article. ... I think ev-
eryone should do so because it’s such a
crucial message for all human beings, no
matter whether you're in the West or the
East. Irecommend it to everyone.”

Shi Ping and Luo Ya contributed to this
report.
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A mourner carries a photo of a loved one at
funeral home in Shanghai on Jan. 14, 20283.
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COVIDIN CHINA

Overloaded Crematoriums in
Shanghai Point to Surging Death Toll

JENNY LI & DOROTHY LI

As tens of millions of Chinese carrying lug-
gage and gifts traveled for long-awaited family
reunions, grieving relatives struggled to get
their loved ones to their final resting place
ahead of the Lunar New Year.

Interviews with staffatfive funeralhomesin
ShanghaionJan. 18revealed that the waiting
times to geta cremation slotwere extended as
far as early February, even as furnace ovens
have been operating until late at night and
early dawn to cater to the surging demand
amid an explosive COVID-19 outbreak.

Yishan Funeral Home, the city’s largest
funeral home, with 22 high-efficiency cre-
mators, is one month behind in delivering
cremated remains, while the second-largest,
Pudong Funeral Home, has atwo-week delay
for cremation.

Hu Liren, a U.S.-based businessman origi-
nally from Shanghai, said his friend had to
wait 19 days to cremate his late mother, who
passed away in Donggiao town in Shanghai
on]Jan. 11.

Still, local officials have been seeking to
downplay the severity of the crisis. On Jan.
17, authorities in Shanghai said the COVID-19
outbreakhad been on “an obvious downward
trend” since late December 2022, with visits to
fever clinics and emergencyrooms declining.
Health authorities also claimed that “the cur-
rentoutbreaks in Shanghai have now passed
the peak.”

But China’s official infection and death
tolls have been viewed as markedly under-
countingthe impact ofthe COVID-19 crisis by
health experts abroad, including those at the
World Health Organization. As researchers
turn to anecdotal evidence on the ground to
gauge theimpacton global health, more than
a dozen of governments around the world
have mandated COVID-19 tests or imposed
other precautionary measures on travelers
from China.

Whileit’s hard to know the true number of
fatalities, the overloaded crematoriums in
Shanghai, echoing similar scenes playing out
in other Chinese cities, offer a glimpse into the
toll of the unprecedented COVID-19 outbreak
that’s barreling through the country.

“If you asked a Chinese person whether
there are elderly passed away in their family,
the majority of them would sayyes,” Hu said
inaninterviewwith The Epoch Times on Jan.
16. Hu's father, who was in his 90s, died of
COVID-19 in Shanghai in December 2022.
He noted that at least four of his friends lost
their parents in recent days.

Even scalpers have cashed in on the vast
demand for cremation. In Shanghai, scalp-
ers were selling queue numbers in a funeral
home to desperate families for 1,500 to 2,000
yuan ($221 to $294), accordingto anotice from
the city’s public security bureau. It noted that
20scalperswere arrested at the city’s Baoxing
Funeral Parlor on Dec. 29, 2022.

Unreliable Official Data

Facing mounting criticism over the trans-
parency of its public health data, Chinese
authorities recently started to release death
figures that fell beyond its narrow criteria of
COVID-19 mortality, which is limited to pa-
tients who died from respiratory failure after
catching COVID-19.

Theregime hasreported roughly 78,000 CO-
VID-19 deaths since early December 2022
whenitlifted the nearly-three-year-old zero-
COVID policy. But experts say thisnumberis

If you asked a
Chinese person
whether there are
elderly passed
away in their family,
the majority of

Hu Liren,a U.S.-based
businessman originally
from Shanghai

A mourner carries the
cremated remains of
aloved one as he and
others wear traditional
white funeral clothing
during a funeral in
Shanghai, in this file
photo.

them would say yes.

avastundercount, pointingto thewidespread
accounts of overloaded crematoriums and
hospitals, as well as the regime’s record of
covering up COVID-related information in
a bid to downplay news that it deems harm-
ful to its image.

In one estimation, as many as 6 million
bodies could have been cremated over the
past month, if the crematoriums were run-
ning 24/7, according to Sean Lin, virologist
and former lab director at the viral disease
branch of the Walter Reed Army Institute of
Research. But Lin said that this figure was
still a conservative estimate, given that more
people living in rural villages may not have
accesstosuch services and burythe deceased
in the ground. Taking this into account, the
death toll could’ve reached 10 million, he said.

Despite the grim outbreak situation, the
regime has sought to assure the public that
the latest wave had peaked—a message that
appears to have failed to convince the public.

“We are very anxious at this moment. We
arelivingin fear because there is no data, no
reports. We have noidea of what’s happening
at all,” a woman in Nanjing told The Epoch
Times on Jan. 24.

Thewoman, who asked only to be identified
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by her surname Su for fear of reprisals, noted

that the lack of reliable data made her worry
about another wave of outbreaks.

Anger and Distrust
For some families who lost their loved ones,
their griefis mixed with anger.

Guan Yao, a Chinese IT professional who
now lives in California, criticized the au-
thorities’ lack of preparation for the sudden
reopening, especially for the elderly.

Since the outbreak first hit Wuhan in
late 2019, the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) had vowed to eliminate every infec-
tion among communities through repeated
testings, swift lockdowns, and prolonged
quarantine in spite of the growing eco-
nomic and human toll. But following mas-
sive street protests against the suffocating
pandemic controlsin late November 2022,
the regime abruptly dismantled most of
its hallmark zero-COVID policy, leaving
the underprepared health system under
enormous strain.

“Of course, I support lifting [COVID] re-
strictions. But the Chinese Communist Party
hasn’t done any preparation during the past
three years. ... Opening up like this is at the
expense of Chinese people,” Guan told The
Epoch Times on Jan. 19.

Guanssaid the authorities could've used the
resources they used in the mass testing over
the past three years forimportingmedicines
or doing other preparations.

“But they didn’t do so,” he said

Guan, who's originally from Beijing, lost five
familymembersin December 2022, including
his grandmother who passed away on Dec.
22,2022.Hebelieved the trigger ofhis grand-
mother’s death was COVID-19, although the
death certificate said the cause was kidney
failure. The official death toll is “completely
unreliable,” he said.

The CCPis responsible for the deaths ofhis
relatives, as well as countless Chinese, Guan
said.

Daisy Lee, Chang Chun, Yi Ru, and Eva Fu
contributed to this report.

People wait

for funeral

service

for their
deceased
relatives

at Baoxing
Funeral Parlor
in Shanghai on
Jan. 4, 2023.

TRUTH and TRADITION

READ WHAT OTHERS WON'T REPORT
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ECONOMY

China’s

Population

Crisis

China, the world’s most populous coun-
try, hasreached a turning point in history
as it recently announced its first popula-
tion decline in 60 years. China analysts
predict severe problems for the world’s
second-largest economy, owing in part to
its shrinking population.

According to Beijing critics, the Chi-
nese Communist Party (CCP) has spent
decades attempting to boost domestic
scientific and technological innovation
by any means possible, including theft.
However, they believe that China’s goal of
overtaking the U.S. economy by the 2030s
or 2050s is now a pipe dream.

The country’s National Bureau of Sta-
tistics reported a population decline of
roughly 850,000 to a total of 1.41 billion in
2022. This is the first drop that the regime
has officially reported since 1961, the final
year of the country’s Great Famine, which
was estimated to have killed at least 40
million people.

Some estimates suggest that China’s
current population decline could be
higher than reported due to rising CO-
VID-19 death tolls.

Even under the most optimistic scenar-
ios, China will lose a significant portion
of its population, according to Gordon
Chang, a distinguished senior fellow at
the Gatestone Institute and author of “The
Coming Collapse of China.”

When fertility rates and other factors
are considered, “China will probably
lose about two-thirds of its population
between now and 2100,” Chang told The
Epoch Times.

“That’s about a billion people,” he said.
“So, I don’t know how any society can
withstand that.”

When the CCP noticed the dwindling
population, it abandoned its one-child
policy in 2016, replacing it with a two-
child limit. Despite the change, China’s
birth rate has continued to decline. The
birth rate in 2022 was the lowest on re-
cord, dropping to 6.77 per 1,000 people
from 7.52 in 2021.

According to Christopher Balding, an
expert on the Chinese economy and a
former professor at HSBC Business School
of Peking University, China’s population
dropisn’t shocking. He also believes that
the decline began nearly five to seven
years ago, and the CCP is finally recog-
nizing it.

However, the collapse of the working-
age population is a bigger issue than the

Their pension
system is wildly
underfunded. ...
You've already seen
either bailouts

of some of the

local provincial
pension funds or
recapitalization of
them.

Christopher Balding,
Chinese economy expert
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Employees work on an assembly line producing speakers at a factory in Fuyang, Anhui Province,

China, on Sept. 30, 2022.

overall population decline, Balding told The
Epoch Times. The share of the working-age
population, which includes 15- to 59-year-
old individuals, has fallen to 62 percent
from more than 70 percent a decade ago.

China will miss out on the rapid eco-
nomic expansion that’s generally enjoyed
by countries with a young population, he
noted, saying that India and Vietnam,
both of which have very young demo-
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graphics, are likely to be key beneficiaries
of China’s population collapse.

“China is not going to be the consump-
tion golden goose that we expected it to
be,” Balding said.

Beijing is aware of these challenges
and has invested heavily in technology
inrecentyearsin an effort to averta grim
outlook for the economy.

There are already signals of weakness
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spreading across the economy: Trade ac-
tivity is down, inflation is slowing, and
new bank lending is tumbling. And this
is despite Chinese authorities defying
global trends by implementing monetary
and fiscal easing this year. The stimulus
measures aren’'t having the desired impact
since domestic demand remains subdued.

In 2022, China’s economy grew at one of
its slowest rates in decades. Many media
sources and experts attribute this weak eco-
nomic performance to repeated lockdowns
that hit households and businesses.

With the population decline, “China is
on a trajectory to become poor,” accord-
ing to Antonio Graceffo, China economic
analystand an Epoch Times contributor.

“Chinaisin asituation that we call ‘old
poor,” which means that as much as we
tell China’s economic growth is being
exceptional, China is really still a poor
country,” he told The Epoch Times.

Normally, countries can compensate
for declining birth rates through money
and technology to preserve their quality
ofliving, as seen in Taiwan, Korea, Japan,
and the majority of Western Europe, he
explained. However, China has never
caught up to the developed world.

“China got stuckin this low-end manu-
facturing,” he said, noting that the notion
that the country is shifting into high-end
manufacturing is untrue.

“I don'’t believe China will surpass the
United States.”

HECTORRETAMAL/AFPVIAGETTY IMAGES

The share of the
working-age
population, which
includes 15- to
59-year-old
individuals, has fallen
to 62 percent from
more than 70 percent
a decade ago.
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Gordon Changin New York
ondan. 3,2023.

People walk on a
pedestrian crossing in
Shanghai on Jan. 16,
2023.
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NTD TELEVISION NETWORK/SCREENSHOT VIA THE EPOCH TIMES

Iris Tao, a reporter for The Epoch Times’ sister media NTD, reports from the White House on Jan.
27,2023.

Reporter for Epoch
Times’ Sister Media
Outlet Robbed

at Gunpoint in
Washington

EVAFU

A reporter with The Epoch Times’ sister
media outlet was robbed at gunpoint
on Jan. 28 right outside her apartment
complex in Washington, D.C., raising
concerns about the area’s rising crime
rate as well as questions about whether
the robbery was more than arandom act.

“Give me your phone,” was the first thing
that Iris Tao, a White House reporter for
NTD, heard right as she stepped outside
the apartment complex.

Tao was confronted by a slim black man
about 6 feet tall, wearing black from head
to toe, including a black ski mask, black
hat, black coat, and black pants with
white stripes, the reporter recalled. He
pointed a handgun at her, from about two
feet away.

It was about 8:30 a.m., with no one else
around. Before she could react, the man
reached directly into the pocket of her
puffer jacket where the phone was and
snatched it from her, she said.

“Give me your wallet,” the man then
demanded. “Otherwise, I'm going to hit
you and smack you,” Tao recalled to The
Epoch Times. The man also asked for
Tao’s laptop, but pressed for her wallet
when she maintained that she had only
books with her.

With no other choice, she removed a
pencil case that contained only a metro
card from her backpack. The man, appar-
ently uninterested, demanded her phone
password. When Tao refused, he hit herin
the face with the gun, leaving a red mark
on her cheek before he dashed off into a
nearby apartment building.

“Once he started running away from
me, I started yelling: ‘Help, help, help,”
Tao said. Two neighbors came out and
helped Tao call the police.

While the man was seen on camera en-
tering a building a block away, police were
unable to enter the structure. When Tao
last checked her phone location signal a
few hours later before losing access, the
man was in a different building about a
15-minute drive away.

The neighborhood in southwest D.C.
where Tao lives, about two miles from
the Capitol, has a historically high crime
rate, Tao learned from Officer Michael
Kim from the city police’s Asian Liaison
Office, who has worked in the area for
about a decade. Kim suspects the man
lives nearby, since he has security access
to that building, according to Tao.

D.C. police didn’t respond by press time
to an inquiry from The Epoch Times about
the case.

From Jan. 1 through Jan. 27, the Met-
ropolitan Police Department recorded
2,190 crimes, including 156 robberies, up
16 percent from the same period in 2022.

U.S. neighborhood analytics database
NeighborhoodScout gives Washington a
ranking of 2 out of 100 on safety scores,
and describes it as “safer than 2 percent
of U.S. cities.”

While Tao was calm throughout the in-
cident, different scenarios later started to

play out in her head.

“If I tried to fight him, would he try to
actually shoot me or hit me even worse?”
she wondered.

Still unsure about how she became a
target, Tao nonetheless observed multiple
unusual points about the encounter that
she can’t quite answer.

“Why would he be right outside of our
apartment?” she said.

Unlike most scenarios, in which a thief
might demand money, the man seemed
to show more interest in her phone and
laptop than cash. In addition, he some-
how knew she was carrying a phone even
though it wasn’t visible from the outside,
and he reached right away for the correct
pocket.

The fact that he asked for the phone pin
code was “even more suspicious,” Tao
said, as normally such phones would be
wiped and resold, and therefore access
to the phone is unnecessary.

Tao counted herselflucky for coming off
only slightly injured, but that wasn’t the
case for Sarah Liang, a reporter with the
Hong Kong edition of The Epoch Times.

Why would he be right outside of our
apartment?

Iris Tao, reporter, NTD Television Network

In May 2021, Liang was assaulted by a
man wielding an aluminum bat outside
her apartment building that left her with
bruises on both legs, the latestin a series
of attacks believed to have been orches-
trated by the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) in a campaign to silence indepen-
dent reporting. From its inception, The
Epoch Times has drawn the ire of the re-
gime in Beijing for its unfiltered report-
ing of the CCP’s vast rights abuses and
corruption.

A month prior to the attack, Liang had
noticed a man stalking her outside a lo-
cal transit station, and two days earlier,
adifferent man claiming to be delivering
alarge package knocked on her door and
addressed her by name. The man claimed
the package was sent from someone over-
seas, but Liang didn’t recognize the send-
er and wasn’t expecting any delivery. The
facial features of both men were partly
obscured by masks.

Three days before the armed robbery,
Tao was at a White House press briefing
with John Kirby, the spokesman for the
White House National Security Council.

“Does the U.S. believe that new number
by the Chinese government saying that
there’s been 70,000 deaths?” she asked.

“We have continued to encourage the
Chinese to be cooperative with interna-
tional reviews and studies about COVID,
and they have not been fully transparent,”
Kirby said in response. “And we cannot
speak to the veracity of those numbers.
We urge China to be fully transparent
about what’s going on.”
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Taliban terrorists stand in front
of a sign at the international
airport in Kabul, Afghanistan,
on Sept. 9, 2021.

China’s Recent $540 Million Oil Deal

With Taliban Reveals Its Broader
Agenda in Afghanistan: Experts

VENUS UPADHAYAYA

An unstable
Afghanistan is fine
by China as long as

Arecent oil deal between the Taliban and
Beijing has raised concerns about com-
munist China’s larger economic and geo-
political agendas in the violence-inflicted

nation. they have access to
Experts say the Chinese regime wants | these resources and

to take advantage of the vacuum created ;

by the American exit, eyeing more than the regime keeps

$1 trillion worth of Afghanistan’s miner- a C'-_"_b on Uyghur

als including rare earth elements, while | activity.

outwitting other regional competitors.

Taliban recently signed a 25-year contract
with China’s Xinjiang Central Asia Petro-
leum and Gas Co (CAPEIC) to extract oil
from an area of 4,500 square kilometers of
Amu Dariya basin in Afghanistan’s three
northern provinces of Sarpol, Jawzjan, and
Faryab, according to a statement on Twitter
by Zabihullah Mujahid, the spokesperson
for the Taliban-run administration.

“The company (CAPEIC) will invest $150
million in one year and $540 million in the
next three years. In this contract, the [Tali-
ban administration] will be a 20% partner,
and this share will increase to 75%,” said
Mujahid. “About 3,000 Afghans will be em-
ployed in this project.”

The deal, which is the first agreement
between the Taliban and any foreign
company since the former took over Af-
ghanistan in August 2021, ensures that oil
isprocessed in Afghanistan, and termina-
tion can happen ifthe CAPEIC doesn’t meet

Aparna Pande, research
fellow, Hudson Institute

WAKILKOHSAR/AFP VIAGETTY IMAGES

This photograph taken on May 17, 2022, show an archaeological site in Mes
Aynak, in the eastern province of Logar. - An ancient Buddhist city carved out of
immense peaks near Kabul is in danger of disappearing forever, swallowed up by
a Chinese consortium exploiting one of the world’s largest copper deposits.

its material obligations within a year.

Aparna Pande, a research fellow at the
Washington-based Hudson Institute, said
China has for decades been interested in
gaining access to Afghanistan’s trillion
dollars worth of natural resources, both
energy and minerals.

“Anunstable Afghanistan is fine by China
aslongastheyhave access to these resourc-
es and the regime keeps a curb on Uyghur
activity,” Pande told The Epoch Times.

The erstwhile U.S.-backed Afghan regime
signed a similar deal with the China Na-
tional Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) to
develop oil blocks in the Amu Darya basin
in December 2011. Work on this project was
halted in 2013 and the Chinese staff left
the country after disagreements emerged
about the transportation route of oil from
Afghanistan to China. It was also under
threat by the Taliban insurgency.

The Xinjiang branch of PetroChina was
asubsidiary of CNPC and the CAPEIC was
restructured from it in June 2000, accord-
ing to the China Project.

Ahmad Rashid Salim, a best-selling au-
thor, community leader, and an acade-
mician in California who researches and
teaches on topics in the fields of Islamic
studies, Farsi literature, and Afghanistan,
called it an “astonishingly bad deal” and
said the de-facto Taliban regime doesn’t
have the authority nor the public backing
for the deal.

“The Chinese government with its his-
toric and current record of violence and
human rights abuses, especially against
the Uyghur Muslims, is looking at the Doha
deal between the Taliban and the U.S,, as
an excellent opportunity to sweep into Af-
ghanistan and exploit the country’s natural
and historical resources,” Salim told The
Epoch Times in an email.

Accordingto official figures, Afghanistan
has 300 documented copper deposits with
30 million metric tons (MTs) of copper, 2.3
billion MTs ofiron ore deposits in western
Afghanistan along the Herat fault system
through central Afghanistan and north of
the Panjshir valley and possibly into Bada-
khshan, and 1.4 million MTs of rare earth
materials.

Mining has also been the second largest
revenue source for the Taliban after narcot-
ics, according to multiple sources, and even
before taking over Kabul. Taliban officials
have previously gone on record about the
group earning over $400 million annually

from its overall mining operation. While
it was operating mines in areas under its
control, it was attacking mines under the
control of the erstwhile Afghan regime.

The former Afghan regime had signed a
$3 billion, 30-year agreement in 2008 with
the Chinese state joint venture of Metal-
lurgical Group Corporation (MCC) and Ji-
angxi Copper Ltd for mining operations at
the Mes Aynak copper deposit near Kabul
in Logar province. A 2000-year-old Bud-
dhist heritage site also sits at the location.

The project faced logistics impediments
from the very beginning and was halted
in 2014 due to continued attacks and vio-
lence, including from the Taliban.

Five Afghan policemen died when the
Taliban attacked a checkpoint at the Mes
Aynak copper mine in March 2020. How-
ever, a year later when the Taliban took
over Kabul, it tried to revive the same
project with promises of adequate secu-
rity to the Chinese.

Multiple meetings have reportedly al-
ready happened between the Taliban
and MCC which is taking advantage of
the situation and trying to renegotiate
terms—reduce taxes and slash by half
the 19.5 percent royalty rate owed to the
Afghan government per ton of copper
sold. The current status of the project is
not yet clear.

Lifeline for the Taliban
Taliban has not been recognized as a le-
gitimate regime by any nation, including
Beijing, and is facing vulnerable times
and increased violence from other mili-
tant groups like Islamic State who now
threaten Taliban-operated mines.

Beijing has, however, accepted Taliban-
appointed diplomats. While the recently
signed oil deal has raised concerns about
Beijing providing legitimacy to the Tali-
ban, experts have refuted such claims.

“No, these deals do not legitimize the
Taliban but they do show a willingness
of China to work with the Taliban despite
the danger to Chinese Nationals working
in Afghanistan and the atrocious human
rights record that the Taliban continues
to uphold like banning girls and women
from education and work and the recent
return of public executions,” said Brent
Edward Huffman, an American filmmak-
er who directed the 2015 documentary
“Saving Mes Aynak.”

Huffman’s documentary played an in-
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strumental role in bringing global focus
on the Buddhist heritage site at risk from
mining at Mes Aynak. The filmmaker
expressed surprise that the oil deal was
reached despite an attack by ISIS on a
Kabul hotel that wounded five Chinese
nationals in December.

“This new oil deal with Xinjiang Cen-
tral Asia Petroleum shows this company
believes this resource extraction, as well
as future extraction at other sites, is po-
tentially worth more than the safety of
Chinese Nationals in Afghanistan,” said
Huffman.

Chinese companies actually have larger
plans for business expansion in Afghani-
stan after the Taliban approved the con-
struction of a $216 million Sino-Afghan
industrial estate on the outskirts of Kabul
last April. The estate is expected to host
150 factories.

Lithium

With Chinese presence and its inten-
tions to fill in the power vacuum left by
the Americans, things thus appear more
complex because China is eyeing more
thanjustoil and copper. China has anear-
monopoly on the global processing of rare
earth elements and is interested in the
Afghan lithium reserves.

This poses a strategic challenge to the
United States’ and Europe’s green energy
transition, according to Brookings think
tank, which said in areportlastyear that
the Afghan rare earth minerals could be
of great significance for Chinese agendas.

Afghanistan’s lithium can be a cru-
cial component of China-manufactured
large-capacity batteries for electric ve-
hicles and clean-energy storage systems.
The nation also has other rare earth el-
ements like copper, nickel, and cobalt,
which could be China’s trump card for a
transition to green energy sources, said a
Brookings report titled “Chinese invest-
ment in Afghanistan’s lithium sector: A
long shot in the short term.”

The country’s lithium reserves are so
significant that they are said to poten-
tially rival Bolivian reserves, currently
the largest in the world. The Chinese are
also amajor investor in Bolivian reserves.
But it’s not known if there’s currently a
Taliban-China deal being negotiated on
lithium extraction.

But China is not the only foreign inves-
tor in the Afghan mineral sector. There’s
also buzz about other countries like Tur-
key, Russia, and Iran entering the arena.

Iranian ambassador to Kabul, Has-
san Kazemi-Qomi told the Bazar news
agency on Jan. 11 that the mining sector
in Afghanistan currently provides good
opportunities.

“Now is the best opportunity to invest
in Afghanistan’s mines and we encourage
Iranian investors to invest in Afghani-
stan,” said Kazemi-Qomi. Taliban’s Act-
ing Minister of Mines and Petroleum
Sheikh Shahabuddin Delawar also re-
quested Iran for investments in the sector.

The Taliban has also suggested using
Afghan minerals, including lithium, to
pay for Russian oil imports. Taliban Min-
ister of Industry and Trade Nuriddin Azizi
last year headed a Taliban delegation to
Moscow to boost trade ties and encourage
investments and touted that Afghanistan
has “very good and high-qualitylithium.”

The Brookings reportsaid that with this
kind of competition for mineral resourc-
es already emerging in Afghanistan, the
Chinese have already started to strategize

-
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Afghanistan’s former Mining Minister Waheedullah Shahrani (C) from the erstwhile Afghan government addresses a press
conference in Kabul on June 17, 2010. Shahrani said his country’s mineral deposits could be worth up to 3 trillion dollars, tripling

an earlier estimate by US geologists.

to dominate the sector.

The report added there’s limited infor-
mation about any existing or future lithi-
um extraction deals between the Taliban
and Beijing.

“This suggests that while China is will-
ing to acquire concessions, its primary
interest may be blocking other players’
access to these resources,” it stated.

The report said that western investors
are unlikely to enter the Afghan mining
sector due to the risk of sanctions and
thus the “leading candidate” to step for-
ward would be China. This will obviously
involve outbidding competitors.

Huffman agreed, saying that “China will
likely have the deepest pockets and will
outbid international competitors.”

Environmental Concerns

CAPEIC’s activities in the Central Asian
Amu Dariya basin have drawn environ-
mental concerns. In 2010, the same com-
pany signed a contract for a power genera-
tion and supply project for the part of the
Amu Darya river basin located in Turk-
menistan, just across the Afghan border.

The Amu Darya river basin, which cov-
ers territory in Turkmenistan and part of
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Afghanistan, is the largest gas-bear-
ing basin in Central Asia and the third
largest in the world.

The early years of the Great Game in
the 1800s, a political and military con-
frontation between the former British
and Russian empires over Afghanistan
and surrounding areas, included many
exploratory expeditionsin the region in-
cluding one to find the origin of the Amu
Daryariver.

The basin is thus already suffering from
an ecological catastrophe with the Aral
sea, which is connected with the Amu
Darya, having shrunk to 40 percent of
its original size in the last four decades.
Many studies blame the former Soviet

limagine ecological
devastation will

be amajor result

of these new deals
with the Taliban.
Brent Edward Huffman,
director of the 2015

documentary “Saving Mes
Aynak.”

The Brookings
report said that
with this kind of
competition for
mineral resources
already emerging
in Afghanistan,
the Chinese have
already started

to strategize to
dominate the sector.

Union’s policies and pollution for this
degradation.

Experts believe that with China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), a massive in-
frastructure investment project, targeting
Central Asia including Afghanistan, the
region today is more atrisk than itwas dur-
ingthe Great Game period or the Cold War.

“China is more strategic and pointed
than the Soviets were,” said Pande.

The European Foundation for South
Asian Studies (EFSAS), a Netherlands-
based think tank, said in a commentary
on Jan. 13 that China’s strategy in the
region is consistent with its policy else-
where to exploit vulnerable neighbors.

“That fits in perfectly with China’s con-
sistent policy of preying on vulnerable
and deeply distressed nations, mainly,
but not exclusively, through entrapment
in avicious cycle of debt and steep repay-
ment of debt via the BRI. Most other coun-
tries would view investments or projects
in today’s Afghanistan as not being worth
the risk in the existing unstable milieu,
but not Beijing,” said EFSAS.

For its vested interests, the Chinese re-
gime is thus not shy from signing deals with
“pariahs” who until very recently were glob-
ally recognized as terrorists, it said.

Huffman is concerned that increased
mining by the Chinese in Afghanistan
will endanger the fragile ecology of the
basin and also the many heritage sites in
the country that need identification and
conservation.

“There are ancient cultural heritage sites
in nearly every corner of Afghanistan and
deals like this threaten these sites and
increase therisk oflooting by the Taliban
to sell to countries like China,” he said.

“T am sure ecological concerns like
protecting the Amu Darya river are not
part of these recently signed contracts. I
imagine ecological devastation will be a
major result of these new deals with the
Taliban,” he added.
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