July 30, 2008
Dr. Jacques Rogge
President

International Olympic Committee

Château de Vidy

1007 Lausanne

Switzerland
Fax : (41.21) 621 62 16

Dear Dr. Rogge:
We are writing on behalf of the 3,300 members of PEN American Center, an organization of writers dedicated to protecting freedom of expression wherever it is threatened, to express our shock over reports that the Chinese government is blocking “sensitive” web sites at official Olympic press venues and that the IOC has acquiesced to this censorship. These actions fly in the face of previous assurances from both the Chinese government and the IOC that the press would be free to carry out its work without interference or restrictions. We condemn the censorship itself, and we deplore the apparent complicity of the IOC. We urge you to reverse course immediately and demand full and unfiltered internet access at all Olympic facilities. 
According to published news accounts, when foreign journalists first reported that the web sites of Amnesty International, the BBC, Radio Free Asia and other human rights web sites were blocked at the Games’ main press center, the IOC said that it would investigate, noting that the Chinese government had pledged complete media freedom before, during, and after the Games. Earlier today, however, Reuters quoted IOC spokesman Kevan Gosper as saying, “I ... now understand that some IOC officials negotiated with the Chinese that some sensitive sites would be blocked on the basis they were not considered Games related.”
There is no question that this censorship violates both the letter and the spirit of the agreement between China and the IOC. The Beijing Organizing Committee (BOCOG) had explicitly promised that the Internet facilities provided to journalists covering the Games would not be filtered, as they are in the rest of the country. Two weeks ago, you yourself said that “For the first time, foreign media will be able to report freely and publish their work freely in China. There will be no censorship on the Internet.” While it is deeply disappointing that China would renege on its pledges, it is nothing short of shocking that the IOC would allow it to do so without protest – and evidently with the IOC’s consent.

We may debate whether the IOC has the mandate or the ability to hold the Chinese government to the general human rights pledges it made to secure the Olympic Games. But there can be no doubt that the IOC has the authority and the responsibility to demand that those pledges be honored at Olympics venues and facilities. Indeed, by failing to do so, and by allowing the Chinese government to impose its politically-motivated, content-based censorship in Olympic press centers, the IOC is itself in danger of contributing to the politicization of the Games. It is also seriously undermining the credibility of the IOC and weakening its ability to enter into enforceable agreements with host countries in the future.

We therefore urge you to reverse course and insist that the Chinese government permit journalists unfiltered and unfettered Internet access at Olympic press facilities, effective immediately and throughout the Games.
Thank you for your attention to this urgent matter.

Sincerely, 
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Francine Prose




Larry Siems
President




Director, Freedom to Write and 

  International Programs

