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What does a pregnancy test have to do with a Chinese prison? What does our freedom to give birth 
(or not) have to do with political prisoners? It is possible to foresee the answer, without really 
believing in it, as it may seem insane. Until the moment when the proof comes to us. This proof is a 
handwritten letter, written in Mandarin, hidden in the instructions of one of those cheap tests sold 
in pharmacies. A 21st century message in a bottle. 

This message was found by a friend in a box she bought in a Parisian pharmacy, place de Clichy. 
Collision between the intimate and the geopolitical, between potential life and possible death, 
between two dimensions that never meet. A telescoping between two realities that says a lot about our 
world. Of what we guess and do not want to see. The price of our freedom. To consume always more, 
always cheaper. Especially since the brand of this pregnancy test is one of the most sold in Europe 
but also in the World. 

It is the letter of a man or a woman - the writing does not make it possible to say - political prisoner 
of a prison in Tianjin, in the province of Beijing. This person has chosen to put their life in danger in 
order to reveal to us their terrible reality, the other side of the coin of our consumer society. They 
do not sign their message, the anonymity protects them, just as they do not give the names of their 
jailers. Denouncing them, they say, would be to expose themselves to torture, to which they say 
they prefer death. 

It is a call, an SOS. In fact, they wrote in Latin alphabet these three letters in capital letters on the 
back of their letter. I had forgotten the definition of this word: "a signal from a vessel in an 
unrecoverable disaster situation causing the death of those not rescued." From its first line to its 
last, the content of this SOS is overwhelming, uplifting. It begins with these words: 

"Dear friends, 
Do you know that behind your nice life, there are Chinese people in the prisons in Tianjin 
who work 12 to 15 hours a day, every day?" 

Receiving such a letter, such a call, requires a response. The hazards of life have allowed us to be 
the recipients. To answer this person is to let them know that their gesture was not in vain, and that we 
are ready to face the questions raised by their letter, notably that of our responsibility. 

It is true that forced labor camps have existed since the Mao era. But they were designed as re-
education camps for dissidents. Times have changed, China now imposes its economic hegemony. 
Work has become compulsory in all Chinese prisons. 

This letter comes to us from a place quite different from the camps of the founder of the People's 
Republic of China. It is a prison-factory where the inmates are rented to subcontractors who work for 
Chinese or foreign clients. They are contemporary slaves, beaten and tortured to keep up with the 
infernal pace. They are the insane ones who guarantee the competitiveness of China and the 
maintenance of a corrupt ruling caste. The cannon fodder of our cheap consumerism. 
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 Director’s note of intent 

It is a unique and rare project. The letter and its box landed in Eric Colomer's hands, who gave me 
the gift of entrusting me with this project. I like to say that truth is stranger than fiction, and this 
was the case. The first time I had its translation in my hands, I felt a deep emotion. These ideograms 
squeezed onto the lines of a notebook page, sometimes crossed out, are a call that reaches us with 
incredible force. 

I picture this film as a hybrid investigation: an investigation to identify the links that make possible 
the exploitation of prisoners for the manufacture of products sold in our drugstores, the uncovering 
of a system that made possible the complicity of Westerners; but also a quest to try to get closer to 
the author of this letter and their fellow inmates. This quest does not aim to find this prisoner. 
Anonymity will not allow it and if we succeeded, we would put their life and that of their family in 
danger. Our quest is to understand their cry for help, to make it heard, to make it an inspiring so 
that this message in a bottle can raise strong awareness of a new form of slavery. 

This film must provide the missing images that prevent us from establishing (and this is quite 
normal) the link between a pregnancy test and a Chinese prison in our minds. At this stage of the 
project, the nature of these images remains to be determined. When the investigation allows us to 
establish a precise structure for the film, we will design the scenes for facts that cannot be filmed, 
such as the moment of the pregnancy test or the conditions of the prisoners in Tianjin. In order to 
achieve an emotional relevance, we will then go for fiction, evocations or testimonies to build these 
scenes. 

It is still too early to unfold the thread of the story but I spontaneously think of a first person 
narration which would allow to connect the different levels of narration. I think it is important to 
reply to this person, to address them. We need to tell them how their letter met the media and 
what it triggered. Our first words could be: "Dear friend, Your letter has deeply moved us. The risks 
you took to write to us compel admiration and require us to reply to you." 

After having told them how the bottle of champagne came to us, we could tell them about our 
journey to trace the chain of responsibility and try to get closer to the sender. On this last issue, 
finding former political prisoners from the Tianjin prison would allow us to draw a picture of this 
stranger. 

This letter comes to us after two other identified cases, one in the United States in 2012 and the 
other in Great Britain in 2019. But it is the first time to our knowledge that a developed, well 
argued, missive will be revealed. In the two previous messages, it was just an SOS and not a 
description of how the prison system in China works. This gives much more power to this testimony 
and, to me, compels admiration for this person who put their life at risk. 

From the very beginning, this message could be the evidence of our quest but also, in a symbolic 
way, of the physical presence of this person, of their existence. This proof, this trace, which makes it 
possible to write history, must be submitted to the examination of people or institutions capable of 
measuring its impact and placing it in its context. In one way or another, the promise of this film 
must be to respond publicly to its messenger, so that our reply questions our collective 
responsibility. In the following draft, I will discuss both the main stages of the film and the 
unanswered questions I have about its content and form. 
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First, the film tells the story of how this letter came to us. A documentary film editor, Maud 
Anquetil, gave it to us. She has kept it for five years in a box in the hope that it will be brought to 
the attention of a large audience. It was not she who took the pregnancy test but one of her 
friends, who was much more concerned about the result than about her discovery. 

Maud was by her side to support her in this anxious moment because she did not want to be 
pregnant. "I remember that when she opened the box, there was this folded letter in the instructions 
for use. She didn't really pay attention to it because she was concerned about the test's result. On 
the other hand, I understood that we were dealing with something exceptional. I couldn't 
understand the text, but the SOS, written in capital letters, was enough for me." 

While her friend is taking her test, Maud is researching on the internet to try to understand where 
the letter could have come from. Her friend railed against her and her lack of interest in the 
situation until the test came back negative. Once her friend was reassured, Maud devoted herself 
fully to her discovery. "I think if I hadn't been there, my friend would have thrown the letter in the 
trash. She was very distressed by the situation and this document was clearly not a priority. On the 
contrary, I immediately made the connection between the question of life and pregnancy and the 
question of death - the SOS. I thought that was completely crazy. And then I traveled a lot in Asia 
and I immediately thought it was from an Asian country. I scanned the letter, searched on the 
internet where these signs came from and I realized that it was Mandarin. At first, I tried to figure 
out how to use automatic translators, but it was impossible. 
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So I looked for a translator. And then it was much more complicated than I imagined...". 

Maud first looked for French translators who knew Mandarin. They all advised her to contact a 
native Chinese speaker. But she was refused several times by her interlocutors who did not want to 
be "involved in this...". 

Time goes by, Maud moves on and finally finds a translator who accepts. "I remember very well the 
day I phoned her to ask her to give me the translation. She was very moved, she told me that this 
letter made her very sad. At the same time, she didn't seem surprised by its content. I had the 
feeling that she knew this region well, but also its prison system. What also surprised me a lot was 
that she spoke to me as if she was in danger, as if she was being taped. She explained to me that 
the text did not make it possible to know if it was a man or a woman who was addressing us; and 
that the letter was rather badly written with illegible signs. I thought that this person had written 
with fear in their stomach and as quickly as possible. 

For Maud, making this SOS public remains a priority in her life. "I feel that I have a responsibility 
towards this person. I can't accept that this message remains a dead letter." By chance, she 
entrusted it to us and we shared this desire, this need, to reply. 

Here is the letter and its translation: 
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"Dear friends, 

Do you know that behind your nice life there are Chinese people in the prisons in Tianjin who work 

12 to 15 hours a day, every day?" 

Dear friends, please ask social media and human rights organizations to condemn the Chinese 
Communist Party, which is a true dictatorship. In their propaganda and behavior outside, they 
are hypocrites.  

In China, anyone who has a different political opinion [from the government's] is treated by the 
judicial system as a criminal. And there is almost no appeal. 

When a prisoner enters the prison, the police officers clearly say, "Strictly speaking, you are no 
longer a human being. In fact, in the eyes of a police officer, a prisoner is just a working tool, a 
money-making machine. 

Because apart from their salary, which is paid by the government, the construction [and work] of 
the prisons and the bonuses of the police officers come entirely from the money earned by the 
prisoners, according to the principle that they eat and consume the minimum by producing a 
maximum. 

So the prisoners never get enough to eat. We sleep 5-6 hours a day. On Sundays, we have to work 
overtime. We work 12 to 15 hours a day. 

If we want to survive, we have to ask our families to support us, and the prison sells us the basic 
necessities at high prices and exploits us even more. 

In short, the law in this country protects the interests of the privileged class in every way. [Only 
those with money and power can survive. For example, one can pay for a more lenient sentence. 
One can also pay a 
"fine" to get a reduced sentence. In short, the party is completely corrupt. Everyone I've seen is 
corrupt and taking bribes. 

The police also use other prisoners to lay down the law. They collaborate together. The mentality 
of the police is to use "criminals to manage criminals, violent people to manage violence." When 
there is an incident, they not only insult us and beat us, but they also beat us with electric sticks. 
The electric stick is even used against prisoners who according to them do not work hard enough.  

I would have liked to use the real name [my real name? their real names?] to reveal their true 
horrible colors, but if I do that, it will happen that I won't be able to live and I won't be able to 
die either, (although it's not so bad to end it). 

Dear friends, I thank you above all for your compassion and help. I thank you again. 

Tianjin Prison, China" 
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The content of the letter requires attention. What is the profile of this person who writes to us? It 
appears they are a political prisoner... Why are they talking about social media? Is it their activity on 
social media that led them to prison? What do they want from us? Does their testimony overlap 
with other pre-existing elements? 

In the premises of our quest, we can rely on the work of NGOs that have been documenting for 
several years what goes on in Chinese prisons. Is the description of the prison system plausible? 
Obviously, yes. Forced labor, food deprivation, use of the most violent prisoners to keep the terror 
at bay, physical and verbal violence, and torture... The description of our witness overlaps with 
those of former Chinese prison inmates, especially those concerning the Uighurs. But this time, this 
inmate does not belong to an ethnic minority. The language is that of the Chinese ethnic majority. 
And it seems that they are subjected to this inhuman treatment because of their political opinions. 

The next step is to understand where this letter comes from. Tianjin is a city of 14 million 
inhabitants in the province of Beijing, one of the main import-export ports of the country. It is 
convenient to set up a prison-factory there, or even several... In 2003, faced with rumors of 
mistreatment in a Tianjin prison, the authorities organized a visit for foreign press correspondents. 
They discovered an idyllic prison where deserving prisoners would be allowed to host their wives 
for three days, and where each prisoner would be offered a birthday cake 
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A women's prison-factory in the Tianjin province 

by the prison administration... A Scandinavian prison model that is the antithesis of the prison 
conditions denounced by the Laogai Foundation Research. 

In 1992, Harry Wu created this foundation to collect information and raise public awareness about 
human rights violations in the Chinese prison system. The Chinese national himself spent 19 years 
in Chinese prisons before fleeing to the United States. He also founded the Laogai Museum in 
Washington, D.C., to collect evidence of abuses in the laogai camps. The word "laogai" means 
"labor reform." It was institutionalized under Mao. At the time, the aim was to re-educate 
dissidents through labor. 

Wu's efforts to document the atrocities of the loagai camps caught 60 Minutes' attention and they 
devoted a program to him in 1991. This led to a hearing before the U.S. Congress. The emotion 
aroused was so strong that Nancy Pelosi publicly demanded that sanctions be taken. President 
George Bush promised inspections of the prison factories. Nothing happened. No inspections, no 
sanctions. 

Let's go back to Tianjin Province. In 2008, the Laogai Foundation Research identified eight prison 
factories there. Three of them were producing malleable iron, one was producing oil pumps for the 
automobile industry, others were producing metal hinges or clothing. Thirteen years later, how 
many prison factories are there in this province? Which one produces the pregnancy test that we 
carefully keep? The investigation will tell us. 

We already know that it is manufactured on behalf of a Chinese consortium called BCT Systems 
Co. Ltd. This company presents itself on Chinese-European online business-to-business 
platforms as a leading manufacturer of pharmaceutical and medical products: "BCTSystems Co. Ltd. 
is one of the leading manufacturers of in vitro diagnostic products for home and clinical use in China, 
focusing on the development of modern and advanced technologies for in vitro diagnostic devices. We 
have established strong relations with many academic institutions and hospitals for technical support 
and development. Founded in 2002, our company is located in Dafu Industrial Zone, Shenzhen, China. 
We specialize in the production and export of hCG Pregnancy Test and LH Ovulation Test, which are 
very popular in domestic and international markets. With a young and vigorous team, our products are 
selling very well in more than 30 provinces of the country and are exported to a large number of 
countries, such as Spain, Germany, France, England, Philippines, Turkey, Russia, etc. " 
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The Laogai Archipelago 

To which "young and vigorous team" does this presentation refer? On another site, the company 
talks about the manufacturing conditions of its products as follows: "Our products have received 
good feedback from domestic and foreign customers due to their high quality and reasonable price. 
As for the new modern devices and our pure standard workshop, we firmly believe that our 
products can contribute to your existing business in an effective way with our attentive service." 
This time it's about reasonable prices (and for good reason), modern equipment and "pure 
standard" working conditions. BCT Systems or the art of cynicism. 

This Chinese consortium sells its medical and parapharmaceutical products in Europe through SIH 
Corp. in Hamburg, Germany. The latter then issues national marketing licenses. In France, 
LIO.G.LAB, a subsidiary of the AGETI France company, is the lucky beneficiary of this license which 
allows it to sell Serenitest boxes in 8,000 drugstores. Sales are successful because it is the cheapest 
test to buy, and its success is worldwide. 

Do these distributors wonder why the price is so competitive? What are the standards and rules in 
the parapharmacy industry? What other BCT Systems products are in our drugstores and hospitals? 
These are all questions that will be clarified by further investigation. 

At this stage of our quest, at this point in our narrative, we as consumers might begin to ask 
ourselves some good questions: where do the products we buy at low prices come from, under 
what conditions are they manufactured? What if this pregnancy test is just the tip of the iceberg? 

What do human rights organizations say about such a letter? Can its veracity be questioned? 
Certainly not. China is on its way to becoming the world's leading economic power by 2025. For 
some analysts, it already is... The working conditions in the Middle Kingdom are no longer a 
mystery, but what if we learned that beyond their disastrous conditions, the production apparatus 
is partly based on forced labor, slavery and torture? What if our Tianjin prison was the rule? 

We have heard about the exploitation of Uighurs in labor and extermination camps. Accused of 
benefiting from their forced labor in China, four multinational clothing companies, including Uniqlo 
and Skechers, are being investigated by a French court for "concealing crimes against humanity." 
This procedure - opened at the end of June 2021 by the Crimes Against Humanity Unit of the 
National Anti-Terrorist Prosecutor's Office (Pnat) in Paris - is based on a complaint filed in April 2021 
by the anti-corruption association Sherpa, the Ethiques sur l'étiquette collective, the European 
Uyghur Institute and a Uyghur woman who has been detained in the Xinjiang Province, in north-
west China. 

"This is a first, this investigation will necessarily create a legal risk and additional responsibility for 
all those who, with impunity, thought they could import into France, to enrich themselves, 
resources and products at the price of tears and blood," said William Bourdon, the plaintiffs' lawyer. 
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Two previous warnings 

The complaint is based on a report published in March 2020 by the Australian NGO Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute. It documents the transfer of Uyghurs from Xinjiang to other provinces - 
most notably Tianjin - for the purpose of assigning them to prison factories. "The Chinese 
government has facilitated the mass transfer of Uighur citizens and other ethnic minorities from the 
far western region of Xinjiang to factories across the country. In conditions that strongly suggest 
forced labor, Uyghurs work in factories that are part of the supply chains of at least 82 global brands 
in the technology, apparel, and automotive sectors, including Apple, BMW, Gap, Huawei, Nike, 
Samsung, Sony, and Volkswagen." 

The tragedy of the Uighurs has become so widespread that international opinion is now concerned. 
But forced labor camps have already been used by the Chinese authorities to repress and exploit 
other ethnic and/or religious minorities. This is the case for Buddhists, Falun Gong practitioners and 
Kazakhs (the list is not exhaustive). Everything seems to validate the thesis that forced prison labor 
has become a pillar of the Chinese production apparatus. And that it now concerns any disgraced 
citizen whose detention allows them to increase their competitiveness and economic power. 

In addition to the letter in our possession, there are two other known cases of messages hidden in 
Chinese manufactured products. The first was discovered in 2012 in Oregon in a Halloween 
decoration. 

The text reads: "Sir, if you ever buy this product, please send this letter to the World Organization 
for Human Rights. Thousands of people here, who are under persecution by the Chinese 
Communist Party government, thank you and will remember you forever." 

In March 2021, this discovery led to the release of Made in China, an investigation by American 
journalist Amelia Pang. 
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The author of the note, Sun Yi, was a Chinese engineer sentenced to prison and hard labor for 
campaigning on behalf of a banned meditation movement, Falun Gong. He was imprisoned along 
with petty criminals, civil rights activists and tens of thousands of others whom the Chinese 
government decided to "re-educate" by making them work more than 15 hours a day to produce 
discount products for sale in the West. 

In her book, the investigative journalist Amelia Pang tells the story of this former prisoner, to whom 
she had become very close, and of other political prisoners. She reveals the existence of the 
network of laogai camps which produce goods for export to the American market. She describes 
this system as "the largest system of forced labor in operation today. It includes a vast network of 
prisons, camps and various extra-legal detention centers. These modern labor camps often bear 
innocuous labels, such as drug rehab centers or pre-trial detention centers, that conceal forced 
labor factories(...) China's economy has flourished as millions of forced laborers produce products 
for global corporations in China's forced labor network; a workforce that became equivalent to at 
least 25 percent of the U.S. manufacturing sector in 2014, or three to five million people. And that 
number continues to grow. It does not include the re-education camps (for Uighurs) in the Xinjiang 
region, which are currently estimated to hold 1.5 to 3 million people alone." 

Sun Yi's story has been brought to the screen in a documentary by Canadian Leon Lee. Entitled 
Letter from Masanjia (2018), the film gives voice to Sun Yi, who died in 2017 in Indonesia, where he 
had gone into exile. 

A second SOS from a Chinese inmate failed in Europe. It was discovered in December 2019 by a 6-
year-old girl in a Christmas card sold in a Tesco store in the UK. This second case is close to ours. 
The message, also succinct, refers to conditions of incarceration with forced labor:WE ARE 
FOREIGN PRISONERS IN SHANGHAI QING PU PRISON IN CHINA. 
PLEASE HELP US AND INFORM THE HUMAN RIGHTS 
ORGANIZATION. PLEASE USE THE LINK TO CONTACT MR. PETER 
HUMPHREY." 

The little girl and her Christmas card made the headlines in the British media. And all eyes turned to 
Peter Humphrey, this unknown man who came out of the shadows: this English citizen lived and 
worked in China for 45 years as a journalist and then as a consultant for Western companies. In 
2019, he was arrested and incarcerated for two years in Shanghai following false accusations. In his 
prison, Peter Humphrey had met a man from Africa who had asked him to help him write letters in 
English for his family. This inmate could only write in capital letters. When Peter discovered the 
message hidden in the Christmas card, he had no doubt about the identity of the author and the 
truth of his words. 

Peter Humphrey has become one of the most vocal activists against the rule of law in Beijing, and is 
one of the most knowledgeable people he has spoken to about forced labor in Chinese prisons and 
its systemic nature. This witness is adamant that it is difficult for a Western company to know 
whether its suppliers are using forced labor because intermediaries and subcontractors make the 
system opaque. On the other hand, he says that it is impossible to deceive oneself about the 
conditions under which very low-cost products such as stationery, clothing or shoes are 
manufactured. And on the very high probability that these products come from prisons. 
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Peter Humphrey's assertions are all the more credible since work has become mandatory in prisons 
in recent years, at the risk of retaliation. "I don't believe that any man is re-educated in Chinese 
prisons," he explains, "Prisons are there to punish, punish, punish... to put you down, but they are 
also there to make money from you. In fact, every prison in China is actually a business, part of a 
branch of industry literally called "the prison business." Every prison has manufacturing units that 
fulfill contracts for Chinese and foreign companies (...) Work has become compulsory, if you don't 
work, you don't get the money from your relatives that you need to feed, wash and get clothing. You 
can no longer call your family, you can not claim any remission, etc.. You are forced to work and this 
work benefits the prison administrators. If you want to transform men as the Chinese system claims, 
to rehabilitate them, you must leave them a minimum of dignity and I assure you that this is not 
what I have seen in Chinese prisons." 

Nothing predestined Peter Humphrey to end up in a prison factory, any more than he was to 
become an activist. His legitimacy allows us to consider making him one of the characters of our 
film, capable of seizing our letter to question the French, German and international institutions at a 
time when the European Commission has just signed a trade agreement with China. 

It was at the end of 2020. After seven years of negotiations, Angela Merkel obtained this treaty that 
she wanted so much. Thanks to it, Germany has positioned itself as a key economic player between 
Washington and Beijing. Its car companies (Daimler, Mercedes, Volkswagen) are delighted with the 
agreement, which means that they are now making more money on the Chinese market than on 
the American market. Unfortunately, the agreement does not address the issue of prison factories. 
This is not surprising: let's remember that the report of the NGO Australian Strategic Policy Institute 
- on which the complaint against four multinationals accused of profiting from the forced labor of
Uighurs is based - highlights that prison factories supply Volkswagen, among others...
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This film offers us an opportunity to influence the course of history: the agreement must be ratified 
by the end of 2022 but some European parliamentarians want to make its signature conditional on 
the abolition of forced labor in China. With our letter, and based on our investigation, we can offer 
them the opportunity to influence this debate, and why not to win the case? To support them, we 
could also mobilize feminist and human rights organizations in order to launch an awareness 
campaign towards the Parliament but also towards European consumers. 

My womb is not a prison! Life does not deserve slavery! Some slogans are better than great 
speeches, they sometimes bring out a strong collective conscience. The public opinion must know 
today that the question of the Uighurs masks a larger and increasingly documented problem: the 
indispensable character of forced labor for the competitiveness of China, which has officially 
abolished the laogai system since 2013... 

We hope that this film will bring Western citizens face to face with a case of conscience: our 
"comfort" is based on a slave system similar to the one that existed in the U.S. A century and a half 
after its abolition, we must once again make the choice to side with the abolitionists. Twenty years 
ago, the first information about Chinese forced labor camps was revealed by two courageous men. 
Sun Yi and Harry Wu suffered in the flesh from this system, both of whom have recently died. Their 
voice and their fight must not be silenced. The letter we received requires us to make sure of it. 
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