The lawyers ran the gauntlet today. This has been China’s most sensational case in decades: the murder of a British man by one of China’s most powerful women. Gu Kai Lai’s crime has already cost her husband, one of the Communist Party’s most senior figures, his job and plunged the party into crisis. She’s confessed to poisoning Neil Heywood. Today the judges confirmed her guilt. Usually that would mean execution but she’s powerful and well-connected: the death penalty was suspended. The judges said she’d suffered a breakdown and wasn’t in control of her actions. 

`This verdict is just. It shows special respect for the law, reality and life.’
British Embassy officials looked on. There’s an element of theatre to all this. The Communist Party controls the courts, decided the outcomes. The embassy officials gave the result a guarded welcome. Then the lawyer representing Neil Heywood’s family emerged.

Excuse me, is this a result that will please Neil Haywood’s family?.  

`I don’t know,’ he said. Neil Heywood was living in China doing business, trading on his connection to the powerful politician Bo Xi Lai, brokering deals for his wife Gu Kai lai. The court was told the two fell out over a failed property venture. Neil Heywood demanded millions he’d been promised. So she lured the British businessman to this hotel, got him drunk and poured cyanide into his mouth. What this trial did not address, though, were the most sensitive questions raised by the death of Neil Heywood. It triggered China’s biggest scandal in years because of the light it’s thrown on corruption and abuse of power at the top of the Communist party. Did her husband Bo Xi Lai have any link to the crime or the attempted cover-up? He’s vanished, detained by the party, held in secret while it decides what to do with him. 

He was hoping to join the ranks of these men, the top of the Politburo, who run China, when new leaders are selected in the autumn but they’ve cast him aside.

`They want to draw a real line between these crimes and the party and the present system, so they’re showing that it was the work of individuals, that it was not the result of anything to do with anything more deep about the political system in China.’
Some people here are outraged that Gu Kai Lai has escaped the death penalty but what the communist party wants is a tidy, quick end to this crisis to ensure nothing disrupts the coming leadership change.
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