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The Commission’s executive branch members have participated in
and supported the work of the Commission. The content of this An-
nual Report, including its findings, views, legal determinations, and
recommendations, does not necessarily reflect the views of indi-
vidual executive branch members or the policies of the Administra-
tion.

The Commission adopted this report by a vote of 21 to 0.F

T Voted to adopt: Representatives Smith, Mast, Steel, Zinke, Nunn, McGovern, Wexton, Wild,
and Salinas; Senators Merkley, King, Duckworth, Brown, Butler, Rubio, Cotton, and Daines. Ex-
ecutive Branch Commissioners Zeya, Lago, Lee, and Kritenbrink.

Voted to abstain: Senator Sullivan.



II. Executive Summary

STATEMENT FROM THE CHAIRS

This reporting year was marked by Communist Party leader Xi
Jinping securing his third term as General Secretary, breaking
from post-Mao “reform era” precedent, and by a continued high
level of state repression, particularly in the Xinjiang Uyghur Au-
tonomous Region (XUAR) and areas of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) inhabited by Tibetans and other ethnic minority
groups.

In spite of this—or perhaps because of it—the past year also saw
the most public demonstrations directed at Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) leadership since 1989’s reform protests that ended in
the Tiananmen Square Massacre. As elaborated more fully in the
overview below and in the chapters of the Annual Report, this com-
bination of factors pushing toward and pulling away from the
PRC’s centralizing governance system forces us to question as-
sumptions about the durability of the repressive status quo.

Consistent with our statutory mandate to chronicle the PRC’s
human rights record via our comprehensive Annual Report, main-
tenance of a representative political prisoner database, and critical
hearings examining expert testimony, the Congressional-Executive
Commission on China (CECC, or the Commission) has sought to
highlight abuses by the CCP and PRC authorities on a range of
subjects, including worsening persecution of religious minorities—
including Muslims, Christians, Falun Gong practitioners, Tibetan
Buddhists and those whose faith practices are deemed unorthodox
or “evil cults” (xiejiao) by the Communist Party—and the use of
forced labor, particularly of oppressed groups such as Uyghurs and
North Koreans in the PRC.

The Commission has expanded its focus on the PRC’s
transnational repression, directed primarily at diaspora commu-
nities in the United States and elsewhere, in particular Hong
Kongers, Uyghurs, and other political dissidents.

The Commission also exposed the increasing use of technology as
a tool of repression, from ubiquitous surveillance cameras to the
digital tools used to surveil and suppress online religious expres-
sion.

Reflecting a desire by policymakers to expand the range of tools
available to promote accountability for human rights violations, an
increasing focus of the Commission has been to address complicity
by U.S. and foreign corporations with regard to CCP oppression.

The Commission questioned Thermo Fisher Scientific over use of
its DNA sequencers by police in the XUAR and Tibet, as well as
the National Basketball Association’s squelching of free expression
of its players—including Enes Kanter Freedom—for speech that
could be seen to offend the political leadership of the PRC, such as
with regard to speaking out about atrocities in the XUAR or the
shrinking political space in Hong Kong.

The Commission has overseen the implementation of the Uyghur
Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA), perhaps the most signifi-
cant China-focused legislation to have come out of Congress in re-
cent decades. The UFLPA, by creating a rebuttable presumption
that goods originating in the XUAR are tainted by forced labor, has
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put American businesses on notice about complicity in human
rights abuses in the PRC and requires them to either clean up
their supply chains or have their goods banned from importation.
This is having a demonstrable impact on corporate behavior.

There is more that can be done to change how corporations view
the risks of doing business in the PRC. As we look forward, this
could be accomplished by linking access to capital markets to
human rights records and directing the Securities and Exchange
Commission to compel publicly traded corporations to disclose ac-
tivities that intersect with human rights violations in the PRC
such as forced labor, forced organ harvesting, or compliance with
Hong Kong’s National Security Law.

Finally, it is critical to note the unity of the Co-Chairs and Com-
missioners in viewing the leadership of the PRC as systematically
and systemically seeking to redefine the rules of the post—World
War II international order, including and in particular with regard
to human rights norms.

Congress created the CECC in 2000. The way policymakers
viewed China’s trajectory then, both its domestic economic and po-
litical development and its relationship to the world, seems alien
to us today. A majority in Congress thought that economic liberal-
ization would lead to political liberalization. A minority, including
the current Chair, did not accept this assumption and believed that
a failure to put human rights at the forefront of engagement would
enable Communist Party leaders to couple domestic repression
with global economic integration.

Back then, the Commission looked at the rule of law, labor
rights, and other topics as areas for potential progress. By contrast,
today’s Commissioners monitor genocide against Uyghurs, tech-
nology-enhanced authoritarianism, and Communist Party co-
optation of religion. This is the harsh reality. Commissioners re-
main resolved to shine a light on this reality even as the CCP tries
to cover it up. The work of this Commission remains as relevant
as ever.

The Commission, and the Co-Chairs, stand united in their belief
that human rights are universal, to be enjoyed by all—including by
the long-suffering people of China.

Sincerely,
Rep. Christopher H. Smith Senator Jeffrey A. Merkley
Chair Co-Chair



OVERVIEW

This reporting year, the tension between the Chinese Communist
Party’s continuing efforts to tighten political control and the Chi-
nese people’s growing frustration with such efforts was very evi-
dent, making this year one which posterity may look back upon as
pivotal. Notwithstanding the apparent triumph of Xi Jinping’s con-
solidation of power at the 20th Party Congress in October 2022 and
the vanquishing of intraparty rivals—punctuated by the very pub-
lic removal of Xi’s predecessor Hu Jintao from the Congress—the
Commission’s 2023 reporting year, which spans July 1, 2022
through June 30, 2023, was also an extraordinary year of public
protest. After nearly three years of a heavy-handed, top-imposed
zero-COVID policy that one writer likened to a “mass imprison-
ment campaign,” China saw its largest mass protests since 1989,
with citizens not only speaking out against censorship and restric-
tions on personal liberty but also demanding political reform.

In what became the most iconic image of the reporting year, a
protester on Beijing’s Sitong Bridge hung a banner calling for Xi
Jinping to step down which quickly went viral, inspiring replicative
protest statements in numerous cities and leading hyper-vigilant
Party censors to go so far as to remove reference to Sitong Bridge
from online maps. CECC Chair Representative Chris Smith and
Co-Chair Senator Jeff Merkley, joined by former chairs Senator
Marco Rubio and Representative James McGovern, nominated
Sitong Bridge protester Peng Lifa—known as “Bridge Man,” as his
courage was redolent of Tiananmen Square’s “Tank Man”—for a
Nobel Peace Prize.

The chairs and former chairs also nominated, among others, Li
Kangmeng—a university student from Nanjing, said to be the
first person to have held up a blank sheet of paper as a protest
symbol against censorship in what became known as the White
Paper protests, echoing Hong Kongers’ earlier use of blank sheets
of paper to protest the enactment of the National Security Law.

Anti-COVID-lockdown protests erupted nationwide—one source
recorded 77 mass protests in 39 cities throughout China from No-
vember 27 to December 8, 2022—after news that at least 10
Uyghur residents of an apartment complex in Urumgqi perished in
a fire due to a draconian zero-COVID lockdown that prevented
their escape and rescue. Other mass protests this past year in-
cluded demonstrations sparked by denial of access to bank funds
in Henan province, which lasted from May to July 2022. Police
squelched these protests, as captured on videos posted to social
media. Additionally, retirees in Liaoning and Hubei took part in
“gray hair” protests after local governments slashed promised med-
ical benefits.

Likewise, the reporting period was marked by labor unrest, most
notably at a Foxconn facility in Zhengzhou municipality, Henan—
the world’s largest assembly site for Apple iPhones—in late Octo-
ber and November 2022. Some workers protested management’s
purported disregard for their health and safety during the October
protests by escaping the fenced-in compound. During the November
protests, workers smashed security cameras, which in turn led to
clashes with baton-wielding security forces.
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Protests such as Bridge Man’s and the White Paper protests are
particularly significant because they engaged the Han majority and
took place in the Han-majority heartland, but there were also at-
tempts to pull the peripheries toward the center, which was met
with consequential resistance. Most notable were efforts to erase
the cultures of ethnic minorities via colonialist and assimilationist
policies in Tibetan areas, the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region
(IMAR) and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), as
well as the near-total extinguishing of Hong Kong’s unique iden-
tity, promised under the “two systems” framework.

During the reporting period, PRC officials continued to narrow
the scope of mother-language education in Tibetan regions, the
IMAR, and the XUAR, with plans announced or underway in some
areas to restrict or even eliminate instruction in languages other
than Mandarin. Criticism of these policies has been widespread, in-
cluding from United Nations (U.N.) treaty monitoring bodies and
special rapporteurs, as well as from this Commission, whose first
hearing of the 118th Congress addressed “Preserving Tibet: Com-
bating Cultural Erasure, Forced Assimilation, and Transnational
Repression.”

Xi Jinping’s visit to the XUAR in July 2022 followed the end of
a five-year plan to achieve “comprehensive stability” in the
XUAR—a “stability” characterized by concentration camps, forced
labor, and mass indoctrination of Uyghurs and other predomi-
nantly Muslim ethnic minorities, aided and abetted by Western
corporations who source material from the XUAR. U.N. experts
raised concerns about reports of the ongoing use of coercive birth
control measures against these groups in the XUAR, including
forced abortion, sterilization, and the placement of contraceptive
devices, reportedly resulting in “unusual and stark” population de-
clines in the XUAR in recent years.

The vigorous implementation in Hong Kong of the National Secu-
rity Law led to increasingly constrictive control over a former colo-
nial territory whose internal autonomy had been “guaranteed”
under the “one country, two systems” formula to be retained for 50
years following 1997’s retrocession. Overt protests in Hong Kong
have receded in the wake of the dismantling of civil society and the
heavy-handed prosecution of political and democratic opposition fig-
ures stripped of procedural rights; in the past few years, Hong
Kong authorities have incarcerated political prisoners at a rate ri-
valing authoritarian regimes like Belarus and Burma. This trans-
formation of Hong Kong society precipitated an outflow of talent to
countries such as Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia. Re-
cent harassment of family members of overseas activists and re-
stricted access to earned pension funds have also worked against
the Hong Kong government’s efforts to retain businesses and main-
tain confidence in the economy.

Some of the most outrageous attempts to assert centralized con-
trol occurred in the area of freedom of religion and belief. Under
Xi Jinping, the Party has adopted a policy of “sinicization” of reli-
gion. During the reporting year, authorities took numerous steps to
force religious teaching to conform with Party dogma or to further
tighten state control over religious bodies, including:
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e the flattening of domes and leveling of minarets of mosques
not only in Muslim-majority communities in the XUAR, but also in
Hui Muslim communities with deep roots in China;

o the installation of two Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association
bishops in contravention of the 2018 Sino-Vatican accord that was
renewed during the reporting year;

o restrictions upon proselytization of Tibetan Buddhism in non-
Tibetan regions;

e the promulgation of Measures for the Financial Management of
Venues for Religious Activities which bring religious organizations’
finances under the joint oversight of the Ministry of Finance and
the National Religious Affairs Administration, severely hampering
their ability to raise and disburse funds independently; and

e the increased use of digital surveillance to track religious ad-
herents, including, in Henan province, the forced downloading of a
“Smart Religion” app.

Reactions to attempts to centralize control of religion included at
least one case of mass protest, in Yuxi municipality in Yunnan
province, in response to the attempted removal of “Arabic-style”
domes and minarets in May 2023. Authorities deployed police in
riot gear, who detained dozens of protesters, and, reportedly, a Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army unit. In most cases, however, responses of
dissent and resistance were more individualized.

Individual prisoners of conscience, including those whose beliefs
are founded on conscientious adherence to religious tenets, those
who advocate for civil and political rights, and those who merely
associate with a disfavored group, are catalogued in the Commis-
sion’s Political Prisoner Database (PPD), the maintenance and up-
dating of which entails a major staff endeavor throughout the year.
The PPD contains details concerning the unjust imprisonment of
10,889 prisoners of conscience—2,615 of whom were currently in
detention as of June 30, 2023. The cases documented in the PPD
are reflective of broad trends of government repression, though the
total number of political prisoners in detention is much larger.

While active protest and direct criticism of government policies
garnered the most headlines and attention, a more subtle but sig-
nificant undercurrent emerged in the form of passive resistance.
Unlike active street protests, where panopticon surveillance sys-
tems can identify ringleaders and vocal participants who then can
be targeted for arrest, it is harder for authorities as well as outside
observers to identify Chinese citizens engaging in the more subtle
form of protest of disengaging from society out of disillusionment
with the political or economic state of affairs in China.

The interplay between state tyranny and active or passive resist-
ance is captured in one viral protest video that circulated last year
before “being scrubbed from Weibo,” China’s Twitter-like medium,
in which a security officer yelled at a protester that he and his de-
scendants would be punished “for three generations!” Such a threat
would have been effective not only during imperial times but also
during the Maoist era, when the stain of being a member of an op-
pressor class like that of “landlord” was passed on generationally,
but its efficacy is blunted when the response, as seen in the video,
is “We are the last generation!” The disillusionment embodied by
this statement can be viewed as a warning to the PRC’s ruling au-
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thorities of rising disaffection, particularly among younger genera-
tions, exacerbated by significant headwinds currently buffeting the
PRC, including economic contraction.

These challenges may be compounded by significant failures of
governance, demonstrated most vividly this past year by authori-
ties’ apparent inability to grapple effectively with the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. The Party’s over-long adherence to its zero-
COVID policy, against the advice of medical and scientific experts,
superseded putting in place a calibrated vaccination campaign that
would have reached the most vulnerable; careful planning for the
end of the policy; or coordination of broader healthcare needs.
When the zero-COVID policy abruptly ended, massive infection
rates and large-scale deaths ensued among a highly vulnerable
population, particularly the elderly. The human toll of this govern-
ance failure reverberated in the form of over a million deaths and
food, housing, and employment insecurity.

In spite of all of this, brave and determined people across China
continue to push back against heavy-handed authoritarianism.
White Paper protest participants demonstrated that “loose net-
works of professionals, friends, affinity groups, students, and oth-
ers”—what one activist has called “units of resistance”—were able
to connect and mobilize mass protesters.

The members of this Commission stand with those fighting for
a freer future. In addition to advocating for political prisoners and
shining a light on violations of universally recognized human
rights, the Commissioners seek to prevent American businesses
and capital markets from subsidizing tyranny, especially by hold-
ing to account corporations that are complicit in the importation of
goods made with forced labor and by requiring that they cleanse
their supply chains. Moreover, the Commission is concerned about
reports published this past year documenting massive police sur-
veillance programs in Tibetan areas that have collected the per-
sonal biometric data of millions of people, apparently without ob-
taining the consent of subjects and without any reference to a le-
gitimate law enforcement need. These reports once again implicate
an American company in the supply of instruments of repression
to those seeking to crush ethnic and religious minority commu-
nities in China.

The chief legislative focus of the Commission, fully implemented
during the reporting period, has been the Uyghur Forced Labor
Prevention Act (UFLPA), landmark legislation introduced by then-
Chairs McGovern and Rubio with lead co-sponsorship by current
Chairs Smith and Merkley. The genius of the UFLPA is that it
shifts the burden of demonstrating that goods are free from forced
labor by creating a rebuttable presumption that any goods ema-
nating from the XUAR are tainted and thus prohibited from impor-
tation.

The implementation of the UFLPA, overseen by the Forced Labor
Enforcement Task Force and chaired by the Department of Home-
land Security (DHS), has impacted corporate behavior. Businesses
are now on notice that they must trace their supply chains and,
armed with substantial new resources provided by Congress, U.S.
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) now devotes unprecedented
attention to investigating those supply chains. As a result, direct
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exports from the XUAR have plummeted and businesses are chang-
ing their practices to speed up production capacity elsewhere in the
world, increasing the diversification and sustainability of their sup-
ply chains. A publicly accessible CBP dashboard now tracks the
number of shipments subjected to CBP review and enforcement ac-
tion. During the reporting period, CBP also held a two-day “tech
expo” for companies to underscore the UFLPA’s requirements and
CBP’s intention to vigorously implement and enforce its provisions.
Further actions taken by the Forced Labor Enforcement Task Force
included expansion of the “Entity List” of banned Chinese compa-
nies tied to forced labor, which the Commission’s Chairs have
called a “a step in the right direction,” though more needs to be
done, as civil society organizations have identified thousands of
companies based in China that are implicated in forced labor viola-
tions in the XUAR.

Other legislation advanced by the Commission’s leadership seeks
to elevate further the nexus between human rights and commercial
activity. Senators Rubio and Merkley introduced the Uyghur Geno-
cide Accountability and Sanctions Act to enhance accountability for
and assist the victims of genocide, promote the preservation of cul-
tural and linguistic heritages repressed by the Chinese govern-
ment, and improve transparency of financial flows benefiting the
perpetrators of egregious human rights abuses. Chairman Smith
reintroduced the China Trade Relations Act of 2023 that would
relink the PRC’s Permanent Normal Trade Relations status with
its human rights record, subjecting it to annual review.

And in a year that saw reports of extraterritorial Chinese police
stations, also known as “service stations,” in the United States and
elsewhere in the world, the Chair, Co-Chair, and two ranking
members simultaneously introduced the Transnational Repression
Policy Act in both the Senate and the House.

Ultimately, notwithstanding efforts by the United States to en-
courage the PRC to safeguard the human rights of its citizens, the
future direction of China resides decidedly within the country
itself, and in the contest between authorities’ efforts to assert broad
societal control and the Chinese people’s efforts to have a say in
their own governance. Surveying the shifting landscape of the re-
porting year, with its centripetal and centrifugal forces contending,
efforts to consolidate control continually collided with individual as-
pirations for freedom. This Commission remains committed to
standing with the people over the powerful.



KEY FINDINGS

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

e The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) continued to treat PRC
news media as its mouthpiece to provide the Party’s version of
the news and thereby shape public opinion. Xi Jinping framed
the role of media as “ideological” work in his political report
during the 20th Party Congress in October 2022.

e Many journalists, other media professionals, and “citizen
journalists” remained in detention, in prison, or subject to bail
conditions as a result of their reporting. Reporters Without
Borders (RSF) estimated that China held 114 journalists in de-
tention, and continued to rank China the world’s top jailer of
journalists overall, and female journalists specifically.

e Authorities continued to harass, surveil, and restrict foreign
journalists and Chinese nationals working for foreign media
companies. According to the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of
China (FCCC), harassment of foreign and local journalists and
their sources significantly increased around the time of politi-
cally sensitive events. Of 102 survey respondents representing
news organizations from 30 countries and regions, “100% said
China did not meet international standards for press freedoms
and reporting last year.”

e Authorities continued to harass, detain, and imprison people
who participated peacefully in in-person protests, demonstra-
tions, and other gatherings, including those involved in the
White Paper protests. During and after the White Paper pro-
tests, authorities took at least 30 people into custody and de-
tained at least 100, while also interrogating many more par-
ticipants about “sensitive” topics unrelated to the protests.

e Authorities censored online discussion of sensitive topics in
which sources criticized or contradicted official policy or posi-
tions, including the September 2022 crash of a bus carrying
people to a COVID-19 quarantine site that led to 27 deaths, in-
formation about mortgage boycotts involving tens of thousands
of people and related protests, and social media posts covering
a hospital fire in Beijing municipality that killed 29 in April
2023.

e The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) continued to
unveil regulations diminishing freedom of expression in Chi-
nese cyberspace, launching a “crackdown campaign” against
“self media,” or news created by independent users not reg-
istered as journalists, and adding requirements to monitor and
control commenters and the content of comments on all inter-
net platforms.

e In anticipation of the 20th National Congress of the Chinese
Communist Party, authorities launched physical and digital
campaigns of “stability maintenance and security work” and
internet “purification,” respectively—to suppress various
sources of independent expression.

e Censors continued to suppress various forms of entertain-
ment content that did not conform to the PRC’s priorities, in-
cluding books, comedy shows, and online poetry.
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e State security officials continued detaining publishers and
editors responsible for material considered sensitive to the Chi-
nese government, including a high-ranking editor at a Party
newspaper and a Taiwan-based publisher of books critical of
the Party.

e The PRC continued to limit freedom of expression within
educational and research institutions, introducing a draft law
on widespread “patriotic education” and also issuing a guiding
opinion that would increase ideological control over legal edu-
cation.

CIVIL SOCIETY

e During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, PRC authori-
ties tightened control over civil society, bolstering oversight of
legal nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), which the Chi-
nese government calls “social organizations” (SOs), and widely
cracking down on the activities, expression, and existence of
unregistered or “illegal social organizations” (ISOs), including
human rights defenders, religious communities, and groups
promoting labor rights, women’s rights, and the rights of les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ)
persons.

e The Chinese Communist Party and government have pur-
sued and implemented regulatory efforts to “gatekeep” reg-
istration for SOs, resulting in the lowest rate of registration of
SOs since 2008.

e This year, the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee
said that it would establish a social affairs work department
that aims to improve Party-building in SOs, more firmly en-
trenching Party control over civil society.

e This past year, the Commission observed efforts to institu-
tionalize an aggressive 2021 campaign that targeted both ISOs
and the financial, technological, and administrative infrastruc-
ture that enables them to function, taking actions including
banning legal organizations from any contact with ISOs.

e The Chinese Communist Party and government continued to
incentivize SOs to engage in charity work and service provision
in key sectors. Official efforts encouraged philanthropic giving
aligned with Party and government goals, using oversight of
crowdfunding platforms to both direct funds and exert control
over NGOs.

e As of December 8, 2022, the Australian Strategic Policy In-
stitute’s China Protest Tracker recorded 77 protests across 39
Chinese cities, demonstrating that, while decentralized and ad
hoc, White Paper protesters appear to have leveraged existing
networks to generate a temporary but sustained nationwide
pressure campaign against the PRC’s zero-COVID policy.

e In April 2023, PRC authorities sentenced China Citizens
Movement organizers and rights defenders Xu Zhiyong and
Ding Jiaxi to 14 and 12 years in prison, respectively, for “sub-
version of state power,” constituting what one longtime ob-
server of the PRC justice system described as some of the
harshest sentences he had seen in over 20 years.
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¢ Chinese government authorities continued to censor and sup-
press efforts by advocacy groups in the LGBTQ community. In
May 2023, the Beijing LGBT Center, one of the largest organi-
zations serving the LGBTQ community, closed, reportedly due
to pressure from authorities.

o Although social acceptance of LGBTQ persons and relation-
ships has grown in China in recent years, PRC authorities
have continued to tighten control over suspected LGBTQ rep-
resentation and expression in media and entertainment.

FREEDOM OF RELIGION

e During the 2023 reporting year, the Commission observed
ongoing violations of religious freedom by the Chinese Com-
munist Party and government, aimed at increasing state con-
trol of believers in both registered and unregistered religious
communities.

e The Party and government took steps to implement meas-
ures pertaining to religion passed over the last several years,
including measures regulating finances, venues, online activity,
and religious clergy.

e Authorities required religious groups affiliated with Party-
controlled religious associations to participate in educational
and ceremonial events surrounding the 20th National Congress
of the Chinese Communist Party, designed to reinforce
“sinicization” among religious bodies.

e The Party and government sought to closely monitor and
regulate Taoist and Buddhist groups, ensuring their adherence
to the Party line and national agenda. In one instance, authori-
ties used a controversial incident at a Buddhist temple to crack
down on religious venues nationwide.

e National Religious Affairs Administration authorities
launched searchable databases of approved Buddhist, Taoist,
Muslim, Protestant, and Catholic clergy.

e PRC authorities continued to control and forcibly assimilate
Hui Muslims throughout the country. According to a joint re-
port released by two nongovernmental organizations, authori-
ties have used counterterrorism policies instituted in Xinjiang
to bar a range of Muslim practices, imposed “sinicization” to
eradicate distinct ethnic and religious characteristics, and have
“scattered” and relocated Hui communities under the rubric of
Xi Jinping’s “poverty alleviation” campaign.

e The Chinese Communist Party and government have contin-
ued their efforts to assert control over Catholic leadership,
community life, and religious practice, installing two bishops in
contravention of the 2018 Sino-Vatican agreement and accel-
erating the integration of the church in Hong Kong with the
PRC-based, state-sponsored Catholic Patriotic Association and
its Party-directed ideology.

e PRC authorities continued to violate the religious freedom of
Protestants, engaging in pressure campaigns against unregis-
tered churches by detaining church leaders and targeting sev-
eral influential “house” church networks, renewing their cam-
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paign against Chengdu municipality, Sichuan province’s Early
Rain Covenant Church.

¢ Chinese authorities continued to prosecute Falun Gong prac-
titioners under Article 300 of the PRC Criminal Law, which
criminalizes “organizing and using a cult to undermine imple-
mentation of the law.” In December 2022, Falun Gong practi-
tioner and radio host Pang Xun died after authorities tortured
him while in custody.

e The Party’s Anti-Cult Association updated their list of xiejiao
(a historical term usually translated as “evil cults” or “heretical
teachings”), a tool it uses to rank groups according to threat
level and communicate its enforcement priorities.

CRIMINAL JUSTICE

e The criminal justice system in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) remained a political instrument used for maintaining so-
cial order in furtherance of the Chinese Communist Party’s au-
thoritarian rule. The government punishes criminal acts, but it
also targets individuals who pursue universal human rights,
particularly when they independently organize or challenge the
state’s or the Chinese Communist Party’s authority.

e The judiciary is unambiguously political, as the chief justice
of the Supreme People’s Court called for “absolute loyalty” to
the Party. Moreover, political intervention was evidenced in
the case of citizen journalist Fang Bin, detained in 2020 in
connection with his reporting on the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) outbreak in Wuhan municipality, Hebei province.
A leaked document indicated that the court judgment in his
case was a result of a decision made by the Party Central Com-
mittee Political and Legal Affairs Commission.

o Government officials arbitrarily detained political activists,
religious practitioners, ethnic minorities, and rights advocates,
including through extralegal means such as “black jails” and
psychiatric facilities or through criminal prosecution under of-
fenses such as “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” or
crimes endangering state security. Some detainees, particu-
larly those held incommunicado, reported being mistreated or
tortured. After entering the formal legal process, defendants
sometimes faced prolonged pretrial detention, closed trials, and
delayed sentencing.

e Examples of arbitrary detention during the Commission’s
2023 reporting year include the forcible disappearance in
Shanghai municipality in March 2023 of Li Yanhe, an editor
who published books banned in China. In April, police in Bei-
jing municipality detained human rights lawyer Yu
Wensheng and his wife, Xu Yan, as they were on their way
to meet the European Union’s Ambassador to China.

e Authorities likewise criminally detained participants in the
White Paper protests, a series of nationwide citizen protests
that took place in November 2022 in reaction to the govern-
ment’s harsh COVID-19 prevention measures and censorship.
Protesters, including Cao Zhixin, Li Yuanjing, Zhai
Dengrui, and Li Siqi, were forcibly disappeared for several
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months before authorities lodged formal criminal charges
against them.

ACCESS TO JUSTICE

e In the annual work report delivered in March 2023 at the
meeting of the National People’s Congress, Supreme People’s
Court (SPC) President Zhou Qiang emphasized the Chinese
Communist Party’s absolute leadership over the judiciary and
reported having endeavored to strengthen political loyalty, pro-
tect political security, and educate court personnel about safe-
guarding Party General Secretary Xi Jinping’s core leadership
position. Rather than promoting judicial independence, reform
efforts focused on improving organizational and bureaucratic
efficiency in accordance with the Party’s plans. While the work
report claimed there had been improvements to judicial trans-
parency, authorities had removed a significant number of judg-
ments from an online judgment disclosure database, particu-
larly in the areas of criminal cases and administrative litiga-
tion.

e Central authorities further formalized the Party’s leadership
in the petitioning system as part of an institutional reform
that aimed at extending the Party’s control over society as a
whole. The petitioning system (xinfang) operates outside of the
formal legal system as a channel for citizens to present their
grievances in hopes of triggering discretionary involvement by
Party officials in providing a resolution. Under a recently an-
nounced institutional reform plan, the government agency that
oversaw petitioning was to be led by a functional department
of the Party that coordinates and guides work relating to peti-
tions and collecting citizens’ suggestions.

o Petitioners continued to face persecution in the form of arbi-
trary detention in extralegal facilities. Some of those detained
suffered mistreatment, including physical assault and electric
shock.

e The space for human rights lawyers to operate continued to
shrink in the wake of a nationwide crackdown that began in
July 2015. As of February 2023, at least 14 human rights law-
yers were under different forms of restrictions on their per-
sonal liberty: 1 lawyer was missing, 4 were serving prison
terms, and 9 were being held in pre-sentencing detention.

GOVERNANCE

e The PRC moved further away from the collective governance
model as Xi Jinping secured a third term as president and gen-
eral secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, breaking with
the established norm of a two-term office designed for peaceful
transition of power. Individuals selected to fill other leadership
positions had a working relationship with Xi or were described
as Xi’s loyalists, further reinforcing Xi’s political dominance.

e Despite a claimed commitment to promoting democracy, the
political system as envisioned by Xi Jinping is fundamentally
undemocratic. When delivering his policy objectives, Xi de-
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scribed a political system that was identical to the existing au-
thoritarian system and called it democratic.

e While Xi said community-level self-governance was a mani-
festation of democracy, it was in fact a grid management sys-
tem in which communities were divided into discrete units to
facilitate monitoring and surveillance. Recent national-level
policy that called for the grid to be staffed by police further
demonstrated the government’s intent on implementing perva-
sive social control.

e The PRC government’s handling of the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) displayed a pattern of enforcing extreme so-
cial control at the expense of citizens’ well-being, giving rise to
a series of mass protests, to which the government responded
with censorship and criminal prosecution.

e Harsh COVID-19 measures disrupted people’s lives and
prompted a series of large-scale protests, where some pro-
testers called for democratic reforms. The government re-
sponded by arresting some of the protesters after the fact, par-
ticularly targeting those who were deemed to be influenced by
“Western ideology” or feminism. Shortly after the protests, the
government abruptly reversed the COVID-19 policy without
proper transitional measures in place, resulting in many pre-
ventable deaths.

ETHNIC MINORITY RIGHTS

¢ During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, Chinese Com-
munist Party and government officials championed the “inte-
gration” of ethnic minorities, continuing the implementation of
policies contravening the rights of Uyghurs, Tibetans, Mongols,
Hui, and other ethnic minorities to maintain their own lan-
guages and cultures. The October 2022 election of Pan Yue to
the Party Central Committee, following his June 2022 appoint-
ment to the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, indicated that
Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s policies of assimilation and “ethnic
fusion” would likely be maintained.

e In May 2023, Hui Muslims in Yunnan province protested
over official plans to forcibly remove Islamic features from a
13th-century mosque, plans that reflected authorities’ inten-
tions to “sinicize” their community. Authorities cracked down
on protesters, detaining dozens at the scene and subsequently
urging others to surrender to authorities. Hui Muslims inter-
viewed by international media expressed the belief that, fol-
lowing authorities’ demolition of domes and minarets of the
mosques where they worshipped, authorities would begin to
impose tighter restrictions on Muslims’ ability to practice their
faith.

e In a case exemplifying the risks facing Mongols fleeing
China to escape surveillance and persecution, on May 3, 2023,
Chinese police officers detained 80-year-old Mongol historian
and writer Lhamjab Borjigin in Mongolia and forcibly re-
turned him to China.
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STATUS OF WOMEN

e Authorities in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have in-
creasingly treated women’s public participation as politically
sensitive. Cases of official retaliation or punishment against
women who have gone public with criticism of the Chinese
Communist Party and PRC government are well documented
during Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s first decade in power. This
past year, public security officials reportedly focused on identi-
fying “feminists” among those detained for participating in the
November 2022 anti-COVID lockdown (White Paper) protests.
e In May 2023, a U.N. expert committee reviewed China’s
compliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Submis-
sions from independent nongovernmental organizations to the
CEDAW Committee focused on authorities’ widespread use of
gender-based violence and harassment against women political
and religious prisoners in China.

e The 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party in October 2022 illustrated the underrepresentation of
female Party members in the Party’s seniormost ranks, reflect-
ing male-dominated institutional barriers to political leader-
ship in the PRC. No women were among the 24 individuals se-
lected to join the 20th Party Central Committee Political Bu-
reau or its 7-member Standing Committee, China’s paramount
policy and decisionmaking body led by Xi Jinping.

¢ China’s “huge arsenal of laws designed to combat and punish
domestic violence” is failing Chinese women, including those
women who have turned to the courts for personal safety pro-
tection orders, according to a U.S.-based scholar. According to
official data, judges throughout China granted 4,497 protection
orders in 2022. In contrast, a domestic violence hotline app in
China reportedly received 13,000 calls in August 2022 alone.

e International reports about gender-based violence in China
this past year raised concerns about an official policy that co-
erces Uyghur women to marry Han men; the use of strip
searches to humiliate women rights defenders in detention;
and the use of online harassment and threats against women
journalists of Chinese and Asian descent as a way to silence
their reporting on China.

PopruLATION CONTROL

e Authorities in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) continue
to treat population growth, childbearing, and women’s fertility
in China as subject to official control and policymaking. In re-
sponse to demographic and economic pressure, PRC authorities
ended the one-child policy in 2015, replacing it with the two-
child policy in 2016 and the three-child policy in 2021. In July
2022, 17 Party and government entities jointly issued a set of
“guiding opinions” that aim to incentivize marriage and child-
birth by improving healthcare, education, employment condi-
tions, insurance, and other benefits.
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¢ Enforcement of birth limits in China has been characterized
by the use of harshly coercive measures in violation of inter-
national human rights standards. This past year, U.N. experts
raised concerns about reports of the use of coercive birth con-
trol measures against Uyghurs and other predominantly Mus-
lim ethnic minority groups in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region (XUAR), including forced abortion and steriliza-
tion, and the placement of contraceptive devices, that report-
edly resulted in “unusual and stark” population declines in the
XUAR from 2017 through 2019.

e Among the supportive measures to boost the population sug-
gested during the March 2023 meeting of the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference was improving the rights of
unmarried parents. Although several municipalities and at
least one province reportedly allow unmarried women to reg-
ister the birth of children, those children are not eligible for
the household registration (hukou) permits that are crucial for
access to public services. Moreover, an unmarried woman lost
a lawsuit in July 2022 against a hospital in Beijing munici-
pality which refused to allow her to undergo a procedure to
freeze her eggs. An appeal hearing was held in May 2023, but
the decision has not been announced.

e Many young people reportedly are reluctant to marry and
have children due to the high cost of raising children, low in-
comes, and a weak social safety net. Public opinion reflected
unease with the government’s focus on population growth as a
ngaltilonal responsibility for the rising generation of young
adults.

HuMAN TRAFFICKING

e Multiple U.N. human rights bodies and experts expressed
concern over the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) govern-
ment-sponsored forced labor in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region (XUAR). U.N. bodies and experts expressed con-
cern that such forced labor was systematic and policy-driven in
nature and called on the PRC government to end forced labor
programs in the XUAR.

e In December 2022, the U.S. Treasury Department “sanc-
tioned two individuals, Li Zhenyu and Xinrong Zhuo, and the
networks of entities they control, including Dalian Ocean Fish-
ing Co., Ltd. and Pingtan Marine Enterprise, Ltd.,” for their
connection to serious human rights abuses.

e Political prisoners including Lee Ming-cheh and Cheng
Yuan were forced to work while in detention. Both Lee and
Cheng were convicted under broad and vaguely defined state
security charges for their exercise of rights recognized under
international law.

e Examples of cross-border trafficking during the Commis-
sion’s 2023 reporting year included women and girls from
Cambodia trafficked in China, Chinese nationals forced into
international online scamming schemes in Cambodia, and Chi-
nese nationals subjected to abusive practices in state-funded
investment projects abroad.
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¢ An international non-profit said that data involving human
organs and tissues from the PRC would not be accepted for
submission for its meetings or publications due to “the body of
evidence that the [PRC] stands alone in continuing to system-
atically support the procurement of organs or tissue from exe-
cuted prisoners.”

WORKER RIGHTS

e The U.N. committee that reviewed China’s compliance with
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights in February 2023 highlighted worker rights violations
in China and called on the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
government to address unsafe working conditions; widespread
discrimination against migrant workers; gender and ethnic dis-
crimination; lack of protection for workers in the informal
economy; and inadequate access to various employment-related
benefits.

¢ Gender discrimination in the workplace in China was a focal
issue this past year as PRC authorities aimed to strengthen
the legal framework and guidelines on safeguarding women’s
rights in the workplace. Women are the primary victims of sex-
ual harassment in the workplace in China, but access to legal
relief is rare. In a case that epitomized China’s emerging
#MeToo movement, a former female intern at state media out-
let China Central Television (CCTV) who brought a lawsuit
against a male CCTV television host in 2018 for sexual harass-
ment lost her final appeal in August 2022 based on what a
court in Beijing municipality said was “not sufficient” evidence.
e China Labour Bulletin, a nongovernmental organization in
Hong Kong, documented 830 strikes and other labor actions in
2022 on its Strike Map and 2,272 public requests on its Worker
Assistance Helpline Map in 2022. More than 87 percent of
these strikes and labor actions and nearly 90 percent of re-
quests for assistance were related to wage arrears.

e Worker protests overlapped with frustration at the harsh
and disproportionate measures imposed under China’s zero-
COVID policy and the economic impact of the pandemic after
those measures were lifted. Protests in late October and No-
vember 2022 at Foxconn’s factory campus in Zhengzhou mu-
nicipality, Henan province—the largest assembly site of Apple
iPhones in the world—demonstrated worker dissatisfaction
with Foxconn’s management of worker health and safety and
deceptive recruitment promises.

e PRC authorities’ suppression of worker representation and
independent labor advocacy in China has left little space for
workers to organize, express their grievances, or negotiate sat-
isfactory remedies. In May 2023, a migrant workers’ museum
on the outskirts of Beijing municipality closed after 15 years
due to its impending eviction.

e Changes to one of China’s major health insurance programs
led to street protests by thousands of retired workers in
Guangzhou municipality, Guangdong province; Wuhan munici-
pality, Hubei province; and Dalian municipality, Liaoning
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province. Authorities in Wuhan detained Zhang Hai and
Tong Menglan for expressing support for the protesters.

PuBLIC HEALTH

e The People’s Republic of China (PRC) government and Chi-
nese Communist Party’s public health response to the spread
of the Omicron variant of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
continued to reflect Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s political prior-
ities. The consequences were massive infection rates through-
out China and the deaths of an estimated 1 million to 1.5 mil-
lion people in December 2022 and January 2023 alone, fol-
lowing the abrupt discontinuation of the majority of the pre-
vention and control measures associated with the zero-COVID
policy on December 7, 2022. The Party’s rigid adherence to the
policy’s implementation superseded putting in place a robust
vaccination campaign, careful planning for the discontinuation
of the policy itself, or coordination of the broader healthcare
needs of the Chinese population.

e PRC authorities vastly underreported the number of deaths
in China following the discontinuation of the zero-COVID pol-
icy. Moreover, in March 2023, the international scientific com-
munity also criticized the PRC government for not sharing
data gleaned in January 2020 from the epicenter of the
COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan municipality, Hubei province.

e Numerous public protests against zero-COVID policy restric-
tions took place from October 2022 through January 2023. Ob-
servers pointed to anger and frustration with the PRC authori-
ties’ pandemic measures as catalyzing the participation of “a
broad range of contentious constituencies” in these protests.

¢ Official media messaging about the impact of the pandemic
in China swerved between claims of China’s historic success in
saving lives and disinformation that blamed “hostile powers”
for developments that did not support uplifting propaganda.
The Party also condemned “Western media” for undermining
the official narrative of its “important contributions to the glob-
al fight against the pandemic ....”

e The PRC Mental Health Law reached its tenth year of im-
plementation in May 2023, but key provisions—including the
prohibition on the abuse of forcible psychiatric commitment
and supporting the use of the principle of voluntary hos-
pitalization—have not yet been achieved. Authorities’ use of
forcible psychiatric commitment continued to be a tool of polit-
ical repression.

¢ Individual and organized public health advocacy continues in
China, but the personal and professional risks of organized
public health advocacy that authorities deem politically sen-
sitive or even threatening are evident in ongoing or new deten-
tions this past year, including Cheng Yuan, co-founder of the
advocacy organization Changsha Funeng; He Fangmei and Li
Xin, advocates for the victims of defective vaccines; and Ji
Xiaolong, who criticized senior officials in Shanghai munici-
pality for the lengthy lockdown there in spring 2022.
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THE ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE CHANGE

e While China’s leaders pledged to prioritize efforts to protect
the environment and to realize their carbon emissions targets,
observers raised doubts about the People’s Republic of China’s
(PRC) ability to achieve senior officials’ climate goals. Accord-
ing to scholars, the PRC government views a leadership role in
international environmental governance as one route to achiev-
ing global leadership. PRC officials have used their “ecological
civilization” framework—under which they seek to “selectively
... achieve [their] environmental goals”—to strengthen authori-
tarian governance.

e In 2022, the PRC government approved the highest number
of new coal-powered energy plants in seven years, increasing
the country’s coal power capacity by more than 50 percent from
the previous year. According to international observers, Chi-
na’s substantial increase in coal plant construction threatened
global climate efforts. China’s high levels of air pollutants con-
tributed to negative health effects, including stillbirths and
premature death.

e China remained the world’s leading emitter of CO,, with
emissions rising four percent to reach a record high in the first
quarter of 2023. China also remained the world’s leading emit-
ter of methane, which is 25 times more potent than carbon di-
oxide as a greenhouse gas. China has not signed the Global
Methane Pledge to cut methane emissions 30 percent by 2030.
e China experienced many extreme weather events this past
year, including a heatwave, drought, heavy rainfall and floods,
and sandstorms, that experts linked to climate change.

e China’s distant water fishing (DWF) fleet was reportedly in-
volved in illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing practices
that threaten ocean ecosystems and wildlife populations, as
well as economic livelihoods.

e Although PRC authorities continued to suppress civil society
on a range of issues that authorities deem politically sensitive,
environmental nongovernmental organizations have remained
viable platforms for education and advocacy. Nevertheless, en-
vironmental advocacy in China has narrowed as organizations
strategically focus their work within the bounds of government
policy narratives or pursue collaboration with local govern-
ments.

e In January 2023, the Supreme People’s Court issued ten
guiding cases for environmental public interest litigation (PIL).
The procuratorate has a key role in prosecuting environmental
PIL cases, which requires navigating between local government
resistance to environmental protection standards and holding
agencies environmentally accountable. Scholars have observed
that the procuratorate’s “reliance on top-down political support
may ultimately hinder [PIL’s] expansion and stability.”

BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

e Chinese and international businesses are at risk of com-
plicity in—and of profiting from—the Chinese Communist
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Party and government’s use of forced labor to suppress ethnic
minorities in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
(XUAR). Reports of state-sponsored forced labor implicate sup-
ply chains of industries and products including automobile
manufacturing, red dates, and cotton and the garment indus-
try.

¢ Investigations found that Chinese fast fashion direct-to-con-
sumer retailers Shein and Temu are linked to the XUAR and
have exploited the US$800 de minimis threshold, which allows
vendors to send shipments below that value without having to
report basic data.

e A May 2023 report detailed how the U.S. Federal Govern-
ment’s employee retirement plan, the Thrift Savings Plan
(TSP), included options to invest in Chinese companies that
are on watchlists or are sanctioned by the U.S. Government for
their ties to forced labor in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) or surveillance efforts in the XUAR.

e Chinese and international companies were reported to be
supporting the Chinese government’s data collection, surveil-
lance, and censorship. Some examples include:

O China-based video surveillance manufacturer Uniview
developed Uyghur recognition technology and co-authored
ethnicity and skin color tracking policy standards;
O Bresee, Uniview’s sister company, provided artificial in-
telligence support relating to ethnicity tracking and facial
recognition,;
O U.S.-sanctioned Dahua and Hikvision and New Jersey-
based video surveillance manufacturer Infinova developed
various “alarms” to help police identify and detect poten-
tial political protests;
O Apple removed full AirDrop functionality in China by
setting a 10-minute limit for the file-sharing feature;
O Thermo Fisher Scientific sold DNA equipment to police
in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), where Human
Rights Watch identified mass involuntary DNA collection
programs; and
O HSBC and PayPal HK targeted the League of Social
Democrats, one of the last pro-democracy parties in Hong
Kong, with forced closures of their accounts.
e Leading up to the PRC Counterespionage Law’s July 1, 2023
effective date, the Commission observed reports of Chinese au-
thorities targeting global firms including U.S.-headquartered
corporation Mintz Group and U.S. consulting firm Bain &
Company.
e Abusive practices toward workers were found in Chinese fac-
tories of third-party printing inkjet and toner cartridge manu-
facturers.

NORTH KOREAN REFUGEES IN CHINA

e Heightened security along the China-North Korea border
due to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and
the Chinese government’s pervasive surveillance technology,
increased the risk of being caught by Chinese police and has
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significantly reduced the defection rate of North Korean refu-
gees. As a result of the closed border, many North Korean
workers are stranded in China and are living in dire conditions
without any income, leaving them vulnerable to human traf-
ficking. With the easing of COVID-19 restrictions, defection at-
tempts and detentions rose, as authorities have intensified
their measures to capture and subsequently repatriate North
Korean refugees.

e According to the U.N. Special Rapporteur on the situation of
human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(DPRK), as of June 30, 2023, an estimated 2,000 North Korean
refugees were awaiting repatriation in China. Additionally, ex-
perts point out that the cost of defection, which involves paying
intermediaries or “brokers” to arrange an escape, has greatly
increased due to the risks associated with defecting from North
Korea.

¢ Repatriated North Koreans remain vulnerable to torture, im-
prisonment, forced labor, and execution. According to the Citi-
zens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights (NKHR), a non-
governmental organization advocating for human rights in
North Korea, Chinese companies and the DPRK government
likely derive financial benefits from forcibly repatriating refu-
gees to North Korea, where they are allegedly subjected to
forced labor in detention facilities operated by the DPRK gov-
ernment. This forced labor reportedly involves the production
of goods for Chinese businesses at considerably reduced costs.

TECHNOLOGY-ENHANCED AUTHORITARIANISM

¢ In contravention of its signed and ratified commitment to the
International Convention to End All Forms of Racial Discrimi-
nation, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has continued to
facilitate the development and use of domestic standards and
surveillance technologies that employ racial profiling and thus
encouraged discrimination on the basis of ethnicity.

e The Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party
and the State Council jointly released the “Plan for the Overall
Layout of Building a Digital China,” which prioritizes the digi-
talization of governance in China, interconnectedness and effi-
ciency across China’s digital infrastructure, and expansive con-
trol of data using next-generation technologies.

¢ International observers reported that PRC authorities have
increased investments in next-generation data-intensive tech-
nologies, such as “smart city” projects and police geographic in-
formation systems designed to better surveil and control soci-
ety.

e This past year, Party and government agencies released reg-
ulations concerning generative artificial intelligence (Al) to en-
sure that Al-generated content puts the PRC in a positive
light, downplays criticism, and excludes content that authori-
ties deem to be a threat to social stability.

e PRC authorities carried out digital surveillance and censor-
ship to suppress the White Paper protests that took place
throughout China in late November 2022 in opposition to
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harsh zero-COVID measures. Leaked directives revealed Chi-
nese authorities initiated the highest “emergency response”
level to restrict protesters’ access to virtual private networks
(VPNs) and instructional materials for accessing foreign news
and social media apps.

e During the reporting year, a report documented PRC au-
thorities using advanced technology and ethnic minority online
“influencers” to present a rosy picture of life in the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region in 1,741 videos spread out among
18 YouTube accounts with 2,000 to 205,000 followers, as part
of a larger effort to deny the PRC’s ongoing genocide in the re-
gion.

e Authorities implemented technological upgrades to the PRC’s
censorship mechanisms, together known as the Great Firewall,
during the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party. Information emerged this past year about blogger Ruan
Xiaohuan, an information security expert who provided online
guidance to circumvent the Great Firewall, and who was sen-
tenced to seven years’ imprisonment for “inciting subversion of
state power.”

TIBET

e The Commission did not observe any interest from People’s
Republic of China (PRC) officials in resuming formal negotia-
tions with the Dalai Lama’s representatives, the last round of
which, the ninth, was held in January 2010.

e The PRC continued to restrict, and seek to control, the reli-
gious practices of Tibetans, the majority of whom practice Ti-
betan Buddhism. Authorities in Tibetan areas issued prohibi-
tions on forms of religious worship, particularly during impor-
tant religious events or around the times of politically sensitive
anniversaries, and restricted access to religious institutions
and places of worship, including Tibetan Buddhist monasteries
and temples. The PRC continued to assert control over the
process of selection and recognition of Tibetan Buddhist re-
incarnated teachers, including the Dalai Lama.

e The Commission did not observe reports of Tibetan self-
immolations that occurred during the 2023 reporting year, the
first year since 2021 in which no self-immolations were re-
ported to have occurred. Chinese authorities reportedly contin-
ued to harass family members of Tibetans who had self-
immolated in the past.

¢ International observers expressed concern over reports in re-
cent years of PRC policies aimed at severely restricting the do-
mains of usage of Tibetan and other local languages, including
school closures, reduction in school instruction in languages
other than Standard Mandarin, and a network of colonial
boarding schools that house a majority of Tibetan school-age
children.

e Reports published this year documented police-run programs
in the Tibet Autonomous Region and Qinghai province in
which officials have collected sensitive biometric information
from millions of Tibetans and other local residents in recent
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years. The DNA, blood sample, and iris scan collection pro-
grams reportedly are employed as forms of social control, sur-
veillance, and repression of the residents of Tibet.

e In contravention of international human rights standards,
officials punished residents of Tibetan areas for exercising pro-
tected rights, including the expression of religious belief, criti-
cism of PRC policies, and sharing information online. Notable
cases this past year included those of writer Rongbo
Gangkar, a writer and translator detained since 2021 after he
led a discussion at a meeting in which he advocated celebration
of the Dalai Lama’s birthday; Thubsam, accused of sending
“information about Tibet” to individuals in Europe and India,
and later sentenced to two years in prison for “leaking state se-
crets” and “separatism”; and Jamyang, also known as
Zangkar Jamyang, a writer detained in June 2020 and held in-
communicado until information emerged in March 2023 on his
four-year sentence related to his advocacy for Tibetan language
rights in schools.

XINJIANG

e Research published this past year indicated that Turkic and
Muslim individuals formerly detained in mass internment
camps continued to serve long prison terms. Official figures on
prosecutions in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
(XUAR) released in February 2022 and analyzed by Human
Rights Watch showed that more than half a million people had
been sentenced and imprisoned in the region since 2017, when
authorities began carrying out the mass detention, in both
prisons and mass internment camps, of Turkic Muslims.

e On August 31, 2022, minutes before the end of her tenure,
then-U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle
Bachelet issued a long-awaited report on human rights in the
XUAR, determining that Chinese authorities had committed a
wide range of serious human rights violations as part of
counterterrorism and counter-extremism strategies. In par-
ticular, the report found that the “arbitrary and discriminatory
detention” of Uyghurs and other predominantly Muslim ethnic
groups in the XUAR may constitute crimes against humanity.
e During this reporting year, authorities in the XUAR main-
tained a system of forced labor that involved former mass in-
ternment camp detainees and other Turkic and Muslim indi-
viduals. Officials continued two distinct types of forced labor—
one involving current and former mass internment camp de-
tainees, and the other, referred to as “poverty alleviation
through labor transfer” (tuopin zhuanyi jiuye), involving people
who usually have not been detained, often referred to as “sur-
plus labor.”

e Zero-COVID measures and discriminatory policies toward
Uyghurs reportedly caused or contributed to deaths and inju-
ries during a fire that took place on November 24, 2022, at a
high-rise apartment building in Urumqi municipality, XUAR.
Immediately following the incident, authorities suppressed in-
formation about the fire, which they viewed as a national secu-
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rity issue, including by holding Uyghur survivors for ques-
tioning at a local hotel and confiscating their phones, and by
detaining neighbors and acquaintances of victims who posted
about the fire on social media.

e A report published in November 2022 by the Uyghur Human
Rights Project provided evidence showing that Chinese Com-
munist Party and government authorities had incentivized and
likely forced marriages between Han Chinese and Uyghur and
other Turkic individuals in the XUAR since at least 2014. The
report outlined how authorities promoted the assimilation of
Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities through interethnic mar-
riages against a backdrop of government and Party birth re-
striction policies and policies to encourage Han Chinese in-
migration and the movement of ethnic minority laborers out of
the XUAR.

¢ Reports published this past year indicated that XUAR offi-
cials continued to arbitrarily detain and hold in detention eth-
nic Kazakhs, members of an ethnic group numbering around
1.5 million in the region. Kazakhstan-based relatives of many
ethnic Kazakhs who have been detained in the XUAR since
2017 have campaigned publicly for their release.

HoNnGg KONG AND MACAU

e Two United Nations committees reviewed Hong Kong’s com-
pliance with its human rights obligations, finding that the
Hong Kong government had “de facto abolished the independ-
ence of the judiciary” through the National Security Law
(NSL), and calling for the repeal of the NSL and sedition provi-
sions under the Crimes Ordinance. In particular, the Human
Rights Committee noted several areas of concern, including—
the potential for the transfer of defendants to mainland China;
the excessive and unchecked power of the chief executive and
the police regarding enforcement measures; and the lack of
legal certainty concerning the definition of “national security”
and grounds for extraterritorial application.

e In May 2023, Chief Executive John Lee proposed a bill that
would change the composition of District Councils, which are
community-level bodies that advise the government on matters
affecting residents in each district. Although District Councils
have limited influence in policymaking, they serve as the last
institution through which residents can directly choose their
representatives. Under the reform plan, the number of directly
elected seats would be significantly reduced, and all candidates
would be subject to a vetting process designed to exclude can-
didates considered to be disloyal to the government.

¢ Hong Kong authorities continued to prosecute individuals for
violating the National Security Law, under which basic proce-
dural rights, such as trial by jury and presumption of inno-
cence, are disregarded. Hong Kong extended the restrictions on
procedural rights to crimes that the government deems to in-
volve national security, augmenting authorities’ ability to pun-
ish people for peacefully exercising their universally recognized
rights. Hong Kong authorities also applied the law
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extraterritorially, charging people with criminal offenses for ac-
tions committed outside of Hong Kong, creating a chilling ef-
fect that had a global reach.

e The prison system augmented the enforcement of the
“deradicalization program” that is designed to treat political
prisoners as extremists and to instill in them a sense of hope-
lessness and fear, deterring them from future political activ-
ism. The program uses tactics including mandatory propa-
ganda movie-watching, confession sessions, and corporal pun-
ishment, all of which escalated drastically this past year, ac-
cording to one former detainee.

e After the prosecution unsuccessfully tried to prevent a for-
eign lawyer from representing pro-democracy entrepreneur
Jimmy Lai in a criminal case, John Lee sought an interven-
tion from the National People’s Congress Standing Committee,
which issued an interpretation affirming the chief executive’s
power to certify whether a foreign lawyer should be admitted
in a particular case. While the interpretation did not create a
blanket ban on foreign lawyers, some analysts were concerned
that the interpretation had the broader effect of allowing the
chief executive to “bypass unwelcome court decisions” and giv-
ing them unchecked power “to rule by decree” over a broad
range of issues.

HuMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS IN THE U.S. AND GLOBALLY

e The People’s Republic of China (PRC) continued a multi-
faceted campaign of transnational repression against critics,
Uyghurs, Hong Kongers, and others to stifle criticism and en-
hance control over emigrant and diaspora communities. After
engaging in China-related protests abroad, some individuals
experienced reprisal from Chinese authorities, intimidation or
harassment from unidentified individuals, or self-censorship
due to fear of reprisal. Authorities in the United States re-
ported criminal charges against or arrested several groups and
individuals involved in such PRC-led transnational repression
plots.

e Prompted by reporting from the international nongovern-
mental organization (NGO) Safeguard Defenders this past
year, governments, international media, and NGOs inves-
tigated extraterritorial Chinese police stations, also known as
“service stations,” around the globe with reported connections
to Chinese law enforcement authorities. Reporting also de-
tailed some of the “service stations’” activities, including per-
suading alleged criminal suspects to return to China.

e The Commission observed reports that the PRC is targeting
foreign politicians to influence them to support the Chinese
Communist Party. This past year, former Solomon Islands Pre-
mier Daniel Suidani claimed he was ousted from his post due
to PRC political influence operations, while Canadian intel-
ligence officials announced they had evidence of PRC influence
operations targeting Canadian policymakers Michael Chong,
Jenny Kwan, and Erin O'Toole.
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¢ Chinese-owned companies and banks responsible for foreign
development projects continued allowing abusive conditions for
workers abroad. This past year, multiple reports detailed
forced labor conditions for workers in Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) and non-BRI Chinese projects abroad, including physical
and sexual violence, withholding of wages, and debt bondage.
¢ Chinese authorities continued to attempt to influence U.N.
processes, including efforts to prevent the publication of the Of-
fice of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights’ report
on human rights violations in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region (XUAR) and Chinese Communist Party- and gov-
ernment-affiliated NGOs monopolizing time dedicated to civil
society organizations during the review of the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
in May 2023.
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PoLITICAL PRISONER DATABASE

Recommendations

When composing correspondence advocating on behalf of a polit-
ical or religious prisoner, or preparing for official travel to China,
Members of Congress and Administration officials are encouraged
to take the following actions:

O Check the Political Prisoner Database (PPD) (https://
www.ppdcecc.gov) for reliable, up-to-date information on a pris-
oner or groups of prisoners. Consult a prisoner’s database
record for more detailed information about the prisoner’s case,
including their alleged crime, specific human rights that offi-
cials have violated, stage in the detention process, and location
of detention or imprisonment, if known.

O Advise official and private delegations traveling to China to
present Chinese officials with lists of political and religious
prisoners compiled from database records.

O Urge U.S. state and local officials and private citizens in-
volved in business, economic, academic, or other exchanges
with China to explore the database, and to advocate for the re-
lease of political and religious prisoners in China.

A Powerful Resource for Advocacy

The Commission’s 2023 Annual Report provides information
about Chinese political and religious prisoners! in the context of
specific human rights and rule-of-law abuses. Many of the abuses
result from the Chinese Communist Party and PRC government’s
application of policies and laws. The Commission relies on the Po-
litical Prisoner Database (PPD), a publicly available online data-
base maintained by the Commission, for its research, including the
preparation of the Annual Report, and routinely uses the database
as a resource to prepare summaries of information about, and sup-
port advocacy for, political and religious prisoners for Members of
Congress and Administration officials. The Commission invites the
public to read about issue-specific Chinese political imprisonment
in sections of this Annual Report, and to access and make use of
the PPD at https:/ /www.ppdcecc.gov.

The PPD seeks to provide users with prisoner information that
is reliable and up to date. Commission staff members work to
maintain political prisoner records based on the staff members’
areas of expertise. Commission staff aim to provide objective anal-
ysis of information about individual prisoners, and about events
and trends that drive political and religious imprisonment in
China, and work on an ongoing basis to add and update records of
political and religious imprisonment to the PPD.

When the PPD was first launched, the Dui Hua Foundation,
based in San Francisco, and the former Tibet Information Network,
based in London, shared their extensive experience and data on po-
litical and religious prisoners in China with the Commission to
help establish the database. The Commission relies on its own staff
research for prisoner information, as well as on information pro-
vided by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs); groups that spe-
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cialize in promoting human rights and opposing political and reli-
gious imprisonment; and other public sources of information.

POLITICAL PRISONERS

Overview. As of June 30, 2023, the PPD contained 10,889
records of political or religious imprisonment in China. Of those,
2,615 are cases of “active detentions,” referring to records of polit-
ical and religious prisoners currently known or believed to be de-
tained or imprisoned, or under coercive controls. There are 8,274
records of prisoners who are known or believed to have been re-
leased, who were executed, who died while imprisoned or soon after
release, or who escaped. The Commission notes that there are con-
siderably more cases of current political and religious detention in
China than are contained in the PPD.

Ethnic Group. Of the records of active detentions, 1,629 con-
tained information on the prisoners’ reported or presumed eth-
nicity. Of those, 750 were Tibetan, 496 were Uyghur, 292 were
Han, 34 were Kazakh, 28 were Mongol, and 9 were Hui. Of the 986
prisoners without recorded ethnicities, many were likely Han.

Religion. Of the records of active detentions, 1,587 contained in-
formation on the prisoner’s religious affiliation. 649 were Tibetan
Buddhists, 460 were Falun Gong practitioners, 243 were Muslim,
82 were Protestants, 22 were adherents of Mentu Hui (also known
as the Association of Disciples), 18 were Jehovah’s Witnesses, 17
were Yi Guan Dao members, 13 were members of the Church of Al-
mighty God (also known as Eastern Lightning), and 14 were Catho-
lic.

Sex. Of the records of active detentions, 1,633 were of male pris-
oners, 693 were of female prisoners, and 289 records did not con-
tain information on the prisoner’s sex.

Sentencing. Of the records of active detentions, 1,339 pertain to
individuals serving prison sentences. Of those 1,339 prisoners,
1,246 were serving fixed-term sentences, 63 were serving life sen-
tences, 23 were sentenced to death with a two-year reprieve, and
7 were sentenced to death.
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Place of Detention. The table below shows the number of ac-
tive detentions in each province-level administrative division:

Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 604 Hubei province 41
Region

Sichuan province 380 Jiangxi province 38
Tibet Autonomous Region 235 Shanxi province 34
Guangdong province 174 Shaanxi province 31
Qinghai province 136 Fujian province 31
Gansu province 86 Jilin province 28
Beijing municipality 82 Shanghai municipality 23
Liaoning province 81 Yunnan province 21
Heilongjiang province 76 Chongqing municipality 17
Hong Kong SAR 71 Zhejiang province 16
Shandong province 67 Ningxia Hui Autonomous 15

Region
Henan province 64 Tianjin municipality 13
Hebei province 62 Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 9
Region

Inner Mongolia Autonomous 47 Guizhou province 7
Region

Anhui province 45 Macau SAR 0
Hunan province 43 Hainan province 0
Jiangsu province 43

Powerful Database Technology

Since its launch in November 2004, the PPD has served as a
unique and powerful resource for the U.S. Congress and Adminis-
tration, other governments, NGOs, educational institutions, and in-
dividuals who research political and religious imprisonment in
China, or who advocate on behalf of such prisoners. The Commis-
sion has previously undertaken work to upgrade or enhance the
PPD, including two major projects in 2010 and 2015.

In 2020 and 2021, the Commission carried out the most signifi-
cant upgrade to the PPD to date, modernizing the PPD and hous-
ing it on a current software platform to keep the system secure and
sustainable. This upgrade streamlined certain elements of the
PPD’s data fields and public interface while maintaining the PPD’s
capacity to record and display a wide variety of data types. The en-
hancements to the PPD include a more intuitive public search func-
tion, the publication of prisoners’ prior detention records, a deten-
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tion timeline to display expanded details of prisoners’ detentions,
and permanently archived source links to fight censorship and link
rot.

The PPD aims to provide a technology with sufficient power to
handle the scope and complexity of political imprisonment in
China. The most important feature of the PPD is that it is struc-
tured as a genuine database and uses a powerful search engine.
Each prisoner’s record describes the type of human rights violation
by Chinese authorities associated with their detention. These in-
clude violations of the right to peaceful assembly, freedom of reli-
gion, freedom of association, and freedom of expression, including
the freedom to advocate peaceful social or political change and to
criticize government policy or government officials.

The upgraded design of the PPD still allows anyone with access
to the internet to search the database and download prisoner data
without providing personal information to the Commission, and
without the PPD downloading any software to the user’s computer.

Notes to Section II—Political Prisoner Database

1The Commission treats as a political prisoner an individual detained or imprisoned for exer-
cising their human rights under international law, such as peaceful assembly, freedom of reli-
gion, freedom of association, and freedom of expression, including the freedom to advocate peace-
ful social or political change, and to criticize government policy or government officials. (This
list is illustrative, not exhaustive.) In most cases, prisoners documented in the PPD were de-
tained or imprisoned for attempting to exercise rights guaranteed to them by China’s Constitu-
tion and law, or by international human rights standards, or both. Chinese security, prosecu-
torial, and judicial officials sometimes seek to distract attention from the political or religious
nature of imprisonment by convicting a de facto political or religious prisoner under the pretext
of having committed a generic crime. In such cases, defendants typically deny guilt, but officials
may attempt to coerce confessions using torture and other forms of abuse, and standards of evi-
dence are poor. A defendant may authorize someone to provide their legal counsel and defense,
as the PRC Criminal Procedure Law guarantees in Article 33, yet officials may deny the counsel
adequate access to the defendant, restrict or deny the counsel’s access to evidence, and not pro-
vide the counsel adequate time to prepare a defense.
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PoLiTicAL PRISONER CASES OF CONCERN

Members of Congress and the Administration are encouraged to
consult the Commission’s Political Prisoner Database (PPD) for
credible and up-to-date information on individual prisoners or
groups of prisoners. The Cases of Concern in the Commission’s
2023 Annual Report highlight a small number of individuals whom
Chinese authorities have detained or sentenced for peacefully exer-
cising their internationally recognized human rights. Members of
Congress and the Administration are encouraged to advocate for
these individuals in meetings with Chinese Communist Party and
government officials. For more information on these cases and
other cases raised in the Annual Report, see the Commission’s Po-
litical Prisoner Database.

Name

PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Ruan Xiaohuan
2023-00101

Date of Detention: May 10, 2021

Place of Detention: Yangpu District Public Security Bu-
reau (PSB) Detention Center, Shanghai municipality
Charge(s): Inciting subversion of state power

Status: Sentenced to seven years

Context: Ruan was detained in connection with writings
posted to his blog and on his Twitter account, under the
handle “Program-think.” For over 10 years, Ruan anony-
mously provided guidance on his blog for circumventing
government internet censorship, and wrote political anal-
ysis critical of Chinese authorities, including coverage of
the 1989 Tiananmen protests. On a separate website, he
also documented high-ranking officials’ hidden wealth.
Additional Information: Ruan was reportedly the chief
information security engineer for the 2008 Beijing Sum-
mer Olympics.

Peng Lifa
(Peng Zaizhou)
2022-00176

Date of Detention: October 13, 2022

Place of Detention: Unknown location believed to be in
Beijing municipality

Charge(s): Unknown

Status: Detained

Context: On October 13, 2022, days before the beginning
of the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party, Peng, also known online as Peng Zaizhou, hung
banners from Beijjing’s Sitong Bridge calling for PRC
leader Xi Jinping to step down, criticizing the official re-
sponse to COVID-19, and calling for elections. Following
Peng’s detention, information on his case was unclear, in-
cluding his whereabouts, his condition and treatment in
custody, and what charges, if any, he was facing.
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Tonyee Chow
Hang-tung
2021-00514

Date of Detention: June 4, 2021

Place of Detention: Tai Lam Centre for Women, Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR)

Charge(s): Inciting others to join an unauthorized as-
sembly; inciting subversion of state power; failure to com-
ply with notice to provide information

Status: Detained

Context: On June 4, 2021, Hong Kong police arrested
Tonyee Chow Hang-tung, alleging that she had incited
others to join a candlelight vigil commemorating the 1989
Tiananmen protests, which police had declined to author-
ize on public health grounds. Police released her on bail
but arrested her again on June 30, accusing her of incit-
ing others to join an unauthorized assembly on July 1,
the anniversary of Hong Kong’s handover. Chow was a
rights lawyer and vice chair of the nongovernmental orga-
nization (NGO) Hong Kong Alliance that organized June
4th vigils annually. In September, police arrested Chow
and several other Hong Kong Alliance members for fail-
ing to surrender documents relating to the organization’s
operations, additionally charging her with “inciting sub-
version of state power” under the National Security Law
(NSL). Chow has been sentenced to a total of 22 months
in prison for two charges relating to unauthorized assem-
bly. In December 2022, the Hong Kong High Court over-
turned a 15-month sentence related to the unauthorized
assembly. The charges brought under the NSL remained
pending as of June 2023.

Additional Information: In May 2023, the U.N. Work-
ing Group on Arbitrary Detention held that Chow’s deten-
tion was arbitrary, and called on Hong Kong authorities
to release her.
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Jimmy Lai
Chee-ying
2020-00323

Date of Detention: August 10, 2020

Place of Detention: Stanley Prison, Hong Kong SAR
Charge(s): Collusion with a foreign country or with ex-
ternal elements to endanger national security; conspiracy
to defraud

Status: Detained

Context: On August 10, 2020, Hong Kong police took
Jimmy Lai Chee-ying into custody on suspicion of “collu-
sion with a foreign country or with external elements to
endanger national security” under the National Security
Law (NSL) and “conspiracy to defraud.” Lai is the found-
er of the now-defunct Apple Daily, which media sources
have described as a pro-democracy publication. On the
same day he was taken into custody, police also detained
nine other individuals, including Lai’s two sons and other
democracy advocates and newspaper executives. Police
did not disclose the specific facts underlying the NSL
charge, and did not explain why the fraud charge, which
was based on an alleged breach of a commercial lease,
rose to the level of a criminal offense. Observers have
said the arrests were authorities’ efforts to suppress the
free press and to intimidate pro-democracy advocates. Lai
was formally charged under the NSL on December 11. He
was briefly released on bail but has remained in deten-
tion since December 2020.

Lhamjab Borjigin
2019-00105

Date of Detention: May 3, 2023

Place of Detention: Xilingol (Xilinguole) League, Inner
Mongolia Autonomous Region (IMAR)

Charge(s): Unknown

Status: Detained

Context: PRC authorities reportedly seized Lhamjab
Borjigin, an 80-year-old ethnic Mongol historian and writ-
er, in Mongolia, where he had fled to in March 2023. He
was forcibly returned to his home in the IMAR, but de-
tailed information on his detention, including if authori-
ties criminally detained or subjected him to other coercive
measures, was unavailable.

Additional Information: Authorities previously de-
tained Lhamjab Borjigin in 2018, reportedly because of
his self-published Mongolian-language history of the Cul-
tural Revolution. In August 2019, a Xilingol court sen-
tenced him to one year in prison, suspended for two
years, on charges related to “separatism.”
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Li Yuhan
2017-00361

Date of Detention: October 9, 2017

Place of Detention: Shenyang Municipal No. 1 PSB De-
tention Center, Liaoning province

Charge(s): Picking quarrels and provoking trouble; fraud
Status: Tried, awaiting sentencing

Context: A lawyer, Li previously represented rights law-
yer Wang Yu, whom authorities detained in a crackdown
on human rights legal professionals that began in mid-
2015. Authorities held Li in extended pre-trial detention
from 2017 until her trial before the Heping District Peo-
ple’s Court in Shenyang on October 20, 2021.

Additional Information: Li suffers from various health
conditions including heart disease, hypertension, and hy-
perthyroidism. Staff at the detention center reportedly
urinated on her food, denied her hot water for showering,
denied her medical treatment, and threatened that they
would beat her to death. In March 2018, Li went on a
hunger strike to protest mistreatment, which prompted
detention center officials to force-feed her. Detention cen-
ter officials blocked her lawyer from meeting her, citing
the COVID-19 pandemic.

He Fangmei
2019-00185

Date of Detention: October 9, 2020

Place of Detention: Xinxiang Municipal PSB Detention
Center, Henan province

Charge(s): Bigamy; picking quarrels and provoking trou-
ble

Status: Tried, awaiting sentencing

Context: He Fangmei, also known by her online handle
“Sister Thirteen,” began her public health advocacy after
her daughter became disabled due to a defective vaccine.
She was detained by officials in Huixian county,
Xinxiang, who allegedly prevented her from taking her
daughter to receive medical care. She and her husband Li
Xin were accused of “bigamy” and “picking quarrels and
provoking trouble”; Li was sentenced to 5 years in prison.
He, who was seven months pregnant when detained, gave
birth to a third child in custody. The couple’s disabled
daughter is unable to obtain adequate medical care or to
attend school, while their son was reportedly placed with
a local resident who previously surveilled He.

Additional Information: Authorities previously de-
tained He in 2019 for “picking quarrels and provoking
trouble” after she was petitioning in Beijing. A Henan
province court tried her, but in January 2020 authorities
withdrew the charge for lack of sufficient evidence.
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Rahile Dawut
2018-00552

Date of Detention: December 2017

Place of Detention: Unknown location in the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR)

Charge(s): Unknown

Status: Sentenced to prison term of unknown length
Context: Uyghur ethnographer Rahile Dawut dis-
appeared in December 2017 and was believed to have
been held in a mass internment camp. In July 2021,
sources confirmed that she had been sentenced to prison,
possibly in December 2020, on unknown charges. Friends
and other observers suggested authorities may have de-
tained her due to her efforts to preserve Uyghur culture
and heritage, or her foreign connections. She formerly
taught at Xinjiang University and is well regarded for her
scholarly research on traditional Uyghur culture.
Additional Information: At least one of Dawut’s grad-
uate students also reportedly disappeared.

Niu Xiaona
2023-00113

Date of Detention: April 19, 2021

Place of Detention: Ha’erbin municipality, Heilongjiang
province

Charge(s): Organizing and using a cult to undermine im-
plementation of the law

Status: Sentenced to 15 years

Context: Authorities in Ha’erbin detained Niu and her
elderly mother Tuo Wenxia in connection with their
practice of Falun Gong. Police separately released Tuo
and Niu on bail, but in March 2022 took Niu back into
custody. Niu is disabled due to rheumatoid arthritis,
which causes her chronic pain and severe mobility prob-
lems. In September 2022, a railway court in Ha’erbin sen-
tenced her to 15 years in prison, citing a 14-year sentence
handed down to Niu in 2004, which she served outside
prison due to her disability; the court wrote that Niu had
not provided official records of her having served the sen-
tence.

Additional Information: The Dui Hua Foundation de-
scribed Niu’s 15-year sentence as “one of the longest pris-
on sentences known to have been given to Falun Gong
practitioners convicted of the sole offense of Article 300
[of the PRC Criminal Law].”
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Ding Jiaxi
2013-00307

Date of Detention: December 26, 2019

Place of Detention: Linshu County PSB Detention Cen-
ter, Linyi municipality, Shandong province

Charge(s): Subversion of state power

Status: Sentenced to 12 years

Context: Ding Jiaxi is a disbarred lawyer and rights ad-
vocate involved in the China Citizens Movement (for-
merly known as the New Citizens’ Movement). His De-
cember 2019 detention is linked to other rights advocates
detained the same month following a gathering at which
participants discussed Chinese politics and civil society.
Police from Yantai municipality, Shandong, placed Ding
under “residential surveillance at a designated location”
(RSDL) before Linyi police arrested him in June 2020 for
“inciting subversion of state power,” a charge later
changed to the more serious “subversion of state power.”
Ding and Xu Zhiyong have alleged that officials tortured
them in custody, including by restraining them in “tiger
chairs” during prolonged interrogations. In June 2022,
the Linshu County People’s Court held closed trials for
Xu and Ding; in April 2023, the court sentenced Xu to 14
years in prison and Ding to 12 years. Both appealed their
sentences.

Additional Information: Ding served a prison sentence
from 2013 to 2016 due to his anti-corruption and govern-
ment transparency advocacy. Authorities sentenced him
to three years and six months in prison for “gathering a
crowd to disrupt public order” in connection with planned
demonstrations calling on officials to disclose their
wealth.
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Xu Zhiyong
2005-00199

Date of Detention: February 15, 2020

Place of Detention: Linshu County PSB Detention Cen-
ter, Linyi municipality, Shandong province

Charge(s): Subversion of state power

Status: Sentenced to 14 years in prison

Context: Xu Zhiyong is a prominent legal advocate and
one of the initiators of the China Citizens Movement (pre-
viously known as the New Citizens’ Movement). His de-
tention is connected to the December 2019 gathering that
also led to Ding Jiaxi’s detention. Xu evaded a police
search for 50 days prior to his detention, during which
time he publicly urged Xi Jinping to leave office over the
government’s handling of the COVID-19 outbreak. Prior
to Xu’s arrest in June 2020, authorities held him under
RSDL in Beijing municipality. Xu and Ding Jiaxi have al-
leged that officials tortured them in custody, including by
restraining them in “tiger chairs” during prolonged inter-
rogations. In June 2022, the Linshu County People’s
Court held closed trials for Xu and Ding; in April 2023,
the court sentenced Xu to 14 years in prison and Ding to
12 years. Both appealed their sentences.

Additional Information: On February 16, 2020, Beijing
police detained Li Qiaochu, a women’s and labor rights
advocate and Xu’s partner; on June 18, authorities re-
leased her on bail and subsequently arrested her in
March 2021. Xu served four years in prison from 2013 to
2017 for his rights advocacy work. In November 2020, the
U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention found Xu’s
detention to be arbitrary and in violation of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.

Qurban Mamut
2019-00191

Date of Detention: Unknown date in late 2017

Place of Detention: Unknown location in the XUAR
Charge(s): Unknown

Status: Sentenced to 15 years

Context: XUAR authorities detained Qurban Mamut, the
retired editor-in-chief of the Xinjiang Cultural Journal, in
or around late 2017, possibly in connection with his work
as editor. He was initially held in a mass internment
camp, but further information on his detention was un-
available. In April 2022, authorities confirmed that he
was serving a 15-year prison sentence “for political
crimes,” but did not say which court sentenced him,
when, or on what specific charges. His whereabouts are
unknown.
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Yang Rongli
2009-00428

Date of Detention: August 7, 2021

Place of Detention: Yaodu District PSB Detention Cen-
ter, Linfen municipality, Shanxi province

Charge(s): Fraud

Status: Formally arrested and indicted, awaiting trial
Context: Yang and her husband Wang Xiaoguang, both
pastors at Linfen’s unregistered Golden Lampstand
Church, were among approximately a dozen church lead-
ers and members detained in a lengthy campaign tar-
geting the church and its members over their refusal to
join the official Three-Self Patriotic Movement.
Additional Information: Yang was previously sen-
tenced to seven years in prison, served from 2009 to 2016,
after she and other Shanxi church leaders went to Beijing
municipality to petition about an attack against a house
church. In 2018, local authorities forcibly demolished
Golden Lampstand Church’s building.

Zhou Deyong
2021-00516

Date of Detention: April 23, 2021

Place of Detention: Binhai District PSB Detention Cen-
ter, Dongying municipality, Shandong province
Charge(s): Organizing and using a cult to undermine im-
plementation of the law

Status: Sentenced to eight years

Context: Dongying police detained Zhou Deyong, an oil-
field engineer, at his home and seized Falun Gong mate-
rials reportedly belonging to his wife, a Falun Gong prac-
titioner who lives in the United States. A Dongying court
sentenced him in April 2023 to eight years in prison. His
detention may be connected with a crackdown on Falun
Gong in Dongying begun in November 2020.

Additional Information: U.S. officials, including Flor-
ida Rep. Gus Bilirakis and Sen. Marco Rubio, have advo-
cated on his behalf and called for his release.

(Gangkye) Drubpa
Kyab
2012-00092

Date of Detention: March 23, 2021

Place of Detention: Unknown location in Sichuan prov-
ince

Charge(s): Unknown; possibly inciting separatism
Status: Sentenced to 14 years

Context: Drubpa Kyab, or Gangkye Drubpa Kyab, was
one of six Tibetan intellectuals detained in Kardze
(Ganzi) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan, be-
tween late 2020 and early 2021. They were sentenced on
March 23, 2021, to prison terms ranging from 4 years to
14 years, but other details on their cases were largely un-
available. The exact charges against Gangkye Drubpa
Kyab and his whereabouts in custody were unknown.
Additional Information: Gangkye Drubpa Kyab was
previously sentenced to five years and six months in pris-
on for alleged membership in an anti-Communist organi-
zation. Following his 2016 early release, authorities de-
tained and tortured him after he publicly displayed an
image of the Dalai Lama.
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Name
PPD Record No.

Case Summary (as of June 30, 2023)

Rongbo Gangkar
2023-00002

Date of Detention: Unknown date in early 2021

Place of Detention: Unknown location believed to be in
Rebgong (Tongren) county, Malho (Huangnan) Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai province

Charge(s): Unknown

Status: Detained

Context: A Tibetan writer and translator, Rongbo
Gangkar was detained in early 2021 near Rebgong’s
Rongbo Gonchen Monastery. Information on his case was
limited until 2022, when reports emerged that his deten-
tion was connected with a public meeting, possibly in
Rebgong, at which he advocated celebration of the Dalai
Lama’s birthday. Further details on his detention, includ-
ing his precise whereabouts, the charges against him, if
any, and his condition in custody, were unavailable.
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GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS TO CONGRESS
AND THE ADMINISTRATION

The Commission makes the following recommendations for Ad-
ministration and congressional action.

¢ Robust Enforcement of Forced Labor Restrictions. The
Administration should fully implement the Uyghur Forced Labor
Prevention Act (Public Law No. 117-78, UFLPA), including by reg-
ularly expanding the “Entity List” of companies found to be
complicit in forced labor and greater integration of innovative tech-
nologies to assist enforcement of the UFLPA. Congress should pro-
vide robust appropriations in support of enforcement, consider leg-
islation to reduce the de minimis level for duty-free shipment so
that PRC-based companies cannot circumvent the import restric-
tions required by the law, and explore whether existing customs
transparency laws provide sufficient transparency for air, land, and
rail cargo. In addition, the Administration should:

O Employ existing funds for new technologies to assist in
UFLPA enforcement, particularly “pilot projects” such as
geospatial search and rescue; unmanned maritime vessels; re-
mote sensing; mesh networking; satellite communications; and
DNA traceability tools to assist in UFLPA enforcement;

O Focus UFLPA enforcement on fast fashion and online retail
companies such as Temu and SHEIN and others using the ex-
isting $800 duty-free threshold to import goods made with
forced labor including by considering placing a “Withhold Re-
lease Order” on Temu and SHEIN, blocking all imports until
they can demonstrate the ability to ensure clean supply chains
for the goods they sell online;

O Expand the list of priority enforcement sectors regularly—to
auto parts, aluminum, rayon, electronic goods, and fishing in-
dustry, for example—to ensure that no company profits from
atrocities; and

O Encourage foreign governments and legislatures to adopt
their own national legislation or regulations modeled on the
UFLPA and create opportunities for Members of Congress to
engage with parliamentary counterparts globally on forced
labor, sanctions, and atrocity accountability.

e Prioritize Atrocity Crime Accountability. Congress should
pass the bipartisan Uyghur Genocide Accountability and Sanctions
Act (S. 1770) and the Uyghur Policy Act (H.R. 2766) to target both
government officials and companies assisting with policies of forced
sterilization and mass surveillance in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region (XUAR), and appropriate sufficient funds to keep ex-
panding the broadcasts and programming of the Uyghur Service of
Radio Free Asia. The Administration should fund programs to doc-
ument and preserve evidence of genocide and crimes against hu-
manity committed in the XUAR and more robustly use existing
sanctions authorities found in the Uyghur Human Rights Policy
Act (Public Law No. 116-145) to hold PRC officials accountable for
atrocity crimes, particularly those identified by the “Xinjiang Police
Files.” In addition, the Administration should:
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O More aggressively employ available sanctions to target PRC
officials and entities responsible for policies of forced steriliza-
tion and forced abortions of Uyghur women and forced separa-
tion of children from their families;

O Coordinate with allies and partners to press for the forma-
tion of a U.N. Commission of Inquiry for the XUAR or the ap-
pointment of a U.N. special rapporteur to address the PRC’s
atrocities;

O Request an open debate or an Arria-formula briefing at the
U.N. Security Council on the situation in the XUAR;

O Ensure that export controls are up to date and prohibit U.S.
companies from assisting Chinese companies engaged in digital
or biometric surveillance that aids in the commission of atroc-
ity crimes in the XUAR; and

O Seek additional funding for personnel for the various sanc-
tions offices at the Department of the Treasury and Depart-
ment of State, to more efficiently gather information and vet
suspected perpetrators’ eligibility for sanctions.

o Support the People of Hong Kong. The Administration
should employ more robustly the sanctions authorities found in the
Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act (Public Law No.
116-76) and the Hong Kong Autonomy Act (Public Law No. 116-
149) including those for financial institutions and target specifically
prosecutors, judges, and other individuals complicit in the disman-
tling of Hong Kong’s autonomy and rights protections. Congress
should pass the Hong Kong Judicial Sanctions Act (S. 3177 / H.R.
6153), which requires a review of all sanctions with possible appli-
cation in those areas. In addition:

O The Administration should coordinate sanctions and mes-
saging about political prisoners in Hong Kong with the United
Kingdom and other like-minded nations to amplify the impact
of diplomatic efforts;

O The Administration should expand media accelerator and in-
vestigative journalism projects to preserve the flow of inde-
pendent news and information from Hong Kong and create
academic residency programs for Hong Kong journalists and
executives whose news and media outlets were shuttered due
to abuse or threats under the National Security Law;

O The Administration should remove barriers for Hong Kong
residents to receive U.S. visas, including by extending Priority
2 refugee status to those attempting to exit Hong Kong for fear
of political persecution, and publish a plan to address the long-
term status and treatment of Hong Kong citizens in the United
States;

O Congress should permanently extend the prohibition on
sales of police equipment and crowd control technology to the
Hong Kong police; and

O Congress should pass the Hong Kong Economic and Trade
Office Certification Act (S. 490 / H.R. 1103) to consider removal
of the diplomatic privileges given to Hong Kong’s three offices
in the United States.
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¢ Assist Victims of Persecution. Congress and the Adminis-
tration should work to accelerate processing times for current ref-
ugee and asylum cases and ensure that the expansion of the an-
nual cap on refugees admitted to the United States is used to in-
crease protection and resettlement of those fleeing PRC persecu-
tion, prioritizing steps to:

O Ensure that sufficient funding and authorities are available
for psychological and medical support for victims of genocide
and crimes against humanity, particularly in countries of first
asylum, through programs authorized by the Torture Victims
Protection Act (Public Law No. 102-256);

O Engage with countries with significant populations of
Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities fleeing persecution in
China and with the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) to stop forced deportations to the People’s
Republic of China;

O Recognize as persons of special humanitarian concern those
Uyghurs and other predominantly Muslim ethnic minorities
living outside the United States and who experienced egregious
human rights abuses in the XUAR, so they are eligible for Pri-
ority 2 processing for refugee resettlement by the United
States; and

O Prohibit the use of INTERPOL notices on their own to deny
immigration or asylum benefits, particularly when the notice
comes from a country with whom the United States does not
have an extradition agreement.

e End Transnational Repression. Congress should pass the
Transnational Repression Policy Act (S. 831 / H.R. 3654) to provide
resources and additional authorities to U.S. law enforcement agen-
cies to constrain the PRC’s ability to commit acts of transnational
repression, increase accountability for perpetrators of such acts,
and to better protect those at risk of intimidation and harassment,
including by:

O Imposing targeted sanctions on perpetrators and enablers of
acts of transnational repression;

O Making additional U.S. law enforcement resources and infor-
mation readily available to U.S. residents experiencing intimi-
dation and surveillance;

O Creating proactive law enforcement outreach efforts to dias-
pora communities and accessible, safe, and secure portals to re-
port coercion or intimidation;

O Training State Department and law enforcement personnel
to recognize and combat transnational repression; and

O Creating a “whole-of-government” strategy to address
transnational repression and better coordinate law enforce-
ment and diplomatic actions.

¢ Create Global Resiliency to Economic Coercion. The Ad-
ministration and Congress should work together to create a strat-
egy for reducing the use of trade restrictions or other economic co-
ercion to advance the PRC’s interests that includes:

O Creation of an interagency group within the U.S. Govern-
ment to counter economic coercion through identification of
vulnerable industries and sectors of the U.S. economy, coordi-
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nation of anti-coercion relief tools across the U.S. Government
and with allies and partners, and creation of robust public di-
plomacy messaging to build support and resiliency among tar-
geted partners;

O Identification of trade barriers that need to be revised either
to impose retaliatory tariffs on Chinese imports as part of joint
action with allies and partners or to buy products targeted by
the PRC though economic coercion;

O Deployment of expert economic response teams to assist
countries facing economic coercion or challenges related to
worker rights violations, environmental protections, debt re-
structuring, and other human rights concerns created as a re-
sult of Belt and Road Initiative projects; and

O Advancing the Group of Seven (G7) leaders’ statement on
economic coercion, including coordinated action with allies at
the World Trade Organization or other international institu-
tions to challenge boycotts and trade restrictions that under-
mine the integrity of the rules-based global economic order.

e Expand Responses to Digital Authoritarianism. The Ad-
ministration should work with like-minded allies to develop clearer
multilateral frameworks and norms for the use of Al-driven bio-
metric surveillance and high-standard internet governance prin-
ciples that support freedom of expression and other fundamental
freedoms. In addition, the Administration and Congress should
work together to:

O Ensure that the “China Censorship Monitor and Action
Group” (22 U.S.C. 3363) is implemented and integrated fully
into the interagency process and has sufficient resources to ad-
dress the impacts of censorship and intimidation of American
citizens and legal residents and be a critical part of a whole-
of-government response to digital authoritarianism,;

O Utilize the Digital Ecosystem Fund at the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID) and the Digital
Connectivity and Cybersecurity Partnership at the State De-
partment to enable affirmative alternatives to the PRC’s dig-
ital infrastructure through targeted investments, capacity
building, and access to private-sector expertise;

O Develop an export control regime for critical and emerging
technologies that includes a strong consideration of human
rights abuses;

O Require companies exporting dual-use technologies to report
on the human rights impacts of their products;

O Expand resources for the Open Technology Fund and other
internet freedom entities within the U.S. Agency for Global
Media to distribute proven and effective anti-censorship tools
globally, provide media literacy to help users circumvent Chi-
na’s “Great Firewall,” and provide digital security training for
civil society advocates and journalists to help identify and
counter foreign government propaganda efforts;

O Create a set of standards that tests all foreign digital plat-
forms, such as WeChat, for their potential to conduct espionage
while operating in the United States and signal to foreign gov-
ernments and actors that utilizing digital authoritarian tools
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against U.S. residents or companies will incur a significant
cost, including but not limited to U.S. sanctions; and

O Amend the Foreign Investment Risk Review Modernization
Act (Title XVII, Public Law No. 115-232) to trigger a Com-
mittee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS) re-
view of any foreign company seeking to acquire U.S. assets
controlling or collecting biometric information of Americans
and coordinate such screening processes with allies.

¢ Confront the Challenge of Malign Influence Operations.
The Administration should end operations of all PRC security
agencies in the United States, including Ministry of Public Security
and subordinate branches, to prevent surveillance and intimidation
of diaspora communities and intelligence gathering activities. To
further address the challenge of PRC malign influence operations
in the United States and globally, the Administration and Congress
should work together to:

O Use the “Countering Chinese Influence Fund” to build the
capacity of independent investigative journalists and civil soci-
ety organizations in countries with Belt and Road Initiative
projects to expose corruption; malign influence tactics; and en-
vironmental, social, and governance risks;
O Ensure that the recommendations produced by the Foreign
Malign Influence Center (FMIC) within the Office of the Direc-
tor of National Intelligence are implemented and shared widely
with allies and partners;
O Expand the “Protected Voices” initiative at the Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation to provide resources for U.S. residents to
protect themselves from PRC propaganda, intimidation, and
cyber-attacks;
O Develop a multi-stakeholder action plan with universities,
foundations, think tanks, film production companies, pub-
lishers, nongovernmental organizations, and state and local
governments so that their interactions with foreign govern-
ments or entities uphold standards of academic freedom, cor-
porate ethics, and human rights;
O Require U.S. educational institutions, think tanks, and other
nongovernmental organizations to publicly report all foreign
ifts, grants, contracts, and in-kind contributions that exceed
%50,000 as part of their annual tax filings to maintain non-
profit status;
O Expand Mandarin-language training in U.S. schools and col-
leges by creating and funding the Liu Xiaobo Fund for the
Study of Chinese Language;
O Update and expand the requirements of the Foreign Agents
Registration Act (FARA) to cover individuals and other entities
lobbying on behalf of foreign governments, entities, or organi-
zations working on educational or scientific pursuits to restrict
acquisition of technologies banned under U.S. export controls,
and ban lobbying on behalf of entities affiliated with the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army, the Ministry of State Security, or others
complicit in egregious human rights abuses; and
O Support educational and cultural exchange programs, includ-
ing restoration of the Fulbright exchange program in China
and Hong Kong and preservation of the scholarship and ex-
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change programs for Tibetans, as a valuable resource and to
maintain positive influence channels with the Chinese people.

e Form Global Coalition to Advance Human Rights Diplo-
macy. The Administration should issue a policy directive to require
that human rights, the rule of law, and democratic governance
goals are embedded in the critical mission strategies of all U.S.
Government entities interacting with the PRC and to create action
toolkits to share with like-minded allies that include coordinated
messaging, sanctions, political prisoner advocacy, atrocity preven-
tion, import restrictions to address forced labor, infrastructure and
development models that respect human rights, and programing
initiatives that address the rights violations that affect the largest
number of China’s citizens. In addition, the Administration should
empower senior officials from the State Department and the Na-
tional Security Council to coordinate regional bureaus and direc-
torates to mainstream human rights diplomacy on China within
the Administration and with key allies and partners. In addition,
Congress should replace the now closed Open Source Fund with a
new federal entity that will translate and maintain collections of
important open-source Chinese-language materials from the PRC
and provide access to all government-sponsored research projects.

¢ Protect North Korean Refugees. Congress should pass the
North Korea Human Rights Reauthorization Act (S. 584 / H.R.
3012) and the Administration should coordinate with the South Ko-
rean government on public messaging and other initiatives to pro-
tect North Korean refugees facing severe human rights abuses and
forced deportation by the PRC, including through briefings at the
U.N. Security Council while South Korea is a member of the Secu-
rity Council, establishing multilateral “first asylum” arrangements
for North Korean asylum seekers, and gaining access to North Ko-
reans in China for the Office of the High Commissioner for Refu-
gees and humanitarian organizations.

e Strengthen International Organizations. The Administra-
tion should work with allies and partners to ensure that the gov-
ernance structures of entities like the International Telecommuni-
cation Union, the International Labour Organization, INTERPOL,
the World Intellectual Property Organization, and the World
Health Organization (WHO) meet the highest standards of trans-
parency, accountability, and reform; uphold universal human
rights; and address pressing transnational challenges.

e Preserve Threatened Cultures and Languages. Congress
and the Administration should respond to threats to the cultural
and linguistic heritages of repressed groups in the PRC through
the development of assistance programs, both in the United States
and around the world, to preserve threatened cultures and lan-
guages. The Administration should expand grant programs to as-
sist Uyghur, Mongol, and other ethnic and religious minorities in
cultural and linguistic preservation efforts and leverage the tools
available in the Tibetan Policy and Support Act (Public Law No.
116-260, 134 Stat. 3119) to help sustain the religious, linguistic,
and cultural identity of the people of Tibet. The Administration
should prioritize—and Congress should fund—research, exhibi-
tions, and education related to these efforts.
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¢ Condition Access to U.S. Capital Markets. Congress should
strengthen disclosure and auditing requirements for any listed Chi-
nese companies in U.S. capital markets to ensure that American
retirement and investment dollars do not fund companies with
links to the PRC’s security apparatus, genocide, or other malevo-
lent behavior that undermines U.S. interests and work with the
Administration to:
O Require issuers of securities to disclose to the Securities and
Exchange Commission whether they have business activities
with entities in the XUAR identified as complicit in the use of
forced labor or other gross violations of human rights or have
any transactions with companies placed on the Treasury De-
partment’s Non-SDN Chinese Military-Industrial Complex
Companies List (NS-CMIC List) and the Commerce Depart-
ment’s Entity List and Unverified List.

e Stop Organ Harvesting. Congress should pass the Stop
Forced Organ Harvesting Act (H.R. 1154 / S. 761) to impose sanc-
tions and other penalties for anyone involved in human trafficking
for the purpose of organ removal and expand annual reporting by
the State Department on the practice in China and worldwide. The
Administration should organize allies and partners at the U.N.
Human Rights Council to support the concerns raised by the PRC’s
“organ harvesting” practices by U.N. human rights experts and
seek independent oversight of the PRC organ transplantation sys-
tem.

¢ Create a Special Advisor for Political Prisoners. The Ad-
ministration should consider creating the position of Special Advi-
sor for Political Prisoners within the State Department’s Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor to develop and coordinate
diplomatic strategies to gain the release of political and religious
prisoners; end the PRC’s unacceptable use of “exit bans”; and to
serve as a resource to former political prisoners living in the
United States seeking guidance on their travels abroad and med-
ical and psychological care.

e Advocate for Political Prisoners. The State Department
should develop lists with information about political prisoners, and
Members of Congress and Administration officials, at the highest
levels and at every opportunity, should raise specific political pris-
oner cases in meetings with PRC officials. Experience demonstrates
that consistently raising individual prisoner cases and the larger
human rights issues they represent can result in improved treat-
ment in detention, lighter sentences or, in some cases, release from
custody, detention, or imprisonment. Members of Congress are en-
couraged to consult the Commission’s Political Prisoner Database
for reliable information on cases of political and religious detention
in China and in Hong Kong, and to advocate for individual pris-
oners through the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission’s “De-
fending Freedoms Project.”
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COMMISSION ACTIVITY JULY 2022-NOVEMBER 2023
HEARINGS

e The Dismantling of Hong Kong’s Civil Society (July 2022)

e Control of Religion in China through Digital Authoritari-
anism (September 2022)

e China’s Zero-COVID Policy and Authoritarian Public Health
Control (November 2022)

e CECC at 20: Two Decades of Human Rights Abuse and De-
fense in China (December 2022)

e Preserving Tibet: Combating Cultural Erasure, Forced As-
similation, and Transnational Repression (March 2023)

e Implementation of the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act
and the Impact on Global Supply Chains (April 2023)

e One City, Two Legal Systems: Political Prisoners and the
Erosion of the Rule of Law in Hong Kong (May 2023)

e North Korean Refugees and the Imminent Danger of Forced
Repatriation from China (June 2023)

e Corporate Complicity: Subsidizing the PRC’s Human Rights
Violations (July 2023)

e Countering China’s Global Transnational Repression Cam-
paign (September 2023)

e From Bait to Plate—How Forced Labor in China Taints
America’s Seafood Supply Chain (October 2023)

e From Cobalt to Cars: How China Exploits Child and Forced
Labor in the Congo (November 2023)

ANNUAL REPORT
e 2022 Annual Report (November 2022)
COMMISSION ANALYSIS

¢ Hong Kong Prosecutors Play a Key Role in Carrying Out Po-
litical Prosecutions (July 2022)

¢ Hong Kong’s Civil Society: From an Open City to a City of
Fear (October 2022)

e One City, Two Legal Systems: Hong Kong Judges’ Role in
Rights Violations under the National Security Law (May 2023)

LETTERS

e Commissioners Ask President Biden to Sanction Hong Kong
Prosecutors (July 2022)

e Chairs Seek UN Investigation on Forced Family Separations
in Tibet (November 2022)

o Commissioners Ask Thermo Fisher if Its Products Are In-
volved in Human Rights Abuses in Tibet (December 2022)

¢ Bipartisan Group of Lawmakers Seeks Answers from Admin-
istration about Enforcement of Forced Labor Legislation (April
2023)

e Chairs Ask British Prime Minister to Take Action on Behalf
of Jimmy Lai and Other Political Prisoners in Hong Kong
(June 2023)
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LETTERS (CONTINUED)

e Chairs Write Administration Saying Entity List Additions a
“Step in the Right Direction” but Robust Enforcement of
UFLPA Still Needed (June 2023)

e Chairs Ask Milwaukee Tool about Reported Forced Labor in
Its Supply Chain (July 2023)

e Chairs Seek Meeting with U.N. High Commissioners to
Avert North Korean Refugee Crisis (August 2023)

e Chairs Call for the Release of [lham Tohti on the Ninth An-
niversary of His Sentencing (September 2023)

e Chairs Say UFLPA Enforcement Must Be Prioritized (Sep-
tember 2023)

e Chairs Ask NBA and NBPA for Stance on Forced Labor and
Freedom of Expression (October 2023)

e Chairs Seek Export Controls on Technology Used for Mass
Biometric Data Collection in Tibet (October 2023)

e Chairs Ask Homeland Security Department to Restrict U.S.
Imports of Seafood from China (October 2023)

o Letter to Costco and ADI Raises Concerns about Sale of
Hikvision and Dahua Products (November 2023)

OTHER COMMISSION ACTIVITY

e Unpacking the CCP’s Malign Influence Efforts in the Sol-
omon Islands—A Conversation with Daniel Suidani (April
2023)

¢ “Hong Kong Summit 2023” by Hong Kong Democracy Coun-
cil (HKDC) (July 2023)

e Taiwan International Religious Freedom Summit: Advancing
the Global Challenge in Religious Freedom, Human Rights,
and Democracy (September 2023)

e “China’s Destruction of Freedom in Hong Kong: What Xi
Jinping’s Crackdown Means for America,” Symposium by the
Committee for Freedom in Hong Kong Foundation (CFHK)
(October 2023)

o “Like We Were Enemies in a War: China’s Mass Internment,
Torture and Persecution of Muslims in Xinjiang,” Senate Ro-
tunda exhibit of illustrations by Molly Crabapple from the Al
report (October 2023)

e “Transatlantic Cooperation—Crafting U.S.-EU Policy Align-
ment,” roundtable by All-Party Parliamentary Group on Hong
Kong (APPG-HK) (October 2023)
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II1. Respect for Civil Liberties

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
Findings

e The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) continued to treat PRC
news media as its mouthpiece to provide the Party’s version of
the news and thereby shape public opinion. Xi Jinping framed
the role of media as “ideological” work in his political report
during the 20th Party Congress in October 2022.

e Many journalists, other media professionals, and “citizen
journalists” remained in detention, in prison, or subject to bail
conditions as a result of their reporting. Reporters Without
Borders (RSF) estimated that China held 114 journalists in de-
tention, and continued to rank China the world’s top jailer of
journalists overall, and female journalists specifically.

e Authorities continued to harass, surveil, and restrict foreign
journalists and Chinese nationals working for foreign media
companies. According to the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of
China (FCCC), harassment of foreign and local journalists and
their sources significantly increased around the time of politi-
cally sensitive events. Of 102 survey respondents representing
news organizations from 30 countries and regions, “100% said
China did not meet international standards for press freedoms
and reporting last year.”

¢ Authorities continued to harass, detain, and imprison people
who participated peacefully in in-person protests, demonstra-
tions, and other gatherings, including those involved in the
White Paper protests. During and after the White Paper pro-
tests, authorities took at least 30 people into custody and de-
tained at least 100, while also interrogating many more par-
ticipants about “sensitive” topics unrelated to the protests.

e Authorities censored online discussion of sensitive topics in
which sources criticized or contradicted official policy or posi-
tions, including the September 2022 crash of a bus carrying
people to a COVID-19 quarantine site that led to 27 deaths, in-
formation about mortgage boycotts involving tens of thousands
of people and related protests, and social media posts covering
a hospital fire in Beijing municipality that killed 29 in April
2023.

e The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) continued to
unveil regulations diminishing freedom of expression in Chi-
nese cyberspace, launching a “crackdown campaign” against
“self media,” or news created by independent users not reg-
istered as journalists, and adding requirements to monitor and
control commenters and the content of comments on all inter-
net platforms.

¢ In anticipation of the 20th National Congress of the Chinese
Communist Party, authorities launched physical and digital
campaigns of “stability maintenance and security work” and
internet “purification,” respectively—to suppress various
sources of independent expression.
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e Censors continued to suppress various forms of entertain-
ment content that did not conform to the PRC’s priorities, in-
cluding books, comedy shows, and online poetry.

e State security officials continued detaining publishers and
editors responsible for material considered sensitive to the Chi-
nese government, including a high-ranking editor at a Party
newspaper and a Taiwan-based publisher of books critical of
the Party.

e The PRC continued to limit freedom of expression within
educational and research institutions, introducing a draft law
on widespread “patriotic education” and also issuing a guiding
opinion that would increase ideological control over legal edu-
cation.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Give greater public expression, including at the highest lev-
els of the U.S. Government, to the issue of press freedom in
China, condemning the harassment and detention of both do-
mestic and foreign journalists; the denial, threat of denial, or
delay of visas for foreign journalists; and the censorship of for-
eign media websites. Consistently link press freedom to U.S.
interests, noting that censorship and restrictions on journalists
and media websites prevent the free flow of information on
issues of public concern, including public health and environ-
mental crises and food safety, and act as trade barriers for for-
eign companies attempting to access the Chinese market.

O Sustain, and where appropriate, expand, programs that de-
velop and widely distribute technologies that will assist Chi-
nese human rights advocates and civil society organizations in
circumventing internet restrictions so as to improve their abil-
ity to access and share content protected under international
human rights standards—as well as to protect their own infor-
mation from China’s surveillance and interference. Continue to
maintain internet freedom programs for China at the United
States Agency for Global Media to provide digital security
training and capacity-building efforts for bloggers, journalists,
civil society organizations, and human rights and internet free-
dom advocates in China.

O Increase media literacy and transparency with regard to
Chinese state-sponsored propaganda, censorship, and
disinformation, including through greater support and funding
for graduate-level area studies programs and language study,
and greater support for media literacy efforts for international
audiences. Provide forums for scholars, civil society advocates,
journalists, and technology experts to discuss and disseminate
“best practices” in Chinese media literacy.

O Highlight the fact that content creators who criticize the
Chinese government on U.S. social media face risk of harass-
ment, censorship, and demonetization efforts.
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O Consider ways to ensure transparency on social media and
consistency in labeling content from foreign governments
across different social media platforms.

O Urge Chinese officials to end the detention and harassment
of rights advocates, lawyers, journalists, and others subjected
to reprisals for exercising their right to freedom of expression.
Call on officials to release or confirm the release of individuals
detained or imprisoned for exercising freedom of expression,
such as Zhang Zhan, Sophia Huang Xueqin, Cheng Lei,
Kamile Wayit, Zhang Hai, Tong Menglan, Ruan
Xiaohuan, Guo Yi, Li Yanhe, Dong Yuyu, and other polit-
ical prisoners mentioned in this Report and documented in the
Commission’s Political Prisoner Database.
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Freedom of the Press
PARTY CONTROL OF THE MEDIA

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, international ob-
servers continued to report harsh conditions for press freedom in
China. Freedom House’s 2022 Freedom in the World report scored
China 0 out of 4 for “free and independent media,”! and Reporters
Without Borders (RSF) ranked China 179th out of 180 countries
and territories in its World Press Freedom Index.2 These dismal
conditions continue to violate Article 19 of the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR),> which China has
signed but not ratified.4

The Chinese Communist Party continued to treat Chinese news
media as its mouthpiece to provide the Party’s version of the news
and thereby shape public opinion.5 In his political report to the
20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in Octo-
ber 2022, Xi Jinping framed media as “ideological work,” calling on
Party authorities to use the media to “shape a new pattern of
mainstream public opinion.”® The following month, in observance
of China’s National Journalists’ Day, state-run media outlet
Xinhua published an article calling on the media in China to “re-
view the task earnestly entrusted by General Secretary Xi Jinping”
and “be the broadcasters of the Party’s policies and positions from
start to finish.”7 In line with these stated policy goals, state au-
thorities continued to control the media to promote messaging fa-
vorable to the Party and Xi Jinping,® as the Party maintained di-
rect control over China’s major media groups, including sending
daily notices to every media outlet with detailed guidelines for the
day’s reporting.®

HARASSMENT, DETENTION, AND IMPRISONMENT OF JOURNALISTS

This past year, many journalists, other media professionals, and
“citizen journalists”—non-professionals who publish independently
to circumvent official restrictionsl>—remained in detention, prison,
or subject to bail conditions as a result of their reporting. RSF re-
corded its highest-ever number of imprisoned journalists world-
widell and continued to rank China the world’s “biggest jailer of
journalists.” 12 For example, on April 30, 2023, PRC authorities re-
portedly released citizen journalist Fang Bin from prison briefly
before taking him to Wuhan municipality, Hubei province, to be
placed under surveillance and control.12 Many others remained in
jail or detention, including citizen journalist Zhang Zhan, who
continued to serve a four-year prison sentence in Shanghai munici-
pality for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” 14 in connection
with her independent reporting on coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) conditions in China.15

In addition, RSF again ranked China the world’s top jailer of fe-
male journalists.1® Authorities continued to hold journalist Sophia
Huang Xueqin—whom they detained in September 2021 and who
previously reported on sexual harassment and pro-democracy dem-
onstrations in Hong Kongl7’—in pretrial detention in Guangdong
province on suspicion of “inciting subversion of state power.”18 In
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September 2022, Radio Free Asia reported that Huang had dis-
missed her lawyer, “suggesting she is under huge pressure to plead
guilty and ‘confess’ to the charges against her.” 19 Reports have also
indicated that Huang requires urgent medical attention for severe
weight loss and other untreated long-term conditions.20 Authorities
also continued to hold Australian citizen and China Global Tele-
vision Network journalist Cheng Lei2l—who had written openly
on Facebook about concerns with the Chinese government’s re-
sponse to COVID-19, among other topics 22—more than 16 months
after trying her behind closed doors and three years after initially
detaining her for allegedly “illegally supplying state secrets over-
seas.” 23 According to Deutsche Welle, Cheng’s eyesight has deterio-
rated during her time in detention, and authorities refused to allow
her family to call or visit her and delayed sending letters she wrote
for months.24 Bloomberg News also reported on June 14, 2022, that
Chinese state authorities released Bloomberg journalist Haze Fan
on “bail pending investigation” in January 2022, more than a year
after she was detained on suspicion of crimes related to “national
security.” 25

CONDITIONS FOR FOREIGN JOURNALISTS

This past year, authorities continued to harass, surveil, and re-
strict foreign journalists and Chinese nationals working for foreign
media companies. According to a survey of the Foreign Correspond-
ents’ Club of China (FCCC) completed in January 2023, harass-
ment of foreign journalists spiked around the time of politically
sensitive events, and harassment and intimidation of their Chinese
colleagues and Chinese sources increased dramatically in 2022.26
Of 102 survey respondents representing news organizations from
30 countries and regions, “100% said China did not meet inter-
national standards for press freedoms and reporting last year.” 27
The FCCC survey further found that online harassment remained
pervasive, “fallling] disproportionately on female journalists of East
Asian descent, as well as Chinese employees of foreign news orga-
nizations.” 28 In Shanghai and Beijing municipalities, public secu-
rity officials reportedly harassed and held in custody foreign jour-
nalists attempting to cover what came to be known as the White
Paper protests.2?® Moreover, the FCCC reported that “journalists
from multiple outlets were physically harassed by police while cov-
ering the unrest.”3% In one case, Shanghai public security officials
reportedly beat and kicked BBC journalist Edward Lawrence and
held him for several hours before releasing him.31 In a separate
case, Shanghai public security officials reportedly took into custody
Swiss journalist Michael Peuker and his cameraman, both of Radio
Télévision Suisse’s RTS Info, for about an hour.32 Officials report-
edly confiscated their equipment and later returned it.33 As for
journalist visas, although COVID-19 restrictions were lifted in De-
cember 2022, PRC authorities subjected foreign journalists to
lengthy administrative delays citing “geopolitical tensions,” result-
ing in more than half of foreign news organizations still waiting in
March 2023 for their visas to be renewed.34
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In-Person Protest and Assembly

This past year, authorities continued to harass, detain, and im-
prison people who participated peacefully in protests, demonstra-
tions, and other gatherings, violating Articles 19, 20 and 21 of the
ICCPR.35 While the true numbers of protests and detentions re-
mained unclear, Freedom House documented over 2,000 “dissent
events” between June 2022 and March 2023 and found “direct evi-
dence” of detentions in 92 of them from June 2022 to January
2023.36 Protesters demonstrated in response to a variety of issues,
such as the PRC government’s COVID-19 response, reductions in
medical benefits, delayed housing construction, and more.37 Se-
lected examples include:

e Medical benefits: In February 2023, crowds of elderly peo-
ple—some sources estimated “thousands”—gathered in Wuhan
municipality, Hubei province, and Dalian municipality,
Liaoning province, to protest a reduction in medical benefits
that reportedly occurred as a result of health insurance reform
measures.3® Public security officials detained protesters and
their supporters, such as COVID-19 victim family member
Zhang Hai?3° and Wuhan taxi driver Tong Menglan,*0 and
in at least one case, public security officials reportedly warned
a local man not to participate in the gatherings.41

e Bank protests: From May to July 2022, authorities sup-
pressed peaceful protests by bank depositors in Henan prov-
ince.42 Following the freezing of depositors’ accounts at several
banks in Zhengzhou municipality in connection with a govern-
ment investigation into the banks, some depositors took steps
to organize protests.#3 In at least one case, authorities ap-
peared to manipulate the health code apps of protesters, trig-
gering COVID-19 quarantine measures that restricted individ-
uals’ movement.#4 In one protest that took place in July, large
numbers of unidentified individuals arrived at the scene and
used violence to disperse protesters.4> Some depositors said
that authorities pressured them to delete information about
the protests from their phones, and that authorities and em-
ployers visited them and their family members and warned
them not to protest, warning of consequences “including threat
of job loss.” 46

WHITE PAPER PROTESTS

During and after demonstrations that came to be called the
White Paper protests, Chinese authorities harassed and intimi-
dated participants and eyewitness journalists. International non-
governmental organization Chinese Human Rights Defenders re-
ported that authorities definitely took at least 30 people involved
with the White Paper protests into custody as of February 2023,
though they estimate that over 100 may have been detained in
total.4” Prompted by news of a fire at an apartment building under
COVID-19 lockdown conditions in Urumqi municipality, Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region, that resulted in at least 10 fatali-
ties,*® protesters expressed grievances about zero-COVID meas-
ures.®? In addition, some protesters held up blank pieces of paper
to underscore censorship in China, and some expressed the need
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for human rights and freedom in China, calling for Party General
Secretary Xi Jinping to “step down,” and even for an end to the
Chinese Communist Party.’® Beginning on November 26, 2022,
over 77 protests took place across 39 cities in China for several
days,5! prompting some analysts to assert that these demonstra-
tions were the most widespread in China since 1989.52

In the weeks following the protests, authorities tracked, har-
assed, and detained protesters and onlookers.5?3 According to the
Washington Post, protesters in Beijing and Shanghai municipali-
ties experienced “heightened digital surveillance, strip searches,
threats against their families, and being forced into physical duress
during interrogation.” 5¢ Detentions and interrogations of some pro-
testers reportedly served as opportunities for authorities to ques-
tion participants about other topics deemed “sensitive,” including
participation in feminist organizations and the use of banned mes-
saging apps such as Telegram.55 Public security officials questioned
and later detained a group of friends who participated in the dem-
onstrations: Li Yuanjing,5¢ Li Siqi,>” Zhai Dengrui,?® Cao
Zhixin,5° Qin Ziyi,’° Yang Liu,5! Yang’s boyfriend Lin Yun,52
and Xin Shang,%3 questioning at least some of the female detain-
ees about feminist content they had shared online, asking if they
were “feminists” or “lesbians.” 64 Some had studied abroad,> and
authorities reportedly asked some if they were “backed by foreign
forces,” 66 consistent with remarks around the same time from
other senior officials regarding the protests.6” After being accused
of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” 68 authorities report-
edly released Xin in February 2023;%° Qin, Yang, and Lin on bail
in January;’? and Li Yuanjing, Li Siqi, Zhai, and Cao on bail in
April.71 Authorities also detained a number of individuals belong-
ing to ethnic minority groups connected to the protests, including
Uyghur university student Kamile Wayit,”2 Tibetan university
student Tseyang Lhamo,”3 and four Tibetan women working at a
restaurant in Chengdu municipality, Sichuan province,
Dzamkar,’* Dechen,’”> Delha,’¢ and Kalsang Drolma.”” [For
more information about the White Paper protests, see Chapter 2—
Civil Society and Chapter 6—Governance. For more information
about ethnic minorities in China, see Chapter 7—Ethnic Minority
Rights and Chapter 17—Tibet.]

Internet
REGULATORY DEVELOPMENTS

The Chinese Communist Party’s cyber regulatory authority, the
Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC), implemented addi-
tional regulations this year that restrict freedom of expression in
the cyber sphere. Selected examples follow:

e Online comment requirements: In November 2022, the
CAC revised the Internet Comment Service Management Pro-
visions (“Provisions”), requiring internet platforms that offer
commenting functions to monitor and control commenters and
the content of comments.”® For example, the revised Provisions
require social media account operators to report “illegal and
unhealthy” content and punish the commenters through ac-
count restrictions,” as well as evaluate the “credibility” of
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users and prorate functionality accordingly.80 The revised Pro-
visions also require operators of social media accounts to “carry
forward the core values of socialism.” 81

o “Self Media” controls: The CAC launched a two-month
campaign in March 2023 targeting “self media,” or news inde-
pendently created and posted on social media or the internet
by independent users who are not registered as journalists.?2
To control the spread of information in this emerging sphere,
the directive calls for all online platforms to crack down on
“self media rumors,” including information from the specific
sectors of “public policy, the macroeconomic situation, major
disasters, hotly debated incidents, etc.” 83

CENSORSHIP

Adhering to the above regulations and many others, this past
year authorities and social media platforms censored online discus-
sion of selected topics in which sources criticized or contradicted of-
ficial policy or positions and continued to prosecute some internet
users who posted content deemed sensitive. Selected examples fol-

low:

e Guo Feixiong: In May 2023, the Guangzhou Intermediate
People’s Court in Guangzhou municipality, Guangdong prov-
ince, sentenced human rights activist Yang Maodong (pseu-
donym Guo Feixiong)84 to eight years in prison for “inciting
subversion,” after detaining him since December 2021.85 Pros-
ecutors cited essays Guo had written over many years and a
pro-democracy website he helped establish.86

¢ Ruan Xiaohuan: In early 2023, the Shanghai No. 2 Inter-
mediate People’s Court sentenced blogger Ruan Xiaohuan®7 to
seven years in prison on charges of “inciting subversion of
state power” for his administration of an anonymous blog that
published technical advice on how to circumvent China’s
“Great Firewall.” 88 The blog in question, “program-think,” had
in its twelve years amassed a large following within China and
hundreds of posts, discussing topics such as the 1989
Tiananmen protests, information security, and the criticism of
the Chinese Communist Party.8° [For more information about
Ruan, see Chapter 16—Technology-Enhanced Authoritarian-
ism]

e White Paper protests: Following the beginning of the
White Paper protests, local authorities reportedly issued direc-
tives calling for censorship of protest content and suppression
of censorship circumvention tools, such as virtual private net-
works.?0 Even though officials continued to censor online posts
about the White Paper protests, citizens attempted to remem-
ber the protests, as seen in a WeChat post showing a photo at
the steps of Communication University of China, Nanjing, in
Nanjing municipality, Jiangsu province, where the first person
held aloft a piece of blank paper.?! The WeChat account was
linked to a student photography association affiliated with Bei-
jing Youth Daily, a Party-run media outlet administered by the
Communist Youth League.?2 The photo reportedly was quickly
censored.93
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e Mortgage boycotts: Authorities attempted to censor online
information about mortgage boycotts involving tens of thou-
sands of people and related protests.?4 Beginning in July 2022,
international media reported a significant increase in protests,
as well as threats of payment boycotts, among mortgage bor-
rowers in China who were paying in advance for unfinished
properties that developers had stopped building due to finan-
cial constraints.?5 Subsequently, internet and social media con-
tent and blocked keyword searches related to the issue were
deleted,”® and some online platforms in China reportedly
banned shared files that contained information about the
issue.97

e COVID-19 remembrance: After declaring victory over
COVID-19 in February 2023, authorities in China have worked
to shape the online narrative surrounding the pandemic and
its impacts.?8 Censors shut down discussions on social media
about the psychological effects of China’s “zero-COVID” policy
and shut down social media commemorations of the first anni-
versary of Shanghai’s lockdown.99

e Hospital fire: After a fire in a Beijing municipality hospital
killed 29 people in April 2023, Chinese state media did not re-
port on the event for eight hours, while many citizens’ social
media posts discussing the fire in real time quickly dis-
appeared.190 Some Weibo users compared the event to the fire
in Urumgqi municipality, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region,
which sparked the White Paper protests only a few months
earlier, and many posted on social media to condemn the ap-
parent censorship of the fire.101

Suppression of Independent Expression before the 20th Party
Congress

In anticipation of the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, authorities launched a campaign of physical and digital
efforts—“stability maintenance and security work” 192 and internet “pu-
rification,” respectively—to suppress independent expression. Amid spec-
ulation that Party General Secretary Xi Jinping would secure a prece-
dent-breaking third presidential term at the 20th Party Congress,103
which he did,1°4 some Chinese and international experts said that au-
thorities sought to suppress expression that they viewed as “extreme,”
“destabilizing,” or distracting from the positive image they desired for
the 20th Party Congress.105 Official reports from sectors including the
internet, television, public security, and local government called for a
“safe and stable political and social environment,” “correct political
views,” and “public opinion guidance” in the context of the 20th Party
Congress.106
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Suppression of Independent Expression before the 20th Party
Congress—Continued

Authorities characterized their efforts as follows:

Physical: Officials implemented a “stability maintenance and security
work” campaign, which included a “hundred-day” summer public secu-
rity operation that reportedly resulted in the detention of over 1,430,000
suspects by late September 2022.197 An official characterized the oper-
ation as focused on criminal cases, disorder, the protection of vulnerable
groups in society, safety hazards, drunk driving, and traffic accidents,108
while other official reports linked the operation to the prevention of
“group petitioning” (petitioners are those who use the petitioning sys-
tem, or xinfang, to report grievances to authorities);1%9 control of “key
persons” (zhongdian ren, persons of “key” interest to security authori-
ties);110 ensuring loyalty to the Party;111 and establishing the political
nature of “stability” for the 20th Party Congress.112

Digital: The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) said that its
2022 and 2023 Lunar New Year internet “purification” campaigns con-
tained a focus on serving the interests of the 20th Party Congress,113
and in reviewing the 2022 campaign, a senior CAC official reported that
as of mid-August 2022 authorities had “cleaned up” over 2,350,000 short
videos and “dealt with” over 220,000 livestreaming and short video ac-
counts.114

Selected cases of suppression follow:

Sitong Bridge protest: Three days before the start of the 20th Party
Congress, authorities in Beijing municipality detained a protester—
whom observers widely reported was Peng Lifall5>—after he hung ban-
ners from Beijing’s Sitong Bridge that called for the removal of Xi
Jinping, criticized authorities’ response to COVID-19, and called for elec-
tions, among other things.116 Subsequently, individuals across China—
in 30 cities, according to one sourcell”—engaged in other forms of pro-
test that echoed themes from Peng’s protest.118 Beijing authorities de-
tained at least one person in connection with hanging up posters related
to Peng’s protest: Guo Yi.l1® In some other locations, authorities de-
tained or held for questioning people who published or shared online
content related to the incident, such as Gu Guoping,'20 Xu Kun,!21
and Wu Jingsheng.122 In addition, authorities reportedly ordered Bei-
jing print shops to review the content of orders,122 and authorities
censored related content online, including content that could be inter-
preted as carrying indirect connotations, such as a song titled “Sitong
Bridge” that predated the incident.12¢ A China Digital Times analyst
characterized the post-protest censorship as “the strictest crackdown I
have seen in years, in terms of the sheer breadth of things they are tak-
ing down.” 125
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Suppression of Independent Expression before the 20th Party
Congress—Continued

Critics and petitioners: Some China-based rights advocates charac-
terized restrictions on critics and petitioners before and during the 20th
Party Congress as particularly strict.!26 From September 12 through
October 22, 2022, Civil Rights & Livelihood Watch reported more than
60 cases in various locations in which authorities or unidentified indi-
viduals subjected rights advocates, lawyers, petitioners, and others to
“stability maintenance” measures following the 20th Party Congress, in-
cluding detention, home confinement, extralegal detention, and harass-
ment.127 As in past cases, authorities reportedly took some high-profile
critics on forced “vacations,” including Gao Yu,128 Shen Liangqing,129
Hu Jia,'30 and Li Meiqing.131 In one case, authorities in Suzhou mu-
nicipality, Anhui province, reportedly sentenced petitioner Li Bencail32
to 2 years and 10 months in prison for “picking quarrels and provoking
trouble” 133 after he told Suzhou authorities that he would travel to Bei-
jing to petition if they did not provide redress for his grievance.134 An-
other petitioner, Wu Jixin, characterized Li’s sentence as a warning to
petitioners ahead of the 20th Party Congress.135

Internet content about senior Party leaders: A Wall Street Jour-
nal (WSJ) analysis released two days before the start of the 20th Party
Congress found that it was “essentially impossible to search [online] for
viewpoints about [Xi Jinping] or other senior politicians that don’t offer
unstinting praise.” 136 The WSJ found that searches related to Xi or
other senior Party officials returned results predominantly from state-af-
filiated sources, notifications that results could not be displayed, or zero
results.137 In July 2022, China Digital Times reported that social media
platforms Weibo and Bilibili announced that they would crack down on
“typos” and “homophones,” 138 which the author noted internet users in
China have “long employed” to avoid censorship online, including cen-
sorship of references to senior officials.139

Social media: Some social media users in China reportedly said that
content controls on social media platforms such as Weixin, Douyin, and
Weibo—including the blocking of chat groups and the dissemination of
warning messages from public security authorities about spreading or
believing “rumors” online—increased in the lead-up to the 20th Party
Congress, curtailing freedom of expression.4? In August 2022, Chinese
and international media reported that authorities even froze social
media accounts belonging to high-profile pro-Party internet users Sima
Nan and Kong Qingdong for nationalistic commentary deemed too ex-
treme and, thus distracting from the 20th Party Congress.141

Enhanced blocking of censorship circumvention tools: Less
than two weeks before the start of the 20th Party Congress,'42 Great
Firewall Report, a censorship monitoring platform, said that “more than
100 users [in China] reported that at least one of their transport layer
security (TLS) based censorship circumvention servers had been
blocked,” 143 which TechCrunch referred to as a “fresh round of crack-
downs in the run-up to the [20th Party Congress].” 144 TLS is an inter-
net security protocol45 that Great Firewall Report estimated “more
than half of China’s netizens who circumvent online censorship” use.146
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Art, Entertainment, and Literature

This past year, Chinese authorities continued to censor, sup-
press, and detain people for various forms of artistic and entertain-
ment content that did not conform to the Chinese Communist
Party line. The following are illustrative examples of multimedia
censorship:

e New book publishing in China declined significantly this
year, continuing a trend throughout Xi Jinping’s leadership.147
According to a report released in March 2023, “there were
25,000 fewer book titles released in China in 2022 than in
2021,” including a drop of 5,000 new original Chinese titles,
and a drop of 20,000 in imported titles in translation.148 Sev-
eral Chinese book editors indicated that they believe this de-
cline is due to tightening controls on content deemed appro-
priate by the Party.149

e As for book publishers, state security officials continued de-
taining publishers and editors responsible for material consid-
ered sensitive by the Chinese government. Chinese authorities
detained Taiwan-based publisher Li Yanhe, who has pub-
lished books critical of the Party’s history and politics, in
March 2023, confirming a month later that Li was “under in-
vestigation by national security organs on suspicion of engag-
ing in activities endangering national security.”150 Dong
Yuyu, columnist and deputy editor of the editorial section at
the Party-run newspaper Guangming Daily, was placed under
“residential surveillance at a designated location” for six
months before being formally arrested on suspicion of “espio-
nage.” 151

e Chinese authorities fined several stand-up comedians this
year as punishment for jokes made about the Party or domestic
policies. In November 2022, authorities fined Li Bo 50,000
yuan for joking about the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown.152
Later, the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Culture and Tourism
fined the Shanghai municipality-based Xiaoguo Culture Media
comedy studio around 13 million yuan (US$1.9 million) for a
joke made by its popular comedian, Li Haoshi, during two live
performances in Beijing municipality in March 2023.153 In his
joke, Li Haoshi reportedly compared the People’s Liberation
Army’s (PLA) well-known slogan of “maintain exemplary con-
duct, fight to win” to two stray dogs chasing a squirrel.154 The
joke garnered responses from multiple groups, as Beijing police
opened an investigation into Li’s performance, the China Asso-
ciation of Performing Arts issued a notice calling for its mem-
bers to boycott Li, and the PLA’s Western Theater Command
posted on WeChat criticizing Li’'s words as “shameless re-
marks.” 155

e Authorities continued to censor poetry in connection with
sensitive events.156 In September 2022, authorities reportedly
banned poet Hu Minzhi from social media platforms Weibo and
Douyin after she published a poem that Radio Free Asia de-
scribed as “apparently satirizing people’s lack of agency around
the [Plarty [Clongress.” 157 In August 2022, following the death
of Jiang Zongcao—wife of former Party official and high-profile
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critic Bao Tong (who subsequently died in November
2022)158—authorities reportedly required review and approval
of poems submitted by mourners.15 One former participant in
the 1989 Tiananmen protests said, “You couldn’t even submit
an elegiac couplet, either physically or online, particularly if it
was slis%ned by someone like me, or [veteran journalist Gao
Yul.”

Educational and Research Institutions

This past year, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) continued
to control freedom of expression within educational and research
institutions. Selected examples follow:

e In June 2023, a draft law to strengthen “patriotic education”
came before the National People’s Congress Standing Com-
mittee, aimed at “integratl[ing] love for the country, love for the
Party, and the love of socialism.”161 The draft bill includes
nine “main content” points of patriotic education, including ex-
plicitly political areas such as “the theories of Xi Jinping” and
Marxism, as well as “excellent traditional culture” aspects.162
Although the draft includes guidance for educational institu-
tions,163 it also contains requirements for online content pro-
viders, cultural institutions, and civil society groups, while
charging the PLA to enforce the law’s provisions.164¢ Foreign
analysts have voiced concerns with the tight ideological nature
of the draft law, arguing that, if passed, it would allow PRC
authorities to criminalize “anything they don’t like, [including]
ideas or comments,” as unpatriotic.165

e In February 2023, the State Council General Office and Chi-
nese Communist Party Central Committee General Office
issued an opinion that called for increasing ideological control
over legal education.166 The opinion calls for adherence to ideo-
logical concepts developed by the Party and associated with Xi
Jinping, and it calls for “insisting on the correct political ori-
entation” in legal education.167
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Findings

¢ During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, PRC authori-
ties tightened control over civil society, bolstering oversight of
legal nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), which the Chi-
nese government calls “social organizations” (SOs), and widely
cracking down on the activities, expression, and existence of
unregistered or “illegal social organizations” (ISOs), including
human rights defenders, religious communities, and groups
promoting labor rights, women’s rights, and the rights of les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ)
persons.

e The Chinese Communist Party and government have pur-
sued and implemented regulatory efforts to “gatekeep” reg-
istration for SOs, resulting in the lowest rate of registration of
SOs since 2008.

e This year, the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee
said that it would establish a social affairs work department
that aims to improve Party-building in SOs, more firmly en-
trenching Party control over civil society.

e This past year, the Commission observed efforts to institu-
tionalize an aggressive 2021 campaign that targeted both ISOs
and the financial, technological, and administrative infrastruc-
ture that enables them to function, taking actions including
banning legal organizations from any contact with ISOs.

e The Chinese Communist Party and government continued to
incentivize SOs to engage in charity work and service provision
in key sectors. Official efforts encouraged philanthropic giving
aligned with Party and government goals, using oversight of
crowdfunding platforms to both direct funds and exert control
over NGOs.

e As of December 8, 2022, the Australian Strategic Policy In-
stitute’s China Protest Tracker recorded 77 protests across 39
Chinese cities, demonstrating that, while decentralized and ad
hoc, White Paper protesters appear to have leveraged existing
networks to generate a temporary but sustained nationwide
pressure campaign against the PRC’s zero-COVID policy.

e In April 2023, PRC authorities sentenced China Citizens
Movement organizers and rights defenders Xu Zhiyong and
Ding Jiaxi to 14 and 12 years in prison, respectively, for “sub-
version of state power,” constituting what one longtime ob-
server of the PRC justice system described as some of the
harshest sentences he had seen in over twenty years.

e Chinese government authorities continued to censor and sup-
press efforts by advocacy groups in the LGBTQ community. In
May 2023, the Beijing LGBT Center, one of the largest organi-
zations serving the LGBTQ community, closed, reportedly due
to pressure from authorities.

e Although social acceptance of LGBTQ persons and relation-
ships has grown in China in recent years, PRC authorities
have continued to tighten control over suspected LGBTQ rep-
resentation and expression in media and entertainment.
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Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Call on the Chinese government to release civil society advo-
cates and staffers, in particular veteran human rights defend-
ers Xu Zhiyong, Ding Jiaxi, and Chang Weiping, feminist
and labor rights advocate Li Qiaochu, journalist and gender
rights advocate Sophia Huang Xueqin, labor rights advocate
Wang Jianbing, and other civil society and rights advocates
detained for peacefully exercising their human rights, espe-
cially their rights to freedom of expression, assembly, and asso-
ciation, guaranteed by the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights.
O Encourage the Chinese government to revise its regulatory
framework for civil society organizations, including the PRC
Law on the Management of Overseas Nongovernmental Orga-
nizations’ Activities in Mainland China and the PRC Charity
Law, to conform with international human rights standards re-
garding freedom of association, assembly, and expression.
O Urge the Chinese government to abide by its international
legal obligations with respect to Chinese citizens’ freedom of
association, assembly, and expression and cease the unlawful
harassment and arbitrary detention of civil society advocates
and the closing of civil society organizations and online ac-
counts of advocates.
O Continue to fund, monitor, and support programs globally
that promote human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in
mainland China and Hong Kong.
O Facilitate the participation of Chinese civil society advocates
and human rights defenders in relevant international forums,
to the extent that such participation remains independent of
Chinese government control and does not endanger individ-
uals.
O Work with U.S. allies and partners to counter PRC efforts
to block civil society groups from obtaining consultative status
at the United Nations.
O Support non-profit leadership and advocacy trainings for
Chinese, Hong Kong, Tibetan, and Uyghur advocates who are
now living outside of China and convene a periodic summit of
stakeholders regarding the path forward for Chinese civil soci-
ety, offline and online.
O Consider shifting support to more fluid models of advocacy,
including “loose networks of professionals, friends, affinity
groups, students” and other like groupings, recognizing the
constricting space for civil society organizations.
O Consistent with commitments made by PRC delegations at
various U.N. treaty body reviews, encourage the Chinese gov-
ernment to provide information about measures taken to adopt
comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation, indicating how
such legislation will explicitly protect LGBTQ persons, among
other groups.
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O Maintain funding, oversight, and evaluation of foreign as-
sistance programs in China that support human rights advo-
cacy as part of civil society programming. To the extent prac-
ticable under current conditions, consider boosting funding for
programs focused on rights advocacy, capacity building, and
leadership training for Chinese lawyers and human rights ad-
vocates.

O Continue to arrange events at the U.N. Human Rights
Council in Geneva and at U.N. Headquarters in New York on
ongoing human rights violations in China.
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Introduction

Domestic civil society in the PRC has continued to develop along
distinct axes. On the one hand, “social organizations” (shehui
zuzhi)—the government’s term for civil society organizations—that
have registered and operate under Chinese Communist Party and
government oversight persist, explicitly appealing to official prior-
ities. On the other, despite the near-complete marginalization of
independent civil society, ad hoc and fluid networks have emerged
and adapted to an environment that—while highly restricted—re-
mains in flux. Participants in the White Paper protests over
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) lockdowns demonstrated
that loose networks of professionals, friends, affinity groups, stu-
dents, and others were able to develop and maintain connections
to mobilize public protest and follow-on actions. Falling between
government-sanctioned “social organizations” and diffuse protest
movements, some civil society groups continued to occupy a dimin-
ished “gray zone,” including foreign nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) that maintained a presence in the PRC despite a precar-
ious legal status. Groups serving China’s LGBTQ community have
traditionally sought to operate in this “gray zone,”! but authorities
have exerted increased pressure on the sector in recent years, re-
sulting in diminished space in which to operate. In a development
that illustrated the dire situation for civil society, in April 2023, a
Chinese court handed down harsh sentences to civic participation
advocates Xu Zhiyong and Ding Jiaxi, shocking many observers
and sending a chilling message to Chinese civil society.

Regulations and Policy Pertaining to Civil Society
AUTHORITIES EXPAND CONTROL OVER SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS

This reporting year, civil society experts observed efforts to
“gatekeep” registration for social organizations (SOs), ensuring that
only organizations amenable to Chinese Communist Party control
operate with legal protections, a process which has stalled the
growth of the sector and rendered groups deemed undesirable in-
creasingly vulnerable.2 According to the Blue Book on Social Orga-
nizations’ 2022 report,3 the rate of registration for SOs in 2021
reached its lowest point since 2008, likely a result of low approval
rates.* In December 2021, the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA)
issued the 14th Five-Year Plan for the Development of Social Orga-
nizations, which called on regulators to make registration more dif-
ficult and emphasized Party-building and political work within
SOs, building on the existing trend toward lower approval rates.>
In addition to limiting the number of SOs and ensuring that they
reflect the Party line, official guidance has also called for MCA reg-
ulators to consider sectoral, regional, and issue area distribution in
issuing SO approvals.® For example, the 2023 MCA nationwide
conference on social organization and management work stressed
that officials should “optimize distribution,” providing additional
criteria by which the Party and government might deny registra-
tion to social organizations.”
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Along with gatekeeping measures, this year the Chinese Com-
munist Party Central Committee said that it would establish a new
social affairs work department, which will expand the Party’s role
in civil society.® According to the Party and State Institutional Re-
form Plan (2023), the social affairs work department will centralize
public opinion gathering and petitioning processes and will “im-
prove Party-building” in nongovernmental entities, including SOs.?
These reforms will be instituted at the national level by the end
of 2023 and at the local level by 2024.10 One political scientist said
that, under the department, “the freedom of civil organizations will
be squeezed even further,” adding that they “will be turned into or-
gans serving the needs of the [Plarty.” 11

SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS DEEMED “ILLEGAL”

The Chinese government labels social organizations that do not
seek to register with the MCA, those that are denied approval, and
those that are explicitly banned as “illegal social organizations”
(ISOs) and aims to root them out. This past year, the Commission
observed efforts to institutionalize an aggressive 2021 campaign
that targeted both ISOs and the financial, technological, and ad-
ministrative infrastructures that enable them to function, including
any ties or cooperation with legal social organizations.'2 For exam-
ple, in November 2022, nearly a year after announcing that it
would extend the crackdown measures indefinitely by “regu-
larizing” the campaign, the MCA released a draft of Measures for
the Annual Inspection of Social Groups.13 The draft measures stat-
ed that even holding a function with an ISO would be automatic
grounds for a group to fail inspection, undermining a strategy that
many unregistered or illegal groups have relied upon in order to
survive and access resources: attaching themselves to legal social
organizations.!* The government has also used the public to mon-
itor and report on potential ISOs: through its online platform, the
MCA offered a searchable database to determine whether a social
organization is legal or not and allows users to report “misbehaving
civil society.” 15

While authorities have published several tranches of organiza-
tions newly designated as illegal over this past year, one 2022
study observed a practice of “strategic opacity around politically
sensitive organizations,” whereby the government refrains from
publicly listing politically sensitive organizations, even when those
groups are already known to be banned.'® For example, the MCA’s
publicly available lists omit any mention of several prominent femi-
nist and labor rights organizations, whose closures are known and
have been well-documented.1” Scholars Diana Fu and Emile Dirks
have posited that the omission of politically sensitive groups from
public databases likely reflects the government’s desire to limit
awareness of such groups and preserve its “... discretionary power
to handle threatening groups in a manner unconstrained by formal
law or regulations.” 18

Foreign NGO Activity in China

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, foreign nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) maintained a presence in the PRC
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despite occupying a legally precarious position in the country under
the PRC Law on the Management of Overseas Nongovernmental
Organizations’ Activities in Mainland China, which is supervised
by the Ministry of Public Security.!® Since the law’s implementa-
tion in 2017, some experts and others involved with NGO work in
China have expressed concern that aspects of the law remained
ambiguous and open to varying interpretations.2® In August 2022,
ChinaFile’s China NGO Project concluded that such ambiguity was
“a feature, not a bug, of the system,” designed to allow local offi-
cials to use “unspoken protocols” to selectively enforce the law.2! In
December 2022, Tsinghua University’s Institute for Philanthropy
published an article echoing concerns about inconsistent applica-
tion of the NGO law but reaffirmed the importance of “strictly con-
trolling” organizations and activities that threaten China’s national
security.22 Foreign NGOs that have opted to remain in the country
have focused on projects related to poverty alleviation, philan-
thropy and development, disability services and rights, health, chil-
dren’s issues, and education, while industry associations rep-
resenting a particular industry or professional sector made up 80%
of new organizations registering under the law in 2021.23

Official Support for Charities and Philanthropic Giving

The Chinese Communist Party and government continued to pro-
mote social organizations (SOs) focused on charity work and service
provision in key sectors and to encourage philanthropic giving
aligned with Party and government goals.2¢ As online
crowdfunding platforms have grown increasingly popular, the gov-
ernment has used its oversight of the platforms to funnel resources
to charities working on Party and government priorities and to
limit which SOs are able to utilize the platforms to conveniently ac-
cess resources.25 According to a peer-reviewed study by several
scholars based at universities in China, by regulating these plat-
forms, “the government [is able to] strengthen its supervision over
crowdfunding activities and mitigate its resource shortages.”26
Crowdfunding and online philanthropy platforms, predominately
run by for-profit Chinese technology companies, have launched ini-
tiatives centered on state policy priorities and have used language
that echoes official propaganda.2?’ For example, in 2021, Tencent
chose “common prosperity” as the theme for its popular “99 Giving
Day,”28 and in 2022, around 60% of donations generated by the
event went toward “rural revitalization,”29 a major policy priority
under Xi Jinping.39

White Paper Protests

In late November 2022, PRC citizens in locations throughout the
country took part in protests against the government’s “zero-
COVID policy.” These protests were precipitated by a fatal fire in
Urumqi municipality, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, in
which residents were unable to escape the burning building, report-
edly because some entries and exits to the building were blocked
due to particularly severe zero-COVID restrictions.31 Although au-
thorities have worked to dismantle independent civil society and
organized expressions of discontent under Xi Jinping,32 the protests
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against zero-COVID lockdowns—popularly known as the “blank
paper,” 33 White Paper, or “A4” protests34—illustrate that, even in
the absence of formally constituted rights groups, “invisible, unor-
ganized, informal networks” came together in what a leading activ-
ist has termed “units of resistance.”35 Reuters reported that the
protests have been publicized by “tight knit groups of friends” pass-
ing information along in a decentralized manner.36 In one instance,
a group of young women in Beijing who were criminally detained
for attending a November 27, 2022, protest [see Government Sup-
pression of Civil Society in this chapter] shared information about
a vigil for Urumgqi fire victims on the messaging service WeChat,
which the friend group used to keep in touch and organize social
events.37 After meeting at vigils and protests, attendees expressed
feeling energized by finding that they were not alone in their frus-
tration at the lockdowns.38 As the protests spread, participants
used online messaging platforms like WeChat and Telegram to
form new, location-specific groups; organize and publicize events;
and provide support for protesters navigating law enforcement and
possible detention.3® As of December 8, 2022, the Australian Stra-
tegic Policy Institute’s China Protest Tracker recorded 77 protests
across 39 Chinese cities, demonstrating that, while the protests
were decentralized and ad hoc, protesters appear to have leveraged
existing networks to generate a temporary, but sustained, nation-
wide pressure campaign against zero-COVID.40

Authorities then used these existing networks, such as friend
groups, alumni and professional networks, and others to identify,
monitor, and detain protesters. Protesters and reporters alike claim
that public security officials infiltrated WeChat and Telegram
groups created to coordinate protest activities.4! According to mul-
tiple accounts, public security officials took into custody a large
number of women participants, some of whom were asked during
interrogations whether they “were feminists, lesbians, or backed by
foreign forces,” likely based on content detainees shared with
friends on online platforms.42 Activists and observers have pointed
out that the Chinese government appears to be scapegoating femi-
nists and members of the LGBTQ community for the protests.43

[For more information about the White Paper protests, see Chap-
ter 1—Freedom of Expression and Chapter 12—Public Health. For
more on the government’s handling of the protests, see Chapter 6—
Governance. For more on the government’s use of technology to
suppress the protests and identify protesters, see Chapter 16—
Technology-Enhanced Authoritarianism.]
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Harsh Sentencing of China Citizens Movement Organizers

In April 2023, People’s Republic of China (PRC) authorities sentenced
China Citizens Movement (CCM) organizers and rights defenders Xu
Zhiyong and Ding Jiaxi to 14 and 12 years in prison, respectively, for
“subversion of state power,” in connection with a CCM-organized gath-
ering in Xiamen municipality, Fujian province, in 2019.44 The CCM fo-
cused on cultivating “ordinary” Chinese people’s identity as citizens, en-
couraging them to exercise the rights and responsibilities guaranteed by
China’s Constitution; it regularly held open gatherings and remained
loosely constituted in order to bypass official repression.4> The Linshu
County People’s Court in Linyi municipality, Shandong province, issued
the verdicts nearly a year after a secret trial, during which authorities
barred family members from attending and prevented their lawyers
from speaking under threat of disbarment.46 Experts, fellow rights de-
fenders, and family members of the two men expressed shock at the
length of the sentences, which many believe were intended to exert a
chilling effect on the already-decimated rights defender community.4?
William Nee of Chinese Human Rights Defenders described the sen-
tences as two of the longest he had seen in over twenty years observing
China’s criminal justice system.4® In a statement dictated after being
denied access to pen and paper, Xu Zhiyong said that he still had a
dream of a China that was “truly a country of the people, its govern-
ment chosen by ballots, not violence.”49 Similarly deprived, Ding dic-
tated a statement, saying he believed that, “the megalomania of dicta-
torship and the eternal one-party state is fast coming to an end, and the
social transformation of China is growing closer, day by day.” 50

Government Suppression of Civil Society

This past year, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) continued
to suppress human rights advocacy and civil society activity
through arbitrary detention, arrest, surveillance, and other means.
Olfﬁcial suppression included the following representative exam-
ples:

e In December 2022, Beijing municipality police detained Cao
Zhixin, Li Yuanjing, Li Siqi, and Zhai Dengrui, members
of a group of friends living in Beijing, on suspicion of “picking
quarrels and provoking trouble” in connection with their at-
tendance at a November vigil honoring victims of a fatal fire
in Urumgi municipality, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Re-
gion.51 Authorities released the four women on bail in April
2023.52

e Authorities forcibly closed and banned as “illegal social orga-
nizations” several prominent unregistered or “house” churches,
including Changchun Sunshine Reformed Church in
Changchun municipality, Jilin province;53 Linfen Covenant
Church in Linfen municipality, Shanxi province;?* and Xi’an
Church of Abundance in Xi’an municipality, Shaanxi prov-
ince.?5 [For more information on suppression of unregistered
Protestant churches, see Chapter 3—Freedom of Religion]

e In February 2023, authorities took into custody rights de-
fender Zhang Hai for his participation in a protest over cuts
to retirees’ medical benefits in Wuhan municipality, Hubei
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province.56 [For more information about the retirees’ protests,
see Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression and Chapter 12—Public
Health.]

¢ In June 2023, the Feng County People’s Court in Baoji mu-
nicipality, Shaanxi province, sentenced rights lawyer Chang
Weiping to three years and six months in prison for “subver-
sion of state power,” also in connection with the 2019 China
Citizens Movement gathering in Xiamen municipality, Fujian
province [See box titled Harsh Sentencing of China Citizens
Movement Organizers above].57 In 2020, Chang posted a video
on YouTube, saying that Baoji authorities had tortured him
while holding him in residential surveillance at a designated
location, a form of secret detention.58

Status of LGBTQ Persons

Chinese government authorities continued to censor and suppress ad-
vocacy groups in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and ques-
tioning (LGBTQ) community,5° yet claimed in international fora that all
citizens enjoy access to rights protections.6® During the third review of
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR) held in Geneva, Switzerland, on February 15-16, 2023, and in
its submissions in advance of the review, the PRC delegation addressed
concerns about the status of LGBTQ persons, stating that “Chinese citi-
zens have equal access to all the rights guaranteed by the Constitution
and the law. Our existing legal system does not contain the concept of
LGBT.” 61 Similarly, PRC delegates claimed during the May 2023 review
of China by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women that “The Constitution and laws of China do not discriminate
against [LGBTQ], they are viewed as normal people and there is no spe-
cial accommodation for them” and that the law protects women from
sexual- and gender-based violence.62 Members of the LGBTQ community
in China, nevertheless, reportedly continue to face violence, including
domestic violence.®3 Moreover, “individuals and organizations working
on LGBTQ matters reported discrimination and harassment from au-
thorities” according to the State Department.®4 In response to the U.N.
Human Rights Council Working Group’s non-binding recommendation
that China “adopt legislation within one year [of their 2018 Universal
Periodic Review] prohibiting discrimination on grounds of sexual ori-
entation and gender identity in all public and private sectors and pro-
vide for positive duties on the part of government to promote equality on
these grounds,” PRC delegates claimed that they had “accepted and al-
ready implemented” the recommendation although the Commission
could not find evidence that they had done s0.65 The Economist reported
that Chinese domestic coverage of the treaty body reviews omitted men-
tion of LGBTQ issues, including Chinese delegates’ claims that the PRC
did not discriminate against LGBTQ persons.%6
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Status of LGBTQ Persons—Continued

Although social acceptance of LGBTQ persons and relationships
seemed to be growing in recent years, rhetoric in Party and state-con-
trolled media may indicate decreased official tolerance for LGBTQ
speech, association, and popular representation.6?” One LGBTQ rights
advocate who writes under the penname “Comrade A Qiang” observed a
marked decrease in state-owned media acknowledging LGBTQ identity
or encouraging tolerance of LGBTQ-identified persons, especially since
2022.68 In one case from March 2023, after the California-based Acad-
emy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences awarded the movie “Every-
thing Everywhere All at Once” the Oscar for Best Picture, official Party
news media outlet People’s Daily reprinted an article using the euphe-
mistic term “Westernized lifestyle” instead of identifying a character as
LGBTQ, implying that such an identity or relationship is inherently
“Western,” and therefore problematic.6® Some experts believe that this
view has been encouraged under Xi Jinping as part of a nationalist
agenda and amid concerns about demographic decline.”0

Closure of Beijing LGBT Center

In May 2023, the Beijing LGBT Center, one of China’s largest NGOs
serving the LGBTQ community, announced its immediate closure.’?
While the organization did not explicitly state that it was forcibly closed
by the government, advocates and observers say that the Center had
been under ongoing and significant pressure.”?2 The Center’s announce-
ment attributed the closure to “force majeure,” which a reporter de-
scribed as “a common euphemism for government action.” 73 According
to an expert on LGBTQ issues in China, the organization had been sub-
ject to multiple crackdowns, including police raids and social media
bans.”* In May 2023, members of the LGBTQ community connected
with the Center described being questioned by the police for partici-
pating in LGBTQ-related events.”> Prior to the Center’s May 2023 clo-
sure, authorities had reportedly constrained the Center from operating,
yet prevented it from closing down altogether for fear of drawing inter-
national censure.”® The Beijing LGBT Center is the most recent of sev-
eral major groups in China focused on LGBTQ persons to close since
2020.77 Scholar and LGBTQ rights advocate Stephanie Yingyi Wang ob-
served that the closure of the Beijing LGBT Center signals a “new era”
for the LGBTQ movement and LGBTQ persons in China, who have been
increasingly relegated to online-only spaces for community building as
physical community spaces like Beijing LGBT Center are shuttered.”®
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Status of LGBTQ Persons—Continued

Prominent Cases

This past year, though the court system remains open to hearing
grievances, several Chinese court cases illustrate the difficulties mem-
bers of the LGBTQ community faced when seeking redress for discrimi-
nation and legal protection for LGBTQ expression. These include:

¢ In January 2023, China-based LGBTQ advocacy and community
services group Tongyu reported on a discrimination case that gay
flight attendant Chai Cheng brought against his employer, state-
owned enterprise China Southern, saying that he had lost his job
after being publicly outed as a gay man.”® According to a recording
Chai made after the incident, his supervisor asked if he was a mem-
ber of any “gay social organizations,” cautioned that such organiza-
tions “should not be allowed to gain leverage over our state-owned
enterprise,” and expressed concern that Chai’s behavior was incon-
sistent with the increased emphasis on morality in official propa-
ganda around “socialist core values.” 30 The Shenzhen municipality,
Guangdong province, court dismissed Chai’s discrimination lawsuit,
saying that China Southern had not violated the law by grounding
Chai for six months without pay before firing him, which Tongyu
pointed out reflects China’s failure to enact anti-discrimination laws
protecting LGBTQ persons.81

e In February 2023, two students at Tsinghua University filed a
lawsuit against the Ministry of Education with an intermediate
court in Beijing, seeking to overturn disciplinary actions the univer-
sity took against them for passing out rainbow flags on campus.82
The two have appealed through university, municipal, and national-
level bureaucracies, which have to date upheld Tsinghua’s deci-
sion.83 They also filed a lawsuit, which the court has not heard, ar-
guing that the Ministry of Education was required to hear the case
and asserting that their educational rights had been violated.84

Entertainment Guidelines

PRC authorities have continued to tighten control over suspected
LGBTQ representation and expression in media and entertainment. In
July 2022, the National Radio and Television Administration (NRTA)
held a symposium on the production of television series, with NRTA
deputy director Zhu Yonglei reiterating previous guidance that media
producers “firmly resist ‘sissy man’ aesthetics.” 85 In a January 2023 re-
port, the U.S.-based research group Internet Protocol Video Market
found that Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok, censors pro-LGBTQ
viewpoints and prohibits “unhealthy and non-mainstream views on mar-
riage and love,” conforming with content guidelines mandated by the
PRC government.86
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FREEDOM OF RELIGION
Findings

e During the 2023 reporting year, the Commission observed
ongoing violations of religious freedom by the Chinese Com-
munist Party and government, aimed at increasing state con-
trol of believers in both registered and unregistered religious
communities.

e The Party and government took steps to implement meas-
ures pertaining to religion passed over the last several years,
including measures regulating finances, venues, online activity,
and religious clergy.

e Authorities required religious groups affiliated with Party-
controlled religious associations to participate in educational
and ceremonial events surrounding the 20th National Congress
of the Chinese Communist Party, designed to reinforce
“sinicization” among religious bodies.

e The Party and government sought to closely monitor and
regulate Taoist and Buddhist groups, ensuring their adherence
to the Party line and national agenda. In one instance, authori-
ties used a controversial incident at a Buddhist temple to crack
down on religious venues nationwide.

e National Religious Affairs Administration authorities
launched searchable databases of approved Buddhist, Taoist,
Muslim, Protestant, and Catholic clergy.

e PRC authorities continued to control and forcibly assimilate
Hui Muslims throughout the country. According to a joint re-
port released by two nongovernmental organizations, authori-
ties have used counterterrorism policies instituted in Xinjiang
to bar a range of Muslim practices, imposed “sinicization” to
eradicate distinct ethnic and religious characteristics, and have
“scattered” and relocated Hui communities under the rubric of
Xi Jinping’s “poverty alleviation” campaign.

e The Chinese Communist Party and government have contin-
ued their efforts to assert control over Catholic leadership,
community life, and religious practice, installing two bishops in
contravention of the 2018 Sino-Vatican agreement and accel-
erating the integration of the church in Hong Kong with the
PRC-based, state-sponsored Catholic Patriotic Association and
its Party-directed ideology.

e PRC authorities continued to violate the religious freedom of
Protestants, engaging in pressure campaigns against unregis-
tered churches by detaining church leaders and targeting sev-
eral influential “house” church networks, renewing their cam-
paign against Chengdu municipality, Sichuan province’s Early
Rain Covenant Church.

e Chinese authorities continued to prosecute Falun Gong prac-
titioners under Article 300 of the PRC Criminal Law, which
criminalizes “organizing and using a cult to undermine imple-
mentation of the law.” In December 2022, Falun Gong practi-
tioner and radio host Pang Xun died after authorities tortured
him while in custody.

e The Party’s Anti-Cult Association updated their list of xiejiao
(a historical term usually translated as “evil cults” or “heretical
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teachings”), a tool it uses to rank groups according to threat
level and communicate its enforcement priorities.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Call on the Chinese government to guarantee freedom of re-
ligion to all citizens in accordance with its international human
rights obligations. Stress to PRC authorities that freedom of
religion includes the right to freely adopt beliefs and practice
one’s religion without government interference.

O Call for the release of religious leaders and practitioners
whom Chinese authorities confined, detained, or imprisoned for
peacefully pursuing their religious beliefs, including lay Bud-
dhist Wu Aping; Muslim imam Ma Zichang; Catholic bishop
Augustine Cui Tai; Protestant pastors Lian Changnian, Li
Jie, and Han Xiaodong; and Falun Gong practitioners Zhou
Deyong and Peng Shuming, as well as those confined, de-
tained, or imprisoned in connection with their association with
those citizens. The Administration should use existing laws to
hold accountable Chinese government officials and others
complicit in severe religious freedom restrictions, including the
sanctions available in the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Ac-
countability Act (Public Law No. 114-328) and the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (Public Law No. 105-
292). Ensure that conditions related to religious freedom are
considered when negotiating trade agreements.

O Call on the Chinese government to fully implement accepted
recommendations from the November 2018 session of the U.N.
Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic Review, including:
taking necessary measures to ensure that the rights to freedom
of religion and to religious culture and expression are fully ob-
served and protected; cooperating with the U.N. human rights
system, specifically U.N. special procedures mandate holders;
taking steps to ensure that lawyers working to advance reli-
gious rights can practice their profession freely and promptly
investigating allegations of violence and intimidation impeding
their work; and considering possible revisions to legislation
and administrative rules to provide better protection of free-
dom of religion.

O Call on the Chinese government to repeal Article 300 of the
PRC Criminal Law, which criminalizes “organizing and using
a cult to undermine implementation of the law” and Article 27
of the PRC Public Security Administration Punishment Law,
which provides for detention or fines for organizing or inciting
others to engage in “cult activities” and for using a “cult” or
the “guise of religion” to “disturb social order” or to harm oth-
ers’ health.
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Introduction

During the 2023 reporting year, the Commission observed ongo-
ing violations of religious freedom by the Chinese Communist Party
and government, aimed at increasing control of believers in both
registered and unregistered communities.! Authorities imple-
mented a series of measures issued over the past several years, tar-
geting the finances, funding structures, leadership, use of venues,
online activities and content, and doctrinal autonomy of religious
institutions.2 The Party and government also used the occasion of
the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party to en-
sure ideological conformity of religious groups with the policy of
“sinicization” (zhongguohua), defined by Xi Jinping in his speech at
the 20th Party Congress as “actively guid[ing] religion to adapt to
socialist society.”3 Religious practitioners, communities, and insti-
tutions faced increased surveillance as the National Religious Af-
fairs Administration (NRAA) rolled out several major digital over-
sight and enforcement initiatives.

International and Chinese Law on Religious Freedom

Both Chinese and international law guarantee religious freedom.
Under international law, freedom of religion or belief encompasses
both the right to form, hold, and change convictions, beliefs, and
religions—which cannot be restricted—and the right to outwardly
manifest those beliefs, which can be limited by certain justifica-
tions.4 These principles are codified in various international instru-
ments, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).5
Article 36 of China’s Constitution guarantees citizens “freedom of
religious belief” and protection for “normal religious activities.”®
However, by leaving terms such as “normal” undefined, China’s
Constitution fails to protect the same range of beliefs and outward
manifestations as is recognized under international law.” Neverthe-
less, China’s Constitution and other legal provisions® align with the
ICCPR in prohibiting discrimination based on religion® and loosely
parallel the ICCPR’s prohibition on coercion® by forbidding groups
or individuals from compelling citizens to believe or not believe in
any religion.11 China’s Constitution prohibits “making use of reli-
gion to engage in activities that disrupt social order, impair the
gealth 102f citizens, or interfere with the educational system of the

tate.”

Regulations and Policies Pertaining to Religious Freedom

Since 2022, the Party and government have taken steps to draft
and implement measures pertaining to religion, bolstering their
control over religious believers in both registered and unregistered
communities. These include:

e Measures for the Financial Management of Venues for
Religious Activities (2022).13 These measures bring religious
venues’ finances more directly under the joint oversight of the
Ministry of Finance and the NRAA.14 They require that venues
provide all donors with a numbered receipt issued by the pro-
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vincial religious affairs bureau.'® According to one pastor, this
allows the state to more closely supervise foreign donations
and further weakens the independence of local, government-af-
filiated churches, which previously enjoyed some level of finan-
cial autonomy.16

e Measures for the Administration of Internet Religious
Information Services (2022).17 In July 2022, provincial au-
thorities in multiple provinces reported holding trainings for
the implementation of the measures.1® In Guangdong province,
authorities announced that hundreds of candidates had quali-
fied as auditors and would be tasked with monitoring and li-
censing religious content in accordance with the measures.1?
Providers of online religious content and internet users at-
tempting to access such content or to openly discuss religion
reported reduced freedom to operate in light of the measures.20
In one instance, the China-based Catholic mobile application
CathAssist announced that it would be shutting down oper-
ations indefinitely after repeatedly attempting to procure a li-
cense under the new requirements.2! Several religious websites
in China reported censorship of certain religious words on
WeChat, including the words “Christ,” “church,” and “Bible.” 22
e Measures for the Administration of Religious Per-
sonnel (2021).23 In February 2023, the NRAA rolled out a
database of “approved” Buddhist and Taoist clergy, in a first
step toward developing similar databases for all religious
groups in compliance with the Measures for the Administration
of Religious Personnel (2021).24 In May 2023, the NRAA an-
nounced the rollout of databases for Muslim, Protestant, and
Catholic clergy.25

e Measures for the Management of Venues for Religious
Activities. In March 2023, the NRAA released a draft for com-
ment of new measures governing sites for religious activity
that would heavily regulate the use, funding, personnel, ac-
cepted activities, and other aspects of religious sites, in effect
covering “all aspects” of religious life, according to one advo-
cacy group.26 When adopted, they will replace the 2005 meas-
ures by the same name.2” The draft version of the new meas-
ures includes additional ideological content and ideological re-
quirements for religious sites, including a requirement that
sites establish an education system and regularly organize
study sessions for personnel on Party guidelines, PRC law, and
Chinese traditional culture, among other topics.28
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Sinicization of Religious Groups and the 20th Party Congress

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, Chinese Communist
Party authorities required religious groups affiliated with Party-con-
trolled religious associations to participate in educational and ceremo-
nial events surrounding the 20th Party Congress that were designed to
reinforce “sinicization” among religious bodies. Taoist and Buddhist
state-affiliated institutions held trainings to study the “spirit of the 20th
Party Congress,” and official Islamic and Protestant religious commu-
nities organized joint viewings of the event.2? Religious associations also
produced reports for the 20th Party Congress, with the chairman of the
Three-Self Patriotic Movement—the organization governing Protestant
churches in China—publishing a lengthy article on the status of the
“sinicization” of religion in China and announcing the formulation of a
new Five-Year Plan for the sinicization of Christianity.30 Members of
unregistered and sensitive religious groups faced increased repression
during the lead-up to the 20th Party Congress.3! According to Radio
Free Asia and ChinaAid Association, in the months preceding the Con-
gress, authorities escalated “stability maintenance” efforts, for example
harassing clergy and members of Shouwang Church in Beijing munici-
pality and Early Rain Covenant Church in Chengdu municipality,
Sichuan province.32

Buddhism (Non-Tibetan) and Taoism

The Chinese Communist Party and government’s relationship
with Buddhist and Taoist groups has continued to reflect the ten-
sion between appropriation of these groups by PRC leadership and
coercive control,33 both of which infringe on the ability of these reli-
gious groups to exercise their freedom of religion in accordance
with international standards.3* Consistent with the Party and cen-
tral government’s “sinicization” policy, PRC officials have embraced
Taoist and Buddhist groups that are perceived as serving the Par-
ty’s agenda, closely regulating them to ensure they continue to do
$0.35 To this end, in February 2023, Xinhua reported that the Bud-
dhist Association of China (BCA) and the Taoist Association of
China had launched a searchable online database of Buddhist and
Taoist religious personnel indicating who is permitted to partici-
pate in state-sanctioned religious activities, citing concerns about
“fraud.” 36 One Buddhist monk said that, because he did not appear
in the database, he would not be able to register with a temple or
participate in any religious activities.3”

PRC authorities have also continued to seek closer alignment of
Buddhist and Taoist religious identity with the Party and govern-
ment’s conception of China’s national identity, emphasizing the
Chinese character of these faiths and guarding against “outside in-
fluence.” Consequently, the Party and government have closely cir-
cumscribed the “eastward movement” of Tibetan Buddhism outside
of the Tibet Autonomous Region and Tibetan areas, limiting the
number of Han Chinese Buddhists studying at Tibetan Buddhist
institutions and largely prohibiting Tibetan Buddhists from preach-
ing outside of Tibetan areas.3® In Yunfu municipality, Guangdong
province, local BCA officials issued a notice calling on all Buddhist
temples, institutions, and religious sites to “resolutely resist” the
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“illegal” preaching of Tibetan monks.3? According to the notice, the
unauthorized spread of Tibetan Buddhism outside of Tibetan areas
poses a threat to believers, families, property, and “social harmony”
and impedes the growth of non-Tibetan schools of Buddhism in the
region.4® [For information on religious freedom for Tibetan Bud-
dhists, see Chapter 17—Tibet.]

In an apparent effort to maintain the patriotic integrity of Chi-
nese Buddhism and respond to public outcry, public security offi-
cers in Xuanwu district, Nanjing municipality, Jiangsu province,
raided Nanjing’s Xuanzang Temple after reports emerged on social
media that the temple housed memorial tablets dedicated to five
Japanese war criminals and an American missionary known for
protecting Chinese refugees in the city during the Japanese occupa-
tion.#1 Following the raid, Xuanwu public security officials crimi-
nally detained lay Buddhist Wu Aping, who paid for the tablets
in an attempt to “resolve grievances” and “relieve suffering,” ac-
cording to her televised confession.#2 Following the incident, the
BCA and the National Religious Affairs Administration launched a
nationwide campaign to “rectify” Buddhist temples, requiring that
Buddhist institutions cultivate the “correct” perspective on national
security, history, culture, national identity, and religion, with “zero
tolerance of any behavior jeopardizing national interests and hurt-
ing national feelings,” leading some observers to posit that the inci-
dent is being used as a pretext for tightening ideological oversight
of Buddhism at the national level.43

Islam

This past year, PRC authorities continued to exert control over
and forcibly assimilate Hui Muslims throughout the country.44 Ac-
cording to a joint report by Chinese Human Rights Defenders
(CHRD) and Hope Umbrella International Foundation (HUIF) re-
leased in March 2023, the Chinese Communist Party and govern-
ment have taken a three-pronged approach to targeting the Hui
Muslim minority group: using counterterrorism policies instituted
under the “strike hard” campaign in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region to bar and sanction a range of Muslim religious prac-
tices; imposing “sinicization” policies to eliminate expressions of
cultural and religious distinctiveness and promote assimilation;
and using the pretext of Xi Jinping’s flagship “poverty alleviation”
program to “scatter” and “relocate” Hui communities through mass
resettlement projects.4® These resettlement projects—many of
which originated prior to Xi but have since been adopted as “pov-
erty alleviation”—have disproportionately targeted Hui Muslims
throughout the country.4¢ For example, since 1983, authorities in
the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region have used an “ecological mi-
gration” program to relocate Hui Muslims, often to other minority
areas, supposedly for purposes of environmental protection, poverty
alleviation, and “ethnic unity,” though scholars have maintained
that the stated objectives are cover for “dispersing and dislocating
ethnic minority groups.”4? As recently as 2020, government-led
“labor transfer” programs have targeted Hui Muslims by recruiting
them for job opportunities in outside regions and provinces, some-
times citing explicitly political reasons, such as “social stability”
and national unity.#®8 CHRD and HUIF have also reported that Hui
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Muslim participants in government-led labor transfer programs
have been unable to practice their religion due to lack of religious
accommodations in areas where they have been relocated.4?

The Commission also observed the continued demolition of
“Arab-style” domes and minarets on mosques, in one case leading
to large-scale protests: 50

e In August 2022, authorities in Fangshan district, Beijing
municipality, began “rectification” of Doudian Mosque, built in
2013 and the largest in northern China, to remove Arabic lan-
guage and elements of “Arab style” from the mosque’s build-
ing.51 One Beijing-based scholar of religion, Xi Wuyi, described
the decision to “sinicize” Doudian Mosque as symbolically sig-
nificant, because it demonstrates “the capital persisting in the
orderly advancement of the sinicization of religion in China.” 52
e Authorities in Zhaotong municipality, Yunnan province, also
began “rectification” work on Zhaotong East Mosque, according
to photographs provided to Bitter Winter, an online magazine
that reports primarily on religious repression in China, and
published in September 2022.53 Zhaotong municipality has
been the site of previous demolitions: according to religious
freedom organization Christian Solidarity Worldwide, only
three out of more than 100 local mosques retained their domes
and minarets, as officials had removed them from nearly all of
the mosques there.54
e In May 2023, authorities in Nagu township, Tonghai county,
Yuxi municipality, Yunnan, attempted to “sinicize” the historic
Najiaying Mosque, by removing its “Arab-style” dome and min-
arets.?> According to witness reports, thousands of residents of
the majority-Muslim township gathered at the mosque to pro-
test the removals after construction cranes were seen entering
the mosque’s courtyard.56 Authorities also deployed hundreds
of police in riot gear and a People’s Liberation Army unit to
the site.57” When police forcibly prevented residents from enter-
ing the mosque for noontime prayer, several protesters report-
edly threw bricks and bottles at them.58 One local source told
CNN that authorities detained dozens of protesters.’® U.S.-
based Hui rights advocate Ma dJu said that Imam Ma
Zichang, who led protesters in prayer outside the mosque, was
among those detained.6® Authorities had previously announced
plans to conduct a similar “rectification” of the culturally and
historically significant Grand Mosque in Shadian township,
Gejiu city, Honghe Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture,
Yunnan, in June 2023.61 [For more on the Yunnan mosque
demolition protests, see Chapter 7—Ethnic Minority Rights.]
[For more information on Uyghur, Hui, and other Muslims in the
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and other locations, see
Chapter 7—Ethnic Minority Rights and Chapter 18—Xinjiang.]

Christianity—Catholic
COMPLIANCE WITH THE SINO-VATICAN AGREEMENT

The Chinese Communist Party and government have continued
their efforts to assert control over Chinese Catholic leadership,
community life, and religious practice.62 The Sino-Vatican Agree-
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ment of 2018 established a mechanism for appointing bishops who
are in “full communion” with the pope and “recognized by authori-
ties of the People’s Republic of China.” %3 According to one expert,
the original agreement allowed for a possible two-year extension of
the agreement “to be followed by a formal agreement or its suspen-
sion.” ¢ After first extending the agreement in 2020, the Holy See
renewed it on a provisional basis in 2022, a “clear sign that . . .
there is a desire to continue the dialogue but also a certain dis-
satisfaction with the results.” 65

In November 2022, the Bishops’ Conference of the Catholic
Church in China (BCCCC) “installed” Bishop Peng Weizhao—at
the time serving as Holy See-recognized bishop of the diocese of
Yujiang in Jiangxi province, a historic diocese not recognized by
Chinese authorities—as the “auxiliary bishop of Jiangxi,” a des-
ignation not recognized by the Holy See.®6 The Holy See character-
ized the action as not being in conformity with the 2018 Agree-
ment.57 The Holy See also cited reports that the appointment fol-
lowed “prolonged and intense pressure by the local authorities.” 68
On April 3, 2023, AsiaNews reported that a new bishop would be
installed in the diocese of Shanghai, considered China’s most im-
portant and the destination for a popular Chinese Catholic pilgrim-
age.?9 On April 4, the BCCCC held a ceremony installing Mon-
signor Shen Bin as bishop of Shanghai, which the Holy See said
it learned of after the event had taken place, and then only from
media reports.”’® At the installation, Shen said that he would con-
tinue to promote the tradition of “loving the country and loving re-
ligion,” persevere in “independence and self-governance,” and pur-
sue the “sinicization” of Catholicism.7?

COERCION AND REPRESSION OF CATHOLIC COMMUNITIES

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, officials exerted
pressure on both registered and unregistered Catholic commu-
nities, taking coercive action against churches and detaining mem-
bers of the clergy. In Baoding municipality, Hebei province, au-
thorities have targeted the Baoding diocese, home to one of the old-
est and largest unregistered communities in China, forcibly detain-
ing or disappearing at least 10 priests since April 2022.72 One of
the priests detained in 2022 and later released reported that au-
thorities subjected the men to a program of political indoctrination,
after which several consented to join the official church, while au-
thorities have kept those who did not consent under surveillance
and prevented them from exercising their pastoral ministry roles.?3
Authorities also demolished at least two unregistered Catholic
properties, including a church in Luancheng district, Shijiazhuang
municipality, Hebei, and a residence for nuns and priests in
Datong municipality, Shanxi province.4
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Control of the Catholic Church in Hong Kong

This past year, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region authorities
accelerated efforts to more closely align the Roman Catholic Church in
Hong Kong with the Catholic Patriotic Association (CPA). In July 2022,
Reuters reported that the Holy See’s unofficial envoy in Hong Kong had
warned Catholic missions in Hong Kong to prepare for a rollback of reli-
gious freedom protections and the possible institution of mainland-like
restrictions on religious bodies.”> Over the ensuing months, Hong Kong
Catholic bishops participated in two meetings with CPA counterparts.’®
In November 2022, the CPA, the Bishops’ Conference of the Catholic
Church in China (BCCCC), and the Holy Spirit Study Centre of the
Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong jointly organized an online exchange fo-
cused on the “sinicization” of Catholicism, with BCCCC Chair Shen Bin
presiding over the opening of the exchange and Hong Kong bishop emer-
itus Cardinal John Tong offering the opening prayer and delivering a
speech.”7 In April 2023, Hong Kong bishop Stephen Chow visited Beijing
municipality on a trip that was the “first of its kind” for a Hong Kong
bishop since 1994.78 At a prayer service in Beijing, Bishop Chow said
that Hong Kong Catholics should “love the country and the church.” 79
[For more information on the suppression of civil society in Hong Kong,
see Chapter 19—Hong Kong and Macau.]

Christianity—Protestant

During this reporting year, PRC authorities continued to violate
the religious freedom of Protestants, engaging in pressure cam-
paigns against unregistered churches by detaining their leaders
and surveilling their activities and participants.80 Local authorities
also continued to use the charge of “fraud” to target several influ-
ential unregistered or “house” churches and networks, indicating
that such churches are understood by Chinese Communist Party
and government officials to constitute an ongoing threat.81 Wide-
spread violations of Protestants’ freedom of religion included:

¢ Renewed crackdown on Early Rain Covenant Church.

O In August 2022, Wuhou district, Chengdu municipality,
Sichuan province, public security officers raided and forcibly
dispersed a Sunday worship gathering of Early Rain Covenant
Church (ERCC) members at a tea house in Wuhou, registering
attendees’ names and information.82 Authorities took into cus-
tody writer Xing Hongwei, known as A Xin, when he refused
to register, criminally detaining him on suspicion of assaulting
a police officer, though ERCC maintains that Xing did not ini-
tiate the physical altercation that ensued.83

O Over the past year, at least four ERCC leaders and members
reported that property managers at their places of residence
attempted to forcibly evict them and their families after pres-
sure from local authorities because of their connection with the
church.84

O In late February 2023, prior to the annual meetings of the
National People’s Congress and Chinese People’s Political Con-
sultative Conference in March, authorities in Chengdu began
to harass ERCC leaders and members, in an effort to deter
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them from holding Sunday worship services.85 When the
church continued to hold services, Jintang county public secu-
rity and Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs personnel raid-
ed the church on March 12, taking into custody pastor Wu
Wugqing and at least six other church leaders, with police beat-
ing deacon Jia Xuewei.8% Authorities released all seven the
same day but several days later administratively detained pas-
tor Ding Shuqi and member Shu Qiong.8”

¢ Prominent “house” church networks targeted.

O In August 2022, public security officers in Yaodu district,
Linfen municipality, Shanxi province took into custody Linfen
Covenant Church pastors Li Jie and Han Xiaodong, and Li’s
wife, Li Shanshan, placing them under “residential surveil-
lance at a designated location” (RSDL, a form of secret deten-
tion), later criminally detaining Li Jie and Han Xiaodong on
suspicion of “fraud.”88 Authorities detained two other Linfen
Covenant coworkers and banned the church and its associated
school as “illegal social organizations.” 89 [For more information
on “illegal social organizations” and being designated as such,
see Chapter 2—Civil Society—Regulations and Policy Per-
taining to Civil Society—Social Organizations Deemed “Ille-
gal.”]

O In August 2022, Baogiao district, Xi’an municipality,
Shaanxi province, public security officers raided the residences
of Xi’an Church of Abundance pastors Lian Changnian and
Lian Xuliang, placing them under RSDL for six months along
with coworker Fu Juan, during which time they report that
they were tortured and physically abused.?® In March 2023,
they were arrested on suspicion of “fraud.” 91

¢ Digital surveillance and control of religion.
O This past year, as part of the Henan Bureau of Ethnic and
Religious Affairs’ “Smart Religion” program, Henan province
launched a mobile phone application that believers must use to
register in advance of attending a religious service.92

Falun Gong

Chinese authorities continued to crack down on the practice and
propagation of Falun Gong, prosecuting Falun Gong practitioners
under Article 300 of the PRC Criminal Law, which criminalizes
“organizing and using a cult to undermine implementation of the
law.”93 The Falun Gong-affiliated website Minghui reported the
deaths of dozens of Falun Gong practitioners due to mistreatment
while in custody and hundreds of cases of Falun Gong practitioners
being sentenced by authorities, apparently for their connection
with Falun Gong.?4 In its submission for the review of China’s com-
pliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women, the Dui Hua Foundation noted
that women are disproportionately represented in criminal cases
involving “unorthodox religious groups” and that most of these
women belong to Falun Gong and the Church of Almighty God (see
Other Religious Communities in this chapter).9> Moreover, Dui
Hua reports that Chinese authorities have meted out “hefty prison
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sentences” to both male and female Falun Gong practitioners in
“key roles.” 96
Chinese public security officials have continued to subject Falun
Gong practitioners to torture, physical abuse, and mistreatment
while in custody.?” Examples from this reporting year include:
e In February 2023, a Twitter user identifying himself as a
friend of Sichuan Radio and Television host and Falun Gong
practitioner Pang Xun asserted that authorities had beaten
Pang to death while in custody, posting a video of Pang’s dead
body.?8 Public security officials in Chengdu municipality,
Sichuan province, initially detained Pang in 2020 in connection
with his alleged dissemination of Falun Gong leaflets, sen-
tencing him to five years in prison for “organizing and using
a cult to undermine implementation of the law.” 99
e In December 2022, Minghui reported that the Taonan Mu-
nicipal People’s Court in Taonan city, Baicheng municipality,
dJilin province, had sentenced Chinese traditional medicine doc-
tor and Falun Gong practitioner Peng Shuming to five years
in prison for “organizing and using a cult to undermine imple-
mentation of the law.”100 Taonan Public Security Bureau
(PSB) Detention Center officials physically abused Peng while
in custody.191 Minghui also reports that local authorities inter-
fered with Peng’s lawyer’s efforts to defend his client.102

Other Religious Communities

e According to a report produced by the Church of Almighty
God, the PRC central government has continued to crack down
on this new religious movement as part of a three-year cam-
paign launched in 2020, sentencing over one thousand practi-
tioners to prison terms of over three years in 2022.103

e This past year, the Chinese Communist Party’s Anti-Cult
Association published an updated list of xiejiao, a historical
term usually translated as “evil cults” or “heretical teachings”
and used by the Party to refer to new religious movements it
perceives as threatening.194 The list includes Falun Gong, the
Church of Almighty God, the Association of Disciples, the
Shouters, and the Unification Church among its top ten en-
tries.195 One expert on the regulation of new religious move-
ments in China says that the Anti-Cult Association lists xiejiao
in order of perceived threat level.106
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IV. Rule of Law in the Justice System
CRIMINAL JUSTICE
Findings

e The criminal justice system in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) remained a political instrument used for maintaining so-
cial order in furtherance of the Chinese Communist Party’s au-
thoritarian rule. The government punishes criminal acts, but it
also targets individuals who pursue universal human rights,
particularly when they independently organize or challenge the
state’s or the Chinese Communist Party’s authority.

e The judiciary is unambiguously political, as the chief justice
of the Supreme People’s Court called for “absolute loyalty” to
the Party. Moreover, political intervention was evidenced in
the case of citizen journalist Fang Bin, detained in 2020 in
connection with his reporting on the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) outbreak in Wuhan municipality, Hebei province.
A leaked document indicated that the court judgment in his
case was a result of a decision made by the Party Central Com-
mittee Political and Legal Affairs Commission.

e Government officials arbitrarily detained political activists,
religious practitioners, ethnic minorities, and rights advocates,
including through extralegal means such as “black jails” and
psychiatric facilities or through criminal prosecution under of-
fenses such as “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” or
crimes endangering state security. Some detainees, particu-
larly those held incommunicado, reported being mistreated or
tortured. After entering the formal legal process, defendants
sometimes faced prolonged pretrial detention, closed trials, and
delayed sentencing.

e Examples of arbitrary detention during the Commission’s
2023 reporting year include the forcible disappearance in
Shanghai municipality in March 2023 of Li Yanhe, an editor
who published books banned in China. In April, police in Bei-
jing municipality detained human rights lawyer Yu
Wensheng and his wife, Xu Yan, as they were on their way
to meet the European Union’s Ambassador to China.

e Authorities likewise criminally detained participants in the
White Paper protests, a series of nationwide citizen protests
that took place in November 2022 in reaction to the govern-
ment’s harsh COVID-19 prevention measures and censorship.
Protesters, including Cao Zhixin, Li Yuanjing, Zhai
Dengrui, and Li Siqi, were forcibly disappeared for several
months before authorities lodged formal criminal charges
against them.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:
O Publicly advocate for political prisoners. PRC officials have
deprived individuals of liberty on unsubstantiated criminal
charges and have suppressed their political rights. Our prior
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experiences illustrate that consistently and prominently rais-
ing individual prisoner cases can result in improved treatment
in detention, lighter sentences, or, in some cases, release from
custody, detention, or imprisonment. Specific cases of prisoners
can be found in this chapter and other chapters in this report.
For additional cases, refer to the Commission’s Political Pris-
oner Database and the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commis-
sion’s Defending Freedoms Project.

O Continue to advocate for the U.S. citizens and lawful perma-
nent residents whom PRC authorities have arbitrarily detained
or prevented from leaving the country.

O Prioritize diplomatic efforts to end PRC authorities’ use of
arbitrary detention. The Administration should urge PRC offi-
cials to end all forms of arbitrary detention and raise this issue
in all bilateral discussions and in multilateral institutions of
which the United States and China are members. The Admin-
istration should create public diplomacy campaigns and sup-
port media efforts to raise global awareness about the deten-
tion of political and religious prisoners in “black jails,” psy-
chiatric institutions, compulsory drug detoxification centers,
police and state security detention centers, and in mass intern-
ment camps in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. In
addition, the Administration should consider funding non-
governmental projects that assist individuals with collecting
and submitting evidence of PRC officials’ complicity and re-
sponsibility in the arbitrary detention of political and religious
prisoners.

O Take the necessary steps to ensure that U.S. businesses are
not complicit in PRC abuses of police power. The Administra-
tion and Members of Congress should take the necessary steps
to prohibit the export of U.S. surveillance technologies and
equipment to PRC security services. Members of Congress
should hold public hearings and private meetings with compa-
nies from their districts to raise awareness of the risk of com-
plicity in human rights abuses and privacy violations that U.S.
companies working in China may face. Topics of meetings
could include complicity in the use of artificial intelligence
technology and surveillance equipment used to monitor human
rights advocates, religious believers, and ethnic minority
groups in China.

O Voice support for human rights advocates in China. Mem-
bers of Congress and Administration officials should regularly
meet with members of Chinese civil society, rights defenders,
and other people targeted by PRC authorities. The Administra-
tion and Members of Congress should discuss with Chinese
counterparts the importance of protection for such individuals
in a wide range of bilateral and multilateral discussions.
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Introduction

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, PRC officials con-
tinued to use the criminal justice system and other forms of deten-
tion to arbitrarily detain individuals. As of February 2023, the
human rights monitor group Rights Defense Network documented
1,486 cases of active detention, which it estimated to be a small
fraction of the total number of political and religious prisoners in
China.! Institutionally, the judiciary is unambiguously political, as
the chief justice of the Supreme People’s Court (SPC) called for ab-
solute loyalty to the Party, and continuing political intervention
undermines defendants’ right to a fair trial, especially in political
cases.

Lack of Judicial Independence

As then SPC Chief Justice Zhou Qiang delivered the court’s work
report in March 2023, he reiterated the regulatory requirement
that judicial officers must be absolutely loyal to the Party and to
General Secretary Xi Jinping.2 Evidence of the judiciary taking or-
ders from the Party was seen in the case of citizen journalist Fang
Bin, whom the Jiang’an District People’s Court in Wuhan munici-
pality, Hubei province, convicted and sentenced in connection with
his reporting of COVID-19 death tolls in Wuhan around February
2020.3 According to a leaked document, the Party Central Com-
mittee Political and Legal Affairs Commission (PLAC) rec-
ommended the specific criminal offense to invoke and the length of
sentence to impose, both of which the court adopted.4 In particular,
the PLAC considered whether Fang should be charged with “incit-
ing subversion of state power” but opted for the less political-
sounding offense of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” fear-
ing that “hostile forces” would accuse the PRC government of sup-
pressing COVID-19-related reporting.5

Arbitrary Detention

Authorities’ use of arbitrary detention, including through extra-
legal or extrajudicial means, did not abate during this reporting
year. The U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention considers a
detention arbitrary if 1) it has no legal basis, 2) it is used to sup-
press the exercise of universal human rights, 3) the detainee’s due
process rights are violated, 4) asylum seekers or refugees are sub-
jected to prolonged detention, or 5) the detention is discriminatory
on grounds such as religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and polit-
ical opinion.® Arbitrary detention violates international human
rights standards? and China’s Constitution, which prohibits unlaw-
ful deprivation or restriction of a person’s liberty.8 All forms of ar-
bitrary detention are prohibited under international law, including
“detention within the framework of criminal justice, administrative
detention, detention in the context of migration and detention in
the health-care settings.”®
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Extrajudicial Detention
Types and examples of extrajudicial detention are as follows:
ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCE

Reports of enforced disappearance continued to emerge this past
year.19 Enforced disappearance is any form of deprivation of a per-
son’s liberty carried out by the government or with its acquies-
cence, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the detention or to dis-
close the detainee’s whereabouts.11 Examples are as follows:

¢ Li Yanhe (also known by his pen name Fucha), an editor in-
volved in publishing books banned in China, disappeared after
traveling from Taiwan to Shanghai municipality in March
2023 to visit his family.?2 In April 2023, the spokesperson for
the PRC Taiwan Affairs Office confirmed that PRC authorities
had detained Li and were investigating him for allegedly “en-
dangering state security.”13

e In October 2022, days before the 20th National Congress of
the Chinese Communist Party, physicist Peng Lifa (also
known as Peng Zaizhou) staged a solo protest in Beijing mu-
nicipality, during which he displayed banners on a bridge,
speaking out against the government’s harsh COVID-19 poli-
cies, and demanding political reforms, including Xi Jinping’s
removal.14 Authorities immediately detained Peng, holding him
at an undisclosed location.1?

e Gao Zhisheng, a human rights lawyer, remained missing
for more than five years after his disappearance in August
2017.16 Previously, authorities sentenced him to three years in
prison for “inciting subversion of state power” and subjected
him to constant surveillance after his release from prison in
2014.17

BLACK JAILS

The informal term “black jail” refers to buildings such as hotels
and training centers that government officials or their agents use
to detain people.’® These extralegal detention facilities operate
under different names, including “assistance and service centers”
or “legal education centers.”1® Their existence and use have no
legal basis, and people detained in such sites—many of whom are
petitioners2® and Falun Gong practitioners2l—do not know when
they will be released and do not have any procedural protection.22

Some people held in “black jails” suffer mistreatment. Petitioner
Feng Youmiao, for example, was denied access to water and daily
necessities when she was held in a “black jail” in February 2023
in Anging municipality, Anhui province. A group of unidentified in-
dividuals seized her in Beijing and transported her back to Anging,
her hometown, in an apparent attempt to stop her from filing com-
plaints about the forcible demolition of her property.23 Similarly,
petitioner Yin Dengzhen reported that people who extralegally
held her in September 2022 in a hotel room in Shiyan municipality,
Hubei province, beat her and refused to release her despite her
having suffered from food poisoning, which prevented her from eat-
ing for two days.24 Yin’s captors claimed that COVID-19 measures
were the basis of the detention, but it was reportedly a stability
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maintenance measure ahead of the 20th Party Congress, given
Yin’s history of petitioning.25

PSYCHIATRIC FACILITIES

Forcibly committing individuals without mental illness to psy-
chiatric facilities (bei jingshenbing) for acts such as expressing po-
litical opinions or grievances against the government continued
during this past year,26 despite domestic legal provisions prohib-
iting such abuse.2? In particular, the U.N. Principles for the Protec-
tion of Persons with Mental Illness and the Improvement of Mental
Health Care provide that a “determination that a person has a
mental illness shall be made in accordance with internationally ac-
cepted medical standards” and must not be based on “political ...
or any other reason not directly relevant to mental health sta-
tus.”28

According to secondary sources examined by nongovernmental or-
ganization Safeguard Defenders, “99 people had been locked up in
psychiatric wards 144 times in the seven years from 2015 to 2021,
covering 109 hospitals in 21 provinces, municipalities or regions
across China.”2? Legal prohibition appears to be ineffective, as
“[d]octors and hospitals are either coerced by, or collude with, the
authorities by allowing [arbitrary detention] to take place.”3° In
December 2022, for example, authorities in Tianjin municipality
committed university lecturer Wu Yanan to Tianjin Sheng’an psy-
chiatric facility after she voiced support on social media for student
protesters.3! Thereafter, social media posts from Wu’s and her par-
ents’ accounts admitted that Wu was suffering from mental illness,
but a person familiar with the situation doubted the authenticity
of the posts, adding that it was authorities’ attempt to stigmatize
someone who dared to speak out.32

ADMINISTRATIVE DETENTION

PRC authorities continued to use administrative detention to
suppress freedoms such as protest,33 movement,34 religion,35 and
seeking redress.3¢ Administrative detention is one of several types
of administrative penalties authorized by the PRC Public Security
Administration Punishment Law and the PRC Administrative Pun-
ishment Law37 and is referenced in about 90 domestic laws and
regulations.38 Some political detainees are subjected to further
criminal detention and prosecution after completion of administra-
tive detention.3? Examples from this past year are as follows:

e Police in Ha’erbin municipality, Heilongjiang province, or-
dered Zhang Wangce to serve 10 days of administrative de-
tention after Zhang posted on social media about his experi-
ence of being arbitrarily detained in a psychiatric hospital.4®

e In October 2022, government officials in Lhasa municipality,
Tibet Autonomous Region, administratively detained 22 Tibet-
ans to undergo an “internet security education” program after
they had posted on the internet information about pandemic-
related difficulties that people were experiencing.4!

e In June 2022, domestic security protection officers in
Longnan municipality, Gansu province, ordered rights defender
Long Kehai to serve 20 days of administrative detention, ac-
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cusing him of watching violent videos online and disseminating
rumors.*2 Authorities later criminally prosecuted Long and
sentenced him to two years in prison based on an indictment
alleging that Long “had abusively scolded the country’s leader
and the socialist system.” 43

RETENTION IN CUSTODY

The PRC Supervision Law44 authorizes the National Supervisory
Commission (NSC) and its local branches to investigate suspected
official misconduct using methods including “retention in custody”
(liuzhi), an extrajudicial form of detention that allows NSC officials
to hold individuals without legal representation.#> The law applies
to “Communist Party members or public sector personnel—vir-
tually anyone working directly or indirectly for the government.” 46
According to an official report, the Central Commission for Dis-
cipline Inspection and the NSC detained 5,006 persons under “re-
tention in custody” in 2021 as part of their efforts to investigate
corruption.4?

Individuals retained in custody are held incommunicado and
some reported being tortured. For example, entrepreneur Mu
Deming—in the course of appealing his six-year sentence imposed
by the Shuangjiang County People’s Court in Lincang municipality,
Yunnan province—testified that investigators deprived him of
sleep, interrogated him for 18 hours each day in an interrogation
chair, and pressured him by detaining his wife, causing him phys-
ical and mental harm.4® Investigators denied having tortured Mu
]lout hsaid that the injuries were caused by the “solemness of
iuzhi.” 49

Abuse of Criminal provisions

PRC authorities continued to suppress the exercise of universal
human rights through the use of criminal charges. Commonly ap-
plied criminal charges include the following:

¢ Crimes endangering state security is a category of 12 of-
fenses that carry a maximum penalty of life imprisonment and
possibly the death penalty and have been lodged against gov-
ernment critics and rights lawyers.50

e Picking quarrels and provoking trouble. Authorities
used “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” under Article
293 of the PRC Criminal Law to punish individuals including
petitioners and rights advocates.®1 Chinese legal experts de-
scribe this criminal charge as a “pocket crime,” in that it “is
so broadly defined and ambiguously worded that prosecutors
can apply it to almost any activity they deem undesirable, even
if it may not otherwise meet the standards of criminality.” 52
Lawyer and National People’s Congress delegate Zhu Zhengfu
continued to call for abolishing this criminal offense, as he has
since 2008, on grounds that it is vague and may infringe on
citizens’ free speech right.53

¢ Other Criminal Law provisions. Authorities continued to
charge members of religious communities and spiritual move-
ments with “organizing and using a cult to undermine imple-
mentation of the law” under PRC Criminal Law Article 300.54
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In addition, authorities accused individuals of other criminal of-
fenses, including “gathering a crowd to disturb social order” 55 and
“illegal business activity” 56 on account of activities protected under
international human rights standards.57

Additional cases of note from this past year include the following.

e Feminist and labor rights advocate Li Qiaochu remained in
pretrial detention as of June 2023 on the charge of “inciting
subversion of state power.”58 After taking Li into custody in
February 2020, authorities held her incommunicado, releasing
her on bail two months later.5® They formally arrested her in
March 2021, holding her in Linyi municipality, Shandong prov-
ince, after she had advocated for other detainees and made
public the mistreatment that law lecturer and civil society ad-
vocate Xu Zhiyong suffered during his detention.6® The indict-
ment alleged that Li had maintained a blog for Xu that advo-
cated toppling the socialist system.61 As of April 2023, Li was
suffering from depression and auditory hallucinations.62

e Dong Yuyu, a journalist at Party-run news outlet
Guangming Daily, was indicted for “espionage” around March
2023.63 Authorities in Beijing municipality detained Dong in
February 2022 when he was having lunch with a Japanese dip-
lomat, who also was detained.®* The Washington, D.C.-based
National Press Club in May 2023 issued an open letter signed
by 120 journalists and academics and called on the PRC gov-
ernment to drop the charge, as “[m]eetings with foreign dip-
lomats and journalists, as well as fellowships abroad, should
not be construed as evidence of espionage ....” 65

¢ Beginning in late November 2022, police in Beijing detained
people who peacefully protested the government’s harsh zero-
COVID policy and censorship around it, including Cao Zhixin,
Li Yuanjing, Zhai Dengrui, and Li Siqi, on the charge of
“picking quarrels and provoking trouble.” 6 [For more informa-
tion on the late November 2022 protests against the zero-
COVID policy, see Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression, Chapter
2—Civil Society, Chapter 6—Governance, and Chapter 12—
Public Health.]

Restriction of Liberty of Foreign Individuals

The PRC government continued to arbitrarily restrict the liberty
of foreign individuals as leverage to advance its political goals,67 a
practice that has sharply escalated since 2018, as observed by the
Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI).68 In a report pub-
lished in August 2020, ASPI noted that this type of arbitrary de-
tention often involved “enforced disappearances, unusual trial
delays, harsh punishments, prolonged interrogations and lack of
transparency to maximise the effects of coercion.” 9 Furthermore,
Chinese authorities are “known to reinstate Chinese citizenship to
detainees to prevent them from being repatriated ....” 70

For example, U.S. citizen Mark Swidan has been in prison since
2012, as the Jiangmen Municipal Intermediate People’s Court in
Guangdong province in April 2023 dismissed the appeal of his re-
prieved death sentence stemming from a drug-related case that the
U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention found to be arbi-
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trary.”! In other cases, some foreign nationals who are not other-
wise held at a detention facility are prevented from leaving China,
an opaque practice referred to as an “exit ban.” 72 Such bans can
be the result of a civil lawsuit or part of the government’s effort
to pressure overseas relatives to return to China for law enforce-
ment investigations.”® About 30 U.S. citizens are currently esti-
mated to be subject to an exit ban, as in the case of Henry Cai,
whom authorities have prevented from leaving China since 2017 in
connection with two civil cases that he previously was unaware of
and for business debts that he said were not his.7¢

Torture and Abuse

Reports indicate that the practice of torture and abuse of detain-
ees continues in China, a violation of the Convention against Tor-
ture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Pun-
ishment, to which China is a signatory.”> For example, after rights
lawyer Zhou Shifeng completed his seven-year prison term in
September 2022, his relatives relayed that when he was held in-
communicado in a guesthouse in Tianjin municipality between July
2015 and January 2016, armed police placed him under constant
surveillance and ordered him to continually sit on a high stool with
only brief periods of rest.”6 After being transferred to Tianjin Mu-
nicipal Prison, Zhou was ordered to sit on the floor and was
watched by two other inmates.”” In an effort to prevent Zhou from
drafting complaints about his custodial conditions, prison officials
restrained both his hands and feet with shackles weighing 50 kilo-
grams.”8 Additionally, authorities only allowed him to call his fam-
ily twice in seven years, a privilege that other inmates enjoyed at
least once a month.”?

Death in Custody

Multiple reports of custodial death emerged this past year, in-
cluding the following:

e In September 2022, Dong Jianbiao died in Chaling County
Prison in Zhuzhou municipality, Hunan province, while serving
a three-year sentence stemming from a domestic dispute with
his ex-wife over how to help their daughter Dong Yaoqiong,
whom authorities forcibly committed to a psychiatric hospital
after she had splashed ink onto a poster of General Secretary
Xi Jinping in 2018.80 At the morgue, Dong Jianbiao’s family
observed extensive bruises and bleeding in the anus, contra-
dicting authorities’ assertion that Dong had died of diabetes.81
Domestic security protection officers demanded that the body
be cremated within five days and detained Chen Siming, who
had publicized Dong’s injuries.82

e In December 2022, Falun Gong practitioner Pang Xun died
in custody in Jiazhou Prison in Leshan municipality, Sichuan
province, while serving a five-year sentence in connection with
disseminating Falun Gong materials.83 Authorities claimed
that Pang died from hyperthyroidism, but his body showed
what appeared to be “electric baton marks, bruises, and bind-
ing marks” and signs of incontinence.84
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Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location

PRC authorities continued to abuse the form of detention known
as “residential surveillance at a designated location” (RSDL), which
the PRC Criminal Procedure Law reserves for situations where the
detainee does not have a permanent residence or if the case in-
volves state security or terrorism.85 The law does not provide for
the right to family visits, requiring only that the family be notified
of the fact of the detention within 24 hours if possible; it does not
require the disclosure of the detention location.86 The law further
subjects counsel visits to approval by the investigation unit.87 A
group of U.N. experts deemed it “analogous to incommunicado and
secretive detention and tantamount to enforced disappearance,”
which heighten the risk of torture and abuse.88 Given the meas-
ure’s lack of effective oversight and legal certainty, some experts
have called for it to be abolished.89

Some reports indicate that authorities tortured detainees during
RSDL and used the measure without invoking the criminal of-
fenses that warrant its application. For example, police in Xi’an
municipality, Shaanxi province, detained local Christians Lian
Changnian, his son Lian Xuliang, and Fu Juan on the charge
of “fraud” in connection with church activities and detained them
under RSDL between August 2022 and February 2023.9© During
detention, police reportedly beat them, deprived them of food, and
denied them access to a bathroom.®1 As of June 2023, Lian
Changnian and the others continued to be held in pretrial deten-
tion.92 In addition to religious practitioners, authorities also en-
forced RSDL on people who exercised their right to free speech.93
In June 2022, for example, police in Yantai municipality, Shandong
province, detained Sun Fugui (also known as Sun Jian) under
RSDL after Sun posted on social media content that referenced the
violent suppression of the 1989 Tiananmen protests.?¢ Previously,
the university that Sun studied at expelled him for posting protest
videos online and criticizing the school’s handling of the COVID-19
pandemic.?5 Sources do not show that authorities charged Sun with
criminal offenses relating to state security or terrorism, the two
grounds under which RSDL may be legally applied.?¢

Denial of Counsel and Family Visits

The Commission observed cases in which PRC authorities denied
detainees the right to counsel and family visits, in violation of
international law.97 While domestic legal provisions permit counsel
and family visits, they do not describe such visits as rights.?8 In
particular, the PRC Criminal Procedure Law does not provide for
family visits per se but permits visitation only if the family mem-
ber is acting as a defense representative.?? The law likewise cir-
cumscribes counsel visits during the investigation phase of a case
if it involves state security, requiring prior permission by relevant
authorities.100

Authorities did not allow rights lawyer Xie Yang to meet with
his lawyer until May 2023, over a year after police in Changsha
municipality, Hunan province, took him into custody in January
2022 for showing support for a teacher whom authorities com-
mitted to a psychiatric hospital.101 In another case, in May 2023,
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authorities refused to allow an aunt to visit He Fangmei’s two
minor children, whom authorities had detained in Gongji Psy-
chiatric Hospital in Xinxiang municipality, Henan province.102 Au-
thorities detained He Fangmei and her husband, Li Xin, in Octo-
ber 2020, because they began petitioning, calling for stricter gov-
ernment regulations after their elder daughter was rendered dis-
abled due to a defective vaccine.193 He Fangmei’s younger daughter
was born in and never left the psychiatric hospital, and sources do
not indicate that the children suffer from mental illness.104

The Death Penalty

China continued to lead the world in the number of executions
conducted in 2022, according to Amnesty International’s 2022 an-
nual report on death sentences and executions.195 Amnesty Inter-
national estimated the number of executions in China to be some-
where in the thousands, but this figure could not be substantiated
by official sources due to the lack of transparency, as PRC authori-
ties deem death penalty information to be a “state secret.” 106
Under the PRC Criminal Law, a total of 46 crimes carry the death
penalty, nearly half of which are nonviolent crimes.197 In October
2022, two U.N. experts avowed that the imposition of the death
penalty in nonviolent crimes “failled] the ‘most serious crime’
standard for the application of capital punishment under inter-
national law.” 108

Under PRC law, nonviolent crimes that carry the death penalty
include corruption offenses, which are susceptible to being abused
to serve political objectives. In its 2022 report, Amnesty Inter-
national identified 10 cases in which former officials were convicted
on corruption charges and were sentenced to death with a two-year
reprieve.l99 Among them were high-ranking Party officials Sun
Lijun and Fu Zhenghua, who were sentenced in September
2022.110 According to a U.S.-based scholar, the timing of Fu’s sen-
tence—imposed before the 20th Party Congress in mid-October—
was “no coincidence, and was intended as a warning to Xi’s rivals
and detractors within the highest echelons of the CCP.” 111

Legal Developments

In October 2022, the Supreme People’s Court and three other of-
ficial bodies issued an opinion directing their counterparts at the
provincial level to implement a pilot program in selected prefec-
ture-level municipalities to provide defense counsel for eligible
criminal defendants.112 The pilot program was the latest develop-
ment in an initiative that began in October 2017, which provided
criminal defendants in eight provinces with legal representation
during trial.113 The new pilot program extended coverage to pre-
trial stages, including investigation and indictment.114 It also com-
plemented the plea leniency system, which reportedly has been
used in over 85 percent of criminal cases since its establishment in
2018.115
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ACCESS TO JUSTICE
Findings

e In the annual work report delivered in March 2023 at the
meeting of the National People’s Congress, Supreme People’s
Court (SPC) President Zhou Qiang emphasized the Chinese
Communist Party’s absolute leadership over the judiciary and
reported having endeavored to strengthen political loyalty, pro-
tect political security, and educate court personnel about safe-
guarding Party General Secretary Xi Jinping’s core leadership
position. Rather than promoting judicial independence, reform
efforts focused on improving organizational and bureaucratic
efficiency in accordance with the Party’s plans. While the work
report claimed there had been improvements to judicial trans-
parency, authorities had removed a significant number of judg-
ments from an online judgment disclosure database, particu-
larly in the areas of criminal cases and administrative litiga-
tion.

o Central authorities further formalized the Party’s leadership
in the petitioning system as part of an institutional reform
that aimed at extending the Party’s control over society as a
whole. The petitioning system (xinfang) operates outside of the
formal legal system as a channel for citizens to present their
grievances in hopes of triggering discretionary involvement by
Party officials in providing a resolution. Under a recently an-
nounced institutional reform plan, the government agency that
oversaw petitioning was to be led by a functional department
of the Party that coordinates and guides work relating to peti-
tions and collecting citizens’ suggestions.

o Petitioners continued to face persecution in the form of arbi-
trary detention in extralegal facilities. Some of those detained
suffered mistreatment, including physical assault and electric
shock.

e The space for human rights lawyers to operate continued to
shrink in the wake of a nationwide crackdown that began in
July 2015. As of February 2023, at least 14 human rights law-
yers were under different forms of restrictions on their per-
sonal liberty: 1 lawyer was missing, 4 were serving prison
terms, and 9 were being held in pre-sentencing detention.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Call attention to the arbitrary detention of rights lawyers
such as Ding Jiaxi, Xu Zhiyong, Chang Weiping, Li
Yuhan, Chen Jiahong, Qin Yongpei, Yu Wensheng, and
Xie Yang, and urge the Chinese government to uncondition-
ally exonerate them and other similarly situated lawyers.

O Highlight and discuss with Chinese officials cases of human
rights lawyers such as Liang Xiaogjun, Xu Zhiyong, Lin Qilei,
Xie Yang, Lu Siwei, Ren Quanniu, and Xi Xiangdong, whose
law licenses were revoked or whose ability to practice law was
otherwise restricted because of their legal representation and
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advocacy in cases that Chinese authorities deemed politically
sensitive.

O Continue to designate and impose sanctions under the Glob-
al Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act (22 United
States Code §§ 10101-103) on Chinese officials responsible for
arbitrarily detaining or otherwise persecuting petitioners,
human rights lawyers, and advocates.

O Urge the Chinese government to protect the fundamental
civil and professional rights of China’s lawyers, investigate all
allegations of abuse against them, and ensure that those re-
sponsible for abuse are brought to justice.

O Urge the Chinese government to end all forms of harass-
ment or persecution against the family members of human
rights lawyers and advocates, including surveillance and re-
strictions on their freedom of movement.
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Introduction

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), which China signed and expressed its intention to ratify,!
provides that all persons are equal before the courts; it also obli-
gates a State Party to ensure that people have enforceable legal
remedies for any violation of the rights and freedoms recognized in
the convention, even if the violation has been committed by an offi-
cial.2 While China’s Constitution recognizes certain universal
human rights,? citizens do not have any legal channel through
which to assert or protect them.* Moreover, instances of ongoing
persecution of human rights lawyers and political control over the
judiciary and the legal profession are inconsistent with the relevant
ICCPR provisions.

Lack of Judicial Independence and Transparency

In the annual work report delivered in March 2023 at the meet-
ing of the National People’s Congress, Supreme People’s Court
(SPC) President Zhou Qiang emphasized the Chinese Communist
Party’s absolute leadership over the judiciary and reported having
endeavored to strengthen political loyalty, protect political security,
and educate court personnel about safeguarding Party General Sec-
retary Xi Jinping’s core leadership position.® Rather than pro-
moting judicial independence, reform efforts focused on improving
organizational and bureaucratic efficiency in accordance with the
Party’s plans.6

The report also claimed that authorities had established an open
and transparent judiciary, citing the establishment of a court judg-
ment disclosure database and a court hearing broadcasting plat-
form.7 Experts who regularly used the judgment disclosure data-
base, however, observed a marked decline in the number of judg-
ments available, especially in criminal and administrative cases.8
A decline that began before February 2022 continued as of March
2023, as a practitioner in China noted that only 31 judgments in
administrative proceedings were available in 2023, a decline from
554,534 in 2019.° The practitioner noted that before the judgments
were pulled from the database, the SPC stopped publishing admin-
istrative litigation judgments in 2021, a practice followed by prov-
ince-level high people’s courts in 2022.10

Reform of the Petitioning System

Central authorities further formalized the Party’s leadership of
the petitioning system as part of institutional reforms aimed at ex-
tending the Party’s control over society as a whole. The petitioning
system (xinfang), also known as the “letters and visits system,” is
overseen by the National Public Complaints and Proposals Admin-
istration (Guojia Xinfangju; NPCPA). NPCPA operates outside of
the formal legal system as a channel for citizens to present their
grievances in hopes of triggering discretionary involvement by
Party officials in providing a resolution.!l Traditionally, although
petitioners rarely saw any results, the system remained widely
used, especially among people who lacked the financial means to

123



Access to Justice

file court cases.12 Besides treating xinfang as an alternative to liti-
gation, some petitioners used it to challenge unfavorable court
judgments, which created a conflict with the court and increased
the workload on the petitioning system.13 To address the issue, the
PRC in 2013 began to require cases to be resolved through legal
channels such as litigation, arbitration, and administrative review,
unless a case fell outside of areas covered by existing laws.14 De-
spite being a government entity, the NPCPA in May 2022 began
to be governed by regulations passed by the Party, which recog-
nized xinfang as an important aspect of the Party’s work on the
masses.1?

As announced in a March 2023 institutional reform plan, the
Party and the government jointly elevated the NPCPA to an orga-
nization directly under the State Council rather than one that was
managed through its general office.’®6 The NPCPA is led by the
newly created Social Affairs Work Department, a functional depart-
ment of the Party that coordinates and guides work relating to pe-
titions and collecting citizens’ suggestions.'” The new department
is additionally tasked with pushing Party objectives among non-
Party entities such as industry associations, private enterprises,
and newly emerging economic and social organizations.18 A Central
Party School professor explained that the Social Affairs Work De-
partment unified functions from several government bodies to
strengthen the Party’s comprehensive leadership through all levels
of government.19 A U.S.-based analyst observed that the new de-
partment was designed to target petitioners and extend the Party’s
control to non-state entities.20

Persecution of Petitioners

PRC authorities continued to harass petitioners and restrict their
liberty, especially around major events such as the 20th National
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in October 2022 and the
annual meeting of the National People’s Congress in March 2023.21
Radio Free Asia reported in September 2022 that authorities had
erected metal barriers around the NPCPA building, a move that
multiple interviewees said they had not seen before.22 Around that
time, some petitioners were expelled from Beijing municipality by
police or were prevented from traveling there after their health
code (a zero-COVID measure) was arbitrarily changed from green
to red.23 Authorities likewise restricted the movement of dissidents
by placing them under surveillance or forcing them to travel else-
where, lifting such measures only after the conclusion of the na-
tional event.24

Multiple petitioners suffered mistreatment during detention; for
example—

e According to an October 2022 report, in 2020, prison authori-
ties in Shenyang No. 1 Municipal Prison in Liaoning province
reportedly subjected Lin Mingjie to electric shocks at least
twice, including by placing an electrode in his mouth.25 Lin
began petitioning because of the unjust demolition of his fam-
ily’s home and detention of his brother.26 Authorities had sen-
tenced Lin twice—in 2018 and in 2020—on the charge of “pick-
ing quarrels and provoking trouble” in connection with his pe-
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titioning.2” His case in 2020 also involved the charge of “un-
lawful use of an information network.”28 After his detention in
2019, authorities prevented counsel visits for over nine
months.29

e Tong Bin, a petitioner in Wuchang district, Wuhan munici-
pality, Hubei province, suffered five broken ribs from an as-
sault carried out by a group of “social maintenance workers”
as he walked out of a court building, after having filed a com-
plaint in August 2022 concerning the unlawful demolition of
his home.3° The assailants had warned Tong not to sue the de-
partment responsible for the demolition, which Tong ignored.31
e In July 2022, police in Beijing summoned Liu Hongxia for
questioning after she established a workshop helping other pe-
titioners produce video recordings of their complaints.32 The
next day, officials from Liu’s hometown in Zhengzhou munici-
pality, Henan province, physically assaulted Liu before return-
ing her to Zhengzhou, where they detained her in a hotel
room.33 Previously, Liu helped produce videos, including one in
support of complaints against the NPCPA head and another
one commemorating a rights defender who died in detention
under unknown circumstances.34

Persecution of Legal Professionals

Due to authorities’ use of criminal prosecution and law license
revocation, the space for rights lawyers has essentially disappeared
after the 2015 nationwide “709 Crackdown,” according to lawyers
interviewed by Radio Free Asia.35> Having had their law licenses re-
voked, some lawyers sought employment in fields other than law,
and those who provided paralegal services faced difficulties or un-
employment.3¢ According to a tally prepared by the organization
The 29 Principles, as of February 2023, at least 14 human rights
lawyers were under different forms of restrictions on their personal
liberty: one lawyer was missing, four were serving prison terms,
and nine were being held in pre-sentencing detention.3” The orga-
nization also documented the cases of many other lawyers who
were disbarred or had been detained previously.2® Some examples
of the enforced disappearance, sentencing, and pre-sentencing de-
tention of human rights lawyers are as follows:

ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCE

e Gao Zhisheng, a human rights lawyer, remained missing
more than five years after his disappearance in August 2017.3°
Previously, authorities sentenced him to three years in prison
for “inciting subversion of state power” and subjected him to
constant surveillance after his release from prison in 2014.40

e Lawyer Tang Jitian was released in January 2023, after
having been detained by domestic security protection personnel
at an undisclosed location in Jilin province for nearly 400
days.4! Tang’s disappearance occurred in December 2021 when
he was preparing to travel to a human rights event hosted by
the European Union.42
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SENTENCING

e In April 2023, the Linyi Municipal Intermediate People’s
Court in Shandong province sentenced lawyer Ding Jiaxi and
legal scholar Xu Zhiyong to 12 and 14 years in prison, respec-
tively, on the charge of “subversion of state power,” some three
years after their initial detentions.43 The case was based on
their promotion of the China Citizens Movement, which called
for a peaceful transition to constitutional governance and full
recognition of individuals’ status as citizens.4* Authorities de-
tained Xu and Ding after they joined a social gathering with
like-minded friends in December 2019 in Xiamen municipality,
Fujian province.#> Some 20 participants of the gathering were
either detained, summoned repeatedly, or forced into self-
exile.46 Xu and Ding suffered torture while being held incom-
municado, including food and sleep deprivation and prolonged
interrogation while being bound to an interrogation chair.4? In
November 2020, the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Deten-
tion (WGAD) noted that “Xu’s political views and ... his
human rights advocacy appear[ed] to be the sole reason for his
arrest and detention.”48 Likewise, the WGAD in September
2021 concluded that Ding's detention was arbitrary and further
expressed concern that China’s history of human rights viola-
tions “indicates a systemic problem with arbitrary detention in
1China, which amounts to a serious violation of international
aw.”49

e In March 2023, the Nanning Municipal Intermediate Peo-
ple’s Court in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, sentenced
lawyer Qin Yongpei to five years in prison for “inciting sub-
version of state power” because he organized the “Disbarred
China Lawyers Club” with other similarly situated lawyers
who had lost their law licenses as a result of their rights de-
fense work.50 A closed trial was held in December 2021, some
two years after his initial detention in October 2019.51 In an
opinion adopted in August 2022, the WGAD concluded that
Qin’s detention was arbitrary, and expressed concerns regard-
ing authorities’ denial of family visits and overcrowded condi-
tions in Qin’s detention facility.52 The WGAD further noted
that “under certain circumstances, widespread or systematic
imprisonment or other severe deprivation of liberty in violation
of the rules of international law may constitute crimes against
humanity.” 53

PRE-SENTENCING DETENTION

e As of April 2023, lawyer Li Yuhan continued to await her
sentencing, five and a half years after her initial detention in
October 2017.5¢ At the age of 74, Li suffered from multiple
health conditions that required daily medication, but authori-
ties denied Li’s lawyer’s multiple applications for medical pa-
role.55

e Public interest lawyer Chang Weiping was one of the De-
cember 2019 Xiamen gathering participants subjected to arbi-
trary detention.56 Authorities in Baoji municipality, Shaanxi
province, released him on bail in January 2020 but detained
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him again in October 2020 after he recounted in a video re-
cording his experience of being tortured during his previous de-
tention.57 Authorities charged him with “subversion of state
power” and denied him counsel visits until September 2021.58
Chang told his lawyer that he was again subjected to torture,
including sleep and food deprivation, in addition to prolonged
interrogation in an interrogation chair, which caused perma-
nent numbness in his fingers and psychological damage.5° In
July 2022, the Baoji Municipal Intermediate People’s Court
tried Chang in a closed proceeding, and authorities prevented
Chang’s family from traveling to the court, using COVID pre-
vention measures as justification.?® Chang was sentenced to
three years and six months in prison in June 2023, nearly a
year after his trial.6!

e As of March 2023, lawyer Xie Yang remained in pretrial de-
tention after authorities in Changsha municipality, Hunan
province, criminally detained him in January 2022 on the
charges of “inciting subversion of state power” and “picking
quarrels and provoking trouble.” 62 Xie’s detention took place
after he called public attention to the involuntary commitment
of a pregnant woman to a psychiatric hospital.®3

e In September 2022, domestic security protection personnel in
Yulin municipality, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, de-
tained lawyer Chen Jiahong, accusing him of “picking quar-
rels and provoking trouble.” 64 Chen’s detention took place six
months after he had completed a three-year prison term for
“inciting subversion of state power,” and was possibly related
to his criticism of the government.6>

e In April 2023, police detained lawyer Yu Wensheng and his
wife Xu Yan, charging them with “picking quarrels and pro-
voking trouble.”66 A European Union (EU) spokesperson said
that the detention took place when the couple was en route to
a scheduled meeting with EU officials and that PRC authori-
ties likely were aware of the meeting.6” PRC authorities re-
portedly prevented lawyers from representing the couple.68
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V. Freedom to Participate in the Political Process
GOVERNANCE
Findings

e The PRC moved further away from the collective governance
model as Xi Jinping secured a third term as president and gen-
eral secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, breaking with
the established norm of a two-term office designed for peaceful
transition of power. Individuals selected to fill other leadership
positions had a working relationship with Xi or were described
as Xi’s loyalists, further reinforcing Xi’s political dominance.

e Despite a claimed commitment to promoting democracy, the
political system as envisioned by Xi Jinping is fundamentally
undemocratic. When delivering his policy objectives, Xi de-
scribed a political system that was identical to the existing au-
thoritarian system and called it democratic.

e While Xi said community-level self-governance was a mani-
festation of democracy, it was in fact a grid management sys-
tem in which communities were divided into discrete units to
facilitate monitoring and surveillance. Recent national-level
policy that called for the grid to be staffed by police further
demonstrated the government’s intent on implementing perva-
sive social control.

e The PRC government’s handling of the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) displayed a pattern of enforcing extreme so-
cial control giving rise to a series of mass protests, to which
the government responded with censorship and criminal pros-
ecution.

e Harsh COVID-19 measures disrupted people’s lives and
prompted a series of large-scale protests, where some pro-
testers called for democratic reforms. The government re-
sponded by arresting some of the protesters after the fact, par-
ticularly targeting those who were deemed to be influenced by
“Western ideology” or feminism. Shortly after the protests, the
government abruptly reversed the COVID-19 policy without
proper transitional measures in place, resulting in many pre-
ventable deaths.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Support U.S. research programs that document and analyze
the governing institutions and ideological campaigns of the
Chinese Communist Party, as well as its relationship with
companies, government agencies, legislative and judicial bod-
ies, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

O Encourage Chinese authorities to ratify the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and release individuals
detained or imprisoned for exercising their rights to freedom of
speech, association, and assembly.

O Support organizations working in and outside of China that
seek to work with local governments and NGOs to improve
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transparency, especially with regards to efforts to expand and
improve China’s open government information initiatives.
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Introduction

Xi Jinping secured a third term for the top offices for the govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Chinese
Communist Party, substantiating speculations that his repressive
policies might continue indefinitely.l The past year was marked by
large scale protests and by the hardship that citizens endured due
to the government’s abrupt and unprepared reversal of pandemic
control measures. In what may be a response to the protests, PRC
authorities planned to strengthen a nationwide grid management
system to enhance its capacity to surveil citizens and expanded law
enforcement efforts in rural areas.

Xi Jinping Further Solidified Political Power

Under Xi Jinping’s leadership, the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) moved farther away from the collective governance model
this past year. Xi secured his norm-breaking third term as the
General Secretary and President, having received unanimous votes
at the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in
October 2022 and the 14th National People’s Congress in March
2023, respectively.2 Officials tapped to join the Party Central Com-
mittee and senior positions in the State Council were identified as
having close ties with Xi, prompting observations that “[l]Joyalty to
Xi was clearly the first and most important criterion for elite pro-
motion ....”3 The newly appointed Premier Li Qiang, for example,
had worked with Xi for decades but lacked experience in the cen-
tral government.4 Prior to his appointment, Li enforced Xi’s signa-
ture zero-COVID policy in Shanghai municipality to the detriment
of the city’s economic and social well-being, a record that some ob-
servers interpreted as a display of loyalty to Xi.5 Some leadership
successions also broke with the customary retirement age limit, re-
portedly to make room for Xi’s loyalists, and thus reinforcing Xi’s
political dominance and disrupting a mechanism, which according
to some was designed for peaceful transition of power within a non-
democratic system.®

The 20th Party Congress also amended the Party Constitution to
reflect the Party’s policy priorities. Among the changes were the
addition of language confirming the Party being the highest polit-
ical power, and the phrases “Four Consciousnesses,” “Four Matters
of Confidence,” and “Two Safeguards,” which refer to principles re-
quiring Party members to maintain confidence in the socialist sys-
tem and to uphold and follow Xi Jinping as “the core leader of the
Central Committee.”?

Policy Plan Affirmed Undemocratic Political System

Despite claimed commitment to promoting democracy, the polit-
ical system as envisioned by Xi Jinping is fundamentally undemo-
cratic. Prior to assuming his third five-year term as Party General
Secretary, Xi Jinping delivered a policy plan to “[blasically realize
socialist modernization” by 2035, a process that included improve-
ments on “whole-process people’s democracy.”® This term was first
coined by Xi in 2019, and has since been used in Party propa-
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ganda.® The political system outlined in the plan mirrors the exist-
ing authoritarian system, one which the Party controls directly or
indirectly.10

According to Xi, Chinese citizens exercise state power through
people’s congresses that are democratically elected at all levels, and
the Party consults citizens’ opinion through multiparty cooperation
and institutions like the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference (CPPCC).11 He additionally called for improvements on
community-level self-governance, which he claimed to be a mani-
festation of democracy.!2 Appealing to nationalism, Xi expressed
the need for using the United Front to rally the people’s support,
including uniting overseas Chinese, handling ethnic affairs with a
“distinctively Chinese approach,” and insisting that religions “must
be Chinese in orientation ....” 13

Contrary to Xi’s claims, people’s congresses are not democrat-
ically elected at all levels, and public participation at local levels
is not only limited but also subject to political interference, such as
through candidate selection and harassment of independent can-
didates.’* In contrast to the stated function of soliciting public
opinion, the CPPCC is tasked with co-opting non-Party members to
advance the Party’s objectives; only eight satellite parties are per-
mitted to exist, and all of them are controlled by the Chinese Com-
munist Party.l> Community-level self-governance to which Xi re-
ferred is “essentially a militarisation of society” in which commu-
nities are divided into discrete management units subject to moni-
toring and surveillance, as explained by China Media Project.16
Moreover, Xi’s emphasis on the sinicization of ethnic minority
groups violates the cultural and social rights of millions of individ-
uals in China.l?

Government’s Handling of COVID-19 and Related Protests

The PRC government’s handling of the COVID-19 pandemic dis-
played a pattern of enforcing social control at the expense of citi-
zens’ well-being, giving rise to a series of mass protests, to which
the government responded with censorship and criminal prosecu-
tion. Authorities began imposing zero-COVID measures in early
2020 after the initial stage of the outbreak, intending to isolate
every infected person through methods such as mass testing, con-
tact tracing, quarantine facilities, and citywide lockdowns.'® Au-
thorities started to intensify enforcement in March 2022, when a
highly transmissible virus variant spread across China, affecting
millions of people.1® During these lockdowns, authorities suspended
public transportation and prohibited citizens from leaving their
homes, interrupting their access to food, necessities, and medical
services.20 Stores and eateries closed, and dozens of private hos-
pitals shut down or declared bankruptcy due to their income declin-
ing from their efforts to comply with zero-COVID directives, which
required them to divert resources away from non-COVID care.2!
Some people committed suicide as a result of their inability to ac-
cess health services other than COVID treatment.22 According to
Associated Press, an epidemiologist of the Chinese Center for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention wrote in an internal document that
excessive controls under the zero-COVID policy had “no scientific
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basis,” but he publicly maintained that the policy was “absolutely
correct” because authorities had ordered him to advocate for it.23

COVID-19 measures likewise posed a public safety hazard. For
example, “[plandemic controls imposed by Chinese authorities
around, and possibly inside, [an] apartment building had delayed
[firefighters’] response” in a fatal fire in Urumgqi municipality,
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, according to people close to
the incident; although the government denied such claims.24

The fire in Urumgqi followed a series of protests against harsh
and disproportionate COVID measures, including the solo protest
staged by Peng Lifa (also known as Peng Zaizhou).25 On October
13, 2022—three days before the opening of the 20th National Con-
gress of the Chinese Communist Party—Peng hung banners from
Sitong Bridge in Beijing municipality that criticized the govern-
ment’s harsh COVID-19 measures and called for political reforms
and Xi Jinping’s resignation.26 Authorities immediately detained
Peng, removed the banners, and censored social media posts about
the protest.2? Despite censorship, Peng’s message spread across
China, partly through graffiti and peer-to-peer connectivity such as
Apple’s Airdrop functionality.2® As news of the deadly fire in
Urumgqi on November 24 spread, impromptu vigils shifted into pro-
tests against the excesses of zero-COVID policy measures. There-
after, thousands of people joined protests in at least 18 cities and
79 higher education institutions across China,2® many of whom
held up blank sheets of paper to show defiance in the face of cen-
sorship, giving rise to the name White Paper protests and similar
variations.30 Some protesters also called for Xi’s resignation in a
rare direct attack on the country’s leadership.3®

About a week after the nationwide protests, the government lift-
ed key aspects of the zero-COVID policy, effectively reversing the
zero-COVID policy.32 The abrupt policy reversal presented a new
set of challenges that the Chinese government was not adequately
prepared for, such as the surge in COVID infections and deaths.33
As of March 2023, the World Health Organization’s (WHO) data
showed sharp increases in confirmed cases and deaths beginning in
mid-December 2022, coinciding with the policy reversal.3¢ Factors
including low vaccination rate among seniors, and shortages in hos-
pital supplies and staff contributed to many deaths that some ex-
perts said could have been avoided.35 Funeral homes saw a steep
increase in demand,3¢ and health officials in Beijing reported that
“emergency services were overwhelmed with more than 30,000 calls
per day.”37 In his Spring Festival remarks to the nation in Janu-
ary 2023, Xi Jinping acknowledged the healthcare shortages in
rural areas, exhorting local cadres to be of assistance.3® A U.S.-
based health expert explained that the zero-COVID policy had ex-
acerbated the situation because “the government controlled dis-
tribution ... had left rural hospitals and clinics undersupplied.” 39
Rural residents did not receive sufficient support from Party cad-
res, and one villager complained that “the government’s presence
has almost disappeared” after reopening.40

Nevertheless, the government’s presence was felt by some White
Paper protesters as authorities hastened efforts to detain them be-
ginning in mid-December 2022.41 According to one tally, police had
detained over 100 people as of February 2023, with a significant
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number of them being women.42 Chinese Human Rights Defenders
observed that some of the detentions seemed to be aimed at “pun-
ishing youth with ‘Western ideology’ or connection to ‘feminists.’” 43
Among those detained on criminal charges were Cao Zhixin, Li
Siqi, Li Yuanjing, and Zhai Dengrui, whom PEN International
and 24 other rights groups said were being held by PRC authorities
in violation of their fundamental rights of free expression and
peaceful assembly.44

Government’s Response to Other Protests

Besides the White Paper protests, other large-scale protests took
place across China, prompted by grievances concerning issues im-
portant to people’s daily lives, including bank savings, housing, and
healthcare. Freedom House “documented 668 incidents of protest
and other dissent in mainland China from June to September
2022.45 Of these, 77 percent were demonstrations, marches, and ob-
structing roads.” 46 Despite authorities’ efforts to “reduce the ability
of citizens to mobilize,” “people manage[d] to form decentralized
movements that increase the impact of their dissent.” 47 Some illus-
trative examples are as follows:

e In July 2022, over 1,000 people gathered in Zhengzhou mu-
nicipality, Henan province, as part of a series of protests based
on allegations that several rural banks had frozen their depos-
its since April.48 Police detained over 200 protesters, and a
group of unidentified people wearing white t-shirts (who were
reportedly deployed by the government) forcibly dispersed the
peaceful protesters, beating some of them.4® Despite censor-
ship, video footage of the violent dispersal circulated on the
internet, prompting public criticism.?© Earlier in June, the
Zhengzhou Commission for Discipline Inspection and Super-
vision said it had disciplined five officials for tampering with
COVID-19 health codes trying to prevent bank customers from
traveling to Zhengzhou.51

e Also in July 2022, about 200 homebuyers gathered in front
of the China Banking and Insurance Regulatory Commission
branch office in Wuhan municipality, Hubei province, to ask
the government to address the growing issue of real estate de-
velopers being unable to complete construction of apartments
that they had presold and that homebuyers had been paying
a mortgage on.52 The protest was part of a larger boycott in
which homebuyers in some 342 incomplete projects threatened
to stop mortgage payments unless the construction was com-
pleted on schedule.53 Authorities responded with censorship,
and a protest involving over 1,000 people in Xi’an municipality,
Shaanxi province, went unreported in Chinese media and on-
line sources.®* Local police “maintained social stability” by
means including calling a homebuyer repeatedly to ask her not
to complain to higher authorities in Beijing and transporting
protesters, through deceit or force, away from the protest site
by bus.55

e In February 2023, retirees in at least three cities protested
changes in the public health insurance program that they per-
ceived as having disadvantaged them.56 The changes excluded
many types of medication and reduced the amount of medical
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expense reimbursement, but these cuts reportedly did not af-
fect government officials.57 Although authorities did not use
force to disperse the protests, they took people into custody
after the fact, including Zhang Hai, who publicly expressed
support and reposted video footages of the protests.>8
[For more information on the protests, see Chapter 1—Freedom
of Expression, Chapter 2—Civil Society, and Chapter 12—Public
Health.]

Strengthening Grid Management

The series of large-scale protests may have led the PRC govern-
ment to further bolster the existing social control apparatuses, in-
cluding the grid management system, which divides communities
into discrete units to facilitate surveillance and monitoring.5° In ex-
plaining how the protests were possible under the PRC’s pervasive
social control, a scholar surmised that the system might be ineffec-
tive in quelling society-wide discontent given the large amount of
manpower required for monitoring people.?® In an apparent at-
tempt to address the deficiency,5! the Ministry of Public Security
issued a three-year plan in March 2023 and declared a commit-
ment to increase investment in the grid management system.62 The
three-year plan called for strengthening police presence in commu-
nities by increasing the number of grid-style local police stations
and by assigning one police officer to each village or grid unit by
2025.63 While the plan did not specify the size of each grid unit,
it could comprise 15 to 20 households based on existing practice.64
The plan encompassed duties, such as correcting bad behavior of
youths, intervening in family disputes and resolving couple con-
flicts.65 Police also were tasked with training lay citizens into “vol-
unteer police” to help achieve community self-governance.6¢ While
some localities had promoted similar initiatives before, it was “the
first time these requirements have been made at the national
level,” according to South China Morning Post.67 Previously, grid
managers were not required to be police officers, as indicated by a
2018 job posting.68

The establishment of the new National Data Bureau may have
an impact on the grid management system, given that digitization
and informatization are central features of it.6° In a March 2023
joint institutional reform plan, the Party and the PRC government
created the National Data Bureau, to be managed by the National
Development and Reform Commission, a State Council depart-
ment.”9 The new bureau is tasked with pushing forward the na-
tional strategic plan called “Digital China,” of which grid manage-
ment is a component, according to an expert.”? One analyst noted
that there were 18 local data authorities previously, and creating
a new national entity could help “coordinate disjointed local data
policies.” 72

Rural Policies

As central authorities rolled out a food security campaign, local
officials—operating in a tightening grid management system—de-
stroyed farmers’ crops to force conformity with national goals. A
policy document released jointly by the Party Central Committee

137



Governance

and the State Council in February 2023 emphasized the impor-
tance of food security and laid out nine objectives aimed at increas-
ing agricultural output.”’ Prioritizing rural development, central
authorities called for building a robust Party-led rural administra-
tion system under which Party cadres are to promote obedience to
the Party and to visit people’s homes to bolster the grassroots level
“self-governance” system that relies on grid management.”4

The document also stressed the need for protecting and strictly
controlling the use of farmland,”> the implementation of which,
however, may have contributed to the abuse of power by rural
management officers (nongguan) of local administrative units
known as “rural comprehensive administrative law enforcement
brigades.” 76 Established pursuant to a 2018 central directive, the
brigades are tasked with enforcement duties in all aspects of agri-
cultural production and are authorized to impose coercive measures
including administrative detention.”” The planting season of spring
2023 was the first mass public deployment of rural management of-
ficers, who reportedly destroyed crops and confiscated livestock in
carrying out the food security campaign.’® China Change, a U.S.-
based organization that monitors human rights in China, observed
that, in the face of the government’s push to boost grain produc-
tion, poultry and fish farmers and those who grow other types of
crops have become targets of the crackdown.”?

Online Movement Exposed Corrupt Practices

Public outcry over a violent crime led to an uptake of citizens
using the internet to voice their grievances, some of which involved
alleged collusion between police and criminals; while authorities
addressed some of these claims, at least one complainant suffered
retribution. Widely circulated video footage of a violent gender-
based attack perpetrated by suspected gang members that took
place in June 2022 in Tangshan municipality, Hebei province, drew
public concern.89 A report prepared by the provincial government
concluded that the police’s handling of the case was “slow and im-
proper,” and some people “wondered if local police were involved
with local criminal figures.” 8! Following the incident, at least two
other people in Tangshan used online platforms to recount their ex-
periences of also having been victims of crimes, to which local po-
lice responded by detaining the alleged perpetrators as part of a
half-month-long campaign against crime (although it is unclear
how the campaign was different from regular law enforcement du-
ties).82 Internet users elsewhere followed suit, among them police
officers, including some who reported incidents in which their supe-
riors allegedly tampered with evidence to shield perpetrators from
criminal liability.83

In one example, Liu Jian, a police officer in Bengbu munici-
pality, Anhui province, made a post on social media saying that
over ten officials beat him, destroyed evidence, and later tried to
discredit him by spreading rumors that he was mentally ill.84 He
said he reported the incident to authorities to no avail.8> After the
post, the Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission and Min-
istry of Public Security verified Liu’s claims, but public security of-
ficials in Anhui detained him in August 2022 on a criminal
charge.86
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PRC Counterespionage Law

In April 2023, the National People’s Congress Standing Com-
mittee amended the PRC Counterespionage Law, expanding the
scope of the law’s application.87 The law invokes the concept of a
“holistic view of national security,”®8 which covers over 20 broad
categories including political, economic, cultural, social, data, and
food security.8® The amendment inserts a clause to prohibit illicit
gathering of materials “relating to national security and national
interest,” 90 which one scholar described as “unworkably vague on
its face” and noted that it would give security authorities broad dis-
cretion.?1 Observers expressed concern that the amended law
would further restrict legitimate information gathering activities by
due diligence professionals and journalists.92
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VI. Discrimination, Societal Abuses, and Trafficking in
Persons

ETHNIC MINORITY RIGHTS
Findings

e During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, Chinese Com-
munist Party and government officials championed the “inte-
gration” of ethnic minorities, continuing the implementation of
policies contravening the rights of Uyghurs, Tibetans, Mongols,
Hui, and other ethnic minorities to maintain their own lan-
guages and cultures. The October 2022 election of Pan Yue to
the Party Central Committee, following his June 2022 appoint-
ment to the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, indicated that
Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s policies of assimilation and “ethnic
fusion” would likely be maintained.

e In May 2023, Hui Muslims in Yunnan province protested
over official plans to forcibly remove Islamic features from a
13th-century mosque, plans that reflected authorities’ inten-
tions to “sinicize” their community. Authorities cracked down
on protesters, detaining dozens at the scene and subsequently
urging others to surrender to authorities. Hui Muslims inter-
viewed by international media expressed the belief that, fol-
lowing authorities’ demolition of domes and minarets of the
mosques where they worshipped, authorities would begin to
impose tighter restrictions on Muslims’ ability to practice their
faith.

e In a case exemplifying the risks facing Mongols fleeing
China to escape surveillance and persecution, on May 3, 2023,
Chinese police officers detained 80-year-old Mongol historian
and writer Lhamjab Borjigin in Mongolia and forcibly re-
turned him to China.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Develop programming, both in the United States and around
the world, to preserve threatened cultures and languages. The
Administration should expand grant programs to assist
Uyghur, Mongol, and other ethnic and religious minorities in
cultural and linguistic preservation efforts. The Administration
should prioritize, and Congress should fund, research, exhibi-
tions, and education related to these efforts.

O Urge the PRC government to abide by the protections guar-
anteed to ethnic minorities to speak, use, and receive an edu-
cation in their mother tongue, under China’s Constitution, the
PRC Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law, and international human
rights treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the U.N. Convention on the
Rights of the Child. Urge Chinese authorities to repeal policies
that infringe upon the rights of ethnic minorities to teach and
learn in their own language. Press Chinese officials to release
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political prisoners who were detained for their advocacy of lan-
guage education rights.

O Urge Chinese authorities to allow Hui and other predomi-
nantly Muslim ethnic minority populations to freely engage in
Islamic religious rituals, as a matter of their right to religious
freedom, and in accordance with the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the ICCPR, as well as China’s Constitution,
which prohibit discrimination based on religion.
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Introduction

Authorities based the framework for the PRC’s ethnic classifica-
tion system, which divides the country into 56 ethnic groups
(minzu), on an “Ethnic Classification Project” carried out by eth-
nologists and linguists primarily in the 1950s.1 PRC authorities of-
ficially recognize 55 ethnic minority groups (shaoshu minzu), influ-
enced by the Stalinist definition of “nationality,” and nominally
grant them a form of territorial autonomous governance in pre-
scribed regions.2 Anthropologist Gerald Roche of La Trobe Univer-
sity described the framework as a hierarchy that not only
prioritizes the Han Chinese ethnicity and the Mandarin Chinese
language but also subordinates other ethnic groups and languages,
including unrecognized languages.? [For more information on Chi-
nese authorities’ suppression of ethnic minority languages, see
Chapter 17—Tibet.]

Party and Government Policy toward Ethnic Minorities

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, Chinese Com-
munist Party and government authorities implemented policies
that limited the freedom of ethnic minority groups to express their
cultural and religious identities in contravention of the PRC Re-
gional Ethnic Autonomy Law? and international human rights
treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights.> Chinese leader Xi Jinping promoted a histor-
ical narrative centering Han Chinese cultural identity and main-
taining that all ethnic groups originated from a single Chinese na-
tion.® Party and government officials also championed the “integra-
tion” of ethnic minorities, continuing the implementation of policies
contravening the rights of Uyghurs, Tibetans, Mongols, Hui, and
other ethnic minorities to maintain their own languages and cul-
tures.” The October 2022 election of Pan Yue to the Party Central
Committee, following his June 2022 appointment to the State Eth-
nic Affairs Commission, indicated that Xi’s policies of assimilation
and “ethnic fusion” would likely be maintained.® Pan has long en-
dorsed such policies and has emphasized the need for different eth-
nic groups and religions to integrate into “Chinese civilization.” 9

Crackdown on Hui Religion and Culture

During this reporting year, authorities implemented campaigns
in Hui religious communities that were aimed at “sinicizing” Is-
lamic practices,!0 a trend observers say limits Hui Muslims’ ability
to practice their religion and culture.!l Authorities demolished and
removed features such as domes and minarets from mosques
throughout China which serve Hui communities in order to
“sinicize” the mosques and eradicate elements viewed as “Arabic”
or “Middle Eastern.” 12 According to U.S.-based Hui rights advocate
Ma Ju, in Yunnan province alone, authorities have removed the
domes and minarets from over two hundred mosques.13

In a report released in March 2023, Chinese Human Rights De-
fenders and Hope Umbrella International Foundation documented
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a wide range of Party and government persecution of Hui Muslims
in recent years.14 The report described how Party and government
authorities carried out the mass detention of Hui Muslims in the
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) in the name of
counterterrorism; closed mosques and detained Hui religious lead-
ers as part of “sinicization” efforts; and displaced Hui communities
as part of “poverty alleviation” programs.15> In addition, the report
documented the harassment and detention of lawyers representing
or seeking to represent Hui individuals detained for religious rea-
sons.16

Hui Muslims in Yunnan Protest over Planned Partial Demolition
of Mosque

In May 2023, Hui Muslims in Yunnan protested over official plans to
forcibly remove Islamic features from a 13th-century mosque,l? plans
that reflected authorities’ intentions to “sinicize” their community.1® On
May 27, following the morning prayer, construction vehicles entered the
courtyard of Najiaying Mosque, which is located in Nagu township,
Tonghai county, Yuxi municipality, Yunnan, an area with a predomi-
nantly Hui Muslim population.1® Hundreds of police officers in riot gear
also surrounded the mosque and blocked its entrance.20 Authorities re-
portedly planned to demolish four minarets and a domed roof of the
mosque—Arabic-style features that authorities approved in 2004 when
the current mosque was constructed but that a court ruled illegal in
2020.21 Official plans called for the replacement of these features with
traditional Chinese architectural features.22 Thousands of residents took
to the streets to protest, with some residents throwing objects, such as
water bottles and bricks, at police.23 Police officers hit some members of
the crowd with batons when they demanded to enter the mosque for
noon prayers, escalating the clash.24¢ Authorities also detained dozens of
protesters at the scene.25 Among those detained was imam Ma
Zichang, who had led a crowd of protesters in prayer at the gate of the
mosque.26 Police retreated hours later, allowing the protesters to tempo-
rarily return to the mosque.2?

On May 28, Tonghai authorities issued a notice saying that the pro-
tests had “seriously disrupted social order” and that those who surren-
dered themselves by June 6 would be given a lighter punishment.28 By
May 29, authorities deployed drones to surveil residents, used loud-
speakers to urge protesters to turn themselves in, and blocked internet
and phone services with signal jammers.2® Residents told Agence
France-Presse on May 29 that several hundred police officers remained
in Nagu.30 Residents in the nearby town of Shadian, in Gejiu city,
Honghe Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan—where authori-
ties had announced similar plans to destroy Islamic features of the
town’s Grand Mosque—said that security personnel patrolled the town’s
streets on May 28.31
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Hui Muslims in Yunnan Protest over Planned Partial Demolition
of Mosque

In June, international observers posted online an official notice issued
on June 15, indicating that authorities would resume demolition work at
the Najiaying Mosque on June 17.32 Bitter Winter, an online magazine
that covers religious freedom in China, reported on June 28 that local
police had recently called many residents living near the Najiaying and
Shadian mosques to instruct them not to use virtual private networks
(VPNs) to access international social media platforms or to take or post
pictures or videos related to the “sinicization” of the mosques.33

Nagu and Shadian are two important centers for Muslim worship and
the education of imams, and Hui Muslims there have historically pro-
tested against official religious persecution.3* The Najiaying Mosque in
Nagu and the Grand Mosque in Shadian are among the last mosques
serving Hui worshippers that have not had their Islamic features re-
moved by authorities.35 Local officials attempted to coerce residents of
Nagu and Shadian into showing they agreed with plans for the “alter-
ation” of Najiaying Mosque and the Grand Mosque, visiting residents’
homes to pressure them into agreement, and, in Shadian, threatening to
reduce teachers’ pay and investigate business owners’ tax returns.36 As
Harvard anthropologist Ruslan Yusupov observed, since residents were
not willing to say they agreed, authorities “attempt[ed] to resolve the
emergent stalemate through a show of force and intimidation.”37 Hui
Muslims in Nagu interviewed by international media expressed the be-
lief that, following authorities’ demolition of domes and minarets, au-
thorities also would begin to impose tighter restrictions on Muslims’
ability to practice their faith.38 [For more information on freedom of reli-
gion for Muslims in China, see Chapter 3—Freedom of Religion and
Chapter 18—Xinjiang.]

Constraints on Language and Ethnic Identity in the IMAR

During this reporting year, officials in the Inner Mongolia Auton-
omous Region (IMAR) continued to implement policies suppressing
the use of Mongolian as a language of instruction in schools in the
region.3? The right of ethnic minorities to receive an education in
their mother tongue is protected under international law40 and is
also protected under the PRC Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law.4! In
April 2023, the Southern Mongolian Human Rights Information
Center (SMHRIC) reported that, according to the principal of a
middle school in Hohhot municipality, IMAR, central government
authorities had directed schools throughout the region to adopt
Mandarin Chinese as the language of instruction for all subjects
beginning in September 2023.42 SMHRIC published an audio re-
cording it said was provided by the parent of a student at the mid-
dle school, during which the principal can also be heard telling par-
ents that their school would implement the new policy beginning
in May 2023.43 SMHRIC’s report followed protests that took place
in the IMAR in fall 2020 over a new policy to reduce Mongolian
language instruction in several subjects in schools*4 as well as re-
gional regulations that took effect in January 2022 regarding lan-
guage, education, and ethnic unity that solidified official control
and assimilation efforts.45
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Mongols Fleeing China Face Transnational Repression,
Repatriation

In a case exemplifying the risks facing Mongols fleeing China to
escape surveillance and persecution, on May 3, 2023, PRC police of-
ficers took into custody 80-year-old Mongol historian and writer
Lhamjab Borjigin in Mongolia and forcibly returned him to
China.#6 It is unclear whether security authorities criminally de-
tained Lhamjab Borjigin and, if so, what the criminal offense is for
which he was detained.4” In a statement he wrote in March 2023
after he fled to Mongolia, Lhamjab Borjigin noted that authorities
in the IMAR had required him to report regularly to the local pub-
lic security bureau.4® Public security officials restricted Lhamjab
Borjigin’s activities and movement after he was sentenced by a
court in Xilinhot city, Xilingol (Xilinguole) League, IMAR, in or
around August 2019, to one year in prison, suspended for two
years.%9 In April 2019, the court had tried him on charges related
to “national separatism,” “sabotaging national unity,” and “illegal
publication and illegal distribution,” according to the Southern
Mongolian Human Rights Information Center.50 In July 2018, an
official from the Xilinhot City People’s Procuratorate reportedly
told Lhamjab Borjigin that the criminal charges against him were
connected to his Mongolian-language history of the Cultural Revo-
lution.51

In another case of a Mongol from China experiencing
transnational repression, in October 2022, Mongol language advo-
cate Adiyaa52 was harassed by individuals sent by the PRC em-
bassy in Thailand while he was held in a Thai immigration deten-
tion center.53 Adiyaa arrived in Thailand in February 2021 after
fleeing China with seven family members.5¢ The individuals sent
by the PRC embassy reportedly comprised Chinese police and pub-
lic security personnel who attempted to make Adiyaa sign docu-
ments admitting to violating Chinese laws and agreeing to return
to China, which he refused to do.?®> At the time of his detention,
Adiyaa had obtained refugee status from the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).5¢ Thai immigration authori-
ties released Adiyaa on bail around early November 202257 and
the UNHCR subsequently resettled Adiyaa in Canada.?8 [For more
information on Adiyaa, see Chapter 20—Human Rights Violations
in the U.S. and Globally.]
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STATUS OF WOMEN
Findings

e Authorities in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have in-
creasingly treated women’s public participation as politically
sensitive. Cases of official retaliation or punishment against
women who have gone public with criticism of the Chinese
Communist Party and PRC government are well documented
during Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s first decade in power. This
past year, public security officials reportedly focused on identi-
fying “feminists” among those detained for participating in the
November 2022 anti-COVID lockdown (White Paper) protests.
e In May 2023, a U.N. expert committee reviewed China’s
compliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Submis-
sions from independent nongovernmental organizations to the
CEDAW Committee focused on authorities’ widespread use of
gender-based violence and harassment against women political
and religious prisoners in China.

e The 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party in October 2022 illustrated the underrepresentation of
female Party members in the Party’s seniormost ranks, reflect-
ing male-dominated institutional barriers to political leader-
ship in the PRC. No women were among the 24 individuals se-
lected to join the 20th Party Central Committee Political Bu-
reau or its 7-member Standing Committee, China’s paramount
policy and decisionmaking body led by Xi Jinping.

e China’s “huge arsenal of laws designed to combat and punish
domestic violence” is failing Chinese women, including those
women who have turned to the courts for personal safety pro-
tection orders, according to a U.S.-based scholar. According to
official data, judges throughout China granted 4,497 protection
orders in 2022. In contrast, a domestic violence hotline app in
China reportedly received 13,000 calls in August 2022 alone.

¢ International reports about gender-based violence in China
this past year raised concerns about an official policy that co-
erces Uyghur women to marry Han men; the use of strip
searches to humiliate women rights defenders in detention;
and the use of online harassment and threats against women
journalists of Chinese and Asian descent as a way to silence
their reporting on China.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Publicly and privately urge Chinese officials to respect the
freedom of expression and assembly of all rights advocates and
to refrain from harassing and intimidating independent wom-
en’s rights advocates who seek to increase awareness of gender
inequality and sexual harassment. Raise the cases of women
whom PRC authorities have detained for their efforts to advo-
cate for human rights, to document social and political develop-
ments, to peacefully express their opinions on social media,
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and to practice their religious faith without government repres-
sion, including Huang Xueqin, Li Qiaochu, He Fangmesi,
Rahile Dawut, Niu Xiaona, Li Kangmeng, Xu Na, Kamile
Wayit, and other women mentioned in this report and in the
Commission’s Political Prisoner Database.

O Urge Chinese authorities to publicly expand the commitment
to gender equality through measures such as increasing the
number of women at the highest levels of political leadership,
instituting gender equality and anti-harassment training in
government workplaces, and challenging discriminatory atti-
tudes based on gender, through public education.

O Acknowledge recent legal developments in China aimed at
promoting the welfare of women and gender equality. These in-
clude the amended PRC Law on the Protection of Women’s
Rights and Interests and new guidelines that include provi-
sions to improve women’s rights and conditions in the work-
place. Encourage the government to strengthen formal support
services for implementation—for example, by increasing fund-
ing for health services or shelters for women experiencing vio-
lence, providing funding and support for lawyers to provide
legal services, and allowing independent lawyers and advocates
to assist with the promotion and implementation of laws re-
lated to gender equality through lawsuits and public cam-
paigns.

O In light of the lack of sufficient data on women’s conditions
in China, as raised by experts on the U.N. committee that re-
viewed China’s compliance with the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women in May
2023, encourage the collection, analysis, and public availability
of data on disparities in economic and social factors based on
gender so as to monitor changes and develop policies and pro-
grams that contribute to gender equality and rights protection
for women, including those with disabilities, the elderly, and
ethnic minorities.

O Support international exchanges among academics, legal ad-
vocates, nongovernmental organizations, and others that focus
on the implementation and enforcement of recently adopted
laws promoting gender equality. In particular, facilitate and
support technical assistance programs that would help all
those working in and with the judiciary to effectively imple-
ment the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law and the PRC Law
on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests. Train law
enforcement, as the first point of contact, to address reports of
violence in a way that does not undermine victims’ concerns or
safety. Urge provincial-level government officials to implement
new provisions that hold employers responsible for enforcing
protections against gender discrimination and sexual harass-
ment in the workplace.
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Introduction

Chinese Communist Party and PRC government authorities—
through policy, law, and action—continued to violate women’s
human rights, including women’s rights to freedom of expression,
freedom of association and assembly, digital privacy, and rights re-
lating to childbearing and familial relations and participation in
political and public life. Moreover, by not adequately implementing
laws and regulations aimed at protecting women from discrimina-
tion, domestic violence, and other practices harmful to women, the
government failed to fulfill its obligations under China’s domestic
laws and policies and its commitments under the U.N. Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), which it ratified in 1980.1

Political Representation and Public Participation

TWENTIETH PARTY CONGRESS: NO FEMALE REPRESENTATION IN TOP
LEADERSHIP BODY

In October 2022, Xi Jinping secured a third term as the Chinese
Communist Party’s General Secretary during its 20th National
Congress, breaking with the two-term norm established in the post-
Mao period.2 Xi did not break the longstanding underrepresenta-
tion of women in the Party’s seniormost ranks,3 however, neglect-
ing to select a senior female Party member to join the Central
Committee Political Bureau (Politburo) despite the presence of at
least one female Party member on the Politburo over the past 20
years.* The exclusion of women from seniormost positions of polit-
ical power is a consequence of the Party’s male-dominated system,
according to experts.5 Official statements that support female cadre
inclusion® have not been met with institutional and cultural
changes to facilitate career advancement for female cadres.” Thus,
24 men, including Xi Jinping, sit on the 20th Central Committee
Politburo, 6 of whom were selected by Xi to join him on the Polit-
buro Standing Committee—the PRC’s paramount political decision-
and policymaking group.® One researcher observed that Xi’s cen-
tralization of power and appointment of male loyalists around him
has further marginalized Chinese women’s overall participation in
politics.? Further evidence of the lack of women in Party leadership
is the absence of female Party Secretaries for any of China’s 31
provinces and province-level municipalities and autonomous re-
gions,10 a senior-level position seen as a potential channel for pro-
motion to the Central Committee.1! The inclusion of 11 women
among the full 205-member 20th Central Committeel2 and 22
women among the 171 alternate members!3 is consistent with pre-
vious rates of female representation.'* [For more information on
developments during the 20th Party Congress, see Chapter 6—Gov-
ernance. |

POLITICAL SENSITIVITY OVER WOMEN’S PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

China’s authoritarian suppression of women’s public participa-
tion continued this past year at the same time that officials es-
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poused high-minded rhetoric on gender equality and amended leg-
islation to strengthen the legal framework for women’s rights.15
The suppression has been ascribed to Party leaders’ perception that
women’s public participation may be politically sensitive,1¢ particu-
larly women’s public claims of sexual harassment.l” When tennis
star Peng Shuai accused retired male Party leader Zhang Gaoli—
formerly a Politburo Standing Committee member and Vice Pre-
mier of the State Council—of sexual assault in November 2021,18
the All-China Women’s Federation, the Party’s “bridge” to women,
is not known to have commented publicly about Peng’s claims.1®
Moreover, Zhang was highly visible during the 20th Party Con-
gress, sitting with other senior leaders in the front row of seats,20
while Peng has been incommunicado since February 2022.21 Cases
of official retaliation against, or detention of, women who have
criticized the Party are well documented during Xi Jinping’s decade
in power,22 including former Central Party School instructor Cai
Xia, feminist advocate Zheng Churan, critic Dong Yaoqiong, and
publisher Geng Xiaonan.23 This past year, public security officials
focused on identifying “feminists” among the November 2022 anti-
COVID lockdown (White Paper) protesters, some of whom were
later detained.24 [For further information on the detention of anti-
lockdown protesters who were targeted for feminist interests, see
Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression.]

CEDAW Review in May 2023

In May 2023, the U.N. Committee on the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women

(CEDAW Committee) reviewed the Chinese government’s compli-
ance with CEDAW.25

WOMEN POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS PRISONERS

Reports from independent nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) to the CEDAW Committee described the PRC’s use of gen-
der-based violence and harassment against women political and re-
ligious prisoners in China. As evidence, the NGOs described dozens
of cases in which PRC authorities used arbitrary detention2é and
prolonged detention;2? sexual violence against Uyghur and other
Turkic-speaking women;28 strip searches and other forms of phys-
ical and emotional torture while in detention;29 the denial of ade-
quate food and medical treatment, unsanitary conditions;3° and re-
prisals against women in detention.31 Although the total number of
women detained in China for the peaceful exercise of their human
rights is not known, the San Francisco-based Dui Hua Foundation
has entered over 14,700 cases of women political prisoners in its
database, of whom more than 2,000 were believed to be in deten-
tion at the time of its written submission to the CEDAW Com-
mittee in April 2023.32 Select cases of women in detention as of
June 30, 2023, include the following.33

e He Fangmei has been a target of official harassment for her
advocacy of vaccine safety following the illness of one her chil-
dren from a defective vaccine.3* Authorities have kept her in
detention in Xinxiang municipality, Henan province, since Oc-
tober 2020.35
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e Li Qiaochu is detained in Linyi municipality, Shandong
province, in connection with exposing online the torture in de-
tention of her partner—citizen rights and legal advocate Xu
Zhiyong—and lawyer activist Ding Jiaxi.36 Authorities de-
tained Li in February 2020 the day after Xu was detained, and
released her on bail in June 2020, yet have denied bail since
her formal arrest on February 26, 2021, despite her serious de-
pression and other ailments in detention.37

¢ Rahile Dawut, a Uyghur folklore scholar and former faculty
member at Xinjiang University, was “disappeared” by officials
in December 2017.38 It is believed that authorities initially
held her in a mass internment camp, and it was later con-
firmed that she was criminally prosecuted and sentenced to a
prison term of unknown length.3°

¢ Niu Xiaona is a disabled Falun Gong practitioner whom au-
thorities in Heilongjiang province sentenced to 15 years’ im-
prisonment in 2022 under Article 300 of the PRC Criminal
Law—the crime of “organizing and using a cult organization to
undermine implementation of the law.”40 She suffers from
rheumatoid arthritis and is unable to walk or attend to her
daily needs without assistance.#l The Dui Hua Foundation
commented that Niu’s sentence is “one of the longest prison
sentences known to have been given to Falun Gong practi-
tioners convicted of the sole offense of Article 300.” 42

CHINESE WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN LAW

The PRC delegation’s presentation on May 12, 2023, to the
CEDAW committee and its prior written documentation featured
the Chinese government’s passage of laws as a means of strength-
ening women’s rights.43 They highlighted the PRC Anti-Domestic
Violence Law (passed in 2015),44 a provision in the PRC Civil Code
(2020) regarding sexual harassment,*> and extensive revisions to
the PRC Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests
(Women’s Rights Law, 2022).46 While the amended Women’s Rights
Law, which went into effect on January 1, 2023, contains com-
mendable legal provisions,*? practitioners*® and scholars*® alike
have previously pointed to gaps between the law in theory and in
practice in China, finding that the “social reality rampant with
gender inequalities has rendered most gender legislation in China
merely guidelines instead of implementable laws....”5% Addition-
ally, experts have linked the Party’s public focus on “defining wom-
en’s interests” and the promotion of women’s rights legislation with
Party efforts toward “consolidation of power and societal stabiliza-
tion.”51 Considered within this context, a Hong Kong-based legal
expert described the amended Women’s Rights Law as “an appa-
ratus response to President Xi Jinping’s frequent mention of gender
equality.” 52

CHINESE INFLUENCE EFFORTS AT CEDAW

PRC authorities’ efforts to influence the U.N. system were evi-
dent in advance of and during the May 2023 CEDAW review and
demonstrated the “worrying ways in which China pursues influ-
ence over the composition, role and attributions of the [U.N. Treaty
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Bodies], and active government efforts to deter inputs from inde-
pendent NGOs, while facilitating inputs from government-aligned
organisations,” according to the NGO International Service for
Human Rights.?3 One indication of China’s “pursuit of influence” is
the election in late 2020 of an All-China Women’s Federation
(ACWF) vice president, Xia Jie, to the 23-member CEDAW Com-
mittee for a standard three-year term (2021-2024).54¢ Xia did not
appear to have an active role in asking Chinese delegates questions
during the two public CEDAW Committee sessions on May 12,
2023,55 but her ACWF affiliation®¢ is seemingly at odds with the
Committee mandate for experts to “serve in their personal capac-
ities, and not as representatives of the States parties which present
their candidature.”57 Organizations affiliated with the Chinese
Communist Party and PRC government58 submitted more than
one-third of the 52 nongovernmental reports to the CEDAW Com-
mittee.?® Several of these purported “nongovernmental” groups
gave oral reports to the CEDAW Committee on May 8, 2023, dur-
ing time reserved for NGOs.60

Gender-Based Violence

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: TOO FEW PROTECTION ORDERS

China’s “huge arsenal of laws designed to combat and punish do-
mestic violence” is failing Chinese women, including those who
have turned to the courts for personal safety protection orders, ac-
cording to a U.S.-based legal scholar.1 According to the data pro-
vided in the Supreme People’s Court (SPC) annual work reports to
the National People’s Congress, judges granted 11,272 protection
orders between 2017 and 2021.62 In March 2023, an SPC vice
president claimed that the courts granted 34 percent more protec-
tion orders in 2022 over those issued in 2021, which equals 4,497
protection orders, based on the SPC’s report of 3,356 orders issued
in 2021.63 A domestic violence hotline app using WeChat as a plat-
form reportedly received 13,000 calls in August 2022 alone.6¢ The
government does not publish comprehensive data about domestic
violence in China,®5 complicating research, policymaking, and the
provision of services to domestic violence victims.66

The SPC released Provisions on Several Issues on the Applica-
tion of the Law in Handling Cases of Personal Safety Protection
Orders (“Provisions”) in July 2022,67 adding to regulatory and guid-
ing documents issued in the past three years aimed at improving
access to protection orders.®® Judges, however, have hindered the
granting of protection orders by turning to mediation between the
domestic violence victim and batterer;6° not accepting many forms
of evidence; and maintaining an overly high standard of proof to es-
tablish domestic violence claims.’® The new Provisions attempt to
clarify the scope of acceptable evidence in protection order applica-
tions and expand the circumstances that constitute domestic vio-
lence, including emotional abuse.”! The Provisions also highlight
that applications for protection orders are no longer linked to di-
vorce proceedings,’? as they were prior to the PRC Anti-Domestic
Violence Law.”3
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SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND ASSAULT

Reports of sexual harassment and assault in China continued to
be a focus of public concern this past year,’* including accusations
on social media of sexual harassment at universities?> and in the
workplace,”® and in videos and photos of brutal assaults of women
by men.”” In one of the most notorious incidents recently captured
on video and widely shared on social media, a man and his com-
panions assaulted four women in June 2022 at a restaurant in
Tangshan municipality, Hebei province, after one of the women
rebuffed a sexual advance.”® Authorities reportedly prevented
many domestic journalists from reporting about the Tangshan inci-
dent, and harassed and detained journalists Mao Huibin® and
Zhang Weihan.8? Hundreds of social media accounts reportedly
were shut down for alleged rumormongering.8! In September 2022,
a court in Langfang municipality, Hebei, sentenced the main as-
sailant in the Tangshan incident to 24 years in prison on multiple
charges, mostly related to organized crime.82 Critics were con-
cerned that authorities had downplayed the gender-based nature of
the violence, noting that authorities attempted to allay public opin-
ion by claiming only a few “bad actors” were involved,®3 empha-
sizing law and order,%¢ and censoring content linked to gender and
women’s rights.85

The Commission also continued to observe reports this past year
about PRC authorities’ use of sexual harassment, censorship, and
violence to target women they deem threatening to the Party, in-
cluding the following:

¢ Coerced interethnic marriage in the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region (XUAR). In November 2022, the
Uyghur Human Rights Project reported on the Chinese govern-
ment policy since 2018 to coerce ethnic intermarriage between
Han men and Uyghur women as part of its “de-extremification”
program in the XUAR.86 In some reported cases, Uyghur
women agreed to marry Han men due to threats that the wom-
en’s family members would be placed in mass internment cen-
ters or that an interethnic marriage would lead to the release
of detained family members.87

e Women human rights defenders strip-searched in po-
lice stations and detention centers. In an April 2023 re-
port, Chinese Human Rights Defenders reported findings from
a series of interviews it held with about a dozen women human
rights defenders in China.88 Interviewees described instances
of being taken into detention centers or police stations during
which public security officials subjected them to strip searches
as a form of punishment or reprisal for their rights advocacy.8°
e Harassment of women journalists of Chinese or Asian
descent. The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China docu-
mented the online harassment of Chinese and Asian women
journalists in its 2022 survey of working conditions in China.9°
This is consistent with a report from the Australian Strategic
Policy Institute (ASPI) in June 2022, which documented gen-
der-based cyberstalking and cyber-harassment of women jour-
nalists of Chinese or Asian descent outside China.?! One of the
ASPI researchers described the motivation behind the harass-
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ment as an effort “to silence the view of these women and also

[to] serve as a deterrence against others reporting critically on
China ....”92
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Findings

e Authorities in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) continue
to treat population growth, childbearing, and women’s fertility
in China as subject to official control and policymaking. In re-
sponse to demographic and economic pressure, PRC authorities
ended the one-child policy in 2015, replacing it with the two-
child policy in 2016 and the three-child policy in 2021. In July
2022, 17 Party and government entities jointly issued a set of
“guiding opinions” that aim to incentivize marriage and child-
birth by improving healthcare, education, employment condi-
tions, insurance, and other benefits.

e Enforcement of birth limits in China has been characterized
by the use of harshly coercive measures in violation of inter-
national human rights standards. This past year, U.N. experts
raised concerns about reports of the use of coercive birth con-
trol measures against Uyghurs and other predominantly Mus-
lim ethnic minority groups in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region (XUAR), including forced abortion and steriliza-
tion, and the placement of contraceptive devices, that report-
edly resulted in “unusual and stark” population declines in the
XUAR from 2017 through 2019.

e Among the supportive measures to boost the population sug-
gested during the March 2023 meeting of the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference was improving the rights of
unmarried parents. Although several municipalities and at
least one province reportedly allow unmarried women to reg-
ister the birth of children, those children are not eligible for
the household registration (hukou) permits that are crucial for
access to public services. Moreover, an unmarried woman lost
a lawsuit in July 2022 against a hospital in Beijing munici-
pality which refused to allow her to undergo a procedure to
freeze her eggs. An appeal hearing was held in May 2023, but
the decision has not been announced.

e Many young people reportedly are reluctant to marry and
have children due to the high cost of raising children, low in-
comes, and a weak social safety net. Public opinion reflected
unease with the government’s focus on population growth as a
n(alltilonal responsibility for the rising generation of young
adults.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O In bilateral meetings, urge PRC government officials to abol-
ish all birth restrictions on families, and employ an approach
toward population policy based on international human rights
standards.

O Urge PRC authorities to end all coercive population control
practices targeting Uyghur and other ethnic groups in the
XUAR and elsewhere. Use authorities provided in the Foreign
Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Year 2000 (Public Law No.

169



Population Control

106-113) and the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Account-
ability Act (Public Law No. 114-328) to sanction Chinese offi-
cials involved in the formulation, implementation, or enforce-
ment of coercive population control policies, including those of-
ficials who have forced women to undergo sterilizations and
abortions in the XUAR and elsewhere.

O Support the Uyghur Genocide Accountability and Sanctions
Act (S. 1770), which gives the President authority to impose
sanctions on individuals responsible for or complicit in forced
sterilizations and forced abortions in the XUAR.

O Address in bilateral dialogue and in relevant multilateral in-
stitutions the regional humanitarian and security concerns
stemming from the sex ratio imbalance exacerbated by the
PRC’s population control policies, including concerns about
human trafficking, increased internal and external migration,
and other social, economic, and political problems.

O Urge the PRC government to reform the household registra-
tion (hukou) system to extend legal citizenship to millions of
persons who were born notwithstanding the previous one- or
two-child policies and who therefore lack access to education,
meﬁical care, government services, and legal protection of their
rights.
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International Standards and the PRC’s Coercive Population Policies

Despite calls from experts and other observers to remove all
birth limits in China on both demographic and human rights
grounds,! the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has continued to
implement a birth limit policy—the “three-child policy”—in viola-
tion of international standards.2 The one-child policy, in force from
1980 through 2015, restricted most couples to one child,3 though it
was implemented locally with exceptions, most commonly in rural
areas and for ethnic minority groups.* Policy enforcement under
the National Population and Family Planning Commission® in-
volved the participation of local officials® and birth planning work-
ers in rural villages and in urban work units and neighborhoods,
who used fines to punish couples for exceeding birth limits, intru-
sively monitored women’s fertility, issued birth permits, and em-
ployed coercive measures such as forced placement of intrauterine
devices (IUDs), forced sterilizations, and forced abortions.” Scholars
have traced the use of these practices to the PRC’s purported vol-
untary birth limit campaign begun in the 1970s.8

Coercive controls imposed on families, as well as additional
abuses engendered by the PRC population and family planning sys-
tem, violate standards set forth in the 1995 Beijing Declaration
and Platform for Action and the 1994 Programme of Action of the
Cairo International Conference on Population and Development.?
China was a state participant in the negotiation and adoption of
both documents.10 Acts of official coercion committed in the imple-
mentation of population control policies also contravene provisions
of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment, which China has ratified.1!
Scholars, moreover, have begun to theorize that forced abortion
may constitute an international crime, noting that “reproductive vi-
olence is increasingly being recognized as a distinct form of harm
requiring legal recognition, protection, and redress.”12 The U.S.
State Department has noted that coercive birth control measures
employed against Uyghurs and other predominantly Muslim ethnic
minority groups in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
(XUAR) constitute acts of genocide and crimes against humanity.13

Experts at the United Nations highlighted the use of coercive
birth control measures against Uyghurs and other predominantly
Muslim minority groups in the XUAR in the August 2022 assess-
ment of human rights concerns in the XUAR issued by the Office
of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rightsl* and during
treaty body reviews in February and May 2023.15 Beginning in
2016, officials in the XUAR reportedly used forced abortion and
sterilization as a means of limiting births among ethnic minority
groups in the region.1® Research published in 2022 found that im-
plementation of the policy had “drastically reduced birth rates of
ethnic groups” in the XUAR.17 In the August 2022 assessment of
human rights concerns in the XUAR, the U.N. High Commissioner
for Human Rights noted the reduction in births from 2017 to 2019
in the XUAR, calling the decline in 2018 “unusual and stark.”18
The assessment also highlighted the sharp increase in the XUAR,
in 2017 and 2018, in sterilizations and the placement of intra-
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uterine devices (IUDs), particularly in comparison to locations else-
where in China.1® The assessment describes these measures as vio-
lations of “the right to the highest attainable standard of health
compris[ing] sexual and reproductive freedom” and “an expansive
notion of religious ‘extremism’, raising further concerns about dis-
criminatory enforcement of these policies against Uyghur and other
predominantly Muslim minorities.”20 Similarly, the U.N. Com-
mittee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in the concluding
observations of its review of China’s implementation of the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in Feb-
ruary 2023,21 said that it “remains concerned about reports that co-
ercive measures, such as forced abortions, sexual violence, forced
sterilizations and torture, have been and are employed to accom-
pany enforcement of family planning policies in the [XUAR] and in
predominantly Uighur-populated areas, and that these have been
a cause of the unusual and stark difference in birth rates, steriliza-
tions and intrauterine device [IUD] placements in those areas in
comparison with the rest of the State party....”22 The U.N. Com-
mittee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women that reviewed China’s compliance with the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women in
May 2023 called for “immediate steps to end, prevent and crim-
inalize the use of coercive measures” against women in the XUAR,
as well as the investigation and prosecution of those responsible for
these measures, and “adequate compensation” to the victims.23 [For
more information on the August 2022 assessment by the Office of
the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, see Chapter 18—
Xinjiang.]

Population Decline and Official Responses

In January 2023, the National Bureau of Statistics of China an-
nounced that in 2022, the total population of China declined to
1,411,750,000—a decrease of 850,000 from the prior year.24¢ The an-
nouncement marked the first officially reported countrywide popu-
lation decline since the widespread famine that resulted from the
implementation of the Great Leap Forward in China (1958 to
1962),25 in which an estimated 30 million died of starvation.26
Birth rates also declined for the sixth straight year, from 7.52
births per thousand in 2021 to 6.77 births per thousand in 2022
27—a trend that experts expect will continue.28

OFFICIAL POLICIES, ACTIONS, AND PROPOSALS

To address what senior officials refer to as the “great challenge”
of the aging population and the below-replacement birth rate, the
Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Political Bureau an-
nounced the adoption of a universal three-child policy in May
2021,2° allowing all couples to have up to three children.3? In July
2021, the Party Central Committee and the State Council promul-
gated the policy change in the “Decision of the Central Committee
of the Chinese Communist Party and the State Council on Opti-
mizing Childbirth Policies to Promote Long-Term Balanced Popu-
lation Development.”31 Through an amendment to the PRC Popu-
lation and Family Planning Law in August 2021,32 PRC authorities
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established a legal basis to promote an increased birth rate, bal-
ance the overall sex ratio, “optimize” the population structure, raise
“population quality,” and “protect rights and interests of women in
employment.”33 The shift to the three-child policy, however, has
not altered the basic premise of PRC authorities’ continuing “claim
[of] sovereignty over childbearing of Chinese citizens,” as observed
by political scientist Tyrene White.34

At the seniormost level this past year, Party General Secretary
Xi Jinping reiterated the importance of population growth at the
20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in Octo-
ber 2022, saying that the PRC would raise the birth rate and “pur-
sue a proactive national strategy” in response to the aging popu-
lation.35 Prior to this, seventeen Party and government agencies
jointly issued the “Guiding Opinions on Further Improving and Im-
plementing Active Fertility Support Measures” (“Guiding Opin-
ions”) in July 2022, which outline ways to “strengthen reproductive
health education and services, prevent unwanted pregnancies and
reduce induced abortion for non-medical reasons.”36 The Guiding
Opinions also call for improvement in healthcare, insurance,
childcare, education, employment, housing, taxation, and social
services aimed at creating “a friendly atmosphere to raise children”
and achieving “balanced population development.”37 Some local
governments, in an effort to increase birth rates, reportedly have
begun to offer parents a range of subsidies and supportive meas-
ures for having children.3® The Guiding Opinions also incorporate
a gender-specific focus on women in the workplace with the cre-
ation of “family-friendly workplaces,” such as promoting designated
rooms for women to rest when pregnant or nursing, and stronger
implementation of labor safeguards.3? Preventing discrimination
against women in the workplace is also addressed in the amended
PRC Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests,
passed in October 2022 by the National People’s Congress.4° [For
more information on gender discrimination in the workplace, see
Chapter 11—Worker Rights.]

In one effort to promote population growth, the China Family
Planning Association (CFPA) announced in August 2022 the selec-
tion of 20 districts, municipalities, and one division of the Xinjiang
Production and Construction Corps in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region as sites in the “2022 New Type of Marriage and
Childbirth Culture Construction Pilot Projects”4! and added 20
more pilot sites in May 2023.42 While the National Health Commis-
sion is the government entity in charge of implementing population
control policy, the CFPA—as a “mass organization” under the
Party—transmits Party policy to the people through propaganda
and grassroots mobilization.43 The new CFPA-administered pilot
projects seek to reform cultural norms as a means of increasing the
birth rate, such as reducing the burden of costly marriage customs
like “bride prices” in rural areas and expensive weddings.44 Staff
working for the local family planning association in Miyun district,
Beijing municipality—one of the first 20 pilot sites—reportedly will
be assessed in part on their success in increasing marriages and
births.45 A professor of demography at Renmin University in Bei-
jing observed that the pilot projects may provide illustrative local-
level experience to inform policymaking and implementation absent
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public consensus about the meaning of the “new marriage and
childbirth culture.” 46

During the March 2023 annual legislative meetings of the Na-
tional People’s Congress and Chinese People’s Political Consult-
ative Conference (CPPCC), several CPPCC members publicly pro-
posed various incentives to promote population growth.47 While the
CPPCC is not a policymaking body, its members have the political
space to raise suggestions to the government and thus can function
as a conduit for public opinion.#® Among the range of proposals
were granting equal rights to children of unmarried parents; pro-
viding subsidies for a couple’s first child, rather than just for sec-
ond and third children; and expanding free public education and
access to fertility treatments.49

Public Discontent with the Pro-Natal Population Policy

Even as central authorities and local governments have sought
to encourage families to have more children, many young people re-
portedly are reluctant to marry and have children.?® They note fac-
tors including the high cost of raising children, low incomes, and
a weak social safety net.5! Online commentary and media reports,
moreover, reflected unease in Chinese public opinion with the gov-
ernment’s focus on population growth as a national responsibility
for the rising generation of young adults.52 Some social media
users expressed resentment that the government seems to view
people as “human mines” (renkuang) who produce children to be
exploited for economic benefit.53 The viral term “lying flat”
(tangping)—which expresses a state of inertia as a form of resist-
ance—has been linked to the younger generation’s frustration with
the government’s official expectations that young people must work
hard and have children with little promise of reward.5¢ A video of
a man refusing to leave home for a quarantine facility during the
lockdown in Shanghai municipality in spring 2022 went viral on so-
cial media, resonating with those concerned about raising a child
in authoritarian China.?5 Responding to an official who threatened
him with punishment that would “affect your family for three gen-
erations,” the man said, “We are the last generation, thank you.” 56
A demographer also pointed to the discontent expressed by young
Chinese people over PRC authorities’ continuing claim that child-
bearing 1s a “state affair.”57 Although birth and marriage rates
have been declining around the world, the “swift and sharp fertility
crashes” taking place in China are unusual and reflect a “revolu-
tionary, wildfire change in national mood,” according to the demog-
rapher.58 Similarly, a Beijing-based political analyst said that
young people’s growing discontent with authoritarian rule and re-
luctance to have children pointed to an “irreconcilable conflict” with
China’s goal of economic growth and the “bankruptcy” of its eco-
n{)mic model, which had relied on a cheap and abundant labor sup-
ply.59

This past year, several researchers linked declining birth rates,
in part, to Chinese women’s resistance to the official population
control policy after bearing the brunt of its violent implementation
for decades, including forced abortion, contraception, and steriliza-
tion.60 Moreover, the researchers described the official pro-natal
policy as another manifestation of the government’s attempt to con-
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trol women’s fertility.61 Some observers also expressed concern that
the government’s pro-natalist push could contribute to the further
erosion of women’s rights, pointing out that the government’s fail-
ure to enforce measures preventing workplace discrimination has
contributed to gender discrimination for working women.62 In a
commentary for the Lowy Institute, an Australian think tank, a
scholar wrote that “[w]omen’s rights in the Party’s strategy have
not emerged out of respect for human rights and individual choice.
Rather, women are primarily viewed as a resource to be deployed
for the benefit of the party state.” 63 Authorities also have amplified
“traditional gender roles” in official Chinese media outlets, as illus-
trated by the rhetorical claim that “women will find fulfillment
through marriage and motherhood.” 64

Rights of Unmarried Women with Children

The PRC does not explicitly ban unmarried women from having
children, but many services, such as pre-natal healthcare and ma-
ternity leave benefits, require proof of marriage.5 At a press con-
ference in August 2022, an official from the National Healthcare
Security Administration said that there is no national-level restric-
tion on access to maternity benefits for unmarried mothers, and
said local governments cannot ask women to provide marriage cer-
tificates in order to access benefits.66 Beijing municipality and sev-
eral provinces reportedly now allow single women to receive mater-
nity leave benefits, and Sichuan province began to allow unmarried
parents in February 2023 to register births in order to qualify for
some benefits.67 But while the births may be registered, those chil-
dren are not eligible for enrollment in the household registration
(hukou) system, which is critical to access public services.®8 In vitro
fertilization for single women remained illegal throughout most of
China, but media outlets reported in 2023 that health officials had
begun discussing the possibility of allowing single women to freeze
their eggs.62 The issue is being litigated in court: In July 2022, a
court in Beijing ruled in favor of a hospital that refused to freeze
the eggs of a single woman, sparking online debate about the fair-
ness of the ban.”’? The woman, surnamed Xu, appealed the decision
at the Beijing No. 3 Intermediate People’s Court in May 2023, but
the court did not announce its decision at the time.”1

Continuing Effects of the One-Child Policy

The legacy of the one-child policy continues to negatively affect
many in China. This reporting year, two journalists concluded that
the policy, which limited most families in China to one child, “ex-
acted a huge social and human cost on Chinese society. Forced
abortions, sterilizations, the use of intrauterine contraceptive de-
vices as well as hefty financial penalties left physical and emo-
tional scars on millions of women and traumatized families.” 72 The
government’s population control policies, coercively enforced for
decades, also contributed to the use of sex-selective abortion due to
the preference for sons, especially in rural areas.”3 The sex ratio
imbalance in China is stark, with researchers estimating 30 million
fewer women in China as a result of the one-child policy.”¢ Experts
have attributed numerous social problems to the gender imbalance,

175



Population Control

with one saying the consequences “will be felt in the generation
ahead.” 7> The sex ratio imbalance has intensified competition for
brides in rural areas, driving up already financially burdensome
“bride prices.” 76 Observers have also linked the sex ratio imbalance
to the trafficking of women within China and from abroad into
China for purposes of forced marriage and commercial sexual ex-
ploitation.”” The PRC’s enforcement of population control policies
has also led to other long-term harmful effects. An estimated 13
million people born in violation of China’s population control poli-
cies were not registered under the hukou system and therefore lack
access to certain social welfare benefits, public services, and the
rights conferred by citizenship, including formal identification, edu-
cation, and employment.”8 [For more information on the trafficking
of women, see Chapter 10—Human Trafficking.]
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