VIII. Other Thematic Issues
PuBLic HEALTH
Findings

e The People’s Republic of China (PRC) authorities’ response
following the COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan municipality, Hu-
bei province, and throughout the COVID-19 pandemic has been
characterized by a lack of transparency and problematic report-
ing. In October 2023, the government considered draft revisions
to the PRC Law on the Prevention and Control of Infectious
Diseases, including amendments that would strengthen report-
ing of infectious disease outbreaks within China.

¢ During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, PRC author-
ities continued to suppress criticism of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party and government about the PRC’s response to the
COVID-19 outbreak and pandemic and have promoted a nar-
rative of “success”.

e Several Chinese citizens based in Shanghai municipality
faced official harassment and detention in connection with their
efforts to document the COVID-19 pandemic and protest harsh
lockdown measures including: Chen Pinlin, Ji Xiaolong, Rei
Xia, and Zhang Zhan.

e Although there have been sporadic efforts to punish corrup-
tion in the healthcare sector in the past, during this reporting
year, Xi Jinping’s anticorruption “battle” engulfed the sector in
a nationwide crackdown.

e The State Council passed new “Regulations on Human Organ
Donation and Transplantation” that were presented as a means
to strengthen oversight and management of the organ alloca-
tion and distribution system. A group of transplant surgeons
and ethicists expressed skepticism that the PRC had ended
abuses in its organ transplant system, noting China’s failure
to adhere to WHO Guiding Principles—including a lack of ac-
countability, allegations of forced organ harvesting, and falsified
data on organ transplantation.

e PRC authorities continued to use forcible psychiatric com-
mitment as a tool of political control and repression in China,
according to a Chinese nongovernmental organization including
in the cases of: Wu Yanan, Wang Yuping, and Song Zaimin.
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COVID-19
INTERNATIONAL COORDINATION ON “PANDEMIC EMERGENCIES”

International human rights standards on public health include
Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, which proclaims the “right of everyone to the en-
joyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental
health” and the “prevention, treatment and control of epidemic . . .
diseases.”! The PRC government considered draft revisions to the
PRC Law on the Prevention and Control of Infectious Diseases in
October 2023, including amendments that would strengthen report-
ing of infectious disease outbreaks within China.2 PRC authorities’
response following the COVID-19 outbreak and throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic has been characterized by a lack of transpar-
ency and problematic reporting, such as ordering doctors in Wuhan
at the outset of the outbreak to delay reporting and not wear protec-
tive gear,3 and preventing scientists from publishing or sharing data
with the international community.4 An April 2024 investigative re-
port from the Associated Press concluded that PRC government offi-
cials “froze meaningful efforts to trace the origins of the coronavirus
pandemic, despite publicly declaring it supported an open scientific
inquiry . . ..”5 Moreover, a study by a U.S. institute concluded that
nearly 2 million died between December 2022 and January 2023
when PRC authorities halted most of the “zero-COVID” prevention
and control measures.®

The PRC government’s lack of compliance with provisions in the
International Health Regulations (IHR) in reporting the COVID-19
outbreak was a factor in recently passed amendments to the THR.
The PRC government not only “failed to promptly report” the
COVID-19 outbreak but also did not provide “timely, accurate, and
sufficiently detailed public health information” to the WHO, as re-
quired by the THR.?” Amendments to the IHR passed by Member
States during the World Health Assembly (WHA) in May 2024 will
allow the World Health Organization (WHO) to declare a “pandemic
emergency” and hasten international coordination in the case of a
pandemic.8 Provisions to ensure a country’s compliance that report-
edly were under discussion nevertheless were left out of the amend-
ed THR.9 A stand-alone agreement on a global pandemic response
in development since 202110 was not finalized at the WHA, though
Member States extended the mandate to work on the agreement
with a goal of passage later in 2024 or at the 2025 WHA.11

ONGOING INFORMATION CONTROL

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights allows
governments to impose some restrictions on freedom of expression
in cases of public emergency, yet such restrictions must meet “stan-
dards of legality, proportionality, and necessity.”12 As the Commis-
sion has reported in prior annual reports,13 PRC authorities have
suppressed criticism of the Chinese Communist Party and govern-
ment about the PRC’s response to the COVID-19 outbreak and pan-
demic, and have promoted a narrative of “success.”14 At the March
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2024 meeting of the National People’s Congress (NPC), for example,
Premier Li Qiang claimed that authorities had “secured a smooth
transition in epidemic response following a major, decisive victory in
the fight against Covid-19.”15 Information and news reports about
PRC policy and management of the COVID-19 pandemic that did
not align with the narrative of success remained politically sensi-
tive, as seen in the following examples from the reporting period.

e According to a Wall Street Journal report in July 2023, Chi-
nese authorities investigated several consulting firms in fall
2022, seeking to identify the source of alleged information leaks
about COVID-19 policy and vaccine strategy.16

e In July 2023, PRC internet regulators reportedly shut down
the domestic online media platform Health Insight.l1” Health
Insight had published investigative reports on corruption in
the healthcare sector, such as price gouging of medicine; over-
spending on COVID-19 measures; and the rise in mental health
concerns.18

e In December 2023, authorities reportedly censored a news re-
port about the possible return of the health-tracking app used
during the COVID-19 pandemic, in connection with a surge of
respiratory illnesses1? that affected many children in China.20
e The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China reported in its
survey of reporting conditions during 2023 that foreign journal-
ists in China “were liable to experience state intimidation and
harassment” when they attempted to cover COVID-19-related
stories.2! In one case, a journalist investigating the domestic
experience of COVID-19, who had arranged to meet a Chinese
university student in the student’s home village, learned that
the meeting was canceled by the student’s university.22

Cases of Harassment and Detention in Shanghai Municipality

This past year, the Commission monitored developments in the cases
of several Chinese citizens based in Shanghai municipality who faced
official harassment and detention in connection with their efforts to doc-
ument the COVID-19 pandemic and protest harsh lockdown measures.

e Shanghai authorities detained documentary maker Chen Pinlin
in November 2023 in connection with the release of a film about
the “White Paper” protests.23 These protests erupted a year earlier
in multiple locations across China, initially to mourn individuals
who died in a fire in Urumqi municipality, Xinjiang Uyghur Au-
tonomous Region, and broadened to focus on implementation of the
“zero-COVID” policy.2¢4 Public security officials reportedly formally
arrested Chen for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” in Jan-
uary 2024.25

¢ Ji Xiaolong, a public health activist who criticized Shanghai offi-
cials’ management of the COVID-19 lockdown in spring 2022,26 was
sentenced to four years and six months in prison in October 2023,
for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble.”27 In August 2022, Ji
reportedly had posted an open letter to Premier Li Qiang—then the
Shanghai Party Secretary—calling for official accountability.28
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Cases of Harassment and Detention in Shanghai Municipality—
Continued

e Authorities detained Rei Xia on November 14, 2023, two weeks
after she wore a costume of blank sheets of paper to a public Hal-
loween celebration in Shanghai.2? She was held for 28 days on sus-
picion of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble.”30 Authorities had
detained Xia for 24 hours in November 2022 in connection with
White Paper protests.3! Authorities detained her again in Decem-
ber 2022 for a period of 37 days32 after she reported online that
male police officers at another police station subjected several of
her female friends who also were detained in connection with the
White Paper protests, to abuse during interrogations, including hit-
ting them and conducting strip searches.33

e On May 13, 2024, Shanghai authorities released Zhang Zhan, a
citizen journalist imprisoned for reporting from Wuhan municipali-
ty, Hubei province, in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic.34
Her release after serving four years in prison was unconfirmed un-
til May 21 when she stated in a posted video that she was at her
brother’s home.35 Human rights advocates raised concerns that au-
thorities were likely to keep Zhang Zhan under heavy surveillance
and prevent her from discussing her experience.36

Anticorruption Campaign against the Healthcare Sector

Although there have been sporadic efforts to punish corruption
in the healthcare sector in the past,37 during this reporting year,
Xi Jinping’s anticorruption “battle” engulfed the sector in a nation-
wide crackdown.38 A projected year-long campaign was launched in
July 2023,39 and central authorities signaled at the January 2024
meeting of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection that
investigations would remain a priority.4° Bribery, kickbacks, and
“rent-seeking” are among the activities targeted by the campaign.4!
By August 2023, authorities reportedly had already detained more
than 150 hospital managers, and province-level investigations re-
portedly exposed thousands of cases of bribery.42 The number of
hospital directors and hospital Party secretaries under investiga-
tion rose to 250 by the end of September 2023.43 Authorities also
targeted senior officials working in healthcare, medical insurance,
and drug supervision, as well as scientists and pharmaceutical exec-
utives.** In April 2024, for example, the National People’s Congress
(NPC) announced that Yang Xiaoming, the scientist who developed
Sinopharm’s vaccine against COVID-19, had been dismissed from
the NPC and was under investigation for corruption.#> According
to a state media report in mid-June 2024, 150 officials were under
investigation in 2024 alone.4¢ Public health expert Yanzhong Huang
observed that the campaign is a “deflective strategy” that “shifts
blame onto hospital managers, doctors, and medical representa-
tives . . .” and away from concerns about Party and government
decision making and management.4? Experts have pointed to the
lack of sufficient funding for hospitals, medical doctors’ low salaries,
and other systemic weaknesses in healthcare policy and oversight
as among the root causes of corruption.48

194



Public Health

Ongoing Concerns about Organ Donation and Transplant in China

Articles published in a transplantation journal renewed concerns
about the PRC’s organ donation and transplant practices.#® In a
September 2023 article, a group of China-based specialists described
their facility’s liver transplant experience and outlined govern-
ment-led initiatives that they said were aimed at bringing organ
transplant into conformance with international standards.?? Anoth-
er group of transplant experts, responding to the article, quoted a
finding by the International Society for Heart and Lung Transplan-
tation Society that the PRC government “systematically support[s]
the procurement of organs or tissue from executed prisoners,” and
warned that “scientific journals must exercise caution when review-
ing clinical transplantation articles from China.”5! They noted the
PRC’s failure to “adhere to the World Health Organization (WHO)
Guiding Principles on Human Cell, Tissue and Organ Transplanta-
tion related to transparency (#9), traceability (#10), and openness
to scrutiny (#11),” additionally citing allegations of forced organ
harvesting from religious and ethnic minority groups, and falsified
data on organ transplantation.52 These violations of WHO principles
have undermined the integrity of PRC official assurances about its
organ transplant system, according to this group of experts.?3

While new regulations enacted in October 2023 provide a more
detailed framework governing organ donation, they are silent on the
issue of sourcing organs from prisoners.5* The new regulations—ti-
tled “Regulations on Human Organ Donation and Transplantation”
and superseding the older regulations passed in 2007—retain the
principle that human organ donation must be voluntary and with-
out compensation.5® The new regulations, however, do not provide
an exception for donations made by prisoners, including those on
death row.¢ This omission recalls the assertion made in 2015 by
senior health official Huang Jiefu that “voluntary” donations made
by prisoners continued to be permissible and that “[nJew regulations
will be unveiled to clarify the legal procedures of organ donations
for prisoners sentenced to death . . ..”57 Sourcing organs from ex-
ecuted prisoners, however, violates international standards such as
those adopted by the World Medical Association, which state that
“executed prisoners must not be considered as organ and/or tissue
donors.”58 According to a bioethicist, “experts suggest the regulatory
change will not lead to transparency, bring an end to China’s trans-
plant tourism business, or protect prisoners of conscience and ethnic
groups from crimes in organ transplantation, including forced organ
harvesting.”59

Mental Health Treatment: Forcible Commitment for Some,
Inadequate Resources for Those in Need

FORCIBLE PSYCHIATRIC COMMITMENT

PRC authorities continued to use psychiatric commitment as a
tool of repression in China, according to Civil Rights & Livelihood
Watch (CRLW), a Chinese nongovernmental organization that has
documented the forcible psychiatric commitment of free speech ad-
vocates, rights defenders, and petitioners for more than 15 years.60
Petitioners, individuals whose grievances have included miscarriag-
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es of justice in death penalty cases, homes and property ordered
for demolition by local officials, and other unresolved harms,61 have
been a frequent target of public security agents.62 In its 2023 report
on the use of forcible psychiatric commitment, CRLW noted that the
PRC diagnostic manual on mental disorders includes “petitioning”
as a potential identifying criterion for paranoid personality disor-
der.%3 The following three cases illustrate the misuse of psychiatric
commitment this past year.

e CRLW reported that Wu Yanan, an assistant professor of
philosophy at Nankai University in Tianjin municipality, re-
mained in psychiatric detention,®4 in connection with her on-
line support of individuals who protested COVID-19 lockdowns
in November 2022.65

e Public security officials forcibly admitted Wang Yuping, a
democracy activist from Jianli county, Jingzhou municipali-
ty, Hubei province, to a psychiatric facility upon completion of
an 1ll-year prison sentence.®6 According to rights defender Lin
Shengliang, hospital workers forced Wang to ingest unknown
medications while hospitalized.67

e Authorities in Beijing municipality reportedly forcibly com-
mitted rights defender Song Zaimin to a psychiatric hospital
twice this past year, including for a period of 48 days starting
in December 2023.68

CHALLENGES IN MEETING NATIONAL MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS

PRC policy treats persons with disability, including those with
mental health disorders, as recipients of government welfare rather
than as persons with rights, according to an expert report from an
agency affiliated with the United Nations.6° This approach, referred
to as the “medical model” of disability,7° is illustrated by a govern-
ment report on national mental health efforts presented to the Na-
tional People’s Congress Standing Committee in December 2023.71
The report identified some of the challenges the government has
faced, such as the need for more psychiatric hospitals, psychiatrists,
and counseling services nationwide; insufficient financial resources
for services and treatment; regional disparities; and limited societal
understanding of mental health disorders.”2 Brief mention of the
PRC Mental Health Law emphasized the government’s statutory
responsibility to implement mental health work.”3 The report also
specified the need to develop robust programs for children and the
elderly.”* However, the published version of the report on mental
health work was silent on two issues of public concern: the needs
of women with psychosocial disorders, in light of the case of the
“chained woman” who was a victim of human trafficking; 7> and the
mental health impact of COVID-19.76
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