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INSTITUTIONS OF DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE

Political Power of the Chinese Communist Party Under General
Secretary Xi Jinping

In China’s one-party, authoritarian political system,! the Chinese
Communist Party plays a leading role in the state and society.2 Ob-
servers note that the central role of the Party in governing the
state appears to have strengthened since Party General Secretary
and President Xi Jinping came into power in November 20123 a
development that has further “blurred” the lines between Party
and government, according to some experts.* During the Commis-
sion’s 2016 reporting year, under Xi’s leadership, the Party de-
manded absolute loyalty5 and continued to direct and influence
politics and society at all levels, including in the military,® econ-
omy,” media,8 civil society,® and family life.10 State-run media out-
lets reported that President Xi emphasized the Party’s claims to
leadership over “political, military, civil, and academic—east, west,
south, north, and center” at a senior-level Party meeting in Janu-
ary 2016.11 After the 18th Party Central Committee approved the
Proposal on Drafting the 13th Five-Year Plan for National Eco-
nomic and Social Development at its Fifth Plenum in October
2015,12 the government adopted the plan during the annual legisla-
tive and political advisory sessions in March 2016.13 The 13th Five-
Year Plan reiterates a vision to “spur a great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation” in line with the “Chinese dream.” 14 Xi introduced
the concept of the “Chinese dream” in 2013,15 promoting a Party-
and government-centric model of “socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics” in economics, politics, and society 16 that rejects so-called
“Western values” 17 and “hostile forces.” 18

XI JINPING’S LEADING ROLE

This past year, the Commission observed a continued emphasis
on Xi’s leading role in guiding decisionmaking in Party, govern-
ment, and military affairs. Reports suggested that Xi used the on-
going anticorruption campaign,l® intensified Party disciplinary
measures,2® promoted his speeches as ideological guidance,2! and
continued his chairmanship of at least six leading small groups
(lingdao xiaozu) in the Party Central Committee to strengthen his
power within the Party.22 Following central Party meetings that
featured calls to strengthen the Party’s role as the “core” (hexin) of
Chinese government and society,23 several provincial and local
Party leaders referred to Xi as the “core” of Party leadership 24—
a term previously used to characterize Deng Xiaoping and Jiang
Zemin, former Party General Secretaries.25 In a development that
observers assert further signals Xi’s increased power over the mili-
tary,26 in April 2016, Xi gained a new title as the commander-in-
chief of the Central Military Commission’s Joint Battle Command
Center and urged the command system to be “absolutely loyal.” 27
Reports this past year noted official propaganda efforts focusing on
Xi’s leadership style and policies that some observers found remi-
niscent of Chairman Mao Zedong’s “cult of personality,”28 high-
lighting Xi’s efforts to amass personalized power.2° An Australian
academic characterized Xi as the “chairman of everything,” noting
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that Xi’s leadership style represented a departure from previous
leaders’ adherence to the concerns of Party elders and the post-Mao
model of collective decisionmaking.39 Xi’s restrictive media policies
reportedly elicited criticism from property tycoon and popular social
media commentator Ren Zhigiang,31 Chinese media outlet Caixin,32
and anonymous sources.33 [For more information on critiques of
Xi’s media policy, see Section II—Freedom of Expression.] More-
over, the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection, the Party
institution that has spearheaded the anticorruption campaign
closely associated with Xi,34 published an essay in March 2016 on
its website titled, “A Thousand Yes-Men Cannot Equal One Honest
Advisor,” 35 which appeared to criticize Xi’s suppression of dissent
within the Party, according to observers.36

Party-Building in Civil Society Organizations

The Communist Party continued to prioritize expanding its pres-
ence in civil society through “Party-building,”37 a policy of estab-
lishing groups of Party members within civil society organiza-
tions.38 A Party Central Committee opinion from September 2015
guided local-level Party committees to ensure that Party groups in
non-governmental social organizations (shehui zuzhi) “guarantee
the political direction” of such organizations by promoting the
Party line, implementing Party decisions, studying Xi’s important
speeches and thought, and ensuring that social organizations follow
national law.3° Provincial Party committees and officials in
Anhui,4% Guizhou,4! Gansu,*2 and Liaoning provinces43 released
plans that assign greater personal responsibility to Party officials
to develop active Party groups in social organizations.44

Anticorruption Campaign and Challenges

This past year, President and Party General Secretary Xi
Jinping’s wide-reaching anticorruption campaign45 to reduce graft
and strengthen Party discipline46 continued snaring so-called “ti-
gers” and “flies”—high- and low-level Party officials4’—in a man-
ner that one scholar called selective in enforcement, non-trans-
parent, and politicized.#® The Central Commission for Discipline
Inspection (CCDI) targeted officials in the government,*® mili-
tary,50 state security apparatus,®! media,52 and business53 this
past year. By the end of 2015, CCDI authorities had reportedly in-
vestigated at least one high-level official from every provincial-level
administrative area®% and, according to Xinhua, administered dis-
ciplinary penalties for nearly 300,000 officials.?5 The Supreme Peo-
ple’s Procuratorate investigated a total of 40,834 cases of profes-
sional misconduct involving 54,249 people in 2015,5¢ numbers com-
parable to the previous year.57 The CCDI announced plans to boost
the efficiency of discipline inspection within central Party and gov-
ernment entities 58 by expanding the scope of monitoring to lower
levels,? strengthening intra-Party accountability mechanisms,6°
and setting up more “resident supervisor offices” within central,
provincial-, and local-level departments.6! Reports in domestic and
international media outlets during this reporting year raised alle-
gations of torture 62 and the unnatural deaths of officials,®3 includ-
ing alleged suicides.6¢ The CCDI also continued to administer the
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non-transparent and extralegal disciplinary process of shuanggui
(“double designation”), which requires Party members to appear for
interrogation at a designated time and place.> Following its No-
vember 2015 review of China’s compliance with the Convention
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment, the UN Committee against Torture expressed
concern in its concluding observations that Party members held
under shuanggui may be denied access to counsel and are at risk
of torture, and recommended that the system be abolished.6¢

Despite the anticorruption efforts directed by central Party offi-
cials, corruption remains a major problem.6? In April 2016, the
International Consortium of Investigative Journalists published in-
ternal documents from a Panamanian law firm containing informa-
tion on offshore companies tied to nine families of high-level Party
officials, including President Xi Jinping.6® In the same month, Xi
announced that a pilot program banning business operations of
family members of senior Party officials will be expanded from
Shanghai municipality to Beijing and Chongqing municipalities,
Guangdong province, and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
as part of the anticorruption campaign.6®

“Rule by Fear”: Continued Crackdown on Free Speech and
Assembly and Democracy Advocacy

Officials continued a broad ideological and political crackdown on
the Party and bureaucracy, human rights lawyers, business lead-
ers, and bloggers, generating what one scholar called a climate of
“rule by fear.” 70 The Chinese government employed the use of “fear
techniques” by televising and “advertising” “1 the suppression of
both Chinese and foreign nationals.”2 Notable televised confessions
in this past year include those of legal advocacy non-governmental
organization (NGO) cofounder and Swedish human rights advocate
Peter Dahlin; 73 lawyers Zhang Kai and Wang Yu; 74 elected village
Party committee chief Lin Zulian;?5 and four Hong Kong book-
sellers—Swedish citizen Gui Minhai,’¢ Cheung Chi-ping,’” Lam
Wing-kei,”® and Lui Bo.7? In addition to what observers believed
were forced confessions,8? the alleged cross-jurisdiction abductions
and arbitrary detentions of Chinese and foreign nationals during
this past year8! violated Article 9 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, which stipulates that “no one shall be subjected to
arbitrary arrest, detention, or exile.”82 [For more information on
the cases of the Hong Kong booksellers, see Section VI—Develop-
ments in Hong Kong and Macau.]

Chinese authorities also continued to harass, detain, and impose
prison sentences on democracy advocates who exercised their rights
to freedom of speech, assembly, and demonstration. Representative
cases of advocates whom authorities targeted this past year in-
cluded:

¢ Qin Yongmin and Zhao Suli. In January 2015, authorities
in Wuhan municipality, Hubei province, detained Qin, a found-
er of the banned China Democracy Party and the domestic
NGO China Human Rights Watch, and his wife Zhao.?3 In
May 2016, another rights advocate confirmed Qin’s detention
in Wuhan.84 As of June 2016, Zhao’s whereabouts and the
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charges against her, if any, remained unknown.8> After holding
Qin incommunicado for 17 months, authorities indicted Qin on
the charge of “subversion of state power” in June 2016.86
e Authorities in Beijing municipality detained protesters gath-
ered outside the Beijing No. 2 Intermediate People’s Court dur-
ing public interest lawyer Pu Zhigiang’s trial in December
2015.87 Authorities reportedly detained Zhang Zhan,%® Wang
Su’e,?® Qu Hongxia,”© Ran Chongbi,®! Li Meiqing,°2 Wen
Rengui,?3 and Sheng Lanfu ¢ on suspicion of “picking quar-
rels and provoking trouble,”95 and released them in January
2016.96
e Xu Qin. In January 2016, authorities in Beijing detained
and arrested Xu, acting secretary-general of China Human
Rights Watch and member of an affiliated group, Rose China,®?
on suspicion of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” ahead
of a planned gathering of hundreds of petitioners in Beijing.98
Authorities released Xu on February 2.99
¢ Yin Weihe. Authorities in Xiangxiang city, Xiangtan munici-
pality, Hunan province, detained Yin in September 2013 on
suspicion of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” report-
edly for sharing information on the 1989 Tiananmen protests
and official corruption.190 Authorities tried him in January
2014101 and released him on bail in October 2014,102 before
detaining him again in December 2015.103 In March 2016, the
Xiangxiang Municipal People’s Court sentenced Yin to three
years’ imprisonment for “picking quarrels and provoking trou-
ble.” 104
e Liu Shaoming. Police in Guangzhou municipality,
Guangdong province, criminally detained labor rights advocate
Liu in May 2015 and charged him in July 2015 with “inciting
subversion of state power” for writing and sharing political es-
says online related to the 1989 Tiananmen protests.195 The
Guangzhou Intermediate People’s Court heard Liu’s case in
April 2016,196 but as of July 2016 had not issued a verdict.107
e In June 2016, a court in Hangzhou municipality, Zhejiang
province, convicted democracy advocates Lu Gengsong and
Chen Shuqing of “subversion of state power” and sentenced
them to prison terms of 11 years and 10 years and 6 months,
respectively, for writing pro-democracy essays and for involve-
ment with the China Democracy Party.108
This past year, authorities persecuted individuals for partici-
pating in memorial events in remembrance of the violent suppres-
sion of the 1989 Tiananmen protests. According to one report, au-
thorities questioned, held in custody, criminally detained, sent on
forced “vacation,” or harassed at least 53 individuals.19? Cases in-
cluded:
e On May 31, 2016, police in Beijing municipality criminally
detained Zhao Changqing, Zhang Baocheng, Xu Caihong,
Li Wei, Ma Xinli, and Liang Taiping 11° after they had at-
tended a private gathering at Zhao’s home on May 30 to com-
memorate the Tiananmen protests and call for the release of
Guo Feixiong and Yu Shiwen.111 The six were all subsequently
released on bail in June and July.112
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e Fu Hailu. Public security authorities in Chengdu munici-
pality, Sichuan province, detained Fu on May 28, 2016,113 and
formally arrested him on July 5 on suspicion of “inciting sub-
version of state power” 114 after he posted pictures online of sa-
tirically labeled liquor bottles commemorating the 1989 pro-
tests.115 Authorities also reportedly detained and formally ar-
rested Chen Bing, Luo Fuyu, and Zhang Juanyong on sus-
picion of “inciting subversion of state power” in connection with
Fu’s case.116

Authorities also pursued criminal cases against people detained
in 2014, prior to the 25th anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen pro-
tests and their violent suppression, including:

e In January 2016, the Guangzhou Intermediate People’s
Court in Guangdong sentenced democracy advocates Tang
Jingling,!1” Yuan Chaoyang,!18 and Wang Qingying!19—
nicknamed the “Three Gentlemen of Guangzhou”—to five
years; three years and six months; and two years and six
months in prison, respectively, for “inciting subversion of state
power.” 120

e Pu Zhiqiang. In December 2015, the Beijing No. 2 Inter-
mediate People’s Court sentenced prominent public interest
lawyer Pu Zhigiang to three years’ imprisonment, suspended
for three years, for “inciting ethnic hatred” and “picking quar-
rels and provoking trouble” 121 for seven microblog posts that
criticized government officials and China’s ethnic policies.122

Promoting “Socialist Political Democratic Consultative Processes”

This past year, central Communist Party authorities did not un-
dertake any substantial political liberalization,'23 but instead
pledged to continue improving China’s “socialist political demo-
cratic consultative system” with the aim of strengthening Party
leadership.124 Chinese officials have described China’s political sys-
tem as a “socialist democracy” with “multi-party cooperation” and
“political consultation” under the leadership of the Communist
Party.125 In the past, types of “consultation” have included
intraparty input on decisions about Party cadre appointments, de-
velopment projects at grassroots levels, and some draft laws, as
well as discussions between Party representatives and the national
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) and
the eight “democratic” minor parties under the CPPCC um-
brella.’26 In March 2016, state-run media published commentary
emphasizing the role of the CPPCC and promoting the CPPCC’s
importance as the official channel for “democratic consultations”
and increasing public trust.127

Democratic Governance in China’s One-Party State

Sources from this past year highlighted several instances in
which officials interfered with or inhibited meaningful public par-
ticipation in local elections,’28 undermining the ability of Chinese
political institutions to meet the standards for “genuine” elections
outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights12° and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.130 Chinese
advocates for fair elections called for the National People’s Con-
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gress to guarantee judicial protection of voters’ legal rights as de-
fined by the PRC Organic Law of Village Committees.131 Reports
from a human rights organization highlighted problems with local
elections, including local officials’ unlawful establishment of work-
ing groups to influence outcomes,!32 lack of public participation in
the nomination process,133 and lack of official response to citizens’
complaints regarding election malfeasance.134 As an example of of-
ficial harassment of an election participant, in June 2016, public
security authorities in Yongjing county, Linxia Hui Autonomous
Prefecture, Gansu province, criminally detained rights advocate Qu
Mingxue—along with Zhang Lujun, Liu Mingxue, and Wang
Mingzhu, who were released on the same day—on suspicion of “dis-
rupting elections” 135 for recommending Liu as an independent
write-in candidate in a June 20 local people’s congress election in
Yongjing and supporting his independent candidacy on social
media.136 Authorities formally arrested Qu on July 2137 but de-
cided not to indict him, releasing him on July 28.138 In addition,
in August 2016, Zixi county, Fuzhou municipality, Jiangxi prov-
ince, public security officials ordered Yang Wei to serve 10 days’
administrative detention after he requested forms from local gov-
ernment offices to run as an independent candidate in the provin-
cial people’s congress elections.139

A New Round of Protests in Wukan Village 140

In June 2016, international and Chinese official media outlets re-
ported a new round of protests in Wukan, a village in Donghai subdis-
trict, Lufeng city, Shanwei municipality, Guangdong province, over the
detention of the village committee’s Communist Party Secretary Lin
Zulian.141 Wukan was the site of major protests in 2011 over land ex-
propriation issues and the death of a village protest leader while in cus-
tody.142 Provincial-level authorities subsequently allowed a village com-
mittee election in March 2012 in which protest leaders were directly
elected to the committee, including Lin.143 Further protest broke out in
Wukan in 2014 when local villagers claimed government interference in
village elections following the detention of two candidates who helped to
organize the 2011 protests and who had been elected to the village com-
mittee in 2012.144

According to an official notice from the Lufeng public security bureau,
on June 17, 2016, Lufeng authorities imposed “coercive measures”
against Lin for allegedly “accepting bribes.” 145 Media reports, however,
indicated that authorities detained Lin after he announced a public
meeting to protest the lack of official progress in the government’s
pledge to return farmland.146 On June 21, Shanwei officials released a
prerecorded confession of Lin admitting to taking bribes, which local
residents reportedly found unconvincing,'4? and formally arrested him
on July 21.148 The Hong Kong-based newspaper South China Morning
Post reported that authorities warned two prominent rights lawyers not
to work on the case.14? After Lin’s detention, local authorities placed
Lin’s family members under 24-hour surveillance, conditions that re-
portedly led Lin’s grandson to attempt suicide in early August.150
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Implementation of Open Government and Citizen Access to
Information

Chinese authorities reiterated their intent to improve open gov-
ernment affairs and to aim for a higher level of information disclo-
sure to the public.151 Following official guidance from the Com-
munist Party 152 and State Council 153 that called on government
agencies to improve transparency, promote administrative reform,
and restrain officials from arbitrarily exercising their authority, the
Party Central Committee General Office and State Council General
Office issued an opinion in February 2016 to further strengthen
work on the open government information (OGI) system.154 The
opinion stipulated that government agencies must effectively im-
prove disclosure, achieve a high level of civic participation, elevate
access to information, and foster public trust.5>

Despite progress on policy and regulatory measures, trans-
parency and access to government data are still lacking and imple-
mentation of the 2008 Open Government Information Regula-
tions 156 remain problematic. Chinese authorities reportedly denied
or ignored OGI requests, including in cases related to land dis-
possession and forcible relocation,>7 government spending,158 and
criminal matters.159 Several rights advocates filed lawsuits against
government agencies after officials denied their OGI requests for
data submitted to the UN Committee against Torture.169 Authori-
ties also rejected OGI requests on the grounds of “state secrets.” 161
Government agencies are required to develop “negative lists” that
specifically enumerate the types of information that are not subject
to disclosure, including information that may “endanger state secu-
rity, economic security, public security, or social stability.” 162 A
lack of transparency in trade-related regulations 163 and clarity in
policy regulating Chinese stock markets reportedly has contributed
to difficulties for investors in China.164 In addition to calls for im-
proved transparency, reports noted that central authorities have
admitted to publishing unreliable information in the past year.165
[For more information on lack of transparency in China’s commer-
cial environment, see Section III—Commercial Rule of Law.]

Social Credit System

In an effort to address the lack of trust in Chinese society, in
2014, the State Council released a planning outline for the creation
of a national social credit system to measure and improve the
credibility of government agencies, organizations, and individuals
in four main areas: administrative affairs, business, society, and
justice.1%6 According to the planning outline, laws, regulations, and
a standard system of supervision and management for admin-
istering social credit should be in place by 2020.167 Media reports
speculate that by 2020 every individual will have a personalized so-
cial credit score.168 Each individual’s score will reflect a wide range
of information, including financial data, criminal records, traffic
violations, social media activity, and consumer purchases.16® While
the State Council planning outline includes the goals of increasing
government transparency and accountability and reducing official
misconduct,170 critics have raised concerns about negative privacy
implications of this nationwide system,l!7! noting that the social
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credit system is part of the Chinese government’s ongoing efforts
to counter perceived threats and shape citizens’ behavior through
massive data-gathering and surveillance.172

The Chinese government continued plans to establish the na-
tional social credit system this past year.1”3 In June 2016, the
State Council issued a guiding opinion on building the social credit
system, directing national and provincial government agencies to
construct an “interregional and cross-departmental mechanism for
encouraging trustworthiness and punishing dishonesty.”17¢ The
opinion outlined four main areas of “dishonest” behavior punish-
able under a unified social credit mechanism: “severely endan-
gering” public health and safety, including in medicine, the envi-
ronment, industry, and manufacturing; “severely harming fair mar-
ket competition and order and normal social order,” including brib-
ery, tax evasion, loan evasion, and wage payment violations; “re-
fusal to fulfill legal obligations,” including failing to comply with ju-
dicial sentences or administrative decisions; and “refusal to fulfill
national defense obligations,” including declining or evading mili-
tary service.175 The opinion also called for government and public
organizations, financial institutions, credit and rating agencies, and
professional associations to create and publish “red lists” of those
who exhibit “model trustworthiness” and “blacklists” of those who
are “severely dishonest,” and provide them to government depart-
ments.176
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