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STATUS OF WOMEN

Public Participation
POLITICAL DECISIONMAKING

The Chinese government is obligated under its international
commitments ! and domestic laws 2 to ensure gender-equal political
participation; women, however, continued to be underrepresented
in political decisionmaking positions. Female representation in top-
level Communist Party and government leadership remains low or
non-existent,3 and one scholar noted that it would likely remain
negligible after the leadership change at the 19th National Con-
gress of the Chinese Communist Party scheduled for autumn
2017.4

Overall, representation at upper and lower levels of the govern-
ment continues to fall short of the 30 percent target recommended
by the UN Commission on the Status of Women.> The proportion
of female delegates at the 12th National People’s Congress (NPC),
seated in 2013, was 23.4 percent.® A draft decision presented dur-
ing the annual session of the 12th NPC in March 2017 projected
that a greater proportion of female delegates would be elected to
the 13th NPC in January 2018, but did not specify how.”

CIVIL SOCIETY AND ADVOCACY

During the Commission’s 2017 reporting year, Chinese officials
prevented some women’s rights advocates from engaging in activ-
ism and providing services—a continuation of the intensifying re-
strictions on women’s rights advocacy that began in 2015 8—while
promoting Party-affiliated alternatives for protecting women’s
rights and interests.

A leading feminist activist described the political environment as
“very difficult” and reported that independent groups were unable
to organize activities on behalf of women’s rights.® Activists also
voiced serious concern about online censorship after a social media
company blocked a prominent social media account for women’s
rights, “Feminist Voices,” for 30 days in February 2017.19 The ac-
count shutdown was allegedly directed by the Cyberspace Adminis-
tration of China, the government agency responsible for overseeing
all online content.1! [For more information on censorship, see Sec-
tion II—Freedom of Expression.]
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May 2017 “Human Billboard” Anti-Sexual Harassment Campaign

On May 1, 2017,12 women’s rights advocate Zhang Leilei initiated an
anti-sexual harassment campaign with the feminist group Women
Awakening Network 13 based in Guangzhou municipality, Guangdong
province.* feminist group Women Awakening Network.'* Zhang re-
cruited 100 volunteers from across China via social media as “human
billboards” who would publicly carry posters to raise awareness about
preventing sexual harassment on public transportation.l> Volunteers
from at least 23 cities participated and around 10 feminist or LGBT
groups held activities in conjunction with the campaign.1® Zhang started
the campaign after authorities repeatedly refused permission for a
crowd-funded advertisement against sexual harassment in a Guangzhou
subway station.l” On May 17, 2017, authorities ordered Zhang to halt
the billboard campaign because it was “too large,” comparing it to the
planned anti-sexual harassment activity in March 2015 that led to the
criminal detention of five women’s rights advocates (also known as the
Feminist Five).18 They also told Zhang to suspend all other activities
and leave the city for the remainder of the year due to heightened public
security in anticipation of the 2017 Fortune Global Forum to be held in
Guangzhou in December.l® Guangzhou authorities also searched the
home of three others involved in the campaign.2® Zhang subsequently
suspended the campaign and canceled a series of planned follow-up ac-
tivities.21

In September 2016, the Party’s Central Committee General Of-
fice launched a nationwide initiative to reform the Party-affiliated
All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF).22 The reforms direct the
ACWF to more actively intervene in individual cases to protect
women against violations of their rights and interests, to improve
aid delivery, and to enhance the ACWF’s online presence.23 The
initiative also charged the ACWF with “leading women to listen to
the Party [and] follow the path of the Party” and “strengthening
the leadership of the Party.” 24

The Chinese government also continued to target individual
women’s rights advocates with criminal prosecution and other
forms of harassment and intimidation.

e The Foshan Intermediate People’s Court in Guangdong prov-
ince convicted Su Changlan,?5 an influential organizer and
advocate for women’s rights and democratic village elections, of
“inciting subversion of state power” on March 31, 2017.26 The
court sentenced Su to three years in prison and a subsequent
three-year deprivation of political rights.27 Su is expected to be
released in October 2017.28 Authorities repeatedly violated her
legal and procedural rights by holding her in secret detention,
denying her legal counsel, repeatedly extending her detention
before her trial in April 2016, and deferring a judgment four
times.2? In June 2017, her brother reported that her life was
“definitely in danger” because of inadequate medical treat-
ment,3° and Amnesty International said in August 2017 that
her health suffered “a sharp deterioration due to ill-treatment
and poor detention conditions over the past years.”31 The UN
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention in 2015 determined
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that the Chinese government had arbitrarily detained Su and
called on the government to release her immediately and grant
reparation for harm suffered during her detention.32 Public se-
curity officials detained Su in October 2014 after she voiced
support for the pro-democracy demonstrations in Hong Kong.33
e Also on March 31, 2017, the same Foshan court sentenced
Chen Qitang,3* to four years and six months’ imprisonment
and three years’ deprivation of political rights for “inciting sub-
version of state power.”35 Chen had worked with Su to docu-
ment domestic violence in Guangdong and actively published
essays critical of government policies.3¢ Authorities prolonged
his detention for more than two years.37

e The Gangzha District People’s Court in Nantong munici-
pality, Jiangsu province, convicted Shan Lihua,38 a women’s
rights advocate, of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” in
September 2016.3° During her detention, authorities reportedly
subjected Shan to torture and other rights violations; her
brother stated that officials at the Nantong PSB Detention
Center beat her “until she couldn’t stand,” 4% and that authori-
ties refused her access to counsel.#! The judgment sentencing
Shan referenced her protesting the sexual abuse of students by
school officials in Hainan province in 2013 and the detention
of women’s rights advocate Ye Haiyan.42

e Local authorities in Beijing municipality repeatedly pres-
sured Ye Haiyan, a prominent advocate for women, commer-
cial sex workers, and people living with AIDS, to move resi-
dences between January and March 2017.43 [For more informa-
tion on restrictions on residence and movement prior to the an-
nual meetings of the National People’s Congress and Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference, see Section II—
Freedom of Residence and Movement.] Ye reportedly remained
under constant surveillance by authorities, and was unable to
participate in public demonstrations or leave the country after
Chinese authorities told her that her passport was “lost” after
she attempted to apply for a visa in 2014.4¢ A U.S.-based
filmmaker making a documentary about Ye’s activism reported
that officials threatened the filmmaker’s family in China in
order to discourage her from releasing the film.45

Gender-Based Discrimination
EMPLOYMENT

Women in China continued to face a variety of institutional,
legal, and social barriers to equal employment, which the Chinese
government is obligated to address under its international commit-
ments46 and domestic laws.47 Employers frequently discriminate
against women in recruiting,*® hiring,*® and promotion.5° Although
existing laws prohibit such practices,5! the system for enforcement
remains inadequate: Repercussions for violating the law are rare 52
and negligible,®3 and victims of discrimination at work are reluc-
tant to seek a legal remedy due to the risk of dismissal and time
involved.5¢ Discriminatory legal policies also continued to bar
women from performing certain jobs—in some cases based on
whether they are menstruating, pregnant, or breastfeeding.55 Dis-
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parities in the workplace also manifested in widespread sexual har-
assment®6 and women earning on average 65 percent of what men
earn.5” Although the Commission did not observe statistics on the
pay gap for rural women this past year, in 2011 women’s income
was 56 percent that of men’s in rural areas,>8 despite the fact that
women reportedly make up a majority of the rural labor force, ac-
cording to a February 2015 news report.59

Experts and female respondents to a recent survey attributed
much of the discrimination against women in employment to em-
ployers’ desire to avoid the cost of maternity leave for female em-
ployees.?0 An All-China Women’s Federation survey found that
54.7 percent of employers asked women about their marital status
and reproduction-related issues during the interview process, and
many women reported that employer concerns about maternity had
resulted in reduced salary and impeded career development and
advancement.b! In another survey, the greatest proportion of
women reporting gender discrimination were those between 25 and
34, particularly those without children.62 Experts said that such
discrimination would likely be exacerbated by the “universal two-
child policy” implemented in January 2016.63 [For more informa-
tion on the “universal two-child policy,” see Section II—Population
Control.]

Some women continued to demand more active enforcement of
existing Chinese law through gender discrimination lawsuits, the
first of which was reportedly settled out of court in 2013.64 In Sep-
tember 2016, Gao Xiao (pseudonym) obtained a judgment from the
Guangzhou Intermediate People’s Court in Guangdong province for
2,000 yuan (US$300) and a public apology from a restaurant chain
that refused to interview or hire her for a chef’s apprentice position
based on her gender.65> In March 2017, following the company’s in-
action, the court again ordered the restaurant to publicly apolo-
gize.66 In another case in July 2017, a university student filed the
first gender-based employment discrimination suit in Shenzhen
municipality, Guangdong, against the Shenzhen Municipal Human
Resources and Social Security Bureau for failing to address her
complaint regarding a discriminatory job recruitment advertise-
ment posted online by a local business.67

Some Chinese government officials promoted the use of law to re-
solve gender discrimination issues in employment. The Supreme
People’s Court (SPC) included a recent gender discrimination case
among the guiding cases released in August 2016,58 making it a
judgment that courts “at all levels should refer to . . . when adju-
dicating similar cases.” 69 The judgment granted compensation to a
female plaintiff who sued a courier service that refused to hire her
because of her gender.”® SPC official Guo Feng said that imposing
civil liability would deter employers from discriminating on the
basis of gender.”! In March 2017, several National People’s Con-
gress (NPC) delegates spoke out in support of creating an anti-dis-
crimination law for employment to address widespread discrimina-
tion.72

PROPERTY RIGHTS

Women, particularly after marriage, continued to lack secure
rights to property in both rural and urban areas due to a combina-
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tion of legal policies and traditionalist cultural pressures. One NPC
Standing Committee member noted that rural women continue to
face challenges in asserting rights to land due to a lack of decision-
making power at both the household and village level.”3 According
to a 2016 interview with a Chinese professor, 18 percent of married
rural women did not have their names included on the land con-
tracts of the household of either their husband or parents, and
nearly 53 percent of married women had had land contracts can-
celed by their home villages as of 2014.74 Urban women also face
difficulties defending their property rights; for example, in fall
2016, a court ruled against a woman who, after her husband pro-
posed divorce, sued to have her name added to the title of a home
she had contributed to purchasing.’> A 2011 Supreme People’s
Court interpretation of the PRC Marriage Law grants property in
a divorce to the party named on the deed.”’® Research from 2012
indicated that a majority of married women or their families con-
tribute to the purchase of homes, but most women are not named
on the deed of the home.”?

Violence Against Women

Women in China continued to face challenges with domestic and
sexual violence as officials continued to develop a legal and institu-
tional infrastructure to prevent such abuse. All-China Women’s
Federation statistics show that “30 percent of married women have
experienced some form of domestic violence.” 78 At the end of June
2017, courts reportedly had issued 1,284 total protection orders
under the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law,?® in effect since March
2016.80 Experts on the domestic violence law note that challenges
to implementation include lack of awareness,®! inadequate re-
sources for training of officials,82 gender discrimination within the
legal system,®3 and enforcement that prioritizes family cohesion
and “social stability” over the safety of victims.84 Victims of sexual
violence also face challenges in obtaining legal redress—experts
note that victims of sexual harassment are reluctant to come for-
ward due to pressure from family and society.85 A 2013 UN study
found that nearly one in five Chinese women reported being the
victims of rape,®6 and a 2015 survey of Chinese college students
found that 34.8 percent of female respondents (and 35.6 percent of
male respondents) had experienced sexual harassment or vio-
lence.®7 The non-governmental organization China Labour Bulletin
noted that while sexual harassment is “widespread,” it is rare for
women to obtain justice through the legal system.88
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