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IV. Rule of Law in the Justice System 

CRIMINAL JUSTICE 

Findings 

• 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. 
• 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. 
• 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. 
• 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. 
• 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: 

Æ 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. 
Æ 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. 
Æ 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. 
Æ 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. 
Æ 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. 

VerDate Sep 11 2014 10:56 May 10, 2024 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00002 Fmt 9903 Sfmt 9903 E:\CECC SF\FINAL CECC\INDIVIDUAL CHAPTERS\CRIMINAL JUSTICE MCNODEsw
in

ds
or

2 
on

 L
A

P
4H

C
V

D
43

P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



3 

CRIMINAL JUSTICE 

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.1 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.6 Arbitrary detention violates international human 
rights standards7 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.’’ 9 
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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.10 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.12 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 
• 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.15 
• 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.18 These extralegal detention facilities operate 
under different names, including ‘‘assistance and service centers’’ 
or ‘‘legal education centers.’’ 19 Their existence and use have no 
legal basis, and people detained in such sites—many of whom are 
petitioners20 and Falun Gong practitioners21—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 Anqing municipality, Anhui province. A group of unidentified in-
dividuals seized her in Beijing and transported her back to Anqing, 
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.27 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.’’ 29 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.’’ 30 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.31 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.36 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.39 Examples from this past year are as follows: 

• 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.40 
• 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.41 
• 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.42 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.45 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.47 

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.48 Investigators denied having tortured Mu 
but said that the injuries were caused by the ‘‘solemness of 
liuzhi.’’ 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 
• 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.51 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. 
• 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.59 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.60 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 
• 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.64 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.’’ 66 [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.’’ 69 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.71 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.73 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.74 

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.75 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.76 After being transferred to Tianjin Mu-
nicipal Prison, Zhou was ordered to sit on the floor and was 
watched by two other inmates.77 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.78 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.79 

Death in Custody 

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

• 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 
• 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 

VerDate Sep 11 2014 10:56 May 10, 2024 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00008 Fmt 9903 Sfmt 9903 E:\CECC SF\FINAL CECC\INDIVIDUAL CHAPTERS\CRIMINAL JUSTICE MCNODEsw
in

ds
or

2 
on

 L
A

P
4H

C
V

D
43

P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 D
IS

T
IL

LE
R



9 

Criminal Justice 

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 2023.90 During 
detention, police reportedly beat them, deprived them of food, and 
denied them access to a bathroom.91 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.94 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.95 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.96 

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.98 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.99 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.103 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.105 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.107 In October 
2022, two U.N. experts avowed that the imposition of the death 
penalty in nonviolent crimes ‘‘fail[ed] 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.109 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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yuzhong quanshen shang siwang guobao yaoqiu 5 ri nei huohua’’ [Dong Jianbiao, father of ‘‘Ink 
Splash Girl,’’ died in prison with injuries all over his body; domestic security protection per-
sonnel demanded cremation within 5 days], Channel C HK, September 26, 2022. 

82 Gao Feng and Yitong Wu, ‘‘Father of Woman Who Splashed Xi Jinping Poster with Ink Dies 
Suddenly in Jail,’’ Radio Free Asia, September 26, 2022; ‘‘ ‘Pomo nühai’ fuqin Dong Jianbiao 
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