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
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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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