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V. Freedom to Participate in the Political Process

Governance and Rule of Law

Findings

 • The Chinese Communist Party continued to advance a gov-
ernance model that prioritizes political security and social 
stability at the expense of individual rights. The Party’s early 
intervention strategy in addressing social problems led to over-
zealous enforcement and an expansion of surveillance within 
a climate of ongoing suppression of citizens’ access to justice—
likely contributing to the very anti-social behaviors the gov-
ernment sought to contain. The Party’s uncontested power also 
perpetuated a lack of transparency and public oversight, ham-
pering institutional reforms and enabling persistent systemic 
corruption.

 • The Party framed governance around risk prevention, using 
stability maintenance measures that draw from the “Fengqiao 
Experience” policy, a way to exert granular social and politi-
cal control through neighborhood committees and other grass-
roots-level organizations. In implementing the policy, authorities 
expanded early intervention tactics, targeting individuals based 
on vague behavioral markers using techniques such as artificial 
intelligence analytics to enable preemptive intervention.

 • Parallel to these security-driven measures, fiscal pressure on 
local governments spurred aggressive revenue-generation tac-
tics such as retroactive taxes, arbitrary fines, and asset seizure. 
In some cases, authorities arbitrarily detained business owners 
and conditioned their release on the payment of money, a prac-
tice that some critics likened to state-sanctioned extortion.

 • Policymakers issued a new five-year plan with the aim of eas-
ing rural-to-urban migration restrictions so as to facilitate labor 
mobility and urbanization. Challenges in resource allocation, 
however, will likely continue, since the plan does not emphasize 
the provision of public services for new migrants in cities or for 
the elderly and disabled residents who remain in rural areas.

 • In areas such as food and drug safety, authorities demonstrat-
ed a degree of responsiveness following exposés by state-run 
media, suggesting some space for public discourse. Neverthe-
less, efforts by independent investigators were censored, under-
scoring the government’s intolerance of unsanctioned scrutiny 
and its broader resistance to bottom-up accountability.
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The Chinese Communist Party continued to advance a governance 
model that prioritizes political security and social stability at the ex-
pense of individual rights.1 The Party’s early intervention strategy 
in addressing social problems led to overzealous enforcement and an 
expansion of surveillance within a climate of ongoing suppression 
of citizens’ access to justice—likely contributing to the very anti-so-
cial behaviors the government sought to contain. The Party’s un-
contested power also perpetuates a lack of transparency and public 
oversight, hampering institutional reform and enabling persistent 
systemic corruption.2

Risk Management as a Governance Goal

At the annual meeting of the National People’s Congress (NPC) 
held in March 2025, Premier Li Qiang presented the government’s 
work report, touting steady economic growth within a stable so-
cial context and highlighting the government’s effective use of risk 
management measures.3 The types of risks requiring mitigation and 
prevention included financial, environmental, manufacturing, and 
social risks, and risk associated with local government debt.4 Con-
cerning social risks, the government sought to detect and resolve 
them early at the grassroots level.5 To this end, the report outlined 
plans to continue to integrate the petitioning system into the legal 
system and to standardize the “comprehensive management center” 
system as part of the broader “Fengqiao Experience” policy,6 which, 
according to some observers, is a way to exert granular social and 
political control through neighborhood committees and other grass-
roots-level organizations.7

Tighter Control over Risk Management

In managing social risk, officials continued to rely on punish-
ment and government-led intervention, rather than on improv-
ing access to justice or civil society support as ways to address 
citizens’ grievances. Symptoms of “social risk” that emerged this 
reporting year include a series of protests 8 and mass attacks.9 
One of the nine mass attacks in 2024 documented by Reuters took 
place in November in Zhuhai municipality, Guangdong province, 
where “[a] 62-year-old man killed 35 people and severely injured 
43 by driving a car into a crowd.  .  . [reportedly because he was] 
upset about the split of assets in his divorce settlement.” 10 Gen-
eral Secretary Xi Jinping issued a directive in response, calling 
on government officials “to strengthen measures to prevent and 
control the source of risks and to promptly resolve disputes.” 11 
The Supreme People’s Procuratorate characterized the mass at-
tacks as “acts of revenge against society” and vowed to impose 
heavy punishment swiftly, even in cases from over 20 years ago 
and past the statute of limitations.12 Court officials dispatched 
the Zhuhai case swiftly: the assailant in the attack was sentenced 
to death in a closed proceeding on December 27, 2024, and was 
executed on January 20, 2025, about 10 weeks after the inci-
dent.13 [For more information on the suppression of reporting on 
the mass attacks, see Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression.]
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Government officials continued implementing the existing policy 
of early intervention and indicated that these efforts would inten-
sify.14 Shortly after Xi issued the directive, over a dozen local gov-
ernments announced responsive actions, identifying broad catego-
ries of people as targets for monitoring, including people who are 
disillusioned with life, people with low social or economic status, and 
people with disharmonious relationships.15 In one example, a risk 
supervision department in Hangzhou municipality, Zhejiang prov-
ince, cited a worker for not smiling and demanded rectification by 
the employer within four days.16

Against the backdrop of the crackdown on rights lawyers and 
the destruction of civil society since 2015, one scholar speculated 
that the motivation underlying the mass attacks could be a sense 
of injustice.17 Other experts expressed concern that tighter inter-
nal security measures and attempts to intervene early in social 
conflicts could generate additional pressure points and would “do 
little to reassure people discomfited by the recent high-profile vi-
olence.” 18

Comprehensive Management

“Comprehensive management” (zonghe zhili, 综合治理) was in-
troduced as a governance approach over four decades ago, and has 
been institutionalized since 1991; it has reemerged as an important 
policy-planning strategy in recent years.19 Early intervention efforts 
within the framework of comprehensive management are overseen 
by the Communist Party Central Committee Political and Legal Af-
fairs Commission (PLAC).20 In January 2025, the PLAC outlined 
its goal of unifying different government functions and processes 
for handling citizens’ requests in one location—including services 
relating to litigation, legal consultation, and petition reception.21 
The plan also aimed to improve information sharing among govern-
ment bodies and use technologies such as artificial intelligence and 
behavioral analytics to monitor and give alerts regarding public se-
curity challenges.22 The Henan provincial government, for example, 
established comprehensive management centers consistent with the 
central government’s plan, with the added emphasis of combating 
criminal activity.23 A Henan Party official reported that there was, 
on average, one such center for each of the province’s 175 adminis-
trative jurisdictions at or above the county level, with an additional 
23 centers among its 184 development zones.24

According to an official news outlet, the government in Yuhang 
district, Hangzhou municipality, Zhejiang province, established one 
of the first neighborhood-level comprehensive management centers 
in 2004.25 A Party official in the district reported that the center 
facilitates pretrial settlements and recently saw a noticeable reduc-
tion in the number of disputes, including those involving petition-
ing.26 Despite such claims, authorities in Yuhang have a record of 
resorting to arbitrary detention to suppress petitioners.27

Petitioning System

The petitioning system (xinfang, 信访), also known as the “letters 
and visits system,” is led by the Party’s Society Work Department 
and administered by the National Public Complaints and Proposals 
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Administration.28 The system operates outside the formal judicial 
system as a channel through which citizens present their grievances 
in hopes of triggering discretionary involvement of Party officials to 
provide a resolution.29 Although petitioners rarely see any results, 
the system remains widely used, especially among people who lack 
the financial means to file court cases.30

As authorities sought to resolve social disputes, the petitioning 
system continued to be a source of tension between citizens and 
the government and in some cases generated additional grievanc-
es. This phenomenon is in part due to the deployment of public 
security forces in suppressing petitioners, a practice motivated 
by the fact that since 2005 local officials’ performance evaluation 
has been tied to the number of petitions being filed.31 Public se-
curity officials restrict petitioners’ liberty, detaining and return-
ing them to their place of origin, thereby neglecting the underly-
ing social grievances.32 In October 2024, for example, authorities 
in Jiangsu province detained 72-year-old Xu Dongqing and her 
daughter Yang Li in connection with their petitions concerning 
alleged fraudulent land seizure by the local government.33 Offi-
cials at the Changzhou Municipal PSB Detention Center shack-
led Yang Li for four days and deprived her and her mother of 
necessary medications.34 In addition, a police officer and a proc-
urator charged that Xu and Yang were responsible for the large 
sum of expenses incurred in having to surveil and intercept them 
during their repeated petitioning attempts.35

Revenue-Driven Law Enforcement

Mounting debt and a slowing economy motivated some local gov-
ernments to use fines and other law enforcement methods to gen-
erate revenue. By way of background, local governments in the 
1990s set up financing vehicles in response to a tax reform that 
allocated more revenues to the central government and away from 
them.36 These financing vehicles were generally state-owned enter-
prises (SOEs) that raised money primarily to fund infrastructure 
projects.37 Given the opacity of this arrangement, the central gov-
ernment prohibited SOEs from taking on additional debt and attrib-
uting it to local governments (known as “hidden debt” because it is 
off the government’s balance sheet).38 Some economists estimated 
this debt to be between US$7 and $11 trillion, with a substantial 
portion being at risk of default.39 While some SOEs were able to 
adjust their business models to pay down the debt with profits or to 
shift the debt to the government, some of them had more difficul-
ty, especially those in less affluent provinces.40 The central govern-
ment announced plans in November 2024 to swap some portions of 
hidden debt with bonds, which could reduce the burden of interest 
payments.41 According to one scholar, however, the measure was ex-
pected to bring only marginal improvement.42

With debt repayment exceeding revenue, local governments expe-
rienced difficulties providing public services and resorted to abusive 
tactics to generate revenue.43 According to the Wall Street Journal, 
“In cities such as Wuhan, Dalian and Guangzhou, public health-
care systems have cut medical benefits. Last year, a bus company in 
Shangqiu nearly suspended operations due to [a shortage in govern-
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ment subsidies].” 44 To fill the funding gap, local governments asked 
companies to pay back taxes, and law enforcement stepped up ef-
forts to collect fines and fees and to seize assets.45 Some experts 
described the tax collection practice as arbitrary, and public sourc-
es suggested that there had been nearly 10,000 incidents in which 
police had frozen companies’ assets in Guangzhou municipality, 
Guangdong province, alone.46 Measures taken by local authorities—
such as citing residents for unwashed dishes and issuing traffic tick-
ets based on false claims—had doubled revenue from fines compared 
to a decade ago, making up at least 10 percent of revenues in some 
cities across China.47 Central authorities reportedly were concerned 
that excessive fines might spark public discontent.48

In some cases, law enforcement resorted to what some called “ex-
tortion” to raise money.49 One audio recording revealed an official 
from Shandong province demanding that an entrepreneur pay a 
substantial fine and threatening to destroy their business by ampli-
fying a small issue.50 Some local anti-corruption officials detained 
businesspeople based on unsubstantiated allegations of impropriety 
and released them upon payment of money.51 While a central official 
assured wronged business owners that the government would offer 
assistance, authorities censored an economist who wrote about this 
form of abuse.52

Household Registration Reform

Moving in the general policy direction of gradually removing re-
strictions on internal migration, the State Council released a five-
year plan in August 2024 to relax the household registration (hu-
kou, 户口) system to encourage urbanization.53 The hukou system 
designates a place of registration as either urban or rural and ties 
access to resources (such as medical care, health insurance, and so-
cial welfare) to a person’s place of registration.54 Under current law, 
changing address within the same type of hukou requires re-reg-
istration, and moving a hukou from a rural area to a city requires 
approval by a government body in the city.55 The five-year plan pro-
poses to lift restrictions for moving a rural hukou to a city with a 
population of under 3 million and to relax those for a city with a 
population of between 3 and 5 million.56 The plan does not propose 
to alter the existing restrictions for the 29 cities with a population of 
over 5 million, but it encourages that the quota for the score-based 
hukou transfer policy be removed.57 Moreover, the plan calls on local 
governments to ensure that their registered residents have access 
to basic public services, vocational training, and education for the 
accompanying children.58 While hukou reform may promote labor 
mobility, economic integration, and social equity, challenges in re-
source allocation, such as providing public services for new migrants 
in cities and for elderly and disabled residents who remain in rural 
areas, would likely continue.59

Food and Drug Safety Concerns and Government Response

Public discourse revealed that the desire of government and 
private companies to cut costs has negatively affected food and 
drug safety. The government responded with law enforcement and 
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rulemaking efforts, but it censored information that undermined the 
validity of the official narrative.

COOKING OIL SCANDAL

In July 2024, state media outlet Beijing News revealed that 
tankers were routinely being used to transport both fuel and food 
products such as soybean oil and syrup without proper clean-
ing, prompting public concern over food contamination that could 
lead to poisoning.60 People involved in the transportation process 
reportedly were aware of the practice but opted to skip proper 
cleaning due to narrowing profit margins.61 Existing standards 
for transporting cooking oil had limited binding effect, and the 
inspection procedures were completed in a perfunctory manner, 
according to the report.62

In response, the National Standardization Administration issued 
a set of mandatory standards, which specifies that a tank used to 
transport non-food products should not be used to transport edible 
oil.63 The Food Safety Commission also launched an investigation 
with other government bodies, imposing administrative penalties, 
and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate indicated that serious of-
fenses could lead to criminal liability.64

GENERIC DRUGS’ EFFICACY

At an official meeting held in January 2025 in Shanghai munic-
ipality, a group of 20 physicians called attention to the problem of 
inconsistent efficacy of domestically produced medicines.65 For in-
stance, the dosage of one generic anesthetic needed to be increased 
by three- to fourfold to match the efficacy of the original brand-
name drug, and one doctor reported that some patients would re-
gain consciousness prematurely.66 Drugs used in the public health 
care system are purchased through a centralized volume-based pro-
curement process overseen by the National Healthcare Security Ad-
ministration (NHSA), which favors domestic generic drugs for their 
cost savings, in some cases to the exclusion of imported drugs.67 
Some observers noted that the government’s monopoly over procure-
ment deprives physicians and patients of treatment options.68 Ac-
cordingly, the physicians proposed that patients be given the option 
to be prescribed and pay for brand-name drugs and receive pro rata 
reimbursement.69 While the NHSA said that it welcomed feedback 
from “whistleblowers,” the proposal’s main author closed his social 
media account for unknown reasons, and he was rumored to have 
been questioned by the government and disciplined by the hospital 
where he worked.70

Writing separately, two physicians raised doubt about the gener-
ic drug approval process in online articles, which were soon tak-
en down.71 To be eligible for procurement, a generic drug must be 
shown to have efficacy comparable to the original drug.72 But the 
physicians pointed out that the data submitted for different drugs 
were identical, which was impossible given variations in people’s me-
tabolism.73 The National Medical Products Administration claimed 
that these entries were a result of editorial errors, but it later up-
dated the original data without explaining the reason behind the 
multiple instances of identical datasets.74
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Systemic Corruption

Following the sustained anti-corruption campaign that was 
launched in 2012 and the convictions of 4.7 million government 
officials, corruption still remained “the biggest threat” to the Par-
ty and continued to worsen, as Xi Jinping declared at the Fourth 
Plenary Session of the 20th Central Commission for Discipline In-
spection (CCDI) held in January 2025.75 The plenary session report 
identified 10 priority areas—including healthcare, state-owned en-
terprises, and construction—and called for strengthening political 
supervision, including over officials’ family members in their busi-
ness dealings.76 The report also noted forthcoming legislation for 
combating international corruption and a three-year reform plan 
that would institutionalize a “culture of probity.” 77 According to a 
report prepared by the U.S. Office of the Director of National In-
telligence (ODNI), however, the lack of transparency, the absence 
of external oversight, and incentives for corruption entrenched in 
the bureaucratic system are among many factors that impede the 
central government’s anti-corruption efforts.78 The ODNI report also 
highlighted the fact that “as of 2024, Xi’s family retains millions in 
business interests and financial investments.” 79

Rulemaking Efforts

In 2024, the National People’s Congress Standing Committee 
(NPCSC) passed 6 laws, amended 13, and adopted 3 decisions 
during the six sessions that it held.80 Continuing a trend that be-
gan in 2018, all major legislation passed in 2024—including a new 
law concerning preschool education—contained language requiring 
obedience to the Party.81 Relevant rulemaking efforts include the 
following:

 • Rural development. The PRC Rural Collective Economic 
Organizations (RCEOs) Law, effective in May 2025, was enacted 
by the NPCSC to clarify the role of management and operations 
of RCEOs in advancing the government’s rural revitalization 
strategy.82 Having roots in a collective ownership model devel-
oped in the 1950s, RCEOs are legal entities that perform eco-
nomic activities on behalf of their rural resident members and 
that serve as vehicles for implementing rural governance and 
providing basic public services.83 The law contains provisions 
that improve oversight and accountability, such as requiring an 
auditing mechanism and granting members the right to access 
accounting information.84 These provisions may prevent farm-
ers’ land from being unjustly expropriated by local officials.85 
Some observers, however, expressed concern that the new law 
would have the effect of augmenting the Party’s top-down con-
trol over rural areas, thereby diminishing farmers’ autonomy.86 
[For information on the law’s potential implications on women’s 
property rights in rural areas, see Chapter 7—Status of Wom-
en.]

 • Public health. The NPCSC amended three laws relating to 
public health and emergency response, namely, the PRC Emer-
gency Response Law, the PRC Border Health and Quarantine 
Law, and the PRC Law on the Prevention and Control of Infec-
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tious Diseases.87 Drawing partly from the COVID-19 experience, 
the amendments emphasize central planning, expand provisions 
for movement restrictions on individuals, and require informa-
tion sharing (such as health code and contact tracing) to con-
tain the spread of disease.88 In particular, the PRC Emergency 
Response Law strengthens control over information flow, pro-
hibiting the spread of false information and requiring the gov-
ernment to provide “service and guidance” to media outlets.89 
Since the amendment does not outline the specific manner of 
implementation, it is unclear whether or how the provision will 
affect press freedom.90 The PRC government has a record of dis-
allowing independent media coverage before official announce-
ments are made.91 A related law on public health emergency 
response was introduced in September 2024 but remained in 
draft form as of May 2025.92

 • Delegates law. The NPCSC amended the PRC Law on Dep-
uties to the National People’s Congress and to the Local People’s 
Congresses at Various Levels (Delegates Law) primarily to re-
quire political obedience and emphasize interaction with citi-
zens and other government bodies.93 According to an analysis, 
the amendment codifies various existing procedural and institu-
tional reforms across different localities, improving uniformity 
of delegates’ function of conveying public opinion on non-politi-
cal issues such as education, environment, healthcare, and em-
ployment.94

 • Constitutional analysis. As part of the effort to improve 
implementation of constitutional provisions, the Legislative Af-
fairs Commission (LAC) of the NPCSC in December 2024 re-
ported on its findings that the constitutional guarantee of pub-
lic assistance for incapacitated people extends to people with a 
criminal record and that overly broad or arbitrary restrictions 
on employment are inconsistent with the constitutional prin-
ciple upholding people’s rights and obligations to work.95 One 
legal expert underscored “the governance implications of the 
rise in minor crimes” as a policy concern and noted approvingly 
the LAC’s invocation of specific constitutional provisions in its 
review.96

[For information on the amendment to the PRC Supervision Law 
and revision to the PRC Public Security Administration Punishment 
Law, see Chapter 4—Criminal Justice. For information on the Mar-
riage Registration Regulations, see Chapter 7—Status of Women. 
For information on the NPCSC’s Decision on Gradually Raising the 
Statutory Retirement Age, see Chapter 10—Worker Rights.]
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