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SPECIAL TOPIC: FORCED EVICTIONS IN BEIJING MUNICIPALITY 1 

Authorities Carry Out Mass Evictions Following Deadly Fire 

In November 2017, authorities in Beijing municipality responded 
to a fire in a migrant neighborhood with a campaign of forced evic-
tions. On November 18, 2017, a fire broke out in an apartment 
building in Xinjian No. 2 village, Xihongmen township, Daxing dis-
trict, Beijing, killing 19 people.2 Of the 19 victims, 17 were mi-
grants, meaning they were registered in localities outside of Beijing 
under the Chinese government’s household registration (hukou) 
system.3 On November 20, the Beijing government officially 
launched a 40-day campaign of ‘‘major inspections, major sweeps, 
and major rectifications,’’ 4 which resulted in large-scale forced evic-
tions and demolitions in migrant neighborhoods across Beijing.5 
Videos posted online showed blocks of demolished buildings as well 
as police kicking in doors, smashing store windows, and destroying 
evictees’ belongings.6 Affected residents reported being forced to 
leave their homes within three days,7 with some given a few hours’ 
notice or less.8 Authorities reportedly cut water and electricity to 
force residents out of their homes,9 actions in contravention of the 
PRC Administrative Enforcement Law, which requires authorities 
carrying out evictions to provide time for residents to apply for 
legal redress, and forbids authorities from cutting access to utili-
ties.10 Although the Commission did not observe official reports on 
the number of people evicted during the campaign, international 
media estimated that the evictions affected tens of thousands, most 
of whom were migrants from outside Beijing.11 In addition, accord-
ing to government statistics, there were 132,000 fewer migrants in 
Beijing at the end of 2017 compared to 2016.12 

Reports of migrant evictions continued to emerge from Beijing 
and other localities after November 2017. Radio Free Asia (RFA) 
reported another deadly fire in the Chaoyang district of Beijing on 
December 13, which was followed by additional forced evictions.13 
In late December, officials in Yanjiao township, Sanhe city, 
Langfang municipality, Hebei province, which neighbors Beijing, 
evicted residents from several apartment buildings housing mi-
grants, with police reportedly injuring some residents in the proc-
ess.14 On January 1, 2018, RFA reported that authorities in Beijing 
and Hebei continued to conduct forced evictions.15 On January 24, 
Beijing municipal officials announced plans to demolish an addi-
tional 40 square kilometers of ‘‘illegal structures’’ in 2018.16 In the 
summer of 2018, Beijing authorities reportedly closed or demol-
ished garment factories and wholesale markets where many mi-
grants worked.17 

Migrants, Locals, and the Public Respond 

Some migrants and locals attempted to confront local officials 
over the evictions.18 In one protest in Feijia village in Chaoyang 
district, a large group gathered outside a government office chant-
ing: ‘‘Violent evictions violate human rights.’’ 19 In addition, RFA 
reported that over 100 Beijing hukou-holding residents of Xinjian 
village blocked a road to protest the eviction campaign, which they 
asserted had left them homeless.20 
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Non-governmental organizations (NGOs),21 companies,22 and in-
dividuals 23 offered assistance to displaced migrants. For example, 
one report posted to social media described a local group of cycling 
enthusiasts who, after helping one of their evicted members move, 
posted a message on social media offering to help others.24 One 
group member described being inundated with phone calls, both 
from evictees requesting help and individuals offering assistance.25 
He noted that he also received calls from across China thanking 
him for helping evicted migrants.26 

Internet users engaged in online debates and criticized the evic-
tion campaign on Chinese social media. According to Chinese and 
international media, internet users widely shared images and vid-
eos of the migrant worker evictions on Chinese social media.27 
Internet users reportedly criticized the evictions and the harsh tac-
tics government officials employed,28 and social media users shared 
personal stories as well as social and legal analyses.29 Internet 
users also criticized as derogatory the use of the term ‘‘low-end pop-
ulation’’ (diduan renkou) in local government documents to describe 
the migrants.30 Groups of scholars, lawyers, and others organized 
and circulated online several open letters criticizing the evictions.31 

Party and Government Response Features Censorship and 
Repression 

On November 27, 2017, Beijing Communist Party Secretary Cai 
Qi convened a meeting of district-level committee secretaries to dis-
cuss public safety concerns in Beijing, stating that local govern-
ments should ‘‘pay attention to means and methods’’ while carrying 
out the eviction campaign and avoid ‘‘simplification’’ and ‘‘impa-
tience.’’ 32 On December 12, Cai met with a group of service work-
ers, noting that many migrants worked in service industries and 
had made contributions to Beijing’s development.33 

Beyond its public statements, the government also responded by 
restricting domestic reporting on the evictions and censoring online 
discussion.34 China Digital Times published a leaked censorship di-
rective instructing Web portals and news media not to repost arti-
cles or independently report on the evictions.35 The microblog site 
Weibo blocked searches for ‘‘low-end population,’’ and the social 
media platform WeChat deleted posts using the term.36 Authorities 
also censored open letters 37 and other articles posted online dis-
cussing the evictions,38 as well as some of the messages civil soci-
ety groups posted offering assistance to evicted migrants.39 

Authorities detained an artist for sharing videos of the evictions 
and also detained six others, reportedly for helping the artist flee. 
The Beijing-based artist Hua Yong filmed demolished neighbor-
hoods,40 his interviews with evictees,41 and local Beijing hukou- 
holders’ disputes with local officials,42 posting the footage to social 
media.43 After local officials attempted to stop Hua from filming a 
meeting, residents helped Hua flee the area.44 On or around De-
cember 10, authorities detained at least six residents who had 
helped Hua leave,45 and on December 15, authorities detained Hua 
in Tianjin municipality.46 Authorities reportedly released all seven 
on bail 47 and forced Hua to leave Beijing and return to his home-
town in another province.48 Authorities reportedly detained Hua 
again in July 2018 in connection with the arbitrary detention of a 
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woman who protested against President and Party General Sec-
retary Xi Jinping.49 

Context: The Hukou System and Urbanization Policies 

The hukou system, established in 1958,50 classified Chinese citi-
zens as being urban or rural and effectively tied them to a local-
ity.51 According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China, in 
2017, 291 million people in China did not live in their hukou loca-
tion.52 Yet the provision of certain government services, such as 
education, remains tied to one’s hukou location, which is, in gen-
eral, inherited from one’s parents.53 In 2014, the government began 
to reform the hukou system to gradually eliminate the urban-rural 
distinction and allow some migrants to obtain hukou in smaller cit-
ies.54 Chinese sociologist Sun Liping 55 has noted, however, that 
due to uneven development across different regions in China, ‘‘re-
sources and opportunities are mainly concentrated in a few large 
cities.’’ 56 

The Chinese government continues to use the hukou system to 
restrict internal migration,57 and obtaining hukou in large cities 
such as Beijing remains difficult.58 In April 2018, the Beijing mu-
nicipal government issued rules governing applications for Beijing 
hukou that awards points to applicants based on criteria such as 
education level and home ownership.59 In order to apply, residents 
must have contributed to social insurance in Beijing for seven con-
secutive years.60 Thus, migrants working in industries that often 
fail to provide social insurance in accordance with the PRC Social 
Insurance Law,61 like construction 62 and courier services,63 will be 
ineligible to apply for a Beijing hukou.64 [For more information on 
social insurance, see Section II—Worker Rights.] 

Some observers viewed the eviction campaign that began in No-
vember 2017 as part of the Beijing government’s long-term plan to 
limit the population of Beijing.65 In September 2017, central au-
thorities approved Beijing municipal authorities’ Beijing General 
City Plan (2016–2035),66 which sets a cap for Beijing’s population 
at 23 million by 2020.67 Chinese media noted that the fire seemed 
to have accelerated existing demolition plans.68 In the months lead-
ing up to the fire, Beijing authorities had reportedly demolished 
schools for migrant children 69 and markets and shops where many 
migrants worked.70 Although the Beijing government issued a draft 
opinion in May 2018 calling for the expansion of dormitories for mi-
grant workers, the draft opinion specifies that the addition of these 
rental units must conform to the general city plan.71 

Beijing is not the only large city in China to set population lim-
its, despite reports of worker shortages in major cities in some sec-
tors.72 For example, in December 2017, central authorities ap-
proved a plan from Shanghai municipality to cap that city’s popu-
lation at approximately 25 million by 2035.73 In January 2018, offi-
cials at a State Council Standing Committee meeting discussed en-
couraging migrant workers to return to the countryside to start 
businesses as part of the government’s development strategy for 
rural areas.74 According to government statistics, the populations 
of both Beijing and Shanghai declined in 2017,75 with one expert 
attributing the decline in part to efforts in both cities to evict mi-
grants.76 
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Chinese authorities have a history of carrying out forced evic-
tions in the name of urban development.77 International rights or-
ganizations documented widespread forced evictions prior to the 
2008 Beijing Olympics and Expo 2010 in Shanghai municipality.78 
In 2014, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights urged China ‘‘to ensure that any relocation necessary for 
city renewal is carried out after prior consultation with the affected 
individuals . . ..’’ 79 

International Human Rights Standards and Domestic Law 

Actions taken by Chinese government officials enforcing the evic-
tion campaign in Beijing contravene both international standards 80 
and Chinese law.81 In addition, the reported censorship and restric-
tions on the press and civil society during the eviction campaign 
violate international human rights standards guaranteeing freedom 
of expression 82 and association.83 Restrictions on movement and 
discrimination arising from the hukou system contravene inter-
national human rights standards guaranteeing freedom of resi-
dence.84 
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