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Civil Society

Findings

 • During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, the Chinese 
Communist Party and government continued their efforts to 
control, co-opt, or dismantle civil society.

 • In December 2023, the National People’s Congress Standing 
Committee passed a series of amendments to the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC) Charity Law of 2016. The amended law 
states that charity work must “uphold the leadership of the Chi-
nese Communist Party,” requires that charities report on any 
cooperation with foreign organizations, and makes it more diffi-
cult for registered organizations to assist unregistered organiza-
tions, many of which work in sensitive areas, with fundraising.

 • PRC authorities continued to push for the consolidation of 
Party and government control over social organizations (SOs), 
co-opting SOs to serve their policy priorities and objectives.

 • The Party and government continued to target so-called “ille-
gal social organizations” (ISOs) through a coordinated effort at 
both the central and local levels. The Ministry of Civil Affairs, 
along with 10 other departments, launched a six-month-long 
“special campaign” in June 2023 that aimed to crack down on 
ISOs, with 1,100 organizations censured in 2023, according to 
official media.

 • During the January 2024 session of the U.N. Human Rights 
Council’s Universal Periodic Review of the Chinese govern-
ment’s human rights record, the PRC sought to “game” the pro-
cess, using channels established for independent civil society 
participation to promote entities influenced or controlled by the 
government.

 • Despite government efforts to comprehensively deter public 
dissent, Chinese citizens continued a pattern of organizing ad 
hoc protests during the reporting year, often gathering in the 
hundreds or thousands to protest perceived injustices.

 • The Guangzhou Intermediate People’s Court sentenced wom-
en’s rights advocate Sophia Huang Xueqin to five years in 
prison, and labor rights advocate Wang Jianbing to three 
years and six months, on June 14, 2024 on charges of “inciting 
subversion of state power.”

 • During the reporting year, the Party and government detained 
or sentenced rights advocates involved in democracy efforts, in-
cluding a former public security officer and those involved with 
the group China Human Rights Observer.

 • During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, PRC author-
ities continued to suppress lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
and questioning (LGBTQ) advocacy groups, limit public space 
for LGBTQ-identifying persons to associate, and censor expres-
sions of LGBTQ identity.
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Introduction

During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, the Chinese Com-
munist Party and government continued their efforts to control, co-
opt, or dismantle civil society.1 Under Party General Secretary and 
President Xi Jinping, the Party and government have pursued a 
multi-pronged approach to civil society organizations—officially re-
ferred to in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as social orga-
nizations (SOs) 2—in which SOs are either deployed or crushed in 
service of the prevailing political agenda. PRC authorities have in-
creasingly succeeded in these efforts; in 2024, Human Rights Watch 
concluded that “there is no independent civil society [in China],” 
and furthermore that “even small pockets of freedom [have been] 
eliminated.” 3 To this end, the Commission observed government ef-
forts to encourage and tightly regulate charitable activity (which it 
relies on to support its provision of social services) while targeting 
and detaining rights defenders, advocates for democracy, labor, wom-
en’s rights, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning 
(LGBTQ) rights, and others attempting to participate in indepen-
dent civil society. While the PRC pursues this domestic strategy, it 
has also sought to diminish the voices of independent Chinese civil 
society in international organizations, an approach on stark display 
at the PRC’s Universal Periodic Review in January 2024. Despite 
these comprehensive efforts to constrain association, PRC citizens 
have repeatedly pursued ad hoc collective action in response to cat-
alyzing events, to seek remedy for perceived injustice, or to express 
discontent.

Charity Law

In December 2023, the National People’s Congress Standing Com-
mittee passed a series of amendments 4 to the PRC Charity Law of 
2016 (hereafter “the Law”) 5 in a likely attempt to address perceived 
flaws in the original legislation, according to experts and stakehold-
ers in the charity sector.6 The 2016 Law constituted what two civil 
society scholars describe as the “closest legislation to a basic law 
on social organisations,” 7 and aimed to harness SOs for the ben-
efit of the Chinese Communist Party and government while tight-
ly controlling their operations.8 Because the Law was widely seen 
as failing to achieve these goals,9 and in response to developments 
that have taken place since the Law was promulgated,10 the 2023 
amendments focused primarily on the registration and management 
of charitable organizations, rules for charitable trusts, fundraising 
related to emergencies, and the use of internet platforms for fund-
raising and crowdfunding.11

The amended Law reportedly targeted the stagnant growth of 
charitable organizations,12 removing at least one barrier to registra-
tion 13 and directing government agencies to provide tax incentives 
to groups that register.14 However, the revisions also impose new 
burdens on charitable groups, including requiring that they report 
on any “collaboration carried out with foreign organizations and in-
dividuals,” 15 consistent with Xi-era policies circumscribing foreign 
activity and foreign ties.16 Additionally, if a registered charitable 
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organization with public fundraising credentials cooperates with 
a non-credentialed group, it must, as summarized by one analyst, 
“scrutinize, disclose information on, and oversee” the organization.17 
According to a prominent not-for-profit industry association, this 
type of collaboration was one of the ways that unregistered SOs, 
often working in sensitive areas, were able to fundraise online, and 
the amendments will likely have the effect of further marginalizing 
these groups.18

In a change that several analysts have characterized as notable,19 
the amendments added language to the Law stating that “chari-
ty work must adhere to the leadership of the Chinese Communist 
Party,” 20 reflecting the growing importance of Party identity in 
SOs 21 and the Party’s preeminence in setting the agenda for chari-
ty work.22 While in the draft amendments this language was placed 
at the beginning of Article 5, which encourages those engaged in 
charitable activities to adhere to socialist core values and promote 
“traditional [Chinese] virtues,” 23 in the final version the amendment 
was placed at the beginning of Article 4, which stipulates that such 
work “must not violate social morals” or “endanger national securi-
ty,” among other warnings, explicitly linking Party leadership with 
guarding national security.24

Status of Social Organizations

AUTHORITIES EXPAND CONTROL OVER SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS

The PRC government continued to push for the consolidation of 
Chinese Communist Party and government control over social orga-
nizations (SOs), seeking to influence SOs to serve official policy objec-
tives.25 According to official media reports, the Central Social Work 
Department, established in March 2023, asserted that strengthening 
guidance on social work and advancing Party-building within new 
SOs are “key tasks” for 2024.26 Furthermore, Liu Zhenguo, Director 
of the Ministry of Civil Affairs’ (MCA) Social Organization Admin-
istration Bureau, called for the consolidation of the Party’s “overall 
leadership over the work of social organizations” in April 2024, as-
serting that these organizations are key to the Party’s grassroots or-
ganization building.27 In one instance during the Commission’s 2024 
reporting year, Guizhou province authorities hosted Party-building 
training for SOs, with more than 260 people participating.28

The PRC government has also invested in registered SOs to help 
augment its provision of social services, illustrating PRC authorities’ 
intent to deploy SOs where useful to its policy goals.29 In April 2024, 
the MCA issued the “Implementation Plan for Central Finance Sup-
port for Social Organizations to Participate in Social Service Proj-
ects in 2024,” that aimed to support projects in “key areas.” 30 The 
MCA announced that it approved support for 95 projects as part of 
this implementation plan in June 2024.31

SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS DEEMED “ILLEGAL”

Chinese authorities have continued to pursue and eliminate so-
called “illegal social organizations” (ISOs) (groups that do not seek 
to register with the MCA, are denied approval, or are explicitly 
banned), through a coordinated effort at both the central and local 
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levels.32 In August 2023, the MCA provided updates about a six-
month-long “special campaign” launched with 10 other departments 
in June 2023 that aimed to crack down on ISOs.33 A coordination 
mechanism was established at the ministerial level as part of the 
special campaign to “combat and rectify” ISOs, while local govern-
ments established coordination mechanisms within their respective 
regional civil affairs departments.34 In an interview with Chinese 
state media, officials from the MCA’s Social Organization Manage-
ment Bureau said in August 2023 that the crackdown was necessary 
to maintain “social harmony and stability.” 35 The officials said that 
during the first two months of the campaign, the government “sig-
nificantly reduced” the number of ISOs and “greatly squeezed” the 
space for ISOs to operate.36 In January 2024, Chinese state media 
claimed that the PRC government cracked down on over 1,100 ISOs 
in 2023.37 The PRC government also carried out a public awareness 
program as part of the special campaign that notified 960 million 
mobile phone users nationwide to beware of “illegal activities” via 
text message and posted propaganda in more than 500,000 build-
ings, as well as over 200 subways, high-speed railways, airports, and 
other locations.38 Furthermore, 164 ISO websites and applications 
were shut down, and public security forces detained more than 160 
suspected criminals as part of the campaign.39 The MCA also an-
nounced in May 2024 that it planned to accelerate the application of 
new technologies such as artificial intelligence, as well as continue 
to “increase the intensity of investigation and elimination” of the 
organizations.40

Efforts to Undermine Independent Civil Society Participation 
at the Universal Periodic Review

During the January 2024 U.N. Human Rights Council Universal Pe-
riodic Review (UPR) of the Chinese government’s human rights record, 
the Commission identified PRC government efforts to undermine the role 
of independent civil society groups in the UPR process. As part of what 
experts have described as a broader effort to “game” the UPR,41 the PRC 
used channels established for the participation of civil society and other 
stakeholders 42 to promote entities influenced or controlled by the gov-
ernment in order to avoid an objective and transparent assessment of its 
human rights practices, a tactic that is inconsistent with the founding 
principles of the UPR process.43 Advocacy groups and observers have 
pointed out the distorting effect of these entities’ participation in the 
stakeholder component of the UPR mechanism,44 with a representative 
of one international human rights group saying that the PRC mobilizes 
civil society groups to “flood the zone” with positive reports, in order to 
“whitewash its abuses.” 45 In addition, observers, including those present 
in Geneva during the UPR, described PRC efforts to intimidate, silence, 
and exclude independent civil society organizations and rights defenders 
from proceedings,46 including by photographing Tibetans, Uyghurs, and 
others in attendance.47 According to one source, the PRC mission to the 
U.N. also made an official request that the U.N. block “anti-China sepa-
ratists” from attending the UPR, and “urged” the U.N. to block groups it 
considered to be “anti-China” from holding sideline events.48
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Efforts to Undermine Independent Civil Society Participation 
at the Universal Periodic Review—Continued

U.S.-based organization China Digital Times found that “the number 
and percent of ‘civil society’ organizations” registered in mainland China 
included in the summary report—the document that aggregates stake-
holder submissions and summarizes them for the purpose of informing 
the UPR 49—have increased with each UPR cycle, totaling 73 in 2024, 
up from 25 in 2013, while the percent of all NGO submissions from or-
ganizations registered in mainland China increased from 40 percent in 
2013 to 55 percent in 2024.50 It is difficult to determine the degree to 
which the Chinese Communist Party or government controls each or-
ganization registered in the country, yet the legal regime governing all 
civil society groups in the PRC requires political conformity and sub-
jects them to robust government supervision.51 Given the constraints 
under which mainland-registered civil society groups operate,52 and the 
reprisals faced by independent civil society actors who have attempted 
to participate in the UPR,53 some observers have concluded that many 
groups submitting stakeholder reports cannot be considered independent 
and are thus more likely to amplify PRC human rights narratives.54 
Two of these “civil society organizations,” which have been directly linked 
with Party and government agencies, also held sideline events in Geneva 
promoting the PRC’s development-focused human rights framework.55 
[For more on PRC attempts to influence the January 2024 session of 
the UPR, see Chapter 20—Human Rights Violations in the U.S. and 
Globally—Efforts to Impede U.N. Human Rights Bodies, and the Com-
mission’s staff report, “UPR Stakeholders’ Submissions Flooded with 
PRC-Sympathetic Reports.”]

Protests

The Chinese public continued to organize ad hoc protests during 
the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, often gathering in the hun-
dreds or thousands in response to perceived economic or criminal 
injustice. For example, thousands of retirees in multiple cities across 
the PRC joined demonstrations related to pensions and other ben-
efits.56 Some protested following health insurance reforms that re-
sulted in lowered incomes, while over half of documented retiree 
protests in 2023 involved retired civilian teachers whose petitioning 
through official channels had achieved inconsistent results.57 Ad-
ditionally, in December 2023, over ten thousand people attended a 
protest in Shangqiu municipality, Henan province, over authorities’ 
response to a student’s death.58 While officials announced that the 
death was a suicide, the family and other advocates believed the 
student was beaten and/or tortured, possibly leading to his death.59 
This large protest over school safety occurred amid numerous other 
student deaths of a similar nature, with members of the public de-
manding transparency and accountability from police and schools.60 
In at least two cases during this reporting year, authorities dis- 
allowed or censored public expressions of mourning, such as lay-
ing flowers at the area of a student’s death 61 or sharing photos or 
videos online of makeshift memorials at the entrance to a school 
where 10 middle-school girls and their coach were killed in a roof 



Civil Society

69

collapse.62 Authorities worked to conceal issues as they arose, de-
clining to address citizens directly, while aiming to reduce social 
mobilization.63 [For more information about the PRC’s repression of 
freedom of assembly, see Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression.]

Suppression of Civil Society

During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, PRC authorities 
continued to suppress human rights advocacy and civil society ac-
tivity through arbitrary detention, surveillance, and other means. 
Official suppression included the following cases targeting individ-
uals the government believed to have organized or participated in 
group activity officials deemed threatening:

 • Sophia Huang Xueqin and Wang Jianbing. The Guang-
zhou Intermediate People’s Court in Guangzhou municipali-
ty, Guangdong province, sentenced women’s rights advocate  
Sophia Huang Xueqin to five years in prison, and labor rights 
advocate Wang Jianbing to three years and six months, on June 
14, 2024.64 Their trial began in September 2023, two years af-
ter they were detained in Guangzhou for “inciting subversion 
of state power.” 65 Prosecutors accused the two of using foreign 
communications apps to organize gatherings at Wang’s resi-
dence, and said the purpose of the gatherings was to incite “dis-
satisfaction” with the PRC government.66 They also participat-
ed in foreign NGOs’ training sessions on non-violent activism.67

 • Xu Qin. On March 29, 2024, the Yangzhou Intermediate 
People’s Court in Yangzhou municipality, Jiangsu province, sen-
tenced Xu to four years in prison and deprived her of political 
rights for two years for “inciting subversion of state power.” 68 
The Yangzhou Intermediate People’s Court had issued a notice 
in November 2023 stating that Xu’s trial would be postponed 
until February 2024, reportedly for the eleventh time since she 
was detained.69 Since her detention in November 2021, Xu’s 
lawyer and family members have repeatedly expressed concerns 
about her health, due to several serious health conditions.70 
Xu is a former Party member and co-founder of China Human 
Rights Observer with Qin Yongmin.71 Mao Shanchun, an-
other former Party member and activist from Hubei province 
who joined China Human Rights Observer, was detained on  
January 31, 2024, prior to Hubei’s provincial “Two Meetings.” 72

 • Cheng Xiaofeng. In July 2024, on the eve of the Third Ple-
nary Session of the 20th Party Central Committee, the Hetang 
branch of the Zhuzhou Public Security Bureau in Zhuzhou mu-
nicipality, Hunan province, detained Cheng Xiaofeng for “pick-
ing quarrels and provoking trouble.” 73 Domestic security pro-
tection personnel contacted Cheng to warn him that he was not 
permitted to go out around June 4, 2024.74 Despite this warn-
ing, he visited Shuangfeng county to pay tribute at the grave 
of Ouyang Jinhua and to attend a June 4th commemorative 
gathering that included a former student protester.75 Cheng 
formerly worked in the Zhuzhou Public Security Bureau as a 
criminal police officer and resigned to pursue civic activities.76
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Status of LGBTQ Persons

During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, PRC authorities con-
tinued to suppress lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning 
(LGBTQ) advocacy groups, limit public space for LGBTQ-identifying per-
sons to associate, and censor expressions of LGBTQ identity. Because 
the PRC does not recognize LGBTQ persons as a distinct identity or 
class, PRC law does not enumerate protections against discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity.77 PRC officials at the 
United Nations have stated during treaty body reviews that designat-
ing LGBTQ persons as a protected class in the Chinese legal context is 
unnecessary, since China’s law “protects the lawful rights of all citizens 
as equals, and prohibits any form of discrimination.” 78 Nevertheless, 
international human rights monitoring groups have characterized the 
situation for LGBTQ persons as continuing to deteriorate,79 with Out-
right International, a prominent LGBTQ rights advocacy organization, 
referring to PRC authorities’ treatment of LGBTQ persons and groups 
as constituting a “sea of repression,” and noting that LGBTQ organizing 
has become “almost impossible.” 80 Suppression of LGBTQ groups and 
expression related to LGBTQ identities reflects an overall tightening of 
the environment for civil society organizing and for members of commu-
nities perceived as posing a challenge to the Chinese Communist Party 
and government, such as unregistered religious groups, feminists, and 
rights defenders.81 [For more on Party and government targeting of un-
registered religious groups and feminists, see Chapter 3—Freedom of 
Religion and Chapter 8—Status of Women.]

Violations of LGBTQ Groups’ and Individuals’ Freedom of Expression

Authorities have directly and indirectly targeted public expression of 
LGBTQ identity and online platforms serving the LGBTQ community.82 
On Qixi (七夕), known as China’s Valentine’s Day, in August 2023, Chi-
nese social media platform WeChat shut down the accounts of a number 
of feminist and LGBTQ-related groups, banning them permanently, in 
the second such round of online closures in two years.83 According to 
feminist activist Li Tingting, known as Li Maizi, WeChat banned the 
groups Beijing Lala Salon, a “queer women’s center”; Wandouhuang, 
a feminist artist’s platform; the Flying Cat Brotherhood, a gay men’s 
group; Transtory, a transgender account; Ace, a group for asexuals; and 
the group Outstanding Partners.84 Other sources said that the WeChat 
accounts for TransBrotherhood China, Beijing Lesbian Centre, and the 
Beijing branch of Trueself, formerly Parents and Friends of Lesbians and 
Gays, were also shut down.85 While WeChat’s parent company, Tencent, 
shut down the accounts likely deemed objectionable, U.S.-based civil so-
ciety leader and rights advocate Lu Jun said that Tencent must have 
done so in response to an administrative order from PRC authorities.86
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Status of LGBTQ Persons—Continued

The shutdown and subsequent ban of LGBTQ-oriented WeChat groups 
followed on the heels of several prominent instances of local entities tar-
geting public displays of LGBTQ identity, with an apparent emphasis on 
rainbow clothing and products. In August 2023, concertgoers reported 
being stopped by security guards at the entrance to Taiwan-based sing-
er Chang Hui-mei’s (known as A-Mei) concert in Beijing municipality 
for wearing clothing with rainbow symbols.87 Officials also removed the 
LGBTQ-themed song “Rainbow” from A-Mei’s setlist.88 In an apparent 
repeat incident, authorities in Changsha municipality, Hunan province, 
removed an LGBTQ-themed song from the setlist of Taiwan-based sing-
er Jolin Tsai; according to Radio Free Asia, citing social media reports, 
Tsai had previously been prevented from using a rainbow spotlight at 
a concert in Guangzhou municipality, Guangdong province.89 In anoth-
er instance of censorship targeting rainbow displays, an influencer on 
Weibo,90 the popular Chinese microblogging platform, claimed that Star-
bucks had removed pride merchandise emblazoned with rainbows at a 
store in Qinhuangdao municipality, Hebei province, and surrounding cit-
ies after he shared photographs of the merchandise at the Qinhuangdao 
store.91

Also during this reporting year, Shanghai municipality lesbian bar 
Roxie announced that it would close due to “forces beyond our control,” 
a known euphemism for official pressure 92 and similar to the reason 
given by the Beijing LGBT Center when it announced its closure in May 
2023.93 An Australia-based commentator on LGBTQ issues 94 attributed 
the closure unequivocally to state repression, saying it reflected the pre-
vailing trend in Chinese politics.95

Despite censorship and official pressure, data from the China Dissent 
Monitor (CDM) reported by Nikkei Asia showed that China’s LGBTQ 
community has maintained some level of organized and/or public resis-
tance, with CDM documenting at least 34 instances of resistance in the 
first half of 2023.96 In its coverage of the data, Nikkei Asia noted that 
the actual number of incidents could be higher.97
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