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Executive Summary 
 
 

n 2017, human rights defenders (HRDs) 
demonstrated remarkable resilience in 

promoting and protecting human rights in 
the face of government repression.1 
President Xi Jinping consolidated more 
power during the Communist Party’s (CCP) 
19th Party Congress, advancing his 
contorted vision of a “moderately 
prosperous society” and “socialist 
modernization,” which excludes universal 
values like democracy, human rights, and 
rule of law. Throughout the year, human 
rights activists mobilized and disseminated 
information online, gathered in protest, and 
formed alliances to defend human rights. 
Many faced detention, imprisonment, 
torture, harassment, or administrative 
punishment for speaking out against 
government suppression. 
 
The Chinese government took an aggressive 
approach to undermining international 
human rights principles in 2017 while it 
carried on severely violating human rights 
inside the country. Xi Jinping’s January 
speech in Geneva launched an active push 
by China for an alternative concept of 
“human rights with Chinese 
characteristics,” which prioritizes 
“development” over human rights. At 
home, the “China model” has continued to 
leave behind countless Chinese citizens, 
victimized by breakneck growth at the 
expense of protections from discrimination, 
exploitation, and abuses of power.  
 
Chinese authorities continued to persecute 
HRDs, subjecting them to enforced 
disappearance, criminal prosecution, 
torture—including deprivation of proper 
medical treatment—and other types of 
mistreatment. The government’s ill-
treatment of HRDs in custody may have 
directly contributed to the deaths of two 
prominent prisoners of conscience in 2017, 

including Nobel Prize Laureate Liu 
Xiaobo ( ).  

 
Many Chinese human rights defenders 
revealed in 2017 that they had been 
tortured by police during secret detention 
under “residential surveillance at a 
designated location.” The government 
continued its persecution of human rights 
lawyers and obstructed their efforts to 
conduct their professional activities 
independent of government interference. 
Such lawyers soldiered on even as they 
remained at high risk of losing their licenses 
and being harassed, physical assaulted, 
detained, and criminally prosecuted. State 
authorities continued to harass and threaten 
reprisals against activists and lawyers 
seeking to engage with UN rights bodies. 
 
Chinese authorities promoted “cyberspace 
sovereignty” and further tightened 
restrictions on freedom of expression and 
information online. Highly sophisticated 
cyber controls on free speech were ramped 
up in 2017, making it even riskier than 
before for HRDs to speak out about rights 
abuses and conduct advocacy work. Many 
HRDs in 2017 faced detention or stood trial 
for online speech, particularly expression 
over issues that the government considers 
“politically sensitive,” including expression 
mourning Liu Xiaobo’s death or views 
about the 19th Party Congress and Xi 
Jinping’s consolidation of his power. 
 
Despite restrictive regulations and the risk 
of persecution, large-scale protests 
continued to break out spontaneously—
including protests against pollution, land 
grabs, forced evictions, and unfair wages. 
Activists gathered publicly to express their 
views, often assembling outside courthouses 
to support detained HRDs whose trials were 
held behind closed doors, or outside 
government buildings to demand official 
accountability for abuses. Throughout 
2017, authorities put HRDs on trial for 
organizing or participating in peaceful 
protests. 

I 
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Civil society organizations in China, 
including NGOs engaged in human rights 
advocacy, struggled for survival in 2017. 
Some groups persevered in the face of 
contracted space to operate amid ongoing 
suppression. Some groups shut down 
permanently, while others operated only in 
heavily-controlled cyberspace. Victims and 
activists continued to undertake collective 
actions in 2017, mostly in informal groups 
or loose alliances, in response to human 
rights violations. The year ended with some 
human rights NGO leaders languishing in 
custody on “endangering state security” 
charges for documenting rights abuses.  
 
CHRD urges the Chinese government to 
respect human rights and fundamental 
freedoms and end its repression of civil 
society, including HRDs. The government 
must: 
 

• Release all detained and imprisoned 
HRDs and activists; 

• Investigate allegations of torture and 
ensure perpetrators are held 
criminally responsible;  

 
• Ensure that detainees and prisoners 

are promptly given access to proper 
medical treatment;  

• Repeal Article 73 of the Criminal 
Procedure Law and end the practice  
of forcibly disappearing HRDs and 
activists;  

• Guarantee that lawyers’ professional 
rights are respected;  

• Ensure that lawyers have access to 
their clients no matter the criminal 
charge;  

• Allow Chinese citizens to participate 
in UN human rights activities 
without fear of reprisals;  

• Repeal stipulations in national 
legislation which abridge the rights 
to freedom of expression, assembly, 
and association;  

• Bring national legislation on 
assemblies into compliance with 
international standards; and 

• Allow national and international 
NGOs to play a full and active role 
in promoting and protecting human 
rights in China.  

Situation of Chinese Human Rights Defenders: Selected Cases & Events (2017) 
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Chapter 1. Human Rights 
Defenders Persevere  
in Face of High Risks    
 
 

n 2017, members of China’s civil society 
actively promoted and defended human 

rights, assisted victims of abuses, and sought 
government accountability for those abuses, 
albeit in increasingly contracted space, and 
despite unyielding government assault. In 
retaliation against acts of human rights 
advocacy, police detained activists, lawyers, 
dissidents, and citizen journalists. Chinese 
authorities continued to treat human rights 
work as “criminal” behavior, and subjected 
human rights defenders to enforced 
disappearance, torture—including 
deprivation of proper medical treatment—
and other types of mistreatment.  
 

 
For example, despite the risks, many  
Chinese spoke up online or held memorial 
services to pay tribute to Liu Xiaobo, the 
imprisoned Nobel Peace Prize laureate who 
died of liver cancer on July 13 while held 
under tight security in a government 

hospital. Consequently, some of them faced 
persecution (see page 18). Even as the 
effects of the July 2015 crackdown (known 
as the “709 Crackdown”) against human 
rights lawyers continued to be felt, lawyers 
strengthened their mutual solidarity and 
supported their colleagues who were still 
detained or disappeared. They carried on 
their struggle to uphold universal human 
rights norms and protect due process rights, 
including the right to legal counsel and a 
fair trial. As a result, lawyers faced 
harassment, administrative punishment, 
detention, and criminal prosecution.  
 
Deaths in Prison & Deprived Access to 
Medical Treatment 
 
In 2017, Chinese grassroots groups and 
activists reported on a multitude of rights 
abuses by authorities, including delayed or 
deprived medical treatment for detainees 
and other pervasive forms of torture and  

 
inhumane punishment. Their  
documentation revealed a deliberate  
pattern of mistreatment, detailing cases of  
failures to provide proper medical care for 
incarcerated HRDs and official refusal to 
grant release on medical grounds.2 Rights 

I 

Dissident Liu Xiaobo (pictured with his wife, Liu Xia) and writer Yang 
Tongyan died in 2017 after being deprived of adequate medical treatment in 
state custody. 



 4 

defenders criticized such abuses and called 
for greater protection of detainees’ right to 
health and freedom from torture. 
 
The government’s ill-treatment of HRDs in 
custody may have directly contributed to 
the deaths of two prominent prisoners of 
conscience in 2017. In July, Liu Xiaobo 
died at age 61 of complications from liver 
cancer.3 There are indications that Chinese 
authorities suppressed information of Liu’s 
terminal condition until after the cancer 
had advanced to a life-threatening stage. An 
international independent investigation of 
Liu’s medical examinations and treatment is 
warranted. Liu, who died less than three 
weeks after authorities made his condition 
public, was denied an explicit request—
permission to travel abroad to seek 
treatment from doctors of his own choice. 
Authorities forced Liu’s family to scatter his 
ashes into the sea, likely to prevent a 
gravesite from becoming a location where 
supporters could gather.4  

Several human rights groups based in 
China first reported the August release of 
democracy activist Yang Tongyan (

, aka Yang Tianshui, ). At the 
time, Yang was terminally ill with an 
aggressive brain tumor and near the end of 
a 12-year prison sentence for “subversion.”5 
Yang, who had long suffered from 
debilitating illnesses, died in November at 
the age of 56. For a decade, authorities had 
denied appeals by his family and lawyers for 
Yang’s release on medical parole. After 
news of his release and condition emerged, 
Chinese activists organized to collect funds 

to pay for Yang’s hospitalization and 
provide his family with emotional support. 
After his death, officials pressured the family 
to scatter Yang’s ashes in the sea and 
warned the family to keep silent. The 
government’s coercion came to light only 
after a supporter of Yang’s leaked the 
information to a human rights group. 
 
Human rights defenders in China 
documented other egregious cases of 
detainees and prisoners suffering from life-
threatening health conditions while being 
denied adequate medical treatment and bail 
or parole on health grounds. Huang Qi (

), the head of the NGO “64 Tianwang 
Human Rights Center” detained since 
November 2016, has a potentially fatal liver 
condition for which authorities in Sichuan 
have denied treatment since July 2017.6 
Xiao Yunling ( ), an activist serving 
a six-year prison term in Jilin, suffers from 
severe glaucoma and hypertension, neither 
of which have been properly treated. 
Authorities have refused to release the 80-
year-old Xiao, whose advanced age should 
increase her eligibility for clemency, 
including medical parole.7 Li Xiaoling (

), an activist detained in Guangdong, 
has been denied treatment for an eye injury 
since she was taken into custody in June.8 
Li’s injury continues to worsen. Also in 
Guangdong, activist Su Changlan (

) was denied parole while detained 
despite a variety of conditions, including 
severe hyperthyroidism, as well as heart 
arrhythmia and tremors.9 Su, who was 
sentenced to three years in prison for 
“inciting subversion” in March 2017, was 
released after serving out her punishment in 
October. She was in such poor health upon 
being freed that she was immediately 
hospitalized for urgent medical treatment. 
 
Torture in Secret Detention 

 
In 2017, many lawyers and activists, while 
under pressure from authorities, took 
tremendous risks to visit detention facilities 
or prisons, and to document and 

“Instead of sentencing political prisoners 
and dissidents to death, authorities instead 
exploit the convenience of keeping them in 
custody and letting diseases become fatal, so 
that such people will die behind bars.”  
 
                              Chinese human rights lawyer 
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disseminate information about alleged 
torture and mistreatment of HRDs being 
held in secret, including brutal means to 
extract confessions. Reports of such abuse 
confirmed longstanding fears that 
incommunicado detention, such as 
“residential surveillance in a (police-) 
designated location” (RSDL), has provided 
cover for torture and other forms of 
mistreatment (see page 7 for more 
information on RSDL). 
 
During the year, many rights defenders 
revealed that they had been tortured by 
police during interrogations in RSDL. 
Some of them said they were tortured to 
force confessions for crimes that they did 
not commit. Three of these individuals—
lawyer Li Heping ( ), activists Gou 
Hongguo ( ) and Zhai Yanmin (�
��)—were convicted and given 
suspended sentences in 2017 after 
“confessing” and pleading guilty at trial.15 
Court proceedings that featured 
“confessions” by HRDs also were shown on 
state television, in the cases of lawyers Xie 

Yang ( )16 and Jiang Tianyong (
) and Taiwanese activist Li Mingzhe (

).17 It is believed these three men had 
all been tortured or coerced into admitting 
to crimes before being brought before a 
judge in essentially closed-door trials. In 
Xie Yang’s case, he told his lawyers in 
January that he had been forced to sign,  
under duress, whatever documents that 
police had prepared and put in front of 
him.18 The UN Working Group on 
Arbitrary Detention determined in October 
that Xie’s detention contravened the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
The Working Group noted it was not 
convinced by Chinese government 
arguments that Xie freely confessed to a 
crime and expressed concerns about the 
possibility that Xie had been tortured.19 
 
Other well-documented reports of torture of 
HRDs came out in 2017, made public by 
the victims themselves after they left 
detention or by their lawyers or families. 
Many of the victims, like Li Heping, Gou 
Hongguo, and Xie Yang, had been 

Ongoing Persecution of “709 Crackdown” Detainees 
 
During the year, authorities continued to detain, imprison, or closely monitor human rights 
lawyers and activists affected by the “709 Crackdown.” By the close of 2017, five individuals 
taken into custody in 2015 remained in prison, including activist Wu Gan ( ), who was given 
an eight-year sentence for “subversion of state power” in December 2017.10 In addition, two 
Hubei activists who had rallied for Wu’s release in 2015—Wang Fang (、 ) and Yin Xu’an 
( )—were sentenced in 2017, to three and three-and-a-half years, respectively.11 Two 
others were serving terms for “subversion” handed down in 2016: lawyer Zhou Shifeng (

), given seven years, and activist Hu Shigen ( ), who is serving seven-and-a-half years.  
 
At the time of writing, 28 detainees from the crackdown, including 12 lawyers, had been released 
on “bail” or given suspended sentences.12 However, eleven of the 28, who received bail in 2016, 
were out of contact—and likely under police control—for at least the first half of 2017. Those 
who continued to live under close police monitoring or virtual house arrest included Wang Yu 
(、 ) and her husband, Bao Longjun ( ), as well as Xie Yanyi ( ) and Xie Yang 
( ).13 In Xie Yang’s case, police moved into an apartment next door to watch his movements.  
 
Three crackdown detainees serving suspended sentences—lawyer Li Heping ( ) and 
activists Gou Hongguo ( ) and Zhai Yanmin ( ) are likewise still living under 
threat of further retaliation. Under the conditions of their sentencing, these individuals can be 
sent to prison if authorities determine that they break certain rules during the period of their 
suspended sentence.14 
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detained in 2015 as part of the “709 
Crackdown.” Among these, lawyer Li 
Chunfu ( ), the brother of Li Heping 
released in January after spending over 18 
months in detention, displayed acute 
symptoms of trauma that he had 
experienced in custody.20 Both Li Shuyun 
( ),21 a trainee lawyer, and Gou 
Hongguo revealed in 2017 that they had 
been forcibly medicated in detention, 
among other forms of ill-treatment.22 In a 
case closely linked to the crackdown, 
detained lawyer Li Yuhan ( ) told 
her lawyers that she had been subjected to  
cruel, inhumane punishment in a detention 
center in Liaoning.23 Li, who was taken into 
custody in October 2017 and arrested the 
next month, had represented then-detained 
lawyer Wang Yu in 2015-16. Li also had 
supported other lawyers seized during the 
crackdown as well as their families. 

 
In another case, Sichuan activist Chen 
Yunfei ( ) told his lawyers in January  
that he had suffered injuries from having his 
hands cuffed and feet shackled in 
detention.24 Chen, who was given a four-
year sentence in March, was transferred in 
the summer to a prison where inmates 
reportedly are forced to engage in hard 
labor. In addition, activist Huang Qi told 
his lawyer in July that he had been routinely 
beaten by his guards in an effort to force 

him to record a confession on tape, but that 
he had refused. 
 
HRDs who exposed acts of torture by state 
agents faced government reprisals in 2017.  
For example, Jiangsu police criminally 
detained activist Zhang Kun ( ) in 
May, after he posted online that police had 
tortured him in custody between 2013 and 
2016.25 In March, authorities barred lawyer 
Chen Jiangang ( ) from handling 
legal cases for six months after Chen had 
made public details about alleged police 
torture of Xie Yang, who Chen was 
representing.26 As Xie’s trial approached in 
May, Chen, his wife and son, and some 
friends were briefly detained by police in 
Yunnan Province. Furthermore, Chen’s son 
was blocked from attending a public school 
in Beijing.27  
 
 

 
In May, hundreds of Chinese citizens signed 
an open letter to the National People’s  
Congress demanding investigations into  
torture allegations of detained lawyers and  
activists. They told authorities that “[the  
acts of torture] are decidedly against the  
ideals of modern civilization and are a 
disgrace for our entire nation.”28 The 
signatories included former torture victims 
and their family members, who risked 
government retaliation by standing up 
against torture.  

Lawyers Xie Yang and Jiang Tianyong and Taiwanese activist Li Mingzhe pleaded guilty in 
televised show trials in 2017, after likely being coerced into confessing to criminal offenses. 
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Enforced Disappearance as Tool of 
Persecution 
 
In 2017, Chinese authorities continued to 
resort to enforced disappearance to silence  
and punish HRDs. Police held detainees 
under “residential surveillance in a (police-) 
designated location” (RSDL), a legalized 
type of enforced disappearance, denying 
requests for lawyer visits and refusing to 
inform families of detainees’ whereabouts.  
Authorities put under RSDL at least 17 
human rights lawyers and activists after 
rounding them up as part of the “709  
Crackdown” in 2015.34 This form of  

detention, which is stipulated in Article 73 
of China’s Criminal Procedure Law (CPL), 
authorizes police and procuratorial officials 
to hold detainees in secret locations for up 
to six months and with access to counsel 
subject to approval, on the basis that their 
cases allegedly involve acts that “endanger 
national security.”35 China’s ongoing use of  
RSDL defies international human rights  
conventions signed by China. Having 
received and considered information from 
Chinese HRDs, the UN Committee Against 
Torture, in concluding its 2015 review of 
China, called on the government to repeal 
CPL’s Article 73 as a “matter of urgency.”36  

A Snapshot of RSDL: Secret Detentions in Suzhou 
 
A dozen activists in Suzhou in Jiangsu Province were held incommunicado in RSDL starting 
at different times between November 2016 and March 2017. Police had initially seized them 
as a part of “maintaining stability” prior to the G20 Summit in Hangzhou. The activists 
remained in RSDL between four to six months, the maximum allowed under China’s 
Criminal Procedure Law. They all had been tied to a peaceful protest held outside a 
courthouse.29 Authorities claimed several of the detainees had “fired” their lawyers, and all 
were forbidden from seeing lawyers of their choice. In some instances, police denied visits on 
the grounds that they may “hinder investigation” or lead to “leaking of state secrets.” Four of 
the activists were formally arrested in 2017 after being held in RSDL: 
 

• Wu Qihe ( ), accused of “disrupting court order,” was put under RSDL in 
September 2016 and formally arrested in March 2017.30  

• Ge Jueping ( ), accused of “inciting subversion of state power,” was put under 
RSDL in November 2016 and formally arrested in May 2017.31   

• Xing Jia ( ), accused of “disrupting court order,” was put under RSDL in 
November 2016 and formally arrested in May 2017.  

• Xu Wenshi ( ), accused of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” was put 
under RSDL in March 2017 and formally arrested in August.32  

 
The eight others were released on bail after serving time under RSDL: 
 

• Gu Yimin ( ), accused of “inciting subversion of state power,” was put under 
RSDL in September 2016 and released in January 2017.  

• Wang Mingxian ( ), Wang Wanping (、 ), and Xu Chunling (
), all accused of  “disrupting court order,” were put under RSDL in September 

2016 and released in March 2017.  
• Hu Cheng ( ), accused of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” was put 

under RSDL in November 2016 and released in May 2017.  
• Ni Jinfang ( ) and Ms. Lu Guoying ( ), both accused of “disrupting 

court order,” were put under RSDL in November 2016 and released in May 2017. 
• Gu Xiaofeng ( ), accused of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” was put 

under RSDL in February 2017 and released in August.33 
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Several high-profile cases of enforced 
disappearance of HRDs were documented 
and reported by China’s grassroots activists 
in 2017. Disbarred lawyer Gao Zhisheng 
( ), who had been under house arrest 
in Shaanxi Province since 2014, 
disappeared in August 2017. Gao 
reportedly had escaped from house arrest in 
August after revealing that authorities still 
did not allow him access to medical 
treatment for serious dental problems, but 
police apparently captured him.37 In 
November, it was reported that Gao was 
being held in a completely darkened room 
in an unknown location in Shaanxi 
Province. Several activists were detained on 
suspicion of having aided Gao’s escape. 
 
The widow of Liu Xiaobo, poet and 
artist Liu Xia ( ), was last seen publicly 
in July, after appearing in a state-released 
video following the staged funeral of her 
husband.38 In August, Liu again appeared 
in a video that was posted online. It was 
apparently leaked by the government, 
however, and it was impossible to know if 
Liu was speaking freely or where she was 
located. Soon after Liu Xiaobo won the 
Nobel Peace Prize in October 2010, 
Chinese authorities put Liu Xia under 
illegal house arrest, cut off her access to the 
Internet, and barred her from seeing 
visitors, leaving her isolated for years. 
 
In another case, Zhao Suli ( ), the 
wife of pro-democracy activist Qin 
Yongmin ( ), remained disappeared 
at the close of 2017, after initially going 
missing in Hubei along with her husband in 
January 2015.39 A plea on Zhao’s behalf 
was sent to the UN Working Group on 
Enforced or Involuntary Disappearance in 
November 2017.40 Qin Yongmin, whose 
rights advocacy goes back four decades, is 
head of the group “China Human Rights 
Watch,” also known as the “Rose Group,” 
and is under detention in Wuhan, awaiting 
trial.41 
 
 

Practice of Denying Right to Lawyer of 
Choice 
 
One tactic that police have increasingly 
used during enforced disappearances is 
coercing detained HRDs into “dismissing” 
their lawyers (who were engaged by their 
families) and to accept government-
appointed lawyers. According to 
international human rights norms, detainees 
have the right to access legal counsel from 
lawyers of their own choice, and lawyers 
should be able to work in the best interest of 
their clients and independently without 
interference from the state. However, in the 

cases of “forced firings” documented by 
human rights lawyers and NGOs, 
government-appointed lawyers tend not to 
challenge law-enforcement and judicial 
authorities for violating their clients’ rights.  
Nor do they defend defendants facing 
political persecution at trial according to the 
principle of “presumption of innocence until 
proven guilty.” These government-
appointed lawyers tend not to request that 
illegal evidence obtained through alleged 
torture or coerced confession be thrown 
out. Instead, they seem to follow an 
officially dictated script in handling such 
cases, keep detainees’ families in the dark, 
or even try to pressure families to cooperate 
with authorities.42  
 
Many “fired” rights lawyers, however, do 
not simply end their efforts to disclose 
abuses of their clients’ rights. For example, 
Hunan authorities told the family of 

“I will be convicted not because I am guilty, 
but because of my refusal to accept a 
government-appointed lawyer, to plead guilty 
in a televised propaganda confession, and 
because I exposed torture, mistreatment, 
violence, and prosecutorial misconduct.” 

 
       Activist Wu Gan (in pre-trial statement  

              released by his lawyer) 
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detained lawyer Jiang Tianyong in May 
that he had dismissed his lawyer, just at the 
time when Jiang had been moved to a 
detention center after a six-month  
secret detention under RSDL. The 
“dismissed” lawyers and Jiang’s family  
spoke out about their fears that Jiang had 
been coerced into such a move.43 The 
lawyers hired by Jiang’s family continued to 
try to meet with Jiang, but police rejected 
their requests, claiming that Jiang had 
“hired” new lawyers.44 In another case, 

detained activist Li Jiangpeng ( ) in 
Shenzhen was reportedly pressured to 
dismiss his lawyers, who still continued to 
speak up in his defense.45  
 
As reported in 2017, some detained HRDs, 
aware of the increasingly treacherous work 
conditions for rights lawyers, decided not to 
be represented by lawyers who may face 
great personal and professional risks. For 
instance, while in detention in past years, 

lawyers Li Heping and Wang Yu (、 ) 
apparently withdrew the names of lawyers 
that each had requested to see, after the 
detainees became concerned about the 
lawyers’ safety.49 In another case, Gu  
Yuese ( , aka Joseph Gu) of 
Hangzhou, the detained pastor of China’s 
largest official Protestant “megachurch,” 
dismissed his lawyer, Zhang Peihong (

), in July 2017, out of concern for 
Zhang’s well-being.50 

As seen in several cases in 2017, detained 
HRDs “represented” by government-
appointed lawyers confessed to criminal 
charges, pleaded guilty at trial, and even 
agreed not to appeal their convictions. 
These detainees were often told by the 
appointed lawyers and prosecutors that they 
could gain “leniency” if they did so, such as 
a suspended sentence. Such actions were 
taken in the cases of Jiang Tianyong, Li 
Heping, Li Mingzhe, and Xie Yang. 

Searching for Wang Quanzhang, Victim of Enforced Disappearance: 
A Victim-Family Centered Advocacy Campaign 

 
Among the enforced disappearances linked to the “709 Crackdown,” rights lawyer Wang 
Quanzhang’s (、 ) has endured the longest period of incommunicado detention.46 
Wang, who remains completely out of contact, has been held without access to lawyers since 
he was detained in August 2015. There are grave concerns that Wang has been tortured in 
custody, considering his lengthy disappearance and the mistreatment reported in the cases of 
many other “709” detainees. The Chinese government continues to hold Wang 
incommunicado despite domestic and global calls urging his release, including inquiries and 
pressure from foreign governments and UN human rights bodies. 
 
Li Wenzu ( ), Wang’s wife, has been his most vocal and spirited advocate, keeping a 
public count of how long he has been disappeared—approximately 950 days at the time of this 
report. Along with the wives of other “709” detainees, including Wang Xiaoling (、 ), 
wife of Li Heping ( ), Li Wenzu has engaged in sustained advocacy to get information 
about her husband’s whereabouts and seek accountability, while also drawing attention to the 
plight of other “709” detainees. In coordinated efforts aided by lawyers and other family 
members and supporters, these women have released joint letters, press statements, and public 
appeals over the illegal detentions and alleged torture and disappearance of their loved ones. 
They have converged on procuratorates, courthouses, and detention centers to file requests 
and submit complaints with officials, though they have faced repeated refusals and 
harassment. They have been consistently turned away or ignored by authorities while police 
have verbally and physical assaulted, threatened, and harassed them.47 Li Wenzu’s advocacy 
has garnered particular notice: Li was awarded in December 2017 the inaugural Outstanding 
Citizen Award by a group of activists inside China for her courage and perseverance.48 
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The lawyer assigned by authorities to Li 
Heping’s case did not even attend Li’s 
sentencing in Tianjin in April, when Li was 
given a three-year suspended sentence for 
“subversion of state power.”51 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Human Rights Lawyers Push for Rule  
of Law Despite Government Persecution 
 
In 2017, the Chinese government continued 
its persecution of human rights lawyers and 
obstruction of their efforts to conduct their 
professional activities independently from 
government interference. Such lawyers 
soldiered on in 2017 even as they remained 
at high risk of losing their licenses and being 
subjected to harassment, physical violence, 
detention, and criminal prosecution. Their 
speaking out about abuses of human rights 
has kept the international community aware 
of the hypocrisy of China’s “rule by law” 
claims. The UN condemned the 
government’s ongoing persecution of 
human rights lawyers in May, recognizing 
the increasingly lawless conditions under 
which China’s rights lawyers conduct their 
work.52 
 
The year saw court proceedings in cases of 
two rights lawyers, Liu Yao ( ) and Xia 
Lin ( ), who are serving the longest-
known sentences handed to Chinese lawyers 
under Xi Jinping.53 In April, a Guangdong 

court sentenced lawyer Liu to 20 years in 
prison. Liu had been disbarred in 2008 after 
representing villagers in a land dispute case  
in the city of Heyuan. Liu’s 2017 conviction 
for “extortion,” “blackmail,” and  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“purchasing a trafficked child” was believed 
to be retaliation for his activism in exposing 
corruption of local officials.54 In April, a 
Beijing court turned down lawyer Xia Lin’s 
appeal of his 12-year sentence, though the 
court reduced it to 10 years. Lawyer Xia 
was initially detained in 2014. 
 
Lawyers convicted of crimes may 
permanently lose their license for practicing 
law, as stipulated in China’s Lawyer’s Law. 
Shandong lawyer Shu Xiangxin ( ), 
who was sentenced to six months in prison 
for “libel” in January 2017, can no longer 
practice law.55 This is also the case for 
lawyer Li Heping, who was put on trial 
and convicted in April 2017 but released on 
a suspended sentence. 
 
Between late 2017 and early 2018, 
authorities took away or suspended several 
rights lawyers’ licenses to practice. Revoking 
a lawyer’s license is an administrative 
punishment and in effect bans a lawyer 
from ever practicing law again. Judicial 
officials apparently issued the  
administrative penalties in retaliation for the  

Wives of “709 Crackdown” detainees have actively sought their freedom. Li Wenzu, 
wife of disappeared lawyer Wang Quanzhang (pictured at right with their son), has 
exhibited particularly steadfast support for Wang in the face of state suppression. 
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lawyers’ online expression, which 
authorities claimed had “endangered 
national security,” and for their staunch 
defense in “sensitive” cases.56 In September, 
judicial officials revoked the license of 
Shandong lawyer Zhu Shengwu (  

), citing his posted criticisms tied to the  

 
case of a client, Wang Jiangfeng (、 ), 
who was jailed after mocking Xi  
Jinping on social media.57 In December, 
Hangzhou authorities suspended the license 
of lawyer Wu Youshui ( ) for nine 
months, noting his criticism of “corrupt 
officials,” including President Xi. In January 
2018, judicial officials in Guangdong 
notified lawyer Sui Muqing ( ) that 
his license would be revoked, and Beijing 
authorities “de-registered,” or temporarily 
cancelled, the license of lawyer Yu 
Wensheng ( ). Earlier in the same 
week, Yu was denied permission to set up a 
law firm and banned from travelling 
overseas on “national security” grounds.  
These government decisions were likely 
linked to Yu’s public statement calling for 
constitutional and legal reforms in China. 
After Yu made these acts of retaliation 
public, authorities criminally detained him 
on suspicion of “disrupting official duties.”58 
In late January, authorities changed the 
charge to “inciting subversion of state 

power” and placed him in “residential 
surveillance in a designated location.”59 
Officials had previously refused to renew 
Yu’s license in July 2017, in apparent 
retaliation for his representing detained 
lawyer Wang Quanzhang.60  
 

 
Dozens of lawyers signed an open letter in 
July 2017 urging the State Council to repeal 
several administrative rules and practices 
that restrict  lawyers’ rights to conduct their 
work independently.61 Among the most 
troubling are two sets of provisions 
amended in 2016 by the Ministry of 
Justice—the Administrative Measures for 
the Practice of Law by Lawyers and 
Administrative Measures for Law Firms.62 
Changes to the measures promote 
allegiance to CCP ideology and introduce 
further restrictions on lawyers’ free 
expression.63 Under the administrative 
rules, law firms can dismiss lawyers if they 
express dissent or challenge violations of  
their clients’ legal rights in court, gather to 
discuss legal strategy, or file complaints  
about abusive police behavior.  
 
As an example of how the rules on law firms 
have been applied, authorities conducted 
searches and “inspections” of law offices, 
citing such rules as justification. In 
September, when police were detaining 

Zhu Shengwu, Sui Muqing, and Yu Wensheng are among the human rights lawyers who 
have lost their licenses to practice law after persistently defending their clients’ rights. 
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activists and tightening security around the 
country before the 19th Party Congress,  
authorities conducted “special inspections”  
of firms known to take on politically 
sensitive cases. Those targeted include 
Beijing Daoheng Law Firm, the office of 
lawyer Liang Xiaojun ( ), and also 
the office of lawyer Mo Shaoping (

), which employs several human rights 
lawyers.64  
 
To further rein in rights lawyers, the 
Ministry of Justice put out a “ranking 
system” in March 2017 to rate lawyers 
based on their “political performance.” 
Under this ranking system, lawyers whose 
work supports the Party’s leadership and 
“socialist rule by law” can score points with 
the government. In practice, the system 
serves to further discredit and penalize 
human rights lawyers, since when faced 
with interference by Party and government 
officials and illegal behavior by state-
appointed judges and public security 
organs, such lawyers tend not remain silent 
but instead speak up, thus incurring the ire 
of officials.65 
 
Reprisals Against HRDs Engaging With UN 
Rights Mechanisms 
 
The Chinese government has regarded acts 
of obtaining or disseminating information 
about international human rights standards, 
and applying or defending such norms, as 
“criminal” activities. Under Xi Jinping, 
China made a significant move in 2017, 
from quietly resisting and undermining such 
standards, to taking a more vigorous global 
offensive to re-model the UN human rights 
system according to the government’s 
blueprint of “development over human 
rights.”66 During the year, state authorities 
continued to harass and threaten reprisals 
against activists and lawyers seeking to 
engage with UN human rights bodies. 
Authorities blocked some HRDs from travel 
to take part in UN activities overseas, 
claiming that such an activity “endangers 
national security.”   

Several HRDs were questioned by police 
before or after attending a training on 
international human rights in the spring of 
2017, according to information gathered by 
CHRD. One activist was questioned and 
repeatedly warned by national security 
officers not to travel outside the country to 
participate in “sensitive” activities. At least 
four other HRDs were stopped at airport 
security in China while en route to the 
training program; border police confiscated 
and destroyed the passport of one of these 
HRDs. Police also interrogated a human 
rights lawyer about the training after he had 

returned to China, and they banned him 
from traveling overseas again for an 
unspecified period of time. At least three 
other activists were also interrogated at the 
border upon their return, with police 
inspecting their cell phones. In addition, 
several training invitees were unable to 
obtain passports or could not attend since 
they had already been banned from going 
abroad. 
 
There is reason to believe that the Chinese 
government’s criminal prosecution of 
lawyer Jiang Tianyong, who was 
sentenced to two years in prison in 
November, was partly in reprisal for his 
meeting with Philip Alston, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human 
rights, during Alston’s visit to China in 
August 2016. Alston urged China to release 
Jiang when he presented his report on the 
visit before the UN Human Rights Council 

“The administrative measures on law firms is 
a manifestation of an official shift in how 
lawyers are suppressed—from judicial 
proceedings to professional administrative 
sanctions. They show once again that the law 
is a state tool for maintaining stability and 
suppressing citizens.” 
 
                               Chinese human rights lawyer 
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in June 2017. Alston described how he was 
constantly trailed by government agents, 
and that Chinese officials ignored his 
requests to meet unmonitored with 
members of China’s civil society.67 In 
convicting Jiang, the Hunan court cited, 
among other “evidence,” his participation 
in overseas human rights trainings.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In another case, Guizhou activist Mi 
Chongbiao ( ) and his wife, Li 
Kezhen ( ), were put under house 
arrest in 2013, after Mi posted online a 
complaint he had submitted to the Human 
Rights Council about rights violations that 
his family had suffered. They were 
subjected to further acts of reprisals in 2017. 
In April, national security officers 
reportedly assaulted the couple, and Mi was 
transferred to a detention center for two 
months. Mi was charged with “intentional 
injury” in July, for allegedly injuring a 
guard in an altercation when the guards 
assaulted his wife, but the charge was later 
dropped. He and Li, who have never been 
allowed a visit with a lawyer, have been 
completely out of contact since the summer 
of 2017.68 
 
The Chinese government has refused to 
allow any independent investigation into the 
torture and death in custody in March 2014 
of human rights defender Cao Shunli (

).69 Cao died from mistreatment and 

torture, including deprivation of medical 
treatment, five months after being taken 
into custody when she was about to board a 
plane to Geneva to attend a UN training 
program. In September 2017, on the fourth 
anniversary of Cao’s abduction, CHRD 
urged the US government to invoke the 
Global Magnitsky Human Rights  

 
 
 
 
  
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Accountability Act to sanction Chinese 
officials responsible for her torture and 
death.70 In December 2017, one official in 
the public security unit that oversaw the 
facility where Cao Shunli was detained 
was designated for sanction under the Act.71  
 

Chinese authorities have held activist Mi Chongbiao (left) and his wife under 
house arrest since 2013. Activist Cao Shunli died in police custody in 2014, a 
tragedy that has not been independently investigated. 
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Chapter 2. Struggling to 
Exercise Free Expression in 
Defiance of Ubiquitous State 
Censorship  
 
 

ue to China’s growing number of 
Internet users and proliferation of 

social media apps, more Chinese citizens 
than ever before are able to voice human 
rights concerns and post critical comments 
online about government policies and 
abusive officials. HRDs are using available 
technology and limited space to share and 
disseminate information, coordinate 
advocacy campaigns, and quickly report 
news and developments related to human 
rights. As the Internet has expanded the 
channels for criticizing government policies 
and practices, and exposing rights abuses, 
authorities have responded with highly 
sophisticated cyber controls on free 
expression. Such measures were ramped up 
in 2017, making it even riskier than before 
for HRDs to speak out about rights abuses 
and conduct advocacy work.  
 
While the government aggressively censored 
and surveilled rights activism online during 
the year, Chinese activists adapted by using 
new communication channels on social 
media and updating their Internet security 
tools. However, heavy reliance on the 
Internet to conduct rights advocacy remains 
a double-edged sword; several HRDs in 
2017 faced detention or stood trial for 
online speech that was critical of the 
government or exposed rights abuses. 
Authorities charged them with a variety of 
crimes, including the widely applied 
“picking quarrels and provoking trouble” as 
well as “subversion of state power” and 
“inciting subversion.”  
 
New Regulations Further Reduce Space for 
Free Speech Online 
 

Since President Xi Jinping came to power, 
China has strongly promoted “cyberspace 
sovereignty” and further tightened 
restrictions on free expression and 
information online.72 Both Chinese and 
foreign tech companies are required to 
abide by the government’s censorship 
requirements and, as a result, some simply 
practice self-censorship to avoid penalties. 
In 2017, Chinese authorities put into effect 
new regulations that largely fortified 
previously introduced limits on information-
sharing and free expression.73 Restrictions 
and surveillance on Internet users and social 
media apps were ramped up prior to the 
19th Communist Party Congress in 
October. Tightened control over cyber-
activities led to the persecution, including 

detention, of HRDs around the country.  
In regulations rolled out in January 2017, 
the Ministry of Industry and Information 
Technology have required that virtual 
private network (VPN) providers obtain 
state authorization. This move outlawed 
most VPNs used by companies and private 
citizens in the country and effectively shut 
down a secure tool for engaging in human 
rights advocacy.74 Many HRDs have used 
VPNs to circumvent the “Great Firewall”—
the government’s massive censorship 
apparatus—to access websites and social 
media platforms that are blocked by 
authorities.75 HRDs also have heavily relied 

D 

“I’ve been completely deprived of my free 
expression rights beginning this year. Every 
time I published an article online, the justice 
bureau would call me to delete it, no matter 
the content. When authorities go about 
‘maintaining stability,’ they don’t care if my 
views are valid or not. They demand that I 
delete postings even if I’m just slightly 
critical of China’s political situation.” 
 
                             Chinese human rights lawyer 
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on independently developed VPNs to 
communicate and mobilize actions online.  
Several people were detained or imprisoned 
in 2017 for breaking rules on VPNs. An IT 
engineer, Wu Xiangyang ( ) of 
Guangxi, was sentenced to five-and-a-half 
years in prison in December for selling 
VPNs for Internet users to evade the “Great 
Firewall.”76 In another case, Deng Jiewei 
( ) of Guangdong was given a nine-
month sentence in March 2017 after he was 
convicted of illegally selling VPNs.77 
 
In June 2017, China’s Cyber Security Law 
went into effect, strengthening the 
government’s control over mass media, 
private communications, and online 
information. This law prohibits the 
establishment of “websites and 
communication groups” for 
“spreading…information related to 
unlawful and criminal activities.” It gives 
authorities a pretext to criminalize online 
sharing of specific content, including reports 
on human rights violations and public 
protests. The State Council may invoke the 
law to approve restricting network 
communications (i.e., cutting off Internet 
access) in certain regions, if authorities 
deem that such a drastic move is necessary 
to keep “social and public order.”78  
 
Also in June, authorities began enforcing 
rules from the State Internet Information 
Office, which stipulate that authorities must 
assess the “safety” of “important” Internet 
products and services. The rules allow 
authorities to “blacklist”—hence, block 
from purchase—Internet products and 
services that allegedly involve “national 
security and public interest.”79 Given the ill-
defined scope of “national security,” the 
rules give authorities even greater control 
over tools used in cyberspace.  
 
Most forms of news distribution in China as 
of June 2017 must meet strict licensing 
requirements, based on regulations issued 
by the Cyberspace Administration Office 
(CAC), the central Internet oversight and 

censorship agency. The rules, which spell 
out possible fines and grounds for criminal 
investigation, apply to information shared 
on websites, software applications, blogs, 
social media accounts, and instant 
messaging.80 The rules go after information 
about social and public affairs but also on 
emergencies, such as environmental 
disasters and mass incidents. Reports of 
these sorts of events have often gone viral 
online in China, and have included 
information on critical comments, large-
scale petitions, and citizen lawsuits against 
government officials.  
 
During the year, authorities also placed 
more conditions on sharing information via 
private messaging tools, which are already 
heavily monitored.81 New rules were 
introduced in October that require group 
leaders on the popular WeChat instant 
messaging service to be held personally 
liable for content discussed by members.82 
WeChat also was subject to frequent 
disruptions by government regulators in 
2017; authorities periodically interrupted 
users’ access and closed tens of thousands of 
accounts, allegedly for “rumor-
mongering.”83 Controls over instant 
messaging applications appeared to spike in 
the weeks prior to the Party Congress. In a 
case related to monitoring of WeChat, 
police in September took into custody Liu 
Pengfei ( ), a scholar who had 
headed a discussion group focusing on 
current affairs and Chinese politics.84  
 
The government has been policing the 
popular messaging application WhatsApp, 
which is advertised as providing secure, 
end-to-end encryption. In late September, 
authorities severely disrupted WhatsApp, 
likely to “maintain stability” before the 
Party Congress.85 In October, a 
Guangdong-based netizen Zhang 
Guanghong ( ) was detained, 
apparently after he sent messages in a 
WhatsApp group that included content 
about Xi Jinping. Zhang was formally 
arrested in November.86  
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Persecution in Response to “Politically 
Sensitive” Expression 
 
Chinese authorities targeted a number of 
HRDs and others who, undeterred by 
political risks, expressed critical comments 
and dissent online. Police particularly went 
after those who shared views related to the 
death of Liu Xiaobo in July as well as 
other topics of “political sensitivity”—the 
28th anniversary of the Tiananmen 
Massacre, the 19th Party Congress, and Xi 
Jinping’s leadership.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A prominent free speech case in 2017 
involved the outpouring of online comments 
and memorials following the death in July 
of dissident and Nobel Peace Prize laureate 
Liu Xiaobo.87 Authorities barred the 
communications and movements of Liu 
Xia, holding her incommunicado in an 
unknown location after a state-orchestrated 
funeral, and prohibited her from speaking 
openly about Liu Xiaobo. Censors 
expunged messages on social media that 
mentioned Liu Xiaobo or criticized 
authorities’ handling of his medical 
treatment.88 Official media propagated the 
government’s own narrative about his 

illness and death.89 Public expression of 
sentiments about the Nobel laureate 
appeared to greatly unnerve authorities, 
triggering perhaps the first incidence of 
image filtering in one-to-one chats on social 
media and instant messaging tools, 
including WeChat.90 
 
Activists took to the Internet or real physical 
space to mark the 28th anniversary of 
Tiananmen Massacre, calling for justice for 
victims and their families. Police responded 
by detaining or arresting several of them.91  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Guangdong-based activist Li Xiaoling (

) uploaded to WeChat a photo of 
herself holding up a sign at Tiananmen 
Square that read “June 4th Marching to the 
Light.” Police abducted Li on the 
anniversary and took her back to 
Guangdong, where she was formally 
arrested in September, charged with 
“picking quarrels and provoking trouble.”92 
Activist Shi Tingfu ( ) delivered a 
speech about the 1989 massacre near the 
Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall, 
exhorting passers-by to “Never forget June 
4th.” He was detained in June and formally 
arrested in July.93 In another case, 

Activists Li Xiaoling (left) and Shi Tingfu were detained in June 2017 after bringing 
attention to the suppression of June 4th, 1989, and government denials of the tragedy. 
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Shanghai-based activist Liang Bin ( ), 
who mentioned “June 4th” online, was 
criminally detained in early June, accused of 
“picking quarrels,” and then released in 
July.94  
 
In Hunan, 10 activists in Zhuzhou City 
made a formation of the numbers “6” and 
“4” with candles and their own bodies on 
June 4th and filmed aerial images, which 
they posted online. They were picked up by 
police and served administrative 
detentions.95 Four Sichuan activists arrested 
in 2016 for commemorating the massacre 
were indicted in March 2017, formally 
charged with “inciting subversion of state 
power.” The men—Fu Hailu ( ), 
Chen Bing ( ), Luo Fuyu ( ), 
and Zhang Junyong ( )—were 
accused of making a wine label and sharing 
the image online, which referenced “1989, 
June 4th.”96 

 
A number of HRDs were detained in 2017 
for expressing dissent or urging political 
reforms ahead of the 19th CCP Congress, 
which culminated in Xi Jinping’s 
consolidation of his power. Prof. Zi Su (  

) of Sichuan was arrested in June, for  
“inciting subversion,” after releasing an 
open letter calling for democratic elections 
at the Congress to replace Xi. The professor 
was indicted in December 2017, but on the 

more serious charge of “subversion.”97 
Several activists who expressed support for  
Zi’s proposal online were also detained, 
including Huang Xiaomin ( ) of 
Sichuan, who went missing in May for three 
months; Huang was formally arrested on a 
charge of “picking quarrels” on an 
unknown date.98 In a pre-emptive strike at 
dissent before the Party Congress, 
Guangdong-based songwriter Xu Lin (

) and singer Liu Sifang ( ), who 
had composed and shared songs online 
denouncing rights abuses and mocking 
CCP leaders, were seized in September. 
Police accused the two men of “picking 
quarrels.” In November, Xu was formally 
arrested while Liu was released on bail.99 
 
Several netizens and activists faced 
repercussions in 2017 after taking to the  
Internet to ridicule top Party leaders, but 
particularly Xi Jinping as he was  
 

 
crystalizing his Mao-like cult of  
personality. Shandong netizen Wang 
Jiangfeng, initially detained in 2016, was 
sentenced to two years in prison for 
“picking quarrels” in April 2017. Wang had 
satirized Xi and Mao Zedong while 
complaining online about local officials.100 
Jilin netizen Quan Ping ( , aka Kwon 
Pyong) stood trial for “inciting subversion” 
in February 2017. He had posted images of 

Prof. Zi Su and activists Ding Lingjie and Liu Bing (left to right) were detained in 2017 for 
peaceful acts of free expression that challenged the legitimacy of President Xi Jinping.  
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himself wearing a t-shirt with satirical 
nicknames for Xi, including “Xi steamed 
bun” and “Xitler,” before his detention in 
2016.101  
 
Three activists— Diao Jijun ( ), 
Ding Lingjie ( ), and Li Xuehui 

( )—were detained in September and 
arrested in November on suspicion of 
“picking quarrels,” in connection to a video 
mocking President Xi that was uploaded 
online.109 Liu Bing ( ), a Guangdong-
based activist, was detained in April and 
held for a month, accused of “picking 

The “Crime” of Memorializing Liu Xiaobo 
 
Chinese citizens from a broad swathe of society—activists, writers, businesspeople, educators, 
and others—were detained for speech and acts that memorialized Liu Xiaobo. After Liu’s 
ashes had been scattered into the sea, many went to seaside areas and paid their respects in 
small groups. 
 
A total of 11 individuals were criminally detained on suspicion of “gathering a crowd to 
disrupt social order” for taking part in a seaside memorial for Liu on July 19 in Jiangmen City, 
near Guangzhou. All were subsequently released on bail but put under tight police 
surveillance. Except where it is indicated on the list below, the individuals were detained 
within days of the memorial and released in August or September.102 
  

• He Lin ( ), business owner from Guizhou 
• Liu Guangxiao ( ), Foshan resident 
• Ms. Li Shujia ( ), Foshan teacher 
• Qin Mingxin ( ), Foshan netizen 
• Wei Xiaobing ( ), Guangzhou clothing merchant 
• Ms. Wang Xinju ( ), Guangzhou writer 
• Ma Qiang ( ), Beijing-based Taobao shop owner  
• Huang Yongxiang ( ), Guangzhou activist and business owner [detained in 

September and released in October 2017]103 
• Zhuo Yuzhen ( ), Fujian resident [detained and released in September 

2017]104  
• Li Xuewen ( ), writer and former teacher from Hubei [detained in December 

2017 after going into hiding; released in January 2018]105 
• Zhan Huidong ( 6) Foshan writer and publisher [detained in December 2017 

after going into hiding; released in January 2018]106  
 
Other activists were seized after going to seashores in other cities to commemorate Liu or for 
expressing support for him. Activist Li Yu ( ) of Sichuan, an early signatory to “Charter 
08,” the pro-democracy manifesto that Liu had helped author, was detained on July 19 after 
posting images of himself at a seaside in Fuzhou. Li captioned the image with an allusion to 
mourning Liu Xiaobo: “At the seaside, with him.” In Liaoning, activist Jiang Jianjun (

) was given a 10-day administrative detention after honoring Liu at a Dalian seaside on July 
17.  
 
Hunan based activist Jing Yingjun ( ) was given an administrative detention in early 
July after calling online for Liu’s release.107 In addition, Guangdong-based poet Lang Zi (

, whose real name is Wu Minglang, ) was criminally detained in August after 
composing poems for an anthology eulogizing Liu. Lang was held on suspicion of “illegal 
business activity” before being released on bail in September.108  
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quarrels,” after holding up signs on a busy 
city street which read “China does not need 
the CCP” and “China does not need Xi 
Jinping.”110 Liu Yanli ( ) of Hubei, 
detained in 2016, was granted bail in May 
after being held for eight months for 
posting and sharing online comments 
critical of Xi, Mao Zedong, and Zhou 
Enlai. Police had charged her with 
“slandering” and “insulting” Chinese 
leaders.111 
 

 
Activists were also detained after expressing 
support for Guo Wengui, a mainland real  
estate tycoon living in the United States, 
who exposed alleged corruption by Chinese 
political elites.114 Some in the mainland 
circulated photos of themselves online 
wearing t-shirts with the phrase “Everything 
Is Just Beginning,” a slogan which Guo used 
to take jabs at officials and call for political 
reform. Authorities took action in 
Guangdong against several such individuals, 

including through detention and criminal 
prosecution.115 
 
In 2017, China again was regarded as one 
of the world’s most repressive countries for 
exercising press freedoms116 and among the 
biggest jailers of journalists, including 
independent reporters, citizen journalists, 
and bloggers.117 Rapid expansion of 
Internet access in China has led to a 
flourishing of independent investigation and 
grassroots reporting on human rights abuses  
and official corruption. In response, the 
government has further tightened its grip 
over both print and online media, taking 
stringent measures to suppress online 
journalism (see pages 25-26 for information 
on several detained citizen journalists in 
China, including heads of influential NGO 
websites that report on human rights 
abuses). The government’s actions against 
citizen journalists underscore an official fear 
that the spread of information on 
“sensitive” subjects can kindle widespread 
protests and jeopardize the CCP’s hold on 
power.  
 
In one case, Lu Yuyu ( ), a citizen 
journalist based in Yunnan, was sentenced 
to four years in prison in August 2017 after 
being convicted of  “picking quarrels and 
provoking trouble.”118 Lu and his girlfriend, 
Li Tingyu ( ), were both detained in 
June 2016 after they had for years 
documented and shared data online about 
public protests. Li Tingyu herself was 
secretly tried in April 2017 but then 
released.119  
 
In addition, Wang Tao (、 ), a citizen 
journalist from Hubei, had investigated and 
reported online on a case that authorities 
deemed sensitive, about dozens of university 
students who had gone missing in Wuhan. 
Due to his reporting, police charged Wang 
with “rumor mongering” and issued him a 
10-day administrative detention in 
September.120  

Uyghur Scholar Serving Life Sentence 
for Exercising Free Speech 

 
Uyghur scholar Ilham Tohti ( .

) is serving a life sentence for 
“separatism” after peacefully advocating for 
the rights of the Uyghur ethnic minority 
through an online platform that he 
founded.112 In November 2017, a federation 
of parties and affiliates in Europe gave Ilham 
a free speech award, a recognition of the 
inherent risks of independent online 
reporting in China.113 
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Chapter 3. Efforts to Assemble 
Peacefully Even Under Tight 
Restrictions   
 
 

n 2017, HRDs continued to find 
alternative and innovative ways to 

exercise their right to freedom of expression 
and peaceful assembly despite obstacles and 
retaliation from the state. Peaceful 
assemblies in China are technically 
protected under the Constitution, but they 
are essentially banned under restrictions set 
out in the Law on Assemblies. This law 
requires citizens to obtain a permit from the 
police and prohibits demonstrations that 
challenge the CCP or criticize any 
government policies. Authorities have 
enforced this repressive legislation by 
categorically rejecting any applications 
made by HRDs to hold demonstrations.  

Activists who gathered publicly without 
police permits faced persecution. Under 
Article 296 of the Criminal Law, Chinese 
citizens can receive a maximum five-year 
prison sentence for participating in an 
“unlawful” assembly. Police also charged 
those who protested or gathered without a 
permit with crimes such as “disrupting 
public order,” “picking quarrels and 
provoking trouble,” and “subversion of state 
power.” Throughout 2017, authorities put 
on trial several HRDs for organizing or 

participating in peaceful protests without 
police pre-approval.  
 
Despite restrictive regulations and the risk 
of persecution, social protests continued to 
break out spontaneously, and activists got 
together publicly to express their views. For 
instance, activists often gathered to show 
support in front of courthouses as trials of 
detained HRDs were held behind closed 
doors. They also organized non-public 
gatherings—which are not prohibited by 
law—such as dinner parties, study groups, 
and memorials, and participants would 
often use social media to spread word of 
such events. Police caught on and took steps 
to prevent or punish these alternative ways 
for exercising free assembly.   
 
Demonstrations took place in many 
locations in China in 2017, though police 
often responded by putting them down 
quickly, including by using force. Citizens 
voiced concerns during large-scale protests 
over, for instance, polluting factories in 
Hebei and Guangdong provinces in May; 
discrimination against ethnic minorities in 
Tianjin in May, and Inner Mongolia in 
August; forced evictions in Shenzhen in 
January, Henan in March, and Shanghai in 
June; and unpaid social benefits to 
thousands of military veterans and school 
teachers in Beijing.121  
 
In early December, a demonstration took 
place in the Beijing suburbs over the forced 
evictions of migrant workers following a 
deadly fire the previous month.122 
Authorities responded by censoring 
information about the protests from the 
Internet, detaining several individuals in 
connection to a march in support of the 
migrants, and stamping out civil society 
efforts to document and disseminate 
information online about the incident.  
 
Following a demonstration over 
environmental pollution in Chaozhou City, 
Guangdong in February, police arrested  

I 

“Spontaneous demonstrations with specific 
demands [about the environment, pollution, 
land issues, and other problems] keep 
growing. These demonstrations happen all 
around the country and will continue to 
increase since conflict resolution 
mechanisms are ineffective and deficient.” 
 

Chinese human rights defender 
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four demonstrators in April. The 
participants, Chen Ruifeng ( ), Mai 
Pinglin ( ), Mai Yingqiang (

), and Wang Er (、 ), were accused of 
“gathering a crowd to disrupt order of a 
public place and to disrupt traffic.”123 Over 
100 local residents had rallied in February 
against pollution from a battery recycling 
plant and the construction of new factories. 
The protest broke out after officials ignored 
villagers’ calls to either shut down the 
recycling plant or resolve the pollution 
issues. Police violently broke up the protest. 
One demonstrator, Wang Xili (、 ), 
fled to Thailand to seek refuge.124 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The government does not publicly release 
data about demonstrations, but spontaneous 
protests are believed to number in the tens 
of thousands each year in China. 
Independent reporting on mass protests has 
become a target of government persecution, 
as these incidents may spread, threatening 
“social stability,” or paint China in a bad 
light internationally. Citizen journalists Lu 
Yuyu and Li Tingyu had chronicled 
protests for years and posted the 
information on a website named “Not the 
News” ( ), one of the only 
independent sources of information on 
protests in China.125 The sites ceased 
operating after police detained the two in 
2016.126 
 

Many “solidarity protests,” in which HRDs 
have rallied outside courts to show support 
to activists or lawyers standing trial, 
occurred across the country in 2017. For 
instance, supporters protested outside 
courthouses in Changsha and Tianjin 
during proceedings for lawyers Xie Yang 
and Jiang Tianyong and activist Wu 
Gan.127 In response to such actions, 
authorities increasingly resorted to using the 
charge of “disrupting court order” (Article 
309), amended in the Criminal Law in 
2015, to prosecute those who gathered or 
protested. The UN Committee Against 
Torture declared, in 2015, that Article 309  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
was overbroad and subject to “abusive 
interpretation.”128   
 
The Supreme People’s Court (SPC) issued a 
notice in February, granting more power to 
police to detain peaceful protesters outside 
courthouses.129 The notice followed the 
release of regulations for implementing the 
amended Article 309 in 2016.130 The SPC 
notice “clarified” the methods available to 
public security forces to “protect judicial 
personnel” from demonstrators who 
“disrupt court order” by holding banners or 
shouting slogans near a courthouse. The 
notice listed punitive measures for 
“gathering a crowd to attack government 
organs,” including expulsion from the area, 
fines, or criminal prosecution.131  

Activists Li Yufeng and Lin Xiuli were handed prison sentences in 2017 in government 
retaliation against their participation in public demonstrations. 
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In one case, 12 activists were detained in 
2016 and 2017 in Suzhou on suspicion of 
“disrupting court order” and other alleged 
offenses for protesting outside a courthouse 
against a verdict that they felt was unjust132 
(see page 7 for more information on this 
case). In another incident, in November 
2017, police dragged away three activists on 
suspicion of “disrupting court order” after 
they applauded in support of a fellow 
activist who was standing trial at the 
Shanghai Pudong New District People’s 
Court.133 Several detainees in the “709 
Crackdown” were charged with 
“subversion” or “inciting subversion,” with 
authorities citing acts of “organizing” 
demonstrations outside courthouses.   
 
In 2017, authorities prosecuted a number of 
activists or petitioners (who tried to file  
complaints about rights abuses), who staged  

or participated in demonstrations or 
gatherings, for “disrupting public order” or 
“organizing illegal assemblies.” For 
example, two rights defenders, Yin Xu’an 
and Ms. Wang Fang, participated in a 
demonstration to show solidarity with 
detained activist Wu Gan in July 2015. The  
demonstrators wore t-shirts printed with 
Wu’s image and posted photos of the 
activity online.138 Yin and Wang were  
subsequently detained, put on trial 
separately for “picking quarrels and 
provoking trouble” after prolonged pre-trial 
detentions, and eventually convicted and 
imprisoned in 2017. 
 
Henan activist Li Yufeng ( ) 
participated in demonstrations to show 
solidarity with several persecuted fellow  
activists in Beijing and Henan. Tried in the 
summer of 2016, Li received a four-year  
 

HRDs Imprisoned for Creatively Exercising Right to Peaceful Assembly 
 
Two well-known maverick activists, Chen Yunfei and Wu Gan, received heavy prison 
sentences in 2017. The two had extensively used performance art, humor, and satire—both 
online and in public spaces—to draw attention to rights abuses and galvanize support for 
victims, leading to their persecution.  
 
Chen Yunfei is serving a four-year prison sentence for organizing a memorial service for 
victims of the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre in March 2015.134 Approximately 20 individuals 
attended the memorial before more than 100 policemen arrived and broke up the gathering. 
Police detained Chen afterward and formally arrested him a month later. Chen spent the next 
two years in pre-trial detention, including six months incommunicado. Chen told his lawyers 
he was tortured in custody. Eventually, the Wuhou District People’s Court in Chengdu 
convicted him of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” in March 2017. Chen, a former 
student protestor in 1989, had long been active in demanding the Chinese government 
investigate the Tiananmen Massacre and provide compensation to victims’ families.  
 
Activist Wu Gan is serving an eight-year prison sentence for his efforts to highlight 
miscarriages of justice and rights abuses. An advisor at the Beijing Fengrui Law Firm, Wu was 
detained in May 2015, less than two months before police launched the large-scale crackdown 
on human rights lawyers. A report in the state-run Xinhua News Agency accused Wu of 
“disrupting public order” by “hiring” individuals to rally in front of courthouses to try to sway 
judicial decisions.135 His case indictment cited as criminal evidence of “subversion of state 
power” Wu’s courthouse protests and online postings criticizing abuses by the government.136 
Wu, who was kept incommunicado for his first 19 months in custody and held in pre-trial 
detention for 27 months, told his lawyers that he had been tortured and threatened by police 
to force him to confess and admit guilt on state television. The Tianjin No. 2 Intermediate 
People’s Court put him on trial behind closed doors for “subversion” in August 2017 and 
sentenced him to 8 years in prison on December 26, 2017.137 



 23 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
prison sentence upon the court’s conviction  
of her for “picking quarrels and provoking  
trouble” in January 2017.139 In its verdict, a 
Jiaozuo City court claimed that the 
demonstrators had “severely disrupted the 
normal order” of public space by holding 
up banners.140  
 
Qingdao petitioner-activist Lin Xiuli (  

) and other petitioners attempted to  
raise awareness of their grievances through  
public demonstrations in Beijing at the 
same time as a major military parade was  
staged, in September 2015. She was  
subsequently detained and sentenced, in 
April 2017, to three-and-a-half years in 
prison on a charge of “disrupting public 
order.”141  
 
Aiding or assisting others to stage 
demonstrations has also become a police 
target. Hubei police put writer and activist 
Zhou Yuanzhi ( ) under criminal 
detention on suspicion of “organizing illegal 
assemblies” in late November, and formally 
arrested him a month later. Singling Zhou 
out as an “organizer,” authorities accused 
him of helping petitioners stage a 
demonstration in order to draw public 
attention to their grievances against 
government officials.142  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In one of the most remarkable instances of 
free assembly in 2017, Chinese citizens 
showed resolve to defy heightened 
suppression of any open display of 
mourning after the July death of Liu 
Xiaobo. Individuals held memorials on 
seaside areas in several Chinese cities to 
honor Liu, and police detained several 
attendees (see page 18 for more 
information).143 One activist, Ma Qiang, 
told a journalist after his release that police 
tried to force him to sign a pledge not to 
attend any more memorial services.144  

 
 
 

 
 
 

“I went to grieve Liu Xiaobo’s death [at a 
seaside memorial] on my own accord, as a 
way to pay respects to one of the main 
mentors in my life….I don’t regret my 
participation and firmly believe that I am 
innocent of any criminal act.”145 

 
          Excerpt of statement from writer Li                         

Xuewen drafted before his detention 

Activists Chen Yunfei (left) and Wu Gan were given prison sentences in 
2017, punished for exercising their rights to free expression and peaceful 
assembly. 
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Chapter 4. Striving to Exercise 
Right to Free Association 
Amid Assault on Civil Society 

 
 

ivil society organizations in China, 
including human rights advocacy 

NGOs, struggled for survival yet persevered 
in the face of contracted space to operate 
amid ongoing government suppression in 
2017. Some of these organizations were 
able to carry on their advocacy work in a 
diminished capacity and under the watchful 
eyes of police. Others existed only in 
heavily-controlled cyberspace and without a 
physical presence. Meanwhile, many groups 
have shut down permanently. Some leaders 
of those groups are languishing behind bars 
or living in self-imposed exile to escape 
government persecution. However, victims 
and activists in China continued to take 
collective action in 2017, mostly in informal 
groups or loose alliances, in response to 
violations of, or failures to protect, human 
rights on the part of the government.   

In the area of economic and social rights, 
despite decades of economic growth and the 
government’s boasts of achievements, 
abuses and failures to protect equal rights 
continue to affect the lives of millions of 
Chinese, including their rights to education 
and health, and the rights of women, 
persons with disabilities, and migrant labor. 
The government had previously considered 
independent groups working to protect 
rights in these areas as less “sensitive” or 

politically non-threatening to its rule than 
NGOs working to protect civil and political 
rights. This posture, however, has changed 
significantly since Xi Jinping took power in 
2013. Many social and economic rights-
based advocacy groups, which were 
previously allowed to obtain legal 
registration or operate openly, now have 
been forced to shut down or face an 
elevated level of state scrutiny and police 
surveillance. Since the detentions of the 
“Five Feminists”146 and the leaders of health 
rights groups147 in 2015, many women’s 
rights, health rights, and anti-discrimination 
groups have essentially conducted their 
work underground. Their personnel have 
faced constant harassment, including police 
visits, financial inspections, and threats from 
landlords to evict them from rental 
properties.  
 
Some of the most vocal labor rights groups 
in southern China have also been forced to 
fold operations after police detained several 
leading activists in January 2016.148 
Authorities continued to silence labor rights 
groups in 2017, fearful that successful efforts 
to organize and demand rights protections 
for workers will disrupt the balance of 
power between laborers, businesses, and the 
state, possibly even threatening the 
Communist Party’s rule. One labor activist, 
Liu Shaoming ( ), who was initially 
detained in May 2015, received a four-and-
a-half-year prison term in July 2017.149 The 
verdict in his conviction, for “inciting 
subversion,” cited his essays on democracy 
and other topics. However, authorities also 
likely sent Liu to prison in retaliation for his 
labor rights advocacy in China’s southern 
Pearl River Delta region, where he had 
helped migrant workers organize to defend 
their rights.   
 
Independent groups that openly advocate 
for civil and political rights had never been 
able to obtain legal status or operate in 
public view in China. These groups have 
always done their advocacy at great risk, 
and their staff and affiliates have faced 

C 

“The result of fierce suppression [under Xi 
Jinping] is that Chinese NGOs and rights-
based advocacy groups have been forced to 
reduce their activities, be more cautious, and 
hunker down more.” 

 
            Chinese human rights defender 
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detention, imprisonment, and other 
punishments. In 2017, such groups based in 
China managed to carry on their 
monitoring and advocacy activities, albeit 
on a reduced scope and under constant 
threat of reprisals. Several leaders of some 
of the most active of these groups, as well as 
some of their staff and volunteers, are 
currently in detention or prison. Many of 
these individuals have been forcibly 
disappeared and reportedly tortured, and 
they have been blocked from meeting with 
their lawyers or family members. 

 

The government’s persecution of leaders of 
human rights NGOs, including Zhen 
Jianghua ( ), Liu Feiyue ( ), 
and Huang Qi, demonstrates that 
authorities treat rights groups as a threat to 
national security. Their detentions took 
place immediately prior to, or after, the 
Law of the People’s Republic of China on 
Administration of Activities of Overseas 
Nongovernmental Organizations (Overseas 
NGO Law) took effect on January 1, 2017. 
The indictment against Liu Feiyue cited as 
evidence “subversive” articles about human  

 
 

Detained Human Rights NGO Leaders & Associates 
Allegedly “Endanger National Security” 

 
Zhen Jianghua ( ), based in Guangdong, was detained in September 2017, on 
suspicion of “inciting subversion of state power.”150 Zhen had for years directed campaigns on 
the online platform Human Rights Campaign in China (HRCC, ). Zhen also helped 
organize and lead ATGFW.org, a group that provides technical assistance to circumvent the 
government’s cyber censorship and information controls. Zhen had initially been held 
incommunicado at Zhuhai No. 1 Detention Center, where authorities denied all visits from his 
lawyers on the grounds that such contact might “hinder investigation” or “leak state secrets.” 
On December 13, Zhuhai police informed Zhen’s lawyers that Zhen had been transferred to 
RSDL on an unspecified date. His lawyers still have had no access to him, and police have told 
his lawyers that Zhen “dismissed” them. Detained in secret, Zhen is at serious risk of torture.  
 
Liu Feiyue ( ), based in Hubei, was detained in November 2016 and arrested the next 
month, but remained in detention without a trial through 2017.151 He had no access to a 
lawyer until May 2017. Prosecutors finally indicted him on the charge of “inciting subversion 
of state power” in December 2017. Liu was the director of the Civil Rights & Livelihood 
Watch (CRLW, ). CRLW affiliate Ding Lingjie ( ) disappeared in 
September 2017 and was later confirmed to be under criminal detention in Beijing. Her 
detention is tied to her publishing an article on CRLW’s sister-site “Voice of Petitioners” (

).152  
 
Huang Qi ( ), based in Sichuan, was detained in November 2016.153 Authorities held 
Huang incommunicado until July 2017. Police accused him of “illegally providing state secrets 
to foreign entities,” but he has not been formally charged. Huang was the director of 64 
Tianwang Human Rights Center ( ). Several affiliates with 64 Tianwang also have 
faced prosecution. Wang Shurong (、 ), a volunteer, received a six-year prison sentence 
in April 2017 after being convicted of “using dangerous methods to undermine public 
security” and “picking quarrels and provoking trouble.”154 Another volunteer, Wang Jing (、

), had been sentenced to 58 months for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” in 2016.155 
Volunteer Yang Xiuqiong ( ) was arrested in June 2017 on suspicion of “illegally 
providing state secrets to foreign entities” after she repeatedly published information about 
Huang Qi’s detention.156 A fourth volunteer, Li Zhaoxiu ( ), was criminally detained in 
September after she made a call online for Huang Qi’s release.157   
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rights abuses posted on the Civil Rights &  
Livelihood Watch site, which he founded, 
and his group’s applications for  
overseas funding.158 Early police 
interrogations of Huang Qi’s associates 
showed that authorities were looking into 
whether his group, 64 Tianwang, had 
received foreign funding.159  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Besides tying the detentions to “overseas 
funding,” police also tried to connect the 
groups’ reporting to “state secrets.” The 
“secret” Huang had been accused of leaking 
was a Mianyang City government directive 
that listed Huang as a target for an 
upcoming crackdown.160 Police leveraged 
China’s overly broad State Secrets Law and 
retroactively classified the document as “top 
secret.” In Liu Feiyue’s case, police 
recommended in August 2017 that he be 
indicted on the additional charge of 
“illegally providing state secrets to foreign 
entities,” though prosecutors later dropped 
that charge when indicting him in 
December.161 

 
Not deterred by the potential danger of 
exercising the right to freely associate, some 

HRDs resorted to organizing collective 
advocacy actions online. For example, in 
response to the alleged torture of lawyer 
Xie Yang, which was reported in January 
2017, HRDs organized online and set up a 
“China Anti-Torture Alliance” platform to 
draw attention to torture allegations, 
demand investigations, and urge the  

 
 
 
 
 
  
            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chinese government to uphold its 
obligations under the Convention against 
Torture.162 Within two weeks, over 1,000 
responses were posted to express interest in 
joining the group. Police questioned and 
warned several lawyers who were involved 
in this act of online organizing.  
 
On January 1, 2017, the Overseas NGO 
Law went into effect, providing legal cover 
for the tightening of government control 
over civil society. This law practically shuts 
off international financial support for 
domestic human rights organizations, whose 
work the government considers politically  
“sensitive.” Such organizations struggling 
for survival in China’s hostile environment 
have no alternative source of support. This 
law has had a chilling effect on overseas 
NGOs and charities trying to operate inside 
China, coercing some of them into 
practicing self-censorship by shunning 
“sensitive” groups or activities. This law has 
further jeopardized the existence, security, 
and sustainability of more independent 
Chinese domestic civil groups.  
 
 
 

“My previous employer had to dissolve after 
the Overseas NGO Law came out, and all 
the employees were let go.” 
 

    Former Chinese NGO staff member 
 

NGO heads Liu Feiyue and Zhen Jianghua (from left) ended 2017 in detention, while 
activists Wang Shurong (third above) and Liu Shaoming were sent to prison for their 
rights advocacy work with independent groups. 
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The new legislation will likely have a 
profoundly detrimental impact on China’s 
civil society far into the future, and some 
early ramifications of the law have become 
apparent. By the end of the year, roughly 
300 foreign NGOs had managed to register 
a representative office—or only about 4% 
of the estimated number of overseas NGOs 
that were operating in China before the 
law.163 Of the groups that have obtained 
registration for a representative office from 
the Ministry of Public Security, a majority 
of them work in “non-sensitive” areas like 
trade, such as chambers of commerce or 
business associations. Most temporary 
activity permits have been given to 
organizations that focus on issues such as 
poverty and education.164  
 
It is unclear how many overseas NGOs 
have ceased their operations in China since 
the law was adopted; however, according to 
international media reports in the summer 
of 2017, several groups had suspended 
operations, and one NGO had moved its 
office from Beijing to Hong Kong.165 An 
unofficial grace period for unregistered  
 

 

 
NGOs is believed to have expired, leaving  
uncertain the fates of thousands of groups. 
A notice issued by the People’s Bank of 
China ordered all banking institutions to 
freeze the accounts of overseas NGOs that 
had not provided a copy of their registration 
permit as of January 1, 2018.166  
Since the adoption of the law, it is 
impossible to estimate the amount of 
reduced funding provided to Chinese 
NGOs from overseas NGOs and charities. 
However, many overseas NGOs have not 
been able to register and may have decided 
to end operations in China permanently, or 
to temporarily stop providing financial  
support to Chinese groups until their 
registration status is resolved. Many 
Chinese NGOs, especially those that have  
not focused on human rights issues or 
“sensitive” topics, now also fear they will 
face government scrutiny if they seek or 
receive overseas funding.  
 
To further tighten monitoring and control 
over Chinese NGOs, the Ministry of Civil 
Affairs released a draft of the “Provisional 
Measures on Random Inspections of Social 
Organizations” in early 2017. These  

Only a small percentage of foreign NGOs operating in China had registered 
with the Ministry of Public Security by January 2018, one year after the 
“Overseas NGO Law” went into effect. 
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administrative regulations would authorize 
unannounced police raids on NGO offices, 
allowing authorities to conduct “random 
inspections” of a group’s finances in the 
name of enforcing the Overseas NGO 
Law’s provisions on funding sources.167  

 
On June 27, 2017, the National People’s 
Congress passed a new National 
Intelligence Law, which took effect the 
following day.168 This law, in lockstep with 
a series of other national security-focused 
laws adopted under Xi Jinping, has very 
vaguely and broadly defined what 
constitutes “endangering national security,” 
while granting more power to security 
forces. This law may pave the way for 
courts to punish even a wider scope of 
activities. It could also be used to justify the 
targeting and scrutinizing of Chinese NGOs 
that have been accused by the government 
of accepting funding from overseas groups, 
or those working with what Chinese 
authorities call “hostile foreign forces.”169 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In November, the State Council released 
regulations for implementing the Counter-
Espionage Law, which was adopted in 
2014.170 The regulations further restrict free 
expression, assembly, and association rights. 
Of particular concern, Article 8 defines a 
vast range of activities as “conduct that 
endangers national security other than 
espionage,” which the Counter-Espionage 
Law authorizes security forces to “prevent, 
stop and punish.”171  
 
 
  

“The crackdown on NGOs has reached a 
frightening level. I used to edit for an 
independent news website, and police would 
frequently slow down or shut off the 
Internet. It was very hard, even impossible 
sometimes, to work normally.” 

 
      Chinese human rights defender 
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Recommendations 
 
 
For China to live up to its public pledges 
and international commitments to protect 
human rights and to uphold the Chinese 
Constitution, the Xi Jinping government 
must: 

 
• End the practice of criminalizing 

activities of human rights defenders, 
including lawyers, and release all 
detained or imprisoned human 
rights defenders;  

 
• Stop harassing and obstructing 

Chinese citizens, including human 
rights defenders, from participating 
in UN human rights activities, and 
end reprisals against them; 

 
• Guarantee implementation of the 

Lawyer’s Law, protect detainees’ 
prompt access to legal counsel of 
their own choice, and allow lawyers 
to meet with clients without police 
monitoring or interference; and 
investigate allegations of illegal 
obstruction of lawyers’ access to 
their clients and of incidents of 
violence against lawyers; 

 
• Ensure detainees and prisoners are 

promptly given access to proper 
medical treatment, including seeing 
a doctor without police monitoring, 
and ensuring that doctors can report 
signs of torture and ill-treatment 
without fear of reprisal;  

 
• Ensure prompt and impartial 

investigations of allegations of 
torture and inhumane treatment or 
punishment, including tactics meant 
to force confessions or extract 

evidence; and prosecute suspected 
perpetrators of torture and ill-
treatment, holding them legally 
accountable; 

 
• Repeal Article 73 of the Criminal 

Procedure Law, which authorizes 
“residential surveillance at a [police] 
designated location” for up to 6 
months without judicial review or 
notifying families of detainees’ 
whereabouts; and end the practice 
of forcibly disappearing human 
rights defenders; 

 
• Repeal stipulations in national 

legislation, such as in the National 
Security Law, National Intelligence 
Law, and Overseas NGO Law, 
which abridge the rights to freedom 
of expression, assembly, and 
association;   

 
• Amend the Law on Assemblies to 

bring it into compliance with 
international norms, so that it 
protects the right to take part in 
peaceful assemblies and that such 
assemblies should not be subject to 
prior authorization by authorities;  

 
• Allow national and international 

NGOs to play a full and active role 
in promoting and protecting human 
rights in China, specifically by 
removing legislative obstacles to 
NGO funding, ensuring registration 
for all NGOs and civil society 
organizations, and protecting their 
rights to freedom of expression, 
peaceful assembly, and association. 
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Appendix: Imprisoned Chinese Human Rights Defenders  
- Selected Cases From Past Annual Reports  

 
CHRD has produced profiles of 40 human rights defenders sent to prison between 2007 and 2016 whose cases were 
covered in previous annual reports, and who are still serving their sentences. More information on these cases (listed 
below in alphabetical order), as well as profiles on other persecuted HRDs, can be found on CHRD’s website: 
https://www.nchrd.org/2016/03/list-of-prisoners-of-conscience/. 

 

Name Year 
Detained 

Expected 
Release Criminal Charge/s Sentence Activity/ 

Targeted Reason 
Cao Haibo  
,;8 

2011 10/2019 Subversion 8 years Online expression 

Chen Shuqing  
]3� 

2014 3/2025 Subversion 10.5 years Opposition party and 
online expression 

Chen Wei  
]	 

2011 2/2020 Inciting subversion 9 years Online expression 
(Jasmine Crackdown) 

Chen Xi  
]Q 

2011 11/2021 Inciting subversion 10 years Online expression 

Dong Rubin 
L�! 

2013 3/2020 Picking quarrels; illegal 
business activity 

6.5 years Online expression 

Guo Feixiong 
Ya_ 

2013 8/2019 Gathering a crowd to disrupt 
public order; picking quarrels 

6 years Peaceful assembly 
 

Guo Quan  
Y7 

2008 11/2018 Subversion 10 years Opposition party & 
online expression 

Hailaite Niyazi  
;J?��� 

2009 7/2025 Leaking state secrets 15 years Online expression; press 
freedom 

Hu Shigen  
GD4 

2015 1/2023 Subversion 7.5 years Free association  
(709 Crackdown) 

Huang Wenxun  
d(� 

2013 5/2018 Inciting subversion 5 years Peaceful assembly 

Ilham Tohti 
 ���..�V& 

2014 N/A Splittism Life Free expression 

Jia Lingmin     
U>' 

2014 5/2018 Picking quarrels 4 years Peaceful assembly; 
human rights educator 

Ji Sizun     
E*� 

2014 4/2019 Gathering a crowd to disrupt 
public order; picking quarrels 

4.5 years Free expression, 
peaceful assembly 

Kalsang Dhondup  
�N + 

2013 3/2018 Inciting splittism 5 years Freedom of religion  

Karma Samdrup 
�A5B 

2010 11/2024 Grave-robbing  15 years Cultural freedom; free 
expression 

Li Bifeng 
0#� 

2011 9/2023 Contract fraud 12 years Retaliation for helping 
dissident flee China; 
free expression  

Li Tie   
0Z 

2010 9/2010 Subversion 10 years Online writings, 
opposition party 

Liu Jiacai   
��S 

2013 8/2018 Inciting subversion 5 years Peaceful assemblies, 
free expression  

Liu Ping  
�K 

2013 10/2019 Picking quarrels; gathering a 
crowd to disrupt public order; 
using a cult to undermine 
implementation of law 

6.5 years Peaceful assembly and 
free expression (New 
Citizens’ Movement) 

Liu Xianbin  
�T) 

2010 6/2020 Inciting subversion 10 years Free expression (Charter 
08) 

Lolo 
:: 

2013 4/2018 Unknown 6 years Free expression 



Lü Gengsong  
�F2 

2014 7/2025 Subversion 11 years Opposition party and 
online expression 

L� Jiangbo   
�68 

2010 2/2021 Obstructing official business; 
extortion; undermining 
elections; seizing a post; 
obstructing testimony; 
accepting bribes from non-
state workers 

11 years Retaliation for opposing 
government policy, free 
expression & peaceful 
assembly  

Qi Chonghuai  
f�= 

2007 6/2020 Extortion and blackmail; 
embezzlement 

13 years Press freedom 

Rao Wenwei  
b(M 

2008 7/2020 Inciting subversion; accepting 
bribes 

12 years Free expression 

Tang Jingling  
�H^ 

2014 5/2019 Inciting subversion 5 years Freedom of association, 
free expression 

Wang Dengchao 
@C- 

2012 3/2023 Embezzlement; disrupting 
official business 

11 years Free expression; 
retaliation  

Wang Mo   
@e 

2014 4/2019 Inciting subversion 4.5 years Peaceful assembly 
(Occupy HK supporter) 

Wei Zhongping  
c%� 

2013 10/2019 Picking quarrels; gathering a 
crowd to disrupt public order; 
using a cult to undermine 
implementation of law 

6.5 years Peaceful assembly and 
free expression (New 
Citizens’ Movement) 

Wu Zeheng  
�9P 

2014 N/A Organizing or using an illegal 
cult to undermine 
implementation of the law; 
rape; fraud; production and 
sale of harmful food 

Life Freedom of religion, 
free expression 

Xia Lin  
�` 

2014 11/2024 Fraud 10 years Retaliation for being a 
lawyer 

Xie Changfa  
R\
 

2008 6/2021 Subversion 13 years Opposition party, free 
expression 

Xie Fengxia  
R�� 

2014 4/2019 Inciting subversion 4.5 years Peaceful assembly 
(Occupy HK supporter) 

Xu Zhiqiang    
"$� 

2014 5/2018 Inciting subversion 4 years Freedom of religion, 
free expression 

Zhang Haitao  
�;< 

2015 6/2034 Inciting subversion; providing 
intelligence overseas 

19 years Free expression, press 
freedom 

Zhao Haitong  
W;X 

2013 8/2027 Inciting subversion 14 years Retaliation for 
defending rights of 
others 

Zhang Shaojie   
��1 

2013 11/2025 Fraud; gathering a crowd to 
disrupt social order 

12 years Freedom of religion 

Zhang Rongping  
�I� 

2014 8/2018 Inciting subversion 4 years Peaceful assembly 
(Occupy HK supporter) 

Zhou Shifeng      
�[ 

2015 7/2022 Subversion 7 years Retaliation for being a 
lawyer (709 crackdown) 

Zhu Yufu   
/O� 

2011 3/2018 Inciting subversion 7 years Free expression 
(Jasmine Crackdown) 

 



In Memoriam 
Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Liu Xiaobo 

1955-2017 

"Freedom of expression is the foundation of human rights, 
the source of humanity, and the mother of truth. To 

strangle freedom of speech is to trample on human rights, 
stifle humanity, and suppress truth."

- Liu Xiaobo from "I Have No Enemies" 


