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PREFACE

TEN-YEAR EDITION: A DECADE OF DECLINE

The Umbrella Movement in
2014 brought thousands of citizens
into the streets to put pressure on
the Hong Kong Government and
Central Government of China to
allow true universal suffrage for the
2017 election of Hong Kong’s next
chief executive. AFP / Alex Ogle

T

he IFJ China Press Freedom project has tracked the status
of media freedom in Mainland China, Hong Kong and
Macau for a decade, from the optimism leading up to the
2008 Beijing Olympics to the more sombre present, when
the Chinese leadership is increasing its efforts to block the
right to information and suppress freedom of speech. There
have been movements for greater liberty, such as the Charter
08 human rights manifesto, Chinese echoes of the Arab
world’s Jasmine Revolutions in 2011, and Hong Kong’s pro-democracy
Umbrella Movement in 2014. As importantly, hundreds of thousands
of journalists, writers, academics, lawyers and committed citizens
have worked quietly and courageously, day after day, to gather and
disseminate accurate information, enable the honest exchange of ideas,
and speak truth to power.
However, the general trend over the past 10 years has been bleak, with
an overall negative trajectory for press freedom. The major turning point
was the election of Xi Jinping as General Secretary of the Communist
Party of China in 2012 and President of China in 2013. President Xi made
some changes that were designed to give the impression that China was
moving closer to international standards. For instance, press conferences
were held after several important events and there were fewer physical
attacks on journalists than during the presidency of Hu Jintao from 2008
to 2013. However, at the same time, President Xi instigated nearly 30 new
laws, increased pressure on both the state media and independent media
to act as propaganda vehicles for the Communist Party, and used tactics
such as publicising forced confessions that had not been seen since the
era of Chairman Mao Zedong.
In Hong Kong, the media industry experienced unprecedented
hardship. At least 100 media workers, representing both local and
overseas media, were attacked by protesters during the Umbrella
Movement in 2014 and the Mong Kok civil unrest in 2016. Digital
technology transformed the media market and put financial pressure on
traditional media companies. Proprietors became more vulnerable to
political pressure and many veteran journalists lost their jobs. In Macau,
the administration continued to put pressure on local journalists and
selectively barred Hong Kong and overseas journalists and politicians
from entering the territory on the familiar pretext of “security”.
Despite these disappointments, the IFJ’s work has greatly benefited
from the brave contributions of so many journalists and media workers,
scholars, legislators, institutions and non-governmental organizations.
This tireless and courageous cooperation has enabled the IFJ to publish
press releases and monthly bulletins; map attacks on press freedom;
maintain a list of jailed media workers; make submissions on proposed
new laws; hold workshops and conferences; and make submissions to the
Universal Periodic Review under the Human Rights Council and to the
UN General Assembly. Most recently, in 2017, we were able to welcome
a new associate affiliate member to the IFJ family, the Associação de
Imprensa em Português e Inglês de Macau (AIPIM), otherwise known as
the Macau Portuguese and English Press Association.
The saying goes that: “In every decade, old people and things
are replaced by new ones.” Sadly, the situation of press freedom
in Mainland China, Hong Kong and Macau has continued to go
backwards, and there are few signs that it will improve in the coming
decade. Nevertheless, the IFJ is determined not to give up. We
understand there is a lot of work ahead, but we believe that journalists
can make a difference if we continue to work together in solidarity.
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AT LEAST 100 MEDIA WORKERS, REPRESENTING BOTH
LOCAL AND OVERSEAS MEDIA, WERE ATTACKED BY
PROTESTERS DURING THE UMBRELLA MOVEMENT IN
2014 AND THE MONG KOK CIVIL UNREST IN 2016.
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A placard featuring jailed journalist Gao Yu is held in
front of Hong Kong’s China Liaison Office where local
journalists protested against her forced confession,
which was broadcast by China Central Television and
later used to reject her appeal. AFP / Philippe Lopez

CHAPTER 1:

TEN YEARS OF MONITORING CHINA

T

he International Federation of Journalists’ project to monitor press
freedom in China was launched in 2008, the year of the Beijing
Olympics. In order to win the Games, China promised a free
press and greater human rights and these pledges were expressed
in the Regulations on Reporting Activities in China by Foreign
Journalists. Critically, the rules set down important freedoms
including the right for foreign journalists to freely interview an
organization or individual. In October 2008, the authorities extended the
regulations indefinitely and hopes rose that this was the beginning of a new,
more open era for China.
A decade later, the country’s Olympic reporting regulations remain in
operation, but the promise has all but faded away. The overall situation has
deteriorated in two significant ways. First, the state of press freedom has
regressed in the People’s Republic of China under the repressive regime of
long-running president, Xi Jinping. Second, the Mainland government further
expanded its ideology and control into Hong Kong and Macau, ignoring their
separate status and trampling on the growing public demands for democracy
and protection and defence of human rights.
Despite China’s glittering economic success, this was a dark period for
the Chinese people’s right to information and, importantly, their right to
expression At the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China
in 2017, Xi Jinping followed convention by taking a second five-year term
as General Secretary of the party. As both general secretary of the party and
president of the nation, Xi is consolidating and prolonging his hold on power.
There is little evidence to suggest that press freedom can improve in the
foreseeable future. While the Mainland and Hong Kong Governments attempt
to present the administration as “transparent”, “accountable” and “lawful”, the
reality falls far short of international standards.

DICTATORSHIP OF LAW
President Xi repeatedly says China is governed under the “rule of law”. He
can make this claim because China’s constitution declares that no individual
or organisation is above the law, and that the National People’s Congress
– the parliament that enacts the laws – answers to the voters. Under the
constitution, the organs of the state administration are subject to the NPC.
Therefore, in theory, the civil service, police, prosecutors and courts are also
accountable to the people.
Graffiti depicting former Chinese leader Mao Zedong with Chinese
yuan signs in his eyes, seen on a wall in Shanghai on March 1, 2017,
comments on the Chinese people’s obsession with wealth within a
state controlled by the Communist Party. AFP / Johannes Eisele

However, President Xi’s interpretation of the “rule of law” is very different
from the way the phrase is understood around the world. The reality of life in
China is also very different from the theory. The contradiction arises because
there is a problem at the heart of China’s constitution, with Article 1 stating
that the PRC is “a socialist state under the people’s democratic dictatorship”
(italics added). This phrase implies that the state is brought into existence
through an alliance of workers and peasants and is led by the vanguard of
the working classes, represented by the Communist Party of China. With
these words, the constitution positions the Communist Party above the state.
The laws that are made under the constitution are designed to preserve the
power of the party against any challenge by its citizens. Since the media is the
major means by which the citizens express these challenges, the laws are also
ultimately used to suppress the media.
The blurring between “the nation”, “the state” and “the party” can also be
seen in the constitution’s approach to human rights. Article 35 says that the
Chinese people enjoy freedom of speech and freedom of the press, along with
other civil and political rights. But these rights are linked to certain duties,
which include safeguarding the unity, security, honour and interests of the
nation and the Communist Party. The party often cites the citizens’ duties to
the nation as an excuse for limiting their rights. This appeal to nationalism
is being heard more and more often in Hong Kong and Macau, where any
discussion or sign of fighting for self-determination and “independence” is
interpreted as disloyalty, or even treason.

LEGAL SYSTEM DESIGNED FOR REPRESSION
China’s parliament, the National People’s Congress, meets for two weeks
each year to pass laws that have been already approved by the Communist
Party. Since 2013, when Xi Jinping was elected president, the congress has
rubberstamped more than 30 pieces of legislation. These include the National
Security Law (2015), the Administration of Activities of Overseas Nongovernmental Organizations Law (2016), the Cybersecurity Law (2016),
the National Intelligence Law (2017) and the National Anthem Law (2017).
Under these and many other laws and regulations, the authorities give the
Communist Party the same status as the state. People who challenge the party
or the state can be charged with offences such as “splittism”, “endangering state
security” and “inciting subversion of state power”.
In 2003, the Hong Kong government proposed laws to protect national
security, as allowed under Article 23 of the Basic Law. While the government
eventually withdrew the bill, support for legislation has grown steadily under
the slogan that it is the “Hong Kong government’s responsibility”. Most
proposals come from veteran politicians from the Mainland Government or
pro-Mainland politicians in Hong Kong. Analysts suggest that, if the law is
adopted, Hong Kong people who speak out against the Mainland authorities
could be charged with treason against the PRC.

DESPITE CHINA’S GLITTERING ECONOMIC SUCCESS,
THIS WAS A DARK PERIOD FOR THE CHINESE
PEOPLE’S RIGHT TO INFORMATION AND,
IMPORTANTLY, THEIR RIGHT TO EXPRESSION

IN MAY 2014, CHINA CENTRAL TELEVISION BROADCAST GAO’S “CONFESSION”.
HER LAWYER SAID POLICE THREATENED TO ARREST GAO’S SON IF SHE DID
NOT CONFESS. THIS BRINGS INTO QUESTION THE LEGITIMACY OF SUCH
CONFESSIONS THAT MAY BE EXTRACTED UNDER DURESS.
In 2009, Macau passed a national security law that enables the local courts
to punish acts such as treason, secession and subversion. To date, no-one has
been charged under the law. A political commentator suggested that it was
likely any law would be well accepted because Chinese patriotism is strong in
Macau and people lack awareness of civil rights.
When it comes to use of the laws, vague definitions allow for wide
interpretations, while those charged with crimes are not given the benefit
of due process of law. In too many cases, they are not informed of the exact
charges against them, nor are they given an opportunity to review the
evidence before their trials or given proper access to their lawyers. Under
President Xi, prosecutors have revived the Mao era practice of televising socalled “confessions” made by accused persons even before they go to trial.
The case of journalist and activist Gao Yu illustrates how China’s law and
the court system are used to stifle free speech. Gao was arrested in April 2014,
aged 71, just ahead of the 25th anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre
and charged with illegally obtaining state secrets and sharing them with
foreign media. Prosecutors did not specify the “state secret” in question, but
it is believed to be Document Number 9, an internal decision by the Central
Committee of the Communist Party warning against seven perils, including
a free press. If this is correct, the information was a party document, not a
“state” document. Moreover, it was not a “secret”, since it had already been
posted online.
In May 2014, China Central Television broadcast Gao’s “confession”.
Her lawyer said police threatened to arrest Gao’s son if she did not confess.
This brings into question the legitimacy of such confessions that may be
extracted under duress. In April 2015, after a four-hour trial that was closed
to the media, Gao was sentenced to seven years in prison. On appeal, the
judge refused to overturn her conviction, citing the televised confession as
evidence against her. CCTV’s actions clearly violated journalistic ethics, but

as the “state” broadcaster it follows Communist Party rules, not professional
standards. The All China Journalists Association did not speak out against
CCTV’s behaviour as it too is subject to the party line.
Many people accused of illegal behavior have little or no chance to defend
themselves through a court process. China’s police have discretion to place
people in administrative detention on vague accusations such as “spreading
rumours”, “disrupting social order”, and “picking quarrels and provoking
trouble”. Most targets of these orders are human rights lawyers, nongovernment organization workers, and netizens who post news or opinion on
social media.
While citizen journalists are bravely revealing corruption in local
governments and raising their voices against the suppression of the public,
they are more vulnerable than mainstream journalists because they do not
have access to official press accreditation. In June 2016, blogger Lu Yuyu was
detained by police for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble”. Lu had used
social media to post reports of strikes and protests that had already been
published in traditional media. In August 2017, he finally went to court and
was sentenced to four years in jail.

WELL-OILED PROPAGANDA MACHINE
Propaganda and censorship are central to the Mainland authorities’ efforts
to control public opinion. The Communist Party directly controls all stateowned media outlets, including Xinhua news agency, People’s Daily and
China Central Television (CCTV), and dictates the content of their reports. In
February 2016, President Xi said during a visit to CCTV: “The media run by
the party and the government are the propaganda fronts and must have the
party as their family name.”
The Central Propaganda Department in Beijing and its provincial
departments issue “restrictive orders” that ban reporting on some sensitive
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Protesters display placards during a rally
on March 2, 2014, to support press freedom
in Hong Kong. The protest was staged
after Kevin Lau, a former editor of liberal
newspaper Ming Pao, was attacked with a
meat cleaver. AFP / Philippe Lopez

AMONG THE “FORBIDDEN SUBJECTS” ARE THE 1989 TIANANMEN
SQUARE MASSACRE, HONG KONG’S 2014 PRO-DEMOCRACY UMBRELLA
MOVEMENT, AND THE IMPRISONMENT AND 2017 DEATH OF NOBEL
PEACE PRIZE LAUREATE LIU XIAOBO.
subjects and dictate the angle, or the “line to take”, on others. IFJ monitoring
has documented that hundreds of these orders are issued every year. The
true total is likely to be far higher, because the propaganda authorities
often forbid the media to disclose that a restrictive order has been issued.
The authorities regularly order independent media outlets to re-publish
approved reports produced by state media, even to the extent of re-using
the exact headlines.
There is little doubt that the Communist Party exerts both direct and
indirect controls over news outlets. The Central Commission for Discipline
Inspection of the Communist Party has units inside state-owned media such
as Xinhua and People’s Daily. Party members hold senior editorial positions in
independent media outlets, giving them power to influence coverage. Many
party members also work in lower-level positions. More than 7,000 staff at
popular online media outlet Tencent are party members. There is also evidence
that the Communist Party routinely recruits non-party journalists to spy on
their colleagues. In November 2015 Li Xin, former opinion editor of Southern
Metropolis Daily, sought asylum in India, saying he had been pressured into
acting as an “undercover state security agent”. In January 2016, Li disappeared
while trying to cross the border from Thailand into Lao PDR.
All professional journalists must pass the national press accreditation
examination, which includes a test of their knowledge of Socialist ideology.
Any reporter who offends the authorities can have their accreditation
withdrawn, in many cases making it all but impossible to pursue their career.
Reporters and editors who make mistakes are punished with suspension
or dismissal. In March 2017, Puyang Daily, in Henan province, accidentally
omitted one word from Premier Li Keqiang’s name. The Communist Party
disciplinary unit inside the paper demanded that the editor, the head of proof
reading, and a member of the editorial board all be dismissed. Disciplinary
actions of this kind have been compiled to create a “blacklist” to effectively
push journalists out of the media.

Publications that challenge the current propaganda line are routinely taken
over by authorities or closed down. Yanhuang Chunqiu, a reformist magazine
that was established in 1991 by veteran Communist Party members, was
abruptly told in July 2016 that the entire top editorial management team
would be replaced by staff of the Chinese National Academy of Arts, under
instructions of the party.

CENSORING SENSITIVE SUBJECTS
Reporting on events in Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang remains severely
restricted because of long-running ethnic and political sensitivities in these
border areas. After the 2008 protests in Tibet, journalists were refused entry
permits and any reports on the protests were suppressed. Later, selected
journalists were invited to join a special tour during which they were closely
supervised and given access only to limited areas. In February 2016, Tibetan
blogger Druklo was sentenced to three years’ jail on charges including “inciting
separatism”. In Inner Mongolia in 2010, a political prisoner named Hada was
released after 15 years in jail and placed under house arrest. In August 2014,
when his wife, Xinna, posted several messages about Hada’s case, her telephone
and web connections were cut and she received more than 400 death threats.
In Xinjiang in September 2014, an academic, Ilham Tohti, host of the website
Uyghur Online, was sentenced to life imprisonment on charges of separatism.
Right now, these three regions have almost disappeared into a “black hole”,
where people are unable to connect freely to the outside world and have no
access to diversity or alternate viewpoints in news reports.
Natural disasters remain a sensitive subject, inevitably because the official
response to the catastrophe puts the spotlight on the authorities’ ability to
ensure public safety. Man-made disasters are even more dangerous for the
media if they raise the possibility that official incompetence or corruption may
have caused the problem or exacerbated it. The authorities typically declare a
wide exclusion zone around the site of the tragedy, physically block reporters
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Delegates attend the closing ceremony of
the 19th National Congress of the Communist
Party of China on October 24, 2017. President
Xi Jinping’s name was added to the party’s
constitution, placing him among the country’s
founding giants alongside Chairman Mao. AFP
/ Nicolas Asfouri

who try to gain access, release of information with lengthy delays, invite only
selected journalists to press conferences and ban independent reporting.
The Sichuan earthquake in May 2008 killed about 90,000 people. The
situation was well reported until parents of children who died at school
protested that corrupt and incompetent companies had constructed the school
buildings from “the dregs of tofu”. Riot police broke up the demonstrations
and the propaganda authorities ordered the media to cease reporting on any
school collapses. When a high-speed train was wrecked in Zhejiang Province
in July 2011, the authorities blocked access to the site and ordered reporters
not to investigate the cause of the accident. Instead, journalists were ordered
to focus on moving stories such as blood donations and the overall theme
of “great love in the face of great disaster”. The authorities took a similar
approach to a New Year’s Eve stampede in Shanghai on December 31, 2014,
the capsize of a cruise ship on the Yangtze river in June 2015, and a series of
explosions and fires at a chemical container warehouse in Tianjin in August
2015. In Macau, it was little better, with authorities refusing to allow Hong
Kong journalists to enter the territory to report on sensitive events, such
Cyclone Hato in August 2017.
Any reporting on official corruption is strictly censored. In January 2016,
the International Centre for Investigative Journalism released documents about
the use of offshore trusts by family members of China’s leaders, yet follow-up
reports were almost entirely absent from mainland media coverage. Those
media that did report on the global corruption investigation and its implications
failed to include the name of even a single Chinese leader. Meanwhile, reports
on other international websites were blocked. In the case of other corruption
scandals involving political leaders, including Wang Lijun, Bo Xilai, Zhou
Yongkang, Xu Caihou and Ling Jihua, the media issued almost identical reports
before their trials, but did not disclose the source of their information.
Official censorship is not necessary for certain subjects because journalists
know they are taboo and exercise self-censorship. Among the “forbidden
subjects” are the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre, Hong Kong’s 2014 prodemocracy Umbrella Movement, and the imprisonment and 2017 death of
Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo. While citizen journalists use social
media to commemorate these events, the authorities intervene to prevent or

block communication. The image of a burning candle has become a symbol
of these anniversaries, so the authorities now routinely block posts that use the
candle icon.

HARASSMENT IN THE FIELD
Reporters working in the field face the constant threat of harassment by the
public security bodies, primarily the police, but also by some members of the
general public. Uniformed and plain-clothes officers are used to physically
prevent journalists from reaching the scene of newsworthy incidents,
often by manhandling reporters to interfere with their reporting. Police
intimidate potential interviewees, often by threatening retaliation against
family members. At the scene of news events, officers block lenses, delete
memory cards and confiscate equipment such as phones, cameras and audio
equipment, but they are also know to put reporters under surveillance and
compel them to go to the local police station without explanation. Groups of
unidentified citizens sometimes back up police harassment, and sometimes act
on their own. It is suspected that these vigilantes are local civil servants.
Harassment by plain-clothes and uniformed officers has become common
in Hong Kong. During the 2014 Umbrella Movement, police treated media
workers roughly and stood by when they were assaulted by pro-Mainland
mobs. Even without street demonstrations, media workers are harassed with
intimidating emails and phone calls, defamatory posters and death threats. In
February 2015, former newspaper editor Kevin Lau was attacked with a meat
cleaver by a man who escaped on a motorcycle ridden by a second assailant.
Two men were later captured and sentenced but did not disclose their motive
or the identity of the “mastermind” behind the crime.

CONTROLLING CHINA ONLINE
President Xi Jinping has recognised that the traditional media is declining and
the internet is becoming the world’s dominant communication technology.
The internet is a challenge to China’s centralised control. In response, China
uses a range of administrative measures, policing tactics and technical controls
including the “Great Firewall”, which blocks access to foreign internet sites, and
massive cyber-attacks on foreign websites that publish unwelcome information.
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President Xi has said: “Without cyber security, there is no national
security.” He established the Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC)
to ensure “cyber sovereignty” and the Central Internet Security and
Informatization Leading Group, with himself at its head, to focus on the
cyber aspects of economic, social, political and military issues. In 2015,
China’s Criminal Law was amended to introduce severe punishments for
people involved in online coverage of matters of public importance, such
as disasters, epidemics and security alerts. The same year, Chinese internet
service providers (ISPs) were required to take legal responsibility for content
published on websites they host. In 2017, the Cybersecurity Law made it an
offence to use encryption programs or to publish anonymously.
Today more than 3000 foreign internet companies, including Google,
Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and Chinese Wikipedia, are blocked in China.
Local companies supplying equivalent services within China, including
WeChat, RenRen and Weibo, must cooperate with the authorities if they wish
to remain in business. For many years, Chinese residents have used Virtual
Private Networks (VPNs) to circumvent the Great Firewall. Authorities have
responded by launching massive cyber attacks on ISPs outside China that
host such VPNs. Going one step further in 2017, all local ISPs providing VPN
services were required to register, and anyone who used an unregistered ISP
to access a foreign website could be prosecuted. During sensitive periods, even
registered VPNs do not function properly.
People registering on a social media account or chat group are required by
law to use their real names, rather than pseudonyms or nicknames. Websites
carrying materials that are deemed to be pornographic or anti-social are
shut down. Any social media account carrying information that is seen as
a challenge to the authorities is also blocked or shut down. The Chinese
Communist Youth League has recruited an army of students to monitor and
respond to online activity. Individuals who speak against the government
when they are overseas are vilified. In May 2017, a student at the University of
Maryland, Yang Shuping, spoke at her graduation ceremony in praise of her
experience of free speech in the US. After her speech appeared on the internet,
Yang was subjected to virulent trolling and a torrent of online abuse.

TEN-YEAR EDITION: A DECADE OF DECLINE

FOREIGN MEDIA ON A KNIFE EDGE
Foreign journalists regularly carry out their duties in the difficult and
unpredictable environment in China, where authorities use their power to
withhold working visas as a weapon to influence coverage. According to the
Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China, four American journalists – Phillip
Pan, Chris Buckley, Austin Ramzy and Javier Hernandez – were denied
working visas in 2014. Journalists who offend the authorities can be expelled.
A case in point was Melissa Chan, a correspondent for Al Jazeera English, who
was expelled in 2012 on the grounds that she had violated the regulations for
foreign correspondents after she reported on a “black jail”. In 2015, Ursula
Gauthier, the Beijing correspondent for L’Obs, was also expelled. The Foreign
Ministry said Gauthier had offended the Chinese people with a column about
terrorism and the violence-hit Xinjiang Autonomous Region.
China uses diplomatic channels to pressure managers in the head offices
of foreign news organisations. In 2014, Su Yutong, a Chinese journalist
working for Germany’s Deutsche Welle, was sacked after she organized for
an independent film maker to interview a member of Tiananmen Mothers,
which represents families of people who died in the Tiananmen Square
massacre. DW’s Director General, Peter Limbourg, said later that “under
the principle of respect for China”, DW would carry more reports covering
German-China trade, history and culture. In April 2017, Voice of America
cut short a livestreamed interview with controversial billionaire Guo Wengui,
who is resident in the US. According to several reports, Chinese officials had
said that, if the interview went ahead, VOA journalists’ working visas in China
might be at risk.
Foreign journalists are not exempt from harassment in the field, and
their local assistants are even more vulnerable. In 2014, Angela Koeckritz
of German publication Die Zeit and her assistant, Zhang Miao, travelled
to Hong Kong to follow up on the Umbrella Movement. Zhang posted
pictures of herself wearing a yellow ribbon, the symbol of the pro-democracy
movement. When she returned to Beijing, Zhang was detained and held
without charge for eight months, while Koeckritz was interrogated by security
agents who accused her of being a spy. She left China in 2015.

THE FOREIGN MINISTRY SAID GAUTHIER HAD OFFENDED
THE CHINESE PEOPLE WITH A COLUMN ABOUT TERRORISM
AND THE VIOLENCE-HIT XINJIANG AUTONOMOUS REGION.

Ursula Gauthier, the Beijing correspondent
for French news magazine L’Obs, works at
her desk in her apartment on December 26,
2015, with President Xi Jinping watching
on. Gauthier was expelled on December 31,
2107 after the Foreign Ministry accused her
of “flagrantly championing” terrorist acts.
AFP/Greg Baker
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Protestors hold up missing person notices
for Gui Minhai outside the China Liaison
Office in Hong Kong on January 3, 2016.
Minhai was one of five people from Mighty
Current Publishing and Causeway Bay
Bookstore detained in China under mysterious
circumstances. AFP / Anthony Wallace

HONG KONG AND MACAU
Two decades after Hong Kong reverted to Beijing’s control under the “One
Country, Two Systems” agreement, media workers are fighting hard to defend
press freedom. The Mainland authorities regard any freedom of the media
as a barrier to their control of Hong Kong, and use financial muscle, political
pressure, legal manoeuvres and street violence to interfere with reporting and
silence critical voices.
Traditional media that rely on advertising, including newspapers, radio
and free-to-air television stations, have suffered in the same way as similar
media all around the world. Under the pretext of downsizing the outlets,
media proprietors have forced many veteran journalists to resign. The decline
in revenue has made it easier for pro-Mainland interests to invest through
different entities in order to influence editorial policy. In December 2015,
Mainland billionaire Jack Ma became the dominant shareholder in South
China Morning Post through his company Alibaba, the online retail giant.
Many Hong Kong media owners, such as Charles Ho Tsu-kwok, of Sing Tao
News Corporation Limited, have been appointed to the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Committee, an advisory body that meets annually at the
same time as the National People’s Congress.
During the 2014 Umbrella Movement, the Mainland authorities were
suspected of “packaging” news events to create an alternative propaganda
stream. These events included protests by previously unknown antidemocracy groups. The authorities also mobilised pro-government celebrities,
politicians, columnists, legal experts and media to publish articles and
commentary criticising the movement. On the streets, at least 79 journalists
were attacked by police and unknown people while they were carrying out
their duties. This was the highest number of attacks on journalists on record in
Hong Kong.
The shocking Causeway Bay Bookstore incident in 2015 demonstrated
how bold the Mainland authorities have become in ignoring Hong Kong’s
separate status. Five media workers associated with Mighty Current Media
and Causeway Bay Bookstore went missing after the companies published
and distributed books criticising President Xi Jinping. Gui Minhai, a Swedish
national, disappeared from his holiday home in Thailand and was taken to

China. Lam Wing-Kee was detained when he was crossing the border from
Hong Kong. Most alarmingly, Lee Bo, a UK national, went missing in Hong
Kong and later re-appeared on the Mainland, having crossed the border
without travel documents. This suggested Mainland security officers were
operating in Hong Kong in contravention of the Basic Law. The missing
workers were never charged or tried in court, but several appeared on selected
Hong Kong and Mainland television outlets and admitted to selling books
illegally. When Lam Wing-Kee returned to Hong Kong, he revealed he had
been abducted, detained for eight months, interrogated about who bought the
books, and forced to “confess”.
The incident highlighted the dangers facing media workers in Hong Kong.
The Mainland authorities ignored inquiries by the governments of the UK
and Sweden, and asserted they had jurisdiction because the workers were all
“Chinese”, even though Gui and Lee held foreign passports. The Hong Kong
authorities were slow to investigate the disappearances. Some Hong Kong
media outlets allowed themselves to be manipulated by the Mainland and
agreed to broadcast the questionable confessions.
The Mainland authorities are steadily taking control of the Hong Kong
Legislative Council, which is elected under an unequal voting system that
comprises both electoral districts and functional constituencies. In October
2016, at the first meeting of the newly elected council, 12 localist and prodemocracy members used the oath-taking ceremony to protest against China’s
growing influence. Hong Kong’s then Chief Executive, Leung Chun-ying,
launched a judicial review seeking to disqualify several of the newly-elected
members. In Beijing, the Standing Committee of the National People’s
Congress said that members must take the oath in a way that is “sincere” and
“solemn”. The courts eventually ruled that six members could be disqualified.
As a result, the pro-Mainland camp gained the majority in the Legislative
Council and later amended the Council’s Rules of Procedure to make it harder
for pro-democracy lawmakers to criticise or delay new legislation.
As it stands today, the Mainland effectively controls Hong Kong’s executive
government. In 2017, the new Chief Executive, Carrie Lam, surrendered
jurisdiction over several platforms in a railway station being constructed
for the new high-speed link with Guangzhou. Although the station is inside
Hong Kong’s borders, the Mainland now has effective sovereignty over
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China’s President Xi Jinping arrives for a press conference at the
BRICS Summit in Xiamen, Fujian province on September 5, 2017.
President Xi consolidated his personal power and strengthened
Communist Party control during his first five years in office as
violations against the media also increased. AFP / Fred Dufour

the land on which the platforms are built. This gives it the right
to comprehensively implement Mainland law in that area. Legal
experts strongly criticized this loss of Hong Kong’s autonomy, saying
it violated the Basic Law and jeopardised the principle of “One
Country, Two Systems”. Journalists are concerned that reporters
working for media outlets seen by the Mainland as “unfriendly”
could be barred from reporting on events that occur on those
platform in the future.
Like Hong Kong’s Legislative Council, Macau’s Legislative
Assembly is elected through both direct voting and functional
constituencies. In the 2017 election, a pro-democracy activist, Sulu
Sou, was directly elected as a legislator but his post was suddenly
suspended by the Assembly on the grounds that he had been charged
with illegal assembly in May 2016, when he protested in front of the
residence of Chief Executive of Macau.
Chinese journalists in Macau regularly experience different kinds
of intervention. In October 2015, the Commissioner of Customs was
mysteriously found dead in a public toilet, but the public security
bureau delayed informing the media until after the crime scene
was cleaned up. A similar event occurred in October 2016, when
two Macau hotels received false bomb threats. The bureau told the
media: “We do not inform the media until we have eliminated all
risk.” In 2014, two online journalists were detained by the authorities
because they had published the police department logo. In 2017,
media outlets received directions to positively report on how the local
government was dealing with the aftermath of Cyclone Hato, which
left Macau almost completely paralysed.
The trends of the past decade clearly show that the People’s
Republic of China is relentlessly expanding its control over life in
the Mainland while extending its grip in Hong Kong and Macau.
President Xi Jinping has turned back the clock by using Mao era
practices such as televising forced confessions. At the same time,
he has harnessed the power of modern technology to spy on
Chinese citizens and to prevent them accessing the liberating and
empowering potential of digital media for freedom of expression. In
the face of this repression, the IFJ urges the international community
and the journalism profession worldwide to unite in support of the
courageous individuals who put their liberty and personal safety at
risk to report in the public interest and defend the rights of all. It also
urges journalists and media workers across China, Hong Kong and
Macau to keep up the fight. You remain the brave watchdogs of the
Chinese state and give a voice to the voiceless.

PRESIDENT XI JINPING HAS TURNED BACK THE CLOCK
BY USING MAO ERA PRACTICES SUCH AS TELEVISING
FORCED CONFESSIONS. AT THE SAME TIME, HE HAS
HARNESSED THE POWER OF MODERN TECHNOLOGY TO
SPY ON CHINESE CITIZENS AND TO PREVENT THEM
ACCESSING THE LIBERATING AND EMPOWERING POTENTIAL
OF DIGITAL MEDIA FOR FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION.
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CHAPTER 2:

MOST PREVALENT VIOLATIONS MAPPED 2008-2017
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Journalists attend a press conference on October 17, 2017 before the 19th
National Congress of the Communist Party of China. Press conferences are staged
at important events to give the impression of openness, but provide few chances for
genuine questioning. AFP / Fred Dufour
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AT THE NATIONAL CONGRESS, THE COMMUNIST
PARTY ARRANGED PRESS CONFERENCES FOR THE
MEDIA, JUST AS IT DID AT THE 2102 CONGRESS.
HOWEVER, IT IMPLEMENTED SEVERAL NEW RULES
THAT IT CLAIMED WOULD “FACILITATE” REPORTING.
IN FACT, THESE RULES ACTED AS BARRIERS.
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A television journalist reports from Tiananmen Square on
October 24, 2017 during the closing session of the 19th National
Congress of the Communist Party of China, which met in the
Great Hall of the People in Beijing. AFP / Nicolas Asfouri

CHAPTER 3:

MAINLAND CHINA

C

hina’s President Xi Jinping is widely regarded as one of the most
powerful leaders in the Communist Party of China. Like the
party’s first supreme leader, Chairman Mao Zedong, President
Xi understands that the party’s continued dominance relies
heavily on its ability to use the media to promote its ideas, and
thus make society follow the direction that it orchestrates. Many
commentators argue that President Xi’s influence over the media
is even greater than Chairman Mao’s, partly because the media is more
powerful in the 21st century than in previous decades. Today, President Xi
can control communication by enacting laws, regulations and guidelines to
ensure that the media functions as a “mouthpiece” for the party.
A crucial event in 2017 was the meeting of the National Congress of
the Communist Party of China. This meeting, which elects the party’s
leaders and sets its policy direction, is held only once every five years. The
2017 meeting, held in the week of October 18-24, was the 19th National
Congress since the CPC took power in China in 1949. The party’s 89 million
members elected 2280 delegates to the congress. These delegates elected the
204 members of the party’s Central Committee, who in turn confirmed the
25 members of the Politburo. The seven most important members of the

Politburo make up the Politburo Standing Committee, China’s supreme
leadership body.
Under normal practice, the General Secretary of the Communist Party
holds office for one five-year term. Xi Jinping, as the General Secretary of the
party since 2012, was not theoretically eligible to be elected for another term.
However, Xi was re-elected, making him General Secretary until 2022. On
October 27, the Politburo issued a document that set out eight areas to be
regulated in future. One area involves instructing state-owned media on how
to report news events related to members of the party’s senior leadership. The
instructions do not apply to the General Secretary of the Communist Party, Xi
Jinping, and the Premier of China, currently Li Keqiang. However, the rules do
apply to other high-ranking officials, including the members of the Politburo
and the Politburo Standing Committee. The rules set down the number of
words to be used in reports, the amount of air time to be given to them, and
whose real voice can be used. The instructions say non-government media
outlets that are directly controlled by the party must republish the reports
produced by state-owned media without changing a word. International radio
and television outlets are required to use the video footage produced by official
news agency Xinhua and China Central Television.

ON OCTOBER 27, THE POLITBURO ISSUED A DOCUMENTED THAT SET OUT
EIGHT AREAS TO BE REGULATED IN FUTURE. ONE AREA INVOLVES
INSTRUCTING STATE-OWNED MEDIA ON HOW TO REPORT NEWS EVENTS
RELATED TO MEMBERS OF THE PARTY’S SENIOR LEADERSHIP.
PHOENIX TV UNDER FIRE

PARTY MEMBERS INFILTRATE MEDIA

Nearly a year before the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of
China in October, the central authorities began to implement restrictions to
ensure that the meeting would run smoothly. The first target was Phoenix
Television. Although the company is registered in Hong Kong, its owner is a
Mainland-born businessman who has a long-standing working relationship
with former leaders of the Politburo Standing Committee and China’s military.
In December 2016, the Beijing branch of the Cyberspace Administration of
China (CAC) denounced the Editor-in-Chief of Phoenix TV, saying the station
had violated the internet service rules by reporting news online when it did
not have a licence to do so. State-owned news agency Xinhua reported that
Phoenix TV later shut down columns by at least three commentators.
On March 4, the Beijing branch of the CAC again criticized Phoenix TV,
saying it did not seek official approval before sending journalists to conduct
interviews during the National People’s Congress, the annual parliament
meeting in March. The branch also accused Phoenix TV of republishing
overseas news reports rather than using those produced by state-owned
media. Two internet programs were suspended until Phoenix “showed an
improvement”. In October, Phoenix took three popular TV talk shows off the
air without explanation.

The Communist Party infiltrated its members into media outlets so that
media industry personnel would become the party’s working partners.
According to news reports, more than 7,000 members of the staff of popular
online media outlet Tencent are members of the Communist Party. Of
these, 60 per cent are technicians. The company has established Communist
Party committee branches in its offices in Shenzhen, Beijing, Shanghai
and Guangzhou. NanFang magazine, which is owned by NanFang Media
Group and is known for its good working relationship with the Guangdong
Province Propaganda Department, has more than 900 staff who belong to
the Communist Party. Most of these members work in Nanfang’s digital
department.

MEDIA STUDENTS SCHOOLED ON MARXISM

Women walk past a roadside billboard of China’s
President Xi Jinping in Beijing on October 24, 2017 after
the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of
China. At the conference, Xi’s ideology was written into
the party’s constitution. AFP / Greg Baker

The authorities devoted a great deal of effort to highlighting Communist
Party ideology. The General Office of the Central Committee demanded that
reporters and students who are university students taking journalism majors
must be given a more Marxist view through their journalism education.
The All-China Journalists’ Association (ACJA), a government-funded.
non-independent association, planned a long-term training mechanism
for education in the Marxist view of journalism in order to “lead Chinese
journalists to be loyal to the Party’s news cause.” According to Xinhua, the
ACJA plans to broaden its representation among front-line journalists.

FREE SPEECH ADVOCATES TROLLED
The authorities escalated online censorship by implementing different kinds
of rules and employing more “cyber fighters”. On May 21, Yang Shuping,
a Chinese student at the University of Maryland, made a speech at her
graduation ceremony during which she praised her experience of free speech
in the US. A video of her speech was disseminated on the internet, drawing
a massive chorus of condemnation. On May 22, Yang published an apology
and asked netizens to stop making personal attacks on her.
Even a member of China’s leadership was shut down for expressing
support for free speech. During the annual meeting in March of the
National People’s Congress, the country’s parliament, Luo Fuhe, 11th
vice-chairman of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC), criticized the internet censorship
system for hindering academic research. His statement was immediately
deleted from the internet. Global Times, the English-language sister
newspaper of state-owned People’s Daily, published an article defending
the system. Global Times said it was necessary to take political precautions
against dangerous information on the internet.
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Yang Shuping’s
speech at the
University of Maryland
was circulated on
the internet, during a
chorus of condemnation
and online harassment.
Source: Internet

Prominent Beijing-based legal scholar He Weifang announced in June he
would close all his microblog accounts. He said his accounts had been shut
down for unknown reasons and he had been targeted in relentless online
attacks by “cyber fighters” of the Communist Party and Maoist extremists for
five years. He told Associated Press: “In the last 40 years, freedom of speech for
intellectuals has never been as severely constricted as it is now.” He said it made
him feel “outraged”. He, who is a liberal law professor at Beijing University,
acted as the defence lawyer of 2010 Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo.
A veteran member of the Communist Party of China, Zi Su, posted
an open letter on April 28, urging the party to implement internal direct
democratic elections at the 19th National Congress in October. In the open
letter, Zi suggested Xi Jinping should not run again for the position of
General Secretary. Zi’s open letter immediately vanished from the internet.
On April 30, a Mainland website, Literature Network, reported that Zi was
taken away by security agents.

JOURNALISTS PUNISHED FOR PRODUCTION ERRORS
“No mistakes” are allowed when journalists are reporting on the leadership.
On February 20, the Shenzhen edition of Southern Metropolis Newspaper
published two banner headlines on the front page. The top headline related to
an article about President Xi Jinping calling for loyalty from the state media.
The bottom headline referred to the burial at sea of a prominent reformist.
When the last two characters of the two headlines were read together, they
said “get the word”. This was interpreted as a criticism of Xi’s media policy.
Three days later, on February 23, the paper’s management issued an
internal notice announcing that the editor of Southern Metropolis Newspaper,
Liu Yuxia, had been sacked, while editor-in-chief Ren Tianyang and deputy
editor-in-chief Wang Haijun had been reprimanded. The management
accused editor Liu of committing “a serious lack of political sensitivity in a
malicious way”. According to Initium Media, a Hong Kong-based online-only
media outlet, Liu said she “definitely had no such intention”.
On March 9, six journalists at Puyang Daily in Henan province were
punished after omitting one word from Premier Li Keqiang’s name. The
paper’s editorial board immediately punished the responsible journalist, editor
and other parties connected with the mistake with fines ranging from 200 yuan
to 1000 yuan. The paper’s publisher and editor-in-chief also volunteered to be
punished and promised to improve the proofreading system in order to placate
the fury of the Communist Party disciplinary unit within the newspaper.
However the disciplinary unit did not accept the offer. The disciplinary unit
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demanded that the editor of the paper, the proofreading editor, and a member
of the editorial board all be removed from their positions.

JOURNALIST ASSAULTS IN THE FIELD
Journalists faced threats from society when performing their duties. On March
2, a photographer with Shenzhen Media Group, Bai Mang, was punched,
kicked, and repeatedly hit with a metal garbage can when he was reporting on
a labour dispute between a nurse and her former employer. Bai’s camera was
pulled apart by attackers and he was beaten by about five people. One man
struck Bai’s head several times and hit him with the can. Another man who
was wearing a white doctor’s coat shoved Bai.
On April 25, Xie Wanru, a journalist with Jiujiang TV, was physically
attacked as she was reporting on a dispute between a property owner and a
developer in Jiujiang, Jiangxi. When Xie was recording the argument between
the two parties, two unidentified persons used force to take away her camera
and hit her. Xie then tried to follow the two parties into a meeting room,
where she was prevented from entering and pushed to the floor.

IMPRISONED FOR ‘PICKING QUARRELS’
Citizen journalists come under much more pressure than professionals because
they do not receive any press accreditation from the authorities. On August
2, citizen journalist Lu Yuyu was found guilty and sentenced to four years in
prison for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” by the local court in Dali,
Yunnan. Lu had been documenting protests across China for several years. Lu’s
girlfriend, Li Tingyu, was also detained but was released on probation.
According to his lawyer, Lu Yuyu got all his information from statecontrolled publications. Li Tingyu reposted the information on twitter, under
an account called “Not News”. The couple were arrested in June 2016 and held
in police custody for a year before their trial. According to Radio Free Asia,
many activists voiced outrage over the case, as all the documented incidents
were geniune and none of the information was fabricated. Several scholars
also voiced concern. One scholar told the IFJ that Lu and Li’s case was
devastating because their activities were simply “republication”. The scholar
asked: If republication is not allowed, what can people do in the future?

A YEAR ON, ACTIVISTS REMAIN DETAINED
Two veteran citizen journalists remained in detention in their home towns
after being detained in November 2016. According to Radio Free Asia, Liu
Feiyue, founder of Chinese Civil Rights and Livelihood Watch, was detained
by police in Suizhou, Hubei, for “inciting subversion of state power” on the
grounds that he published articles opposing the socialist system. Liu was
denied contact with his lawyer until May 25.
Huang Qi, founder of 64 Tianwang Human Rights Center, was also detained
in November 2016. According to Huang’s defence lawyer, Huang was arrested
in Mianyang, Sichuan, because he posted a document on the 64 Tianwang
website. The authorities alleged the document was a “state secret” because it
revealed that Huang was being targeted by the authorities. Huang’s mother,
aged 84, reportedly asked the Sichuan police to release all information about
her son and to allow her to visit him, but all her requests were denied.

Bai Mang, a photographer with Shenzhen Media Group, was punched, kicked, and repeatedly hit with a metal garbage can on March 2 when he was
reporting on a labour dispute between a nurse and her former employer. Source: Internet

Human rights lawyer Jiang Tianyong was sentenced to two years’
imprisonment and three years’ deprivation of political rights in November,
after CCTV aired his televised confession. Credit: Hong Kong Free Press

TABOO TOPICS OFF LIMITS
Certain events are treated as taboo by the Mainland media. The most prominent
taboo subject is the June 4 anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre.
As in previous years, all articles and pictures related to the massacre were totally
forbidden to be published, posted or broadcast in Mainland China.
According to Radio Free Asia, several bloggers said the authorities tightened
restrictions on people using Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) in the days
before the anniversary in 2017. On June 4, many microblog users, including
artists, complained that they could not post articles or images on their WeChat
accounts. If anyone succeeded in posting an article or image related to June 4,
it was immediately deleted on the grounds that it “violated relevant laws”. The
authorities did not specify the “relevant” laws or regulations.
Newsworthy events in so-called “sensitive regions” such as Xinjiang, Tibet
and Inner Mongolia were completely suppressed as usual. According to
Southern Mongolian Human Rights Information Center (SMHRIC), nearly
200 herders protested in Inner Mongolia from April 19 to 25, 2017, but the
Mainland media did not publish a single report about the protests. SMHRIC
said the herders’ grievances included claims that local authorities were illegally
using the herders’ grazing land without addressing their demands; that local
police were brutally attacking and detaining protestors; and that pollution
was occurring due to illegal land-grabbing in the local Mongolian pastoralist
communities.

ORDERS FORCE ‘POSITIVE’ REPORTING
The authorities continued to issue restrictive orders aimed at suppressing
reports on topics that are deemed to be sensitive. On March 6, a list of
21 restricted topics was posted anonymously on the internet. The list
outlined key areas that cannot be reported on and mandated the angles that
journalists must take when reporting on specific topics. The angles included
reporting that China has a stable economy and reporting positively on
the Chinese President’s speech following the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference.
Further restrictive orders were issued before the 19th National Congress

of the Communist Party of China in October. The orders said that media
workers must not disseminate rumours, and that all reports about the
National Congress must be republications of articles issued by Xinhua. Even
the headlines of the reports were not allowed to be changed.

TELEVISED CONFESSION SCRIPTED
The authorities increased their use of televised confessions, even though
the practice has been severely condemned by international legal, press and
human rights organizations as a violation of international standards of
human rights. On August 22, human rights lawyer Jiang Tianyong pleaded
guilty to charges of “incitement to subvert state power” in the Intermediate
People’s Court in Changsa, Hunan province. Jiang’s confession was aired by
state-owned China Central Television. Jiang’s statement was immediately
denounced by his wife, Jin Bianling, who is in exile in America. Jin Bianling
said the confession was scripted. “The entire proceedings was a script that was
shot, edited and directed by (the authorities),” she said. The court sentenced
Jiang to two years’ imprisonment and three years’ deprivation of political
rights. In November, state-owned China Central Television broadcast film of
Jiang declining to appeal his sentence.

REPORTING IMPACTS POWER ABUSE
Though Mainland media workers felt powerless, they did their utmost
to report on abuses of power at the local community level. On May 27,
Shandong Supreme People’s Court heard an appeal in a murder case
following a public outcry regarding the sentence handed down earlier by
Shandong Intermediate People’s Court. In February 2017, the intermediate
court found Yu Huan guilty of killing a debt collector who had sexually
harassed his mother, Su Yinxia, in front of him in April 2016. During this
first trial, the judge did not take into consideration Yu’s argument of selfdefence or evidence that Liaocheng City police did not investigate the case
after they received complaints. Many Mainland media outlets reported on
the life sentence and a public outcry followed. On June 24, the Shandong
Supreme People’s Court allowed the appeal and reduced Yu’s sentence to five
years’ imprisonment.
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THE CHALLENGE FOR REPORTING ON SENSITIVE SUBJECTS
THE CASE OF LIU XIAOBO

President Xi Jinping dominated news
coverage on October 26, a day after he
introduced China’s new Politburo Standing
Committee, the nation’s top decision making
body. Xi Jinping Thought is now to be taught
in universities across China. AFP / Greg Baker

XINHUA CONTINUED TO ACT AS THE PARTY’S PROPAGANDA ORGAN, PUBLISHING
ARTICLES ABOUT XI AND HIS IDEOLOGY AND DESCRIBING HIM AS AN “ALL-ROUND
LEADER” OF A TYPE THAT HAD NEVER BEFORE BEEN SEEN IN CHINA.
PROPAGANDA MACHINE IN CONGRESS OVERDRIVE
In the weeks before the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party
of China in October, all officials were told that “absolute stability” was the
highest priority. The whole of Beijing was covered in banners promoting
the National Congress and President Xi Jinping’s ideology. The Beijing
Communist Party secretary demanded that all officers make “120 per cent
effort” to ensure the capital’s safety and stability in the lead-up to, and
during, the National Congress. The secretary said that all civilians should act
as “watchdogs”, and report any rallies or demonstrations to local authorities.
In addition, he said that “no political or endangering information is allowed
to be disseminated” online.
In Tibet, the local government was told not to accept any applications
for entry permits by foreigners and to require all foreign visitors to leave
the region before mid-October 2017. In Xinjiang, the local government
reportedly organized a “Surrender Assembly” for local “criminals”, and
encouraged people to provide information to the authorities if they were
aware of any crimes.
The propaganda campaign started in early April. On April 10, Liu
Yunshan, a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, told the senior
officials of regional propaganda departments to supervise all media
outlets so that “we should do a good advertising job in welcoming the
19th Congress”. China Central Television aired a series of programs which
focused on President Xi Jinping’s idea of “deepening China’s reform” before
and after the Congress.
Various books by President Xi, including his book about governance,
were promoted in the lead-up to the Congress. About 6.5 million copies
of his books were printed in 22 languages to ensure they were accessible to
everyone. Bookstores across China displayed Xi’s books prominently and
described them as “best sellers”. At the Congress press centre, free copies of
Xi’s books were distributed to journalists.
At the National Congress, the Communist Party arranged press
conferences for the media, just as it did at the 2012 Congress. However, it
implemented several new rules that it claimed would “facilitate” reporting.
In fact, these rules acted as barriers. They included separating the media
from the representatives of the Communist Party and other officials, and
requiring the media to submit an application form for an interview. Many

journalists complained that the new arrangements made it impossible to
get close to the people they wanted to interview. Some accredited journalists
were refused permission to enter the press room to report on the press
conference given by the new leadership and the media were not able to put
questions to the new leaders.

MEDIA MOUTHPIECES CANNOT HELP POVERTY
The National Congress approved a proposal to insert “Xi Jinping thought on
socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new era” into the Charter of the
Communist Party of China. After Xi’s name and his ideology were inserted
into the Charter, another wave of promotion began across the nation, from
civil society to official level. Meanwhile, Xinhua continued to act as the
party’s propaganda organ, publishing articles about Xi and his ideology and
describing him as an “all-round leader” of a type that had never before been
seen in China.
However, the IFJ is sceptical as to whether President’s Xi’s vision can help
to achieve ultimate aim of “all-out efforts to win the tough battle against
poverty by 2020” if the media remains so tightly controlled. The notion
that Xi’s administration can provide services to every corner of the nation
is dubious enough, particularly considering increasing evidence that tens
of thousands of party members do not exercise their powers to serve the
people, while others abuse that power. Even if all journalists worked as a
“mouthpiece” for the government, they would not be allowed to convey
public discontent or alternative ideas back to the government that could
ultimately help improve the administration.
A key examples was a fire that killed 19 people in Daxing District,
Beijing, in November 2017. Without comprehending the people’s needs
and difficulties, the local government demanded that all people evacuate
the area within three days. As a result, hundreds of people became
homeless and some were forced to sleep on the street in very low winter
temperatures. Meanwhile, the victims’ difficulties, helplessness and pain
were totally wiped from media and internet coverage. If the media fail to
carry out their professional duties, by working as the propaganda arm of
the government, they will not only fail to represent the public interest, but
they will not meaningfully contribute to the President Xi’s goal of ending
poverty in China.

Under the leadership of President Xi Jinping, the government’s approach
to handling sensitive issues, in particular those that attract international
media attention, was clearly different from the approach taken under
previous regimes. One of the most prominent examples of this in 2017
was the death of Liu Xiaobo, China’s first Nobel Peace Laureate. Liu was
imprisoned in 2009 on charges of “inciting subversion of state power”
after he and several others instigated a pro-democracy declaration known
as “Charter 08”.
On June 26, news spread that Liu Xiaobo was suffering from terminal liver
cancer. Liu was released on medical parole. Although he asked for permission
to go abroad for treatment, Liu passed away in China on July 13. During his
illness, dozens of journalists, including several from state-owned Mainland
media outlets, went to Shengyang where Liu was in hospital.
When Liu was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010, the IFJ noted that
the authorities used a surprisingly “transparent” strategy to handle the case.
Even so, the official approach was still far below international standards. For
example, the authorities completely blocked the media’s attempts to interview
people connected with Liu. This superficially “civilized” approach continued
during Liu’s final illness. The authorities released one-sided information and
applied pressure on the media to block them from exercising their duties. It
appeared that the authorities had written a “script” and people followed it
without thinking. The “script” then became “fact”.

1) PLAIN-CLOTHES SECURITY AGENTS BEHAVE ROUGHLY
When journalists report on so-called “sensitive” issues such as protests,
uniformed and plain-clothes security officers and agents pressure them to leave
the scene by using rough and hostile methods such as making verbal threats,
shoving, and hitting them with their fists or weapons. In Liu’s case, journalists
generally did not encounter such behaviour from uniformed police officers.
Many journalists said they were treated nicely. Several were blocked and
detained without being given an explanation, but while they were detained, they
were served tea and the attitude of police officers was good.
However, plain-clothes security agents took a different approach. One
journalist said almost 30 agents were deployed without warning to the first
floor of the hospital. When the plain-clothes agents discovered the journalist
was filming, one agent snatched his smart phone and deleted all the video and
images without saying a word. The journalist was taken away and detained in a
room by the plain-clothes officers without explanation.

work of the media when big events occur. This was also done in the case
of death of Liu Xiaobo. However, not a single question that journalists
put forward was answered. A TV journalist was able to put forward a few
questions to three “experts”, but the experts replied: “We have no authority
to answer your questions.” The press centre officers did not provide any
help to journalists who did not have press accreditation in the Mainland
when they were prevented from entering the press room to report on the
official press conference.

5) PRESS CONFERENCES REFUSE TO ANSWER QUESTIONS
The authorities organised press conferences, but this was always done at a
very late stage and at short notice. The officials delivered official information
and refused to answer crucial questions.

6) SECURITY AGENTS DISGUISED AS JOURNALISTS
On July 15, two days after Liu died, his family held a brief funeral ceremony
in which his ashes were scattered at sea. The government arranged a press
conference after the event where a number of security agents disguised as
journalists sat among the media. When journalists tried to take photos of the
agents, they evaded the camera.

7) ATTEMPTS TO SATISFY INTERNATIONAL CONCERN
People from several countries in Europe and many Nobel Peace Laureates
expressed their deep concern about Liu’s situation and urged the authorities
to allow him to be taken abroad for medical treatment. The authorities
were sensitive to the international concern. They responded by using video
and still images to demonstrate that Liu Xiaobo and his wife Liu Xia were
being treated well. Liu Xiaobo was diagnosed by a team of medical experts,
including overseas doctors who were invited by the authorities at the request
of Liu Xia. However, all information on the case was released unilaterally by
the authorities, without the people involved confirming what was said.

8) STRANGE POSTS ON “BANNED” SOCIAL MEDIA
Several common US communication tools, including YouTube and twitter,
are banned in China. However, in Liu’s case, certain pieces of information,
including the situation of his wife Liu Xia after the funeral, were released
through the same user account on these “banned” channels. Viewers could
not tell from the video when and where it was filmed, because it only
presented the claim that Liu Xia’s state of mind was stable.

2) JOURNALISTS MONITORED CLOSELY

9) INFORMATION RELEASED UNILATERALLY, NO CONFIRMATION

Some journalists said security agents followed them closely when they went
to a restaurant or street vendor, or even to the toilet. A TV journalist said he
was monitored by at least three people who continuously looked at their smart
phones and then stared at him from time to time. Journalists from Voice of
America were halted and detained by security agents when they were filming
outside the hospital, and completely blocked from entering the hospital lift.

The authorities blocked the media and any friends of the family from
confirming whether Liu Xiaobo and his wife Liu Xia agreed with the decision
to hold a speedy funeral and a sea burial just two days after Liu died, far away
from his home in Beijing. According to many non-Mainland news reports,
friends of Liu Xiaobo and Liu Xia were deeply suspicious about whether this
represented the couple’s true wishes. They suspected the authorities wanted
to prevent trouble in the future by not giving people a place in China where
they could pay tribute to Liu Xiaobo.

3) JOURNALISTS FORCED TO LEAVE HOTELS
When information about Liu’s illness was first released, several journalists said
they had no problem booking a hotel room near the hospital. However, when
the news about Liu’s illness became worse, some said that they felt they were
being prevented from booking a hotel room near the hospital because they
were residents of Hong Kong. Even if they did book, they could not get a hotel
room opposite the hospital. One journalist said that, a day before Liu’s death
was announced: “I was forced to vacate my room, directly opposite the hospital.
The reason I was given was that the hotel was going to have a big event. Then I
learned that all journalists were forced to vacate their hotel rooms.”

4) PRESS CENTRE IS A FARCE
The authorities now routinely set up a press centre with government officers
from the Foreign Affairs Office and the local government to facilitate the

10) JOURNALISTS TARGETED FOR REPORTING COMMEMORATION
On the seventh day after Liu Xiaobo died, in accordance with Chinese
custom, several of his friends in Guangdong tried to pay tribute near the sea
where his ashes were scattered. Only a few members of the media were able
to report on the event. They included a TV crew from Hong Kong-based
Cable Television, who tried to livestream the seventh-day ceremony on
Facebook. Dozens of police officers from Jiangmen, Guangdong, later went
to the Cable Television office and took away the driver who had driven the
TV crew to the site. The driver was detained by police for three days on the
accusation of “disturbing social order”. The driver was subjected to a long
interrogation, during which police asked the same series of questions and
repeatedly named several journalists.
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ON JUNE 26, NEWS SPREAD THAT
LIU XIAOBO WAS SUFFERING FROM
TERMINAL LIVER CANCER. LIU WAS
RELEASED ON MEDICAL PAROLE.
ALTHOUGH HE ASKED FOR PERMISSION
TO GO ABROAD FOR TREATMENT, LIU
PASSED AWAY IN CHINA ON JULY 13.

Mourners attend a candlelight march for the Chinese Nobel
Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo in Hong Kong on July 15,
2017. Liu’s wife, Liu Xia, lowered his ashes into the sea after
Liu died in custody on July 13. AFP / Dale de la Rey
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Liu Xiaobo died on July 2017
from liver cancer. When news broke
of his diagnosis in June, protests
were held across the world calling
on President Xi Jinping to grant Liu
permission to travel overseas for
treatment. AFP Isaac Lawrence

CHAPTER 4:

INSIDE THE MINDS
OF CHINA’S JAILERS
JAILED MEDIA WORKERS
Imprisonment is the most extreme punishment used by China’s central
authorities to deter people from doing media work, such as reporting
news and publishing commentary. Over the decade from 2008 to
2017, the IFJ’s monitoring project identified 75 cases in which media
workers were detained or jailed. The table on pages 28-31 reveals several
informative patterns and trends. It reveals that the majority of victims are
working in the informal media sector, and employed journalists who are
targeted tend to be charged with crimes involving money. Our records
also clearly show that the heaviest penalties are imposed on writers
and publishers working in sensitive border regions. Hong Kong media
workers are likely to be charged with “illegally operating a business in the
Mainland”. Many detentions occur at politically sensitive times, such as
major meetings of government and Communist Party bodies, and the
anniversaries of key political and social events such as 1989’s Tiananmen
Square massacre. Citizen journalists who publish sensitive information
on the internet and social media are liable to be charged with “leaking
state secrets” or “picking quarrels and stirring up trouble”.
The majority of victims are not staff journalists. Instead, individuals
with fewer protections and more exposure are those largely targeted
including bloggers, website operators, social media users, academics,
publishers, bookstore owners and others documenting incidents and
disseminating information to the public. Detention and imprisonment
is a means to silence those working in the unregulated media sector.
Meanwhile, the authorities have other ways to shut staff journalists down,
including suspension, sacking, withdrawing press accreditation, and
preventing them from travelling to report on events to sensitive areas.
It is clear from the figures that the harshest penalties are imposed
on people who publicise abuses in China’s unstable border regions,
particularly Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang, where tensions and
violence between Muslim Uighurs and the Chinese central authorities
have escalated in recent years. Three people are known to be in jail for
life, all of them in relation to events in Xinjiang. They are Gulmire Imin,
a blogger, jailed in 2009 for “separatism”, “leaking state secrets” and
“organising an illegal demonstration”; Memetjan Abdulla, a journalist
and blogger, jailed in 2010 for “instigating ethnic rioting”; and Ilham
Tohti, a blogger and founder of the website Uighurbiz, jailed in 2014 for
“separatism”. Seven of Tohti’s colleagues on Uighurbiz were detained at
the same time on charges of “separatism”. It is not known if they have
been tried and sentenced, because they remain in and are completely
unable to communicate with the outside world.
When professional journalists are detained or jailed, it is often on
charges involving money, such as fraud, extortion, criminal defamation,
accepting bribes while covering events, and damaging a business’s
reputation. In 2015, Wang Xiaolu, a reporter with respected business
magazine Caijing, was detained after he reported that the authorities
were considering ending intervention in the stock market, triggering a
sell-off. Wang made what appeared to be a forced confession on state
television station CCTV before he went to trial and apologised for
causing the country and shareholders great losses. In January 2016, three

journalists working for state-run newspapers in Wuwei, Gansu province,
were charged with “extortion”. The reporters – Zhang Yongsheng of
Lanzhou Morning Post, Luo Huansu of Lanzhou Evening News and Zhang
Zhenguo of Western Business News - were detained for three weeks and
released without going to trial. Mainland media strongly criticised the
detentions, saying the three were targeted because they had written
critical investigative reports over several years.
Although there are no cases on record of Hong Kong news reporters
being jailed in the Mainland, several Hong Kong publishers have been
charged with “illegally operating a business in the Mainland”. In several
cases, the victims were operating a publishing business in Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region and distributing the publications in the
Mainland. Some individuals were detained in the Shenzhen Special
Economic Zone or in Guangdong province, just over the border in the
Mainland, when visiting family or friends. In October 2013, Yao Wentian,
a Hong Kong publisher, was arrested in Shenzhen when he was preparing
to release a book that was critical of China’s President Xi Jinping. Yao
was sentenced to 10 years’ jail for “smuggling ordinary goods”. The goods
were bottles of industrial chemicals.
In May 2014, Wang Jianmin, the publisher of two Hong Kong
magazines, was arrested in Shenzhen and charged with “illegally
operating a business in the Mainland”, “bid-rigging” and “corruption”,
and sentenced to five years and three months’ jail. A journalist and an
editor for the magazines, as well as Wang’s wife, were also convicted of
“illegally operating a business in the Mainland” and eventually released
on probation or after serving their terms.
In the notorious Causeway Bay Bookstore case (see Chapter 1), five
shareholders and employees of the bookstore and a related company,
Mighty Current Publishing, were detained in late 2015. Shareholder
Gui Minhai was picked up by Chinese security officers in Thailand and
escorted back to China. Gui later said he had returned voluntarily to help
investigations into a 2003 traffic incident. He was held in custody for two
years, released in October 2017 and arrested again in January 2018 on
unknown charges. His four colleagues initially said they were assisting the
police with the inquiry into the traffic accident, but were later charged
and released on bail. The exact nature of the charges is unknown, but
media reports have suggested the men were charged with “illegally
operating a business in the Mainland”.
The annual meeting of China’s parliament, the National People’s
Congress, and the meeting of the National Congress of the Communist
Party of China, which is held once every five years, are dangerous times
for journalists. The anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre
each June is a high alert period. Gao Yu, an independent journalist,
was detained in April 2014 in the lead-up to the 25th anniversary of
the Tiananmen Square massacre and jailed for five years on charges of
“leaking state secrets to overseas media” (see Chapter 1).
Any association with controversial figures can have dangerous
consequences. In August 2017, writer Wu Mingliang and printing
company owner Peng Heping were charged with “operating an illegal
business” and detained for about one month. Wu and Peng had helped

IT IS CLEAR FROM THE FIGURES THAT THE HARSHEST
PENALTIES ARE IMPOSED ON PEOPLE WHO PUBLICISE ABUSES IN
CHINA’S UNSTABLE BORDER REGIONS, PARTICULARLY TIBET,
INNER MONGOLIA AND XINJIANG
to publish the poetry of the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu
Xiaobo. Liu himself was sentenced to 11 years’ jail in 2009 for “inciting
subversion” and died in custody in July 2017.
The Chinese authorities grasp the growing strength that digital
media outlets have in China today, perhaps even surpassing
traditional mass media, such as newspapers and television. Huang
Qi, the founder of independent human rights website 64 Tianwang,
was charged in November 2016 with “illegally leaking state secrets
to overseas contacts”. He remains in custody, his sentence unknown.
Two other people associated with the site have also been arrested.
Yang Xiuqiong is in custody on similar charges, with her legal status
unknown, while Wang Jing was jailed in April 2016 for four years
and 10 months for “provoking trouble”.
The rise of citizen journalism is also resulting in arrests and
crackdowns of activists and ordinary people contributing to public
discourse or debate. In August 2017, blogger Lu Yuyu was sentenced
to four years’ jail on charges of “picking quarrels and stirring up
trouble”. Lu had collated a series of reports on protests around
China from the mainstream media and republished them on social
media sites under the tag “Not News”. Lu’s romantic and professional
partner, Li Dingyu, was also detained with Lu in June 2016 and

released after a trial in April 2017. No verdict was announced.
The IFJ’s monitoring of those jailed in China for media work tells
a deplorable story of repression, leaving China with the dubious title
as the world’s biggest jailer of journalists. As well as the high-profile
cases of imprisonment, there are many cases of individuals who are
held in administrative detention on accusations such as “spreading
rumours”, sometimes just because of a single critical remark
on social media. With an appalling contempt for international
standards, the Chinese authorities also routinely target family
members of media workers who are seen as a threat to the country’s
status quo, such as the three siblings of Zhang Ping who were
detained by police in March 2016 after Zhang wrote critical articles
from Germany, where he is employed by Deutsche Welle.
Many of the people whose cases are documented here remain in
custody on flimsy charges and after questionable court processes.
In many cases their fates remain unknown, as they have no way to
communicate with the world outside their prisons. The IFJ urges
the international community not to forget these individuals, whose
“crimes” were nothing more than documenting and disseminating
information about what is really happening to people in the People’s
Republic of China.
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In a free society, media workers observe, record, share, interpret and discuss
the events around them, allowing their fellow citizens to understand their
own society and shape their own future. In China, the Communist Party
reserves for itself alone the right to shape the nation’s future. As a result, the
authorities shamelessly corrupt the law and abuse the court system in order
to prevent media workers from performing their true function.

2017 SNAPSHOT: JAILED IN CHINA
CURRENT
STATUS

TOTAL
NUMBER

Jailed

29

Died in custody

1

Disappeared

1

In custody

9

On bail

6

On probation

(Clockwise from top left) Chen
Wei, Gheyrat Niyaz, Dong Rubin,
Gulmire Imin, Chen Yongzhou,
Druklo, Guo Feixiong, Gartse Jigme,
Cheung Chi-ping, Guo Zhongxiao.

NAME

YEAR

RECORDED
MONTH / DATE /
YEAR DETAINED

1

Ekberjan Jamal

Blogger

2008

2

Liu Xiaobo

Writer / Blogger

3

Nijat Azat

4

15

Unknown

12

LOCATION / CITY /
PROVINCE

INCIDENT / ACCUSATION /
CHARGE

SENTENCE

CURRENT STATUS

February 28, 2008

Turpan, Xinjiang
province

Splittism*

10 years

Jailed

2009

December 25, 2009

Jinzhou, Liaoning
province

Inciting subversion ***

11 years

Died in custody July
13, 2017

Reporter / Blogger

2009

July/August, 2009

Urumqi, Xinjiang
province

Endangering state security

10 years

Jailed

Niyaz Kahar

Reporter / Blogger

2009

July, 2009

Urumqi, Xinjiang
province

Publishing illegal news,
propagating ideas of ethnic
separatism, splitting the nation

13 years

Jailed

5

Gheyrat Niyaz

Reporter / Blogger

2009

October 1, 2009

Urumqi, Xinjiang
province

Endangering state security

15 years

Jailed

6

Kunchok Tsephel
Gopey Tsang

Writer / Blogger

2009

November, 2009

Gannan, Gansu province Disclosing state secrets

15 years

Jailed

7

Gulmire Imin

Blogger

2009

July 14, 2009

Urumqi, Xinjiang
province

Separatism **, leaking state
secrets, organising an illegal
demonstration

Life

Jailed

8

Liu Xianbin

Blogger / Writer

2010

June 28, 2010

Sichuan province

Inciting subversion through articles 10 years
on overseas websites

Jailed

9

Li Tie

Blogger / Writer

2010

September 15, 2010 Wuhan, Hubei province

Inciting subversion through online
articles

10 years

Jailed

10

Tursunjan Hezim

Blogger

2010

July, 2010

Undisclosed

7 years

Jailed

11

Jin Andi

Blogger / Writer

2010

September 19, 2010 Beijing Municipality

Subverting state power

8 years

Jailed

12

Memetjan Abdulla

Journalist / Blogger

2010

April 1, 2010

Urumqi, Xinjiang
province

Instigating ethnic rioting

Life

Jailed

13

Qi Chonghuai

Journalist (Mainland
Media)

2011

June 9, 2011

Tengzhou, Shandong
province

Fraud & extortion

8 years

Jailed

14

Chen Wei

Blogger / Writer

2011

February 20, 2011

Suining, Sichuan
province

Subverting state power

9 years

Jailed

15

Yao Wentian

Writer / Publisher (Hong
Kong)

2013

October 27, 2013

Shenzhen province

Smuggling ordinary goods

10 years

Jailed

16

Hu Yazhu

Journalist (Mainland
Media)

2013

January 21, 2013

Shaoguan, Guangdong
province

Accepting bribes while covering
events

13 years

Jailed

17

Liu Weian

Freelancer

2013

June 5, 2013

Shaoguan, Guangdong
province

Accepting bribes while covering
events

14 years

Jailed

18

Chen Yongzhou

Journalist (Mainland
Media)

2013

October 17, 2013

Changsha, Hunan
Province

Damaging business reputation,
accepting bribes

22 months

Jailed

19

Gartse Jigme

Blogger / Writer

2013

January 1, 2013

Qinghai province

Inciting splitting of the nation

5 years

Jailed

20

Yang Maodong,
also known as Guo
Feixiong

Activist

2013

August 8, 2013

Guangzhou province

Gathering a crowd to disrupt order
in a public place, picking quarrels
& provoking troubles

6 years

Jailed

Dong Rubin

Blogger / Freelancer

Illegal business activity, creating a
disturbance

6 years, 6 months

21

2013

Aksu, Xinjiang province

September 12, 2013 Kunming, Yunnan
province

NAME

WORK POSITION /
TITLE

YEAR

RECORDED
MONTH / DATE /
YEAR DETAINED

LOCATION / CITY /
PROVINCE

INCIDENT / ACCUSATION /
CHARGE

SENTENCE

CURRENT STATUS

22

Liu Hu

Journalist (Mainland
Media)

2013

August 23, 2013

Beijing Municipality

Defamation

346 days

Released but accused
of committing a crime
after he instigated a
case for compensation
from the Government
according to the law.

23

Pu Zhiqiang

Lawyer / Blogger

2014

May 6, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Picking quarrels, inciting ethnic
hatred

3 years, suspended
for 3 years

Free but under
surveillance

24

Wang Jianmin

Publisher of two Hong
Kong magazines

2014

May 30, 2014

Shenzhen province

Illegally operating a business in the 5 years, 3 months
Mainland, bid-rigging, corruption

In custody

25

Lu Gengsong

Blogger / Writer

2014

July 7, 2014

Hangzhou, Zhejiang
province

Subversion of state power

Unknown

In custody

26

Wang Jing

Blogger, 64 Tianwang
(human rights website)

2014

August 23, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Unknown

Unknown

In custody

27

Dawa Tsomo

Writer / Blogger

2014

August 23, 2014

Zatoe County, Yushul
Prefecture, Qinghai

Blogging on topics considered
politically sensitive

Unknown

In custody

28

Chen Shuqing

Writer / Blogger

2014

September 11, 2014 Hangzhou, Zhejiang
province

Inciting subversion of state power

Unknown

In custody

29

Ye Xiaozheng

Blogger

2014

December, 2014

Picking quarrels & provoking
trouble

Unknown

In custody

30

Fu Zhibun

Writer

2014

September 10, 2014 Nanchang, Jiangxi
province

Operating an illegal business

22 months’ jail,
150,000 yuan
fine (approx.
US$23,000)

Jailed

31

Ilham Tohti

Blogger / Founder of
website Uighurbiz

2014

January 15, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Life

Jailed

32

Xu Zhongyun

Wife of Wang Jianmin

2014

May 30, 2014

Shenzhen province

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

1 year, plus 2 years’ On probation
probation

33

Liu Haitao

Editorial Assistant

2014

May 30, 2014

Shenzhen province

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

2 years, plus 3
years’ probation

On probation

34

Guo Zhongxiao

Journalist (Hong Kong
magazines)

2014

May 30, 2014

Shenzhen province

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

2 years, 3 months

Released: August
2016

35

Gao Yu

Independent journalist

2014

April 24, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Leaking state secrets to overseas
media

5 years

Released: On medical
parole but under heavy
surveillance

36

Perhat Halmur

Blogger / Founder,
Uighurbiz website

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

37

Shohret Nijat

Blogger / Founder,
Uighurbiz website

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

38

Luo Yuwei

Blogger / Founder,
Uighurbiz website

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

39

Akbar Imin

Blogger / Founder,
Uighurbiz website

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

40

Liu Wei

Journalist (Mainland
Media)

2014

October 9, 2014

Jiangxi province

Illegally obtaining state secrets

Unknown

Unknown

41

Mutellip Imin

Blogger / Founder of
website Uighurbiz

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

42

Abduqeyum Ablimit Blogger / Founder of
website Uighurbiz

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

43

Atikem Rozi

Blogger / Founder of
website Uighurbiz

2014

January, 2014

Beijing Municipality

Separatism

Unknown

Unknown

44

lomig

Writer / Blogger

2015

April 17, 2015

Ngaba, Sichuan
province

Blogging on topics considered
politically sensitive

Unknown

In custody

45

Jiang Yefei

Political Cartoonist

2015

November 13, 2015

Thailand

Crossing the border illegally

Unknown

In custody

46

Zhang Haitao

Activist

2015

June 26, 2015

Xinjiang province

Inciting subversion of state power,
providing intelligence overseas
after posting articles online, giving
interviews to an overseas website,
writing article on a human rights
website

19 years

Jailed

2

Released

IFJ RECORDED CASES 2008-2017
WORK POSITION /
TITLE

29

Jailed

Huizhou, Guangdong
province
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YEAR

RECORDED
MONTH / DATE /
YEAR DETAINED

LOCATION / CITY /
PROVINCE

INCIDENT / ACCUSATION /
CHARGE

2015

March 19, 2015

Qinghai province

Shareholder and general 2015
manager of Mighty
Current Publishing Ltd in
Hong Kong

October 14, 2015

Business manager
of Mighty Current
Publishing Ltd in Hong
Kong

2015

October 14, 2015

NAME

WORK POSITION /
TITLE

47

Druklo

Writer / Blogger

48

Lui Bo

49

Cheung Chi-ping

SENTENCE

CURRENT STATUS

Inciting separatism & endangering
social stability

3 years

Jailed

Shenzhen province

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

Unknown

On bail

Dongguan, Guangdong
province

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

Unknown

On bail

50

Lam Wing-kei

Manager of Causeway
Bay Bookstore in Hong
Kong

2015

October 24, 2015

Shenzhen province

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

Unknown

On bail

51

Lee Bo

Shareholder of Mighty
Current Publishing
and Causeway Bay
Bookstore in Hong Kong

2015

December 30, 2015

Hong Kong SAR

Illegally operating a business in
the Mainland

Unknown

On bail

52

Wang Xiaolu

Journalist (Mainland
Media)

2015

August 25, 2015

Beijing Municipality

Triggering stock market chaos

Unknown

Released

53

Gui Minhai

Shareholder, Mighty
Current Publishing
Ltd & Causeway Bay
Bookstore, Hong Kong

2015

October 17, 2015

Thailand

Charges allegedly relate to a traffic
accident death, though this is
disputed.

Unknown

Released: October
17, 2017 but placed
under surveillance. On
January 20, 2018 Gui
was reportedly taken
off a train near Beijing
by security agents
without explanation.

Opinion page editor,
Southern Metropolis
Daily

2016

54

Li Xin

February 3, 2016

Henan province

Police detained Li after he agreed Unknown
to voluntarily return to China and
accept the authorities investigation
by the authorities. No charges laid.

In custody

55

Wang Jing

Citizen journalist, 64
Tianwang (human rights
website)

2016

April 20, 2016

Jilin City, Jilin province

Provoking trouble, for reporting on
police officers harassing, detaining
& beating protestors.

4 years, 10 months

Jailed

56

Liu Feiyue

Citizen journalist

2016

November 16, 2016

Suizhou, Hubei province

Subversion of state power

Unknown

Jailed

57

Huang Qi

Founder, 64 Tianwang
(human rights website)

2016

November 28, 2016

Chengdu, Sichuan
province

Illegally leaking state secret to
overseas contacts

Unknown

Jailed

58

Luo Huansu

Journalist, Lanzhou
Evening Post

2016

January 8, 2016

Wuwei, Gansu province

Extortion

On bail

59

Zhang Zhenguo

Journalist, Western
Business News

2016

January 8, 2016

Wuwei, Gansu province

Extortion

On bail

60

Zhang Ping (Chang
Ping)

Germany-based media
worker, Deutsche Welle

2016

March 27, 2016

Germany

Three young siblings were
detained by Sichuan police after
he wrote critical articles about
Chinese Government

One brother released
on 28 March 2016

61

Guo Enping

Civil Servant

2016

July 21, 2016

Jiao Jiang, Taizhou
district, Hangzhou city,
Zhejiang

Provoking rumours relating to the
G20 Summit 2016 in Zhejiang

10 days

Wen Yunchao

US-based blogger

2016

March 22, 2016

USA/China

Mother, father & younger brother
were detained due to the ‘Open
Letter’ which called for the
resignation of President Xi Jinping

Released: all three
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Huang Zhijie

Executive Chief Editor,
Watching.cn

2016

March 15, 2016
(approx.)

Beijing Municipality

Assisting an investigation of the
‘Open Letter’ which called for the
resignation of President Xi. The
letter was reported posted by a
hacker on 4 March 2016

Released: Exact date
unknown.

* Splittism: the pursuance of factional interests in opposition to official Communist Party policy. Source: Oxford Dictionary
* Separatism: The advocacy or practice of separation of a certain group of people from a larger body on the basis of ethnicity,
religion, or gender. Source: Oxford Dictionary
*** Subversion: The undermining of the power and authority of an established system or institution. Source: Oxford Dictionary

YEAR

RECORDED
MONTH / DATE /
YEAR DETAINED

LOCATION / CITY /
PROVINCE

INCIDENT / ACCUSATION /
CHARGE

(Clockwise from top left) Ilham Tohti, Jia Jia,
Jiang Yefei, Liu Feiyue, Kunchok Tsephel Gopey
Tsang, Li Tie, Liu Hu, Liu Wei, Lam Wing-kee,
Liu Xianbin, Liu Xiaobo.

SENTENCE

CURRENT STATUS
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Gu Jian (Jia Jia)

Former editor, various
2016
media outlets, & teacher,
Sun Yat Sen University,
Guangzhou

March 15, 2016

Beijing Municipality

Assisting an investigation of the
‘Open Letter’ which called for
the resignation of President Xi.
The letter was reportedly posted
by a hacker on March 4, 2016.
Gu reportedly informed Ouyang
Hongliang about the letter when
he saw it on the website.

Released: March 25,
2016

65

Ouyang Hongliang

CEO, Watching.cn

2016

March 15, 2016

Beijing Municipality

Assisting an investigation of the
‘Open Letter’ which called for the
resignation of President Xi. The
letter was reportedly posted by a
hacker on March 4, 2016

Released: September
2017.
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Zhang Yongsheng

Journalist, Lanzhou
Morning Post

2016

January 7, 2016

Wuwei, Gansu province

Extortion

Released: Without
charge May 19, 2016

67

Ding Lingjei

Editor of Civil Rights &
Livelihood Watch

2017

September 22, 2017 Zibo, Shandong province Disappeared without explanation. Unknown
Ding’s friends believe her
detention related to either the
nature of the website or the
19th Chinese Communist Party
Congress.

Disappeared

68

Lu Yuyu

Blogger

2017

June 16, 2016

69

Wang Tao

Citizen journalist

2017

70

Wu Mingliang
(Lang Zi)

Writer

71

Peng Heping

72

Dali , Yunnan province

‘Picking quarrels & provoking
trouble’, for reports and
republishing of protests across
the nation on Twitter under
the name of ‘ Not News’. The
prosecution accused Lu sent out
70,000 messages via Sina &
Twitter accounts.

4 years

Jailed

September 28, 2017 Wuhan, Hubei province

Making up fake news &
disseminating it on the internet.
The rumour was about 32
university students who
disappeared in Wuhan.

Reportedly held
in administrative
detention for 10
days. Authorities
then laid criminal
charges and
detained Wang for
27 more days.

Released: November
4, 2017

2017

August 18, 2017

Guangzhou province

Operating an illegal business (Wu Approx 1 month in
& Peng Heping published Liu
detention
Xiaobo’s poetry)

Released: Placed on 1
year’s probation

Owner of a printing
company

2017

August 29, 2017

Haizhu District,
Guangzhou province

Illegally operating business (Peng
& Wu Mingliang published Liu
Xiaobo’s poetry.)

Approx 1 month in
detention

Released: September
22, 2017

Yang Xiuqiong

Volunteer, 64 Tianwang
(human rights website)

2017

June 23, 2017

Mianyang city, Sichuan
province

“Illegally providing state secrets
to overseas media”. Yang said
she believed it was because
she disclosed information about
Huang Qi (above).

Unknown

Unknown

73

Zhen Jianghua

Executive editor, ATGF.
org

2017

September 1, 2017

Zhuhai, Guangdong
province

Inciting subversion of state power Unknown

Unknown

74

Ma Yinglong

Bookstore owner

2017

October 6, 2017

Xinjiang province

Selling Muslim publications
& related products. Bookstore
suspended.

Unknown

75

Three people with
the surnames Sin,
Hau and Shi

Netizens

Police did not specify
exact date.

Xingtai city, Hebei
province

Spreading false information on
Sin was reportedly
social media about the number of charged. Hau was
people who died in floods.
punished with 5
days’ administrative
detention. Shi
received a warning.

Released

62

DEFINITIONS		

NAME

WORK POSITION /
TITLE

31

(Clockwise from top left) Memetjan Abdulla, Nijat
Azat, Niyaz Kahar, Mutellip Imin, Qi Chonghuai, Ye
Xiaozheng, Tursunjan Hezim, Wen Yunchao, Wang
Xiaolu, Yao Wentian.

Unknown

See left

NOTE: IFJ monitoring does not claim to be definitive due to information challenges and access
contraints. Further contributions and updates can be emailed to ifj@ifj-asia.org
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ON JULY 29, THE NEW YORK TIMES AND REUTERS
REPORTED THAT APPLE HAD REMOVED THEIR APPS
FROM THE APPLE ITUNES STORE. APPLE SAID THAT
THE TWO NEWS COMPANIES HAD CARRIED SOME
INFORMATION THAT WAS AGAINST CHINESE LAW.

People walk past an Apple store in Beijing on August 3. Apple
removed software allowing internet users to circumvent China’s “Great
Firewall” from its app store in China, sparking criticism that it was
submitting to Beijing’s tightening web censorship. AFP / Greg Baker
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CHAPTER 5:

ONLINE MEDIA

W

ell aware that the 21st century had cemented the internet
as the dominant channel for accessing and disseminating
information, President Xi Jinping established the
Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) after he
became president in 2013. Its purpose was to oversee
all relevant issues, highlighting “cyber sovereignty” and
tying cyber security tightly to national security. China’s
top legislative body enacted the first Cybersecurity Law in November
2016. The CAC subsequently implemented several regulations so that
cyberspace was totally under government control.
In preparation for the 19th National Congress of the Communist
Party of China in October 2017, the authorities implemented a series
of regulations, guidelines and demands to ensure that no “negative”
or dissenting opinions were posted on the internet. Earlier that year,
on January 10, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology
announced a plan to revise the Measures for the Administration of
Internet Domain Names of China (MAIDN). In its consultation paper, the
ministry proposed to revise the MAIDN so that all internet domain names
are required to be registered with the China Internet Information Center.
The center is an administrative agency responsible for internet affairs that
is controlled by the Ministry. If the proposal is adopted, a domain will not
be accessible on the Chinese internet if it is not registered with the center.
Many independent cyber experts, scholars and internet service providers
criticized the proposal.
On February 4, the China National Internet Information Office
and other departments said they were planning to review all internet
products to check for security vulnerabilities. The office said it was
concerned internet services could allow “illegal control, interference and
interruption”. It said a public consultation would be arranged. Several
days later, the Communist Party of China issued a guideline to all officials
on how to use social media. In the guideline, it reminded all officials
that WeChat is a public space and they should not disperse “negative
energy”. Official news agency Xinhua said all information networks,
radio, television, newspapers, books, lectures, forums, reports, seminars
and other communication channels are forbidden to carry comments
about central government policy or to undermine party unity. All
communication channels are also forbidden to share government secrets,
even in a one-to-one chat.
In March, China released its first White Paper on International Strategy
of Cooperation on Cyberspace. The paper states that China, like other
countries, has the right to choose its own path towards cyber development
and its own model of cyber regulation and internet public policies. It
also has the right to participate in international cyberspace governance
on an equal footing with other nations. The White Paper also asserts
that upholding sovereignty in cyberspace reflects the government’s
responsibility and right to administer cyberspace in accordance with law.

VPN CRACKDOWN RESTRICTS REPORTING
Within Chinese territory, the authorities have the power to censor
all information that is deemed to be vulgar, “endangering” or “antileadership and Communist Party”. However, China’s literacy rate is
rising and Mainlanders are no longer satisfied with receiving “identical”

A billboard proclaims: “Promote
Xi’s thought of socialism with Chinese
characteristics in the new era, making it a
lively practice in Beijing.” in October, 2017.
Propaganda promoting Xi’s ideology intensified
after he took a second term as head of the
Communist Party. AFP / Greg Baker

information from all sources. As a result, for a long time they have
been using Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) to access uncensored
information from the outside world. In the past, the authorities turned
a blind eye to these users, but in 2017 the authorities started major
efforts to control VPNs.
In January 2017, the Central Government of China implemented
a policy demanding that all VPN service providers must register with
the Cyberspace Administration Office before they offer their services.
In March, the government of the city of Chongqing announced
a regulation that it said will be used to punish people if they visit
overseas websites using a VPN that does not have official approval. The
regulation said users will be fined from 5,000 to 10,000 yuan depending
on whether they were acting for personal benefit or commercial gain.
Actions that are deemed to be illegal include building and using a VPN
without approval to operate an international internet connection.
In order to ensure that no “illegal” VPNs are accessible in China, the
bureaus in Zhejiang and Hainan alleged that several websites, including
Taobao.com, were selling illegal VPNs and computing systems and
tools, as well as incorrect and vulgar information. Cyber police officers
also interviewed bloggers when they complained about the allegations
on social media. A netizen said cyber police threatened to shut down
their social media accounts if they continued to use VPNs.
When people continued to use “non-registered” VPNs, they faced

IN PREPARATION FOR THE 19TH NATIONAL CONGRESS
OF THE COMMUNIST PARTY OF CHINA IN OCTOBER
2017, THE AUTHORITIES IMPLEMENTED A SERIES OF
REGULATIONS, GUIDELINES AND DEMANDS TO ENSURE
THAT NO “NEGATIVE” OR DISSENTING OPINIONS
WERE POSTED ON THE INTERNET.
difficulties. From mid-July to mid-November, netizens and mobile
phone users complained they were not able to access WhatsApp
through their smart phones or VPN services. Nadim Kobeissi, a
cryptography expert, noted that the Great Firewall had been selectively
targeting WhatsApp’s functions before and during the 19th National
Congress of Chinese Communist Party.
On July 29, The New York Times and Reuters reported that Apple had
removed their apps from the Apple iTunes store. Apple said that the
two news companies had carried some information that was against
Chinese law. Following Apple’s action, at least 28 overseas companies
filed lawsuits against Apple for breaching US Antitrust Regulations.
In July, several overseas news reports said that the Ministry of
Industry and Information Technology ordered all internet companies
to block unregistered VPN services from February 1, 2018. The
ministry refused to clarify the reports, but news of the “demand”
spread rapidly.

ONLINE NEWS DISSEMINATION RESTRICTED
Dissemination of news information was monitored. In May,
Administration of China (CAC) issued a new set of regulations
to restrain all modes of online communication. Online channels
are not allowed to report, publish or disseminate any kind of news
unless they apply for a licence from the Office. The licencee is also

required to establish a news management mechanism to accept all
responsibility if there is anything wrong. The regulation says that no
foreign investment can be involved in the industry unless the foreign
investor applies for an approval from the authority after a “security
assessment”. In addition, all internet service providers should “insist
to serve people, serve socialism, and insist to provide positive public
guidance” and “safeguard the national interest.”
With the 19th National Congress of Communist Party of China
coming up in October, Administration of China (CAC) implemented
four regulations aimed at curbing “negative” information and forcing
people to self-censor. On August 25, the CAC implemented two
regulations demanding that all internet users use their real names
to register before posting comments to news feed services. The
regulations also said that website service providers must censor all
information that is posted on their websites. Any information related
to splitting China, overthrowing socialism, or disseminating rumours
or false information must be deleted immediately. In early September,
the CAC issued another two sets of rules ordering service providers
and the users of chat groups such as WeChat, Weibo and QQ to take
up “responsibilities”, such as “promoting the core value to Socialism”
and “insisting on correct direction” and building up a healthy
online culture. They are also required service providers to “censor
information” and “verify the real identities of group members”.
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A man dries himself after swimming in Beijing on January 1, 2017.
After a long period of pollution in December, the capital was again
smothered in a toxic fog with a concentration of harmful particles 20
times higher than international standards. AFP / Greg Baker

The online version of
The New York Times in
Chinese language is seen
on a mobile phone in
Bydgoszcz, Poland
on 7 January, 2017.
Photo by Jaap
Arriens/NurPhoto

MEDIA KOWTOWS TO CENSORSHIP
Online media outlets began to follow the government policy. In March,
popular shopping website Taobao.com, which is operated by internet
commerce giant Alibaba, forbade anyone to purchase non-Mainland
publications and digital games for Mainlanders. A popular online
search engine, Baidu, announced that it was setting up an “anti-rumour
platform”. Sina, the owner of Weibo, China’s version of twitter, ordered
all users to refrain from sharing their opinions on the platform, unless
they had obtained written approval from Sina.
The National Office Against Pornographic and Illegal Publications,
which is controlled by the Ministry of Public Security, established a
database so that it can curb the sharing of pornography on the internet.
However in recent years, the office has not only curbed “pornography”
but also censored information deemed to be political. On June 22,
official news agency Xinhua reported that nine internet companies,
including Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent, were using the database.
In December, the Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC)
implemented a new monitoring system called the Provisions for
Monitoring News Services Management in the Internet Service. The
new provisions demand that all workers who focus on news information
must insist on the correct political direction and ensure that they act in
accordance with Communist Party and State media policy. Workers will
be punished if they breach the provisions, with the maximum penalty
been sacking. The Office also said it will establish a “blacklist” of those
who breach the provisions.

SELECTIVE PUNISHMENT METED OUT
The authorities exercised their power to punish “naughty” media in
order to set an example to the rest. The Paper, an online media outlet,
received a reprimand from the Internet and Information Office in
Beijing after it reported on a car accident near Tiananmen Square on
February 3. The Office accused the outlet of illegally publishing news
without prior approval.
On April 29, the branch of Cyberspace Administration Office in
Heilongjiang Province issued a notice accusing four media outlets
of publishing articles on their WeChat accounts which violated the
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Communist Party Propaganda Department “seven clauses directive”. The
Bureau did not specify the content of the directive and did not specify
which particular clause the media outlets had violated, but threatened
that their accounts might shut down if they continuously violate the
directive. In the notice, the Bureau noted three ‘”questionable” articles
with the following headlines: “A 16-year-old daughter killed her mother
and tied her up in a chair for seven days”, “A highway accident happened
people should be aware of safety on 1 May”, and “United Airlines
compensated 140 million to the injured passenger”. The three articles
had already been published on websites in other provinces without
facing any trouble.
On June 22, the State Administrative Press Publication Radio Film
and Television (SAPPRFT) shut down three popular websites that offer
video and audio streaming services. According to a report by official
news agency Xinhua, the SAPPRFT shut down the websites because
“many politically-related programs were aired”. The three portals were
Sina Weibo, news portal Ifeng.com and AcFun, a video site that posts
viewers’ comments on the screen in real time.

NETIZENS TARGETED AND DETAINED
Netizens were regularly deprived of several days of freedom. They did
not incite violence or organize any plans to overthrow the leadership, but
merely relayed useful information or made personal comments. However,
the laws empower the police and courts to detain people without receiving
the benefit of due process of law.
In January 2017, Chengdu Commercial News reported that a netizen
with the online nickname “Xinhai” said on a social media platform that
the authorities had issued a “red smog alert” on January 5. Chengdu police
accused the activist of “spreading rumours” and Xinhai was punished with
administrative detention. On January 30, Guangxi police reported that a
man with the surname Jiang was detained after he posted a comment on
social media that “insulted a police officer”. The report did not reveal the
content of the “ insult”.
On February 18, Meng Juntao, a netizen in Xinjiang, was sentenced
to 15 days in administrative detention. The indictment said Meng used
a virtual private network called Super VPN on his cell phone to listen

A NETIZEN WITH THE ONLINE NICKNAME “XINHAI” SAID ON A SOCIAL
MEDIA PLATFORM THAT THE AUTHORITIES HAD ISSUED A “RED SMOG ALERT”
ON JANUARY 5. CHENGDU POLICE ACCUSED THE ACTIVIST OF “SPREADING
RUMOURS” AND XINHAI WAS PUNISHED WITH ADMINISTRATIVE DETENTION.
to Radio Free Asia and other “anti-government” websites on January 8.
The indictment said this was a violation of section 80 of the CounterTerrorism Law of the People’s Republic of China and section 50 of
the Xinjiang Autonomous Region Implementation Measures of the
Counter-Terrorism Law.
On March 30, Wang Jiangfeng, a netizen in Shandong, was charged
with “picking quarrels and stirring up trouble” after he called President
Xi Jinping by his forbidden nickname, “Steamed Bun Xi”, on social
media. Wang had been detained since September 9, 2016. The
prosecution said Wang insulted President Xi on the WeChat and QQ
message groups. His defence lawyer said Wang’s language may have been
disrespectful and insulting but was not serious.

CLAMPS ON SOCIAL MEDIA SCANDALS
The authorities targeted citizens who used social media to express their
feelings, beliefs or opinions after incidents raised concern in society.
In November, a netizen claimed in a Weibo message that several pupils
at RYB Education New World kindergarten in Beijing were sexually
molested, had needle marks on their bodies, and were fed unidentified
white pills. Police immediately investigated the case and detained several
teachers on suspicion that they might have been involved in the scandal.
As news of the scandal spread on the internet, one post alleged that
the case might have involved some soldiers from the local military unit.
The political commissar in Beijing immediately denied the claim through
a news report published by a media outlet monitored by the Army. The
commissar said they had conducted an investigation and found that no
army personnel was involved in the business of the kindergarten. The
netizen was then arrested by local police and detained on the accusation
of disseminating a rumour.

The IFJ learned that not a single journalist from mainland media
was able to talk to any individual soldiers. They were restrained from
reporting any news about the military independently, so they were
unable to confirm the information released by the Army. Regardless of
this, the netizen was detained for an unknown period and all relevant
information was deleted from the internet.
The authorities exercise such abusive power without challenge. On
August 20, Beijing News reported that a farmer from Hebei Province was
placed in administration detention after he posted a comment online.
His comment questioned the price and quality of the meal service in
a canteen at a local hospital. He was detained because police said his
message caused social instability. Mainland media reported the case,
which went viral online. Luckily the news reports drew the attention
of senior levels of police department, who demanded that the frontline
police re-investigate the case. The farmer was reportedly released
afterwards, but no information was given as to whether the police officers
were punished for abusing their powers.

PEOPLE FORCED TO INSTALL SPYWARE
The Central Government regards Tibet, Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia as
“sensitive” areas because the authorities are afraid that the indigenous
peoples will ask for independence. All information from those areas is
seriously censored. In 2017, the government of Xinjiang forced people
to install spyware on their mobile phones. Global Voices reported in
July that a mobile phone user in Urumqi City received a mobile phone
notification from the local government that instructed the user to
install a surveillance application called “Web Cleansing” in their smart
phone. The message said the app was intended to “prevent [them] from
accessing terrorist information”.
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THE CHINESE AUTHORITIES CLAIM THAT EQUALITY IS A
CORE VALUE IN ITS SOCIETY, BUT POLICE TREAT CHINESE
JOURNALISTS WORKING FOR OVERSEAS MEDIA OUTLETS
DIFFERENTLY FROM THE WAY THEY TREAT WESTERNERS.

President Xi Jinping’s speaks at the 19th National
Congress of the Communist Party of China in Beijing
on October 18, 2017. Xi told the five-yearly meeting
that China is entering a “new era” of challenges and
opportunities. AFP / Nicolas Asfouri
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Voice of America reporters Sasha Gong Xiaoxia and Dong Fang were interviewing Chinese billionaire
Guo Wengui in New York in April 2017 about his allegations of corruption in the Chinese leadership
when the livestreaming was cut short. VOA denied it had censored the interview. Source: Internet

CHAPTER 6:

FOREIGN
JOURNALISTS
IN CHINA

A

ccording to the 2017 annual report of the Foreign
Correspondents Club of China (FCCC), working conditions
worsened, with at least five foreign journalists having to wait
longer than usual to obtain working visas. This was exacerbated
by the fact that press accreditation was refused to some
journalists and others were granted credentials with unusually
short validity. Foreign journalists continued to face challenges
getting access to so-called ‘sensitive’ areas such as Xinjiang. The FCCC
survey found that foreign journalists continued to face harassment and
detention by the authorities and noted that foreign media management
were facing increased pressure from Chinese officials.

TARGETED FOR CONTROVERSIAL INTERVIEWEES
On March 3, BBC journalist John Sudworth reported that he and his TV
crew were attacked and forced to sign a statement admitting they had
conducted an “illegal interview” with a citizen who was petitioning the
government. The BBC said a group of unidentified people blocked the way
when Sudworth and his crew were going to the petitioner’s house, assaulted
them and smashed their cameras. When they left the village, about 20 people
surrounded them. The attackers included several uniformed police officers
and two officials from the local Foreign Affairs office. They forced the crew
to delete some footage and to sign a statement admitting they had conducted
an “illegal interview” and were guilty of “behaviour causing a bad impact”.
Another incident occurred on August 23. According to the Canada-based
Globe and Mail, Beijing correspondent Nathan VanderKlippe was detained
by police in Kashgar, Xinjiang, when he was interviewing a villager. He
was detained for three hours by local police and his bag and camera were
searched. After he was released, VanderKlippe was followed back to his hotel
by a police car.
The Chinese authorities claim that equality is a core value in its society, but
police treat Chinese journalists working for overseas media outlets differently
from the way they treat Westerners. On August 14, police obstructed and

SASHA GONG XIAOXIA WENT ON TO SAY: “I CAN TELL YOU THAT THE
CHINESE EMBASSY IN WASHINGTON DC TRIED TO SUPPRESS US AT
LEAST TWICE. I HAVE THE EVIDENCE TO PROVE IT. THEY CALLED MY
OFFICE DIRECTLY ON THE DAY BEFORE THE INTERVIEW. I BELIEVE
THEY DID THE SAME THING TO THE MANAGEMENT.”
detained Voice of America (VOA) reporter Ye Bin when he was outside
Tianjin No 1 Intermediate People’s Court, attempting to cover the closed
trial of human rights activist Wu Gan. Ye and his assistant were surrounded
by plain-clothes officers, who held them by the arms for 20 minutes,
preventing them from taking photographs. Police then accused Ye of inciting
violence and detained the pair for four hours. They were forced to delete all
photographs and Ye’s computer was confiscated.

VOICE OF AMERICA UNDER PRESSURE

BBC journalist John Sudworth reported on March 3,
2017 that he and his TV crew were attacked and forced
to sign a statement admitting they had conducted an
“illegal interview” with a citizen who was petitioning the
government. Source: Screenshot/BBC

The independence of Voice of America (VOA), a media outlet funded by
the US government, came into question. On April 19, VOA livestreamed
an interview with controversial Chinese billionaire Guo Wengui, who
is living in New York. The interview was scheduled to run for three
hours, but was abruptly cut short, with the outlet citing issues of
“miscommunication”. This sparked allegations that VOA was censoring
its reports under pressure from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It was
reported that on April 17, two days before the Guo interview, officials
from the Ministry told VOA’s Beijing Bureau Chief the interview would
“interfere” with “Chinese internal affairs” and “the 19th National
Congress” of the Communist Party. According to several overseas media
reports, the Chinese officials said that, if the interview went ahead, VOA
journalists’ working visas in China might be at risk.
VOA repeatedly denied exercising self-censorship and promised to
set up an investigation led by the Director of VOA, Amanda Bennett.
The five staff members involved in the interview – Sasha Gong Xiaoxia,

Dong Fang, Bao Shen, Li Su and Yang Chen – were ordered to take
administrative leave until further notice. Sasha Gong Xiaoxia and Dong
Fang were the interviewers, while Bao Shen was the technician. On April
30, Sasha Gong Xiaoxia and Dong Fang posted an article on the VOA
platform saying: “The VOA senior management seriously demanded that
we stop the livestream interview” and “under different kinds of pressure,
the original livestreamed interview was abruptly ended, something which
is a regret in our career.”
After an internal investigation that lasted for several months, Bao Shen
and Yang Chen were told to resume their duties. However Sasha Gong
Xiaoxia, Dong Fang and Li Su were advised that their employment would
be terminated in November because they had violated certain regulations,
including disobeying management orders and not following journalistic
practices. Sasha Gong Xiaoxia disputed the allegations. She said: “They
could not tell me which order I had disobeyed. I don’t understand how
I had not followed journalistic practice.” She told the IFJ: “The senior
managers demanded that I not ask any questions about corruption relating
to Guo Wengui and the Chinese leadership, when they tried to stop the
interview. I did not produce all of the materials that Guo Wengui gave to
me for the interview, even though management demanded them when I
was suspended. I refused to give them, as I have a duty to protect all my
materials. This is the basic principle of press freedom.”
Sasha Gong Xiaoxia went on to say: “I can tell you that the Chinese
Embassy in Washington DC tried to suppress us at least twice. I have the
evidence to prove it. They called my office directly on the day before the
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People stand outside the
Cambridge University Press
stand at the Beijing International
Book Fair on August 23, 2017.
An international outcry arose
after CUP temporarily agreed to
block sensitive articles from a
publication, under pressure from
Beijing. AFP / Greg Baker

President Xi Jinping urged world
leaders to reject protectionism when he
spoke at the Belt and Road Forum on
May 15, 2017. Xi positioned Beijing as
a champion of globalisation, while some
countries raised concerns over his trade
ambitions. AFP / Nicolas Asfouri

THE EDITOR SAID CHINA QUARTERLY HAD BEEN UNDER CONTINUOUS
PRESSURE FROM CHINESE AUTHORITIES TO REMOVE THE ARTICLES,
SOME OF WHICH DATED BACK TO 1960.
interview. I believe they did the same thing to the management.” However
she claimed that she did not know whether there was any pressure from
the US Government. Gong said she asked VOA for help after she received
a threatening letter, but VOA refused. The letter, which was written in
Chinese said: “Let bullet pass.”
China took a series of actions to stop VOA’s interview with Guo ever
taking place. On April 19, Interpol issued a warrant for Guo, attacking
his integrity. The following day, many Mainland media outlets and a
number of Hong Kong outlets began to report highly biased stories
about Guo that did not disclose the source of the information. In VOA’s
interview and other media interviews, Guo provided a lot of information
about corruption, without evidence to support his claims. He accused
Wang Qishan, former member of the Politburo Standing Committee,
and several other senior government officials. Guo said a number of
Mainland secret security agents had already developed some “sites” in
Hong Kong, which Hong Kong Security Bureau knew about but did not
stop. The Hong Kong Government refused to respond to Guo’s claims
when the media asked. In October, in the lead-up to the 19th National
Congress of the Communist Party of China in Beijing, Guo’s Facebook,
Twitter and YouTube accounts were temporarily suspended. Facebook
confirmed that it had received several complaints from China about
messages that were posted by Guo.

ARTICLES FORCED OFFLINE
China’s growing power is not confined to the economic sector alone,
but has also extended into different sectors including academia.
In mid-August, China Quarterly, an online publication from the
Cambridge University Press (CUP), revealed it was forced by the
Chinese authorities to take 315 articles offline. The editor said
China Quarterly had been under continuous pressure from Chinese
authorities to remove the articles, some of which dated back to 1960.
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Thousands of e-books were also blocked. The international academic
community condemned the blocks and a petition with 1000 signatures
was sent to the Central Government. On August 20, CUP said it would
republish all of the deleted articles. The government is yet to respond.
However, the English language newspaper Global Times, a mouthpiece
of the Mainland authorities, said the initial pressure to remove the
articles were aimed at maintaining China’s sovereignty. Other publishers
that have come under pressure from China include the Journal of Asian
Studies and LexusNexis.

ONE BELT ONE ROAD PRESSER SHAM
On May 14, China held an international forum in Beijing focusing on
its massive international transport infrastructure project, One Belt One
Road. The forum attracted hundreds of journalists, including many from
Africa. Journalists flooded into Beijing, hoping to ask President Xi Jinping
questions at the press conference on May 15. However, many were unable
to get press accreditation to enter the press room, and the organizer
did not arrange a Q&A session. Many journalists complained that the
arrangements were well below international standards.
In October, international journalists flooded Beijing again to report
on the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China. Not
all journalists were able to get press accreditation, and a number of
journalists from the BBC, The New York Times, The Economist, Financial
Times, The Guardian, Le Monde and Hong Kong Satellite Television were
blocked from entering the press room to report on the new leadership
of the Politburo Standing Committee. One journalist told the IFJ that
they were not given a reason for being denied access. The organiser did
not arrange a Q&A session. The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China
voiced concerns, saying “using media access as a tool to punish journalists
whose coverage the Chinese authorities disapprove of is a gross violation
of the principles of press freedom”.

NOT ALL JOURNALISTS WERE ABLE TO GET PRESS ACCREDITATION,
AND A NUMBER OF JOURNALISTS FROM THE BBC, THE NEW YORK
TIMES , THE ECONOMIST , FINANCIAL TIMES , THE GUARDIAN ,
LE MONDE AND HONG KONG SATELLITE TELEVISION WERE
BLOCKED FROM ENTERING THE PRESS ROOM
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Smoke generated from a machine is released
in Hong Kong on September 28, 2017 to
replicate tear gas fired by police on the same day
in 2014, as protestors hold up yellow umbrellas
to mark the anniversary of the Umbrella
Movement. AFP / Anthony Wallace
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LAM WAS SUPPORTED BY THE CHINA
LIAISON OFFICE, WHICH IS THE
OFFICIAL REPRESENTATIVE OF THE
CENTRAL GOVERNMENT IN HONG KONG.

HONG KONG
AND MACAU

T

he political atmosphere in Hong Kong improved slightly after
Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-Ngor was elected in March as the new
Chief Executive of Hong Kong, replacing Leung Chun-Ying.
However, the Central Government of China continued to restrict
free expression by the media and in society in general. Pressure
ranged from harassment, threatening letters and physical attacks
to legal tactics by the government and self-censorship by media
proprietors keen to remain in favour with Bejing.

PRESS FREEDOM “FAIL” ON INDEX
The Hong Kong Press Freedom index rose slightly after falling every
year since 2013, the first year of the survey. According to opinion polls
conducted in late 2016 and published in July 2017, the general public
gave press freedom a score of 48, on a scale of 0 to 100. This was up from
the low point of 47.4 in 2015, but still below the starting point of 49.4 in
2013. Journalists were more critical, rating press freedom in 2016 at 39.4,
up from 38.2 in 2015 but below the starting point of 42 in 2013. The
index was instigated by the Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA),
an IFJ affiliate, along with several scholars from Chinese University of
Hong Kong and Lingnan University of Hong Kong. The then HKJA
chairperson, Sham Yee-lan, said the improvement was likely to be related
to the emergence of online media, which had slightly increased diversity
in the industry. However, he said, both indexes were still below the
“passing score” of 50.
The overall decline in press freedom reflects the Central Government
of China’s growing influence and the Hong Kong Government’s heavyhanded response to the pro-democracy Umbrella Movement in 2014.
The International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) is concerned that
harassment of journalists will continue. The Central Government is
preparing for this by promoting patriotism and emphasizing “national
sovereignty” and “national security”.
In October, President Xi Jinping spelled out the Central Government’s
attitude in his opening speech to the 19th National Congress of the
Communist Party of China, where he was re-elected General Secretary
of the party. President Xi explicitly said: “Beijing enjoys comprehensive
jurisdiction over Hong Kong.” The Central Government emphasized the
need to enact a series of security laws in the territory, particularly Article
23 of the Hong Kong Basic Law, and encouraged pro-Beijing groups in
Hong Kong to use smear tactics against pro-democracy organizations.
The Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) said in its 2017
report, entitled “Two Systems Under Siege”, that Beijing is encroaching
on the city’s autonomy in an all-encompassing manner. The chairperson
of the HKJA, Chris Yeung, said: “We must stay vigilant to safeguard our
rights.” The report cited the hardline speech by Zhang Dejiang, then a
member of the Politburo Standing Committee. Zhang said the phrase
“One Country, Two Systems” meant one country “over” two systems,
and denounced any discussion of self-determination or independence
for Hong Kong.

Carrie Lam, a candidate for chief executive of Hong
Kong, speaks during a press conference following a forum
held by the Hong Kong Journalists Association on March
10, 2017. Lam, considered Beijing’s favoured candidate,
eventually won the position. AFP / Aaron Tam

HKJA CAMPAIGN WIN FOR ONLINE MEDIA
One positive development occurred in September, when certain online
media outlets were finally given permission to attend government press
conferences and media events. The reform comes after a long campaign by
the Hong Kong Journalists Association and local online-only media.
On March 16, 10 days before the election for Hong Kong’s next Chief
Executive, 12 online-only media outlets issued a joint statement to the
Hong Kong Government requesting accreditation to enter the election
centre. On March 21, the government refused the request. Two days later,
HKJA filed a lawsuit claiming the government had discriminated against
online-only media and prevented them from enjoying the same rights as
traditional media. On March 24, the High Court granted leave for judicial
review. However, the court declined to order the government to accredit
the HKJA’s 38 online-only members. As a result, all online-only media were
refused entry to the election centre.
On September 19, the Hong Kong Information Services Department
(ISD) finally announced that eligible online media outlets will be allowed to
attend government events. The outlets must register under the Registration
of Local Newspaper Ordinance, prove they are providing regular online
news reports, update their website at least five days a week, and have at least
two staff, an editor and a reporter. The new rules will be reviewed after six
months. Registration will be withdrawn if there is misconduct such as foul
language, disruptions or protests.

Many online-only journalists are veterans of the traditional media
who either resigned because they disagreed with the proprietor’s policy
of “bowing” to the authorities or were asked to leave due to cost-cutting
measures. Some of the opposition to online-only media comes from
television stations, which are concerned their audience numbers will fall if
new outlets are able to livestream government events on the internet.

LAM CHENG WINS BEIJING’S VOTE
Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-Ngor, the former Chief Secretary for
Administration, won the indirect election for Hong Kong Chief Executive
on March 26. Lam received 777 votes from the Election Committee,
which has 1,194 members, beating the former Financial Secretary John
Tsang and retired judge Woo Kwok-hing. Lam was supported by the
China Liaison Office, which is the official representative of the Central
Government in Hong Kong. Despite leading in the preliminary polls of
citizens, Tsang struggled to receive nominations from the pro-Beijing
members of the Election Committee. The pro-democracy group did
not field their own candidate in order to boost the chances that a nonestablishment candidate might win.
During the campaign, several forums were held by various
organizations. One forum was organized by Hong Kong’s broadcast
media outlets, but many online-only media representatives were
prevented from entering the venue. The reason given was a shortage of

space, but at least one online-only media outlet was allowed in because
its journalists had a relationship with members of the organizing
committee. All three candidates used online media as a major campaign
tool. Carrie Lam’s main rival, John Tsang, employed many young former
media workers to manage his online campaign and received more
publicity than Lam.
Journalists received large amounts of information about the three
candidates from agents ranging from pro-Central Government groups to
pro-democracy activists. There was less use of smear tactics than in the
2012 election, but a veteran journalist told the IFJ that their editor-inchief withheld a follow-up report about Carrie Lam having EU residency
because her husband holds British residency until just two days before
the election. The journalist did not know the reason for the delay, but
strongly believed the article was held up because the Central Government
had already decided Lam would be the next Chief Executive. This became
apparent when pro-Government media outlets started to publish articles
supporting Lam in the last few days of the campaign.

JOURNALISTS’ DATA GATHERED
From June 29 to July 1, China’s President Xi Jinping made a three-day
visit to Hong Kong to attend the inauguration of Hong Kong’s new
Executive Council. Before he arrived, Hong Kong police gradually
escalated security checks. All media had to submit their personal data for
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THE HONG KONG JOURNALISTS ASSOCIATION (HKJA) SAID IN
ITS 2017 REPORT, ENTITLED “TWO SYSTEMS UNDER SIEGE”,
THAT BEIJING IS ENCROACHING ON THE CITY’S AUTONOMY
IN AN ALL-ENCOMPASSING MANNER.

Hong Kong Free Press editor-in-chief Tom Grundy and other staff received
letters claiming 50 foreigners would be expelled for “spreading hatred and dividing
Hong Kong, China society”. Local staff were told: “You have Chinese blood
running through your veins and heart.” Source: Hong Kong Free Press

approval when applying for accreditation. Many journalists complained
that the application form required them to state their address, without
specifying whether this referred to their work place or their home. The
journalists were not told how the information would be used. The data
was collected on behalf of the Home Affairs Bureau, but it was also
mentioned that the bureau would share it with the office in charge of the
events. Although this “office” was not named, experience suggested it was
most likely to be the China Liaison Office, which represents the Central
Government in Hong Kong. Not a single online-only media outlet was
given accreditation.
The Hong Kong police escalated security checks when President Xi
visited the Chinese Liberation Army, journalists were told they could not
bring certain types of equipment, including pens, for security reasons.
President Xi made his appearances inside closed venues, while many
protests were held outdoors. On June 30, several foreign journalists were
harassed and verbally humiliated by people with strong pro-establishment
feelings. On July 1, the Chairman of the League of Social Democrats,
Avery Ng, was assaulted by police when he was already in a police car. A
journalist with HK01, an online-only media outlet, took photos of Ng
when the police officers were pulling his hair and hitting his head against
the interior of the police car. The journalist was stopped by a police officer
and asked to leave.

SELF-CENSORSHIP QUESTIONS CIRCLE TVB
Hong Kong’s largest free-to-air television station, Hong Kong Television
Broadcast (TVB) was suspected of self-censorship. On June 30, the Programme
Staff Union of government broadcaster Radio Television of Hong Kong
(RTHKU) issued a statement disclosing that TVB suddenly removed the
popular political satire programme Headliner from its original schedule.
Headliner is produced by Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK). Under the
broadcast licensing rules, private television stations are required to allocate a
number of hours to broadcasting RTHK programs.
A spokesperson for RTHK reportedly said that TVB informed it of the
scheduling change at the very last minute, giving as its reason that “breaking
news” had to be reported in that time slot. However, RTHK and the RTHKU
said the reason given was not genuine because the “news” item had already
been broadcast by all other television stations. TVB also refused to reschedule Headliner immediately after the news bulletin until RTHK insisted.
Eventually, Headliner was re-scheduled to a late night slot on another
channel. According to journalists working on the program, it mentioned the
illness of imprisoned Nobel Peace Prize winner Liu Xiaobo.
TVB protested, saying that RTHK should use its own broadcast
facilities instead of following the outdated policy. The Communication

Authority (CA), which monitors the electronic media, investigated the
case after receiving hundreds of complaints. In early November, the CA
issued “strong advice” to TVB, saying the station had failed to follow the
established practices and the relevant procedures. It said that, if TVB
had applied for the rescheduling, “the CA would, as always, handle the
application as soon as possible according to the established mechanism
and TVB should be able to avoid breaching the relevant requirements”.
TVB disputed the finding and said the licence conditions are outdated.
The media industry has held suspicions about the identity of the
dominant shareholder of TVB since the original owner sold his shares in
2011. In May, in connection with a takeover, Hong Kong’s Securities and
Futures Commission revealed the ownership structure. TVB’s dominant
shareholder is Li Ruigang, a former deputy secretary general of Shanghai’s
Communist Party and an international investor through China Media
Capital. Li acquired about 20 per cent of TVB when his company bought
a large stake in TVB’s largest shareholder, Young Lion Holdings, in 2015.
The Communication Authority did not answer questions about how and
why Li, who is not a resident of Hong Kong, can meet the relevant legal
requirements.

CRITICAL COLUMN DISAPPEARS
Another suspected case of self-censorship occurred at South China
Morning Post (SCMP), whose major shareholder is online retail giant
Alibaba Group. Alibaba is controlled by Mainland billionaire Jack Ma.
At 4am on July 20, SCMP suddenly removed a column that linked Li
Zhanshu, a member of the Politburo Standing Committee of China
and a strong supporter of China’s President Xi Jinping, to a secretive
Singaporean investor. SCMP said that the column “did not meet our
standards for publication because it includes multiple unverified
accusations”. The article had been published online on July 18. It was
written by Shirley Yam, who was then the vice-chairperson of HKJA.
SCMP’s editor-in-chief refused to make further comment. In August, Yam
told friends that she had resigned from SCMP, but did not disclose her
reasons. Ying Chan, the former director of the News Department at Hong
Kong University, said: “It is intriguing, if not stunning. Is the Post setting a
new standard for opinionated columns?”

SACKED STAFF REHIRED AS FREELANCERS
Financial problems put pressure on another Hong Kong media company,
Next Media (also known as Next Digital). The Next Media Trade Union
(Hong Kong Office) met with Cheung Kim-Hung, Chief Executive
Officer of Publishing and Publisher of Apple Daily. On June 23, the union
issued a statement of regret, saying Next Media had laid off some staff

members with the excuse that it was “encouraging staff to become their
own boss”, and then re-hired them as freelance workers on independent
contracts. The union said the company used this method to evade its
responsibilities. Although Next Media Group denied it had done so,
about a dozen staff in the Design Department were eventually laid off
and began working freelance for Apple Daily.
On July 5, 150 staff at the Next Media’s Hong Kong office held a
15-minute silent standing protest in front of the office to express their
discontent. The union spokesperson, Lam Wai-Chung, urged the
company to stop “secret negotiations”. Lam said journalists are treated
as “merely labour supply or figures on their expense accounts”. However,
acting “as dignified staff members of this company”, the journalists asked
the company to stop destroying the newspaper’s departments. The IFJ
later learned that some staff members of other papers also changed their
status from employee to individual contractor.

NEXT ON THE CHOPPING BLOCK
In September, Next Media sold Next magazine of Hong Kong and Taiwan,
as well as five other print magazines, to W Bros Investments, owned
by businessman Kenny Wee. The HK$500 million sale became a hot
issue because people were suspicious about both the source of Kenny
Wee’s money and how a print publications could be sustained in future,
when the readership of print media has turned to online. The deal was
immediately criticized by staff, largely because of doubts about Wee’s
attitude to journalistic independence. In an interview with Sing Tao Daily,
Wee claimed that he made the investment out of his own pocket and
referred to members of staff as “a few bad tumors” who were “biased” and
would be removed. He told Apple Daily that the marketing system would
be changed in the future, and that finance journalists might have to help
the marketing department find income. Several veteran journalists and
columnists resigned voluntarily.
On October 2, Next magazine suddenly terminated the contract of Zun
Zi, a well-known, Hong Kong-based, freelance political cartoonist. Zun Zi
told the IFJ he sent a message to an editor asking for his deadline and was
then informed his employment had been terminated via a text message.
The editor did not provide an explanation for the decision. Zun Zi said:
“The editor did not provide any explanation. I, actually, do not regret or
feel unfair, I feel funny.” He added that the case illustrated the state of press
freedom in Hong Kong, and that journalists and media workers need to
remain alert, as a “new political era” has begun. Zun Zi said all journalists
“should stay firm in their position and never give up your rights easily!”

SING PAO JOURNALISTS HARASSED
On February 21, Hong Kong media outlet Sing Pao released an urgent
statement claiming that unidentified people began hanging around
its offices in mid-February. The people followed and took pictures of
several senior managers, then started loitering near their homes. Posters
featuring images of the managers, accompanied by malicious messages,
were displayed on the streets. The managers received countless harassing
phone calls, emails and letters. Sing Pao lodged a complaint with police,
but the harassment did not cease. The editor-in-chief ’s house was
daubed with red paint on February 26. Sing Pao repeatedly claimed
the harassment was related to the coming election for the next Chief
Executive of Hong Kong. When the harassment escalated, police deployed

more officers to patrol near the office building.
Since August 2016, Sing Pao had published a series of commentaries
criticizing three officials involved in the administration of Hong Kong.
The three were Zhang Dejiang, then a member of the Politburo Standing
Committee of China and the person responsible for monitoring Hong
Kong and Macau affairs; Zhang Xiaoming, the then Director of the China
Liaison Office, which represents China’s Central Government in Hong
Kong; and Leung Chun-Ying, the then Hong Kong Chief Executive. The
articles described them as a “gang” and a “scourge” on Hong Kong.

NATIONALISTS ISSUE LETTER THREATS
In October, Tom Grundy, the editor-in-chief of the Hong Kong Free Press
(HKFP), told the IFJ and HKJA that he and some of his staff had received
threatening letters over several months. Grundy said the letters were sent
to the office of HKFP, an online-only English-language outlet, almost
every Tuesday. One was sent to the Hong Kong home of guest editor Tim
Hamlett, and another to Grundy’s family in the UK. The letters included
a list of 50 “foreigners” including Grundy, Hamlett and other journalists,
scholars and media workers. The letter said the foreigners “have been
deemed guilty of spreading hatred and dividing Hong Kong, China
society”. It said: “The punishment shall be mandated as of January 2018.
Expulsion from Chinese Territory. A list will be sent to immigration
staff.” In addition, a letter was sent to all HKFP local staff, telling them
“not to follow the brainwashing through the distortions by foreigners of
your mind … You do not have to continue writing negative and biased
stories about Hong Kong and China. You have Chinese blood running
through your veins and heart.” After the threatening letters were revealed,
HKFP did not receive any more of them.

ATTACK ON CAMERAMEN & LEGISLATOR
On January 8, 2017, two cameramen were attacked by protestors at Hong
Kong airport when they were reporting on the return from Taiwan of a
pro-democracy legislator, Nathan Law. The cameramen were working for
two Hong Kong-based media outlets, Now TV and Cable TV. They were
struck on their head and their hands. Law was also attacked during the
scuffle. Law and several other legislators were returning from a forum on
Hong Kong issues. Supporters of Chinese nationalism in Hong Kong and
Taiwan accused them of betraying China. The Hong Kong Journalists
Association, an IFJ affiliate, condemned the attack.

UMBRELLA ACTIVISTS CHARGED
In March, nine people who were prominent in the 2014 Umbrella
Movement were charged with offences allegedly committed during the
pro-democracy agitation. The three leaders of the group are sociology
associate professor Chan Kin-Man; law associate professor Benny
Tai Yiu-Ting; and Reverend Chu Yiu-Ming. The other six people are
former student leaders Chung Yiu-Wah and Tommy Cheung SauYing; lawmakers Tanya Chan Suk-Chong and Shiu Ka-Chung; Vice
Chairperson of the League of Social Democrats Wong Ho-Ming; and
former lawmaker Lee Wing-Tat. The charges include conspiracy to
commit public nuisance; inciting others to create a public nuisance; and
inciting others to incite others to commit public nuisance. Many veteran
lawyers said the charges had never been used in Hong Kong. More
than 200 scholars from local and overseas universities signed a joint
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Caricatures of Hong Kong’s former Chief
Executive Leung Chun-ying, new Chief Executive
Carrie Law and China’s President Xi Jinping are
carried at a protest in Hong Kong on July 1, 2017
to mark 20 years since the Hong Kong handover
from Britan to China. AFP/Anthony Wallace

AT LEAST FIVE MEDIA OUTLETS RECEIVED DIRECTIVES TELLING THEM
TO REPORT “POSITIVELY” AND NOT TO “CHASE THE GOVERNMENT, IN
PARTICULAR THE TOP LEADER, ON RESPONSIBILITY FOR THIS HAVOC”.
statement criticizing the authorities for prosecuting the activists. The
court hearing is pending in 2018.
At least 11 pro-democracy and pro-independence activists were
arrested at their homes in the early hours of April 26 because they
protested in November 2016 against a decision by the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress to reinterpret Hong
Kong’s Basic Law. When the 2016 rally ended outside the China Liaison
Office, the activists encouraged people to occupy the street. The police
released very little information about the arrests and deliberately
delayed releasing it for at least three hours. The delay contravened the
Hong Kong Police Department’s performance pledge to inform the
media as soon as possible after an action is taken. The police have not
respected the pledge for several years.

WAR OF WORDS ERUPTS AT UNIVERSITIES
Independence from the Mainland became a “sensitive” topic when
banners saying “Hong Kong Independence” were raised at several Hong
Kong universities at the start of the academic year in September. A group
of universities then issued a joint statement saying: “We condemn recent
abuses. Freedom of Expression is not absolute, and like all freedoms it
comes with responsibilities.”
A pro-Beijing Hong Kong lawmaker, Junius Ho Kwan-yiu, publicly
said pro-Beijing activists should “kill without mercy” anyone who
supported Hong Kong independence. He also urged Hong Kong
University to sack Benny Tai Yiu-Ting, one of the instigators of the
2014 Umbrella Movement. Ho’s statement started a war of words
between pro-government groups and pro-democracy groups. The
Chief Executive, Carrie Lam, said: “There is no room for any discussion
of the independence of Hong Kong because this breaches the ‘one
country, two systems’ principle that underlies the prosperity and
stability of Hong Kong.”

NATIONAL ANTHEM LAW RESTRICTS FREEDOM
China’s National Anthem Law was used as a weapon for repressing free
speech. The National Anthem Law became effective in the Mainland
in October 2017. Under to the law, anyone who refuses to sing the
anthem in public, or changes the lyrics, is liable for a maximum of
three years in prison.
On November 4, the Standing Committee of the National People’s
Congress inserted the National Anthem Law into Annex III of Hong
Kong’s Basic Law. This gave Hong Kong and Macau a duty to put the law
into effect in their territories. The move was widely seen as a response to
football fans who booed and jeered during the Chinese national anthem
at games over the past few years. The Chief Secretary of Hong Kong,
Cheung King-Chung, said the Hong Kong Government will enact the
law as soon as possible. The former chairperson of the Hong Kong Bar
Association, Shieh Wing-Tai, raised concerns about how the law will
affect freedom of expression.

TWO WORLDS, ONE TRAIN
Hong Kong’s Chief Executive, Carrie Lam, undermined the city’s
autonomy in relation to a high-speed rail link from Hong Kong to
Guangzhou. The railway station for the line is located in west Kowloon,
inside Hong Kong territory, but several platforms will be controlled by
the Mainland authorities. It is believed that media outlets that are labelled
“unfriendly” by the Mainland may have trouble reporting on events in
these areas. The Hong Kong Government denied this could happen and
made excuses by repeating phrases such as “maximizing convenience to
passengers” and “fully unleashing the transport, social and economic
benefits”. Pro-democracy legislators asked the Hong Kong Government
to conduct a public consultation, but it refused. The Legislative Council
passed a non-binding resolution on the proposal on November 15. Two
days later, Chief Executive Carrie Lam said Hong Kong signed a “co-

51

A Macau resident holds her nose due to the smell
of rotting debris and garbage as a Chinese People’s
Liberation Army soldier helps clear debris from a street
on August 25, 2017, two days after Typhoon Hato hit
the territory. AFP / Anthony Wallace

location arrangement” with Guangdong Governor Ma Xingrui, and then
submitted the arrangement to the Standing Committee of the National
People’s Congress in Beijing for endorsement. When the media requested
details of the arrangement, and asked which section of the Basic Law
provides the legal basis for the co-location proposal, Lam refused to
answer, citing “respect” for the co-signing partner.

PRO-DEMOCRACY ACTIVISTS, LAWMAKERS JAILED
Sixteen activists were jailed because they tried to break into the
Legislative Council building and the Government Headquarters
compound on two separate occasions during the Umbrella Movement in
2014. The group included three pro-democracy student leaders, Joshua
Wong Chi-Fund, Nathan Law Kwun-Chung and Alex Chow Yong-Kang.
The verdict drew international media attention, particularly because
the Legal Department appealed to the Appeal Court even though the
three student activists had already served prison terms imposed by the
lower court. On August 17, the Appeal Court sentenced the three student
leaders to six to eight months in jail. The New York Times suggested that
the trio be nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. Reuters reported that
an anonymous senior government official said that Hong Kong’s top
prosecutor had initially “not recommended pursuing” the case further,
but that Justice Secretary Rimsky Yuen Kowk-keung had overruled the
decision and insisted on appealing the case in the Appeal Court. The
Department of Justice said in a statement that “such accusations are
groundless, they overlook the objective evidence available in the present
case. Hong Kong’s judicial independence cannot be questioned.” Chief
Executive Carrie Lam said that the allegations are “totally unfounded”.
Lawmakers’ freedom of expression was put at risk by parliamentary
tactics. In 2016, two pro-independence legislators were disqualified from
sitting in the Hong Kong Legislative Council when the court ruled the way
they took the oath of office was not in line with the law. In 2017, four more
pro-democracy legislators were disqualified. This reduced the number of
pro-democracy legislators and allowed the pro-government camp to amend
the rules of procedure on the grounds that the rules were “outdated”. The
rules allow tactics such as filibustering and the impeachment motion, which
were frequently used by pro-democracy legislators.

MACAU

REPORTING BAN AFTER DISASTER
The government of Macau is believed to closely follow the instructions of the
Central Government of China. One of the most commonly cited examples of
this is that the Macau government bars journalists from entering the territory
when sensitive events occur.
In August, Macau and Hong Kong were hit by Typhoon Hato. As usual,
Hong Kong journalists were deployed to Macau after the typhoon reportedly
killed several people and badly affected local society. At least five journalists
and photographers from Apple Daily, HK01 and South China Morning Post
were denied entry to Macau on the grounds that they “might have posed a
threat to internal security”. The Macau Commissioner of the Public Security
Police, Ma Lo-Kun, claimed that the ban was in accordance with the law. The
Secretary for Security, Wong Sio-Chak, also defended the ban, noting that
“other regions had also banned entry and Macau was not an exception”.
On August 29, the Journalists Association of Macau said the local
government was trying to orchestrate the reporting in Macau, and telling the
media how to report in the aftermath of the storm. At least five media outlets
received directives telling them to report “positively” and not to “chase the
government, in particular the top leader, on responsibility for this havoc”. It
was also reported that at least one media outlet censored reports following the
government directives. The Journalists Association of Macau was angered by
the directives and said it believed the government was “distorting the ethics of
professional journalists”.
In October, the Macau Portuguese and English Press Association (AIPIM),
an affiliate of the IFJ, published its first survey of perceptions of press freedom
in Macau. The survey, conducted between July and November 2016, found
that constraints continue to hamper access to information in Macau. Out of
the 44 journalists who responded to the survey, three-quarters said that they
had experienced some form of restraint in reporting of a political, economic,
social, cultural or institutional nature. Such situations are particularly
common among journalists reporting on the judiciary, executive and legislative
branches of government. Respondents also pointed to a number of flaws and
inadequacies in the government’s spokespersons system. The AIPIM said:
“Without facilitated access to sources of information, the freedom of the press
can be brought into question.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS:

10 YEARS OF THE IFJ
PROJECT IN CHINA
MAINLAND CHINA

1

	The Central Government should adopt the UNESCO Special
Report “Human Rights and Encryption” on the promotion
of internet universality. The authorities should recognise
cryptographic methods as an essential element for the media and
not impose general restrictions on the deployment of encryption
by users and service providers.

2

	The Central Government should adopt recommendations A/
HRC/23/40 in 2013, A/HRC/17/27 and A/66/290 in the 2011
reports of UN Special Rapporteur Frank La Rue on the promotion
and protection of the rights to freedom of opinion and expression
on the internet, and should study the modalities of surveillance
communications by the UN Human Rights Council.

3

	The Central Government should implement the Regulations on
Open Government Information to ensure all levels of government,
including in Autonomous Regions, cease delays in reporting on
cases of great public concern.

4

	The Central Government should order the immediate release of all
jailed journalists, and issue orders to all levels of government that
journalists and writers are not to be jailed for doing their jobs and
serving the public interest.

5

	The Central Government should order an end to all arbitrary
and unexplained employment terminations, punishments and
detentions of journalists. It should demand that media outlets
allow journalists to resume their duties.

Messages of support for prodemocracy protestors are written on small
paper umbrellas in Hong Kong in 2014,
The movement remains a taboo subject
comparable to the 1989 Tiananmen
Square massacre. AFP/Nicolas Asfouri

6

	The Central Government should establish an independent body to
investigate all acts of violence against media personnel, including
when violence is allegedly committed by officials. The body should
be composed of front-line journalists, scholars and representatives
of the All Chinese Journalists Association, in order to bring
perpetrators to justice and ensure all parties understand that
attacks on the media will not be tolerated.

7

	The Central Government should order state security to restrain
their use of power and not misuse the law to intimidate and silence
journalists, bloggers and netizens.

11

	The Central Government should order the authorities to
implement visa policies in accordance with international
best practice, and apply them to foreign journalists including
freelancers. The procedure for visa approval should be consistent,
timely and transparent.

8

12

9

13

	The Central Government should order officials to end
interceptions, harassment and punishment of journalists, assistants
(including drivers), sources and interviewees. It should forbid
confiscation of journalistic materials.

	The Central Government should order the authorities to
implement the extended Regulations on Reporting Activities in
China by Foreign Journalists (the Olympic regulations). It should
order officials to comply with the October 2008 announcement
that the relaxed restrictions put in place before the Olympics
remain in force.

10

	The Central Government should ensure that officials at all levels
allow freedom of movement and free access to information for
journalists and local Chinese assistants to report in all areas of
China, without restriction.

	The Central Government should order the appropriate authorities
to rescind the 2009 changes to entry permit requirements for
Hong Kong and Macau journalists, so that they may again conduct
journalistic work on the Mainland without obstruction.
	The Central Government should welcome foreign companies,
non-governmental organizations and individual persons to
cooperate, invest and work in the Mainland in different industries.

14

	The Central Government should order an end to efforts to restrict
journalism conducted online, or otherwise republished in online
formats.

15

	The Central Government should order the authorities at all levels
not to manipulate local or national telecommunications systems
or impose communication blackouts at any time, especially when
there is great public interest in unfolding events.

HONG KONG SPECIAL ADMINISTRATIVE REGION

1

	The Hong Kong Government should uphold the people’s
right to know and the freedom of the press, as enshrined in
Article 27 of Hong Kong’s Basic Law and Article 16 of Hong
Kong Bill of Rights.

2

	The Hong Kong Government should speed up the enactment
of the Freedom of Information Ordinance and the Archives
Ordinance. It should enact a law on Access to Information and
a law on Archives and abide by the current Code of Access to
Information.

5

	The Hong Kong Government should direct the Police Department
to honour its pledges to disseminate information to the press in a
timely manner.

6

	The Hong Kong Government should establish a policy preventing
the appointment of civil servants to the positions of Director of
Broadcasting and Editor-in-Chief of Radio Television Hong Kong.

7

	The Hong Kong Commerce and Economic Bureau should ensure
all free-to-air television media act in accordance with plurality and
impartiality, and have sufficient investment to run smoothly.

3

	A confidential and independent complaints bureau should be
established for journalists experiencing any violation of press
freedom.

8

4

	The Chief Executive of Hong Kong and Executive Council
Committee should direct all civil servants, including all heads
of bureaus, departments and institutions, to uphold press
freedom. They should directly answer media questions and
be accountable to the public.

9
10

	The Chief Executive of Hong Kong should initiate a dialogue with
the Central Government of China to quash the entry regulations
that control Hong Kong media reporting in China.

	The Hong Kong Government should order officials to hold press
conferences, not closed-door briefings.
	The Hong Kong Government should establish a policy explicitly
stating that online media have access to all official press
conferences and events.

