
C H I N A  P R E S S  F R E E D O M  R E P O R T  2 0 1 6

STRANGLING THE MEDIA:  
CHINA TIGHTENS ITS GRIP



 

CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION  4

CHAPTER 1 – MAINLAND CHINA 10

CHAPTER 2 – FOREIGN MEDIA 34

CHAPTER 3 – ONLINE MEDIA 44

CHAPTER 4 – HONG KONG AND MACAU 52

RECOMMENDATIONS  65

Cover: Hong Kong protesters demonstrate outside the Chinese 
Liaison Office. China tightened its grip on the media.  
Anthony Wallace / AFP

Left:  Chinese soldiers stand guard outside the Great Hall of the 
People in Beijing whie a press conference takes place inside. 
Greg Baker / AFP

International Federation of 
Journalists (IFJ)
Residence Palace, Bloc C
155 Rue de la Loi
B- 1040 Brussels, Belgium
Tel- +32 2 235 22 00
Fax- +32 2 235 33 19
Email: ifj@ifj.org
http://www.ifj.org

IFJ Asia-Pacific
245 Chalmers Street
Redfern, NSW 2016, Australia
Tel- +61 2 9333 0999
Fax- +61 2 9333 0933
Email: ifj@ifj-asia.org
http://www.ifj.org/regions/ 
asia-pacific/ 

This report has been produced 
with partial financial assistance 
from the Media, Safety and 
Solidarity Fund (MSSF), which 
comprises contributions from 
journalist members of the 
Media, Entertainment & Arts 
Alliance of Australia. 

Author: Serenade Woo
Editor: Kathryn Bice
Editorial co-ordination:
Charli Shield
Brittany Pembroke
Alexandra Hearne
Jane Worthington

With special thanks for Agence 
France-Presse for the use of 
images throughout the report. 

Special thanks to Foreign 
Correspondents’ Club of 
China, Hong Kong Journalists 
Association, Association of Taiwan 
Journalists and the Associação 
dos Jornalistas de Macau. 

S T R A N G L I N G  T H E  M E D I A :  C H I N A  T I G H T E N S  I T S  G R I P I F J  C H I N A  P R E S S  F R E E D O M  R E P O R T  2 0 1 6 2 3

mailto:ifj@ifj.org
http://www.ifj.org
mailto:ifj@ifj-asia.org
http://www.ifj.org/regions/asia-pacific/
http://www.ifj.org/regions/asia-pacific/


T 
he year 2016 was almost a mute year across the 
nation of Mainland China. All the Mainland media 
turned bright red after President Xi Jinping, the 
Honourable Secretary of the Communist Party 
of China, openly demanded that all Party media 
should regard “Party” as their surname, instead of 
staying true to their duty to serve people. Although 
some dissenting opinions were disseminated on 
the internet, they were immediately removed by 

the authorities. Since then the state-controlled media have 
no published virtually no voices of dissent. Nor have the 
government media published comprehensive news reports 
after major accidents or corruption incidents. Instead, all 
media focused on disseminating the voices of the Central 
Government and the Communist Party of China. When 
the media asked for an official reply from the government, 
it always used the press officer system to refuse to answer 
questions. As a result, many journalists believe the press 
officer system, which started just a few years ago, does not 
perform properly and the government is still avoiding the 
true meaning of accountability. Therefore “monopoly” and 
“monotone” are becoming the major characteristics of the 
media on the Mainland.  

The propaganda department of the Party held a press 
conference immediately after the Sixth Plenary Session of 18th 
Central Committee of the Communist Party of China. This was 
the first such press conference in five years and it drew a lot of 
attention and appreciation from both local and overseas media. 
However, only a few journalists were able to raise their questions. 
It was later revealed that they had agreed to submit their 
questions to the authorities before they asked them. In fact, pre-
screening of question has been used for years and it seems that 
the authorities have no intention of stopping th practice. The IFJ 
asks whether answers given to such pre-screened questions can 
be genuine. The practice shows that the authorities do not know 
the true meaning of press freedom. The Foreign Correspondents’ 
Club of China expressed their disagreement with the pre-
screening arrangement. Some media outlets have directed their 
journalists not to submit to this kind mechanism. 

Foreign correspondents’ working conditions appeared to 
improve slightly, particularly in relation to the process of 
applying for working visas and press accreditation cards. In 
general, foreign correspondents did not need to wait for a long 

INTRODUCTION

ALL MEDIA FOCUSED ON DISSEMINATING 
THE VOICES OF THE CENTRAL GOVERNMENT 
AND THE COMMUNIST PARTY OF CHINA.

 A young citizen of Hong Kong waves the 
Chinese flag on November 13, 2016, after 
China's National People’s Congress Standing 
Committee ruled that Hong Kong's Basic Law did 
not allow two elected members of the Legislative 
Council to take office because they did not take 
the oath “sincerely and solemnly”. The two had 
advocated “independence” for Hong Kong, which 
China views as “separatism”.   
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time, although there were still some exceptional cases. However, 
the situation regarding applications for J visas remained 
problematic. Most journalists were unable to get a J visa. Access 
to restricted regions such as Tibet, Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia 
was still very difficult. The authorities arranged a very few media 
tours which restricted journalists’ freedom of movement. There 
was no transparency about how the authorities decided which 
media outlets' applications to join the tours would be approved. 

Harassment, surveillance and threats continued. A typical 
incident occurred in November. A BBC journalist was trying 
to interview an independent candidate who was running in a 
local council election in Beijing. The journalist was blocked 
and manhandled by more than 20 masked men when the 
TV crew tried to interview the candidate. During the whole 
process, the masked men knew how to avoid the camera in 
order to conceal their identities.

The Hong Kong media faced new challenges and, 
distressingly, some betrayed their professional ethics. Five 
people associated with Causeway Bay Bookstore were 
secretly detained on the Mainland for months without 
explanation. One of the five appeared to have been abducted 
on Hong Kong territory. The bookstore shareholders and 

staff were coerced into making televised confessions. A 
handful of Hong Kong media outlets became "accomplices" 
of the Central Government in this. These favoured outlets 
were granted a series of exclusive interviews with the five 
detainees, but gave no information about how the interviews 
were arranged or the state of health of the detainees. The 
conditions in which they were held and "confessed" were 
disclosed only after one detainee returned to Hong Kong 
and, courageously going against the conditions of his release, 
spoke out about his treatment.

The Causeway Bay Bookstore case was not the only incident 
in which some Hong Kong media outlets acted as partners 
of the Chinese government. During the mass detention of 
human rights lawyers known as te "709 Incident", a prominent 
human rights lawyer, Wang Yu, was interviewed by a selected 
few Hong Kong and Mainland media on the Mainland. The IFJ 
learned that Wang was very uneasy during the interview and 
that unidentified people was directing her on how to follow 
their "script". Unfortunately, the privileged media did not 
report a word about this. An insider told the IFJ that all the 
special interviews were requested by the police bureau on the 
Mainland. The journalists assigned to do the stories were not 

told where to go until the last moment. The police bureau even 
demanded the right to to view and approve the stories before 
they were published or broadcast.

Another incident which seriously jeopardised Hong Kong 
press freedom was media coverage of sensitive issues, such as 
Hong Kong "independence". This was one of hottest topics 
among young people in 2016. Even though most people 
reject this proposition, they are furious about the political 
regression of Hong Kong since the current chief executive 
took office. In September, two pro-independence candidates 
were elected to Hong Kong's Legislative Council, but the local 
government took legal action to nullify their elections. Most 
outlets abandoned their neutrality and reported only the 
voices of the Chinese government. 

At the same time, a number of journalists working for 
pro-government media outlets acted unprofessionally and 
unethically. They followed people, provoking them into 
behaving badly and reporting it in their publications. In 
addition, two major pro-government newspapers targeted 
them and published malicious articles almost every day.

The Macau media faced obstacles, from both government 
delays in releasing information and self-censorship by 
management. In October, Premier of China Li Keqiang visited 
Macau. Local media followed all the required procedures to 
apply for access to report on hte visit. At least one vocal online 
outlet was denied permission to attend  major events without 

SOME HONG KONG MEDIA OUTLETS ACTED AS PARTNERS OF
THE GOVERNMENT, FOLLOWING THE COMMUNIST PARTY LINE 
IN RETURN FOR PRIVILEGED ACCESS TO DETAINEES.

being given any reason, and was allowed only to attend a few 
unimportant social activities.

Every country and city has a ruling elite. The role of the media 
should be to observe and record what happens, not to take sides. 
An imbalance of power between the ruling elite and ordinary 
people can create a disastrous society where nobody can feel safe 
and respected. The fact that people are silent does not mean a 
society is harmonious. 

Journalists should be aware of the needs of people and avoid 
suppressing information or willingly becoming a "partner" 
to support a different kind of evil. If they do, people who 
embrace the truth should loudly say: “No!” 

We urge all media personnel to stay alert and uphold 
professional journalism. Maintain professional solidarity and 
remain neutral, accurate, balanced, and fair. In particular, 
refuse any requests to manipulate sources, pre-screen 
questions at press conferences, submit reports for government 
approval or orchestrate “exclusive” reports.

 Political group Youngspiration holds a rally during the elections 
for the Hong Kong Legislative Council at Taikoo on September 4. 

 Portraits of Lee Bo (left)  and Gui Minhai (right), missing media 
workers from Causeway Bay Bookstore, are displayed on barriers 
outside the China Liaison Office, which acts as the unofficial 
embassy of the People's Republic of China in Hong Kong.
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 Red is China's national 
colour and also the colour of 
the ruling Communist Party. 
Shamefully, China's media are 
increasingly”turning red” too.

FROM THE TIME THAT PRESIDENT XI JINPING SAID ALL
PARTY MEDIA “HAVE THE SURNAME PARTY”, THE STATE 
MEDIA DID NOT PUBLISH EITHER DISSENTING VOICES 
OR BALANCED REPORTS OF DISASTERS OR CORRUPTION. 
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R
ed is the national colour of China and also 
the colour of the ruling Communist Party. 
Shamefully, even China’s media are increasingly 
turning red too. China’s leaders repeatedly say, 
“China has press freedom”, but nobody believes 
the Chinese government has ever genuinely 
upheld this freedom. Even so, until 2013, it was 
possible to see some good journalists eager to 
report on cases of great general concern and 

even on some so-called “sensitive” topics such as negative 
stories about the leadership. But this kind of news has 
gradually diminished. During 2016, it was difficult to 
discern any difference between a report from one media 
outlet and a report from another. Some journalists even 
described their situation as being “completely mute”.

A prime example of this conformity occurred when the 
Sixth Plenary Session of the Communist Party of China’s 
18th Central Committee met in Beijing. After the four-day 
meeting, held from October 24 to 27, the Party approved 
several standards and regulations to oversee its 88 million 
members. On October 28, all Mainland media, including 
metropolitan newspapers at the very local level, reported the 
news on the front page using almost identical content and 
headlining their reports either “The Sixth Plenary Session of 
18th CPC Central Committee held in Beijing” or “Firmly use 
stricter discipline to deal with members”. The exception was 
Modern Express Daily in Jiangsu Province, which used the 
headline “General Secretary Xi Jinping has become the core 
of the Party”. The outlet was ordered to remove the headline 
from its official website because it deviated from the order 
issued by the Propaganda Department.

‘PARTY MEDIA SURNAMED PARTY’
The tightening of controls on the media gathered pace at the 
start of 2016. On February 19, less than two weeks before 
the annual “two sessions” of the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) and the National People’s 
Congress, President Xi visited major state media Xinhua 
and China Central Television (CCTV) in Beijing. He said: 
“All Party media have the surname Party” and demanded 
the media be loyal to the government, the state and the 
Communist Party. He said the media must speak for the 
party’s will and protect its authority and unity. His comments 
triggered widespread criticism because they demanded that all 
media become mouthpieces for the party. This confirmed that 
Xi’s policies are no different from those of the Maoist Era.

Despite overwhelming criticism of President Xi’s statement, 
not a single dissenting comment was reported in the 
mainstream media. A few comments appeared on the internet, 
including some by Ren Zhiqiang, a veteran Communist Party 
member who is also a member of the Beijing Municipal 
Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference.

On the same day as President Xi’s statements about the 
media having the surname “Party”, Ren posted a message 
on his weibo accounts that said: “When does the people’s 
government turn into the party’s government? [Are the media] 
funded by party membership dues? Don’t waste taxpayers’ 
money on things that do not provide them with services.” 
The message was subsequently deleted and Ren was attacked 
by many Mainland media outlets in the following days. On 
February 28, Ren’s weibo accounts were shut down on the 
basis they had been used for “spreading illegal information”. 
After that, no critical comments appeared on the web by other 
users either.

On March 3, Caixin, a prominent and relatively outspoken 
Mainland media outlet, published an interview with Jiang 
Hong, a member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference (CPPCC). Jiang did not directly criticise the 
authorities but made some obscure remarks. He said: “Being 
a citizen [of China], freedom of expression must be protected. 
Now, the only thing worrying me is whether media is able 
to reflect the viewpoints of members of the CPPCC and the 
National Party Congressmen.” In addition, Jiang expressed 
strong sentiments about the state of the general public, who 
remain a “little bit confused and wishing to speak less”. The 
article was deleted, although it was not known who made the 
order. When Caixin reported the deletion in English on its 
Twitter account on March 8, the tweet was also deleted.

On March 11, Zhou Fang, a journalist with state-owned 
news agency Xinhua, published an open letter accusing the 
Cyberspace Administration of China of violating the law and 
depriving citizens of their right to free speech. He accused the 
censors of using tactics reminiscent of Maoist times to silence 
and smear critics. Many believe that the letter reflects the 
discontent among the media community. Zhou wrote: “Under 
the crude rule of internet control, online expression has been 
massively suppressed, and the public’s freedom of expression 
has been violated to an extreme degree.” Zhou has reportedly 
been removed from his original position. Many observers 
believe that his letter reflects the discontent among the media 
community about the tighter censorship.

  On February 19, 2016, President 
Xi Jinping visited state media Xinhua 
and China Central Television (CCTV) 
in Bejing, where he demanded that all 
party media be loyal to the government, 
the state and the Communist Party. 
His comments triggered widespread 
criticism in society but the mainstream 
media did not publish a single 
dissenting comment. This confirmed 
that President Xi’s policies are no 
different from those of the Maoist Era.

UNDER THE CRUDE RULE OF INTERNET 
CONTROL, ONLINE EXPRESSION HAS 
BEEN SUPPRESSED AND THE PUBLIC’S 
RIGHT TOFREEDOM OF EXPRESSION HAS 
BEEN VIOLATED HAVE BEEN VIOLATED.

CHAPTER 1: 
MAINLAND CHINA
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 A demonstrator wearing a mask of 
President Xi Jinping holds a sign saying: 
“Release relatives of Zhang Ping and Bei 

Feng.” The family members were detained 
on suspicion that Bei and Zhang were 

involved in an open letter, posted on 
website watching.cn, which called 

on President Xi to resign. 
The rally was held in 
Prague on March 29  

on the occasion of 
President Xi's 

visit to the Czech 
Republic.

PRESIDENT XI CALLED ON TO QUIT
The media and general public tried to fight back, in vain. But 
some Chinese people who were resident outside China could 
no longer turn a blind eye. They sparked off an unprecedented 
request for President Xi to resign.

In the early hours of March 4, immediately after President 
Xi said “All Party media have Party as their surname” at China 
Central Television station, an open letter calling on him to 
resign was posted in a column of a website called watching.
cn, which is funded jointly by the government of Xinjiang 
Province, the SEEC Media Group and internet commerce 
company Alibaba. 

The open letter was published anonymously and signed 
by a group who called themselves  “loyal Communist Party 
Members”. It accused President Xi of “abandoning the 
principle of collective leadership” and instead “concentrating 
power in his own hands” and “indulging flatterers”. The 
writers said they were stunned by Xi’s comment, which 
ignored the fact that “the (nature) of media is to serve people”.

The website was shut down and when it came back online the 
open letter had been deleted. At least 20 people, including the 
chief executive, Ouyang Hongliang, the executive editor in chief, 
Huang Zhijie, two editors and 10 members of the information 
technology department were detained. 

It remains unclear when and why they were detained, and 

how long they will be detained. There has been no official 
announcement about the case. Some messages posted on the 
internet said the letter was the work of a hacker.

REPORTERS' FAMILIES DETAINED
On March 11, Cai Chu, from US-based caiyu.org, said he was 
harassed online, with a series of articles posted on social media 
accusing him of forming a syndicate with other people to write 
and publish the letter. As well, the website suffered a series of 
DDOS (distributed denial of service) attacks. 

The action against the watching.cn letter was expanded to 
target journalists outside the Mainland. On March 15, Gua Jia, a 
Mainland media worker, was detained by police as he travelled 
from Beijing to Hong Kong. Reports said Gua was detained 
because he had contacted watching.cn’s chief executive, Ouyang 
Hongliang, when he saw the open letter.

On March 25, Wen Yunchao (Bei Feng), an exiled former 
media worker living in America, reported that his parents and 
younger brother had been detained by police in Guangdong 
Province. Wen said he suspected the police detained his 
family to force him to admit he was involved in the letter. Wen 
continues to deny any involvement. 

On March 27, three siblings of Zhang Ping (Chang Ping), an 
exiled journalist now working in Germany, were detained by 
police in Sichuan on allegations that they had been involved 

in a fire. However Zhang said that police told his brother to 
ask him to stop criticising the government and to remove his 
commentaries from the German public news site Deutsche 
Welle. Zhang’s siblings and Wen’s family members were released 
but remain under police supervision. On March 30, Hong Lei, 
the spokesperson of the Foreign Ministry, said in a routine press 
conference that “any act attempting to destroy national stability 
cannot succeed”. This was the first comment by the government 
that referred, even indirectly, to any detentions.

CYBER SECURITY CRACKDOWN
On April 19, President Xi Jinping attended a national meeting 
on cyber security, where he called for the system to protect 
internet information to be enhanced. Xi stressed the “correct 
outlook on cyber security” and urged authorities to establish 
unified and effective mechanisms to report risks and share 
information. He said internet defence capabilities should be 
enhanced and the roles of governments and market forces 
should be clearly defined. He said no country would allow 
cyberspace to be used to go against the regime, incite religious 
extremism, national separatism and violence, or to be filled 
with pornography and hate thought. He called for officials to 
use greater tolerance and patience with internet users. He said 
officials need to draw sincere suggestions and feedback from the 
internet, help clarify public misconception or their fuzzy ideas 
about certain matters, resolve public grudges and grievances, 
and correct their mistaken perceptions.

EDITORIAL MANAGERS OUSTED
In July, the liberal and reformist magazine, Yanhuang 
Chunqiu, came under intense pressure. Yanhuang Chunqiu 
was established in 1991 by several veteran Communist Party 
members and journalists. It gained much respect from figures 
in academia, politics and the media industry, but it has often 
operated under pressure. The magazine has published articles 
on several sensitive topics, including praising Hu Yaobang and 
Zhao Ziyang, two former General Secretaries of the Communist 
Party. Hu and Zhao, who were seen as liberal reformist leaders, 
were the key figures in Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. 
The protest began immediately after Hu died in April 1989 and 
Zhao, his successor, was the only senior leader of the Party to 
talk to students directly in the Square. Zhao was then stripped 
of all his positions by the Party. In 2013, the magazine published 
an article calling for the realisation of all constitutional rights 
and the reform of unconstitutional structures.

On July 12, Yanhuang Chunqiu was suddenly told that the 
entire top management staff of the editorial team would be 
replaced by staff of the Chinese National Academy of Arts. 

The notification was issued under the instructions of the 
Party, without any prior discussion or warning, while several 
members of the editorial team were overseas or in hospital. The 
move was widely criticised.

On July 14, Yanghuang Chunqiu issued a statement saying 
that the Academy had unilaterally breached an agreement 
between the two parties. The agreement allows the magazine 
the rights to financial and editorial independence, as well as 
staff appointments. The magazine filed a lawsuit against the 
Academy for breaching the agreement. On July 15, the staff of 
the Academy made a forced entry into the magazine’s office and 
changed the computer pass codes. On July 17, the magazine 
issued a “Declaration of Suspension” saying the original staff 
had nothing to do with the upcoming issue. On July 28, a 
Beijing court refused to hear the case on the grounds that it was 
“an internal matter”.

Many observers said the Academy had no right to enter 
into the magazine, nor any right to infringe on editorial 
management. Some commentators said it was a typical example 
of the arbitrariness of President Xi’s regime.

MEDIA OUTREACH IS A SHAM
The Chinese authorities have begun to hold media 
conferences more often, with the stated purpose of achieving 
accountability and transparency. However, many journalists 
see the arrangements only as an attempt to improve the image 
of the authorities, because the questions are pre-arranged 
and are asked by state-owned media outlets and friendly 
journalists who are not local to the area.

On October 28, the Central Propaganda Department held 
a media conference at the conclusion of the Sixth Plenary 
Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of China. The event received applause both at home 
and from overseas. According to several veteran scholars and 
journalists, it was the first time such a media conference had 
been held since Xi Jinping became the General Secretary of 
Communist Party. However, at the conference, the officials 
answered only 10 questions and all of them were asked by 
media outlets that are owned by the state or friendly to the 
government.

In democratic countries, the practice of having a media 
officer in a government department is widely accepted because 
governments understand they have to be accountable to their 
citizens. However, in China, some scholars and media workers 
argue that press officers have become an obstacle when they 
try to ask questions to government officials. As well, press 
officers sometimes instruct the media on how to write their 
reports in order to prevent "negative reporting".

MANY JOURNALISTS SEE MEDIA OFFICERS AND PRESS
CONFERENCES AS AN ATTEMPT TO IMPROVE THE 
AUTHORITIES' IMAGE AND PREVENT NEGATIVE REPORTING.

M
ic

ha
l C

iz
ek

 / 
A

FP
S T R A N G L I N G  T H E  M E D I A :  C H I N A  T I G H T E N S  I T S  G R I P I F J  C H I N A  P R E S S  F R E E D O M  R E P O R T  2 0 1 6 12 13



ALL THE REPORTS 
PUBLISHED BY THE CHINESE 
MEDIA ABOUT THE PANAMA 
PAPERS SUPPRESSED 
INFORMATION ABOUT 
CHINESE OFFICIALS.

 On the day the Panama Papers revelations made 
news around the world, the Beijing News led its 
front page with a picture story about President Xi 
Jinping volunteering for a tree-planting brigade. 

‘FRIENDLY’ MEDIA FAVOURED
Between August 1 and 5, several Hong Kong and Taiwan 
media outlets received “exclusive” access to court hearings and 
televised confessions of activists and human rights lawyers.

 On August 1, the Oriental Daily and Phoenix Television were 
granted an “exclusive” opportunity to broadcast the confession 
of Wang Yu, who was detained in July 2015 on allegations 
of subverting state power. However, just one hour after the 
“exclusive”, The Paper, a Shanghai-based online media outlet, 
reported the same story, along with “exclusive” video footage. 
Wang was released after her confession.

Then, on August 2 to 5, five media outlets from Hong 
Kong and one from Taiwan were invited by Chinese police to 
attend the hearings of four prominent human rights lawyers 
and activists at the Intermediate People’s Court in Tianjin, 
in north-eastern China. The outlets that were invited to 
the hearing included Oriental Daily, South China Morning 
Post, Sing Tao Daily, Want Daily and Phoenix Television. It is 
well-known that the management of these outlets have good 
working relationships with Mainland China authorities.

RESTRICTIVE ORDERS ON TAIWAN
The government continued to target the Mainland media 
by issuing traditional restrictive orders limiting what they 
could report. The news that Taiwan had elected its first female 
President was handled cautiously by the authorities. Tsai 
Ing-wen was elected as President of Taiwan on January 16, 
2016. The Central Authority of China ordered all Mainland 
media not to do any follow-up reports. As well, it ordered that 
relevant reports should not be posted on prominent websites, 
newspapers or bulletins. The order said that all reports on the 
election should be confined to state media. More than 10,000 
Mainland netizens used Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) to 
access President Tsai Ing-wen’s Facebook page and left critical 
comments about her. On January 22, an order was issued 
reminding all media that they should minimise reporting on the 
criticism. 

On May 18-20, the State Administration of Press Publication 
Radio Film and Television (SAPPRFT) and the Cyber 
Administration Office issued a reminder and restrictive order 
to all online media banning them from broadcasting the new 
president’s inauguration ceremony. The SAPPRFT order said 
all websites with audio and visual services were forbidden 
to conduct live broadcasting or republish other media 
outlets’ broadcasting. It said that, according to Rule 17 of the 
Administrative Provisions on Internet Audio-Visual Program 
Service regulation, only broadcasting stations controlled by 
local government and the Central Government have permits to 
broadcast political news reports. 

The Cyber Administration Office order demanded that 
all media only republish official media reports about the 
inauguration. Media were banned from using any other 
sources and any political information deemed “harmful” was 
to be immediately deleted. The order also said that outlets 
were banned from using social media, including Weibo, to 
disseminate information about the inauguration.

According to China Digital Times, one provincial Cyber 
Administrative Office made an oral directive to local media that 
banned the publication of the papers. The directive also said that 
if media outlets which had already published reports would face 
harsh punishments if they did not remove them immediately. 
A number of outlets did not follow the directive, but kept 
their reports off the front page of newspapers and websites. All 
reports published by Chinese media about the Panama Papers 
withheld information about Chinese officials.

AUTONOMOUS REGIONS SILENCED
In China’s five Autonomous Regions, including Tibet, 
Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia, the media published 

only government information. Protests were completely 
repressed. Anyone who contacted foreign media was 
punished.

According to the Southern Mongolian Human Rights 
Information Centre (SMHRIC), on January 25, a dozen 
Mongolian herders from south-west Inner Mongolia’s 
Darhan-Muumigan’s Banner administrative district were 
detained by police for contacting “overseas news media and 
hostile forces” and “engaging in national separatism”. After 
several hours of interrogation, the herders were released. 
Following the detention, many herders received threatening 
phone calls from the local police warning them not to 
contact any foreign media or organisations. 

PANAMA PAPERS SUPPRESSED
On April 4, the International Consortium of Investigative 
Journalists released a huge collection of documents leaked 
from Panama law firm Mossack Fonseca, which specialises in 
providing offshore companies. The documents, which became 
known as the “Panama Papers”, detailed the use of offshore 
holdings in tax havens such as the British Virgin Islands. 
The documents revealed the offshore holdings of 12 current 
and former world leaders, including members of China’s 
Communist Party elite. Relatives of President Xi Jinping, 
as well as eight other members of the Communist Party 
including members of the politburo standing committee, 
were named in the papers. Fr

ed
 D

uf
ou

r 
/ A

FP

S T R A N G L I N G  T H E  M E D I A :  C H I N A  T I G H T E N S  I T S  G R I P I F J  C H I N A  P R E S S  F R E E D O M  R E P O R T  2 0 1 6 14 15



On March 8, Saishingaa, a well-known, outspoken herder 
from Bayan-Ulaan Som of Urad Middle Banner in Inner 
Mongolia was taken away by a SWAT team. He was held 
for 15 days in administrative detention, with police citing 
“resisting arrest and providing information to foreign news 
media and organisations”. Saishingaa had been protesting the 
“illegal appropriation” of land by local officials on the basis 
of a forged document. He had filed a number of lawsuits, but 
they had all failed.

On February 17, in northwestern Qinghai Province, Druklo, 
who is known by his pen name Shokjang, was reportedly 
sentenced to three years’ imprisonment by the Intermediate 
Court in Tongren of Huangnan in Qinghai Province, after being 
detained for 10 months. According to a report by Radio Free 
Asia, Druklo wrote several articles in which he disclosed the 
increased presence of armed security forces in Rebkong area, 
and the condition of schools in Gangcha county in Haibei. 
Rebkong and Haibei are in the Tibetan Autonomous area in 
Qinghai Province. The local government accused him of inciting 
discord among nationalities in the region and maintaining 
secret contacts with a so-called separatist who is accused of 
wanting to separate Tibet from China. Druklo was also accused 
of conducting and instigating divisive activities.

JOURNALISTS BEATEN UP, ABUSED
On January 12, 2016, three journalists from Yangtse Evening Post 
and Modern Express Post were covering a protest following the 
death of a high school student in Suqian City in Jiangsu Province. 

After he was barred, Dou posted a message on his personal 
weibo account which immediately drew the attention of the 
local Propaganda Department in neighbouring Yuzhong 
County. Immediately, an officer from the Propaganda 
Department demanded Dou delete the message, which Dou 
did. However, the officer continued to demand that Dou admit 
to making a false report. Dou refused to comply. 

After this, Western Economic Daily did not receive any 
investigative reports from the local government. Dou said he 
believed this was done to punish the Daily for his refusal. 
Dou was also ordered to meet the Deputy Minister of the 
Propaganda Department of Lanzhou, who verbally abused 
him for “giving them trouble”.

On August 10, Qian Yunfei, a camera operator at Shandong 
Radio and Television station, was attacked by several people 
when he was reporting on a factory fire at Grad Group in 
Dezhou, Shandong Province. In several reports, Qian said he 
was beaten up by several people, some of whom were wearing 
police uniforms. During the scuffle, his camera and mobile 
phone were stolen. He was hospitalised with three broken 
ribs. Local police said three suspects had been detained but 
denied that police were involved in the assault.

JOURNALISTS SACKED, FINED
On March 13, Li Kai, the 48-year-old editor of state-owned 
Xinhua, was suspended from his job after the publication of 
an article that said President Xi Jinping was the “last leader 
of China” instead of the “highest leader of China”. Three 
days after it was published, the Singapore-based Straits 
Times reported that Li was suspended from duty and had his 
application to become a member of the Communist Party 
cancelled. The Straits Times reported that senior management 
from Xinhua said that the error was a “political mistake” and 
“badly influenced”, but that Li had made a typing error.

On January 7, Zhang Yongsheng, a reporter with state-run 
Lanzhou Morning Herald, was arrested by Wuwei City police 
in Gansu Province. Zhang was initially arrested for being 
involved with prostitution but later the charge was changed 
to extortion. An official government website accused Zhang 
of “using his position as a journalist in the name of public 

 Members of the Tibetan and Uyghur communities 
in Europe protested against President Xi Jinping's 
policies on treatment of ethnic minotiries in Geneva on 
September 16.

  On August 1, Oriental Daily of Hong Kong and 
Phoenix Television of Taiwan conducted “exclusive” 
interviews with detained human rights lawyer Wang Yu, 
who was released after making a televised confession. 

 Hong Kong democracy campaigner Joshua Wong 
holds up his deportation notice from Thailand on arrival 
in Hong Kong on October 5. He had been aiming to 
attend the 40-year commemoration of the massacre of 
student activists at Thammasat University in Bangkok.

As they covered the protest, the three were taken away by police 
without cause. According to the state-owned People’s Daily, 
the journalists were kicked and punched by officers when they 
refused to get into the police car. At the police station they were 
detained for two hours, during which they were made to stand 
against a wall and were punched by officers. According to police, 
the journalists were detained for provoking public disorder.

On April 14, Cao Ying, a journalist with Harbin Television, 
was pushed to the floor and had her phone confiscated by 
the head of the Harbin Inland Port Police, Li Changhong. 
According to reports, Cao heard that someone was planning 
to lodge a complaint, and went to the police station with three 
complainants. When they arrived, the police chief, Li, forbade 
the media to film. After some negotiation, Li allowed Cao and 
the complainants to go into a room to discuss the complaint. 
While they were there, another TV crew heard a loud cry for 
help. When the crew tried to enter into the room, they were 
barred by two police officers. One journalist saw Cao being 
pushed down on the floor and Li standing next to her. Li took 
away Cao’s mobile phones and locked the door.

On May 20, Dou Wenjie of Western Economic Daily was 
repeatedly harassed and forced to delete a series of weibo 
messages. According to his personal blog and several Mainland 
media reports, Dou went to a local hospital in Lanzhou City, 
Gansu Province, to investigate reports that several primary 
school students were admitted. When he arrived, he was barred 
from reporting by several people, who were later identified as 
working for the local Education Department. 

AT THE POLICE STATION, 
THE JOURNALISTS WERE . . . 
MADE TO STAND AGAINST 
A WALL AND WERE 
PUNCHED BY OFFICERS.
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opinion supervision, to repeatedly extort goods and money 
from others”. 

On January 8, Wuwei City police also detained Luo Huansu 
of Lanzhou Evening Post and Zhang Zhenguo of Western 
Business News on similar accusations. The three journalists 
were detained for three weeks. It was reported that their family 
members and defence lawyers were barred from visiting them 
in custody.

Mainland media strongly criticised the detention and charges, 
with many claiming the arrests were the result of critical reports 
that the investigative journalists had published in recent years. 
On January 30, some minor details of the detention of the three 
journalists were released. On February 6, the Procuratorate 
announced that Zhang had been charged with extortion, 
relating to an incident in 2009, and fined 5,000 yuan (US$800). 
He was released on bail due to good behaviour. Luo and Zhang 
Zhenguo were released earlier.

On February 23, three journalists from Southern Metropolis 
Newspaper were punished after the cover story of the paper’s 
February 20 Shenzhen editions appeared to publish an implied 
criticism of President Xi. The February 20 edition published two 
banner headlines on its front page. The top headline was about 
President Xi calling for loyalty from the state media. 

The second banner, placed underneath the first, referred to a 
photograph showing the family of a prominent reformist tipping 
his ashes into the sea. When the last two words of the two headlines 
were read together, they could be interpreted as a criticism of Xi’s 
media policy. 

Three days later, an internal notice was issued by the 
newspaper’s management which sacked Liu Yuxia, editor 
of Southern Metropolis Newspaper, and reprimanded Ren 
Tianyang, editor-in-chief and Wang Haijun, deputy editor-in-
chief. The management accused Liu of committing “a serious 
lack of political sensitivity in a malicious way”. According to 
Initium Media, a Hong Kong-based Chinese language news 
site, Liu said she “definitely had no such intention”.

On April 22, the Central Propaganda Department and eight 
other government departments and bureaus reported that 
15 media outlets were to be punished for publishing “fake 
and incorrect reports”. The government departments did 
not elaborate or give evidence to support the claim. Among 
the media outlets were Caijing magazine and The Paper, 
Jinan Times and West China City newspapers. The “fake and 
incorrect reports” were published between September 14, 2015 
and February 14, 2016. One journalist from Caijing magazine 
had his accreditation cancelled and his name was added to a 
media “misbehaviour list”. Other journalists were issued with 
warnings or fines. 

CITIZENS, PUBLISHER TARGETED 
On April 20, Wang Jing, a citizen journalist with human 
rights website 64 Tianwang was sentenced to four years 
and 10 months’ imprisonment for “picking quarrels and 
provoking trouble”. Wang’s sentence relates to a series of 
articles she wrote about police who abused their power 
by harassing protesters. The court said the articles caused 
“serious disruptions of online order” and included 
“large amounts of information that is unconfirmed and 
defames the work of government agencies”. According 
to the Committee to Protect Journalists, Wang has 
been diagnosed with a brain tumour and her health is 
deteriorating.

On June 16, citizen journalists Lu Yuyu and Li Tingyu 
were detained by police in Dali, Yunnan Province, on 
allegations of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble”. 
However police did not confirm their detention until 
June 25. Lu and Li report on protests across China 
including demonstrations relating to land expropriation, 
wage arrears, official corruption and environmental 
pollution. 

On May 22, prosecutors in the Guangxi Province said 
that He Linxia, the General Director of the Guangxi 
Normal University Press Group, had been arrested 
for accepting a bribe from the Guangxi police. The 
announcement did not specify when He was arrested, 
but he had last been seen on January 7.  He was removed 
from his position at the Press Group without any official 
reason being given.

MISSING EDITOR REAPPEARS
On January 10, Li Xin, the former opinion editor of the 
Southern Metropolis Daily online edition, disappeared 
as he tried to cross the border from Thailand to Laos. 
On February 3, Li’s wife reported that she spoke with Li 
when she attended a police station in Henan Province. It 
remains unclear why Li’s wife was at the police station and 
Li did not reveal where he was staying. He said that he had 
voluntarily returned to China to assist with investigations. 
He ended a phone call by telling his wife: “Be quiet, it is 
good for both of us.” 

In October 2015, Li fled to India after he was forced to 
become a state security spy for Henan Province and another 
province. He applied for asylum in India but his application 
was rejected. Li told media at the time that the role required 
him to report on the activities of dissidents in Guangzhou 
and Hong Kong. He also revealed that censorship systems had 
been installed in the news room of Southern Metropolis Daily.

 Armed police guard Hong Kong airport 
during the visit of the chairman of China’s 
National People’s Congress Standing 
Committee, Zhang Dejiang, on May 17. 
The goodwill mission stirred anger among 
opponents of the Mainland government. Ia
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REPORTERS WERE ACCUSED OF DISRUPTING ONLINE 
ORDER, FAKING REPORTS, DEFAMING GOVERNMENT 
AGENCIES, PICKING QUARRELS AND PROVOKING TROUBLE.



A
t least 67 people have been detained in China because 
they exercised their right to free speech. Some have been 
released, but many have not even been located. In 2016, 
there were two major incidents, one involving three 
journalists in Wuwei City, Gansu Province, and the other 

involving five people working for Causeway Bay Bookstore in 
Hong Kong.

The two cases had many similarities to events in the past. 
The reporters in Wuwei and the media workers in Hong 
Kong were associated with organisations that were critical of 
government and had attempted to hold officials to account. 
They disappeared without explanation and were later charged 
with unlikely offences such as patronising prostitutes, extortion 
and involvement in a traffic accident.   Two of the Hong Kong 
workers held foreign passports and one appears to have been 
abducted by Mainland agents while on Hong Kong territory. At 
least one claimed later he was abused during interrogation and 
two gave televised confessions, almost certainly under duress. 
The authorities manipulated coverage by offering "exclusives" to 
favoured media outlets.  

WATCHDOG REPORTERS DISAPPEAR
In January 2016, the Wuwei authorities shocked China by 
arresting three news reporters. On the afternoon of January 
7, Zhang Yongsheng, a reporter for Lanzhou Morning News, 
disappeared while out covering an accident caused by a fire drill 
in a building. Both the newspaper and his family were unable to 
contact him. The next day, Luo Huansu, a reporter for Lanzhou 
Evening News, and Zhang Zhenguo, a reporter for Western 
Business Daily, also went missing.

Lanzhou Morning News, Lanzhou Evening News and  
Western Business Daily are the three major news outlets with 
correspondents in Wuwei, other than those assigned by the 
Party’s propaganda department. They regularly publish reports 
aimed at keeping watch on government operations and officials. 
Now that all three of their reporters were missing, it appeared 
that the news gathering system in Wuwei had failed. This caused 
national concern.

On January 15, a newspaper reporter in Shanxi blogged about 
the three missing journalists and asked if the public knew their 
whereabouts. On the evening of January 18, Wuwei City Public 

Security Bureau posted a notice saying that the Bureau of 
Liangzhou Branch of the police had detained Zhang Yongsheng 
during an operation concerning social security implementation. 
The notice also stated that Liangzhou Branch had confirmed 
that Zhang, together with Luo Huansu and Zhang Zhenguo, 
were involved in extortion and were being detained pending the 
issue of arrest warrants.

Two Lanzhou lawyers intervened in Zhang Yongsheng's case. 
On January 27, Liangzhou District Government Information 
Office stated that the District Procuratorate had approved Zhang 
Yongshang's arrest, while Luo Huansu and Zhang Zhenguo had 
been granted bail pending further investigations. On the evening 
of January 28, an open letter from Lanzhou Morning News, 
addressed to the Liangzhou District Political Commissar, emerged 
on the internet. The letter said that Zhang Yongsheng had always 
engaged in normal practices of news reporting, but had been 
regarded as persona non grata by local government departments 
and had been repeatedly coerced, threatened and blocked. The 
letter further stated that the Secretary of Liangzhou District Public 
Security Bureau had called Zhang Yongsheng several times, asking 
him to remove his adverse reports from the internet and not to 
publish such reports, but Zhang had declined. Subsequently the 
secretary made his threats on the phone, saying: “Young man, 
you are from Wuwei, and you do this? You just wait.” The open 
letter added that others involved in such acts of intimidation and 
attempted bribery included officials and Communist Party cadres 
from Wuwei City, Liangzhou District and some other towns. 

The open letter also suggested that Liangzhou police should 
avoid getting involved and should refer Zhang Yongsheng to a 
third-party jurisdiction to avoid any conflict of interest. Although 
Lanzhou Morning News later denied any involvement in the letter, 
it had a major public impact. Late on the night on January 30, the 
Gansu Provincial Procuratorate announced it would review the 
case. An investigation team of 35 people was formed.

On February 6, Gansu Provincial Procuratorate issued a verified 
report on Zhang. It said that he had been arrested because he 
patronised prostitutes and had been given five days’ administrative 
detention, but this sentence had been dismissed by Wuwei City 
Public Security Bureau at the request of the Gansu Provincial 
Public Security Department. Regarding the alleged extortion, the 
report said that during interrogation, Zhang had been found to be 
involved. It said a letter from an informant reported his criminal 
acts and Zhang was found to have extorted 5,000 yuan (US$726) 
by threatening to make negative reports about his victims. The 
report added that it had been further verified that, since March 
2009, Zhang had blackmailed many organisations and individuals 
using the same method. The evidence was sufficient, it said. Zhang 
had confessed and testified in the presence of a witness. On the 
same day, Zhang Yongsheng was released on bail and sent home.

Now the charge of prostitution had been dismissed, but more 
questions followed. If a 35-person task force could only verify an 
alleged extortion case involving just 5,000 yuan that might have 
occurred too long ago to be prosecuted, one would wonder if 
there was any evidence for the dismissed charge of patronizing 
prostitutes, or if Zhang had been framed. Was catching a reporter 
in connection with prostitution a means of retaliation? Such 
absurdity raised enormous discontent among netizens. The case 

became a focus of media attention during China's annual "two 
sessions" period in March, when the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference and the National People’s Congress met 
in Beijing.

On March 7, the Gansu delegation to the National People’s 
Congress (NPC) held an hour-long media conference. During the 
question and answer session, a number of journalists asked the 
delegates to respond to the "Wuwei arrests". But the Communist 
Party of China Gansu Provincial Party Secretary, Wang Yun, did 
not respond directly. After the meeting, Lu Zhiqiang, the chief 
of Gansu Province Procuratorate, who was also a delegate to 
the NPC, gave interviews only to the Beijing News reporter and 
selected others.

Lu said that Zhang Yongsheng's initial arrest for allegedly 
patronizing prostitutes did not have all the facts correct, so the 
three police officers responsible had been given verbal warnings 
and suspended for a month. Zhang had been compensated by 
the State with a sum of 1,098 yuan (US$160) and it had been 
duly received. As for his four counts of alleged extortion, they 
did not target only the government, and the money involved 
was all in cash.

On March 14, during a press conference given by the National 
People’s Congress, a reporter from US-based Qiao Bao asked why 
China's "press law" was being delayed, and how press freedom 
was protected, citing Zhang's case. The NPC spokesman gave no 
response. Qiao Bao, or China Press, is a newspaper funded by the 
Chinese government and published in the US with the aim of 
serving the Chinese community. It is widely regarded as the Party's 
"foreign propaganda" outlet.

On May 19, Liangzhou District Procuratorate in Wuwei City 
issued a "non-prosecution decision" regarding the case of Zhang 
Yongsheng. It stated that the case had been reviewed and, due to 
Zhang's confession and repentance, as well as its minor nature in 
criminal law, it had been dismissed. 

In July, Zhang Youngzheng was transferred to Liangzhou, as his 
newspaper’s international news editor.

In early August, the bails of Luo Huansu and Zhang Zhenguo 
were lifted. Zhang said it was because "no criminal act is involved". 
Luo resumed work towards the end of the month and continued 
to write news articles. 

In September, he filed for State compensation from the police, 
but no conclusion was reached. Zhang Zhenguo had sustained an 
injury to his arm in April and had gone to Shanghai for treatment. 
He had two operations and was still recuperating. At the end of 
2016, he not yet resumed work.

The arrests of these three reporters in Wuwei were organised 
by local Party officials, and are typical of retaliation and set-up. 
Fortunately, due to the concern raised nationally by the media 
industry and the general public, the case had a better outcome 
than similar cases before it.

CAUSEWAY BAY BOOKSTORE FIVE
Five Hong Kong media workers were detained on the Mainland 
for questioning without proper trial. The case became an issue 
of international concern. Causeway Bay Bookstore, established 
in 1994, was bought in 2014 and began operating as Mighty 
Current Media Ltd, with three shareholders. The company 

MEDIA WORKERS JAILED IN CHINA

 Lam Wing-Kee of Causeway 
Bay Book Store was the only one 

of the five detained media workers 
who did not have relatives on 

the Mainland. “If I, as the least 
vulnerable of the five booksellers, 

remained silent, there would be 
no hope for Hong Kong,” he said.
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publishes titles concerned mainly with political power plays, 
conspiracies and erotic themes, which have attracted a large 
number of Mainland readers.

The bookstore drew the attention of the Mainland government. 
On October 14, 2015, Lui Bo, a bookstore shareholder and 
employee, lost contact with his family on the Mainland. On the 
same day another employee, Cheung Chi-ping, also lost contact 
with his family. On October 17, the bookstore owner, Gui Minhai, 
a Swedish national, was seen being taken away from his residence 
in Thailand by some men who spoke the standard national 
Chinese language. On October 24, the bookstore founder, Lam 
Wing-kee, was taken away by Shenzhen Customs officers when he 
was crossing into the Mainland from Hong Kong. On December 
30, another shareholder, Lee Bo, a UK national, went missing after 
collecting some books from the bookstore's Chai Wan warehouse.

Five people were missing, yet their families were afraid of 
making the news public. As a result, the cases were not verified 
until January 2, 2016, when Lee Bo’s wife filed a report with the 
Hong Kong Police. The disappearances were later confirmed, but 
the workers’ whereabouts remained unknown to their families, 
who did not dare to give any media interviews for fear of having 
an impact on the safety of their loved ones.

Nevertheless, these five cases raised public expressions of 
concern from Hong Kong, Sweden and the United Kingdom, 
which sent written enquiries to the Chinese government. In Hong 
Kong, people took to the streets to express their anger.

However, not one person was released. Instead, the missing five 
somehow “reappeared” in the media in “exclusive” interviews by 
selected media outlets including CCTV, Global Times, The Paper 
Network, Hong Kong’s Sing Tao Daily News and Phoenix TV. In 
the interviews, all the workers conveyed the same message: they 
admitted they had committed crimes involving illegal sales of 
books. They said they had gone back to the mainland voluntarily. 
Gui Minhai and Lee Bo said they were willing to give up their 
foreign passports. All these events occurred without any of the five 
having a proper trial.

On March 24, Lee Bo returned to Hong Kong and cancelled 
the missing person’s case that his wife had filed with the police. 
The next day he was seen in the company of an unknown man 
and returned to the Mainland by car. Although he spoke to 
the media briefly, he remained tight-lipped on the details of 
his disappearance, and did not explain how he had entered the 
Mainland without travel documents.

Following Lee Bo’s release, Lui Bo and Cheung Chi-ping were 
also released, but this was not known until Hong Kong’s Sing 
Tao Daily News once again had a “scoop”, claiming that it had 
“stumbled upon” Cheung in the streets. Cheung said he was free 
to travel to and fro between Hong Kong and China, but he had 
chosen to take care of his pregnant wife on the Mainland.

On June 14, Lam Wing-kee returned to Hong Kong under the 
watch of two officers who monitored him from a distance. The 
purpose of the trip was for Lam to cancel his missing person 
report with the Hong Kong Police and to collect the bookstore’s 
client list for the Mainland officials. On June 16, Lam suddenly 
changed the plan, and did not follow the instructions to 
return to the Mainland. Instead, he held a press conference in 
Hong Kong and gave a full account of his disappearance and 

detention. Lam said he had been abducted involuntarily by 
Mainland officials, detained and “confessed”. He said he had 
been followed by unknown persons and requested protection 
from the Hong Kong Police. 

He said that he was blindfolded when being transported. While 
being detained in an unknown room, he was watched by six 
groups of people on a 24/7 roster. The room was equipped with 
surveillance cameras, and everything was cushioned and wrapped 
to prevent him from committing suicide. In the eight months 
of his detention he was interrogated 20 to 30 times, sometimes 
abusively. His interrogators continuously probed for the names of 
authors and buyers of the books published by his bookstore. As 
for the "admission of guilt” on TV, he said he was forced to record 
it under the supervision of "a director and a play book”. He added 
that though he did not suffer physically, the mental torture was 
unbearable and he had thought of committing suicide.

On January 17, 2016, Mainland media announced that Gui 
Minhai was detained because of a fatal traffic accident that 
occurred 12 years earlier. Gui appeared on television to "plead 
guilty". He choked back tears, saying he wanted to return to his 
country to surrender and shoulder his responsibility.

 The missing five from Causeway Bay Bookstore were detained 
without trial. The Hong Kong Government procrastinated in 
handling the case until Lee Bo’s wife reported him missing on 
January 2, 2016. Then the Chief Secretary, Carrie Lam, said she 
was “very concerned”, and Chief Executive Leung Chun-ying 
said on January 4 he was “highly concerned”. Chinese Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying said on January 5 at the 
regular overseas correspondent press conference that she would 
not be able to make any specific comments without understanding 
the matter. On the same day, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi 
said that Lee Bo was firstly "a Chinese citizen", despite carrying 
a British passport, and that he was not certain if Lee was indeed 
detained by Chinese law enforcement officials.

On June 1, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi held a press 
conference with the Canadian Foreign Minister in Ottawa. When 
a reporter from iPolitics asked questions about China's human 
rights and the Causeway Bay incident, Wang bombarded her, 
saying: “Your question is full of prejudice against China and anti-
China ... I do not know why you would ask such question. It is 
totally unacceptable.” Wang went on: “No one understands China's 
human rights situation better than the Chinese.” 

On June 17, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson, Hua 
Chunying, responded to Lam’s press conference, saying Chinese 
(law enforcement) departments had jurisdiction over Lam, who 
was a Chinese citizen. She added that Lee Bo had already denied he 
was abducted to the Mainland, so the "One Country, Two Systems" 
principle had not been undermined.

Several countries, including Sweden, the United Kingdom and 
the United States, as well as the European Union and the United 
Nations, have expressed concern over the incident.

DESPITE PROTESTS, NOT ONE DETAINEE WAS RELEASED. 
INSTEAD, THE MISSING FIVE BOOKSELLERS APPEARED IN 
“EXCLUSIVE” INTERVIEWS WITH SELECTED MEDIA.OUTLETS.

 A young supporter places a Taiwan flag on the locked door 
of the Causeway Bay Bookstore in Hong Kong after five media 
workers associated with the bookseller and Mighty Current 
publisher disappeared and were detained on the Mainland. D
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Name Journalist / Blogger / Freelance / Writer Place Incident /accusation Sentence Date detained Current status
41  Liu Wei journalist of a mainland media Jiangxi Illegally obtaining state secrets Unknown  October 9, 2014 Unknown

42 Ye Xiaozheng Blogger Huizhou, Guangdong Picking quarrels and provoking trouble Unknown December 2014 Custody

43 Druklo Writer / Blogger Qinghai Inciting separatism and endangering social 
stability through his writing

3 years March 19, 2015 jailed

44 lomig Writer / Blogger Ngaba, Sichuan Blogging on topics considered politically 
sensitive

Unknown April 17, 2015 Custody

45 Wang Xiaolu Journalist with mainland media Beijing Triggering stock market chaos with his 
reporting.

Unknown August 25, 2015 Custody

46 Gui Minhai Shareholder of Mighty Current publica-
tion Ltd. and Causeway Bay Bookstore 
in Hong Kong

Thailand Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

Unknown October 17, 2015  Custody

47 Lui Bo Shareholder and general manager of 
Mighty Current publication Ltd.

Shenzhen Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

Unknown October 24,2015 Conditional 
released on  
4 March 2016

48 Cheung Chi-ping Business manager of Mighty Current Dongguan, Guangdong Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

Unknown October 24, 2015 6 March 2016 
Came back to 
Hong Kong 

49 Lam Wing-Kee Manager of Causeway Bay bookstore 
in Hong Kong

Shenzhen Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

Unknown October 24, 2015 Jump Bail after 
he received con-
ditional  release 
back to Hong Kong 
on 14 June 2016 

50 Jiang Yefei Political Cartoonist Thailand Crossing the border illegally Unknown November 13.2015 Custody

51 Lee Bo Shareholder of Mighty Current and 
Causeway Bay bookstore in Hong Kong 

Hong Kong Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

Unknown December 30, 2015 Released to Hong 
Kong in March 
2016

52 Zhang Yongsheng Journalist of Lanzhou Morning Post Wuwei, Gansu Extortion January 7, 2016 19 May 2016   
No Charge

53 Luo Huansu Journalist of Lanzhou Evening Post Wuwei, Gansu Extortion January 8, 2016 On bail 

54 Zhang Zhenguo Journalist of Western Business News Wuwei, Gansu Extortion January 8, 2016 On bail

55 Li Xin Editor of Southern Metropolis Daily Henan Police detained him on the grounds that “Li voluntarily came 
back to country and agreed for the authorities to investigate”.  
No charges have been laid.

3 February 2016  

56 Zhang Haitao Activist Xinjiang “Incitement to subvert state power” and 
“providing intelligence overseas” after 
posting articles online, giving interviews to 
an overseas website and writing article for a 
human rights website.

19 June 26, 2015 jail

57 Yang Maodong, 
also known as  Guo 
Feixiong

Activist Guangzhou Gathering a crowd to disrupt order in a public 
place and picking quarrels and provoking 
troubles

6 August 2013 jail

58 Ouyang Hongliang CEO of Watching.cn, online media outlet Beijing Assisting investigation of an Open Letter that called on President 
Xi Jinping to resign. The letter was reportedly posted by a hacker 
on 4 March 2016.

15 March 2016 Released in Sept. 

59 Gu Jia n( Jia Jia) Former editor of various media and 
a teacher of Sun Yat University of 
Guangzhou

Beijing Assisting investigation of an Open Letter that called on President 
Xi Jinping to resign. The letter was reportedly posted by a hacker. 
Gua reportedly informed Ouyang about the letter when he saw 
the letter on the website.

15 March 2016 Release on 25 
March 2016 

60 Huang  Zhijie , 
Huang Zhijie, Execu-
tive Chief-Editor

Executive Chief Editor of Watching.cn, 
online media oultet

Beijing Assisting investigation of an Open Letter that called on President 
Xi Jinping to resign. The letter was reportedly posted by a hacker 
on 4 March 2016.

Around 15 March 
2016

Released but 
without knowing 
the exact time

61 Wen Yunchao US-based blogger U.S. Parent and younger brother were detained due to the Open Letter 22 March All released

62 Zhang Ping (Chang 
Ping)

German-based media worker of 
Detsuche Welle

Germany Three young siblings were detained by Sichuan police because 
he wrote articles critical of Chinese Government 

27 March 1 brother released 
on 28 March 
2016

63 Wang Jing Citizen journalist of 64 Tianwang Jilin City, Jilin Province “Provoking trouble” when she wrote several articles about 
policemen harassing, detaining and beating protesters.

20 April 2016 4 years and  
10 months

64 Guo Enping Civil servant Jiao Jiang, Tai zhou District, 
Hangzhou city, Zhejiang

“Provoking rumours“ by posting an article saying the local 
government had “wasted” too much money preparing for G20 
Summit 2016 in Zhejiang on 4-5 September 2016

21 July 2016 10 days of 
administration 
detention

65
67

Three people with 
the surnames Sin, 
Hau and Shi

Netizens Xingtai city, Hebei Spreading false information on a social 
media platform about the number of persons 
who died in flooding

Sin was report-
edly charged 
by the Legal 
department. Hau 
was punished 
with five days of 
administrative 
detention. Shi 
received a 
warning.

Police did not specify 
the exact date

68 Liufeiyue Citizen journalist Suizhou, Hubei Province Subversion of state power 16 November 2016

Name Journalist / Blogger / Freelance / Writer Place Incident /accusation Sentence Date detained Current status
1 Ekberjan Jamal Blogger Turpan, Xinjiang “Splittism” – trying to break away from the 

nation, and revealing state secrets
10 years’ jail February 28, 2008 Jailed

2 Niyaz Kahar Reporter / Blogger Urumqi, Xinjiang Publishing illegal news, propagating ideas of 
ethnic separatism and splitting the nation

13 years’ jail July 2009 Jailed

3 Gulmire Imin Blogger Urumqi, Xinjiang Separatism, leaking state secrets, and 
organizing an illegal demonstration

Life in prison July 14, 2009 Jailed

4 Nijat Azat Reporter / Blogger Urumqi, Xinjiang Endangering state security 10 years’ jail July or August, 2009 Jailed

5 Gheyrat Niyaz Reporter / Blogger Urumqi, Xinjiang Endangering state security 15 years’ jail October 1, 2009 Jailed

6 Kunchok Tsephel 
Gopey Tsang

Writer / Blogger Gannan, Gansu Disclosing state secrets 15 years’ jail November 2009 Jailed

7 Liu Xiaobo Writer / Blogger Jinzhou, Liaoning Inciting subversion 11 years’ jail December 25, 2009 Jailed

8 Memetjan Abdulla Journalist / Blogger Urumqi, Xinjiang Instigating ethnic rioting Life in prison April 1, 2010 Jailed

9 Liu Xianbin Blogger / Writer Sichuan Inciting subversion through articles on 
overseas websites

10 years’ jail June 28, 2010 Jailed

10 Tursunjan Hezim Blogger Aksu, Xinjiang Undisclosed 7 years’ jail July 2010 Jailed

11 Jin Andi Blogger / Writer Beijing Subverting state power 8 years’ jail September 19, 2010 Jailed

12 Li Tie Blogger / Writer Wuhan, Hubei Inciting subversion through online articles 10 years’ jail September 15, 2010 Jailed

13 Chen Wei Blogger / Writer Suining, Sichuan Subverting state power 9 years’ jail February 20, 2011 Jailed

14 Qi Chonghuai Journalist of a mainland media Tengzhou, Shandong Fraud and extortion 8 years’ jail June 9, 2011 Jailed

15 Gartse Jigme Blogger / Writer Qinghai Inciting splitting of the nation 5 years’ jail January 1, 2013 Jailed

16 Hu Yazhu Journalist of a mainland media Shaoguan, Guangdong Accepting bribes while covering events 13 years’ jail January 21, 2013 Jailed

17 Liu Weian Freelance Shaoguan, Guangdong Accepting bribes while covering events 14 years’ jail June 5, 2013 Jailed

18  Liu Hu journalist of a mainland media Beijing Defamation 346days 23 August , 2013 See below

Released but re-accused of committing a trivial crime when he insisted on fighting for compensation from the 
Government according to the law

19 Dong Rubin Blogger / Freelance Kunming, Yunnan Illegal business activity and creating a 
disturbance

6 years & 6 
months’ jail

September 12, 2013 Jailed

20 Chen Yongzhou journalist of a mainland media Damaging business reputation and  
accepting bribes

22 months October 17, 2013 jailed

21 Yao Wentian Writer / Publisher of Hong Kong media Shenzhen Smuggling ordinary goods 10 years. October 27, 2013 jailed

22 Ilham Tohti Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Life in prison January 15, 2014 Jailed 

23 Perhat Halmur Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown

24 Shohret Nijat Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown

25 Luo Yuwei Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown

26 Mutellip Imin Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown 

27 Abduqeyum Ablimit Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown 

28 Atikem Rozi Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown 

29 Akbar Imin Blogger / Founder of Website Uighurbiz Beijing Separatism Unknown January, 2014 Unknown 

30 Gao Yu Independent  journalist Beijing Leaking state secrets to overseas media 5 years April 24, 2014 Medical parole 
but under heavy 
surveillance 

31 Pu Zhiqiang Lawyer/Blogger Beijing Picking quarrels and inciting ethnic hatred 3 years but 
suspended for  
3 years

May 6 , 2014 Free but under 
surveillance

32 Guo Zhongxiao Journalist of two Hong Kong magazines Shenzhen Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

2 years and 3 
months

May 30, 2014 August 2016

33 Wang Jianmin Publisher of two Hong Kong magazines Shenzhen Illegally operating a business on the Main-
land. Bid-rigging crime, corruption

5 years and 
three months

May 30, 2014 Custody

34 Xu Zhongyun Wife of Wang Jianmin Shenzhen Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

1 years and 2 
years probation

May 30, 2014 Under probation

35 Liu Haitao Editorial Assistant Shenzhen Illegally operating a business on the 
Mainland

2 years and 
3 years of 
probation

May 30, 2014 Under probation

36 Lu Gengsong Blogger / Writer Hangzhou, Zhejiang Subversion of state power Unknown July 7, 2014 Custody

37 Wang Jing Blogger Beijing Reporting for 64 Tianwang, an independent 
human rights website

Unknown August 23, 2014 Custody

38 Dawa Tsomo Writer / Blogger Zatoe County in Qinghai’s 
Yushul Prefecture

Blogging on topics considered politically 
sensitive

Unknown August 23, 2014 Custody

39 Fu Zhibun Writer Nanchang, Jiangxi Operating an illegal business 22 months’ jail 
and 150,000 
yuan fine (approx. 
USD 23,000)

September 10, 2014 Jailed 

40 Chen Shuqing Writer/ Blogger Hangzhou, Zhejiang Inciting subversion of state power Unknown September 11, 2014 Custody

JAILED MEDIA WORKERS IN CHINA 
China Press Freedom Project documents a list of journalists, media workers and bloggers jailed or detained in China.
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Dong Rubin
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Qi Chonghuai

Chen Wei

Li Tie

Ye Xiaozheng 

Druklo

Wang Xiaolu 

Jiang Yefei 



T
he 2016 drama in China's media industry opened its 
curtains in CCTV's "allegiance performance". On February 
19, China’s President Xi Jinping made a tour of inspection 
at the official media – The People's Daily, Xinhua News 
Agency and CCTV. Wherever he went, reporters cheered, 

giving big rounds of applause. At CCTV, on the station’s giant 
screen, a message read "CCTV surnamed Communist Party, 
absolutely loyal, for your inspection". The slogan pushed the 
drama to a climax. After the inspection, in the Great Hall of the 
People, President Xi Jinping summoned a group of State-owned 
media personnel, gave them a lecture and put forward a 48-word 
mission.

This show of loyalty served also as a ceremony to declare the 
winning of the official "public opinion struggle". Since 2013, 
when Xi Jinping assumed comprehensive control of power, 
the Communist Party of China has used the "Southern Weekly 
New Year Speech Incident" and the "21st Century Business 
Herald Incident" to strike out at market-driven Chinese media 
in the Southern region. As well, due to a series of actions to 
combat online rumours, including online shutdowns and 
offline arrests, and to silence a group of key opinion leaders 
known as “Micro-blog big-Vs”, the online blogger world has 
withered. In the language of the ruling party, the actions were 
taken to bring in "clean air on the internet". With these two 
fields of public opinion combined and cleansed, "the Chinese 
Communist Party has firmly occupied the frontline of public 
opinion".

To consolidate their "victory", after the allegiance drama, the 
Communist Party of China then targeted the last few so-called 
"liberals" in the media.

LIBERAL MAGAZINE TAKEN OVER
The first target was Yanhuang Chunqiu, or China through the 
Ages, a monthly magazine commonly identified with liberals 
and reformists due to its open-minded and thought-provoking 
approach to highly sensitive political topics. Founded by Du 
Daozheng, the former Director of the Communist Party of 
China's News and Publications Department, the magazine's main 
focus is to provide historical data, reflect on historical mistakes, 
and explore the direction of China's future development. With 
Du Daozheng, Li Rui and other party members as the core, 
the magazine has assembled a group of CPC reform advocates 
and enlightened persons, including a number of high-ranking 
officials who have served as key journalists, such as former 
Politburo Standing Committee member Hu Qili and Tian Jiyun, 
Vice Premier of the State Council. Party veteran Xi Zhongxun, 
President Xi Jinping's late father, praised the magazine by giving it 
a hand-written endorsement: “Yanhuang Chunqiu is doing well.”

Since the days of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao in the 1980s, 
there have been various conflicts between the magazine and 
the authorities. However, due to the seniority and prestige of 
the Party veterans involved, the authorities dared not to tread 
too heavily. Moreover, founder Du Daozheng stated that there 
were “eight areas not to be touched” in the magazine: the 
nationalisation of the military; the separation of powers; June 
4 (the anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre); 
current Party and State leaders and their families; the multi-
party system; Falun Gong; ethnic and religious issues; and jailed 
activist Liu Xiaobo. Within these self-imposed limits, some sort 
of tacit understanding was formed between the magazine and the 
authorities.

However, the highest authorities today can no longer tolerate 
the magazine completely. On July 14, when Du Daozheng was 
hospitalized, the Chinese National Academy of Arts made a 
lightning move to replace the magazine’s leadership and occupy 
its offices. Everything was done without warning, but the original 
editorial team responded, filing legal proceedings and at the 
same time, announcing that the magazine would cease operating. 
The former Deputy General Secretary of the Communist Party 
of China, Hu Yaobang's son Hu Dehua, took with him a group 
of people and went to the magazine to negotiate, but to no 
avail. The Chinese National Academy of Arts had taken over 
the magazine and continued to publish. With this tactic, they 
virtually declared the death of the magazine.

BALANCED WEBSITE DISAPPEARS
Three months after the incident, on October 1, the renowned 
political website www.21ccom.net, known as “Consensus 
Network”, became inaccessible. People who tried to reach the 
site could find only a notice that stated: "Temporary suspension 
due to website upgrade". The website founder, Zhou Zhixing, 
cautiously denied the suspension had anything to do with the 
authorities, but expressed his worries and uncertainties about 
the site's future.  The suspension had echoes of a development in 
August 2016, when Leaders, a magazine produced by the same 
media group, reportedly ceased publication.

Website founder Zhou Zhixing had worked in the Party’s 
Central Literature Research Office, where he was engaged in 
the study of Liu Shaoqi, who was the president of the People’s 
Republic of China from 1959 to 1986. Zhou’s wife, Yu Shan, a 
famous writer who has a good social network, is said to be a good 
friend of Deng Rong, the late Deng Xiaoping's daughter. As a 
current affairs and political website, www.21ccom.net has tried to 
take the middle line, so China's right faction and left faction can 
both appear, although overall it has a more liberal inclination. As 
far as this author understands, www.21ccom.net has been under 
enormous pressure and allegedly considered ceasing to carry 
current affairs content. Zhou Zhixing has told friends in private 
that it is better to take the initiative to change, rather than to 
wait passively. But now, Zhou seems to have failed in reaching a 
consensus between the left and the right. It remains to be seen if 
the Chinese government will give Zhou and www.21ccom.net an 
opportunity to change proactively.

INVESTIGATIVE SITE SUSPENDED
Around October 12, a message began circulating on the internet 
that said: "This year, Caixin.com has repeatedly violated news 
propaganda disciplines, published problematic reports and 
subsequently caused negative impact.” The pioneering website 
was removed from the "official approved list" for two months, 
during which time other news sites were forbidden to carry 
Caixin's reports. Caixin.com is widely regarded as one of the 
pioneers of modern Chinese investigative journalism and has 
won international recognition. Based in Beijing, the business and 
financial news group has pushed many boundaries in China, 
breaking insightful stories about taboo subjects. It is believed that 
the notice came from The Central Leading Group for Internet 
Security and Informatisation.

The penalty notice given to Caixin, while not being a fatal blow, 
is at least a signal that a sword is hanging over it. Caixin Media 
is the benchmark for news professionalism in the Mainland. 
Since 2013, while media marketisation has withered and many 
investigative reporters have left the field, Caixin did not waver, 
launching reports such as the "Gu Junshan Corruption Case" and 
"Black and White Zhou Yongkang".  

Hu Shuli, a key figure in Caixin, is highly regarded in China's 
media sector. She is considered to have a vast network of contacts 
in the establishment, and criticism has been voiced about her 
enjoying certain privileges that her counterparts do not have. 
Whether such privilege can serve as a "defence system" and allow 
the website to continue on its path remains unclear.

These actions are barbaric and arrogant. Yanhuang Chunqiu 
struggles courageously, winning support from some in the 
intellectual sector. But the situation has changed since the 2013 
Southern Weekend New Year speech incident, when society 
supported the media. Clearly, Chinese society has regressed.

Such media are influential and can provide us with authentic, 
reliable information with independent insights. The consequence 
of their elimination is a loss in focus, as society no longer has the 
media responsible for verifying information when major events 
occur. This puts such incidents out of the public's mind. What 
remains and goes viral in social media is merely scandalous news 
related to movie stars.

Yanhuang Chunqiu, www.21ccom.net, and Caixin have 
different values and missions, but they have one thing in 
common – they occupy a special “media zone” in Chinese society. 
This is formed from the complex interests and long-term balance 
of different powers within the Communist Party. Their presence 
has not proven the existence of press freedom in China in recent 
years, but their founders have indeed used special resources to 
provide society with authentic and reliable information as well 
as an open platform for independent thinkers, while adhering 
to the bottom line of the Party's "reform and open" policy after 
the Cultural Revolution. More importantly, their existence also 
provides people with an imagined space of China's peaceful 
transformation. What they are committed to is advocacy and 
protection of what has been done by enlightened Party elders 
such as Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, enriching the road of 
“reform and open” policy for the people. As remarked by the 
famous political commentator Xiao Shu, that (policy) is the 
only positive asset in the CPC's history. Now that these media 
advocates are under siege, with a series of strikes launched against 
them, it is like saying farewell to the “reform and open” approach. 
This can only erode and destroy public confidence.

However, the suppression of the three iconic media outlets 
does not mean the end of the power struggle within the party, 
as it is the basic mode of existence under totalitarian rules. The 
media winter may last a long while. On the other hand, we have 
entered the internet era, and even the CPC is upgrading its means 
and ability to control the internet, which is, after all, characterized 
by “decentralisation”. The new media is viral and expanding. Just 
as in the Chinese proverb that says “sprinkle beans on the floor 
and they will turn into soldiers”, the new media is unstoppable. 
So, if the public wants real information and rational opinion, 
they will eventually find ways to get it.

NO OPTION BUT ALLEGIANCE
BY TIAN DING

 China’s media became mute and monotone as the government’s 
crackdown continued.The blogger world withered due to a series of online 
shutdowns and offline arrests. In the name of combatting online rumours, the 
government virtually silenced a group of opinion leaders known as “Micro-
blog Big-Vs.” 
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EVERY STEP DURING THE INVESTIGATION PROCESS IS A
TEST OF OUR ETHICS, PROFESSIONALISM, PSYCHOLOGICAL 
ENDURANCE AND ABILITY TO PLAY BY EAR. 

 "Almost every reporter - except those who 
cover current affairs and  accompany State 

leaders on foreign trips - has had the experience 
of having their work trashed or aborted, no 

matter how much difficulty and hardship they 
have endured to produce it in the first place, on 

text or on film": Investigative journalist Xiao Ji

I 
have just passed the 14th Journalists Day in my career.
There have never been many in the field who take this day 
seriously. We just work our normal routines, doing overtime 
after many overtimes. As a result, the Day really doesn’t 
mean much to us, regardless of how glorious this career 

circle sounds. It is nothing more than a few mean jokes, self-
mockery and silly laughs to entertain ourselves, while feeling as 
if we are drifting away from our news ideal in the increasingly 
harsh environment.

In fact, years ago I too was just a "melon eater" - a member 
of the uncaring general masses who simply want to savour the 
drama but not bother about the facts. Back then, like many 
others, I thought the media was a mysterious and sacred career, 
and looked forward to becoming a member of the privileged 
circle. In 2003, my wish came true; I switched from my legal 
background and became a provincial television reporter. My 
particular interest is in investigative reporting that can expose 

the dark side of society. In the past 14 years, I have matured 
from a wide-eyed young girl into a seasoned, veteran journalist. 
Looking back on the path I travelled, the hardships, difficulty 
and danger are really not for outsiders to understand.

For one story, I wanted to track the production of “gutter 
oil”, which is illicit "cooking" oil that has been recycled from 
waste oil collected from sources such as restaurant fryers, sewer 
drains and slaughterhouse waste. To trace how it makes its 
way to the dining table, I put on a disguise, befriended some 
village strongmen involving in slaughtering sick pigs for the 
oil refinery, and found my way into the refinery to collect 
evidence. I almost got myself into trouble and could only get 
out by climbing over a wall that was filled with surveillance 
cameras.

To expose how a provincial government brought in 
investment funds from enterprises and caused pollution 
problems, I ventured into a sewage treatment plant, obtained 

core data and critical evidence, but was chased and rounded 
up by the local government in the middle of the night. Finally I 
fooled them by turning over an empty cassette and lied to them 
that it was the raw materials, cheated my way out and hurried 
back to the office, breathless.

In order to shoot drug manufacturing dens hidden in the 
mountains, my colleague and I carried the video recording 
machine, braving heavy rain and winter cold, gingerly inching 
our way stealthily into the thick woods in the dark.

Almost every reporter – except for those who cover current 
affairs and accompany State leaders on foreign trips – has had 
the experience of having their work trashed or aborted, no 
matter how much hardship and difficulty they have endured 
to produce it in the first place, in text or on film. And almost 
every reporter understands the reasons for this, with no need 
for further explanation. Every step during the investigation 
process is a test of our ethics, professionalism, psychological 

endurance and the ability to play by ear.
Let me share one of my unsuccessful interview experiences.
During the planning of an anti-gambling special feature, we 

collected a lot of relevant leads. There were big time losers, as 
well as ordinary residents offering sites for gambling nearby. 
My colleagues and I sorted out these clues, combed through 
them one by one, investigated and verified them.

Among the informants was a middle-aged woman whose 
telephone call had me intrigued. This gambling addict was 
unable to extricate herself and, after losing all her savings, she 
had borrowed from the loan sharks. Ultimately, because she 
was unable to repay the debt, her entire family was coerced and 
threatened. They were too scared to go home. The casino that 
captivated her was an old house with quite a reputation, which 
had been operating in an urban area for more than a decade. In 
order to compete for clients, the casino people often engaged in 
bloody fights with casinos from outside their city.

JOURNALISTS DAY IS A SAD JOKE
BY JIAO XI
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HOW DARE THE POLICE STILL PUT ON A SHOW, KNOWING 
THEY WERE ALREADY SHOWING UP ON THE MEDIA RADAR?

 "The program went to air smoothly. 
But this investigation was not a success, 
much like the aborted police raid, with 
many mysteries remaining unsolved. 
Such regrets are not uncommon among 
journalists": Investigative journalist Xiao Ji 

I decided to go for a look, but it was difficult for me to do 
my report safely, without facing hazards.

First, according to my informant, the casino was heavily 
guarded. At the various road junctions leading to the 
casino, there were guards keeping watch. When a new face 
appeared, they would inform the people inside the casino. 
Even if someone could make it through the entrance, they 
would confront still more guards, and often be required to 
confirm their identity.

THUGS A STANDARD FIXTURE
Second, thugs are a standard fixture at casinos. If anything 
irregular happens, or there is any seemingly "questionable 
behaviour", the thugs take the opportunity to show off 
their fighting ability.

Third, another standard fixture in casinos is on-site 
lenders. People play pai gow – or "mark nine", a Chinese 
gambling game that is played in major casinos all over the 
world - with relatively high stakes, so huge losses are not 
uncommon. Gambler psychology has it that as long as they 
have the capital, they can win back everything with the 
next bet. In order to earn high interest, casinos attract a lot 
of money lenders who are gold masters. It is common for 
those who lose everything to go to the money lenders again 
and again, hoping for better luck next time, and ultimately 
turning out like my informant, totally beyond redemption.

Fourth, it was said that the casino had “official backing.”  
My informant said there was a police officer from a local 
station who collected a considerable amount of money by 
running a protection racket.

I was fully prepared for making a successful entry into 
the casino. The unannounced visit must be a success, as 
any failure would bring disastrous consequences. The first 
problem to be solved was what identity I should use, in 
order to enter the casino without being exposed.

After many rounds of discussion with my informant, I 
identified myself as Lingling's creditor. "Lingling" was a 
frequent visitor to the casino, a young woman who went 
into hiding because she could not repay loans. Therefore, 
using her creditor's identity to look for her in the casino 
sounded appropriate.

So, using the excuse of looking for Lingling, and armed 
with the filming equipment, we got there and went through 
a series of barriers plus repeated interrogation. Ultimately 
we got their trust and moved on. We passed an alley that 
was quite short, with local residents living on both sides. 
Due to their proximity to the casino, the residents of the 
alley have naturally become watchmen for the owner, 
responsible for stalking every person going there.

Lifting the curtains at the end of the alley revealed the 
casino, which was in fact a very large warehouse with 
a few tables inside. The tables were tightly surrounded 
by layers of people. In contrast to the tense atmosphere 
outside, the casino was filled with high spirits and energy. 
Almost everyone was focused on the cards and money on 
the tables. We found a stool and stood on it. What came 
into view was a table covered with stacks of bright, red-
colored RenMinBi bills. The crowds had wads of money 
tightly gripped in their hands, their face overflowing with 
excitement.

The casino had a few convenient, easily accessible exits, 
opening in all directions.  This design is aimed mainly 
at countering police ambush. If something unexpected 
happens, the people inside can flee the site. 

Starkly different to those immersed in the quest for 
sudden riches were several people who appeared to be 
apathetic and severe-looking. From the description 
provided by my informant, I worked out that they were 
probably the thugs.

As new faces, we naturally attracted their attention. 
Through the dim lights, I could sense their watchful eyes. 
Noticing that we did not venture into gambling, one of 
them interrogated us again. My heart jumped to my throat, 
beating loudly. I was terrified of being exposed, for that 
meant we would be chopped into pieces. Fortunately, we 
had prepared a few scenarios and had the thugs fooled. 
Before long, we left the casino, intending to visit again and 
hoping to catch police collecting protection money.

However, my colleague was no longer willing to risk 
another visit. I had to go alone.  At that time there was 
another worry: What if Lingling returned? What if she was 
there when I entered the premises? Wouldn't I be exposed? 
I was edgy and worried, even knowing that I had managed 
to blend in on my previous visit. Luckily, Lingling did not 
appear but, unluckily, nor did the police collecting money.

We considered whether to continue our investigation 
or to hand it over to the police and let them do their job. 
After consulting our supervisor, who was concerned for our 
safety, we finally decided to report the case to the police. 
What happened next was even more exciting.

We made a report to the Captain of the Criminal 
Investigation Brigade. The Captain immediately said the 
culprits must be severely punished, and that the Public 
Security Bureau would work with the local police station 
in a joint action to crush the gambling dens in one raid. 
Finally, we received a call saying the deployment was 
complete and action ready. I hurried to the city. In a joint 
force composed of the Criminal Investigation Brigade 

and the local police station, right there in front of us, the 
Brigade Captain asked the police to switch off their phones 
to ensure news of the raid was not leaked.

EVERYTHING SEEMED SO PERFECT
Before the action, I proposed to the Captain that I would 
go to the casino to reconfirm if it was open and if anything 
had changed. After listening to my recommendations, 
he hesitated for some 30 seconds and then said: “It is too 
dangerous for you to go alone. I'll send a plainclothes 
officer to protect you.” I declined. I had my own ideas at the 
time. And it turned out to be exactly what I had expected.

When I entered the casino for the third time, everything 
was unusually calm. There was no security, no sentries, no 
doormen, not even a shadow in the huge warehouse.  By 
this point I had already grasped the situation. A woman 
picking vegetables in the alley told me that, due to a police 
inspection, the casino was closed. I asked: “So how did you 
know it is today?”

“One of them told us,” she said. At this moment, the 
makeshift casino guard had somehow turned into an 

ordinary woman from next door. Such a result was 
totally expected, and yet unexpected. Because I sensed it 
beforehand, I had turned down the police protection. What 
I had not thought of was: How dare the police still put on 
a show, knowing that they were showing up on the media 
radar?

I recorded the entire conversation. Though my 
supervisor had put up with huge pressure, the program 
went to air smoothly. But this investigation was not a 
success, much like the aborted police raid, with many 
mysteries remaining unsolved. Such regrets are not 
uncommon among journalists. I keep a complete file of 
the raw materials collected from many investigative reports 
that may never see the light of day. Similarly, few know that 
I was the first to report on the self-immolation incident 
in Yihuang Country, Jiangxi Province, six years ago. On 
September 10, 2010, the authorities went to the Ye family’s 
three-storey house with demolition workers. Three family 
members climbed onto the rooftop and burnt themselves 
in protest, resulting in the death of one and severe injuries 
to the other two.
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 A paramilitary officer stands guard 
outside the Great Hall of the People 
in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square while 
delegates arrive for the third plenary 
session of China’s National People’s 
Congress on March 13, 2016. FOREIGN MEDIA REPORTED INTERFERENCE, INTIMIDATION 

AND VIOLENCE AGAINST JOURNALISTS, ASSISTANTS AND 
SOURCES WHILE THEY WERE REPORTING FOR STORIES.
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the FCCC that a police officer asked about their whereabouts 
over the previous months. The journalist said: “I was asked 
for (a) rundown of everywhere I had reported from in 
China, and indeed the region, since arriving in China, while 
(the officer) appeared to be checking information on his 
computer. … I was also asked in detail about aspects of my 
CV, and previous postings. I do not see how this is relevant to 
my work within China.”

The issuing of J-2 for visiting journalist visas continued to 
be a problem. The FCCC survey found multiple occasions on 
which journalists were obliged to abandon plans for reporting 
trips because of lengthy delays in the provision of J-2 visas. 
The full number of cancellations is unknown, but FCCC 
believe it may be even higher than the survey showed, given 
that most journalists applying for J-2 visas are based outside 
China and not members of the FCCC.

The IFJ believes that if the issuing of J-2 visas and the 
renewal of working visas cannot be speeded up, it will be 

difficult for Beijing to become a media hub in East Asia.
In response to the FCCC annual survey, 98 per cent 

of respondents said reporting conditions rarely meet 
international standards, with 29 per cent saying conditions 
had deteriorated. 

Harassment, detention and questioning of sources were 
still worryingly common, with 26 per cent of respondents 
reporting such activity. As well, 57 per cent of respondents 
said they personally had been subjected to some form 
of interference, harassment or violence while they were 
attempting to report in China. 

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT LIMITED
The movement of foreign journalists on the Mainland 
remained restricted. According to the FCCC survey, three-
quarters of foreign correspondents who applied for access 
to the Tibet Autonomous Region in 2015 were rejected. The 
report found that China allowed foreign journalists to visit 

CHAPTER 2: 
FOREIGN  
JOURNALISTS  
IN CHINA

T
he world's media play a vital role in scrutiny of 
events on the Mainland, but repprting conditions 
in China fall well below international standards. 
In 2016, the authorities continued to hinder 
independent reporting. Correspondents faced 
delays in receiving working visas and were 
restricted in entering autonomous regions and 
Tibetan-inhabited areas, except on state-organised 

trips under tight control. They endured surveillance  and 
harassment and were questioned about their the subjects 
they planned to cover.  Their news assistants were also 
questioned over the content of reports published by their 
employer organisations. Sources endured harassment and 
intimidation. Several reporters were physically prevented 
from interviewing controversial people, detained without 
reason, interrogated, scolded and manhandled. Although 
the authorities held press conferences, they insisted that 
correspondents submit questions for advance approval. 
Several news outlets decided not to participate in the pre-
screening process.

In December 2015, Ursula Gauthier, Beijing 
correspondent for French magazine L'Obs, became the first 
foreign journalist expelled since 2012. The Foreign Ministry 
said Gauthier had offended the Chinese people with a 
column about terrorism and the violence-hit Xinjiang 
Autonomous Region.

BELOW WORLD STANDARDS
According to the Foreign Correspondents Club of China’s 
annual survey of its members, working conditions for 
foreign media improved slightly, but still did not meet 
international standards. The FCCC’s top concerns include 
interference, harassment and physical violence by authorities 
against foreign media during the reporting process, calls for 
“interrogation” by the Security Bureau, intimidation and 
harassment of sources, restrictions on journalists’ movements 
in border and ethnic minority regions, staged press 
conferences, surveillance and censorship. The survey was sent 
to 200 foreign correspondents and received 112 responses.

The 2016 report said the renewal process for press cards 
and residence visas improved significantly, with 72 per 
cent of 142 correspondents being able to renew their press 
cards from the Foreign Ministry within seven working days. 
Although the police bureau pledges to renew residence 
visas with 15 working days, about 87 per cent of survey 
respondents received their new visas within 10 days. The 
FCCC noted that the Chinese authorities had made efforts 
to shorten the waiting time. However, the survey also found 
that just under 4 per cent of respondents reported problems 
renewing their press cards or visas and the authorities 
continued to assess journalists's applications using political 
measures.

Other threats to journalism continued. Several journalists 
were able to collect their credentials only after being 
repeatedly reminded by police to “focus more on reports 
that ‘support the friendship between our nations’.” A few 
experienced quite serious intimidation. One journalist told 

PROBLEMS INCLUDED RESTRICTIONS ON MOVEMENT, 
HARASSMENT OF SOURCES AND PRE-SCREENING OF QUESTIONS.

 Ursula Gauthier, Beijing correspondent for French 
news magazine L'Obs, was forced to leave China on 
December 31, 2015, after the authorities said her 
article on the violence-racked region of Xinjiang had 
supported terrorism and "offended" the Chinese people. G
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once by unknown persons. As well, 8 per cent experienced 
manhandling or use of physical force, a slight increase 
compared to 2015.

On November 17, the BBC’s John Sudworth and his 
crew tried to interview an independent candidate in the 
upcoming election in Beijing. When the crew arrived, six 
unidentified men immediately stood in front of Sudworth 
with their backs towards the camera in order to prevent the 
crew from recording their faces. The people blocked the 
way to the candidate’s house so the TV crew were unable 
to get close. When Sudworth finally succeeded in knocking 
on the door, the unidentified people quickly pushed on the 
door to prevent the candidate from speaking or the TV crew 
from getting in. When the candidate managed to open the 
window and tried to continue to talk to Sudworth, the thugs 
covered the window and forced her to close it. Meanwhile, 

numerous masked men arrived. Some of them manhandled 
the crew away and covered the camera lens with their hands. 
Sudworth told the IFJ that he and his team received “a few 
bumps and knocks” and “it was maybe a bit heavier than the 
usual, but sadly not unprecedented”. 

Sudworth had a similar experience when he tried to 
interview another independent candidate. He and his crew 
were blocked by waiting police officers. The candidate said 
she was “detained” in a room by more than a dozen people.

Another serious incident of harassment occurred 
September 14. At least 10 journalists and photographers – 
including foreign journalists from Reuters and Al Jazeera 
– were arrested by more than a dozen riot police in Wukan 
Village, Lufeng, Guangdong Province. It had been reported, 
from September 13 onwards, that more than 3000 riot police 
surrounded Wukan village and arrested at least 70 villagers, 

who were accused of organising illegal protests against the 
local government and disrupting social order. Riot police 
shot rubber bullets and used tear gas when villagers tried to 
resist.

The journalists told the IFJ that they were arrested despite 
possessing media accreditation in Mainland China. Some 
Hong Kong journalists reported being punched in the 
stomach by riot police who broke into a villager’s house 
where they were staying. All of them were subsequently taken 
into a police station where they were interrogated by police 
for hours. One foreign journalist told the IFJ: “The police 
were really hostile to us. They banged on the table, used their 
fingers to point at us, scolded and yelled at us. They accused 
us of illegally entering the village. However, I do not think 
they have the right to bar us because I have accreditation 
from the authority of China. This act is a violation of press 

 Media workers prepare for a press conference at the 
Group of 20 Summit Meeting at Hangzhou in September. 
Journalists said access to world leaders was limited by 
security procedures. 

THE POLICE WERE REALLY HOSTILE TO US. THEY KEPT 
SAYING: “DO NOT THINK THE RIGHTS OF A FOREIGN 
PASSPORT HOLDER CAN OVERIDE EVERYTHING.”

Tibet only on government-approved trips. The authorities 
employed an opaque process for selecting those who 
could join these trips, and restricted reporters' freedom of 
movement while they were there.

Sixty per cent of journalists who tried to report from 
Tibetan-inhabited areas reported encountering problems, 
while 44 per cent had trouble in Xinjiang. Correspondents 
were also told reporting was restricted or prohibited in other 
sensitive areas, such as the North Korea border, areas around 
the site of a major explosion in Tianjin in 2015, and coal 
mining locations where protests had occurred. Restrictions 
were extended to officially-sanctioned trips into areas 
normally open for reporting. Conversely, officials showed 
some openness to reporting on one trip to the Tibet. Half 
of the correspondents who joined this group rated their 
satisfaction at 3 on a scale of 5, while the remainder were 
evenly split between greater and lesser levels of satisfaction. 

Although journalists were allowed to go on officially 
arranged visits in some Autonomous Regions, their freedom 
of movement was restricted. One FCCC member said: “(I) 
was followed in Tibetan area. While there, was questioned 
by government officials and police who also harassed our 
sources, translators and driver. We were told it was a special 
area and that we must do what we were told while there. On 
the upside, they did not kick us out.”

On September 4, several US journalists had a heated 
argument with Chinese officials when they attempted 
to film US President Barack Obama at the G20 Summit 
in Hangzhou. The journalists argued that they had not 
been blocked from filming the US President in any other 
country. In fact, this is the first time the IFJ has heard of 
such an incident. President Obama and many other national 
leaders have visited China in the past, but the media did not 
complain that their access was limited.

In general, the Central Government of China was 
reluctant to allow the foreign media to have free access to 
the Autonomous Regions, such as Tibet, Xinjiang and Inner 
Mongolia. The IFJ believes the government is still afraid 
that violations of human rights in those regions will be 
revealed. One such commonly known violation is the odd 
policy in Xinjiang which says Uyghur men are not allowed 
to grow a beard and Uyghur women are not allowed to wear 
a veil. It appears that the Xinjiang government has been 
trying to improve the lives of local people, such as enabling 
children to enjoy their right to education, while at the same 
time preventing the local Uyghur people from learning 
about and expressing their own ethnic culture.  The IFJ was 
deeply troubled by the fact that 57 per cent of repondents 
told the FCCC survey had been subjected to some form 
of interference, harassment or violence and 26 per cent 
said they had been obstructed from reporting at least St
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while, but they then specifically brought up Tiananmen 
Square. They wouldn't allow me to photograph the 
document they wanted me to sign or give me their names. I 
tried to record audio of the meeting but they wouldn’t allow 
that either. They also didn’t want to allow me to call anyone 
from my company. So I refused to sign. They then threatened 
that it might hurt my visa renewal process.”

In the FCCC survey, 27 per cent of respondents said they 
had been asked to meet with the Ministry of State Security. 
Respondents said the tone of those conversations was 

friendly, although in some instances the questions were of 
concern. In one incident, a European journalist was asked 
a lot of questions about the topics they were writing on or 
intending to report. At the same time the authority wanted 
to dig out “how good my Chinese is” and whether “[I] have 
any Chinese friends”. At the end, the inquirer admitted the 
purpose of those meetings was to get to know the journalist’s 
“personality and specialisation and so on”.

Journalists’ news assistants were also targeted. The survey 
found 33 per cent of respondents said their news assistants 
had been harassed or pressured by government officials in 
some way, a slight increase on last year. As usual, when a 
sensitive period was approaching, the authorities asked the 
news assistants about what kind of topics the journalists they 
were for were planning to report on. When negative reports 
about China were published, news assistants were accused of 
being “traitors”. 

Unfortunately, it was not only government officials who 
asked the correspondents for advance notice. Sometimes 
people working in the business sector or the media also 
inquired. A journalist said: “When the 50th anniversary of 
the Cultural Revolution was around the corner, I was asked 
the same question, about am I going to write or organize any 
conference about the Cultural Revolution, at the same time 
but by different people who are working in different sectors 
in Hong Kong and China.”

In 2015, the IFJ reported that quite a number of editors 
of foreign media outlets were pressured by the Chinese 
representatives in their own countries. In 2016, 18 per cent 
of respondents said they had seen signs of Chinese pressure 
on editors at their headquarters, but this was a slight 
decrease from last year. Most of the complaints were related 
to the Chinese demand for “balanced” coverage.

The IFJ noted one very worrying situation. In 2016, the 
Chinese authorities tried to promote their openness to 
the foreign media. Some unusual press conferences were 
arranged, such as the Central Propaganda Department 
press conference after the sixth plenary meeting of the 
Chinese Communist Party in October. A few foreign 
journalists were able to ask their questions, but all questions 
were pre-screened and there was no chance to ask so-
called “irrelevant” questions. This clearly deviated from 
the principle of a free press. Some media outlets already 
policy ban their journalists from submitting questions 
for pre-screening. The FCCC survey found 75 per cent of 
respondents agreed they should not support this practice.

freedom.” The journalist also said the police kept saying: “Do 
not think that the rights of a foreign passport holder can 
override everything.”

Police allegedly attempted to look at the photographs that 
the journalists had taken, and at their phones in order to 
read their text messages. Before the journalists were released, 
they were required to sign a letter promising they would 
not return to the village, but the foreign journalist refused 
to do so. Eventually, the illegally detained journalists were 
allowed to return to Hong Kong after police escorted them to 

Shenzhen.
A special kind of harassment appeared in 2016. On June 

2, a US journalist came home to find plain clothes police 
officers outside their apartment. The journalist said: “Several 
secret police showed up unannounced at my apartment after 
waiting for me to get home ‘for several hours’, according to 
my terrified doormen. They forced me to speak with them 
and they tried to get me to sign a document saying I would 
follow the rules of being a journalist in China, which of 
course we already agree to when we get our visa. It took a 

JOURNALISTS’ NEWS ASSISTANTS WERE TARGETED.
WHEN NEGATIVE REPORTS WERE PUBLISHED, NEWS 
ASSISTANTS WERE ACCUSED OF BEING “TRAITORS”.

 Journalists jostle to photograph US 
Secretary of State John Kerry at the 
G20 Summit Meeting in Hangzhou in 
September 2016.
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 YEAR-ON-YEAR COMPARISON 2016 2015

Respondents have experienced interference 57% 57%

Respondents have experienced manhandling or violence 8% 4%

Respondents have been obstructed by unknown persons 26% 22%

News assistants have been harassed or pressured by government 
officials 33% 31%

Sources have been harassed, detained or questioned 26% 34%

Respondents who have tried to report from Tibetan-inhabited areas 
have encountered problems 60% 75%

Respondents who have tried to report from Xinjiang have 
encountered problems 44% 72%

Respondents have received pressure on editors at headquarter 18% 22%

Reporting conditions have remained the same 48% 44%

Reporting conditions have deteriorated 29% 33%

➜  Ursula Gauthier, Beijing correspondent for French magazine 
new L'Obs, leaves China on December 31, 2015, becoming 
the first foreign journalist expelled from China in 12 years. 

➜ The BBC’s John Sudworth is blocked from interviewing an 
independent candidate standing in the Beijing local election.

AMBIGUOUS LAW IMPLEMENTED
In February, the Ministry of Industry and Information 
Technology released new regulations, known as the 
Online Publication Service Management Regulations, 
for foreign companies and joint-ventures, regarding 
online publishing. However the regulations, which will 
be implemented on March 10, 2017, are ambiguous. 
Accoding to Rule 10, Sino-foreign joint ventures, Sino-
foreign cooperative ventures and foreign businesses 
shall not engage in online publishing services. If they 
wish to publish, they must seek prior approval from the 
State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film 
and Television. However the regulations do not outline 
the approval process. 
    Under Rule 24, the foreign companies and joint 
ventures are forbidden to publish information online 
that would  “harm national unity, sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, disclose state secrets, endanger 
social morality or national cultural tradition.” Rule 
34 says online publications must keep online data, 
including IP addresses, for 60 days in order to provide 
these to the authorities. Punishment could include fines 
of up to 30,000 yuan (US$5000) and bans on working 
in any online media outlet for at least one year. Many 
foreign media outlets have asked the SAPPRFT for 
clarification, but the IFJ is still has not received any 
response from the authorities.

AT PRESS CONFERENCES, 
MOST QUESTIONS WERE 
PRE-SCREENED AND THERE 
WAS NO CHANCE TO ASK
"IRRELEVANT" QUESTIONS.

CHINA FALLS BELOW INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS: FCCC
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IN AN OPEN LETTER ON MARCH 11 , XINHUA REPORTER ZHOU 
FANG ACCUSED CENSORS OF USING TACTICS REMINISCENT 
OF MAOIST TIMES TO SILENCE AND SMEAR CRITICS.

 Supporters of the Chinese authorities rally 
in the Tsim Sha Tsui district of Hong Kong 
on October 1, 2016, to celebrate China’s 
National Day, which is the anniversary of the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China.Is
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I
n the past two years, the system of control which governs 
the print media has been successfully imposed on both 
online media and social media. The Communist Party 
perceives the growth in online media as a danger. In 2014, 
the Party began a major push to expand its control of 
information. The effort is led by a new group called the 
Office of the Central Leading Group for Cyberspace Affairs, 
which is often known simply as the Leading Group. Its 

leader is Xi Jinping, the President of China and the General 
Secretary of the Communist Party of China.

Since the Central Government combined national security 
and online security, all departments related to new media have 
progressively enacted or amended laws, regulations and notices 
to ensure that no information that might “endanger” the nation 
or the socialist system is allowed to be disseminated on the 
internet. But the authorities have not released an exact definition 
of “endanger”.

Online media has become vital for both business and the 
public’s access to information. The State Administration for 
Industry and Commerce of China and the China Advertising 
Association reported on October 13 that the only type of media 
to record an increase in advertising revenue over the previous 
year was online media, which enjoyed an increase of 36 per cent 
when compared with the previous year. By contrast, the rest of 
the media recorded a drastic decline, with newspaper revenue 
falling by 35.4 per cent.

CYBER SECURITY LAW PASSED
On November 7, the Standing Committee of the National 
People’s Congress, which is China’s highest legislative council, 
passed the Cyber Security Law. The new law will take effect in 
June 2017. Critics have described the law as a barrier to trade 
and innovation which will also fail to achieve its stated goal of 
“Protecting National Security”. 

The new law bans any information that might endanger state 
solidarity, influence the economy or try to overthrow the socialist 
system. It also allows the authority to freeze the bank accounts 
of the suspects. The law imposes major burdens on service 
providers, including internet companies, which are required to 
store all the data in China. 

The new law also requires service providers to cooperate with 
investigations involving crime and national security, and imposes 
mandatory testing and certification of computer equipment. 
Bloomberg reported that James Zimmerman, Chairman of the 
American Chamber of Commerce in China, said the law is “a 
step backwards for innovation in China and won’t do much to 
improve security”.

ANY MESSAGE CAN BE A 'DANGER'
Although the Cyber Security Law was not in force in 2016, the 
concept of “protecting national security” was already being used 
as an umbrella for prosecutions. The authorities can interpret 
the concept however they wish, so virtually any message can 

be interpreted as a “danger” to the state. Even the person who 
receives the message could be put in jail.

On January 18, the Intermediate People's Court in Xinjiang 
sentenced activist Zhang Haitao to 19 years in jail for "incitement 
to subvert state power" and "providing intelligence overseas". 
Zhang was arrested after he posted articles online that were 
critical of Beijing's record in Xinjiang Autonomous Region. 
Hundreds have died in a string of violent incidents in recent 
years in the north western region, which is home to the mostly 
Muslim Uyghur ethnic group. The court said Zhang received 
a longer jail term because he had colluded with overseas 
organizations. However, no independent media was allowed to 
attend the hearing and there were no independent news reports 
of how the court made its decision. Zhang’s wife, Li Aijie, was 
informed of the court's decision by his defence lawyer only after 
the sentence was handed down.

FACTS LABELLED 'RUMOURS'
A citizen does not have to “endanger national security” to get 
into trouble. The phrase “Protecting National Security” appears 
in every provision, regulation, notice, rule and law. Many netizens 
were held in administrative detention, faced criminal charges, or 
had their social media accounts closed without warning because 
they disseminated a piece of information.A prominent example 
occurred on July 20. Three netizens were detained on accusations 
of “spreading rumours on the internet” after they revealed that a 

flood in Hebei Province killed many people. In the posting, the 
netizens said 20 people were killed, although the local government 
initially claimed there were no casualties. According to the local 
government in Xingtai City in Hebei, the river burst its banks, 
submerging at least 12 villages after heavy rain swept across China 
in mid-July. 
   Hong Kong-based media outlet South China Morning Post 
reported on July 23 that 225 people were killed or reported missing 
across China, with more than 1 million people across 21 counties 
and districts affected and tens of thousands of homes damaged. 
However, the Xingtai City government had already stopped people 
from spreading the information. According to several reports by 
media in other areas, the disaster may have been made worse by 
the decision of the local county Communist Party leaders to blast 
a dike to achieve flood control without instructing all villagers to 
leave their houses. 
    It appeared that the government considers it is justified in 
punishing a netizen for simply expressing his dissenting opinion 
about government policy. Guo Enping, a civil servant from Jiao 
Jiang in Taizhou City, in Zhejiang Province, was sentenced to 
10 days in administrative detention after he posted an article 
online criticising the local government’s expenditure on the 
G20 Summit, which was due to be held in Hangzhou City 
on September 4 and 5. On July 10, Guo used an alias to post 
an article entitled “Zhejiang, Shame on you” on a QQ chat 
room. The article drew a lot of attention from netizens and the 
authorities. Although Guo withdrew the article and apologised, 

CHAPTER 3:  
ONLINE JOURNALISM   A child in Chongqing  uses his computer tablet. 

Internet use is widespread, but official controls are  
reducing access to diverse sources.

 A tourist uses virtual reality 
goggles in Tiananmen Square. 

Internet access providers 
are being placed under legal 

obligations to police the sites 
their users access and can be 

subject to heavy penalties. 
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the country and to enhance the management of controls 
of online opinions. It also encouraged Chinese companies 
to cooperate with other countries, including the US and 
European nations. Zhuang Rongwen, the vice director of the 
CAC, encouraged Mainland companies to invest in internet 
companies in Hong Kong. Zhuang said: “Cooperation could 
enhance the development of the internet in Hong Kong.

PROVIDERS TURN ‘EXECUTIONERS’
The IFJ believes the Chinese authorities have started to shift the 
target from the frontline computer users to the service provider 
- that is, the business enterprise. By imposing heavy legal 
burdens on online service providers and content providers, the 
authorities avoid responsibility for the restrictions and turn the 
online social media platform operator into the “executioner” 
or “information killer”. In this way, many weibo accounts were 
shut down.

On September 29, the Cyberspace Administration of China 
announced that 11,459 public weibo accounts were shut down 
in the first nine months of 2016. Shaanxi province in China’s 
north-west had the most accounts shut down. The CAC bureau 
in Shaanxi claimed that a total of 4724 accounts were closed 
on “suspicion of disseminating rumours”. On September 6, the 
CAC bureau in Shanghai announced that 18 weibo accounts 
were violating regulations. The bureau shut down 13 of them 
for a month and shut down another five accounts  permanently. 
There was no way to know what content the websites and weibo 
accounts were carrying.

On February 26, the CAC said that, through cooperation 

with other departments, including the Ministry of Industry and 
the Information Technology Bureau, more than 100 websites 
were shut down and more than 2000 online rumours about 
public policy, transport and food security were deleted. In 
addition, more than 580 social media accounts were shut down 
on accusations that they violated online service regulations, 
seriously damaging the public interest. Among the 580 
accounts that were shut down, the holders of three accounts 
were named and accused of repeatedly disseminating fake 
information about politics and public affairs. At least seven 
bloggers, including media workers, were named and accused 
of repeatedly posting against the principles of the Chinese 
Constitution. 

WEBSITES FORCED OFFLINE
On April 14, Xinhua reported that 25 Chinese live broadcasting 
platforms, including two popular sites, douyu.com and yy.com, 
had been blacklisted for allegedly hosting violent or obscene 
content. On April 27, Xinhua reported that 1046 illegal websites 
had been forced offline in the first quarter of 2016 on the 
orders of the Cyberspace Administration of China. Xinhua 
said the websites were disseminating pornographic content or 
information that could jeopardise national security. The report 
said that 85 websites had received warnings and 8,008 microblog 
accounts were shut down during the same period. Among those 
cases, the watchdog said 89 cases were transferred to the legal 
department. In one case, Ronganwang.com was suspended for 
15 days by the cyber watchdog in Guangxi on allegations of 
spreading information about violent and terrorist activities. 

  The central authorities use laws 
and regulations to monitor the 
dissemination of information via the  
internet and control public opinion.

  Local onine platforms are a key 
form of communication. Texts seen 
as dangerous or a threat to national 
security are regularly deleted.

BY IMPOSING HEAVY LEGAL BURDENS ON ONLINE SERVICE
PROVIDERS, THE AUTHORITIES AVOID RESPONSIBIILTY 
FOR THE RESTRICTIONS.

he was detained on July 21 after police claimed he used the 
internet to provoke disorder. Guo was also fired from his position 
as a communications officer with the local government.

AUTHORITIES TIGHTEN GRIP
In January 2016, the National Online Propaganda Work 
Conference said 2016 would be a “year of innovation”, but 
did not elaborate. At almost the same time, China’s internet 
watchdog, the Cyberspace Administration Office, also issued a 
statement saying it was necessary “to improve the publicity of 
the new thoughts and concepts of the governance of the CPC 
central leadership with Xi Jinping as general secretary of the 
CPC Central Committee”. Although it called for more work to 
be done in order to ensure global cyberspace governance meshed 
with Chinese opinions and plans, it also claimed the online 
environment had “improved” in the past three years.

On January 13, the State Council issued a consultation paper 
which suggested there should be greater investment in online 
news media, but also recommended increasing penalties for 
online media violations. The State Council suggested restraining 
non-news websites, such as social media platforms, from 
disseminating news reports. 

Just six months later, a series of regulations aimed at 
controlling online media was issued, including Provisions on 
the Administration of Internet Information Search Services 
and Provisions on the Administration of Mobile Internet 

Applications Information Services. The provisions do not 
say how a service provider will be punished if it breaches the 
regulations.

On July 3, the Cyberspace Administration of China issued 
new Regulations on the Administration of Business Sites of 
Internet Access Services to all online media, instructing them 
that they must verify all information before they publish it 
online. The CAC said that news sites must credit all sources 
and must not fabricate stories or distort facts. 

Some scholars said the aim of the notice was to further stifle 
online freedom of expression. One scholar, who wished to 
remain anonymous, said: “Verification is a duty of news media 
that all journalists know too well. However, this notice is 
aiming at social media, which suppose anyone can leave their 
idea or comments in the internet. But the office imposes the 
burden on all administrators, which is unfair and intended to 
force the administrators to self-censor.”

Also on July 3, the Cyberspace Administration of China 
released the National Internet Development Strategy Outline, 
which said that the authorities will further control opinions 
online over the next 10 years. The outline was prepared by 
several government bodies, including the CAC, the Ministry 
of Industry and Information Technology of China, the 
National Development and Report Commission. 

The outline emphasised the use of laws and administrative 
powers to monitor the dissemination of information across Su
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Other websites were accused of publishing information about 
illegal acts, including blackmail, telecom fraud, illegal fundraising 
and exam cheating.

According to Paper.cn, a Shanghai-based online media outlet, 
the Cyberspace Administration of China’s Shanghai office 
accused several media outlets of violating section 16 of the 
Provision on Administration of Internet News Information 
Service on July 24.The media outlets included Sina, Sohu, 
NetEase and Phoenix. Section 16 states that only approved online 
media outlets can produce original news coverage and reports. 
The office demanded four of the outlets shut down or “clean up 
programming”. The programs alleged to have violated Section 16 
included two from Sina, three from Sohu, one from Phoenix and 
three from NetEase.

On July 1, internet portal Tencent was contacted by the 
authorities after it published a report that accidentally omitted an 
important speech by President Xi Jinping. Tencent admitted the 
error and rectified it, but the Central Propaganda Department 
ignored the explanation and immediately sent an investigating 
team in to the offices. On July 21, Ming Pao Daily in Hong Kong 
reported that the publisher and editor-in-chief of Tencent, Wang 
Yongzhi, was removed. Wang is a veteran journalist and had worked 
at several online media outlets, including state-owned Xinhua. 

On July 25, The New York Times reported that the Cyberspace 
Administration of China said in a statement it was investigating 
eight internet companies and criticised them, saying that their 
"ideological thinking wasn't high enough and they have blindly 
chased economic gains". The statement said CAC's Shanghai office 
was going to increase its management of all local online media to 
ensure the orderly conduct of online services. several commentators 
said the crackdown was a reaction to the Tencent mistake.

CRITICAL WEIBO DELETED
On February 19, President Xi Jinping made his official tour of 
the major state-owned media. During the visit, he said that “All 
party media have the surname Party”. China Central Television 
immediately began following the party line more tightly. But 
President Xi’s remark drew outrage from the public and even 
from some Party members. 

Ren Zhiqiang, a Chinese former real estate tycoon and a 
member of the Beijing Municipal Committee of the Chinese 
People's Political Consultative Conference, went online to 
comment. 

Ren’s weibo account, which he runs under his nickname, “Big 
Gun Ren”, has accumulated more than 37 million followers. 
Reacting to President Xi’s “surname” remark, Ren said: "When 

does the people’s government turn into the party’s government? 
[Are the media] funded by party membership dues? Don’t 
waste taxpayers’ money on things that do not provide them 
with services.”

Ren’s message was deleted and many media articles attacking 
him were published in the following days. On February 22, 
one media outlet that is indirectly controlled by the state even 
accused Ren of advocating the overthrow of the Communist 
Party. During the series of attacks, some people suggested Ren 
should be expelled from the Party. On February 28, Ren’s weibo 
accounts were shut down by CAC on the grounds that he had 
been “spreading illegal information”. On May 2, the Communist 
Party punished him by placing his membership on a one-year 
probation.

INTERVIEW WITH CRITIC DELETED
The turmoil stirred up by President Xi’s remark that “All party 
media have the surname Party” did not go away. On March 8, 
Caixin, a prominent and relatively outspoken Mainland media 
outlet, reported via Twitter that the Cyberspace Administration 
of China had deleted a series of articles based on interviews 
with Jiang Hong, a member of the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference (CPPCC). In the articles, published 
on March 3, Jiang did not directly criticise the authorities, but 
made obscure remains about President Xi’s comments on his 
media tour. Jiang said: “Being a civilian [of China], freedom of 
expression must be protected. Now, the only thing worrying me 
is whether media is able to reflect the viewpoints of members of 
the CPPCC and the National Party Congressman?” In addition, 
Jiang expressed strong sentiments about the state of the general 
public who, he said, remained a “little bit confused and are less 
willing to speak”.

It was not known who gave the  deletion order, but media 
workers believed it was given by the Cyberspace Administration 
of China. When Caixin reported the deletion in its English 
Twitter account on March 8, the tweet was deleted.

On March 11, Zhou Fang, a Xinhua journalist, published an 
open letter accusing the CAC of violating the law and abusing its 
powers by taking away citizens’ right to free speech. In the letter, 
he accused the censors of using tactics reminiscent of Maoist 
times to silence and smear critics. Many people believe that the 
letter reflects the discontent among the media community about 
the tighter censorship. In the letter, Zhou said: “Under the crude 
rule of internet control, online expression has been massively 
suppressed, and the public’s freedom of expression has been 
violated to an extreme degree.” According to Radio Free Asia, 
Zhou was moved to another new position.

On October 12, the authorities suddenly ordered all online 
media not to republish any news report by Caixin for two 

months on the basis that “it repeatedly violated the disciplines 
of news and publicity and published some articles which caused 
a substantial negative impact to the society”. However the 
authorities did not provide evidence to support the claims.

ONLINE DEMAND FOR XI TO QUIT
Another rare and explosive incident also occurred on the 
internet. In private, people continued to criticise President Xi’s 
remark that “All Party media have the surname Party”. Then, in 
the early hours of March 4, an open letter calling on President Xi 
to resign was posted on the website watching.cn, which is jointly 
owned by SEEC Media Group, Alibaba and the government of 
Xinjiang.

The letter was signed by “loyal Communist Party Members” and 
accused Xi of “abandoning the principle of collective leadership” 
and instead “concentrating power in his own hands” and “indulging 
flatterers”. The writers also said they were stunned by his remark 
that “All Party media have the surname Party” which, they said, 
“ignores” the fact that “the (nature) of media is to serve people”.

It was reported that the article was immediately deleted from 
watching.cn and the website was subsequently shut down for a 
long time. At least 20 people, including the chief executive officer 
of watching.cn, were detained and interrogated. 

Although there was no official announcement about how the 
case occurred, many non-Mainland media and several Chinese 
bloggers living in exile said the letter was posted by a hacker. 
Relatives of several Chinese individuals who have been exiled 
to America and Germany were interrogated by the authorities 
several times because the authorities suspected the action was 
orchestrated by them.

XI CALLS FOR ‘CORRECT’ INTERNET
On April 19, President Xi Jinping attended a national meeting 
on cyber security. During the meeting, he called for action to 
enhance the system to protect internet information and engage 
public opinion. Xi stressed the "correct outlook on cyber 
security" and urged the authorities to establish unified and 
effective mechanisms to report risks and share information. 
He said internet defence capabilities should be enhanced and 
the roles of governments and market forces should be clearly 
defined. He also said no country would allow cyberspace to 
be used to go against the regime, incite religious extremism, 
national separatism and violence, or to be filled with 
pornography and hate thought. Xi also called for officials to 
use greater tolerance and patience with internet users. He said 
officials need to draw sincere suggestions and feedback from the 
internet, help clarify public misconception or fuzzy ideas about 
certain matters, dissolve public grudges and grievances, and 
correct their wrong perceptions.

PRESIDENT XI SAID NO COUNTRY WOULD ALLOW THE 
INTERNET TO BE USED TO GO AGAINST THE REGIME, OR 
INCITE VIOLENCE, NATIONAL SEPARATISM OR EXTREMISM. 

  Journalists prepare for the Xinjiang 
group meeting during he National 
Peop;le’s Congress in the Great Hall of 
the People on March 10, 2016.
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DOUBLE PAGE SPREAD 4?

 Protesters in Hong Kong burn the flag of the 
People’s Republic of China and a portrait of China’s 
President Xi Jinping on on June 16 in support of 
Causeway Bay Bookstore’s Lam Wing-Kee. Lam 
said he was held on the Mainland and interrogated, 
sometimes abusively, 20 or 30 times.

PEOPLE DEMONSTRATED OUT OF CONCERN FOR THEIR OWN 
SAFETY WHEN IT SEEMED CHINESE AGENTS HAD ABDUCTED 
A MEDIA WORKER ON HONG KONG TERRITORY.Is
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H
ong Kong media came under pressure from both 
the shrinking of the industry and the Mainland 
government. A number of media outlets either 
shut down or severely cut staff numbers in order 
to reduce their financial burdens. At the same time, 
freedom of expression and freedom of publication 
suffered unprecedented threats. Several media 
workers were detained for months and jailed for 

years in the Mainland. They were denied contact with their 
families in Hong Kong, denied the protection of their foreign 
passports, and forced to make false confessions. In addition, 
several Hong Kong outlets were suspected of abandoning their 
neutral status and cooperating with the Mainland authorities to 
get "exclusives".

In July, the Hong Kong Journalists Association, an IFJ 
affiliate, released its annual report, One Country, Two 
Nightmares, outlining the state of press freedom in Hong Kong. 
The report revealed the serious threats facing press freedom 
and the media in Hong Kong as Mainland ideological control 
spread. The report detailed deeper incursions by Beijing into 
Hong Kong’s autonomy.

The Hong Kong Journalists Association reported that 
journalists’ rating of press freedom in Hong Kong fell by 0.7 
points to 38.2 over the year, while the general public’s rating 
fell by 1.4 points to 47.4. The HKJA called on the Hong 
Kong government to take a much more robust approach 
to the protection of press freedom, in particular to protect 
the principle of “One Country, Two Systems”, but the local 
government took no concrete steps to do so.

On November 27, Hong Kong University’s Public Opinion 
Programme, commissioned by HKJA, revealed its latest rating 
of the credibility of Hong Kong’s news media. The survey gave 
Hong Kong a rating of 5.66 out of 10 – the lowest figure since 
October 2006. The report said that 49 per cent of respondents 
believe that the media practise self-censorship because of 
their hesitation to criticise China’s Central Government and 
the Hong Kong local government. More than half of the 
respondents (59 per cent) listed the internet as their main 
source of news, the highest proportion since the survey 
began in October 2000. Respondents’ satisfaction rating of 
the performance of television fell to its lowest level since 
December 1993. There were many reasons for the decline in the 
public’s ratings of the media’s performance. The majority of 
respondents said they felt that Hong Kong’s media are biased 
and depend on the authorities, rather than being the voice of 
the powerless.

CAUSEWAY BAY BOOKSTORE FIVE
The most prominent example was the case of the five media 
workers associated with Causeway Bay Bookstore and Mighty 
Current Publications, who went missing between October 
and December 2015. It was generally believed that they were 
arrested by the Chinese authorities because the bookstore sold 
a book about China’s President Xi Jinping.

General manager Lui Bo disappeared in Shenzhen on the 
Mainland on October 14, 2015. Business manager Cheung 
Jiping was taken away from his wife’s home in Dongguan on 

the Mainland on October 15, 2015. Gui Minhai, a Swedish 
citizen, author of books attacking the Chinese leadership, and 
co-owner of the bookstore and publishing company, went 
missing from his holiday home in Thailand on October 17, 
2015. The founder of Causeway Bay Bookstore, Lam Wing-Kee, 
was detained when he crossed the border from Hong Kong to 
Shenzhen on the Mainland on October 23. Shareholder Lee 
Bo, who held a British passport, disappeared in Hong Kong 
on December 30, raising fears that he had been abducted by 
Chinese security forces operating on Hong Kong territory. Lee’s 
wife confirmed that Lee was in the warehouse at the time he 
went missing and his permit was still at home, so he could not 
have gone to the Mainland through the normal process.

CONFESSIONS ‘UNDER DURESS’
While they were in detention, several of the five booksellers 
made televised statements or gave interviews in which they 
“confessed” to illegal activities. Hong Kong’s pro-democracy 
legislators and analysts said they believed the media workers 
were likely to be acting under duress.

On January 17, 2016, Gui Minhai made a public confession 
that was broadcast on state-owned CCTV. Gui said that he had 
voluntarily returned to Mainland China to face charges over a 

fatal drink-driving incident that had occurred 12 years earlier. 
In February 2016, Gui Minhai, Lam Wing-Kee, Lui Bo and 
Cheung Jiping "confessed" on Hong Kong-based Phoenix TV 
that they had engaged in illegal trading.

Lee Bo sent photographs and letters in which he claimed he 
went to the Mainland voluntary. Lui Bo, Cheung Jiping and 
Lam Wing-Kee also appeared in The Paper, a Shanghai-based 
online outlet. In the articles, they admitted they had “illegally 
operated businesses” on the Mainland.

Lee Bo, Lui Bo and Cheung Jiping reappeared in Hong Kong 
in March 2016. It was reported that Lui and Cheung asked 
the Hong Kong police department to cancel the “missing 
persons” complaints that had been made by their family 
members. However, no media outlet has been able to verify this 
information. Lam Wing-Kee returned on June 16, 2016. At the 
end of 2016, Gui Minhai was still in detention.

Shortly after he returned to Hong Kong, Lam Wing-Kee 
held a media conference to explain how he was detained on 
the Mainland. He said he gave his televised confession under 
duress:“You do not know what will happen to you if you 
don’t follow their instructions. When they are unsatisfied with 
your performance, they will ask me to do it again.” During 
his eight-month detention, he was not allowed to have any 

CHAPTER 4: 
JOURNALISTS 
IN HONG KONG 
AND MACAU

SEVERAL OF THE FIVE MEDIA WORKERS “CONFESSED”
TO ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES. HONG KONG ANALYSTS SAID THE 
BOOKSELLERS WERE LIKELY TO BE ACTING UNDER DURESS.

 Pro-democracy activist Nathan Law speaks at a rally 
by political grouping Demosisto outside Causeway Bay 
Bookstore on June 17, urging members of the public 
to sign a petition calling for the release of five media 
workers from the bookstore, who went missing without 
explanation and were detained in China without trial. A
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legal representative with him when he was interrogated by the 
security officers. He was kept under surveillance around the 
clock in a small room that was set to up make sure he could not 
kill himself. He said at he felt compelled to speak out because 
he was the only one of the five who did not have relatives on 
the Mainland. “If I myself, being the least vulnerable among the 
five booksellers, remained silent, Hong Kong would become 
hopeless,” he said.

‘EXCLUSIVES’ DISTORT REPORTING
In the past, the Chinese authorities used only the Mainland 
media as mouthpieces to convey their messages. It was relatively 
rare for them to choose Hong Kong media outlets as their 
“partners”. However, the authorities took a different approach 
in dealing with the Causeway Bay Bookstore workers. They 
chose Hong Kong media outlets that they perceived as being  
“friendly” to the Mainland and gave them favoured access to the 
detainees.

During the detentions, Hong Kong-based media Sing Tao 
Daily and Hong Kong satellite television operator Phoenix 
TV did “exclusive” reports at least eight times. At the time, 
the relatives of the five missing persons were still cut off from 
them, not knowing where they were detained. On February 
29, 2016, Phoenix TV aired an exclusive interview with Lee Bo 
filmed in China. Lee repeated that he had gone to the Mainland 
voluntarily and had freedom of movement there. He said he 
hoped that people would stop voicing concerns about his 
sudden disappearance and added that he had relinquished his 
UK residency. He said: “I always see myself as a Hongkonger 
and Chinese. Neither I nor my wife wants to become a political 
tool. I hope those people will stop making a big deal out 
of this.” When Lee was allowed to return to Hong Kong in 
March, he refused say how and why he was detained on the 
Mainland. He continued to speak exclusively to Sing Tao Daily. 
When other Hong Kong media asked the Sing Tao Daily and 
Phoenix Television journalists about the circumstances of 
the interviews, they refused to answer questions. The IFJ was 
told that only very senior managers at Sing Tao Daily and 
Phoenix TV knew about the arrangements for the interviews, 
and they were given the information at very short notice. The 
journalists assigned to the story did not know where they 
were going or who they would be interviewing. A journalist 
from one of the media outlets told the IFJ that nobody, 
even the journalists involved, was told anything about how 
the interviews were arranged. The journalist said: “All top 
management treated this case as top secret.”

The case of the missing workers sparked great public concern 
from local and international interests. A series of protests was 

organised in Hong Kong. People were deeply concerned about 
their own safety because, under the Basic Law and the Sino-
British Joint Declaration on Hong Kong, Hong Kong is governed 
under the principle of “One Country, Two Systems”. This means 
no Mainland security agents are allowed to act in Hong Kong.

The authorities also used the tactic of offering “exclusives” in 
another prominent case, which became known as the “the 709 
human rights lawyers mass detention”. Two Hong Kong-based 
media outlets, South China Morning Post and Oriental Daily, 
were given an “exclusive” interview with prominent human 
rights lawyer Wang Yu and the niece of another civil rights 
lawyer, Pu Zhiqiang. The media outlets refused to disclose how 
they were able to do the interview. But the “709 human rights 
lawyers mass detention” became a sensitive topic in the Hong 
Kong media. Some outlets played down the news, while others 
forbade their columnists to write about it.

FAILURES REDUCE DIVERSITY
The year 2016 can be described as “winter” for the Hong Kong 
media industry. The economy of the whole city declined, and 
traditional media outlets continued to struggle in the face 
of the tremendous challenges from the new media. Several 
broadcasters that were already in financial difficulties – ATV, 
DBC and Phoenix – had no choice but to close down.

On April 1, 2016, Asia Television (ATV), a Hong Kong-based 
free-to-air television station, closed down as planned under a 
decision made in 2015. ATV was carrying a heavy debt load and 
in April 2015 the Hong Kong Executive Council decided not 
to renew its licence. ATV had been suffering financial stress for 
years. At the end of 2014, ATV failed to pay wages to employees. 
In order to sustain broadcasts, the station started to lay off 
hundreds of staff, but new investors refused to inject further 
money. In February 2016, the management of ATV organised 
a general meeting with all staff to explain the arrears of wages. 
During the meeting, senior management criticised the news 
department for reporting on the arrears in the news bulletin. 
The station’s chief operations officer, Charles Ma Hay, made 
an apology to all staff and said: “I have tried my best to pay 
staff their December and January wages today as I promised. 
But unfortunately the company does not have enough money 
to do so.” Ma resigned after the press conference. By the time 
Ma resigned, more than 200 employees had already resigned. 
The chief news editor also reminded the approximately 20 staff 
who remained that they should take their compensation leave 
instead of turning up for work. 

On February 6, ATV stopped broadcasting news bulletins, 
which was a violation of the conditions of its free-to-air 
television licence. The station continued to fall behind on 

wages, failed to broadcast news bulletins, and repeatedly aired 
old programmes instead of producing new programmes. On 
April 1, its licence was terminated as scheduled. The liquidator 
said ATV still had debt of HK$30.8 billion (US$3.9 billion). 
More than 600 staff members had already accepted the 
compensation offer, but about 30 staffers refused to accept it. 
On September 8, Digital Broadcasting Corporation (DBC), a 
digital radio broadcaster, ceased production and broadcast of all 
programmes and laid off 77 staff. In August, DBC announced 
that it would shut down because of a lack of technical support 
from the Hong Kong government. DBC said the government 
did not help drivers install digital radio in their cars, and that 
road tunnels, public housing estates and MTR trains were not 
fully covered by the digital signal. This made it difficult for DBC 
to expand its broadcast reach and attract advertising. Phoenix 
URadio shut down in 2015 and Metro Broadcaster shut down 
in September 2016. Both broadcasters also blamed technical 
restrictions for stopping production for their digital channels.

RESPECTED EDITOR DISMISSED
On April 20, Keung Kwok-Yuen, the well-regarded executive 
chief editor of Ming Pao, had his employment terminated with 
immediate effect. Keung had worked at Ming Pao for more than 

a decade. Shortly after the dismissal, the chief editor, Chong 
Tien Siong, said that the decision was based on the declining 
economic environment of the media industry. Chong said the 
company was trying to reduce costs through redundancies and 
Keung was one of the staff chosen. However, the decision was 
widely criticised. The Ming Pao Staff Association said that it felt 
“extremely angered and dissatisfied” by the decision and that 
the termination was “rough”. The association staged a protest 
and demanded that Chong explain the decision. The association 
said it would write to the Ming Pao Board, calling on them to 
withdraw the decision. But the management did not withdraw 
the decision. Some insiders said Keung had already decided to 
leave Ming Pao. On New Year's Day 2017, Keung and a group of 
other veteran journalists launched a new online media outlet, 
Citizen News. The founders included Kevin Lau Chun-On, Li 
Yuet-Wah and Mak Tin-Ying. 

HONG KONG INDEPENDENCE TABOO 
The topic of  “Hong Kong independence” became taboo.  
Following the civil unrest in Mong Kok district in early 
February 2016, many young people began to call for 
independence. A new political group, the Hong Kong National 
Party, was established. At that time, there was no ban on 
their activities, but they had tremendous difficulty opening 

CHINA CHOSE HONG KONG MEDIA OUTLETS THEY SAW AS
“FRIENDLY” AND GAVE THEM FAVOURED ACCESS AND THE 
CHANCE TO DO “EXCLUSIVE” INTERVIEWS WITH DETAINEES.

 Many members of the younger generations rely on new online 
media more than they folow traditional media, but Hong Kong 
made it difficult for reporters from online outlets to obtain 
accreditation for the goverment headquarters building and to 
gain access to many official events, such as counting at polling 
places used in Leglislative Council elections. 
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a bank account in the name of the party. In August, the 
Hong Kong Government started to set up many hurdles to 
block candidates for the elections to the Legislative Council 
in September. The Electoral Affairs Commission required 
candidates to sign a form confirming that they understood 
Hong Kong was an inalienable part of China. Edward Leung, 
a leader of Hong Kong Indigenous, a localist group, said he 
would sign the form, but was told his nomination was invalid 
because the EAC returning officer did not believe he had 
changed his original position. 

When taking their oath of office, two new legislators from 
the Youngspiration grouping made statements in favour of 
independence for Hong Kong and carried banners saying 
“Hong Kong is NOT China”. The chief executive of Hong 
Kong, Leung Chun-Ying, filed a lawsuit against the two 
lawmakers, claiming they insulted China. The Standing 
Committee of the National People’s Congress in Beijing 
responded on November 7 by adopting a new interpretation 

of Hong Kong’s Basic Law. The Basic Law requires office 
holders to swear to “uphold the Basic Law” and “bear 
allegiance” to the Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region of the People’s Republic of China. According to the 
interpretation, an office holder must take the oath “sincerely 
and solemnly”, and must “accurately, completely and 
solemnly” read out the exact words. During the session of the 
Standing Committee, the deputy secretary of the Standing 
Committee and other delegates repeatedly accused people 
who were fighting for “independence”. Many legal experts and 
pro-democracy legislators criticised the interpretation. 

On July 29, renowned columnist Dr Joseph Lian reported 
that he had received a suspension notice from Alice Kwok Yim 
Ming, the editor-in-chief of the Hong Kong Economic Journal. 
The HKEJ claimed Dr Lian’s suspension, which took effect on 
August 1, was made in response to a content revamp of the 
opinion page. However, since the Occupy Movement in 2014, 
the HKEJ editor has used the excuse of “restructuring the page 

content” on several occasions as an excuse for suspension. On 
July 31, Dr Lian wrote an open letter in which he said that 
the management had told him that his column fee would be 
cut by 60 per cent due to financial difficulties, but that the 
column would remain. Dr Lian said he “didn’t mind and was 
willing to go through the good times and bad times with 
HKEJ”. He continued to write, but suddenly stopped after he 
wrote an article in which he expressed sympathy with several 
young people who, he said, were fighting for “Hong Kong 
independence”.

On October 21, a new free-to-air digital channel, Viu 
Television, was suspected of self-censorship when it refused 
to air two guests who openly said that they were fighting for 
“Hong Kong independence”.

FILMS STRUGGLE WITH CENSORS   
In 2016, it became even more difficult to discuss the  2014 
Umbrella Revolution or criticise the Hong Kong and Chinese 
authorities. On April 3, the film Ten Years, a futuristic 
independent film speculating about the degeneration of the 
political situation of Hong Kong by 2025, won the prize for 
Best Film at the Hong Kong Film Awards. One episode in 
the film depicts a person self-immolating to express their 
powerlessness under the heavy hand of the authorities. 
The practice of self-immolation is associated with Tibetan 
resistance to Chinese rule. Ten Years was immediately hit with 
criticism. In fact, nobody was willing to present the award 
during the ceremony. As soon as the award was delivered, 
China’s State Administration of Press Publication Radio Film 
and Television (SAPPRFT) issued a directive banning all 
media from reporting on the film. A series of directives that 
followed ordered that no media were allowed to report on the 
film, the awards, or the live broadcast of the awards.

A similar incident of censorship occurred in November 
2016. An independent documentary film, Raise the Umbrellas, 
directed by Evans Chan, was scheduled to be screened at the 
Asia Society, an educational centre in Hong Kong. The society 
suddenly cancelled the screening, saying that the society 
wanted to remain “nonpartisan”. According to The New York 
Times, Chan was disappointed but not surprised. He said: “I 
feel that it is actually becoming more like Tibet, but without 
Tibet’s political or cultural sexiness for the international 
community.”  The Asia Society’s decision immediately drew 
attention in the arts community. People criticised the society 
for being “over-sensitive”. However, it is known that the 
chairperson of the society is an admirer of the chief executive 
of Hong Kong, Leung Chun-Ying.

On September 10, Edward Yiu, a newly elected pro-
democracy legislative councillor, was told to stop writing 
for the pro-government free newspaper, Headline Daily. 
According to Apple Daily, Yiu was told he would no longer 
be able to contribute to the publication now that he was 
a politician. However, other politicians still write for the 
newspaper, including the spokesperson for chief executive 
Leung Chun-Ying’s office. Yiu said he was unsure of the real 
reason why he was no longer allowed to write his column, and 
emphasised that he did not write about political matters.

JAILED ON THE MAINLAND
The publisher and editor of two Hong Kong political 
magazines, who had been detained on the Mainland for more 
than two years, were finally sentenced to jail terms. The charges 
included "illegally operating a business on the Mainland", which 
has frequently been used against media workers involved with 
publishing materials in Hong Kong that are seen as politicially 
sensitive on the Mainland. 

On July 26, Wang Jianmin, a dual US-Hong Kong citizen 
and the publisher of two political magazines, Multiple Face and 
New-Way Monthly, was sentenced by Nanshan District Court 
to five years and three months in prison for “illegally operating 
a business on the Mainland”, “corruption” and “big-rigging 
crime”. His colleague Guo Zhongxiao, the Hong Kong-based 
editor of Multiple Face and New-Way, was sentenced to two 
years and three months on the same charges. Liu Haitao, a 
freelance writer, and Xi Zhongyun, Wang’s wife, were also 
indicted for operating an illegal business on the Mainland. Liu 
was sentenced to two years, but given three years’ probation, 
while Xi was sentenced to one year, but given two years’ 
probation. 

Wang and Guo, both Mainlanders who had emigrated 
to Hong Kong and the US, were arrested at their houses in 
Shenzhen in southern China on May 30, 2014. The prosecution 
claimed that the two publications had earned HK$7 million 
(US$902,513) between September 2012 and April 2014. Wang 
had allegedly brought the two publications from Hong Kong to 
Shenzhen and then posted them to eight Mainlanders, earning 
total revenue of about 66,000 yuan (US$9,912). His defence 
lawyer said the revenue figure mistakenly included sales in 
Hong Kong. The Hong Kong Journalists Association described 
the verdict as a blow to freedom of speech, publication and the 
press in Hong Kong. 

In July,  Hong Kong lawyer Song Pou claimed that his 
publisher, Mou Ji-Sam, received a call on July 15, demanding 
he immediately halt publication of Song’s book on President 
Xi Jinping. Song told the IFJ that Mou was deeply worried 
about his own safety because he had received threats that were 
similar to those received by Causeway Bay Bookstore owner and 
publisher Lee Bo received before he disappeared in 2015. Song 
persuaded Mou to continue with the book launch, but Mou 
gave three conditions. There was to be no information added, 
no defamation, and no accusations about the “One Country, 
Two Systems” policy in Hong Kong.

HARASSED ON THE MAINLAND
Hong Kong journalists working on the Mainland suffered 
greater hardship than before. On June 17, Lin Zulian, the 
Communist Party secretary and the former elected chief of 
Wukan village in Lufeng district in southern Guangdong 
Province, was arrested in China. Lin was leading protests 
against the sale of farmland to developers without the villages 
being given proper compensation. Following Lin’s arrest, 
villagers organised a protest and Hong Kong media outlets 
sent journalists to cover it. On June 21, without giving notice 
to accredited media, the Shanwei City government organised 
a press conference regarding the escalating conflict between 

 A protester holds a sign supporting independence at Hong 
Kong’s first rally for political independence on August 5. The 

notion of “independence” became a taboo topic in 2016, with 
the Chinese government regarding it as “separatism”.

CHINA BANNED ALL REPORTING ON “TEN YEARS”, A FUTURISTIC 
FILM THAT PAINTS A DARK PICTURE OF POLITICAL LIFE IN 
HONG KONG A DECADE INTO THE FUTURE.
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the villagers and local officers. During the press conference, 
the government spokesperson accused two Hong Kong 
media outlets, Apple Daily and Initium media, of “inciting, 
orchestrating and directing (events) in Wukan village”. The 
spokesperson went on to say that the government would exercise 
measures according to the law.

After the press conference, a so-called “media list” was 
disseminated online. The list, which had no identifiable 
source, appeared to list the names of media organisations and 
journalists. Some of the media outlets on the list had not sent 
journalists to cover the protests. Following the accusations made 
by the Shanwei City government, a number of journalists left 
Wukan village, fearing for their own safety. The villagers ended 
the protests. The IFJ was told that several Hong Kong media 
outlets immediately received calls from the Chinese Liaison 
Office, the Central Government of China’s agent in Hong Kong, 
demanding that the media outlets ask their journalists to leave 
the village. The IFJ sees the “media list” as a new tactic that the 
government used to threaten journalists without checking which 
media outlets had deployed their journalists to the scene.

However, the journalists were not frightened by the Shanwei 

government. From September 13, it was reported that more 
than 3000 riot police surrounded Wukan and arrested at least 
70 villagers, who were accused of organising illegal protests and 
disrupting social order. Riot police shot rubber bullets and used 
tear gas when they tried to resist. Many journalists went to the 
village again.

On September 14, at least 10 journalists and photographers 
– including staff from Ming Pao Daily, HK01, South China 
Morning Post (SCMP), Reuters and Al Jazeera – were arrested by 
more than a dozen riot police in Wukan. The journalists told the 
IFJ that they were arrested despite holding media accreditation 
for Mainland China.

Some journalists said they were punched in the stomach by 
riot police, who broke into a villager’s house where they were 
staying. All of them were subsequently taken to a police station 
where they were interrogated for hours. One journalist told 
the IFJ: “Police were really hostile to us. They banged on the 
table, held us by our clothing and scolded and yelled at us. They 
accused us of illegally entering the village. However, I do not 
think they have the right to bar us because I have accreditation 
from the authorities of China. This act is a violation of press 
freedom.”

Police allegedly tried to look at the photographs the journalists 
had taken, and at their phones in order to read their text 
messages. Before the journalists were released, they were forced 
to sign a letter promising they would not return to the village. 
Police escorted the journalists to the border city of Shenzhen 
and they returned to Hong Kong.

A Hong Kong-based photographer from Ming Pao Daily 
reported that he was manhandled by bodyguards on March 17. 
The photographer was trying to ask Meng Jiangzhu, the head 
of the Central Public Security Comprehensive Management 
Commission, about the missing media workers from Causeway 
Bay Bookstore. During the incident, Meng’s bodyguards said: 

“Don’t yell!!! Do you believe I can kill you?” The photographer 
tried to get help from Meng, but the bodyguards shoved him 
again and one bodyguard put his hand over his mouth. 

On March 7, the South China Morning Post’s weibo and 
wechat accounts in Mainland China were suspended. No 
reason was given, but it was widely believed the accounts were 
suspended due to an article written by Wang Xiangwei, the 
SCMP’s former editor-in-chief. In the article, Wang urged the 
government to learn lessons from the Cultural Revolution 
and warned it against “turning left”. On March 11, Reuters 
reported that the Cyberspace Administration of China said it 
had monitoring powers to shut down accounts under the law, 
but did not specify what laws were breached. On September 
9, SCMP suddenly announced it had shut down its Chinese 
language website due to consolidation of resources. Apple Daily 
said an anonymous source from SCMP admitted that SCMP’s 
micro blog weibo was shut down because it reported on the 
Causeway Bay Bookstore case. The anonymous source said: 
“They have been challenging the bottom line of the Chinese 
Communist Party.” The Chinese language news site retained at 
least four staff.

ATTACKED BY POLICE AND MOBS
On February 8, the first day of the Chinese Lunar New Year, 
several Hong Kong photographers, camera operators and 
journalists were attacked by protesters and Hong Kong police. 
The media workers were reporting on riots that had broken 
out in Mong Kok district in Kowloon. The media workers from 
Cable TV, TVB, RTHK, E Weekly, Ming Pao and Next Media 
Group were attacked with bricks and broken bottles.

On another occasion, a photographer from Ming Pao was 
kicked and beaten by several police officers after he was ordered 
off a bus for safety reasons. Other media workers produced 
their media cards, but they were ignored.

On February 9, a journalist from newspaper HK01, Wong 
Wai-Man, was reportedly attacked by several people when he 
was trying to report on a clash between hawkers and security 
guards at Leung King Estate. According to HK01, the journalist 
was refused entry to the disputed scene. When the journalist 
disclosed his identity, he was surrounded and attacked.

On September 29, the chief executive of Hong Kong, Leung 
Chun-Ying, issued a legal letter to Apple Daily after it criticised 
him in an editorial on September 8. Apple Daily condemned 
Leung for the controversial payment of HK$50 million that he 
received from Australian engineering firm UGL when he took 
office in 2012. In the letter, Leung accused Apple Daily of using 
“the false corruption allegation to prevent Mr C.Y. Leung from 
exercising his constitutional right to stand for the re-election ... 
if he chooses to, demonstrates the very serious kind of malicious 
and injurious motive.” Although Leung has not yet announced 
that he will run for election to another term in office, he has 
been criticised for consistently threatening the media with legal 
action. Since Leung became the Chief Executive, he has sued 
both media organisations and individuals, and has repeatedly 
pursued Apple Daily, in particular.

Eddie Chu Hoi-Dick, a citizen journalist and environmental 
activist, claimed he received death threats on September 8, after 
he was elected to the Legislative Council of Hong Kong on 
September 4. Chu said he had been receiving threats since May 
2016. He did not mention the reason for the threats. However, 
Chu had loudly criticised the corruption surrounding the HK 
government’s back flip on a public housing development. Chu 
said that between September 3 and 4, he was followed by an 
unknown car, and received a call from someone who claimed 
they were the head of Yuen Long village and threatened to 
attack him after the election. In the election, he won more than 
84,000 votes in the New Territories West electorate. Chu said 
the threats escalated after the election, and he received threats 

  A Demosisto rally on June 17 urges the public to protest the 
disappearance of Causeway Bay Bookstore worker Lee Bo, who 
appeared to have been abducted in Hong Kong and taken to the 
Mainland in secret.

  The Civic Party holds a rally on January 19, 2016, outside the 
Chinese Liaison Office in Hong Kong to protest the disappearance 
and detention of five media workers from Causeway Bay Bookstore.

  A supporter of China’s central government speaks out at a 
June 18 rally held to support the five Causeway Bay Bookstore 
media workers, who disappeared and were held without access 
to their families or lawyers. Several “confessed” even though 
they were not formally tried.

HONG KONG CHIEF EXECUTIVE LEUNG CHUNG-YING HAS    REPEATEDLY SUED BOTH MEDIA ORGANISATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS.
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that specifically mentioned the kindergarten his daughter 
attends. Police offered their protection, but Chu and his family 
were unable to stay in their home or attend work or school. 
Chu said: “I will protect my freedom to express my political 
view and I will not succumb, and I will honour all my promises 
to my voters.” In 2012, Inmedia, an independent online media 
platform, was attacked by four masked men in their office. At 
that time, Chu was the office manager.

On December 24, 2015, two Hong Kong-based journalists 
with Apple Daily were detained by police on the ground that 
they were “suspected of loitering” when they were reporting on 
Eddie Ng, the Secretary for Education. The journalists said they 
immediately showed their press cards and demanded that the 
police call the newspaper office in order to verify their identities. 
However, the police refused their request and took them to 
the police station, where they were detained for 90 minutes. 
The Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) strongly 
condemned the detention of the two journalists while they 
were reporting. HKJA, the Hong Kong News Photographers 
Association and the Independent Commentators Association 
issued a letter of complaint to the Commissioner of Police on 
December 28, 2015.

On August 17, Fact Wire, a newly established news agency, 
disclosed that they had received threats on July 21 and 26 after 
they reported on a substandard train in Singapore. The train 

was made in China and also sold to Hong Kong. The news 
agency said they had received an anonymous online message 
saying “somebody will give (you) trouble” because the agency 
“had already caused a tremendous influence” after it disclosed 
that China had manufactured the defective train. The news 
agency said an unidentified man loitered outside the office on 
July 26, but no incident occurred.

ONLINE REPORTERS RESTRICTED
Digital media has become the dominant news platform 
all over the world. Traditional media must respond to this 
challenge, or face downsizing or closure. Many members of 
the younger generation follow independent online media 
more than they follow traditional media.

However, the Hong Kong Government has ignored the 
changes in the media landscape. In 2016, independent 
online media outlets in Hong Kong were given very few 
opportunities to attend official events, despite overwhelming 
demand that online media be treated equally. 

On February 28, 2015, a by-election for the constituency 
of New Territories East in the Hong Kong Legislative Council 
was held in the Tiu Keng Leng Sports Centre. A number 
of online media outlets, including Stand News, InMedia, 
Initium Media and Kinliu, as well as some student newspapers, 
were barred entry to the centre because the government 

did not recognise them. Arrangements improved for the 
Legislative Council election in September. Online journalists 
were allowed to enter the election centre, but they were still 
restricted from entering the area where traditional outlets 
were able to have closer contact with all candidates.

Online media outlets were still totally prevented from 
participating in any official government events, including 
press conferences with the chief executive. The IFJ and the 
HKJA strongly criticised the government’s position, but the 
government argued that a change would open the floodgates 
and create security risks due to overcrowding.

On December 7, the Hong Kong Ombudsman ruled 
in favour of a complaint by the Hong Kong Journalists 
Association. It said: “The new media in Hong Kong and 
other parts of the world have shown rapid development. 
These media are on a par with traditional media in terms of 
functionality, and some have even outpaced the latter.”

The Ombudsman made three recommendations, including 
that the government review its current practices and 
adopt a more open policy to keep pace with the times. Six 
online media outlets immediately issued a joint statement 
announcing their intention to fight for their right to report.  

In the past, all registered media outlets were alowed to 
apply for accreditation to enter the complex that houses the 
Legislative Council and the headquarters of the Hong Kong 
executive government. However, after the September 2016 
election, the government and even the Legislative Council 
took a more cautious approach. Local traditional media 
which already held accreditation were able to renew it, but 
local online outlets and overseas media outlets were not. 
One international journalist told the IFJ that the Legislative 
Council refused to renew their press accreditation, saying they 
had to prove they were regularly reporting on the Legislative 
Council. The journalist said: “It is so ridiculous. We cover the 
news of the Legislative Council, but it doesn’t mean it will 
be published if the editor thinks it is merely a local issue.” 
All non-accredited media can apply for a temporary press 
accreditation card when they enter the building, but they are 
required to provide their ID and phone numbers and disclose 
where they plan to go. A journalist with a non-registered 
business online media outlet told the IFJ that they were even 
not allowed to enter the building.

The IFJ believes such restrictions do not enhance 
transparency and freedom of information. It is true there 
are numerous online media outlets ,and some are affiliates 
of different political parties or groups, but the IFJ does not 

believe this justifies the Legislative Council taking a closed-
door approach. The same principle applies to the Hong Kong 
government.  The IFJ is pressimistic about the prospects for 
change in the near future.

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS BETRAYED
Another worrying trend in the Hong Kong media is the lack 
of professionalism and the polarisation of the media into 
opposing groups. Quite a number of media outlets take the 
initiative to get close to power and do not have any scruples 
about becoming mouthpieces for powerful interests. In 2016, 
almost all Hong Kong media outlets followed the political 
line put forward by the Chinese authorities, which oppose 
any suggestion of independence for Hong Kong. Dissenting 
opinions were rarely heard.

In August, Edward Leung, a representative of the Hong Kong 
Indigenous Group, a political group that supports the idea of 
independence for Hong Kong, was deprived of his political 
rights under the Basic Law, Hong Kong’s constitution, to stand 
for election to the Legislative Council in September. Mainland 
mouthpiece media in Hong Kong had already made a number 
of reports about Leung and his group that were not impartial. 
At the same time, several media outlets in Hong Kong reported 
that Leung was followed and harassed by a team of paparazzi 
from a media outlet that is seen as a mouthpiece for the 
Mainland. On August 13, the photographers followed Leung for 
hours. Then Leung had a fight with a man from the paparazzi 
team at Taikoo Metro Station. According to a video report 
by Apple Daily, Leung fought with a man who continually 
provoked him by revealing a lot of private information about 
his family. During the struggle, Leung’s teeshirt was torn and 
his cell phone was snatched and thrown onto the ground. When 
Leung used his cell phone to take a picture of his attacker, the 
attackers lied, crying out: “Edward Leung hit people! How come 
you talk about democracy?”

Several freelance photographers told the IFJ that the situation 
was weird, because all paparazzi know they should not 
reveal their identities and they have a norm which demands 
journalists stay a certain distance away from their news target. 
One said: “We would not provoke anyone, because otherwise we 
could not do our jobs.”  The photographer said the man who 
provoked Leung has been working in the industry for years, 
adding: “He definitely understands our norms so I think he 
might have been under instructions to behave like this.”

The paparazzi team expanded their news targets to include 
Sixtus Baggio Leung and Yau Wai-Ching of the Youngspiration 

WITH THE INCREASING POLARISATION OF THE MEDIA, 
SOME MEDIA OUTLETS HAD NO SCRUPLES ABOUT BECOMING 
MOUTHPIECES FOR POWERFUL INTERESTS.

  Supporters leave messages of 
support on the locked security gate 

of Causeway Bay Bookstore on 
February 1, 2016, after it became 

clear five missing media workers 
were being detained in China. 
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political grouping. Leung and Yau were elected to the 
Legislative Council but were disqualified by a court ruling that 
said they were “insincere”, “inaccurate” and “incomplete” when 
they took their oath of office on October 12. On that occasion, 
the pair displayed “Hong Kong is NOT China” banners, made 
a statement in support of independence for Hong Kong, and 
pronounced “China” as “Cheena”, a derogatory pronunciation 
used during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945).

The IFJ understands that media outlets commonly use 
freelance photographers, but we believe there is a basic 
principle that the news that they are reporting on must relate 
to issues of public concern. No media outlet should misuse its 
position to act with a political aim. Such behaviour is clearly 
unethical and unprofessional.

MACAU DISCRIMINATES
On May 13, the Macau Media Workers Association issued a 
statement condemning the actions of several local journalists 
who were self-censoring their work. The association said several 
journalists had refused to reveal the names of government 
officials who were sources for articles they had written about 
allegations of favouritism by Macau’s chief executive, Fernando 
Chui Sai-on. The statement said: “Reports were deleted and 
comments from critical interviewees were removed. Some 
journalists were deliberately reassigned beats. One media 
outlet gave a list of interviewees to journalists and demanded 
they interview them when they report the relevant news. 
The journalists were also told that the news report should be 
positive.”

The Macau Media Workers Association said: “(We) have 
reasons to believe that media outlets have exercised self-
censorship but they also received Governmental pressure from 
the outside.” On May 5, the official People’s Daily reported 
that the Macau Foundation had donated 100 million yuan to 
Jinan University in Guangzhou, rather than to a local Macau 

  The Ming Pao Staff Association protested in the streets 
after the news organisations well-regarded executive chief 
editor, Keung Kwok-Yuen, was terminated without adequate 
explanation. Keung and a group of other veteran journalists later 
launched a new current affairs and news website.

  A Hong Kong citizen holds a candle during a vigil for the 27th 
anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing on 
June 4, 1989. Tens of thousands of people rallied in the streets, 
while the occasion was ignored as usual on the Mainland. 

T 
he year 2016 will be remembered as a turning point in 
Hong Kong’s media history, or to put it explicitly, a year 
of complete alteration. Hong Kong media utterly gave 
up its last defences for editorial independence. Not only 
did it end up as the Mainland’s official mouthpiece, but it 

also took the initiative to patch together lies for the Mainland 
authorities. As a result, it is no longer the Fourth Estate, 
safeguarding justice, but a propaganda tool of the authorities.

The interviews with Lee Bo by Sing Tao Daily News, Zhao Wei 
by South China Morning Post and Wang Yu by Oriental Daily 
News stand as solid proof of how the Mainland authorities 
intervened in the Hong Kong media. All media personnel should 
know clearly that these “special interviews” would never have 
happened without official arrangements. For instance, South 
China Morning Post’s interview with Zhao Wei had people won-
dering if it was arranged by the Public Security Department. The 
Guardian in the UK quoted an unnamed source as saying the 
interview was met with discontent and anger inside the Post’s 
newsroom.

The two interviews by South China Morning Post and Orien-
tal Daily News were of the same nature, as both Zhao Wei and 
Wang Yu were involved in “709 Crackdown”. This incident is 
nick-named after July 9, 2015, the date of the first arrests in what 
became a massive crackdown involving the arrests of about 300 
human rights lawyers and activists on the Mainland. The crack-
down extended across all China's provinces, as the authorities 
tightened their grip on civil society. Both Zhao and Wang were 
arrested and detained for a year, but released after giving the 
interviews. In their interviews, they spoke with the same tone 
and expressed regrets and admitted wrongdoings. Sing Tao Daily 
News adopted a similar approach when interviewing Lee Bo. In 
all three interviews, the interviewees were being watched closely 
by the law enforcement department and the contents were very 
similar, with all three admitting wrongdoings openly. This was 
clearly advantageous to the Mainland authorities.

There is nothing wrong with an interview being arranged by 
the authorities, but it is important that the media outlets explain 
matters clearly and address outside concerns, as well as produc-
ing a comprehensive and balanced report with neutrality and 
objectivity preserved. One can hardly say this is the case with 
these three “special interviews”, which have fingerprints all over 
them, and reveal only what was deliberately arranged by the 
authorities. The interview contents were one-sided, recording 
only what the interviewees said. One must also wonder why and 
how all these detainees could be reached by the media, let alone 

be interviewed, when their families could not contact them. And 
who would have such capability, given the heavy scrutiny by 
the surveillance dragnet on the Mainland? However, the media 
involved are mysterious about the arrangements and respond 
to outside queries only by citing “news source protection”. Such 
responses may well shield the media from questions, but will not 
rid people of their doubts. Readers have their own minds and 
they cannot be fooled.

It is understood that all three “special interviews” involved the 
Public Security Department, which is also an important opera-
tor behind the scenes. They were not the result of contact with a 
“mysterious intermediary”, nor with someone with an “identity 
not known”, as was reported. The identity of the intermediary 
was perhaps not known by the frontline staff, but was definite-
ly known by the bosses and senior management of the media 
organisations, who also knew about the strings attached. It was 
reported that the so-called “middle man” took the initiative to 
contact the media’s management and even the outlets’ owners, 
and the “interviews” were arranged from the top down.

The arrangements are likely to remain a mystery in Hong 
Kong’s media history forever. It is understood the location and 
time of the interviews were determined by the relevant depart-
ments. Journalists were “involved” passively, and some were even 
asked not to disclose the interview location. The interview ques-
tions were subject to prior screening, and journalists were not al-
lowed to ask their own questions. Some were even asked to sign 
a confidentiality agreement issued by the relevant departments, 
promising never to divulge details of the interview, including 
arrangements with the relevant department. As for how they 
treated the contents of their reports, the journalists were given 
a list of key points in advance as guidelines. Some were even 
required to submit their reports to the relevant departments 
for approval before publication, and some reports were said to 
be amended several times before approval was finally granted. 
The time of publication was also determined by the relevant 
departments. The media organisations could only cooperate, as 
even the timing of online news needed to be communicated to 
the relevant departments.

On the Mainland, reporters have no right to ask questions, 
and their manuscripts are censored. Mainland media are born as 
official mouthpieces. They are born to be castrated – they have 
no options. However, why do Hong Kong media, who have every 
right to choose, abandon their editorial independence and take 
the path towards being a mouthpiece?

There are interests involved that offer monetary as well as 

2016: 

university. The Macau Foundation is a semi-official foundation 
that aims to develop Macau’s universities. It receives some 
government funding and is overseen by Fernando Chui Sai-on, 
Macau’s chief executive. Chui is the deputy head of the Jinan 
University’s board and chairman of the foundation’s board of 
trustees. Chui was accused of using public money to pursue his 
own political interests.

On October 1, the Macau Journalists Association accused the 
Public Security Bureau of Macau of deliberately failing to reveal 
information to the media when police were notified that two 
Macau hotels had received false bomb reports on September 
28. In the statement, the association said: “When we asked 
the Police why they delayed revealing important information 
to us, they said, ‘We do not inform the media until we have 
eliminated all risk’.” The association said the act was a clear 
violation of the people’s right to know. 

On October 10, the Premier of China, Li Keqiang, visited 
Macau for a few days but not all registered media outlets were 
allowed to participate in all the programmes arranged by the 
Macau Government. An outspoken and independent online 
media outlet was treated unfairly by the local government. The 
outlet was allowed to attend only three out of 12 events, while 
traditional media outlets were allowed to attend all 12 events.

WHEN HONG KONG  
WAS VIOLATED

BY DING YI
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MAINL AND CH INA

1The 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.

2The Central Goverment 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. 

3The 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. 

4The 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.

5The 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.

6The 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.

7The Central Government should order state security not to 
misuse the law to intimidate and silence journalists.

8The 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.

9The 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.

10The 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.

1 1The 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.

12The 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.

13The Central Government should welcome foreign 
companies, non-governmental organizations and 

individual persons to cooperate, invest and work in the 
Mainland in different industries.

14The Central Government should order an end to efforts 
to restrict journalism conducted online, or otherwise 

republished in online formats.

15The 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

1The 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. 

2The Hong Kong Government should speed up the 
enactment of the Freedom of Information Ordinance and 

the Achives 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.

3A confidential and independent complaints bureau should 
be established for journalists experiencing any violation of 

press freedom.

4The 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.  

5The Hong Kong Government should direct the Police 
Department to honour their pledges to disseminate 

information to the press in a timely manner.

6The Hong Kong Government should remove the civil 
servants appointed as the Director of Broadcasting and the 

Editor-in-Chief of Radio Television Hong Kong.

7The 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.

8The 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.

9Te Hong Kong Government should order officials to hold 
press conferences, not closed-door briefings.

10The Hong Kong Government should adopt the 
Ombudsman's recommendations and allow online media 

to attend all official press conferences and events. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

non-monetary benefits. Since the proliferation of smart-
phones, coupled with the rapid development of the internet 
world, the advertising market for traditional media has been 
eroded, with revenue shrinking and operations becoming 
more and more difficult. Traditional media in the past has 
done so well that they often kicked out small clients, but the 
tide has turned. Changes in the media ecology give Mainland 
authorities an opportunity to use advertising dollars from 
state-owned enterprises to benefit Hong Kong media, and to 
intervene in those outlets’ editorial policies more easily.

This influence is mainly on the media’s reporting direc-
tion. The aim is to make them more positive towards the 
governments of the Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region and the Mainland, and to side with the governments 
in matters of importance. Lee Bo’s “interview” is a classic ex-
ample of this, since the detention of the Causeway Bay Book-
store workers severely shook the confidence of the Hong 
Kong people in the principle of “one country, two systems”. 
When media organisations come out as official escorts and 
direct public opinion, this is like the wise saying: “Time to 
launch your soldiers after keeping them for a thousand days.” 

However, the 709 Crackdown had nothing specifically to 
do with Hong Kong. Why should the Hong Kong media get 
involved? This is a puzzling question, and the answer may in-
volve issues that are not purely driven by advertising benefits. 
Perhaps the outside world will never know the connection. 
It was strange to find the Hong Kong media interviewing 

people involved. It is understood that one of the reasons for 
this is that the authorities find it difficult to control Western 
media, as they are unwilling to cooperate, so using Hong 
Kong media instead may be a viable option. To some extent, 
this just highlights the absurdity of the incident. The western 
media with integrity are reluctant to act as the mouthpiece 
of the Chinese authorities and to assist lying officials. This 
shows the degeneration of the Hong Kong media.

It is now 19 years since Hong Kong returned to China and 
the Mainland's intervention is growing day by day. In the 
initial stages, the Mainland authorities mainly adopted a soft 
approach. They invited media owners to become members 
of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
and so on, hoping they could win the media over to stand 
on the government side. But this approach has changed in 
recent years, with the government even using stark naked 
and brutal means to intervene.

Where is the Hong Kong media heading? If traditional 
media continue to lower their standards, their credibility 
will also  decline. When that is coupled with the impact of 
new media, they can be expected to lose their leadership in 
the sector. They will eventually be replaced by “red” funds 
from the Mainland that will dominate the Hong Kong 
media. The wheel of the times has been turned, and those 
who are still trying to resist will end up as what China’s 
then President Jiang Zemin said 16 years ago: “Too Simple, 
Sometimes Naive.”

MAINLAND AUTHORITIES USE ADVERTISING TO BENEFIT
HONG KONG MEDIA, AND THUS INTERVENE IN THEIR
EDITORIAL POLICIES.

  Journalists gather at the entrance 
to Causeway Bay Bookstore in Hong 
Kong on February 1, 2016. Journalists’ 
and citizens’ ratings of media freedom 
declined in 2016. 
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