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The Chinese leadership continued to imple-

ment discreet reforms to the Party, legal 

system, constitution and democratization

process in an apparent effort to foster an

image of greater responsiveness to public

discontent. State media reported fre-

quently on Premier Wen Jiabao’s surprise

visits to rural villages to listen to peasant

grievances and present himself as a “man

of the people.” Labor experts, however,

stated that the only effective solution to

injustice and bureaucracy was sweeping

political reform and implementation of the

rule of law. (AP, NYT, Reuters, WP)

One of President Hu Jintao’s major cam-

paigns since taking office in July has been

an ongoing corruption purge. Several high-

profile graft scandals came to light in 

recent months, with the former Vice-

Governor of Anhui Province, Wang

Huaizhong, sentenced to death for corrup-

tion on December 29, and 17 senior offi-

cials in Fuzhou, Fujian Province detained in

December in connection with the arrest of a

gangster, Chan Kai, involved in gambling,

prostitution and money laundering with

judges, police officials, prosecutors and tax

collectors. State-run media were prohibited

from reporting on the scandal, reinforcing

concern over the continued lack of trans-

parency in the government. China joined

more than 100 countries in signing the UN

Convention Against Corruption on Decem-

ber 9. (NYT, Reuters, WP)

The corruption purge has been accom-

panied by efforts to clean up China’s law

enforcement system and raise the stan-

dard of police accountability. A four-month

nationwide overhaul resulted in the dis-

missal of 44,701 police officers for corrup-

tion, lack of adequate job skills and other

reasons. In early January the Ministry of

Public Security issued a directive calling for

police departments to issue more press

statements, report disasters and major

events immediately and hold news confer-

ences once a month, and prohibiting the

practice of refusing comment to reporters.

(AP)

Two unprecedented amendments to

China’s constitution were set for passage

when the National People’s Congress (NPC)

convenes on March 5. The first, a law

enshrining private property rights, was

approved in late December by the NPC’s

Standing Committee. It was speculated

that a second amendment to the effect that 

“the state respects and protects human

rights” is to be added to the preamble of 

the constitution. The mention of respect for

human rights would be a landmark in con-

stitutional reform, but the vagueness of the

proposed wording has raised concerns over

effective implementation. (AP, KH)

In local democratic development, inde-

pendent candidates took part in elections

held in Beijing in December for local District

People’s Congress seats, the second time 

in Beijing’s history in which non-Party candi-

dates were allowed on the ballot. The candi-

dates, included Zhang Xingshui, a civil rights

lawyer; Xu Zhiyong, a lawyer active in reform-

ing China’s Re-education Through Labor sys-

tem; Nie Hailiang, a community activist; and

Wang Ruiqi, reported being interrogated,

harassed and kept under surveillance by

local officials, but ultimately two of them, Xu

Zhiyong and Nie Hailiang, won seats in the

Congress. (BBC, Globe and Mail)

Meanwhile, in preparation for the 60th

session of the UN Commission on Human

Rights (UNCHR), to be held in Geneva in

March-April 2004, the UN Working Group on

Arbitrary Detention submitted a report on 

its 32nd, 33rd and 34th sessions, held in

November/December 2001, June 2002 

and September 2002, respectively. Among

the individual or group cases the Working

Group considered, six were from China,

including Yao Fuxin, Yang Jianli, Li Bifeng,

Liu Xianbin and Wang Bingzhang, as well 

as groups of Falungong practitioners and

Tibetans. In all cases except for one

Tibetan, the Working Group determined that

the detentions were arbitrary. 

During its 38th session in November

2003, the Working Group ruled as arbitrary

the detentions of four other Chinese politi-

cal prisoners, Xu Wenli, Liu Di, Ouyang Yi

and Zhao Changqing, all of whom have

been featured in China Rights Forum. The

Working Group’s report on these cases and

all others considered during the 38th ses-

sion will be submitted to the UNCHR during

its 61st session in 2005.

In addition to censuring governments

for human rights abuses, the UNCHR also

awarded individuals and groups for their

human rights work in a ceremony on 

Human Rights Day on December 10. One of

the six winners was Deng Pufang, the son 

of the late Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping,

who founded the China Disabled Persons

Federation after he was paralyzed by a

spinal injury. The younger Deng was hon-

ored for his advocacy for disabled people in

China and around the world.

PETITIONS TO THE 

CENTRAL GOVERNMENT

Activists and others concerned with human

rights inside and outside of China submit-

ted a number of written appeals to the Chi-

nese government over the past few months

regarding prisoners of conscience, constitu-

tional reform, freedom of expression and

other basic human rights. A petition calling

for the release of Internet-essayist Du

Daobin and for clarification of the country’s

subversion laws began circulating on the

Internet in December. More than 100 schol-

ars, lawyers and democracy activists,

including veteran dissidents Liu Xiaobo,

Gao Yu and the “Stainless Steel Rat,” Liu

Di, signed the petition, which was to be 

submitted to the NPC and the Supreme

People’s Court on March 1. (AP, NYT)

As an example of the risk associated

with such petitions, Shanghai-based politi-

cal activist Sang Jiancheng was charged

with “incitement to subvert state power”

and sentenced on January 6 to three years

in prison. Sang had been secretly arrested

on November 10, 2002 after signing an

open letter to the 16th Party Congress call-

ing for greater democratic reform. Sang is

the latest of several signatories, including

Zhao Changqing, Dai Xuezhong, He Depu

and Jiang Lijun, who have been sentenced

to lengthy prison terms. (HRIC)

Jiang Meili, the wife of imprisoned

Shanghainese lawyer Zheng Enchong,

submitted an open letter to President Hu

Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao on Febru-

ary 6 appealing for a fair retrial and inter-

vention in Zheng’s prison treatment after

Zheng revealed during a prison visit that 

he was kept in solitary confinement and

was suffering physical abuse. Jiang Meili
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has been under constant surveillance

since Zheng Enchong’s sentencing on 

October 28 to three years in prison on

charges of leaking state secrets. Zheng’s

appeal was denied at a hearing on Decem-

ber 18 attended by three family members

and a representative of the U.S. Con-

sulate in Shanghai. His lawyers, Guo Guot-

ing and Zhang Sizhi, had been warned on

December 2 to maintain the confidential-

ity of all legal documents relating to the

proceedings. (HRIC)

Petitions were presented to the PRC gov-

ernment on behalf of U.S.-based democracy

activist Yang Jianli by 32 members of the

U.S. House of Representatives and eight

U.S. Senators, as well as more than 100 

faculty members of Harvard Law School.

Yang was tried for espionage on August 4,

2003, but no verdict has been announced 

to date. Yang’s wife, Christina Fu, had sub-

mitted a written request to speak with Pre-

mier Wen Jiabao about her husband’s case

when Wen visited the United States in early

December, but received no reply. During his

U.S. visit, Wen spoke at Harvard University,

where Christina Fu is a researcher and Yang

was a student. 

Yang’s case was also raised during a

visit to Beijing by U.S. Deputy Secretary of

State Richard Armitage in late January.

Armitage said that the case of imprisoned

Uighur activist Rebiya Kadeer and the need

for systemic change to China’s judicial pro-

cedures were also discussed during the

visit. (HC, Reuters, Support Yang Jianli

newsletter)

Liu Feiyue, a teacher in Hubei Province,

submitted a petition on January 26 

demanding that the government take

responsibility for healthcare and reform the

prescription drug system. The petition,

signed by more than 500 people,

expressed concern over collusion between

the pharmaceuticals industry and hospital

system to inflate drug prices, and stated

that healthcare had become too expensive

for most of China’s citizens. (HRIC)

INTERNET DEBATE HEATS UP

A joint two-year study by the Markle Founda-

tion and the Chinese Academy of Social

Sciences (CASS) released in late November

found that the Internet was contributing to

a relaxation of State control in China.

According to the report, entitled “Surveying

Internet Usage and Impact in Twelve

Cities,” most of China’s Internet users

believe the Internet provides people with

the opportunity to express their political

views and criticize the government. The

study did not factor in Internet-essayists

imprisoned for exercising their freedom of

expression on the Internet. (HRIC, SCMP)

Two other reports on Internet censorship

were published by Reporters Without Bor-

ders (RSF) and Amnesty International (AI) in

December and February, respectively. RSF

found that Internet censorship was on the

rise in China, and that 14 computer and

telecommunication firms such as Cisco Sys-

tems, Microsoft, Nortel, Sun Microsystems

and Yahoo! were aiding the PRC govern-

ment’s repression of freedom of expression

by providing the technology necessary for

censorship. AI reached similar conclusions

and reported 54 imprisoned Internet

activists by late January, an increase of 21

from November 2002. (AFP, AP)

Among the imprisoned Netizens listed

in the AI report were Sichuan Webmaster

Huang Qi, whose wife told French TV

reporters in November that Huang was

being tortured in prison; Xi’an activist Yan

Jun, who was sentenced to two years

imprisonment for “subversion” on Decem-

ber 8 after he called for free labor unions,

the release of Zhao Ziyang and free press;

Sichuan civil servant Li Zhi, 33, who was

tried for subversion on December 10 after

criticizing official corruption; and Kong

Youping, an Anshan factory employee

arrested on December 13 for “inciting sub-

version” after he posted political criticisms

on foreign Web sites. The AI report wel-

comed the November 28 release of Beijing

student Liu Di, 23, after prosecutors

returned her case to the Beijing Public

Security Bureau (PSB) pending further

investigation because of a lack of evidence.

Hopes were high for similar outcomes in

the cases of Ouyang Yi, 35, whose Decem-

ber 1 sentence was delayed because of

insufficient evidence, and Du Daobin, 39,

whose case was referred back to the Hubei

PSB on February 11. However, Du was ulti-

mately charged with subversion by the

Hubei Procuratorate on February 17. (AP,

BBC, HRIC, RFA, RSF)

Maintaining personal security and

anonymity on the Internet became more dif-

ficult in December when the PRC govern-

ment announced the prohibition of the

import, manufacture and sale of wireless

equipment that did not meet the govern-

ment’s security specifications. Particularly

targeted was the use of Advanced Encryp-

tion Standards (AES), a key component of

personal security encryption systems. In

spite of protests from American electronic

companies, the standard went into effect

December 1, with a grace period until June.

(CNET, Reuters)

The PRC government also made its influ-

ence felt on global Internet policy at the

World Summit on the Information Society

(WSIS) in Geneva on December 10–-12. The

Summit, which brought together govern-

ment, business and civil society stakehold-

ers from 192 countries, addressed issues

such as “bridging the digital divide,” interna-

tional governance of the Internet, and cen-

sorship and security. The Chinese delegation

played a prominent role in limiting refer-

ences to the Universal Declaration of Human

Rights (UDHR) and freedom of expression in

final summit documents. (Reuters)

ONGOING STRUGGLE 

FOR LABOR RIGHTS

Workplace safety, harsh prison sentences

for labor activists, and workers’ compensa-

tion and wages remained topics of discus-

sion and concern for the Chinese

government and the international commu-

nity. In Chongqing, Sichuan Province, a gas

leak at a PetroChina plant killed 243 people

and forced the evacuation of more than

60,000 on December 23. Under pressure

from local and national authorities, the leak

was quickly blamed on management negli-

gence. In an attempt to diffuse the situation,

PetroChina offered to pay out $3.6 million in

compensation to the victims and their fami-

lies on a non-negotiable basis. The

Chongqing disaster prompted a front-page

editorial in the official People’s Daily in mid-

January on the need for factory safety. The

article laid out the Party’s plan to reduce

workplace deaths, which included safety

measures to be enacted into law. China saw

a nine percent rise in workplace deaths in

2003, with conservative estimates putting

the industrial accident death toll at 14,675

for the first nine months of the year. (AP)

The International Confederation of Free

Trade Unions (ICFTU) addressed other labor

concerns relating to China in preparation

for the 60th session of the UN Commission

on Human Rights in Geneva. The interna-

tional organization said it would target
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China for heavy prison sentences doled out

to independent labor activists such as Yao

Fuxin and Xiao Yunliang. On December 19,

Lingyuan County No. 2 Prison officials in

Liaoning Province denied a request from

the two men’s families to grant Yao and

Xiao medical parole for their severe health

problems. Yao is suffering from a heart con-

dition, hearing loss and partial paralysis,

and Xiao is afflicted with pleurisy, partial

blindness, edema and numbness in his

hands from prolonged use of handcuffs.

Outside observers believe the “Liaoning

Two” have been treated with particular

severity because of their central roles in

massive workers’ protests in the Northeast

in 2000-2002. (ICFTU, HRIC)

Wide scale labor protests at the Tieshu

Textile Group factory in Hubei Province

reached a boiling point on February 8, when

more than 1,200 workers blocked the

Suizhou railway. A bloody confrontation with

800 police officers ensued, leaving an

unknown number of people injured and an

undisclosed number of protesters

detained. The workers were reportedly

protesting unpaid benefits and corruption

at the factory. 

An Oxfam International report released

in February stated that workers’ benefits

and labor rights were a serious problem in

China, finding that workers put in as much

as 150 hours of overtime a month, and

that 90 percent of workers had no health

insurance. The report faulted the Interna-

tional Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank

and multinational corporations for permit-

ting poor employment and living standards

in Chinese factories. (CLB, WP)

RELIGIOUS AND 

ETHNIC MINORITY RIGHTS

In its continued crackdown on Uighur sepa-

ratists in the northwestern Xinjiang region,

the PRC government issued a formal terror-

ist list on December 15. China’s Ministry of

Public Security identified 11 individuals and

four groups as threats to national and inter-

national security, alleging participation in

coordinated bombings and assassinations

in Xinjiang. The four groups named were

the East Turkestan Islamic Movement

(ETIM), the East Turkestan Liberation Orga-

nization (ETLO), the World Uighur Youth

Congress (WUYC) and the East Turkestan

Information Centre (ETIC). China asked the

international community to participate in a

global crackdown against the Uighur

groups, but as neither the WUYC or ETIC

have any known links to terrorism, many in

the international community saw the gov-

ernment’s request as another attempt to

supress dissent and free speech in the

region. (AFP, BBC, NYT)

An interview with the founder of the

Falungong spiritual movement, Li Hongzhi,

by New York’s New Tang Dynasty television

station on January 20 was broadcast via

satellite to Hong Kong. In the rare inter-

view, Li lashed out at Jiang Zemin and

denounced the Chinese government’s sup-

pression of the popular movement as

rooted in jealousy. China’s Foreign Ministry

responded on January 21 by describing Li

Hongzhi as a “dangerous criminal” and reit-

erated its charge that the Falungong is “an

evil cult.” Around the same time, Falungong

practitioners Zhang Jun and Li Chiyue, a

mother and daughter, were detained in Bei-

jing on January 20 for leafleting and were

denied access to a lawyer. The two went on

an eight-day hunger strike at Beijing

Chaoyang District Public Security Detention

Center in protest. (AP, HRIC)

In January, international human rights

groups Human Rights Watch and the

Tibetan Center for Human Rights and

Democracy (TCHRD) were among those

calling for the release of Tibetan monk Ten-

zin Delek, 53, who was sentenced to death

on December 2, 2002 for “inciting sepa-

ratism” and terrorism in Sichuan Province.

TCHRD issued the plea in its 2003 report

on Human Rights in Tibet at the World

Social Forum in Mumbai, India. The report

also emphasized efforts by the PRC govern-

ment to crush Tibetan culture by stifling

Tibetan Buddhism and noted that human

rights violations in Tibet had continued

apace throughout 2003. (KRN, OW)

In early February, U.S. Congress passed

a House Resolution calling on China to

release all Tibetan political prisoners, high-

lighting the case of Tibetan nun Phuntsok

Nyidron, who is serving a 17-year sentence

for peaceful demonstrations in 1990. The

U.S. government was reported to be consid-

ering a resolution on China for violations of

human rights in China and the Tibetan

Autonomous Region for the 60th session of

the UN Commission on Human Rights

(UNCHR) in March. Meanwhile, the Tibetan

government-in-exile called for the Chinese

government to work with them to hash out

the Tibetan independence issue before the

Beijing Olympics in 2008. The two sides

were reported to be engaged in talks. (AT,

ICT, SCMP)

CALLS FOR DEMOCRATIZATION 

IN HONG KONG

Hong Kong’s Victoria Park was the site of a

New Year’s Day rally organized by the Civil

Human Rights Front and attended by indi-

viduals and groups concerned with civil,

labor, religious and political rights. Police

estimated 37,000 participants, but organiz-

ers said that as many as 100,000 people

attended. Protesters demanded a

timetable for democratization in the SAR,

direct elections for the Chief Executive in

2007 and for the Legislative Council in

2008, and for Chief Executive Tung Chee-

hwa to step down. Participants also

expressed disappointment over a missed

December deadline for the democracy

timetable and over Tung’s unwillingness to

stand up to Beijing on the issue.

Tung had attempted to brush over the

sensitive issue of constitutional reform dur-

ing his annual policy speech in December,

saying that a task force headed by the

Chief Secretary for Administration, Donald

Tsang Yam-kuen, was exploring Beijing’s

concerns about the implementation of the

democratic process. Attempts to further

delay democratization came in a February 9

Xinhua editorial by mainland legal expert

Shao Tienren, who said that Hong Kong

democratic reforms were not possible with-

out Beijing’s approval. The statement

raised strong protest from pro-democracy

legislators in Hong Kong, who had warned

that Beijing was attempting to derail the

reforms before the proposed 2007 elec-

tions. (WSJ, NYT, UPI, WSJ, AP)

Hong Kong’s democracy advocates have

been riding high after a sweeping victory

over their pro-Beijing counterparts in local

district board elections on November 23.

Democratic Party candidates won 92 of the

contested seats, while the pro-Beijing

Democratic Alliance for the Betterment of

Hong Kong (DAB) won only 62 seats, down

from 84 seats four years ago. DAB Chair-

man Jasper Tsang Yok-sing took responsi-

bility for the poor showing at the polls and

resigned in early December, although the

DAB’s close ties to Chief Executive Tung

and Beijing were widely considered the rea-

sons for the defeat. The triumph of pro-
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democracy forces raised hopes for a simi-

lar sweep in the upcoming Legislative Coun-

cil elections in September, in which half of

the 60 members are to be returned by

direct elections. (AP, FEER, WP)

TAIWAN REFERENDUM 

CAUSES STIR

Taiwan’s Parliament passed a law on

November 27 allowing President Chen Shui-

bian to call a “defensive” national referen-

dum asking voters to decide whether to

demand that China withdraw missiles aimed

at Taiwan and renounce the threat of force,

or to declare independence. The following

week, President Chen called a referendum

for March 20, the same day as Taiwan’s

presidential elections. Taiwan’s Nationalist

(Kuomintang) Party attempted to divert pop-

ular support from Chen by withdrawing its

long-standing support for reunification.

Nationalist Party Presidential candidate Lien

Chan said in mid-December that the issue

should be left for future generations.

Recent developments in Taiwan met with

aggressive warnings from People’s Libera-

tion Army (PLA) Brigadier General Peng

Guangqian, who said the PRC was willing to

risk an Olympic boycott, international con-

demnation, Chinese deaths in battle and

economic damage in order to maintain the

“national unity” of China. On the interna-

tional front, during meetings with Premier

Wen Jiabao in Washington, D.C. on Decem-

ber 9, President Bush recommended that

President Chen halt the referendum and

maintain the status quo. Later, French Presi-

dent Jacques Chirac called for the lifting of

an EU arms embargo on China enacted after

the 1989 massacre. (NYT, Reuters, WP, AP)

PUBLIC HEALTH

China was named as a region of particular

concern in a UNAIDS report published in

time for World AIDS Day on December 10,

which gave the latest statistics of the world-

wide epidemic. According to the report,

efforts to curb the epidemic worldwide have

been “entirely inadequate,” with marked

increases to both deaths and the number of

people infected in 2003. The most recent

report on AIDS in China, a joint project of

the WHO and China’s Ministry of Health,

puts the number of people infected with HIV

at 840,000, and the number of people with

full-blown AIDS at 80,000. Statistics on the

total number of people tested were withheld

as a “state secret” by Chinese health offi-

cials. Officials in Henan Province stated that

one person dies of AIDS every five days

there, and new outbreaks in Jilin Province

were reported, with 300 people infected in

one village alone. (NYT, RFA)

China focused much of its World AIDS

Day activities on prevention education and

publicity for its pilot treatment program initi-

ated in October 2003. Most notably, Pre-

mier Wen Jiabao shook hands with an AIDS

patient at a Beijing hospital in the first-ever

public contact between a top government

official and a person with AIDS. Wen prom-

ised free AIDS medications to all in need of

them by 2005. While UN officials and NGOs

hailed the pledge as an indication of a

change in attitude by the government, plans

for implementation have yet to be

announced. 

A recent study by Futures Group Europe

and Horizon Market Research found that

AIDS awareness in China remains low.

Nearly one-fifth of people surveyed had

never heard of AIDS, only 13.4 percent

knew the three methods of transmission,

and only 21.4 percent knew that sex was a

mode of transmission. (CYO, NYT)

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome

(SARS), a potentially fatal illness that killed

349 people and sickened more than 5,000

more in China in late 2002 through mid-

2003, reemerged in Guangdong Province at

the end of 2003. Three confirmed cases

and one more suspected case were

reported between December 26 and Janu-

ary 12. Containment measures included

isolating the infected person and persons in

close contact with them, collaboration with

WHO researchers to identify the causes and

treatment of the illness, and implementa-

tion of precautionary safety measures. The

WHO, which had been making regular visits

to China to observe lab safety and oversee

research, arrived on the scene soon after

reports of the first case, and China’s Min-

istry of Health reported that information

was “freely shared” in daily meetings. Pre-

cautionary steps for minimizing the extent

of the outbreak included an order by Guang-

dong Provincial officials to kill civet cats and

rats, two species believed to carry the virus.

Provincial officials reported that at least

3,903 civet cats and 665 other wild ani-

mals were killed up to mid-January, while the

WHO and animal rights groups raised con-

cerns over the slaughter pending conclusive

evidence of the source of the disease. (AP,

NYT, Xinhua)

As SARS resurfaced, the H5N1 strain of

the Avian Influenza virus, popularly known

as the “bird flu,” infected poultry and

humans in eight Asian countries, including

China. Confirmed outbreaks in 13 of China’s

31 provinces led to the culling of 1.2 million

chickens. While no human cases of the bird

flu were reported, China admitted that parts

of its animal disease and prevention sys-

tems were “weak and vulnerable.” (Reuters) 

In their prompt reporting of the latest

SARS and avian influenza cases, PRC offi-

cials hoped to live down the blistering criti-

cism of their handling of the first outbreak of

SARS in November 2002. The sincerity of

the government’s transparency was called

into question, however, when Cheng Yizhong,

the editor of the Southern Metropolitan Daily,

an independent newspaper that broke the

story of the first new SARS case one day

before China reported it to the WHO, was

detained by the Shanghai Procuratorate on

January 6. Cheng was released later that

day and authorities denied that his detention

was related to the newspaper’s SARS story,

but his detention indicated that the Chinese

government remained sensitive to any sug-

gestion that it was not reacting promptly and

decisively to the disease. (The Times)
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