
The closure of the popular literary Web site Aegean Sea in March raised a storm of public criti-
cism, culminating in an online campaign and the formation of a legal support committee. In
one essay, an activist calls for repeal of the administrative regulation that led to the closure.
Meanwhile, an unsigned message claiming to be an official response from the Zhejiang
authorities posted on an overseas Web site observes that censorship is considered neces-
sary even in western democracies.
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6AEGEAN SEA MAKES WAVES
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It’s Time to Rein In 
China’s Internet Censors! 

BY DENG YONGLIANG 

Recently, the domestic Aegean SeaWeb site was closed by the
Zhejiang authorities because Communist officials believed it
contained too much undesirable information from overseas.1

With the authorities’ actions causing enormous repercussions
at home and abroad, we are once again compelled to consider
whether China’s Internet users enjoy freedom of speech.

Many of the comments posted on Aegean Sea were widely
disseminated on other Web sites, including on People’s Daily’s
“Qiangguo Luntan” Internet bulletin board, triggering a great
deal of online discussion about freedom of expression on the
Internet. Just as polishing a mirror produces a clearer reflec-
tion, discussing an issue helps the truth shine through. Like-
wise, the barbarous and unlawful closure of the Aegean SeaWeb
site has again provided the majority of Internet users with a
chilling awareness of the Chinese Communist Party’s despica-
ble tricks and dark mentality.

After the Aegean SeaWeb site was blocked, its former Web
users bombarded free speech Web sites with their protests.
Some other people cited some of these postings to justify the
closing of Aegean Sea.Their aim was not to improve Internet con-
tent, but to assist the totalitarian forces muzzling the freedom
of expression of mainland Chinese people.

When Mr. Li Hong, the administrator of the Aegean SeaWeb
site, contacted the Internet section of the news office of the
Zhejiang Provincial People’s government, he was told that
access to the Aegean SeaWeb site had been terminated as a penalty
under the relevant laws and regulations and imposed by the rel-

“Official Response”: Why was
Aegean Sea Closed Down?

On March 9, it was learned that the Aegean SeaWeb site had been
closed according to law by the relevant Zhejiang Province
authorities.We can see that a small number of people are blow-
ing the situation out of proportion online, spreading false
rumors and misleading people who don’t know the true situa-
tion.

The Aegean SeaWeb site was operated by the Hangzhou
Aegean Sea Information Technology Company, and launched
on September 28, 2005. Since its launch, this Web site has
never registered with the relevant authorities to post news con-
tent, but has still posted a large amount of domestic and inter-
national news.

On September 25, 2005, the State Council Information
Office and the Ministry of Information Industry jointly issued
the Administrative Regulation on Internet News Information
Services.”Article 5 of these regulations clearly points out:Any
Internet news and information service that reprints news from
a non-news related work unit, or provides electronic bulletin
services on current affairs, or distributes information about
current affairs to the public, should first be approved by the
State Council Information Office.The Aegean SeaWeb site has
seriously violated this regulation, and its closure was reason-
able. It should be pointed out that the administrator of this
Web site was aware early on that the telephone number and
address reported to the relevant authorities was false. He
intended from the outset to evade oversight by the relevant
authorities.

 



evant provincial oversight department. In China, it is illegal for
any Web site to disseminate news without authorization.This
“regulation” was imposed specifically for the purpose of
cleansing the Internet of views different from those of the
authorities, and maintaining and strengthening dictatorship by
means of terror and compulsion; it violates the most basic prin-
ciples of rule of law and human ethics. Such a law does not
respect basic human rights and cannot enjoy popular support.

The closure of the Aegean SeaWeb site has caused a volcanic
eruption of indignation from Internet users, who are becom-
ing increasingly aware of their rights; the rise of an internet
rights protection movement is inevitable. Aegean Sea users
recently established a delegation to apply for a constitutional
review of the incident, headed by Chen Yongmiao, a well-
known Chinese constitutional scholar. On behalf of Chinese
netizens’ freedom of speech and freedom of access to informa-
tion, the delegation has submitted a request for the State Coun-
cil to review and repeal the Administrative Regulation on
Internet News Information Services.This is the first time Chi-
nese Internet users have spontaneously joined in a large-scale
effort to fight for their rights. Regardless of whether or not this
campaign ultimately succeeds, it will play an inestimable role
in promoting democracy and human rights.2

China currently has no written laws relating to Internet
news, and the legal right-to-know of the media and public is
only ambiguously defined under other legal provisions.The
danger of the current situation is that the right of access to and
dissemination of news through the Internet is effectively oblit-
erated through the Administrative Regulation on Internet
News Information Services, which is an administrative meas-
ure. Many Internet users are very angry with the Chinese gov-
ernment for employing this type of “legal” means to deprive
people of their freedom of expression.

The right of access to and dissemination of
news through the Internet is effectively
obliterated through the Administrative
Regulation on Internet News Information
Services.

Xiao Yang, president of China’s Supreme People’s Court, has
said, “The efforts of the people’s court and judicial organs
alone are inadequate to achieve fairness and justice throughout
society.Achieving this goal requires the joint participation and
effort of society as a whole, and especially of the news media.”
He believes that monitoring by the media, including Internet
media, helps to promote improvements in the judicial system.
He also believes that China should use legal means to protect
the rights of media organizations and journalists to cover news
and the media’s right to monitor.3 The closure of Aegean Sea
exposes the terrible reality that at present China’s people and
media actually have no such monitoring power.

Admittedly, there are some problematic areas in China’s

All levels of the Chinese government have employed a posi-
tive attitude toward developing the Internet, and have applied
themselves to creating a good Internet environment. It is
because of this enthusiastic management that China’s Internet
has developed so rapidly.At present, China has more than
670,000 Web sites, the largest number of any country in the
world.Among these Web sites, more than 70,000 are hosted in
Zhejiang Province. In the course of this rapid development,
China has experience both achievements and problems. On
March 8, The New York Times published a lengthy article that said,
“The Web in China is a thriving marketplace for everyone,
including scam artists, snake oil salesmen and hard-core crimi-
nals who are only too eager to turn consumers into victims.
Chinese entrepreneurs who started out brazenly selling down-
loadable pirated music and movies from online storefronts
have extended their product lines - peddling drugs and sex,
stolen cars, firearms and even organs for transplanting.”1

The administrator of the Aegean SeaWeb site
avoids mention of his own illegal activities
and makes no effort to reflect on and
correct his own errors.

The illegal acts of a number of people have already raised
strong popular dissatisfaction in China, and people have called
on the government to strengthen oversight and strike down
illegal Web sites. For that purpose, the Chinese government
formulated the Methods for Administering Internet Informa-
tion Services, the Rules on the Administration of Internet News
Information Services and other such laws and regulations to
carry out management of the Internet through law.The admin-
istrator of the Aegean SeaWeb site avoids mention of his own
illegal activities and makes no effort to reflect on and correct
his own errors, but rather maliciously stirs up trouble by rail-
ing in public in the guise of one whose “freedom of expres-
sion” has been “muzzled,” with the intention of hoodwinking
people unaware of the true situation.To grasp for sympathy in
this lawless and unreasonable manner is the result of either
ignorance or ulterior motives.

Managing the Internet according to law and closing illegal
Web sites is employed routinely worldwide. In terms of legis-
lation, Germany promulgated the Information and Telecom-
munications Services Law,Australia promulgated an Internet
Review Law, and the United States passed the Communications
Decency Act, the Children’s Internet Protection Act, and other
laws.When the relevant authorities penalized the Aegean SeaWeb
site and stopped its illegal operations, it should have been sup-
ported rather than criticized.

China is one of the world’s most lenient countries in terms
of freedom of the expression on the Internet.A survey of more
than 50 English-language media Web sites in more than 20
countries in Asia, Europe, North America and Australia found
that only Yahoo News, the India Times and three other Web sites

DENG YONGLIANGIN, continued “OFFICIAL RESPONSE,” continued
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Web sites, but every process goes through a certain develop-
ment stage. If the Chinese government took a more construc-
tive approach to the situation, this would be much more
conducive to building up openness and reform and opposing
corruption. Instead, a small minority of people place their own
interests above the laws of the land. In practical terms, who has
actually violated the law of China? Who are the real destroyers
of the people’s legal system? There is no need to regard democ-
racy and human rights on the Internet with fear and trembling
when you can rise above the law by means of fraud, violence
and threats! Is it really possible to treat millions of Netizens as
criminals and still win their hearts and minds?

Reform does not necessarily bring violent revolution. If each
netizen can employ non-violent resistance to demand repeal of
the unconstitutional Administrative Regulation on Internet
News Information Services, we will achieve success in the long
run.After all, shouldn’t it be a priority for all mainland Chinese
netizens to make freedom of expression and freedom of the
press a reality? How much longer do we need to suffer? How
many young lives must be sacrificed, how great a price must we
pay in order to rid ourselves of this curse of autocracy? Fighting
for democracy involves more than giving people the right to
speak up and to access information freely, but the right to
express views freely on the Internet is still worth striving for! To
this end, we should all join in the brave fight to appeal to the
State Council for repeal of the unconstitutional Administrative
Regulation on Internet News Information Services.

We all know that it is the greatest wish of our people to
have a country with a sound legal system and genuine rule of
law.The Chinese government should respond to the aspirations
of the people by respecting human rights, promoting what is
good and discarding what is bad, which means abolishing the
Administrative Regulation on Internet News Information Ser-
vices.This is genuine adherence to rule of law, and is the only
way to allow reform and openness to progress along the road
of democracy and freedom that will make our government one
that the Chinese people can honor and respect.

March 31, 2006

Translated by Wang Ai

The original Chinese article was posted on the Web site of Chi-
naEWeekly: http://www.chinaeweekly.com/viewarticle_gb.
aspx?vID=3183.

NOTES
1. For a more detailed rundown on the closure of Aegean Sea and other 

Web sites around the same time, see China Digital Times, http://

chinadigitaltimes.net/2006/03/web_crackdown_web_protest_three_

recent_cases.php.

2. For an update on Chen’s petition challenging the legality of the Chinese

government’s information controls, see Reuters, “Chinese Internet

activists challenge censorship,” MSNBC.com, May 1, 2006, http://www.

msnbc.msn.com/id/12576846/.

3. The editor was unable to establish the source of this quote.
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had interactive posting functions. In China, however, all news
Web sites have interactive posting functions through which
Internet users can immediately express their views regarding
any news item.To use the lawful closure of the Aegean SeaWeb
site to censure China for lacking “freedom of expression” or
suppressing “freedom of expression” does not conform to
objective fact, and is an untenable falsehood.

On the morning of March 14, in reply to a question by a
reporter from the U.S.-based television network NBC, Premier
Wen Jiabao pointed out that according to the principles laid
down in China’s Constitution, every citizen has the right and
freedom to use the Internet, but at the same time must consci-
entiously comply with law and order to safeguard the national,
social and collective interest. China manages the Internet by
law, and advocates self-discipline and self-management by
Internet professionals;Web sites should disseminate accurate
information and not mislead the public, and must not have a
deleterious effect on social order.These criteria should be
adhered to as professional guidelines.2

The administrator of the Aegean SeaWeb site adhered neither
to the law nor to self-discipline, and lacks the basic qualities of
a modern professional; such sub-standard professionals will
certainly be rejected by society.To take up the cause of this kind
of sub-standard professional displays a muddled attitude
toward legal principles and conscience.

March 15, 2006

Adapted from a partial translation posted on the Web site of
China Digital Times, with additional translation by Stacy Mosher.

The original Chinese article was posted on the Boxun (Peace-
hall) Web site at http://www.peacehall.com/news/gb/china/
2006/03/200603152352.shtml.

The partial English translation was posted on the China Digital
Times Web site at http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2006/03/
web_crackdown_web_protest_three_recent_cases.php.

NOTES
1. David Barboza, “The Wild Web of China; 110 Million Surfers Can Buy Sex

and Drugs, but Reform Is Still Illicit, The New York Times, March 8, 2006,

http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F30617FE39550C7B8

CDDAA0894DE404482.

2. A translated transcript of portions of Wen’s press conference is posted on

the English version of the People’s DailyWeb site, http://english.people.

com.cn/200603/15/eng20060315_250735.html
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