
Grisly Murder Brings Back 
Haunting Memories

In December 2016, a court in Beijing handed a 
suspended death sentence to two migrant workers 
from a village in Sichuan province, while three 
others were given jail terms ranging from fifteen 
years to life imprisonment for the premeditated 
murder of a colleague in August 2014. They had 
killed him on a construction site in Shunyi district, 
Beijing, and then had used his corpse to stage a 
fake accident in order to claim compensation from 
the construction company by posing as relatives of 
the victim. Such grisly deeds are not unheard of in 
China. In May 2016, prosecutors in Inner Mongolia 
announced the indictment of seventy-four people 
for the killing of seventeen mine workers in order 
to blackmail mine owners running unlicensed 
operations into paying reparations. In 2009, the 
police discovered that several residents of a village 
in Leibo county, Sichuan province, were involved 
in buying or kidnapping people with severe mental 
problems to sell them as slaves or to kill them in 
mines to get compensation by posing as relatives. 
A similar situation was famously portrayed in Li 
Yang’s haunting movie Blind Shaft, shot in 2003. IF

(Sources: Caixin English; The New York Times)

Foreign NGOs Law Enforced

On 1 January, the controversial Law on the 
Management of Foreign NGOs’ Activities within 
Mainland China came into force. To clarify matters 
in the midst of legal and procedural uncertainty—
the list of agencies allowed to supervise foreign 
organisations and the areas in which these 
organisations can work was released only at the 
end of December—in early January the Ministry 
of Public Security (MPS) set up a webpage with 
an online manual on how to register foreign NGOs. 
Unfortunately, the page remains only in Chinese. 
Roughly at the same time, thirty-six Chinese 
lawyers formed a legal service group to advise 
foreign NGOs and their local partners on matters 
related to the new legislation. Considerable worries 
remain, however, as in early March only three dozen 
organisations, which had registered under other 
labels before the law had come into effect, were 
able to complete the registration process. These 
included the World Economic Forum, Save the 
Children, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
and several chambers of commerce. Many foreign 
NGOs have simply adopted an attitude of wait 
and see, suspending their activities in China 
until they can observe how other organisations 
will fare in the registration process. According to 
some observers, though, this difficult start does 
not warrant excessive pessimism. In the words of 
civil society scholar Shawn Shieh: ‘My experience 
working with Chinese and foreign NGOs in China 
is that both are quite creative and persistent and 
as long as there are pressing social needs for their 
work, they will find ways to work through or 
around the NGO Law.’ IF

(Sources: China Development Brief; China Law 
Translate; The Diplomat; NGOs in China; South 
China Morning Post)
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The Struggle of Walmart 
Workers Enters a Phase of 
Litigation

In July 2016, the protest of Walmart workers 
against the company’s introduction of a new 
flexible working hour system culminated in a series 
of strikes (see Anita Chan’s chapter in the Made 
in China Yearbook 2016). In the following months, 
the company started undertaking retaliatory 
actions aimed at the labour activists, and coerced 
workers to sign a form stating that they agreed 
to the new working hour system. Those who 
refused met with fierce harassment. Having found 
fault with these workers, Walmart could then 
fire them without having to pay compensation or 
entitlement. At the time of writing, the dismissals 
are still continuing. Some activists have started 
arbitration and litigation procedures against 
Walmart but thus far only a dozen workers have 
been able to take this legal option because of 
the expensive nature of litigation. The Walmart 
Chinese Workers Association (WCWA), the main 
social media platform on which Walmart workers 
communicate, was able to raise fifty thousand yuan 
through crowd-sourced donations at the end of 
last year to fund some of the cases. The prospect of 
workers winning is not high, but the activists have 
vowed to persist in the attempt to set a precedent. 
One worker-activist in Shenzhen, who went after 
Walmart through legal channels for owing her 
money, had the case jettisoned by the arbitration 
committee. Instead of giving up, she filed a second 
case and in a WeChat conversation told us: ‘I’ll 
insist on using the law to protect my rights. This 
time I’ll charge Walmart for retaliation. No matter 
what the outcome will be, I just can’t let them 
bully me this way.’ As for the two WCWA founders, 
Zhang Jun and Zhang Liya, they are not going 
to give up either. To Made in China, one of them 
declared: ‘This experience teaches workers a good 
lesson about the importance of forming their own 
trade union. In the beginning they appealed to the 
official union for help, and now they realise they 
need their own union.’ AC

On 24 March, the Ministry of Public Security 
disclosed that over the past four years nearly 
fourteen million unregistered citizens had been 
provided with household registration documents. 
The beneficiaries of this move—which had been 
called for in an official opinion of the State 
Council released in December 2016—included not 
only homeless people and those who had lost their 
documents, but also orphans and children born 
illegally during the period of strict implementation 
of the one-child policy (known as ‘black children’), 
when families often had no other choice than 
hiding their offspring in order to avoid hefty fines 
or other punishments. To this day, a household 
registration document remains necessary to access 
most public services in China. IF
(Sources: Quartz; State Council; Xinhua)

Fourteen Million People Get 
Household Registration

Supreme People’s Court 
Boasts about Arrests of 
Lawyers

During the ‘Two Sessions’, the President of the 
Supreme People’s Court Zhou Qiang presented his 
annual report about developments in the work of 
the courts during the past year and plans for the 
year to come. As in past reports, the protection of 
human rights features among the work carried out 
by the Chinese judiciary. According to this latest 
report, human rights are guaranteed by the correct 
implementation of criminal justice policies, the 
appropriate use of the death penalty, the respect 
of the right to a presumption of innocence, 
and the right to appeal decisions by the courts. 
Interestingly, however, in the very first section 
of this year’s speech—entitled ‘ensuring state 
security, punishing crime, and protecting human 
rights’—Zhou Qiang singles out the sentencing 
‘according to the law’ of weiquan lawyer Zhou 
Shifeng to seven years in jail as one of the key 
achievements for the protection of state security 
in 2016. EN

(Sources: Minnan Network; South China Morning 
Post; Xinhua)
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Further Job Cuts in the 
Coal and Steel Industry 
Announced

Claims of Physical Violence 
against Lawyer Raise a Storm

China’s annual economic growth in 2016 reached 
the expected target of 6.7 percent, with the creation 
of more than thirteen million new jobs in cities 
and towns. Still, the employment prospects for the 
year ahead remain worrying, as China continues 
to rein in its overcapacity in heavy industries 
such as steel and coal. In a press conference held 
on 1 March, Yin Weimin, the Chinese Minister of 
Human Resources and Social Security, explained 
that arrangements were made in 2016 for 726,000 
workers who had lost their jobs in the steel and coal 
industry. Moreover, he announced that an extra 
500,000 workers will need similar arrangements 
this year. To facilitate this process, the authorities 
have proposed four approaches: workers whose 
skills are applicable to other positions within their 
factories will be reassigned internally; workers 
with skills incompatible to other roles in the same 
factory will be relocated to other places, with the 
government providing them with job training and 
guidance if necessary; workers within five years 
of retirement will be encouraged to retire early; 
finally, a special effort will me made to ensure the 
livelihoods of disadvantaged and older workers 
who do not belong to the first three categories. 
While acknowledging all the difficulties posed by 
such massive job cuts (see also Kevin Lin’s chapter 
in the Made in China Yearbook 2016), the Minister 
believes that the whole process will be smooth. JL

(Sources: Caixin 1; Caixin 2; Renminwang; 
Washington Post)

During the first few months of 2017, the issue 
of torture of Ch¬inese lawyers caught up in the 
‘709 incident’—the crackdown against the ‘rights 
protection’ (weiquan) community that took place 
in July 2015—generated significant attention both 
within and outside China. In January, the legal 
team of human rights lawyer Xie Yang, who was 
detained in Hongjiang, Hunan, on 11 July 2015, 
released the transcript of a conversation they had 
with their client to protest the decision of the 
authorities not to release their client. In it, Xie 
describes the details of the physical and mental 
abuse he has been subjected to while in detention. 
The transcript has resonated widely, particularly 
after 12 January when human rights lawyer Li 
Chunfu emerged from nearly seventeen months in 
police custody in a shattered state, suffering from 
violent bouts of paranoia and with a diagnosis of 
schizophrenia. On 27 February, eleven diplomatic 
missions in Beijing wrote a letter to Guo Shenkun—
the Minister of Public Security—expressing their 
‘growing concern over recent claims of torture and 
other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment in cases concerning detained human 
rights lawyers and other human rights defenders.’ 
As a response, in an unprecedented move, on 1 
March, China’s official media responded to Xie’s 
allegations, and indirectly to the letter, claiming 
that his torture was a story fabricated in order 
to attract international attention. State media 
accused disbarred lawyer Jiang Tianyong—himself 
detained since November 2016—of making up ‘fake 
news’ and featured interviews with him admitting 
to fabricating Xie’s claims of torture. Chinese 
media reported that an ‘independent’ investigation 
by the Hunan Procuratorate found that Xie has not 
been tortured. EN

(Sources: China Change, Global Times, 
Guanchazhe; The Guardian; The Independent; 
The New York Times; Xinhua)
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Talks about Migrant Workers 
at the Two Sessions

At the beginning of March, the annual ‘Two 
Sessions’ of the National People’s Congress (NPC) 
and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Congress (CPPCC) convened in Beijing. On 5 
March, Prime Minister Li Keqiang addressed the 
NPC. In his speech he reiterated once again the 
determination of the government to tackle the 
issue of wage arrears besetting migrant workers. 
The beleaguered situation of migrant workers also 
drew much attention from representatives. Some 
delegates contended that inadequate legislation on 
wage payment, lenient punishment for companies 
violating laws, and weak law enforcement are 
some of the main reasons for the persistence of 
wage arrears in China; they thus suggested that 
the government should reinforce its supervision 
of the labour market—for instance by creating 
a blacklist of law-violating companies and 
imposing stiff penalties on them. Wage arrears 
aside, a special personal income tax scheme was 
proposed, which would take into consideration 
the seasonal fluctuations in migrant workers’ 
wages and therefore help increase their disposable 
income. Moreover, it was recommended that the 
government, in cooperation with firms, provide 
more vocational training to migrant workers to 
help them survive in the era of automation. JL

(Sources: Gongren Ribao; Xinhua 1; Xinhua 2; 
Zhonggongwang)

Over the weekend of 25 March, Feng Chongyi, a 
Chinese-born professor who has been teaching 
for over a decade at the University of Technology 
Sydney, was stopped at immigration checkpoints 
in Guangzhou while he was attempting to take 
flights back to Australia. For a week, he was 
prevented from leaving China and remained in 
a hotel room, subject to interrogation by state 
security agents because of his alleged involvement 
in a threat to national security. He was allowed 
to leave the country on 1 April. Professor Feng, 
who is known for having repeatedly expressed 
critical views about the Chinese government and 
its political dealings in Australia, was in China to 
conduct research on weiquan lawyers during one 
of the worst crackdowns in years. The ‘incident’ 
happened while Prime Minister Li Keqiang was 
on an official visit in Australia to negotiate several 
trade deals, and when the Australian Parliament 
was on the verge of ratifying an extradition treaty 
long in the making with China. On 28 March, 
facing rising public concerns about China’s 
record of the abuse of national security charges 
to quash political dissent, Australian Prime 
Minister Malcom Turnbull called off the vote 
on the extradition treaty. The detention of Feng 
Chongyi followed the disappearance of Lee Ming-
cheh, a Taiwanese human rights advocate, the 
week before. According to friends and relatives, 
on 19 March Lee had boarded a flight from Taipei 
to Macau but he never emerged from the arrivals 
gate. Only ten days later, the Chinese authorities 
confirmed that Lee was detained on vague national 
security charges. At the moment of writing, he 
remains in detention. IF

(Sources: The Guardian; Reuters; The New York 
Times 1; The New York Times 2; The New York 
Times 3)

Chinese-Born Australian 
Scholar Prevented from 
Leaving China
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