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Hard Times for Human Rights 
Lawyers and Activists

The first four months of 2021 were a challenging 
time for Chinese activists. In January and February, 
lawyers Ren Quanniu and Lu Siwei were both 
disbarred after seeking to defend a Hong Kong 
democracy activist charged with illegally leaving 
the territory as he attempted to flee repression. 
In early February, human rights activist Guo 
Feixiong was blocked from leaving China to join 
his family in the United States and no news on 
his whereabouts has since emerged. Also in 
February, Chinese publisher Geng Xiaonan, who 
angered Chinese authorities by supporting former 
outspoken Professor Xu Zhangrun, was sentenced 
to three years in prison. In March, prominent 
women’s rights and labour activist Li Qiaochu was 
formally arrested again and held in a psychiatric 
hospital in Linyi, Shandong Province. Foreign citi-
zens in China did not fare any better. In March, 
less than two months after Australian citizen and 
former CGTN journalist Cheng Lei was detained 
under suspicion of ‘supplying state secrets over-
seas’, Canadian citizens Michael Kovrig and 
Michael Spavor—both accused of espionage—
were tried behind closed doors. Gender-related 
activism also came under assault. In early January, 
He Qian, a former intern at a Chinese magazine, 
lost her sexual harassment case against former 
colleague Deng Fei after a Chinese court ruled 
that Ms He had violated defamation laws by 
publicly accusing Mr Deng of sexual assault. In 
late February, a Chinese court ended a four-year-
long lawsuit on homosexuality by upholding its 
original verdict that the homophobic content in 
a college textbook ‘does not constitute an intel-
lectual error’. In mid-April, several feminist 
channels on Douban, a Chinese online discus-
sion forum, were abruptly closed, and Chinese 
feminists were subject to incessant chauvinistic 
and misogynistic attacks on social media. JL 

(Sources: ABC News; AP News; BBC News; 
Committee to Project Journalists; Global 
Times; Hong Kong Free Press; Radio Free Asia 
1; Radio Free Asia 2; Reuters; The New York 
Times; The Washington Post)

Series of Mining Tragedies

On 10 January, an explosion in a goldmine in 
Yantai, Shandong Province, severely damaged the 
mine’s exit and communication systems, cutting 
off all contact with the 22 miners trapped at a 
depth of more than 600 metres. A rescue team 
comprising more than 320 people was subse-
quently assembled by the Shandong Provincial 
Government. Having spent days tapping and 
waiting for signs of survivors, on 18 January, 
rescuers retrieved a note from the trapped miners 
after they pulled up the wire cable used to lower 
food rations. The note read: ‘Don’t stop trying 
to reach us.’ As of 26 January, 11 of the miners 
had been rescued after being trapped for more 
than two weeks, while 10 lost their lives and one 
remained missing. About one month after this 
tragedy, a fire at another goldmine, in Yantai, 
Shandong Province, left six people dead and 
four injured. On 26 March, local authorities in 
Shanxi Province confirmed that a gas outburst 
at a coalmine in Zuoquan County had killed four 
miners and injured another eight. Two weeks 
later, another coalmine gas outburst happened in 
Jinsha County, Guizhou Province, killing eight 
people and injuring one. On 10 April, a coalmine 
in Hutubi County, Xinjiang, was flooded while 
29 miners were working at the site. While eight 
miners were lifted out of the mine the next day, 
the other 21 remained trapped, waiting for rescue 
(no further update about their fate was reported 
in the media). JL 

(Sources: BBC News; CGTN 1; CGTN 2; China 
National Radio; China News; Deutsche Welle; 
Global Times; Reuters; The Guardian)

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-08/china-confirms-cheng-lei-is-accused-of-leaking-state-secrets/13127488
https://apnews.com/article/shanghai-china-hunger-strikes-e8d1793faf7792b2c369b7ac64d4dadf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-56480219
https://cpj.org/2021/03/chinese-police-repeatedly-harass-journalist-lu-yuyu-since-his-release-from-prison/
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202102/1216607.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202102/1216607.shtml
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/01/30/china-releases-tibetan-activist-tashi-wangchuk-after-five-years-in-jail-but-lawyer-questions-if-he-is-fully-free/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/publisher-sentence-02092021100358.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/publisher-sentence-02092021100358.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/facility-03162021092152.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/closure-online-feminist-groups-china-sparks-call-women-stick-together-2021-04-14/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/china-hong-kong-crackdown-lawyers/2021/02/03/950e2566-65ce-11eb-bab8-707f8769d785_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/china-hong-kong-crackdown-lawyers/2021/02/03/950e2566-65ce-11eb-bab8-707f8769d785_story.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-55700021
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-03-25/Four-missing-in-north-China-coal-mine-blast-YUGxtay8ZG/index.html
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-04-13/8-dead-1-injured-in-coal-mine-gas-outburst-in-SW-China-ZqzqnFNY4M/index.html
http://www.anquan.com.cn/html/news/china/2021/0112/90880.html
http://www.anquan.com.cn/html/news/china/2021/0112/90880.html
https://www.dw.com/en/china-22-workers-trapped-in-gold-mine-explosion/a-56199439
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202102/1215719.shtml
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/21-miners-trapped-after-xinjiang-coal-mine-accident-china-daily-2021-04-11/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/26/china-mine-rescue-nine-miners-found-dead-two-weeks-after-blast
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High International Tensions over 
Xinjiang

International tensions over human rights issues in 
Xinjiang remained high in early 2021. In January, 
in one of the final acts of the Trump administra-
tion, former US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
declared that China was carrying out a geno-
cide against Uyghurs and other Muslim people. 
China hit back at the United States, on 25 January, 
dismissing this labelling as ‘lies’, but by late April, 
the Canadian, Dutch, and British parliaments 
had all declared China’s actions against Uyghurs 
in Xinjiang genocide. In early February, the BBC 
published a report about the rape of Uyghur 
women in internment camps in Xinjiang. Amid 
international criticism, China staged an aggres-
sive campaign to push back, including attacking 
female Uyghur witnesses who made claims about 
human rights violations in Xinjiang. Much of 
the discussion in these months revolved around 
issues of forced labour. In late February, a Bill was 
introduced into the Australian Parliament that, if 
approved, would ban imports from Xinjiang. On 
the European front, on 7 March, China’s Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi confirmed that as a commit-
ment under the European Union–China invest-
ment deal, China had agreed to make ‘continued 
and sustained efforts’ to ratify relevant Interna-
tional Labour Organization conventions on forced 
labour. Nevertheless, on 8 March, the Xinjiang 
Communist Party’s website published a report 
stating that companies in Xinjiang had filed a 
lawsuit against prominent researcher Adrian 
Zenz, claiming his research on forced labour 
in the region tarnished their business. After 
the European Union imposed sanctions on four 
Chinese officials in late March, China hit back by 
sanctioning EU officials, scholars, and institutions, 
jeopardising the investment deal. Meanwhile, 
H&M and other foreign companies experienced 
a backlash from Chinese consumers over their 
ban on Xinjiang cotton, losing ground to Chinese 
domestic brands. JL

(Sources: ABC News; BBC News; Deutsche 
Welle; Financial Times; People’s Congress of 
Xinjiang; Politico 1; Politico 2; Radio Free Asia; 
Reuters 1; Reuters 2; SBS News; The Guardian 
1; The Guardian 2; The Guardian 3)

In early 2021, delivery workers once again made 
headlines in China. A survey by China’s State Post 
Bureau revealed that more than half of Chinese 
delivery workers earn less than RMB5,000 
(US$766) per month and only 1.3 per cent earn 
more than RMB10,000. In January, one delivery 
worker set himself on fire after his employer 
delayed issuing his paycheque. In March, delivery 
worker and labour activist Chen Guojiang, also 
known by his media handle ‘Leader of Delivery 
Rider Alliance’ (外送江湖骑士联盟盟主), was 
detained by Beijing authorities after advocating 
for greater labour rights protection and subse-
quently charged with ‘picking quarrels and 
provoking trouble’. He had recently exposed 
online food delivery service platform Ele.me for 
its deceptive holiday overtime bonus plans in a 
video that received more than one million views 
on Weibo. Workers in China’s tech industry also 
made headlines in the same period. In early 
January, Pinduoduo, one of China’s largest e-com-
merce platforms, was sharply criticised for over-
working its employees, after a 22-year-old worker 
collapsed from exhaustion on her way home from 
a late-night shift in late December 2020, and later 
died. After issuing condolences, a company state-
ment online defended its practices by rhetorically 
asking: ‘Who isn’t trading life for money?’ The 
statement was later deleted, and a spokesperson 
claimed it was fake. Two weeks later, a 23-year-old 
Pinduoduo employee committed suicide after 
experiencing high levels of stress since joining 
the company. Another employee, who was fired 
for criticising Pinduoduo, then posted a video 
that quickly received 52 million views, describing 
Pinduoduo’s exploitation: imposing 380 work 
hours per month, ‘serving spoiled food in cafete-
rias, forcing employees to work on holidays, and 
asking them to improve productivity by cutting 
down on toilet time’. Netizens called for a boycott. 
AK

(Sources: Caixin; China Labour Bulletin; NPR; 
Protocol; SupChina 1; SupChina 2; SupChina 3)

More Scandals in China’s Tech 
and Delivery Industries

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-01-20/uyghur-muslims-australia-welcome-us-accusing-china-of-genocide/13072310
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-55794071
https://www.dw.com/en/china-sanctions-eu-officials-in-response-to-uyghur-row/a-56948924
https://www.dw.com/en/china-sanctions-eu-officials-in-response-to-uyghur-row/a-56948924
https://www.ft.com/content/cbab6232-0d7e-4964-9470-9dd2b306845f
http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/c30834/202103/3f75062097c84209822cc92bbf9bb2b3.shtml
http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/c30834/202103/3f75062097c84209822cc92bbf9bb2b3.shtml
https://www.politico.eu/article/dutch-parliament-declares-chinese-treatment-of-uighurs-as-genocide/
https://www.politico.eu/article/china-forced-labor-outlaw/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/propaganda-01252021162853.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-xinjiang/china-counters-uighur-criticism-with-explicit-attacks-on-women-witnesses-idUSKCN2AT1BA
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-xinjiang-lawsuit/xinjiang-firms-seek-damages-from-foreign-researcher-over-forced-labour-reports-media-idUSKBN2B10R9
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/government-blocks-motion-to-recognise-china-s-treatment-of-uighurs-as-genocide
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/feb/23/us-moves-to-support-australian-push-to-tackle-chinas-human-and-labour-rights-abuses
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/feb/23/us-moves-to-support-australian-push-to-tackle-chinas-human-and-labour-rights-abuses
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/apr/08/we-will-respond-in-kind-chinas-ambassador-warns-australia-not-to-join-xinjiang-sanctions
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/22/uk-mps-declare-china-is-committing-genocide-against-uyghurs-in-xinjiang
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2021-03-24/trending-in-china-most-delivery-workers-make-under-766-per-month-survey-shows-101679689.html
https://clb.org.hk/content/worker-activist-detained-while-official-trade-union-sits-its-hands?from_topic=15380
https://www.npr.org/2021/04/13/984994360/he-tried-to-organize-workers-in-chinas-gig-economy-now-he-faces-5-years-in-jail
https://www.protocol.com/china/arrested-chinese-delivery-activist
https://supchina.com/2021/01/04/who-isnt-trading-life-for-money-asks-pinduoduo-after-overworked-employee-dies/
https://supchina.com/2021/01/11/pinduoduo-worker-dies-by-suicide-while-on-leave-prompting-ex-employee-to-reveal-disturbing-work-culture/
https://supchina.com/2021/03/18/pinduoduo-is-bigger-than-alibaba-and-its-ceo-resigns/
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Xi Declares Victory in ‘War on 
Poverty’

In February, President Xi Jinping announced 
that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had 
officially eradicated extreme poverty in China. 
The announcement marked the culmination of 
a five-year campaign that started in 2015 to lift 
more than 100 million people out of poverty—just 
in time for the CCP’s centennial in 2021. Since 
Xi took office in 2012, Chinese authorities have 
spent almost RMB1.6 trillion (US$248 billion) 
on poverty alleviation. However, critics argue 
that this success is overblown. While China’s 
definition of poverty—an income of less than 
US$2.30 per day—is above the World Bank’s lowest 
threshold of US$1.90, it is below the US$5.50 
threshold for upper–middle-income countries, 
such as China. Some 27 per cent of China’s popu-
lation—more than 370 million people—still live on 
less than US$5.50 per day. In addition, Xi’s pover-
ty-alleviation campaign focused only on rural 
areas, neglecting urban poverty. Some Chinese 
netizens on Weibo reacted to the announcement 
with scepticism, with one user joking: ‘China 
has eliminated absolute poverty. That’s right. 
Everyone is just relatively poor.’ Another wrote: 
‘Perhaps the Motherland forgot to count me.’ 
Nonetheless, the World Bank estimates that China 
has lifted 800 million people out of poverty since 
reforms in the 1970s, and poverty alleviation in 
China has accounted for more than 60 per cent of 
the decrease in global poverty since 1990. Marking 
its victory, the CCP released a 30,000-word White 
Paper on poverty alleviation to ‘serve as a refer-
ence for other countries’. China’s success has even 
inspired a new genre of television shows called 
‘poverty-alleviation dramas’ (扶贫剧). Twenty-two 
of these shows appeared in 2020 alone, the most 
popular of which, called Minning Town (山海
情), has a 9.4/10 rating from 100,000 reviews on 
Douban. AK

(Sources: BBC News; Inkstone; South China 
Morning Post 1; South China Morning Post 2; 
SixthTone; SupChina; The Diplomat; The New 
York Times; The Washington Post; Xinhua)

China continued to tighten its grip on Hong Kong 
in early 2021. On 6 January, 55 prodemocracy 
activists were arrested, 47 of whom, including 
trade unionists Carol Ng and Winnie Yu, were 
subsequently charged with ‘conspiracy to commit 
subversion’ under the National Security Law 
(NSL). On 9 February, Chief Executive Carrie 
Lam confirmed Hongkongers with dual nation-
ality were no longer entitled to foreign consular 
assistance. Two weeks later, the Hong Kong 
Government introduced a new obligation for 
public officials in the city to pledge allegiance to 
the Communist Party. Meanwhile, the Hong Kong 
Government told 14 countries to stop accepting 
the British National Overseas passport as a valid 
travel document. In mid-March, several groups 
decided to withdraw from Hong Kong’s Civil 
Human Rights Front amid investigations into 
whether the organisation violated the NSL. On 30 
March, the National People’s Congress in Beijing 
approved a sweeping overhaul of Hong Kong’s 
electoral system. Under the new system, the 
number of Legislative Council seats to be directly 
elected by the public has been radically reduced, 
and all candidates will be vetted for political 
loyalty. On 1 April, seven prodemocracy activists 
were convicted of attending an unauthorised 
assembly on 18 August 2019, but no-one pleaded 
guilty. This group included media mogul Jimmy 
Lai, who had earlier been denied bail under the 
NSL, and trade unionist Lee Cheuk-yan. However, 
Lai and Lee pleaded guilty on 8 April to attending 
an unauthorised protest on 31 August 2019. On 16 
April, Lai and Lee were sentenced to 14 months 
in jail. One week later, journalist Choy Yuk-ling 
of the RTHK, the city’s public broadcast system, 
was found guilty of ‘making false statements’ to 
acquire public records for a report critical of the 
Hong Kong Police. JL

(Sources: ABC News; BBC News 1; BBC News 
2; Global Times; Hong Kong Confederation of 
Trade Unions; Hong Kong Free Press 1; Hong 
Kong Free Press 2; SBS News; The Conver-
sation; The Guardian 1; The Guardian 2; The 
Guardian 3; The Guardian 4; The New York 
Times)

Never-Ending Repression in 
Hong Kong

https://www.bbc.com/news/56213271
https://www.inkstonenews.com/society/it-changed-my-life-chinas-poverty-eradication-plans-pays-dividends/article/3123285
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3122899/china-says-it-has-eradicated-poverty-what-exactly-has-been
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3122899/china-says-it-has-eradicated-poverty-what-exactly-has-been
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/politics/article/3128514/china-highlights-success-fighting-poverty-and-says-world-can
http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1006749/a-show-about-poverty-alleviation-is-getting-historically-high-reviews
https://supchina.com/2020/11/24/chinas-poorest-counties-are-no-longer-officially-in-extreme-poverty-what-does-this-mean/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/the-challenging-results-of-chinas-new-anti-poverty-campaign/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/31/world/asia/china-poverty-xi-jinping.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/31/world/asia/china-poverty-xi-jinping.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/china-poverty-economy-growth/2021/02/25/9e92cb18-7722-11eb-9489-8f7dacd51e75_story.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-04/07/c_139864654.htm
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-26/china-says-stop-accepting-british-passport-from-hong-kong/100030054
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-56598942
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-56598942
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-56598942
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202103/1218453.shtml
https://mailchi.mp/hkctu.org.hk/no-bail-but-immediate-and-lengthy-detention-for-hkctu-chair?e=19451f9329
https://mailchi.mp/hkctu.org.hk/no-bail-but-immediate-and-lengthy-detention-for-hkctu-chair?e=19451f9329
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/04/10/ousted-hong-kong-democrat-dennis-kwok-surfaces-in-canada/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/04/10/ousted-hong-kong-democrat-dennis-kwok-surfaces-in-canada/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/04/10/ousted-hong-kong-democrat-dennis-kwok-surfaces-in-canada/
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/china-accuses-uk-of-sheltering-wanted-criminals-after-granting-hong-kong-activist-nathan-law-asylum
https://theconversation.com/hong-kong-patriotism-test-for-public-officials-shows-chinas-increasing-assertiveness-156070
https://theconversation.com/hong-kong-patriotism-test-for-public-officials-shows-chinas-increasing-assertiveness-156070
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/07/hong-kong-police-release-american-citizen-arrested-in-purge-of-democracy-figures
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/30/hong-kong-china-brings-in-voting-system-changes
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/07/hong-kong-activists-plead-guilty-but-say-history-will-absolve-us
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/07/hong-kong-activists-plead-guilty-but-say-history-will-absolve-us
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/16/jimmy-lai-martin-lee-hong-kong-pro-democracy-figures-sentenced
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/22/world/asia/hong-kong-free-press-rthk.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/22/world/asia/hong-kong-free-press-rthk.html
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