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Latest Wars of Words about 
Xinjiang

In the spring and summer of 2021, China’s treat-
ment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang remained an inter-
national flashpoint. During a virtual UN meeting 
on 12 May, Western countries led by the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Germany, along 
with human rights groups, accused China of 
committing grave human rights abuses against 
Uyghurs in Xinjiang and demanded unimpeded 
access to the region be granted to UN experts. 
In response, China denounced the meeting as 
being ‘based on lies and political prejudice’. A 
report published by Sheffield Hallam University 
on 14 May provided evidence that components 
needed to build solar panels might be produced 
by forced labour in Xinjiang. While this finding 
was dismissed by China as ‘an outrageous lie’, US 
authorities decided to ban imports of some Xinji-
ang-produced solar panel materials and restrict 
exports to several Chinese companies implicated 
in human rights abuses in Xinjiang. On 20 May, the 
European Parliament passed a motion to freeze 
the ratification of a massive investment deal with 
China until the Chinese Government lifted its 
Xinjiang-related countersanctions on European 
politicians, researchers, and organisations. Mean-
while, the Lithuanian Parliament became the latest 
legislature to declare China’s treatment of Uyghurs 
in Xinjiang ‘genocide’. In late July, following strong 
criticism from Chinese netizens, Kodak deleted 
from its Instagram page a series of landscape 
photos of Xinjiang taken by a French photogra-
pher who described the region as an ‘Orwellian 
dystopia’; it also apologised on its WeChat account, 
stating that it ‘respects the Chinese government 
and Chinese laws’. On 27 July, Moroccan author-
ities said a Chinese Uyghur activist had been 
arrested on his arrival in the country, based on 
a terrorism warrant issued by Interpol at the 
request of China; the arrest, perceived by activ-
ists as politically driven, sparked fears that the 
Uyghur activist would be extradited to China. JL 

(Sources: African News; AP News; CNBC; CNN; 
Global Times; Hong Kong Free Press; Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the PRC; Reuters)

More Arrests and Trials

In the spring and summer of 2021, China continued 
its heavy-handed approach to activists and dissi-
dents. Having pled guilty on 11 May to ‘picking 
quarrels and stirring up trouble’, Chen Mei and 
Cai Wei, who had archived censored articles on 
the COVID-19 pandemic in China, were sentenced 
to 15 months in prison on 13 August, but released 
two days later after their time in the detention 
centre was taken into account. On 27 May, impris-
oned Australian writer Yang Hengjun was tried 
for espionage behind closed doors. In a letter 
released before his trial, Yang claimed that China 
was ‘taking revenge’ on him and vowed to ‘face 
suffering and torture with resilience’. Having also 
faced secret trials, the three Changsha Funeng 
NGO workers Cheng Yuan, Wuge Jianxiong, and 
Liu Dazhi were sentenced in late July to five years, 
three years, and two years in jail, respectively, with 
Liu Dazhi reportedly released from prison on 22 
July. Also in late July, Chinese billionaire Sun Dawu, 
who was outspoken about human rights and other 
politically sensitive topics, was sentenced to 18 
years in prison. And dissident poet Li Huizhi 
committed suicide amid ongoing police surveil-
lance. In late August, citizen journalist Zhang 
Zhan was reported to be in ill health due to her 
ongoing hunger strike in prison, and Fang Ran, 
a PhD student at a Hong Kong university whose 
research focuses on China’s labour issues, was 
reportedly put under residential surveillance at 
a designated location for ‘inciting subversion of 
state power’. JL

(Sources: ABC News; AP News; BBC News; 
Deutsche Welle; Front Line Defenders; 
Practice Source)
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Underwhelming 2020 Census 
Sparks Three-Child Policy

In early May, China’s National Bureau of Statistics 
released the results of the 2020 census. Official 
numbers show China’s population grew to more 
than 1.4 billion, increasing more than 5 per cent 
from the previous decade. The results reveal a 
slowing growth rate: only 12 million babies were 
born in 2020, which was an 18 per cent decline 
from 2019 and the lowest number since 1961. As 
a result, China’s fertility rate is now 1.3, which 
is well below the 2.1 needed to maintain a stable 
population. In addition, the proportion of citizens 
aged over 65 increased almost 5 per cent in the past 
decade—indicating a rapidly ageing population. 
Chinese authorities may have inflated the official 
numbers to avoid falling below 1.4 billion, as some 
media outlets reported, which may explain the 
government’s month-long delay in publishing the 
census results. Attempting to diffuse the looming 
demographic crisis, in late May, the Chinese 
authorities introduced a ‘three-child policy’. This 
replaces the ‘two-child policy’ from 2016, which 
itself replaced the ‘one-child policy’ from 1979, 
both of which were created to cap exploding 
birth rates. The previous policies were ruthlessly 
enforced through financial penalties, forced contra-
ception, and forced abortions inflicted on millions 
of women. Now desperate to reverse the tide, the 
government announced numerous measures to 
incentivise childbearing, promising to abolish 

‘social upbringing fees’, increase parental leave, 
expand childcare services, and create more play-
grounds. However, very few people are ready to buy 
into the new policy. A Xinhua poll asked whether 
people wanted to have more children, and 90 per 
cent of the 30,000 respondents replied that they 
would ‘never think of it’. The poll was later deleted. 
The increasingly high cost of raising children and 
their burden on women’s career prospects remain 
overwhelming impediments to bigger families. AK

(Sources: China Digital Times 1; China Digital 
Times 2; NPC Observer; Reuters; South China 
Morning Post; SupChina 1; SupChina 2; The 
Financial Times; The Guardian; The New York 
Times 1; The New York Times 2; The Wall Street 
Journal)

In the spring and summer of 2021, new waves of 
repression swept through Hong Kong. In late May, 
imprisoned media tycoon Jimmy Lai was given 
an additional sentence of 14 months in prison 
for ‘organising illegal protests’, two weeks after 
his assets were frozen by authorities. On 4 June, 
the vigil for the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests 
was banned for a second consecutive year, and 
vigil organiser and activist Chow Hang Tung 
was arrested by Hong Kong police. A museum 
commemorating the Tiananmen protests was 
also closed amid official investigation. In late 
June, following the retroactive application of the 
National Security Law (NSL), five editors of Jimmy 
Lai’s newspaper, Apple Daily, were detained, and 
the newspaper shut down. Hong Kong police also 
arrested five people on suspicion of publishing 

‘seditious’ children’s books. On 30 July, the first 
verdict under the NSL was issued against protestor 
Tong Ying-kit, who was sentenced to nine years in 
jail on terrorism and secession charges. Meanwhile, 
Hong Kong’s Education Bureau severed all ties 
with the city’s largest teachers’ union after Chinese 
state media labelled it a ‘malignant tumour’; the 
union disbanded several days later. Having been 
arrested on corruption charges relating to his 
performances at a political rally three years ago, 
singer and activist Anthony Wong was released 
in early August after prosecutors dropped the 
charges. On 15 August, the prodemocracy group 
Civil Human Rights Front disbanded, citing 
government pressure. Adding to the growing list 
of arrestees were four student leaders from the 
University of Hong Kong, who were accused of 

‘advocating terrorism’. After announcing in June 
that future movies in Hong Kong would be checked 
against the NSL, authorities stated in August that 
past films would also be scrutinised. JL

(Sources: ABC News; Al Jazeera; AP News 1; AP 
News 2; BBC News; CNN; The New York Times; 
Reuters 1; Reuters 2; South China Morning Post; 
The Guardian 1; The Guardian 2; The Guardian 3)

Repression in Hong Kong
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LGBTQ+ Groups Under Assault

In the second quarter of 2021, worsening condi-
tions for women and LGBTQ+ people in China 
were again in the spotlight. In July, WeChat 
deleted dozens of LGBTQ+ accounts run by 
Chinese university students without warning, 
sparking concerns over worsening intolerance of 
sexual and gender minorities in China. The clamp-
down on the community continued in August, as 
a leaked document circulating on Chinese social 
media revealed the high-ranking Shanghai Univer-
sity had ordered its colleges to compile lists of all 
students who identified as LGBTQ+ and report on 
their state of mind and psychological condition. 
On 9 August, Jianjiao Buluo (尖椒部落), an online 
platform created in 2014 on which female Chinese 
workers could share and discuss their experiences, 
announced it was shutting after receiving heavy 
pressure from the authorities. When, in early 
August, Gong Lijiao gained a historic victory in 
the women’s shotput at the Tokyo Olympics, a 
reporter for a state-run broadcaster called her a 

‘manly woman’ and asked about her plans for ‘a 
woman’s life’. These remarks were widely criti-
cised on Chinese social media and set off a heated 
debate about the stereotypical portrayal of women 
in China. Also in August, Chinese-Canadian pop 
star Kris Wu was arrested on suspicion of rape 
after sexual abuse allegations, raising hopes for 
a resurgence of the #MeToo movement in China. 
However, as the authorities rapidly erased the 
online presence of Wu from Chinese internet plat-
forms, commentators became concerned that the 
focus might be related more to the government’s 
moves to crack down on online fame culture and 
the entertainment industry than to addressing 
sexual violence. A week after the arrest of Wu, 
rape accusations against a manager at Chinese tech 
giant Alibaba brought the #MeToo movement back 
into the spotlight again. Amid a social media outcry, 
Alibaba fired the manager accused of rape, who 
was then detained by police. Nevertheless, soon 
after, Alibaba also fired 10 employees for leaking 
sexual assault accusations. (LL & DG)

(Sources: China Digital Times; Quartz; Reuters 1; 
Reuters 2; South China Morning Post; Sports.163.
com; SupChina 1; The Guardian 1; The Guardian 
2; The Guardian 3; The New York Times 1; VICE)

Regulatory Crackdown Raises 
Hopes for Delivery Workers

A flurry of regulatory scrutiny and new govern-
ment policies rocked the Chinese delivery industry 
in the spring and summer of 2021. In April, the 
government antitrust watchdog launched an 
investigation into Meituan, sending its stock 
plummeting by US$60 billion over two days. In 
July, the government ordered Meituan to pay its 
workers the minimum wage, further tanking its 
stock, which is now down 50 per cent from its peak 
in February. In August, various ministries met with 
delivery platform companies Meituan and Ele.me 
to demand they improve safety and labour rights 
protections, specifically by guaranteeing insurance, 
income above minimum pay, and lighter delivery 
deadlines for their workers. Soon after, the People’s 
Supreme Court released a memo declaring the 
infamous ‘996’ work practice—working from 9 
am to 9 pm six days a week—‘a serious violation 
of the law pertaining to maximum work hours’. 
The law permits 36 hours of overtime a month, 
but in practice the number can reach 128 hours. 
Regulations struck from yet another front, as the 
Cyberspace Administration of China released new 
policies forcing delivery companies to change their 
algorithms to improve ‘platform order distribution, 
remuneration, working hours, rewards and punish-
ments, [to] protect workers’ rights’. In response 
to these measures, six major delivery companies 
vowed to increase customer delivery fees to boost 
their couriers’ incomes. Other companies also 
bent to President Xi Jinping’s worker agenda, as 
JD and Didi became the first big tech companies 
to establish company-wide unions. While the 
move was hailed as unprecedented, these unions 
will be subsumed under the government-backed 
All-China Federation of Trade Unions, which typi-
cally focuses on alleviating employee grievances 
and promoting work safety rather than directly 
challenging companies’ treatment of workers. AK

(Sources: Bloomberg 1; Bloomberg 2; China 
Daily; China Digital Times 1; China Digital 
Times 2; Nikkei; NPR; Pekingology; Protocol; 
QQ; Reuters; South China Morning Post; The 
Wall Street Journal)
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