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Preface

Inthe present eraof globalization, accesstoinformation
and thetechnol ogy for disseminating it aretaking enormous
leapsforward. These profound advances, embodied inthe
Internet, have enabled millions of average citizens,
busi nesses, and nongovernmental organizationsto share
ideasinamanner unthinkable even ageneration ago.

Atthesametime, thedemocratization of informationand
the democratizing power of information have not gone
unnoticed by governmentsintent on controlling both access
to mediaand their content. The application of 21% century
technology—especially itsability to connect peopleand
shareideas—has provoked a variety of responses from
dictatorshipsand authoritarian regimes. Thefriction between
ordinary peopl€ sdesirefor diverse sourcesof information
and opinion and the effort of statesto assert control over
the press, the Internet, and other sourcesof informationis
now coming to ahead in anumber of important countries.

In no country is this clash between the free flow of
information and state control morevividly ondisplay thanin
China. At once economically dynamic and ruled by a
government unaccountable to public opinion, China
representsacrucial test case of political control of mass
media. Theleadership of the Chinese Communist Party has
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embarked on awide-ranging economic reform campaign
that exploits the benefits of the information age as an
important enginefor growth. The Chineseauthoritieshave
at the same time devoted vast energies to creating
sophisticated ways to control information they deem
politicaly undesirable. Whether the Chinese Communist
Party can maintainitsmonopoly on power, suppress press
freedom, and aso achieve its ambitions of economic
modernization over the longer term is open to serious
question.

In order to acquire adeeper understanding of theforces
at work in China's information sector, Freedom House
commissioned Ashley Esarey, an expert on Chinesemedia,
to author adetail ed examination of the contemporary tools
used by the Chineseauthoritiesto control massmedia. This
report offersan insidelook into the elaborate machinery
of censorship and control the Chinese authorities have
devel oped to maintain political hegemony againgt theforces
of commercidizationand globdization, and their citizenry's
demand for morefreedom.

Thisreportisgroundbreakinginitspreciseand detailed
description of theinstruments of censorship inacomplex
and changing society. The censorship systemdescribedin
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thisreport showshow asystem of control that originated
under class ctotditarian conditionsisbeing adjusted, refined,
and modernized to meet the needs of apolitical leadership
that wants to enjoy the benefits of the global economy
without jeopardizing its compl ete political domination.
Freedom House acknowledgesthe theimportant research
on this subject published in Media Control in China: A
Report by Human Rightsin China,
authored by He Qinglian (Human
Rightsin China, 2004) availableat:
http://www.hrichina.org/fs/
downl oadables/pdf/downl oadabl e-
resources//
MedeCotrdALL pdfeison id=20206
Among the current challenges
confronting the Chineseauthorities
isasociety moreand morewilling
to protest and expressgrievances.
In combinationwith other potential
salutary impacts, a more open
media could represent a crucial
vaveinreeasng societa pressure.
The government is walking a
delicate line as it calibrates how
muchinformationtodlow China's
restive society. As the report’s
author suggests, the choice now
confrontingthe ChineseCommunist
Party leadership isan unpleasant one: More freedom, or
more repression? Both alternatives pose hazards to the

party’smonopoly on powe. .

| NTRODUCTION

When U.S. President George W. Bush visited Kyoto,
Japan, in November 2005 and lectured Chinaabout the
need to improve religious and political freedoms, his
commentswent unreported in the Chinese media. There
wasno livenewscoveragea the pressconferencefollowing
Bush’'smesting with Chinese President Hu Jntao in Beijing;
subsequent Chinese news coverage of the Bush visit was
restricted to carefully censored wire reports, reprinted
verbatimin official media. Such censorship of newsthat
challenges the official ideology of the ruling Chinese

The choice now
confronting the
Chinese Communist
Party leadership is an
unpleasant one:

More freedom, or
more repression?
Both alternatives pose
hazards to the party’s
monopoly on power.
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Communist Party (CCP) isstandard practiceinthe People's
Republic of China(PRC).

Moreflagrant examplesof suppression of newsfreedom
abound, and by al accounts haveincreased snce Hu Jintao
cameto power in 2003: In recent months, to keep tourists
from avoiding the city prior to the Olympic Gamesto be
held therein 2008, the government has ordered amedia
blackout on aspate of murders of
taxi driversin Beijing. In March
2003, the spread of the Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(SARS) in China went largely
unreported until thediseasereached
dozensof countriesand the central
government wasforced toadmit the
severity of theepidemic. For hours
after the September 11 attacks,
Chinese mediawere barred from
covering the story while Beijing
debated itsresponseto thetragedy.
The CCP exerts near complete
control over the country’s 358
television stations and 2,119
newspapers—the primary media
availableto morethan onebillion
Chinesecitizens,

Inthe People' sRepublic, there
are no Chinese-language news
mediathat are both widely accessible and independent of
the CCP. Whileavailableto morethan 100 million users,
the Internet is closely monitored by the state; accessto
politically threatening I nternet Stesand web logsisblocked;
uncensored satellitetelevisionisnot legally availableto the
generd public; foreignradio broadcastsare scrambled; and
thesdeof publicationswith content critica of theregimeis
restricted.

Chinese Communist Party control of themediaisdeeply
chdlenged by thepressuresof commercidization, journdistic
profess ondization, and globdization of information flows.
For thisreason, the CCP under the leadership of President
Hu Jintao hasincreased monitoring of mediapersonnel and
news content, discouraged traditional mediafrom joint-
ventureswith foreign firms, tightened controls over the
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Internet, and resorted to more frequent coercion of
journalistsreporting on politically sendtivetopics.

Inorder to explain the puzzling success of state control
over China's commercial news media in the age of
globalization, itisessential to consider the effectsof party
monitoring of newscontent, lega restrictionsfor journaists,
extra-legal forms of coercion, and the role of financial
incentivesfor self-censorship. Thisspecia report examines
the systemati ¢ restrictionsimposed upon the news media
and then considers the manner in which journalists are
provided withfinancia incentivesfor self-censorship.

KEeepING “WATCHDOGS' ON THE PARTY LEASH

Theprincipa mechanismfor forcing mediaorganizations
to comply with CCP wishesisthe vertically organized
nomenklaturasystem of appointmentsgranting the party
power to hire and fire party leaders and state officials,
includingthosein chargeof themediaindustry andtop media
managers. Sincetheearly 1980s, the system of appointments
for radio and television mediahasofficially beena“one
level down” system: The Organization Department of the
CCP confirms appointments at the central and provincial
levels, the provincial party committee approves
appointmentsat thecity level, andthecity level oversees
appointmentsat the county level. However, consultation
between the central party |eadership andlower levelsof the
gate hierarchy isoften proforma. Themgority of decisions
concerning provincial media managers are made at the
provincid level; smilarly, a thecity and county levels, party
and stateleadersappoint mediamanagersat thesamelevd,
rather than for mediaorganizationsonelevel downinthe
bureaucracy.

The Centra Organization Department and the Central
Propaganda Department directly appoint managers of
nationa media, such astheteevisonsation CCTV, People's
Daily, or Xinhua News Agency. For local media
appointments (provincial level and below), the Central
Organization Department of the CCP appoints provincial
party secretariesand deputy provincial heads (or mayors
and vicemayorsof directly administered municipalities).
These party appointees cooperate with the CCP Central
Propaganda Department to sel ect the managers of media
organizations. Thuswhilethe central party |eadership does

FEBRUARY 2006

not appoint the heads of local mediaorganizationsdirectly,
it exercisespower over personne through appointments of
leaders of administrative districts, who determine and
supervisesubordinates.

M edia managers appointed by the party are entirely
respons blefor the news content of the mediaorganizations
they oversee. They are expected to censor content deemed
unfavorableor divisiveto political unity or seen asathreat
to socid order. Mediamanagerswho fail arereplaced; the
party can transfer them to another post or remove them
without recourseto legal procedures. Successful managers
are promoted, occasionally to positions within the
Propaganda Department, but al so to postswithin other party
or government indtitutions.

Prior to theformation of newspaper conglomeratesin
the mid-1990s and broadcast mediagroupsin the 2000s,
the managers of each media organization—whether
newspaper, radio station, or television station—were party
appointees. At present, media organizations within
newspaper or broadcast mediaconglomerates have fewer
political appointeesthaninthe past. However, thereduction
inthe number of mediamanagerswho are appointed has
yet to provealiability intermsof theparty’sability to control
news mediaoperationsand news content.

M oNITORING M EDIA PERSONNEL

The Central Propaganda Department of the Communist
Party isthemost important institution for monitoring media
personnel and controlling the content of television, radio,
newspapers, magazines, and film. The Central Organization
Department selects the leadership of the Propaganda
Department with guidancefrom the* Thought Work Small
Group” (thought work istheterm used in Chinato describe
thetask of shaping theviewsof the public) under thedirect
leadership of CCP chairman and PRC President Hu Jintao
and the Politburo Standing Committee member responsible
for the media, Li Changchun. Local branches of the
Propaganda Department work with lower levels of the
party-state hierarchy to transmit content prioritiesto the
media. For example, the Shanghal bureau of the Propaganda
Department interactswith the Shanghai Municipal Party
Committee, the provincial branches of General
Adminigration of Pressand Publications(GAPP), and State
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Adminigtration of Radio, Filmand Televison (SARFT) to
coordinate guidancefor the Shanghai media.

Ateachleve of government, the PropagandaDepartment
playsamgor roleinthemonitoring of editorsandjourndists
through a national registration system and mandatory
participationinideological training sessions, inwhichthe
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blowing meetings,” which are attended by top leaders,
including thoseinthe Central PropagandaDepartment. The
Central Propaganda Department synthesizesthe essence
of each chuifenghui, addsingtructionsfor handling sensitive
topics or specific news stories, and distributes these
instructionsviafacsmileas PCstolocal branchesof the

conduct of mediaprofessondsis
evaluated for loyalty to the party.
In 2003, the Central Propaganda
Department, dongwiththe GAPP
andthe SARFT, required Chinese
journalists to attend nearly 50
hoursof trainingonMarxism, the
role of CCP leadership in the
media, copyright law, libel law,
national security law, regulations
governing news content, and
journdigticethicsprior torenewing
press passes (the identification
journalists display when on
assignment). Additiona political

The CCP exerts near
complete control over
the country’s
358 television stations
and 2,119 newspapers—

the primary media
available to more than
one billion Chinese
citizens.

Propaganda Department, which
then send PCs to all Chinese
media. PCsmay requiremediato
use reports by national media
organizationssuchasXinhuaNews
Agency, People’'s Daily, or
CCTV.

Theprimary function of PCsis
toindicatenewsgoriesthat should
not appear inreportsand provide
guidancefor treatment of certain
newsstories. For instance, inthe
fall of 2003, the pricefor ricein
mgjor urban centersroseby nearly
100 percent within oneweek. In

indoctrination occursat periodic
training retreats to study party
political ideology and through
attendanceat regiona or national
meetings stressing theimportant role of thenewsmediain
thought work.

Membershipinthe ChineseCommunist Party isof crucid
advantagefor journalists seeking promotionsto leadership
positionsinthemedia. In Shanghai, al top mediaexecutives
are members of the CCP and nearly all of the executive
directorsof television channel sand radio stationsand key
newspaper editors are party members. While party
members may have diverse political opinions, the party
carefully considerstheviews of peoplewho apply tojoin
the CCPinarigorousvetting processlikely to weed out the
vast mgjority of those who admit to holding politically
controversid views.

The Central Propaganda Department, with assistance
from local branches, determines national standards of
acceptable news content. Content requirementsareoutlined
inpropagandacirculars(PCs): documentscontaining pecific
ingructionsfor themedianationwide. Thecontent of PCsis
drawnfromwhat areinformally called chuifenghui or “wind

Shanghai, rice prices rose from
around 27 cents per kilogramto
49 cents per kilogram. Pricesfor
pork and soy products also rose
conspicuoudy. Prior to the priceincreases, the Propaganda
Department sent PCsto mediawarning them not tofile
reportson priceincreasesout of fear that such reportscould
lead to social instability. Instead, the mediawere given
permission to write about theriseinrice pricesover the
courseof several months, with the effect that newsof price
increasesdid not seem to indicate asudden devel opment.
Another example of nervous intervention in news
operations by the Propaganda Department occurred prior
to the 100" anniversary of thebirth of Deng Xiaoping, on
August 22, 2004. For many Chinese, Deng Xiaoping
representsthe leader responsiblefor usheringin an eraof
prosperity unprecedented in Chinesehistory. However, there
arechaptersin Deng'slifethat aredistinctly embarrassing
for the CCP, most notably the period of time during the
Cultural Revolution when Deng was accused of being a
“capitalist roader” and sent towork inatractor repair factory
inJiangxi Province. A second embarrassment wasDeng's
rolein givingtheorder for the Peopl€ sLiberation Army to
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useforceto clear Tiananmen Squareon June4, 1989. Thus,
prior to the 100" anniversary of Deng’s birth, the
Propaganda Department sent out PCsthat took painsto
explainwhy these chaptersin hislifecould not bementioned
innewsreports.

It is common practice for local branches of the
Propaganda Department to adapt the content of the Central
PropagandaDepartment’sPCsfor “local conditions.” The
document that began as a central-level PC may contain
considerabledifferenceswhenit reachesthelower end of
theadminigrativehierarchy. Usudly aPC acquiresadditiond
restrictionswith each successivelayer of bureaucracy, as
lower levelsof government try to ensuremediawill cooperate
withall central andlocal prioritiesfor newscontent.

The person (or people) responsible for monitoring
content variescons derably by mediaorganization. Normaly,
editorsand the program producer scrutinize newsproduced
by CCTV and send it to the deputy head of CCTV for
confirmation of acceptability. However, particularly sengitive
reports can be sent to central leaders or other state
institutionsfor review. During this process, reports can be
delayed, revised, or cut completely. Typicaly for television
gationsinthe Shangha MediaGroup, so-caled responsble
editorsarein charge of content; they discussconcernswith
the station general manager. If the general manager is
uncertain about theadvisahility of airing newsonatopic, he
or she contactsthemediagroup’sprogramming department,
staffed by in-house monitorswho often have closetiesto
the Propaganda Department. The programming department
serves asthedistributor of PCswithin the mediagroup,
interpreting their meaning for station managers and
determining whether politically sensitive material can be
broadcast. For newspapers, senior editorsareresponsible
for certain typesof content, corresponding to topica sections
withinthe newspaper—i.e. politics, finance, or literature—
or inthe case of the People's Daily, to departmentsinthe
newspaper.

In addition to sending PCs, the local Propaganda
Department communicateswith mediamanagersinte ephone
conversations or by meeting with top editors, who
subsequently relay content directives to lower-ranking
editors and journalists in editorial meetings. Content
directivesfor extremely sensitivetopics—coverage of the
SevereAcute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) epidemicin
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2003, for example—may be transmitted in meetings or
through telephone call sto eliminate written evidence of
suppression of astory.

Senior cadresemployed by the Propaganda Department
monitor compliancewiththeparty’sideologica position at
both the central and provincial level. These senior cadres,
who are selected for their conservative politica viewsand
politica religbility, monitor televisonandradio programming
aswell asthe contentsof daily newspapersand magazines,
andfilemonthly reportscritiquing “ harmful” content. Atthe
central level, these reports are called the “Central
Propaganda Department’smonthly evaluation.” 1n 2004,
the Shanghai Propaganda Department established a
secondary mediacontent monitoring ingtitution composed
of morethan 20 senior journalistsand editors, who receive
sdariesfrom mediaorganizationswith whichthey formerly
worked. Thisingtitution, calledtheMonthly Evauation Smal
Group, filesroughly 2.5 reports per month onimportant or
problematic trendsin broadcast and print mediacontent.
These reports are distributed to all Shanghai media
managers. Thefact that such aninstitution wasfoundedis
indicative of theincreasing challenge of monitoring diverse
news content. Print and broadcast mediaa so maintainin-
house monitoring organizationsthat are staffed by trouble-
shooterswho monitor potentia ly harmful content.

THE Price oF NON-COMPLIANCE WITH PARTY
CoNTENT REQUIREMENTS

When amediaorgani zation disregardsaPC or produces
content seen asundesirabl e by the Propaganda Department,
it doesso at therisk of facing disciplinary action. PCshave
no expiration date and thus, over time, represent abody of
indructionsfor specifictreatment of controversid topicsthat
differsfor mediain different adminigtrativedidricts. Disputes
occasionally arise when programmers attempt to sneak a
controversid report past censorsby ignoring theingructions
of dated PCs.

When reporting elicits the wrath of the party, the
Propaganda Department or local party leaders (party
committeemembersat thesameadministrativelevel asthe
media organization, for example) will notify the media
organization’s CEO or publisher (the party-appointed
manager of the mediaorganization). The mediamanager
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may ask the editors or journalistsresponsibleto write a
“darifying” report reversangthepreviouspostionor changing
theangleonan event.

Sharp criticism by the Propaganda Department canlead
to the cancellation of rebroadcasts of television news
programsor thedismissa of individua sassociated witha
certain article or series of articles, aswasthe caseinthe
2001 and 2003 firing of editors
at the influential Guangdong
Province weekly, Southern
Weekend. In 2001, Southern
Weekend's in-depth coverage
of thecrimesof Hunan gangster
Zhang Jun raised veiled
accusationsthat the party was
partially to blame for the
political climatethat ledto his
greed and violence. These
reports prompted the
Propaganda Department of
Hunan Province to send a
formal letter of protest to the
Central Propaganda
Department in April 2001,
camingthearticlesin Southern
Weekend were detrimental to
the party’s efforts at good governance. The Centra
PropagandaDepartment exerted pressure on the Guangdong
Provincial Propaganda Department and, in May 2001, the
Guangdong Propaganda Department removed the
newspaper’seditor-in-chief Jang Yiping, Chief Editor Qian
Gang, News Director Zhang Ping, and an editor and a
journalist who contributed to the articles. In the spring of
2003, inadifferent flap, editorid positionswere shuffled at
Souther n Weekend dueto reporting on the Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) that proved too politically
sensitive for the party to accept. A cadre from the
Guangdong Propaganda Department, Zhang Dongmin, was
made editor-in-chief of the Weekend. At that point, several
journalistsresigned or went on striketo protest excessive
party involvement in newspaper operations. However, these
actionsdid little to impede the party’s move to increase
control over the Weekend.

The Central Propaganda
Department of the
Communist Party is the
most important institution

for monitoring media
personnel and controlling
the content of television,
radio, newspapers,
magazines, and film.
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In extreme circumstances, the Propaganda Department
cancelsthe license of amediaorganization, putting the
organization’sstaff out of work, or imprisonstheeditorsor
journaistsin question. The 21 Century World Herald was
closed downin March 2003 for aseriesof controversial
articles including oneinterviewing Li Rui, aformer secretary
of Mao Zedong, who advocated democrati zation of the CCP
leadership structure. InMarch
2004, Southern Metropolitan
Post General Manager Yu
HuafengandVice President Li
Minying were sentenced to 12
and 11 years respectively for
alleged corruption concerning
the distribution of bonuses by
theeditoria board. Inan apped
trial on June 7, 2004, Yu's
sentence wasreduced to eight
years and Li’s to six years.
During the investigation,
Southern Metropolitan Post
editor-in-chief Cheng Yizhong
wasarrested, detained for five
months, and then released.
Cheng lost his position at
Southern Metropolitan Post
and has since gone to work for Southern Athletic
Newspaper, a newspaper in the Southern Daily Group
devoted to sportscoverage.

According to astatement by Cheng Yizong's defense
lawyer, top executives of the Southern Daily Group
approved distribution of the bonuses. The Guangzhou
Municipal People'sCourt ruled the bonuseswereaform of
corruption, because they passed through private bank
accounts. (Asasubsidiary paper of the Southern Daily
Group, the Southern Metropolitan Post did not have its
own corporate bank account.)

For many Chinesejournalists, thearrestswere seen as
retribution for the newspaper’ s hard-hitting reporting of
SARSand of the murder of Sun Zhigang, agraphic artist
beaten to death in a Guangzhou prison in March 2003.
Investigation of financial misconduct at Southern
Metropolitan Post began in July 2003 in the aftermath of
the SARS crisisand Sun Zhigang exposé. It was assumed
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that the local party leadership wanted to punish the
newspaper and send awarning to Guangdong mediato deter
smilar reporting.

L ecaL ReGcuLATIONS GOVERNING FREEDOM OF
SeeecH AND M EDIA CONTENT

Article 35 of the 1982 Constitution guaranteescitizens
of the PRC “freedom of speech, publishing, assembly and
theright to establish organi zations, movement and protest.”
Thesefreedomsare, however, circumscribed by four articles
inthe congtitution: Article 38 mandatesthat the reputation
of PRC citizenscannot be compromised by humiliating or
libelous statements; Article 51 statesthat citizenscannot, in
theexercise of their freedoms, harmthecollectiveinterests
of the nation, society, or the freedoms enjoyed by other
citizens; Article 53 callsfor al citizensto “ protect state
secrets, cherish public assets. .. respect public order and
social morals’; Article 54 gtatesthat citizenshavethe duty
to protect the “security, honor and interests of the
motherland” and that to do otherwise is prohibited. In
practice, these articles have been manipulated by aself-
interested post-totalitarian regimeto suppresspolitically
undesirableformsof information. Until recently, however,
few scholars have maintained that the Constitution is
enforceableinacourt of law.

Inaddition, ahost of other criminal and administrative
regul ationsguide mediaoperations. Foremost of thecrimina
regulaionsisthe PRC*“ Protection of Nationd SecretsLaw”
promulgated in May 1989. Thisexceptionally broad law
appliesto mediareportson military affairs, projectsfor
“economic and social development,” technological
development, crimina investigations by national security
agencies, or other subjectsdetermined by stateingtitutions
tobe* secret” innature.? Similar sentiment isechoedinthe
June1992“ Regulation onthe Protection of Secretsfor News
and Publication.” When in doubt about the status of
information sources, journaistsareto check withthe* rdated
government agency” and gain permission prior to publication
after negotiating conditionsfor therelease of information.
This leads to the suppression of much information by
government agencies, or dower releaseof potentialy vauable
information. Commercial mediaorganizationsaredoubly
cautious becausefinancial responsibility for the costs of
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withdrawing or cessation of publicationsthat reveal state
secretsisdetermined by the* related government agency.”

State secretslaws prohibit the publication of explicitly
classified materialsand, occasionally, informationthat is
already publicif therecipientisaforeignindividual or
organization. Any information can be classified asastate
secret if itsreleaseisdetermined by enforcement agencies
to have harmed state interest or state security.

Judicia powers capable of sentencing journalistsfor
crimina offensesinthe 1997 Crimina Law further inhibit
mediafreedom. Thislaw makesit acrimefor any individua
or organizationto* dividethenation” or “ destroy (national)
unity,” an offense punishable by three- to ten-year prison
sentences. Journdistsdirectly responsiblefor publishing
political opinionsthreatening thewelfare of the nation or
humiliating ethnic minorities, in severe cases, may be
sentenced to threeyearsin prison.®

State secret |aws have been used to suppressjournalists
with greater frequency inthelast two years. In September
2004, New York Timesresearcher Zhao Yanwasimprisoned
inan investigation about whether heleaked state secrets
concerning former President Jiang Zemin’simpending
resignation from the important party Military Affairs
Commission. Zhao wasformally indicted on charges of
leaking state secretsin December 2005. In April 2005,
Hong Kong correspondent for The Sraits Times, Ching
Cheong, wasdetained in Guangzhou on suspicion of harming
state security by working asaspy for Taiwan. Ching'swife
has said he wasworking on astory involving the purged
general secretary of the CCP, Zhao Ziyang. Zhao Yanand
Ching Cheong remainin custody and areexpectedtoreceive
prison sentencesin February 2006.

In November 2004, Shi Tao, a journalist with
Contemporary Business News in Hunan Province, was
arrested for violating state secretslaws, after emailing aone-
page document to the New York-based website Democracy
Forum, inwhich heoutlined party propagandarequirements
for suppressing information on the 15" anniversary of the
Tiananmen crackdown. OnApril 27, 2005, Shi Tao was
sentencedto 10 yearsinprisonfor illegaly providing state
secretstoforeigners. Particularly troubling to many foreign
observerswasthe fact that information leading to Shi’s
convictionwas provided by Yahoo HoldingsLtd. inHong




FREEDOM AT ISSUE FREEDOM HOLISE

Kong (Shi Tao sent thefateful messageviahisYahoo email
account).

Whilethefear of facing lega consequencesfor writing
politically sensitivereportslurksinthe mindsof Chinese
journaists, afar more common source of concernisalibel
suit. As of late 2003, Southern Weekend had been sued
morethan 20timesfor libel. Southern\Weekend losesnearly
al libd suitsbecauselawvsdlow theplaintiff to decidewhether
the casewill betried by courtswherethe alleged offense
occurred, wherethe plaintiff isbased, or inthejuristiction
wherethemediaisbased; plaintiffstypically choosetheir
ownjurigtiction, wherethey havestrong persond connections
to the courts, not Guangzhou where the Weekend i sbased.
To protect itself against libel suits, CCTV’snewsprogram
News Probekeepstapesof al newsfootagefor sx months.
Although thethreat of facing alibel suitincreasesmedia
attention to collection of material newssourcesto support a
gory, thenetinfluenceof libel lawsisthat mediaorganizations
tendto err onthesideof caution and refrainfrom printing or
airing certain stories. Thisis duein part to precedents
demondtrating that thefactsof alibel casemay beirrdlevant
to the court’s final decision. A journalist at Southern
Weekend related the following case of the newspaper
encounteringandlosingalibe casewhendl thefactsseemed
onitsside:

In 1996, aman from Guangdong provincewasdriving
atruck in the city of Beihai, Guangxi Autonomous
Region. The truck driver passed by awoman lyingin
a ditch. She had crashed her motorcycle and was
bleeding from her injuries. The truck driver stopped
and took thewoman to ahospital . As she had no money,
he paid her medical bills. When it was clear that the
woman would be fine, the man obtained the woman’s
phone number and left. One month later, the truck
driver returned to the same city and called the woman
to see if she had recovered. Her brother-in-law
answered the phone and thanked the truck driver,
saying that he would like to meet him to repay his
kindness. They arranged to meet. When the truck
driver arrived at the designated location he was
accused of causing the accident and arrested by the
police. His truck was confiscated and given to the
woman’sbrother-in-law. The police a so extorted 5,000
RMB[renminbi] from the truck driver. Police never
filed areport on theincident; therefore, the procedure
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used to confiscate the vehicle was illegal. The truck
driver sued the police station to get histruck back and
was sued by the woman for “causing” the traffic
accident that injured her. After reporting the story,
Southern Weekend was sued for libel. The case, tried
in Guangxi, went against the newspaper in 2002.4

A weekly newspaper of intellectual bent, and somewhat
different tastes than Southern Weekend, isthe Economic
Observer. Unlike the Southern Weekend, the Economic
Observer hasnever beentakentotrid for alibel suit because
the editor-in-chief is said to be particularly adept at
negotiating “ mutually acceptable’ termsof compensation
for offended parties. Handling libel cases, whether in or
outside the courtroom, is a serious concern for news
organi zations doing investigative news storiesor issuing
critical reports. Libel laws in China deter media from
aggressively reporting the news.

Wrriting about thelivesof CCPleadersisoneof themost
chdlengingtasksjourndigsface. Itisillega towritewithout
permission about the president, vice president, premier,
chairman of the National People’'s Congress Standing
Committee, chairman of the Central Advisory Committee,
the chair of the Chinese People's Political Consultative
Conference, or current or past members of the Politburo
Standing Committee. All reports concerning these political
figures must be submitted to the local GAPP branch for
review and meet the approval of the local Propaganda
Department and the GAPPin Beijing. Prior to publication,
reportsonindividuasactivein politicsmust have approval
fromtheindividual towhichthereport refers. Requeststo
write storiesabout central |eaders can also be submitted to
the Central Propaganda Department. Similar restrictions
govern accounts of important Communist revol utionary
figures, such as Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and Deng
Xiaoping.

The procedural complexity of getting such articles
approved isadeterrent for most journaists, who can expect
higher levels of government to refuse permission for
controversia accountsof key stateleaders. Asaresult, this
regulaionvirtualy eliminatescoverageof currently serving
national leaders; reportscritical of national leadersa most
never appear intelevision and daily newspaper reports.

Nevertheless, commercial news media occasionally
attempt to print reportson central leaders. Onesuch attempt
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by Securities\Weekly to publish an account on thefinancia
misconduct of former Premier Li Peng and membersof his
family resulted in confiscation of al copiesof the newspaper
edition and imprisonment of thejournalist who wrotethe
story. Pamphlets or books on China’sleaders, often of a
tawdry nature, aresold furtively inback aleys. Meanwhile,
reliableaccountsof China spast and present leadersinbooks
such as the Private Life of
Chairman Mao by Li Zhishui,
The Tiananmen Papersedited
by Perry Link and Andrew J.
Nathan, and China’s New
Generation by Andrew J.
Nathanand BruceGilley arenot
availableinChina

In 2001, the Central
Propaganda Department
strengthened restrictionsover
the use of photos taken of

If areport isjudged too
sensational, thejour nalist
likely will not receive
payment and riskslosing
performancebonuses. . ..
Therefore, jour nalissswho

secret whose disclosureispunishableby imprisonment. This
meade reporting on SARS moredifficult for journaistsand,
of late, hasinduced caution among journdistsreporting on
the bird flu outbreak. Many issue areas, however, have
opened up for relatively free reporting, such asartsand
leisureand finance and economics, providing such newsis
not critical and doesnot concernapaliticaly sensitiveissue.

COMMERCIALIZATION AND
COoNTENT M ANAGEMENT

In the 1980s, the Chinese
Communist Party launched
sweeping reformsof themedia
industry, which alowedfor the
sale  of commercial
advertisementsandledtorapid
proliferation of print and
television news media and

national |eeders. All local media fall out of favor with diversification of mediacontent.
must have permissionfromthe ther superiors or whose For thevast mgority of Chinese
provincial bureau of the media, commercialization

PropagandaDepartment, which
is under centrally appointed
leadership, prior to publication
of photos of national state or
party leaders in a work
environment or in a leisure
sting. Magazineshopingtouse
photos of anational leader on
the cover must secure permission from theleader appearing
inthe photo prior to publication, aprocessthat islikely to
endintherefusd fromindividuasportrayedinanunfavorable
light.

Chinese journalists are expected to understand the
party’sprioritiesand avoid reporting onissues considered
to betoo sengitive. Examplesof issueareascong dered risky
include, in order of declining sensitivity, the democracy
movement in China, separatism or ethnic minority interests
inTaiwan or Tibet, nationaism or nationa honor referredto
inaderogatory sense, labor unrest, corruption withinthe
CCP, mass protest, natural or manmade disasters, and
outbreaks of diseaselikely to lead to domestic unrest or
international criticism. Health newsistreated asanationa

work isfrequently
censored, find themselves
quickly out of themoney.

provides incentive for media
managersand journaliststo be
risk averse. The Propaganda
Department appointstop-level
mediamanagersin consultation
with the CCP Organization
Department. Media
organizations pay these
managersvery high sdaries(whichmakesmanagersunwilling
torisklosngtheir jobs). Mediamanagers career prospects
aretiedto their effectivenessin producing mediacontent
that is both attractive to consumers and politically
uncontroversa. Undernegth the party-appointed leedership
are lesser managers, senior editors, copy editors, and
journdists, whosesdariesarestrongly affected by thenature
of news content they produce. By providing bonusesto
their empl oyeesto produce acceptabl e news content, top
managers create awork environment conduciveto self-
censorship.

For personnel who are not appointed by the party, most
mediaorgani zations make attemptsto quantify the quality
of employee performance and link performance to the
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amount of salary an employeereceives. The performance
of television producers, for example, iseva uated in part by
the ACNielsen ratings of the programming they oversee.
Their bonuses are determined by upper-level managers
withinthetelevision station. Datafrominterviewssuggests
the bonuses make up roughly 20 percent of thetotal salary
for producersand editors, an arrangement that empowers
managersto reward model employees.

Typically, amuch greater percentage of ajournalist’s
salary is derived from performance bonuses than for
producers and editors. One criterion for evaluating the
performanceof journalistsisthe popularity of their reports,
based on consumer response. If consumersare happy with
ajournalist’sreport, they may write letters or send text
messagesto the newspaper with favorable comments. A
positive (or negative) consumer response is seen as an
indicator of consumer preference that drivestelevision
ratings or newspaper circulationlevels, whichinturnare
often used tojustify advertising prices. Ingeneral, media
with highnumbersof consumerscan chargehighadvertisng
prices.

Sincethe early 1990s, journalists’ pay has also been
tied to the number and length of storiesthat are broadcast
or published. If areport is judged too sensational, the
journalist likely will not receive payment and riskslosing
performance bonuses, which amount to more than half of
their sdary. Therefore, journaistswhofall out of favor with
their superiors, or whosework isfrequently censored, find
themsalvesquickly out of themoney. Sometelevisongations
requirejourndiststo pay the production costsout of pocket
for censored material.

Journdigtsinthe Shanghai MediaGroup receiveabase
salary that is15to 20 percent of their total salary. Monthly
and yearly performance bonuses make up therest of their
salary. Thedisparity between thetop and the bottom of the
salary scale, based on the amounts of bonuses, can be as
much as a factor of 10. At the CCTV’s News Probe,
membersof an advisory board consisting of senior media
professionals, scholars, and the producer give each 45-
minute report ascorethat isadjusted based upon viewer
ratingsby ACNidsenfor thetimedotinwhichtheprogram
isbroadcast. Variation between thelowest scorefor areport
and the highest can lead to differences in performance
bonuses equaling afactor of 18.
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At Southern Weekend, the monthly base salary for
journalists in 2003 was $340 (before taxes), or
approximately the same amount asthe averagefarmer’s
annud income.® Performance bonusesat Southern Weekend
increased ajournaist’smonthly sdlary toaceiling of around
$2,430. In order to combat ajourndist’sincentiveto censor
her work, Southern Weekend pays up to 70 percent of the
performancebonusfor astory evenif itistoo controversia
to print. Even with such compensation, the desiretowin
performance bonusesresultsin journaismthat steerswell
clear of dangerouspalitical controversy and meetstheparty’s
propagandarequirements.

Normalizing judgment is about the provision of
incentives and punishment for non-conformance to
ideals.® Inthe case of “disciplining” Chinesejournalists
to comply with party content priorities, incentivesprovide
adaily pressurefor journaliststo toetheparty lineinthe
interests of putting bread on the table. Over time, the
decision to engage in self-censorship on the part of
journalists, whether due to the desire to earn more or
avoid repression, becomes“normal” practice, even for
those journalists who may have entered the profession
for the noblest of purposes. Theadministrative and legal
system for restricting press freedom has evolved over
time, taking on new layers of regulationsand monitoring
institutions astestament to the difficulty of keepingalid
on diverse media content. For example, the system of
performance bonuses followed the Tiananmen
crackdown on mass demonstrations and reflected the
party’s growing awareness that coercion alone was
ineffective at forcing journaliststo write propaganda
bol stering regimelegitimacy. From the perspective of the
CCP , incentivesand disincentivesfor journalistsgo well
together, the former providing daily reason to flatter
China's rulers and the latter making examples of
individualswho challengethelimits of freedom.

PoTENTIAL SOURCESOF FUTURE CHANGE

Whileintheshort term the unraveling of party control of
the mediaseemsunlikely, threefactors could powerfully
affect the prospects of greater press freedom in China.
Foremost of thesefactorswould begreater privatization of
mediaownership, whichiscentrd toinfluencingthepriorities
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of mediamanagersand journalistsand to fostering awork
environmentinwhichfreer journaism canthrive. At present,
only party or state institutions may legally own media;
however, creeping privatization hasoccurred asstate media
subcontract operationsto private enterprises. Someprivate
entrepreneurs have been tempted by high advertisng growth
toinvestin mediaventures, while mediamanagers have
reached out to the private sector for efficient management
and capital to diversfy productsand services. Over thelong
term, theincreasein privatization of mediaownership could
undermineparty control of themediaif privatization saps
the party’ spower to appoint mediamanagers, whose careers
aretied to the production of mediacontent that supports
theregime. Therefore, although many other state-owned
enterpriseshavebeen privatizedin China, the CCPisunlikely
tolegalize private ownership of themedia, unlessthe party
decidesto embracepoalitica liberdization.

A second factor that could reduce party control over
themediawould be growing market competitionin China's
mediaindustry, driving mediato engagein journalism of
interest to consumersthat might be unfavorableto the party.
CCPpoaliciesto reducethe effectsof competition have so
far beenlargdy successful. Current regulationsrestrict most
local mediafrom competinginthenationa mediamarket by
preventing them from reporting on eventsin other provinces
inChinaaswell asinternationally. Inthelast decade, the
Chinese print and broadcast mediahave been reorgani zed
into mediaconglomeratesthat enjoy high market sharein
local markets and have less incentive to compete for
advertisngrevenue.” In order for competitionto emergeas
apowerful forcefor newsmediafreedom, the statewould
haveto open the nationa mediamarket up to powerful loca
media conglomerates—a move that appears highly
unlikely—or dlow moreforeign mediaaccesstothe Chinese
mediamarket.

A third factor that could induce change is greater
availability of information from abroad that isnot subject to
thedaborate sysem of satecontrol. Theeffectsof globdizing
information flows have already been considerable. With
vigorousforeign mediaoperatingin China, theregime stask
of suppressing information has become moredifficult; for
Chinesewith foreign language ability, foreign newsreports
present an “aternate” truthtothat availablein the official
media. A growing number of Chinese travel abroad,
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telephonefriendsor rdativesoverseas, and watch aplethora
of pirated mediaproducts availablein urban areas. The
number of ChineseaccessingtheInternetiscertaintorise
asthe cost of connectivity decreasesrelativeto spending
power. Whilethe state has expended considerable effort to
limit Chinese access to web pages deemed politically
subversive, many usersfind waysto accessblocked Internet
Stesby using proxiesor anti-blocking software. Thelnternet
has increased the speed and convenience of accessing
information and decreased thefinancid costsof interpersona
communi cation—two factorswhich helped to undermine
authoritarian regimes in Ukraine and Indonesia. If a
democratic opposition emergesin China, itislikely touse
thelnternet asatool to mobilize supportersand challenge
CCPideology.

To address the challenges posed by private capital,
market competition, and globalization, the CCP' scentral
|eadership must ensureeffectiveimplementation of existing
regulations(which hasaready provendifficult) andrely toa
greater degree on coercion—astrategy that isvulnerableto
criticism both domestically and internationaly. The choice
facing the CCP leadership is an unpleasant one: More
freedom or morerepresson?Both aternativespose hazards
to the party’smonopoly on power.

Ashley Esarey is an Assistant Professor of Political
Science at Middlebury College and a Freedom House
analyst on East Asia.
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