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Questions Addressed:
1. What are some of the key social and political constraints shaping China’s zero-COVID
policy? How does China’s zero-COVID strategy fit into CCP doctrine and political
objectives?
2. What does the policy suggest about the CCP’s political time horizon and level of
confidence? Does it demonstrate prioritization of short-term control over long term
stability, or a willingness to take short-term damage in pursuit of long-term objectives?
3. Describe the association of the zero-COVID strategy with General Secretary Xi
Jinping and its relevance to the upcoming 20th Party Congress.
4. How would you characterize the coordination and implementation of the
Zero-COVID policy within China’s bureaucracy? Have we observed tensions in
center-local relations, bureaucratic infighting, or evidence of meaningful dissent within
Party ranks on the issue?
5. What impact do you expect the considerable public unhappiness surrounding the
COVID-19 situation to have on regime security and stability?
6. How has the CCP tried to control information flows about its Zero-COVID policy?
How is it managing domestic and international scrutiny? What are the most reliable
sources of information coming out of China on the COVID-19 situation? What are their
strengths and limitations?
7. To what extent has Beijing used the COVID-19 pandemic to innovate new methods of
social control? How do you expect this to shape Beijing’s long-term capabilities in this
area?
8. The Commission is mandated to make policy recommendations to Congress based on
its hearings and other research. What are your recommendations for Congressional
action related to your testimony?

Hearing Co-Chairs Commissioner James Mann and Commissioner Randall Schriver,
members of the Commission and staff, thank you very much for your invitation to
testify on China’s zero-COVID Policy. It is indeed a pleasure and privilege to present my
views before the Commission.

I. Evolution of the Dynamic Zero-COVID Policy
The prevailing dynamic zero-COVID - or dynamic clearing - policy adopted by the
Chinese leadership derives from its experience of dealing with the pandemic since
January 2020. The core constituents of the policy can be traced back to the central
leadership’s initial response to the novel coronavirus outbreak in Wuhan in December
2019. After a period of early confusion and mismanagement, on January 23, 2020, the
Chinese central government announced an unprecedented lockdown of the city. This
was followed by a series of lockdowns across other cities and provinces. As of February
20, 2020, assessments indicated that around 760 million Chinese, approximately half of
the country’s population, were facing residential lockdowns of varying intensities.1 The
purpose of these lockdowns was to “control the source of infection, block transmission
and prevent further spread.”2
Even at this early stage the Chinese government was clearly cognisant of the economic
costs of lockdowns. On February 17, 2020, the State Council’s Joint Prevention and
Control Mechanism called for region-specific and tiered measures to be adopted in
order to ensure “an orderly return to work and normal life.”3 Subsequently, guidelines
were issued calling on low-risk regions to resume full production, while those deemed
as high risk were asked to monitor the health situation first. In practice, this
differentiated and tiered approach has since proven challenging to implement. In large
part, this is because of the central leadership’s mixed messaging — as it has advocated
policy goals that are fundamentally in friction with each other — and local officials’
perceptions of Beijing’s political priorities.
Starting with Xi Jinping, by and large, central authorities have repeatedly emphasized
that the priority is to contain the spread of the virus and reduce the impact on people’s
lives and health. This must be done while minimizing social and economic costs. It is
worth noting that despite framing the problem as such, the Chinese leadership did not
eschew setting annual GDP targets for 2021 and 2022. While achieving the 2021 target
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was never going to be a serious challenge owing to the base effect, meeting the 2022
target has presented local officials with difficult choices.
In the end, while local officials technically have had autonomy in tailoring policies to
suit local conditions, worried about potential political and disciplinary consequences
owing to outbreaks, they have tended to prioritize containment over all else. For
instance, in May 2022, Bloomberg’s assessment of data released by state media and
Communist Party disciplinary authorities showed that more than 4,000 officials in
relation to some 51 local Covid outbreaks.4 This situation has often led to excessive
restrictions, which have subsequently been the subject of frustration by the public and
censure by central officials. A measure of the structural nature of this challenge is that
even as of February 2022, the National Development and Reform Commission was
calling on local governments to avoid arbitrary lockdowns and was pushing back against
unauthorized closures of public places like restaurants, supermarkets and tourist sites.5
Then, in April 2022, the State Council was warning local authorities against
unauthorized blocking of expressways, ports, docks, railway stations and airports.6
Since 2020, lockdown measures have been accompanied by steps to expand healthcare
capacity through the construction of makeshift hospitals and quarantine facilities. Mass
testing has been conducted across cities and towns with even small outbreaks.
Technological solutions have been deployed for close contact tracing. Mandatory health
codes have been used to track and control people’s movements and access to public
spaces. Special permits have been used over time to ensure the smooth transport of
goods, particularly essential goods. Grassroots party groups have been mobilized in
order to enforce restrictions and provide support in meeting people’s needs for
essential supplies. These measures, with varying degrees of effectiveness, continue to
be deployed at present too, as evident in the case of the recent outbreaks in Shanghai
and Hong Kong.
In contrast, quarantine for inbound and outbound travelers was tightened in late
February 2020, with the entry of foreign visitors eventually being suspended a month
later.7 Foreign travel policy, however, has subsequently eased, although connectivity is
still nowhere close to what it was prior to the pandemic. In this sense, the People’s
Republic of China continues to be an outlier when compared to most other countries.
Nevertheless, over the past few months, the Chinese government has opened new
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international routes and quarantine requirements for travelers have been halved.8
Premier Li Keqiang’s remarks in July promising to increase international passenger
flights “in an orderly way” are indicative of potential further easing in the months
ahead.9 However, the caveat of policy change being calibrated under the premise of
“ensuring safety against COVID infections” is worth keeping in mind. In essence, a
broad-based return to normal exchanges with the outside world is unlikely in the near
future.
Evidently, the stated and revealed objective of the Chinese government’s response to
COVID-19 since 2020 has been to completely stamp out new infections. This was the
original necessary condition that needed to be met for the lifting of restrictions. The
Chinese leadership, led by Xi Jinping, have often described the pandemic as a “crisis and
major test” for the Chinese system of governance. The threat of mass infections
overwhelming the healthcare system and leading to high death rates – which could in
turn result in economic and social instability, eventually undermining the Communist
Party’s ruling legitimacy – has been a key part of the political and policy calculus. The
framing of the containment effort as a “people’s war” in February 2020 underscored the
existential nature of the challenge from the perspective of the Chinese leadership.10
Consequently, for much of the past two years, the key goal of the zero-COVID policy
had been to ensure zero infections.
For instance, outbound traffic restrictions and all health checkpoints on highways
across Hubei, except Wuhan, were removed on March 25, 2020. This was done roughly
after two weeks of no new cases being reported across the province. Likewise, after a
brief surge in COVID-19 cases in Beijing in June-July 2020, the outbreak was only
formally deemed as being under control after no new infections were reported for
nearly two weeks. The Xinfadi market, which was the epicenter of the outbreak in
Beijing, resumed partial operations as late as mid-August, well over a month after Beijing
was declared free of new infections.
This approach by and large continued through the following year. This was the case
despite the large-scale deployment of vaccines. In fact, in 2021, Chinese officials were
categorical that vaccination was not an alternative to containment measures, arguing
that vaccines were not a “talisman.”11 That said, some adjustments were being made in
terms of policy implementation. For example, health authorities sought to improve
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targeting of lockdowns to narrow clusters and enhancing the speed of testing in order
to contain outbreaks within a period of two weeks as opposed to the previous
four-to-six-week timeline.12
This trend of broad persistence with specific adjustments continues to be evident at
present too. For instance, responding to the COVID-19 outbreak earlier this year, the
Shanghai government initially eschewed a city-wide lockdown.13 Instead, it
experimented with brief, targeted action focussing only on affected neighborhoods.14
However, with infections rising, the government soon turned to what was seen as a
tried and tested playbook of a city-wide lockdown,15 mass and repeated testing, and
imposing strict quarantines and setting up makeshift medical facilities for treatment
and quarantine. In doing so, measures – such as grouping regions and units together
under three risk categories to allow for “appropriate activity”16 and issuing whitelists to
ensure that economic activity related to critical sectors and enterprises17 would remain
uninterrupted – were adopted to limit social and economic costs. Despite these
measures, Shanghai’s GDP economy contracted 13.7% year-on-year in the second
quarter of 2022, with urban unemployment surging to 12.5%.18
However, what is more significant from a long-term perspective was the critical shift
that was made to the definition of the core objective of the dynamic zero-COVID policy.
As argued earlier, the primary marker of success for the policy over the past two years
had been to completely extinguish outbreaks. This was a prerequisite to the gradual
easing of restrictions. However, more recently, in light of the particular transmissibility,
pathogenicity and lethality of the Omicron variant of COVID-19 and its sub-variants and
keeping in mind the rising economic costs, the goalpost appears to have been shifted. In
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essence, this has meant that zero-COVID no longer implies zero infections. This shift
had been part of the public discourse, particularly among the scientific community,
months before it became stated policy.19
In early May, Shanghai officials informed that if the number of new daily infections in a
district accounted for less than 1/100,000 of the total number of people in the district
for three consecutive days, then it would be deemed that the district had basically
curbed community transmissions.20 Also, if the number of new daily infections fell to
zero for three consecutive days, then too the district would be deemed to have achieved
no community transmission. Subsequently, officials appeared to suggest achieving the
zero-COVID status merely required a decline in new infections and no new infections
outside the quarantined areas for three days in a row.21 By this metric, Shanghai was
deemed to have achieved zero community transmission as on May 17, 2022, allowing for
a gradual reopening. The adoption of this new definition of zero-COVID was later
confirmed in a People’s Daily commentary, which explained that dynamic zero-COVID
does not imply the pursuit of zero infections. Rather, it refers to identifying and
eliminating infections, with the aim of preventing the spread of the novel coronavirus in
the area of the outbreak and to other areas across the country.22
These changes are important indicators to understand the future direction of China’s
COVID-19 containment efforts. It is likely that the definition of zero-COVID will further
be relaxed as priorities shift after the 20th Party Congress. However, the emergence of a
new COVID-19 variant with higher transmissibility, higher lethality or greater immunity
evasion ability could result in tighter restrictions persisting. In either case, given the
massive testing infrastructure that has been built, certain elements of the zero-COVID
policy will in all likelihood sustain regardless for the foreseeable future.23
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This should not obscure the fact that there has been significant debate over how the
zero-COVID policy must evolve going forward.24 While the challenges related to public
health and social stability continue to be important considerations, the economic
situation also seems to be weighing far more heavily on the minds of the leadership.
This is discussed in greater detail in the subsequent section.
For the moment, it is worth keeping in mind that in his comments in early April 202225,
then at a Politburo Standing Committee meeting in early May26, and eventually during a
visit to Wuhan in June, Xi has appeared to lean in favor of tighter controls, indicating
greater willingness to bear economic costs.27 In May, state media reporting had Xi
calling for the need to resolutely fight “any attempts to distort, question or dismiss
China's anti-COVID policy.” In Wuhan, he warned against the “tendency to lower the
guard, grow weary of the fight, or slacken prevention and control efforts,” arguing that
“temporary impacts on the economy” were acceptable in order to protect “people’s lives
and health.” At the same time, however, he did call for “utmost efforts” to be made “to
promote steady and sound economic development.”
Official commentaries since then have echoed that language, tying together these
different policy objectives and impulses within the Party into a coherent narrative. A set
of three commentaries published in the People’s Daily in July 2022 argued that the
dynamic clearing policy comprises three “indispensable goals,” i.e., controlling the
pandemic, ensuring the normal life of ordinary people and ensuring the necessary
economic and social operations,28 and balancing between these three goals is not an
“either-or ‘single-choice question’.”29 What is needed is to improve the speed and
precision to ensure differentiated and targeted prevention, while keeping the wheels of
the economy churning, because “the economy and society are a dynamic circulation
system, which cannot be suspended for a long period of time.”30
24
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II. Factors Impacting the Dynamic Zero-COVID Policy
As it did back in 2020, the Chinese leadership continues to view the COVID-19 pandemic
as primarily a public health challenge. At the same time, it appears to be extremely
sensitive to the social, political, economic and geopolitical consequences of its response
to this challenge. Consequently, the policy’s persistence and evolution are products of
several factors. At the heart of all of this are concerns about large-scale outbreaks
undermining the Communist Party of China’s governing legitimacy.
The factors discussed below include:
-

Perceptions of the policy’s efficacy and efficiency
Public health and social stability-related concerns
Scale of vaccination and perceptions of the protection provided by vaccines
Short-term economic costs and perceptions of long-term economic implications
Xi Jinping’s personal linkage with the “people’s war” to contain the pandemic
The narrative around the policy being a demonstration of the Chinese
Party-state system’s moral, organizational and operational superiority

The Chinese leadership’s persistence with the zero-COVID policy is, in part, driven by
the perceived efficacy and efficiency of the policy. This was amply evident in the official
narrative during the recent outbreak in Shanghai. In mid-April, pieces in the media
argued that the zero-COVID policy was the best choice for Shanghai, while warning that
wavering from adhering to the policy would result in soaring infections and exact a
higher social and economic price.31 By mid-May, the official narrative emphasized that
the improvements in the city were a direct result and demonstration of the scientificity
and effectiveness of the dynamic zero-COVID policy.32 This was subsequently affirmed
by Shanghai Party Secretary Li Qiang in his work report to the 12th Congress of the
municipal party committee in late June, where he hailed the central leadership’s
epidemic prevention and control approach as “completely correct.”33
Chinese officials, analysts and media commentaries have also repeatedly pointed to the
remarkably low death toll in the country to argue for the superiority of the dynamic
zero-COVID policy. Officially, as of July 22, 2022, the Chinese mainland reported just
5,226 COVID-19-related deaths.34 Of course, this number is likely the product of serious
undercounting of the actual death toll.35 The Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource
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Center estimates that COVID-19 has led to over 14,600 deaths in the mainland.36 If one
were to assume that is the case or even take a 10-fold increase to the number, it is still
much lower than the reported deaths in democracies like the US, India and the UK.
What is also evident is that after the initial outbreak in Wuhan in 2020, the dynamic
zero-COVID policy has generally managed to limit the scale of infections and prevent a
run on medical and healthcare resources.37
Statements by Chinese officials and state media commentaries indicate a persistent
anxiety that shifting away from the dynamic zero-COVID policy could result in a rapid
surge in deaths and a spiraling public health crisis. There is clearly a fear of a healthcare
crisis leading to a social stability crisis, which would be politically damaging particularly
as the Party prepares for its 20th Congress later this year. The official readout of the
Politburo Standing Committee meeting on May 5, 2022 argued that China’s large elderly
population, unbalanced economic development and insufficient healthcare resources
make it difficult for the country to relax COVID controls.
“Relaxation will undoubtedly lead to massive numbers of infections, critical cases
and deaths, seriously impacting economic and social development and people’s lives
and health,” the meeting concluded.38
Likewise during his visit to Wuhan in June, Xi was categorical that:
“if China had adopted the ‘herd immunity’ policy or a hands-off approach, given its
large population, the country would have faced unimaginable consequences.”39
This anxiety is in part driven by the large population of the elderly and children in the
country, who are believed to be vulnerable to severe infections. If one is to accept the
low official number of COVID-19 infections in China, it follows that fewer people would
have developed natural immunity to the virus. Moreover official data, as of late July,
informs that 89.7% of China’s total population and 84.5% of elderly population have
received the whole course of vaccination.40 This refers to the two-dose course and not
boosters. As of late June, data show that only around 60% of people aged 60 and above
in the mainland had received a booster shot.41 Meanwhile, officials have also expressed
concern about the efficacy of Chinese vaccines, which are largely based on the original
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virus strain.42 Research into vaccines to address new strains is currently underway, as is
the development of a Chinese mRNA vaccine. However, large-scale rollouts are not
imminent.43
Two studies are important to note in this context. First, a November 2021 study by the
Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention found that China was “not ready to
embrace ‘open-up’ strategies, warning that a policy of co-existence with the virus could
threaten a “colossal outbreak which would almost certainly induce an unaffordable
burden to the medical system.”44 Another assessment published in May 2022 by
researchers at Fudan University warned that if left unchecked, the spread of the
Omicron variant could lead to a “tsunami” of cases, overwhelming the country’s
healthcare system, which is characterized by very low capacity when compared with
Western developed economies45 and even regional countries like Singapore, South
Korea and Japan.46 Consequently, the study warned of large-scale deaths estimated at
around 1.6 million.47
Official media commentaries have reiterated this argument, referring to the dynamic
zero-COVID as the “inevitable choice” for China.48 For instance:
“If the prevention and control policies such as ‘herd immunity’ and ‘lying flat’ are
adopted, a large number of people will be infected in a short period of time. This
will result in a large number of severe cases and deaths, leading to a run on
medical resources, which will eventually lead to unbearable losses in terms of
people’s lives and property, with unimaginable consequences. From a practical
point of view, it is precisely because we have insisted on dynamic clearing that we
have been able to ensure extremely low morbidity, mortality and hospitalization
rates, so that the masses can be protected to the greatest extent.”49
In addition, some of these pieces have made the case that the dynamic zero-COVID
policy was not simply the most practical choice but also a morally superior one, when
compared to approaches advocated and being adopted by other, particularly Western
42
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developed countries, such as living with the virus or relying on herd immunity.
Choosing to live with the virus, one of the recent pieces in the People’s Daily argued,
demonstrated a “disregard for science, a contempt for the complexity and difficulty of
the fight against the pandemic, and an extreme irresponsibility when it comes to the
people’s right to life and health.”50 Consequently, officials and media commentators have
claimed that in making the choice to adhere to dynamic zero-COVID, the Communist
Party of China was being true to its inherent identity as the vanguard of the people and
governing philosophy of being people-centered.
This argument is not entirely new. It builds on a narrative that has been carefully
constructed and propagated ever since February 2020.51 Soon after the lockdown of
Wuhan, the Party-state propaganda apparatus began emphasizing Xi Jinping’s command
over the situation, the Party’s focus on saving lives and the heroic nature of individuals
who had contributed to virus containment. Official commentaries and analyses praised
Xi’s “personal” and “decisive” leadership as being critical to China’s success in containing
COVID. During his visit to Wuhan in March 2020, Xinhua referred to Xi as the
“commander-in-chief” and the “man of the hour.”52 Another state media article, at the
time, praised him for his “pure heart like a newborn’s that always puts the people as his
number one priority.”53 This glorification of Xi’s leadership has persisted. For instance, a
front page article in the People’s Daily on June 17, 2022, praised Xi’s courage and
perseverance in leading the pandemic containment effort, the cause of economic
development and for coordinating developmental and security interests.54 An earlier
piece in May 2022 hailed his “superb political wisdom, extraordinary leadership skills,
profound philosophical thinking and effective scientific methods” in stabilizing the
overall situation facing China.55
Other commentaries and writers have claimed that China’s pandemic containment
results had demonstrated the advantages of the Chinese system.56 China’s containment
and work resumption successes have been compared with the “inefficient and
ineffective” management of Western countries, arguing that this demonstrated that the
system of socialism with Chinese characteristics had displayed “strong political
leadership, social appeal, mass organization and resource deployment” capabilities.
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China’s success in comparison to “chaos” in the West, writers have argued, was nothing
short of a “miracle in terms of economic development and social stability.” Xi’s
September 2020 speech at the obviously premature celebration of the triumph in
pandemic containment echoed these themes.57 He said that China had achieved a
“heroic feat in humankind’s fight against disease,” with the system clearing an
“extraordinary test of history.” In doing so, it had demonstrated the strengths of the
system of socialism with Chinese characteristics, through extraordinary organizational,
mobilization, planning and coordination, and implementation capabilities. In making this
case of systemic and moral superiority, Chinese officials and media have compared
Chinese infection and fatality data with those of Western developed countries,
particularly the United States. They’ve argued that unlike the Communist Party of
China, which put people’s lives and safety first, American politicians have prioritized
“political self-interest” and “short-term economic interests” along with the “interests of
capital” above the safety of public health and people’s lives when it comes to dealing
with COVID-19.58
The framing of the pandemic as a profound once-in-a-century event which has brought
changes that are intertwined with the shifts in the geopolitical balance of power along
with constant references to Xi’s personal leadership and systemic comparisons indicate
that ensuring low rates of infections and deaths is a legacy issue for Xi Jinping.
Therefore, this is not something that one should expect him to ease up on in order to
simply pursue economic growth targets. For instance, during his visit to Wuhan in June
2022, Xi seemed to soften the expectations with regard to the annual growth targets,
calling on officials to “strive for a relatively good performance in this year’s economic
development.” That said, performance legitimacy cannot be maintained if economic
development, employment and livelihood concerns are unmet.
From an economic development prism too, Xi’s primary argument, which has been
largely echoed across the Party-state ecosystem, has been that dynamic zero-COVID
remains the best policy option. In saying this, one would be remiss in not reiterating
that there exist policy debates around this proposition, which have led to redefinition of
goals and tweaks in implementation, as mentioned above. Nevertheless, addressing the
Politburo Standing Committee meeting in late March, Xi reiterated an oft-repeated
claim that ever since COVID-19 response measures were enforced on a regular basis,
China had “led the world” in both economic performance and pandemic response.”59 The
rapid recovery in economic activity following the historic slump in 2020 and
comparison to other major economies appear to have reinforced this view. This
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argument, along with Xi’s comments in Wuhan in June 2022 about the dynamic
zero-COVID policy having “temporary impacts on the economy,” are indicative of the
view that brief, targeted controls containing outbreaks early result in lower economic
costs than choosing coexistence with the virus.
Proponents of this view argue that pandemic containment is a necessary condition or a
“powerful guarantee” for future economic growth and stability. They also claim that it is
important to take a long-term view on economic development. From this viewpoint, the
pandemic had provided a “stress test under actual combat conditions” for China’s
industrial and supply chains, and if one were to assess the “essential nature of the
situation,” it would be clear there was now an opportunity to strengthen
“competitiveness and risk prevention and control capabilities.”60 This can be achieved by
focussing on building the new development pattern through investments in
technological and industrial transformation, advancing the development of a unified
national market, focussing on high-quality Belt and Road cooperation and pursuing
self-reliance and supply chain diversification.
Meanwhile, others, such as Premier Li Keqiang, appear to be proponents of the need for
“striking a balance” between reviving the economy and containing outbreaks61 by
adopting “more targeted and well-calibrated” control measures.62 Over the past few
months, Li has repeatedly emphasized the need to support enterprises and stabilize
prices and employment, as part of the immediate steps that are required to address the
economic fallout of the dynamic zero-COVID policy.63 In doing so, he has called on local
officials to act with a “sense of urgency”64 and demanded that they “place stabilizing
growth in a more prominent position.”65 The official readout of the State Council’s
Executive Meeting in May, which announced the 33 measures to stabilize the economy,
quoted Li as saying that “without a certain level of GDP growth, stable employment
cannot be realized.”66 The meeting also committed that “freight logistics will be kept
smooth. Restrictions on the passage of trucks from low-COVID-risk areas will be lifted
and all undue height limits and arbitrary charges scrapped. Non-local drivers of
60

“重要之年看开年,” People's Daily, May 13, 2022,
http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2022-05/13/nw.D110000renmrb_20220513_1-01.htm.
61
Wei L., and Spegele, B. “WSJ News Exclusive | China's Top Two Leaders Diverge in Messaging on
Covid Impact,” The Wall Street Journal (Dow Jones &amp; Company, May 26, 2022),
https://www.wsj.com/articles/chinas-top-two-leaders-diverge-in-messaging-on-covid-impact-11653486
508.
62
“Premier Vows Further Efforts to Deepen Opening-Up,” State Council People's Republic of China
(Xinhua, July 20, 2022),
https://english.www.gov.cn/premier/news/202207/20/content_WS62d811e2c6d02e533532e42d.html.
63
“Chinese Premier Urges Efforts to Stabilize Employment, Safeguard Livelihoods,” Xinhua, June 29,
2022, https://english.news.cn/20220629/1eddba2494114abb99ef6b536a322223/c.html.
64
Xie Jun, “China Ups Ante in Tackling Economic Challenges, as Premier Li Urges Speedier Policy
Support,” Global Times, April 11, 2022, https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202204/1259049.shtml
65
“Chinese Premier Stresses Need to Implement Policies to Stabilize Economy,” China Internet
Information Center (Xinhua, May 26, 2022),
http://www.china.org.cn/business/2022-05/26/content_78237592.htm.
66
“China to Take Steps to Stabilize Economic Activity, Bring Economy Back to Normal Track,” Xinhua,
May 24, 2022, https://english.news.cn/20220524/3039cf6ed99743258621e6bd4052bb87/c.html.
12

passenger and cargo vehicles will have equal access to free COVID testing as local
residents.”67 The fact that these issues were referenced in the readout implies that these
are difficulties being encountered at local levels in terms of how the dynamic
zero-COVID policy is being interpreted and implemented.
That said, in the final analysis one must be cautious in overinterpreting the differences
in emphasis on short-term and long-term priorities and preferences of policy tools as
significant dissent within the party ranks or a meaningful challenge to Xi’s authority or
the persistence of the dynamic zero-COVID policy. It is perhaps much more useful to
think of this from the viewpoint of contestation over specific policy measures and
political jostling for positions among individuals and groups ahead of the 20th Congress
to be able to influence different policy domains.
A framework based on the three pillars of faith, fear and fruits is perhaps a useful tool in
understanding this dynamic.
a. Faith:
While it is never easy to precisely assess how much genuine buy-in Xi has managed to
elicit from party cadres, there is significant information to suggest that he commands
tremendous ideological influence. For instance, at least, 70% of the current effective
central party regulations have been issued during Xi’s reign.68 This is a measure of the
expansion of his authority over the past decade. More critically, it is worth noting that a
significant number of these revisions have taken place within the framework of the Xi
Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era, which
emerged as the party’s guiding ideology following its 19th Congress in 2017. The Two
Establishments — which refers to the establishments of Xi’s authority as the core of the
Central Committee and the whole party and the establishment of his political doctrine
as the party’s guiding ideology — outlined in the third history resolution adopted at the
6th Plenum of the 19th Central Committee in November 2021 further underscored this.
It is imperative to not underestimate the significance of this ideological shift as mere
rhetoric. In Leninist systems, ideology comprises programmatic and epistemological
elements, which inform governance at all levels. Outright challenges to the party’s
guiding ideology, therefore, can be a recipe for systemic instability. Finally, since
October last year, there have been several leadership changes at the provincial levels. A
significant number of the new provincial party chiefs are reported to have close ties to
Xi or are connected to known Xi allies. Articles and statements by several of these
individuals lavishing praise for Xi, particularly since the 6th Plenum, are also worth
noting.
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b. Fear:
Of course, one can question the genuineness of these statements. How deeply do these
individuals truly believe that Xi Jinping is the “beacon,” “compass” and “helmsman”
guiding the party — the People’s Leader, who deserves to be the core? Given the opacity
of the Chinese system, making such an assessment is a fraught exercise. However, the
hagiographic writings of senior party leaders indicate either the lack of broad political
will to push back against Xi or that the political cost of such an effort is believed to be
extremely high and, therefore, unviable. In his study on Chinese politics, Joseph
Fewsmith explains that in Leninist systems, control over critical positions within the
party apparatus is critical to a leader’s power.69 Viewed from this prism, Xi continues to
enjoy unparalleled authority within the system. Over the past 10 years, he has
structurally concentrated power. His control over the party’s ideological, propaganda,
security, organization and disciplinary organs appears to be as firm as ever. Therefore,
where faith may be lacking, fear is likely to yield desired behavior.
c. Fruits:
Finally, performance legitimacy, as mentioned earlier, has been key to the Communist
Party of China’s narrative justifying its continued rule. This was amply evident in the
Party’s year-long history campaign last year, which culminated in the third history
resolution in November 2021. To quote from that document:
“Over the past century, the Party has led the people in forging ahead persistently,
opening up the right path to national rejuvenation. China has moved from a state
of disunity and division to a high level of unity and solidarity, from weakness and
poverty to strength and moderate prosperity in all respects, and from suffering
invasion and bullying to becoming independent, self-reliant, and confident. China
has completed a process of industrialization that took developed countries several
centuries in the space of mere decades, bringing about the two miracles of rapid
economic growth and enduring social stability. Today, the Chinese nation is a
thriving nation standing tall and firm in the East.”70
In other words, delivering tangible developmental and security outcomes or fruits, have
been a key aspect of the Communist Party’s pitch to the Chinese people. A number of
actors are involved in this process, jostling for power and influence, and evidently there
have been significant misgivings of late. The Chinese economy is under increasing
pressure. China’s external environment has become much more challenging than it was
10 years ago. State-owned enterprises have grown stronger at the cost of the private
sector. Anti-monopoly efforts have led to significant losses for consumer technology
firms. Efforts towards building a unified national market are likely to adversely impact
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vested local interests, given that the stated goal is to remove local protectionism market
segmentation.
In the context of the dynamic zero-COVID policy, there is evidence, most prominently
in Shanghai and Beijing, of public frustration with repeated lockdowns, limitations with
regard to access to public spaces, repeated testing, and policy uncertainty. Among local
officials, there is also likely to be significant frustration with regard to the increasing
challenges of pursuing policy objectives that increasingly appear mutually incompatible.
In managing these challenges with regard to fruits, the leadership appears to have used
different tools at narrative and policy levels. For instance, at a narrative level, it has
focussed on high infection rates and fatalities in the West to serve as a negative example
for the Chinese public that might be frustrated with the zero-COVID policy. Another
narrative example was Shanghai Party Secretary Li Qiang publicly acknowledging and
thanking the city’s population for their “sacrifice” in dealing with the outbreak.71 At the
policy level, meanwhile, there are adjustments that have been made to respond to public
criticism. The reversal of the decision to impose vaccine mandates for access to public
places in Beijing in July is one such example.72 Another example is the acceleration in
issuing of local government bond quotas for 2022 and enhancing infrastructure
spending.
Viewed from this framework of the three pillars of faith, fear and fruits, it appears that
the dynamic zero-COVID policy is on firm ground when it comes to the first two pillars.
Contestation and experimentation with regard to fruits will likely continue, leading to
adjustments and uncertainty.
III. How has the CCP tried to control information flows about its Zero-COVID policy?
How is it managing domestic and international scrutiny? What are the most reliable
sources of information coming out of China on the COVID-19 situation? What are
their strengths and limitations?
Throughout the course of the pandemic, the Communist Party has used several soft and
hard measures to control the narrative around the origins of COVID-19 and its policies.
Taken together, these measures have led to significantly diminished transparency, with
Party-state media outlets and the official narrative dominating the information
ecosystem.
The soft measures refer to selective – and generally uncritical – coverage of the
pandemic situation across Party-state media outlets, the framing of the central
leadership as being responsive and in control, pointing to Western developed countries’
pandemic responses as negative examples, and the co-option of the experiences of
ordinary people into positive stories of the Party and community’s response to a
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calamity. Let me explain the last of these in further detail. In February 2020, more than
300 Party-state media journalists were deployed to report on the outbreaks in Wuhan
and Hubei. The decision came following a directive by Xi during a leadership meeting on
February 3, calling on the media to tell “the moving stories of how [people] on the front
line are preventing and fighting the virus, telling the story of how China is combating
the virus and showcasing the unity of the Chinese people in the face of the virus.”73
These stories were eventually published as a compilation by late February.
Writing as Wuhan reopened in April 2020, political scientist Maria Repnikova described
this trend of narrative appropriation succinctly, explaining that “China’s propagandists
are skillfully incorporating into their storytelling some of the positive sentiments and
plotlines that circulate among the public.”74 In other words, the Party-state media
narrative has consistently focused on nationalism, mobilization, organization and
rejuvenation of the nation, while highlighting individuals whose heroic deeds embody
the strengths of China’s socialist system. Key aspects of this narrative setting have also
involved actively comparing infection rates and death tolls with Western countries,
particularly the US, to those in China and leveraging positive coverage by foreign
publications and analysts to reinforce the correctness and superiority of Chinese
policies.
The primary objective of this effort, which continues at present, is to shape a favorable
perception of the leadership’s response to the pandemic. The external dimension of this
effort has also included efforts to highlight China’s sacrifice, the resilience of its
economy and governance system, and its generosity. The sacrifice narrative was in part
a response to early criticism of the delayed response to the outbreak in Wuhan. Beijing
argued that its unprecedented decision to lock the city down was an unparalleled
sacrifice to benefit the world. The narrative around economic and systemic resilience
has been targeted at foreign businesses and governments in an effort to ensure
enterprise and investor confidence. The generosity narrative, meanwhile, revolves
around the supply of pandemic-related goods to other countries, either through aid or
commercial exports. The primary objective of these efforts has been to shape the
perception of China as a responsible major power that remains open and is the engine of
global economic growth.
The hard measures refer to denial of access, censorship, coercive legal action against
critics and the use of disinformation. The annual reports published by the Foreign
Correspondents Club of China in 2021 and 2022 paint a grim picture of how the Chinese
government has used the pandemic to significantly frustrate the work of journalists in
the country. The 2021 report talked about the expulsion of journalists, weaponization of
visas, harassment and intimidation along with the use of new surveillance systems and
73

Li, J. 2020. ‘China is Dispatching Journalists to Tell the Coronavirus Story It Wants Its People to
Hear’. Quartz, 6 February,
https://qz.com/1798070/chinaseeks-to-create-positive-media-coverage-about-coronavirus/
74
Repnikova, M. 2020. ‘Does China’s Propaganda Work?’. The New York Times, 16 April. Available at
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/16/opinion/china-coronavirus-propaganda.html
16

strict controls on movement – implemented for public health reasons – to control
foreign journalists.75 The 2022 report details how the Chinese government has used
strict pandemic measures as a reason to delay approvals for new journalist visas, shut
down reporting trips, and decline interview requests. In essence, “covering China is
increasingly becoming an exercise in remote reporting,” the report said.76
Limiting access, however, is merely one of the coercive measures in the Chinese
government’s toolkit. In promoting its own sanitized, state-sanctioned collective
memory of the pandemic, the Chinese government has used censorship and coercive
instruments of the law to impose a sort of selective amnesia. Since the start of the
pandemic, several regulatory measures have been adopted, strengthening online
censorship, and a large number of articles and social media posts expressing dissent or
alternate viewpoints have been taken down. Citizen journalists like Zhang Zhan77 and
archivists linked to the Terminus 2049 project78 have been sentenced for violating the
law. In a recent assessment, Sarah Cook, Research Director for China, Hong Kong, and
Taiwan at Freedom House, has documented how views of medical professionals,
grassroots health workers, online influencers and scholars were censored during the
Shanghai outbreak earlier this year.79 Even remarks by the World Health Organization
Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus on the unsustainability of the
zero-COVID policy came under the scanner by censors.
Finally, throughout the pandemic, Chinese officials and media have engaged in
disinformation campaigns around the origins of the novel coronavirus and the pandemic
responses of other countries. In particular, there has been significant focus on the
impact of the pandemic in the United States, with Party-state media framing the issue
from the prisms of racial and economic inequality and a failure to protect the human
rights of American citizens. What’s further troubling from a public health perspective
are the findings of a 2021 European Union study of Chinese and Russian disinformation
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campaigns around the pandemic.80 The study documents how Chinese and Russian
media and officials have been pushing misleading narratives sowing doubt around the
safety of Western vaccines, while also accusing the West of perpetuating a global
vaccine divide that hurts developing countries.
IV. To what extent has Beijing used the COVID-19 pandemic to innovate new methods
of social control? How do you expect this to shape Beijing’s long-term capabilities in
this area?
This has not been an area of my research. However, as the findings of the Foreign
Correspondents Club of China’s report referenced above and the recent scandal around
officials in Henan tampering with the health code system to prevent angry bank
customers from traveling to Zhengzhou show, the system lacks transparency and is ripe
for abuse.
V. The Commission is mandated to make policy recommendations to Congress based
on its hearings and other research. What are your recommendations for
Congressional action related to your testimony?
1.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic over the past two years has
highlighted the need for greater transparency and multinational cooperation
with regard to public health challenges and bio-security. In this context, the US
government must continue to remain engaged with the WHO and it must engage
the Chinese government too, pressing for greater transparency in disease and
health reporting along with free access for journalists, international experts and
researchers. At the same time, it is critical for the US to work more closely with
like-minded partners on addressing future health security challenges. Therefore, I
recommend that the US government pursue the establishment of a Pandemic
Research Hub and the development of a Public Health Intelligence Sharing
Network within the Indo-Pacific, nestled within the Quad framework.
2. China’s dynamic zero-COVID policy is likely to persist for the foreseeable future.
Lockdowns of varying intensities and policy uncertainty will, therefore, continue
to adversely impact business continuity across a range of sectors. Consequently,
the global economic recovery is likely to remain stymied in the near term owing
to supply chain shocks. This impacts not just the broader American economy but
also enhances critical sector vulnerability. Therefore, I recommend that Congress
continue to work with the US government to build supply chain resilience through
on-shoring, near-shoring and friend-shoring with like-minded partners,
particularly with regard to critical sectors.
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