


Hong Kong University Press
14/F Hing Wai Centre
7 Tin Wan Praya Road

Aberdeen
Hong Kong

© Hong Kong University Press 2010

 Hardback  ISBN 978-962-209-173-3
 Paperback  ISBN 978-962-209-174-0

All rights reserved. No portion of this publication may be reproduced or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopy, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without 

permission in writing from the publisher. 

Secure On-line Ordering
http://www.hkupress.org

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Printed and bound by Caritas Printing Training Centre, Hong Kong, China



Contents

Introduction 1

The Journalism Tradition / By Ying Chan

1. The Danger of Libel 19

Wu Fang’s Search for Justice

2. Breaking through the Silence 35

The Untold Story of the Henan AIDS Epidemic

3. The Kingdom of Lies 61

Unmasking the Demons of Charity

4. Undercover Reporting  73

Ah Wen’s Nightmare

5. The Journalist as Crusader  95

The Beijing Taxi Corruption Case

6. Media Corruption 109

Cashing in on Silence

7. Corruption Reporting 127

Mapping Li Zhen’s Rise to Power



vi Contents

8. Disaster Reporting 147

Where Does the Danger Come From?

9. The Origins of Investigative Journalism 165

The Emergence of China’s Watchdog Reporting / By Li-Fung Cho

Index 177



In the 1990s, as charitable giving grew more common among China’s burgeoning 
middle class, Project Hope, an education assistance program set up through the 

China Youth Development Foundation (CYDF), became a popular choice. The 
program offered a ray of hope for poor rural children whose families could not 
afford basic school fees.

The basic mission of the program, founded in October 1989, was sponsorship. 
Chinese individuals, companies, and even officials, including Deng Xiaoping and 
Jiang Zemin, sponsored children directly. The project established an account for 
each child, and transferred donations, which would cover tuition and other basic 
costs, directly from the foundation to the child’s local school. Sponsors would 
receive photographs of the children along with personal letters of thanks. They 
could even chart a child’s progress through regular reports on their schoolwork.

The system was direct and personal. And who could place a price tag on 
seeing a child prosper? 

By the late 1990s, however, rumors of serious corruption at Project Hope 
surfaced. Though they did not sufficiently substantiate their claims, Hong Kong’s 
Next magazine alleged problems with the foundation’s accounts. The China Youth 
Development Fund launched a libel suit against Next in the Hong Kong courts, and 
on June 21, 2000, Judge Andrew Chung ruled in the foundation’s favor, ordering 
the magazine to pay $3.5 million HK in damages.1

“This Is All a Misunderstanding”

During National Day celebrations in early October 2001, a letter arrived at the 
offices of Southern Weekend, a weekly newspaper that for years has been regarded 
as one of China’s most outspoken publications. The newspaper was struggling at 
that time to preserve its reputation for covering hard-hitting news in the face of 
sustained pressure from propaganda leaders. Two of its top editors, Jiang Yiping 
and Qian Gang, had been forced to vacate their posts in January 2000 and June 
2001 respectively after sensitive coverage angered party leaders.

The news editor Wu Xiaofeng casually opened the letter, which bore a return 
address from Keyon, a private company based in Shanghai. As he read through the 
letter, his eyes lit up. It alleged that Project Hope had deceived Keyon about its 

3 The Kingdom of Lies
Unmasking the Demons of Charity



62 Investigative Journalism in China

donation to support twenty-four children in Sichuan Province. The letter explained 
that Keyon had sponsored Project Hope school children as part of a corporate 
community service initiative. In return for its contribution, the company had 
received seventeen letters from students, who warmly thanked the company for its 
generosity.

Moved by the letters, Keyon’s chief executive decided to make an unannounced 
visit to Sichuan over the National Day holiday. He wanted to see for himself what 
the company’s donations had achieved. Much to his surprise, he found that only 
three of the children on his list had in fact received Project Hope funding, and most 
denied having ever written thank-you letters. Studying the individual letters more 
carefully, he found that many of the letters bore identical handwriting.

Wu Xiaofeng assigned two reporters to the story: the first, Xu Liuwen, a 
veteran Southern Weekend reporter and a native of Sichuan Province; the second, 
Zhai Minglei, a young reporter who had worked for less than a year at Southern 
Weekend but had worked for three years at Cash magazine. Xu set straight off for 
Sichuan to pick up where the Keyon chief executive had left off, while Zhai was 
given the more mundane task of speaking to Keyon representatives in Shanghai for 
a full account of their story.

Xu Liuwen spent roughly a week in Sichuan before returning to the office 
empty-handed. He said that he had spoken at length with the local secretary of the 
Chinese Communist Youth League (CCYL) in Xuanhan County, and had also paid 
visits to several local schools. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, he said. Heavy 
rains unfortunately had prevented his traveling into the mountains to visit the more 
remote schools.

The county CCYL secretary, Li Xiaodong, presented Xu with deposit receipts 
for all twenty-four of the students sponsored by Keyon, bearing the signatures of 
parents, teachers, and local education officials. Project Hope’s account books looked 
clean, said the secretary. Project Hope policy required the foundation to transfer 
all donations directly to county and district committees of the CCYL. From there, 
the committees then disbursed them to local education offices, where officials 
responsible for administering Project Hope could draw funds only with invoices 
issued by the local CCYL committee. No one in this process could withdraw cash, 
making misdirection of Hope funds impossible, he said.

Xu Liuwen had also located the author of the fake thank-you letters, 
Tang Chunxu, the person in charge of political and ideological education in 
Fengcheng District. He was responsible for disbursement of Project Hope funds 
to local schools. “I arranged for the writing of the fake letters,” Tang told Xu 
matter-of-factly. “Earlier this year one of the donors came down from Shanghai 
to see how the money was being used. There were, of course, no problems 
whatsoever with the money . . . In most cases, it is the teacher in charge of 
the class who directly withdraws the Project Hope funds, so the students and 
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parents don’t have a clear idea where the money comes from. So when you ask 
the kids to write letters, they’re not so keen on it. Also, the eight-cent postage 
is a big expense for them.”

“So I had the head teacher write letters and pass them on to me. I bought the 
envelopes, addressed them, sealed and stamped them and sent them out myself. Of 
course, some of the children had no idea we were writing letters on their behalf, but 
our intentions were good. It is not what you think — only deception with the best 
of intentions,” he explained.

When Xu Liuwen asked Tang why the office claimed some students attended 
school when, in fact, they did not, the official said this was to avoid discouraging 
donors. While Project Hope donations helped pay a portion of school fees, they did 
not cover all of them. Inevitably, some hard-luck cases could not keep up with their 
education. When this happened, the office continued to mark the child present 
in school, and sometimes even provided records of their grades, so as not to make 
donors feel their money had gone for nothing. Xu had asked Tang if he regretted 
his actions. “Not at all!” he said. “I only regret not having done a more delicate job 
of things. Not sending letters wasn’t an option, of course. That would have been 
inconsiderate.”

Tang seemed to have a perfectly convincing explanation for every question. 
Xu Liuwen said he admired the official’s candor. “I’m telling you, this is all a 
misunderstanding,” Xu told his editors. “The real reason [for the Project Hope kids 
not going to school] is regional poverty.” 

The story might have ended right there. However, Zhai Minglei remained 
unconvinced. He told editor Wu Xiaofeng that some facts still could not be 
explained. Why, for example, were some of these children totally unaware of their 
sponsorship? Even more to the point, where had the money earmarked for these 
children gone?

If the Keyon executive had given a truthful account, the rumors about 
mismanagement at Project Hope must have some merit. Zhai Minglei carefully 
wrote out a list of each point that did not seem to fit. “We should go out there and 
take another look,” he said to Wu.

The story, unfortunately, remained in Xu Liuwen’s hands. The case was put 
on hold while he handled some personal matters. The second Sichuan trip was 
postponed again and again. After two weeks had passed, Zhai Minglei grew anxious. 
“Why don’t I just go out to Sichuan myself?” he suggested again to Wu Xiaofeng.

This time the editor relented. He was not quite ready to drop a possible story 
of corruption at one of China’s most sacred charitable institutions.

The next day Zhai Minglei went on the road.
When he arrived in Sichuan, Zhai made no attempt to speak with Xuanhan 

County officials. Instead, he met with Zhou Haolan, a local Sichuan reporter who 
had expressed interest in working for Southern Weekend. Zhou would help orient 
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Zhai Minglei, with the assignment considered as a kind of informal job interview. 
They hired motorcycle drivers and traveled straight into the mountains, trying 
to blend in with the locals by wearing drab trousers, old shirts, and faded blue 
revolutionary-era caps.

It was not long, though, before Zhai began to feel he had set an impossible 
task for himself. Sometimes they traveled on the road for more than twelve hours at 
a stretch, day after day. Schools were often located four or five hours apart, and the 
landscape was unyieldingly monotonous. Mountain tops rose constantly ahead of 
them, and at the top of each agonizing climb stood another row of peaks. Rain fell 
every day, and the roads became mires. Seemingly, landslides and rockslides awaited 
them around every turn.

By the end of the first day, Zhao Haolan’s buttocks were so bruised from 
riding that he could not lay on his back. Zhai had lost some of the feeling in his 
legs. They slept in roadside shops or wherever else they could find. In one place, 
they paid the proprietor five yuan each for their beds, from which he pulled a 
sleeping villager, and then pointed, “There’s your bed.”

It was obvious to them that in the two weeks since Xu Liuwen’s visit, local 
education officials had launched a concerted campaign of damage control. In village 
after muddy village, schoolmasters and teachers kept their mouths clamped shut. 
Four full days into their trip left them still empty-handed.

 The physical hardships could not rival the hopelessness the reporters felt 
in their hearts. “There is not a shred of real evidence, and suddenly it dawns on 
you that perhaps you are wrong,” Zhai Minglei later reflected. “You think to 
yourself, ‘You doubted a veteran journalist who came up with nothing. Maybe 
he was right and you’re wrong. These people greet you with calm eyes and 
innocent smiles. Where are the lies that you’ve come looking for? It is you who 
are wrong’.” 

Zhai Minglei became anxious, doubting his instincts. This mood reached its 
peak in a mountain village so remote local people referred to it as “Outer Mongolia.” 
It was pitch-black there, so dark the stars looked like pinpoints, right above their 
heads. That day, they had traveled eight agonizing hours.

For the first time in his career, Zhai resigned himself to defeat. He phoned his 
editor Wu Xiaofeng. “Damn it, Wu Xiaofeng! You’re going to kill me for this. But 
we’re at the end of our rope here and we haven’t come up with anything.”

“You have to find something, no matter how long it takes,” came Wu’s 
unsatisfactory answer. “Every Weekend reporter faces an impossible assignment 
once a year. It comes with the territory.” 

Zhai Minglei’s entry in his notebook that night painted a picture of despair 
hardening into resolve: “When someone has arrived at the absolute threshold of 
psychic and physical endurance, can they go on? When all hope is gone, can they 
still go forward? A friend once shared a passage of T. S. Eliot with me. It went:
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I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope
For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait without love, 
For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith 
But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting. 
Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought: 
So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the dancing.2

These words perfectly express the feelings I now have in tackling this 
assignment. I won’t throw up my hands, even though I have passed beyond my 
own limits. I’ll come out of this a new person . . .”

With this, Zhai Minglei found his second wind.

A Bad Pasting Job

At dusk several days later, Zhai Minglei and Zhao Haolan came to the home of a 
Project Hope recipient, Zhang Qiang. They had crossed four mountain passes that 
day to reach the small village of Nanping.

As the reporters spoke with the boy’s mother, Xiong Shengbi, Zhang Qiang 
looked on quietly. His big toes poked out where the soles of his shoes had worn 
down. Xiong insisted they had not received money from Project Hope until just a 
few days before, on October 31, when the schoolmaster gave them 150 yuan.

The schoolmaster in Nanping, Yuan Shuhong, explained that the executive 
from Keyon had misunderstood what he told him the month before about never 
receiving fifty yuan from Project Hope. In fact, he said, the money had been 
disbursed on time.

“Well then, where did this 150 yuan payment in October come from?” Zhai 
Minglei asked.

The schoolmaster changed tack. “At the time, I knew that Zhang Qiang’s 
money had gone through. So we advanced the family 150 yuan, 50 yuan for each 
of three school terms. According to regulations, the Project Hope money and 
the school waivers are lumped together in one payment,” he said. However, the 
reporters knew this statement was untrue.

“If that’s the case, why did you give the 150 yuan to Zhang Qiang’s mother 
and not to the school?” Zhai Minglei asked.

“We realized Zhang’s family needed help, and we didn’t need the money right 
then. So we offered the money to give them a leg up,” said the schoolmaster.

“You’re a school, not a charity organization. Why would you offer assistance 
to families?”

The schoolmaster paused for a moment and then said, “The 150 yuan payment 
came from up top,” by which he seemed to be referring to the education office.

There was a long silence. The reporters waited.
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“It was given to the school,” the schoolmaster elaborated.
The reporters glanced across to one another. The schoolmaster’s story did not 

add up. They asked to see the school’s account ledgers.
 About forty minutes later, the schoolmaster emerged from the schoolhouse 

across the way with the bookkeeper, carrying a stack of account books. Sure enough, 
there was an entry for a Project Hope disbursement back in January, almost a year 
earlier. “Zhang Qiang, 100 yuan,” it recorded in tiny print. On another entry, dated 
June 10, Zhang Qiang’s mother signed for fifty yuan. This was curious indeed. Had 
she lied to the reporters, and to the Keyon executive, about not receiving the Project 
Hope money?

A short time later, Xiong Shengbi herself came over to the school, apparently 
suspecting something was amiss. She had come over to confront the schoolmaster 
directly, in front of the reporters, to say that she had not received any money until 
October 31. The schoolmaster led her outside to talk things over.

 At that time, Zhai Minglei noticed that the June 10 entry in the account 
ledger had just been pasted onto the page. The glue was not even dry yet. A bolt 
of clarity shot through his head. He turned to the bookkeeper: “This entry has 
just now been pasted in! Why would you do a thing like that?” Flustered, the 
bookkeeper could only blurt out, “The schoolmaster told me to do it!”

The game was up. They confronted the schoolmaster, and he finally confessed: 
“When the executive came from Shanghai we were totally mystified,” he said. “We 
had no idea the company had made a contribution to the district office [of the 
Communist Youth League] the September before. We had paid Zhang Qiang’s 
reductions out of our own pockets for three school terms. Soon after the executive’s 
visit, Tang Chunxu (the district official who had won over the Southern Weekend 
reporter Xu Liuwen) came from the education office with 150 yuan for me to give 
to Zhang Qiang’s mother. Tang also knew she was illiterate, so he wanted me to 
make up fake account slips for all three school terms and have her sign these when 
she collected the 150. This way, we could paste the entries in and they would bear 
her signature.”

As for the other accounts, the schoolmaster said, Tang had asked them to lump 
the Project Hope funds together with the school’s own tuition and fee subsidies. 
This way, if anyone grew suspicious, they could simply say that they had combined 
the funds, making it virtually impossible to carry out an audit.

They learned that, after the year 2000, the district education office, at Tang’s 
bidding, had ended the practice of listing the individual names of Project Hope 
recipients when settling accounts. Instead, they simply entered the total number of 
children sponsored. In this fashion, they could shift funds around as they pleased, 
giving the schoolmasters no way of knowing which of their students were to receive 
aid. To further complicate efforts to conduct an audit, Tang did away with the 
practice of disbursing funds for each of the three school terms. Instead, he paid 
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them in one lump sum, siphoning off a portion to pay whatever money schools 
owed the district education office. If, for example, new desks had been purchased 
for a school that year, Tang would ostensibly settle their account by slashing the 
Project Hope allotment.

Given the huge “debts” owed by many of these poor country schools, this 
practice effectively voided Project Hope. “Typically, schools owe thousands or tens 
of thousands of yuan each year. When accounts are handled in this way, some schools 
have no hope of seeing money from the foundation,” said Yuan, the schoolmaster.

The payment of cash to Zhang Qiang’s mother in October also appeared 
strange, he said. According to his understanding, Tang should not have been able 
to withdraw cash. How had he managed to do this? Where had the money been 
going all along?

That night, fear of the significance of what they had uncovered at first 
tinged the sweetness of their discovery. The education official, Tang Chunxu, had 
succeeded in luring schoolmasters and teachers throughout the county into this 
scheme. How could they be sure they would sleep safely through the night? They 
considered traveling without stopping, but eventually settled down and slept more 
soundly than they had for days.

The confession of Nanping’s schoolmaster was the key they needed to throw 
the case wide open. They worked solidly for the next eleven days, traveling a total 
of more than 2,000 kilometers, mostly by motorcycle, interviewing more than sixty 
people. They rested for only one of those days.

Confronting the school children was a painful process, Zhai recalled. They 
had been coached and coerced into lying about the letters they had written to 
Project Hope donors. Zhai watched as one child struggled to recall the lies she had 
been pressed to commit to memory. Moments like this strengthened the reporter’s 
resolve to overthrow what he called “The Kingdom of Lies.”

The teachers always began with the same story, about how funds had come 
on time, as promised. When the journalists refuted these claims with their own 
findings, the teachers would fumble desperately for other explanations. In every 
case, the parents told a different version from that of the teachers, and different yet 
again from those given by the bookkeepers.

In some ways, this confusion benefited them. It had taken Southern Weekend 
two full weeks to organize a second trip after Xiu had come back empty-handed, 
giving local education officials time to orchestrate a widespread cover-up. But 
while Tang Chunxu had carefully coached schools and gotten them to falsify their 
account ledgers, the cover-up remained far from watertight, and made a powerful 
story in its own right.

 The determination of the teachers and schoolmasters to hold this fabric of lies 
together baffled Zhai Minglei. Mainly, an us-versus-them suspicion of the outsider 
motivated them. Tang Chunxu, however questionable his intent, was still one of 
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“them”; while the reporters were outsiders, nosing into local business. “Face” was 
also an important motivation to upholding the deception. As ugly as it seemed, 
this whole affair was theirs — no good could come from airing it out to the outside 
world.

 Nonetheless, once the reporters had broken through the lies, these fragile 
loyalties crumbled. Schoolmasters and teachers shared their deepest thoughts and 
feelings toward Project Hope’s operations.

Having succeeded in building their story, Zhai Minglei and Zhao Haolan 
turned more attention to examining the conditions in which the local people lived. 
Although most of this material never made it into the Southern Weekend report, the 
reporters nevertheless believed in its relevance. Poverty in the area was astounding. 
People slept on blankets blackened with filth, with no electricity when the sun went 
down, not even oil lamps. Schools were the only symbol of hope, but they were 
black and cavernous, full of crooked, unbalanced desks, with rough-hewn planks 
in place of blackboards.

Digging for the Deeper Story

In his article on Project Hope, Zhai Minglei exercised care not to scapegoat the 
local education official, Tang Chunxu. He wanted, rather, to show how gaping 
loopholes in the system had allowed abuses at the foundation to develop. Fearful 
of the political impact the report might have if it directly attacked Project Hope, a 
nationwide institution, Southern Weekend’s editorial committee redirected the story, 
focusing on Tang’s actions in Xuanhan County.

The portions removed from Zhai Minglei’s original version convey the 
systemic failure to make the project transparent and accountable:

�����	��� �		�	��
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Despite the heavy editing of the article at the hands of Southern Weekend’s 
editorial committee, Zhai Minglei received hundreds of letters praising the 
newspaper’s coverage of Project Hope. Soon after, China Central Television’s (CCTV) 
Eastern Horizon, a news talk show, featured an interview with Xu Yongguang, the 
leading national official at Project Hope. While Xu acknowledged there had been a 
few hiccups with the project, he insisted that the Communist Youth Development 
Foundation was actively exploring nationwide changes in the program. The show 
also interviewed Zhai Minglei, who spoke about endemic institutional problems 
at Project Hope. Zhai’s portion of the interview was removed before the segment 
aired. Party officials sought to avoid casting the story as anything other than an 
isolated case of corruption.

 The news of Tang’s public admission of guilt that came shortly after the 
CCTV segment had aired surprised no one. The party committee in Xuanhan 
County vowed that it would deal harshly with Tang, which seemed to quench the 
state media’s thirst for blood. 

But Zhai Minglei’s report eventually prompted two whistleblowers, both 
former employees of the project, to publicly accuse the foundation of general 
mismanagement, and at the same time implicate the national offical Xu Yongguang. 
The sources were Liu Yang, former deputy head of the accounting department at 
Project Hope, and Yi Xiao, another former employee. In early 2002, Liu presented 
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Southern Weekend with evidence that the charity had been defrauded of some 12 
million yuan. Based on this new information, the newspaper’s editor-in-chief Fang 
Jinyu wrote a report that clearly implicated Xu Yongguang.

In light of the report’s sensitivity, the editors agreed that printing an unedited 
version would be dangerous. Instead, they explored the option of running it as 
an “internal reference,” or neican, where it might draw the attention of China’s 
political elite. According to his own account, Fang offered the story to several 
internal references, including those of his former employer, Xinhua News Agency. 
But the article was too hot for anyone to handle.

Having risked their own necks, Fang’s sources grew anxious, and wanted to leak 
information to newspapers in Hong Kong. Fang helped arrange a meeting between 
Liu Yang and a correspondent for Ming Pao Daily. Once Ming Pao Daily had broken 
the story outside China, other media followed suit, including Hong Kong’s English-
language South China Morning Post. Emboldened by international attention, Liu Yang 
called a press conference in Guangzhou for domestic media. On March 20, 2002, 
the day of the scheduled news conference, Southern Weekend put Fang Jinyu’s four-
page exposé on the front page, and sent the issue off to the printers. Xu Yongguang, 
meanwhile, was pulling his own strings. He characterized the allegations circulating 
in the Hong Kong press as “a terrorist attack on Project Hope,” and successfully 
pressed the Central Propaganda Department to issue a directive banning the story, 
which the propaganda authorities in Guangdong enforced. It ordered the destruction 
of Southern Weekend’s entire print run of roughly 300,000 copies.

Fang Jinyu countered with an incredibly risky maneuver — he decided 
to post the article on the Internet in its entirety, putting it under his own name 
instead of that of the newspaper. Within hours, the story spread around the globe. 
Most damningly, Fang’s report revealed that the Communist Youth Development 
Foundation had changed disbursement procedures in 1996 to enable the diversion 
of funds by high officials into other speculative ventures more easily.

The Southern Weekend reports pulled Project Hope down from its lofty perch. 
In the year following Zhai Minglei’s report, contributions to the fund dropped 
more than 60 percent.

Postscript

Zhai Minglei called the hostile environment he faced in remote Sichuan Province 
the “Kingdom of Lies.” His story underscores the challenges of reporting in the 
rough terrain of China’s hinterland, where journalists face a range of problems 
— from underdeveloped infrastructure and entrenched local corruption, to the 
reticence of the populace.

As insurmountable as these obstacles seemed to Zhai at the time, they only 
marked the beginning. Once the newspaper had penetrated the “Kingdom of Lies” 
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in Sichuan, it faced a more daunting hurdle in a system that worked to actively 
suppress politically dangerous facts. In this case, Xu Yongguang, the powerful 
official at the head of the China Youth Development Foundation, posed one of the 
most formidable obstacles. 

Ultimately, exposing institutionalized corruption at Project Hope required 
two acts of desperation on the part of Southern Weekend editor Fang Jinyu: the first, 
the decision to relinquish a major, hard-earned scoop to another media organization 
— an idea that might seem abhorrent to journalists working in freer environments; 
the second, the very risky decision to post the full text of the newspaper’s second 
Project Hope report on the Internet. In both cases, cooperation with international 
media and using the Internet gave him powerful ways to get the full story out.

 Through most of the 1990s, the official yearly “white books” on human rights 
hailed Project Hope as a model and a yardstick of social progress, making it much 
more than simply a common charity. As such, it provided an extremely sensitive 
target for watchdog journalism. Government employees and party members were 
encouraged to contribute as part of their “ideological education.” In 1994, then 
Premier Li Peng made a point of emphasizing the project’s achievements in his 
Government Work Report to the National People’s Congress.

Established just a few months after the crackdown on student demonstrators 
on Tiananmen Square in 1989, Project Hope boasted explicit political support 
from China’s highest leadership. The project, created under the auspices of the 
Communist Youth League, exemplified the GONGO, or government-organized 
nongovernmental organization. Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Li Peng, at 
that time China’s three most powerful men, all wrote ceremonial inscriptions for 
the project in their personal calligraphic styles. Retired high-ranking cadres from 
institutions such as the Secretariat of the State Council, the Ministry of Education, 
and the People’s Political Consultative Conference staffed the organization’s 
supervisory ranks.

Given Project Hope’s strong political backing, perhaps it comes as no surprise 
that Southern Weekend’s editor-in-chief Fang Jinyu could not even publish the 
second exposé in a classified internal reference. Faced with no other alternative, 
Fang turned, with great reluctance, to international media and the Internet. “Here 
I am, a party news worker, meeting with a mainland correspondent [for a foreign 
publication] and sifting through the evidence against a corrupt mainland official; 
why must things turn out this way?” he later wrote.

It is important to note in this case that Fang Jinyu did not choose to post 
his report on the Internet before the international media coverage. To do so might 
have presented too great a danger, inviting trouble from propaganda authorities. By 
first leaking the story to Hong Kong media, and drawing international attention to 
problems at Project Hope, Fang found a way to minimize the risk of punishment 
for releasing his news report online, notwithstanding the March 21 propaganda 
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ban. The story then traveled quickly, both domestically and internationally. By 
March 24, an article on the exposé’s suppression at Southern Weekend had appeared 
in the New York Times.4

The Internet continues to serve as protection and an important network for 
journalists in China, linking them to a global professional community. This power 
manifested itself again in January 2006, after the Central Propaganda Department 
ordered the shutdown of Freezing Point, a weekly supplement to China Youth 
Daily. Within hours, the Freezing Point editor Li Datong circulated an open letter 
protesting the action via e-mail and the Internet. He was able to draw attention 
quickly to the issue, which rapidly became an international incident, prompting 
party leaders to announce the following month the re-launch of the supplement 
(although without its two top editors, including Li). 

Unfortunately, even when journalists succeeded in breaking through the 
“Kingdom of Lies,” it did not guarantee government action or a change in policy. 
Xu Yongguang dismissed the allegations in the second Project Hope report as 
“rumors” and an attempt at “news distortion” by disgruntled former employees. Xu 
eventually stepped down as the head of Project Hope; he remained, however, on 
its governing council, and advanced into another leading position in the nonprofit 
sector, that of vice secretary general of the China Charity Foundation.

Several official audits and investigations targeted Project Hope, but without 
public disclosure of the findings. The full story remains off-limits to public scrutiny, 
and to this day it is difficult to establish the facts among the forest of allegations 
and counter-allegations. According to one well-informed and impartial observer, 
Liu Yang’s original assertions in Ming Pao and Southern Weekend were “substantially 
true,” but might have resulted from “institutional mismanagement” rather than 
personal corruption of the project’s leadership.

Suppression of the second exposé on the mainland made it impossible to 
refute or confirm the allegations convincingly. A cloud of doubt remains. But one 
thing at least is certain — Project Hope has not yet recovered its previous standing 
in the eyes of the public. 
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