Nnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

December 8, 2023

The Honorable Merrick Garland
Attorney General of the United States
U.S. Department of Justice

950 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington D.C. 20530-0001

Dear Attorney General Garland:

We write to express serious concern about Chinese Communist Party (CCP) influence over
Chinese Students and Scholars Associations (CSSAS) at our nation’s colleges and universities.
With the closure of many Confucius Institutes,! the CCP is relying on other actors, including
CSSAs, to influence U.S. academic institutions.? This issue requires greater attention from the
United States government.

According to the U.S. Department of State, “[w]hen the Chinese government first allowed its
citizens to attend western universities in the late 1970s, the CCP created...CSSA[s] to monitor
Chinese students and mobilize them against views that dissent from the CCP’s stance. That
directive has not changed.”® These organizations are overseen by the CCP’s United Front Work
Department, a “worldwide network of party loyalists” that directs activities of the Chinese
diaspora.* In 2016, the PRC Ministry of Education issued a directive demanding that “university
and college students be instructed...to ‘always follow the [CCP].”””® The directive instructs
officials to “build a multidimensional contact network linking home and abroad,”® such that
“overseas students are seen as a population to be mobilized in support of their country and
connected through organizations like the...[CSSA]s...and the consulates.”’

There are currently 150 known CSSA chapters on American campuses. These organizations
purport to “support” Chinese students overseas, but the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
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has shown they often serve as extensions of China’s party-state.® They “can be co-opted into
foreign government appendages” that intimidate and monitor Chinese overseas students while
shaping favorable public perceptions of Beijing foreign policies.® Of particular concern are the
Chinese government’s efforts to “infringe on the academic freedom and personal safety” of
persons at American universities.’® Some CSSAs receive guidance and funding from, and
routinely coordinate with, Chinese consulates in the United States, while attempting to conceal
these government ties.*!

There are many examples across the country. At the University of Miami, the CSSA is the only
campus organization “authorized by the Chinese Embassy.”'? The George Washington
University’s (GWU) CSSA has publicly acknowledged that it was “directed by’ and “works
with” the Chinese Embassy.! Similarly, a University of Connecticut webpage states its CSSA is
supported by the People’s Republic of China (PRC) Consulate in New York.** The president of
the University of Pittsburgh’s CSSA publicly disclosed on a Chinese social media platform that a
Chinese consulate allocated $6,000 to the organization annually, but later deleted the post.* The
Southwestern CSSA— a coalition of 26 CSSAs in California, Arizona, New Mexico, and
Hawaii— revealed on its website that the Chinese Consulate in Los Angeles must approve all
Southwestern CSSA presidential candidates.®

CSSAs reportedly are not open to all students with Chinese ethnicity, but rather only to citizens
of the PRC. This is a “violation of the principle that student organizations not discriminate based
on nationality,” as noted in a 2020 State Department fact sheet.!” At the University of Tennessee
CSSA, members are obligated to “fervently love the motherland” and “protect the motherland's
honor and image.”'® Membership eligibility hinges on unwavering commitment to “support
[China's] national reunification” and “recognize the ‘One China’ principle.”*® Furthermore,
“CSSA chapters actively inhibit debate and interactions with non-Chinese peers” and, at the
direction of PRC government officials, “disrupt lectures or events that question CCP ideology or
views.”?% For example, the Brandeis University CSSA organized a coordinated campaign to
disrupt an online discussion on the genocide of Uyghurs, featuring human rights activist Rayhan
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Asat.?! The event was “Zoombombed” by uninvited attendees, who shared inappropriate content
and played the Chinese national anthem during the panel presentation.

Troubling communications from CSSAs have been reported at U.S. universities. For example, a
graduate student at the University of Colorado-Boulder told her professor that the CSSA
president had called late at night to inquire about the department faculty's work on Tibet.?? In
another case, a Chinese national who was a former University of Wisconsin-Madison graduate
student said he received a “deluge” of abusive CSSA emails accusing him of “being a traitor to
[China], including one death threat,” after expressing belief that a CSSA list-serv email proposed
racist and inappropriate slogans to protest a visit by the Japanese Prime Minister.2 A China
expert and professor at the University of California-Riverside stated that CSSAs are a “tool of
government’s foreign ministry.”?* He added that “[t]he effect of that surveillance is less that
certain people are caught and punished and more that virtually all Chinese students know they
could be reported, and, therefore, watch what they say in public fora.”

CSSAs also use money to wield political influence. The CSSA at Wayne State University
reportedly funded travel to China for the mayor of Ypsilanti, Michigan, and three other
officials.?® That funding allegedly came from a Chinese consulate to promote a potential real
estate project. CSSAs have also facilitated paid displays of popularity for visiting Chinese
leaders. In 2012 and 2015, the Chinese Embassy funneled money through GWU’s CSSA to
sponsor students who lined up the streets to welcome Xi Jinping to Washington, D.C.?®

The Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) requires individuals to register with the
Department of Justice (DQOJ) if they act at the behest of a foreign principal to influence U.S.
policy or public opinion. There is clear evidence that CSSAs act as an arm of the PRC for the
purpose of shaping U.S. policy and public opinion, and the United States should therefore
evaluate whether they are required to register as foreign agents.

Please provide a response to the following questions no later than 30 days after receipt.

1. What actions has DOJ taken to assess whether CSSAs should register under FARA for
their work on behalf of the PRC?
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2. Has DOJ sent either a letter of inquiry or a letter of determination pursuant to FARA to
any CSSA chapters regarding their status? Has any CSSA ever requested an advisory
opinion in relation to work done on behalf of the PRC for purposes of FARA? If so,

please provide a copy.

3. What steps has DOJ taken to investigate allegations that CSSAs have engaged in
transnational repression, harassment, and monitoring of Chinese nationals and diaspora in
the United States? If none have been taken, please explain why not.

4. Are there authorities that DOJ assesses as more appropriate than FARA to address CSSA
involvement in CCP influence operations? If so, please explain why those authorities are
more appropriate, how the Department is using them, and describe supporting

interagency efforts.

Thank you for your attention to this important matter. We look forward to a timely and detailed

response.
Sincerely,
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