
  

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/what-to-look-out-for-at-this-years-meeting-of-chinas-
legislature/  

Commentary: What to look out for at this year’s meeting of China’s 
national legislature 

Not Just a Pretty Face: The NPC’s Real Work 

Jamie P. Horsley 

China’s national legislature, the National People’s Congress, is often dismissed as a ceremonial 
rubber stamp. That perception stems from its record of never voting down any item on the pre-
approved agenda for its annual full sessions, typically held in March. This characterization, 
however, is incomplete and discounts the NPC’s increasingly substantive and consultative 
approach to its lawmaking and oversight duties. During those sessions, part-time deputies do 
engage in discussion and make modest revisions to draft reports and legislation. 

More importantly, the NPC’s major work is accomplished year-round. It is carried out through its 
10 permanent, professionalized special committees that are overseen by the NPC Standing 
Committee (NPCSC), which itself has five working commissions. These full-time bodies 
research policy, negotiate with bureaucratic stakeholders, and formulate national laws, most of 
which are passed by the NPCSC. These bodies also inspect implementation, review draft treaties 
and lower-level legislation, and oversee the activities of other state organs and the local people’s 
congresses (LPCs). 

While avowing more explicit leadership over the NPC and other state organs, the Communist 
Party of China has simultaneously sought to professionalize the NPC and LPCs into more 
deliberative, transparent, and responsive lawmaking and oversight bodies. The NPC has 
gradually strengthened oversight of government regulation, economic work, budgets and 
government debt, and state-owned assets management. It has also institutionalized constitutional 
review of proposed laws and lower-level legislation.  

The NPC has concurrently elevated the importance of deputies’ work to the same level as 
lawmaking and oversight. Deputies, as part-time congressional representatives, are charged with 
improving their ability to promote their constituents’ interests and “serve as a bridge connecting 
the people with the Party and the state.” 

Public participation has also expanded through newly institutionalized channels. The NPC and 
LPCs have since 2015 established over 7,800 grassroots public outreach offices to directly report 
public concerns and gather input on legislation. These offices complement China’s unique online 
notice and comment lawmaking procedure.  

In most cases, the NPCSC regularly releases online most of its proposed laws for public 
comment at least once. While some drafts may be exempted, including in emergency situations, 
public consultation has become routine. Of the three draft laws scheduled for approval at the 
upcoming session, one went through a typical two rounds of public input, while the other two 
went through three. Notable exemptions from this public consultation practice included the 2020 
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Hong Kong National Security Law, 2021 Anti-Foreign Sanctions Law, and a controversial 2025 
legislative decision on raising the retirement age. None of these bills solicited public input. 

The NPCSC has also increased transparency in non-legislative areas. It now discloses reports on 
legislative implementation, state organ responses to NPCSC improvement recommendations, 
fiscal and budgetary reviews, and bills proposed by deputies before the annual sessions and how 
relevant committees handled such proposals, which sometimes lead to legislation. Since 2017, 
the NPCSC has published annual reports and selected cases concerning its formerly secretive 
oversight system of recording and review (R&R), another participatory mechanism under which 
the public can request review of subnational legislation for legal compliance. An R&R request 
submission platform launched in 2019 initially triggered a dramatic increase in review requests. 

Despite uneven performance, political constraints, and other challenges, the NPC system is 
maturing and innovating in interesting ways. Party leadership does not necessarily equate to 
control, and both party leaders and the NPC participants appear committed to improving 
legislative quality, oversight procedures, transparency, and accountability. While the NPC’s 
annual meetings are heavily scripted, its ongoing work is increasingly proficient, collaborative, 
and worth watching. 
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