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Introduction
President Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to
meet in Beijing on May 14-15." With the summit on the

horizon, negotiations over a potential trade deal are underway.

Economic priorities, however, should not be the only issues
the United States raises. As the two leaders prepare to meet,
securing the release of political prisoners should be a top

priority.

At their most recent meeting on the sidelines of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in October
2025, Trump raised the case of Jimmy Lai, the founder of
Apple Daily and a prominent Catholic political prisoner from
Hong Kong.? More recently, Trump reiterated his continued
desire to see Lai released.®

Family members of political prisoners across China, including
Lai's daughter Claire Lai and Ziba Murat, the daughter of
detained Uyghur doctor Gulshan Abbas, also featured
prominently at the State of the Union, where they attended as
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guests of Speaker of the House Mike Johnson.# Since then,
Congress has issued a bipartisan, bicameral letter urging the
president to negotiate for the release of imprisoned Chinese
Christian pastor Ezra Jin.® The House Select Committee on
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has likewise sent letters
to President Trump and Secretary of State Marco Rubio calling
for greater prioritization of the release of several prisoners of
conscience, including urging sanctions on Hong Kong officials

involved in Jimmy Lai’s imprisonment.®

The US Senate also adopted a bipartisan resolution urging
President Trump to secure the release of political prisoners

in negotiations with the CCP.” Taken together, this sustained
attention from the executive and legislative branches signals
the importance of these cases and demonstrates political will
to press for their release.

The May summit and three subsequent meetings that

President Trump and Xi are planning for later this year present
multiple opportunities to secure the release of high-profile
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political prisoners across China.? Top-priority cases, including
Jimmy Lai, Gulshan Abbas, and detained Christian pastor
Ezra Jin Mingri, should feature prominently in US-China
negotiations. These cases are not internal affairs, as the
CCP so often falsely claims, but matters of high priority to
the United States. This is especially true of Gulshan Abbas
and Pastor Jin—both of whom have several American family
members who long to be reunited with their loved ones.

No meeting between US and Chinese counterparts should
take place without raising the issue of political prisoners by
name. Nor should US officials limit themselves to naming
cases: senior leaders, including the president, should demand
the immediate and unequivocal release of these individuals
and their safe return to their families. Congress also has a
critical role to play, through issuing additional resolutions

and public statements of support, holding hearings, and
advocating through public and private means on behalf of

political prisoners and their families.

Securing the release of poalitical prisoners is not only a moral
imperative but also a strategic one. There is nothing the CCP
fears more than its own people. By advocating forcefully for
their release, the US can help shift the balance of power away
from the Party and toward the Chinese people at a critical
moment.

Why Now Is the Right Time To
Prioritize Political Prisoners

As President Trump and Xi prepare to meet several times over
the course of this year, there will be multiple opportunities to
press for the release of high-priority political prisoners across
China. Critically, the US has leverage.

In the lead-up to the APEC summit, the CCP made a
significant misstep. Before the meeting, Beijing threatened
to restrict global exports of rare-earth minerals as part of its
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negotiation strategy.® The threat was later abandoned during
talks last October, but at no significant cost to China.

That threat put the CCP on its back foot. It appeared like a
bluff, and when the United States called them on it, Beijing
retreated. China should not be able to recover from such a
miscalculation; merely walking back the threat is not enough.

The CCP’s blunder presents a clear opportunity for
President Trump to make a concrete request: that Xi, as a
gesture of good faith, release several of China’s high-priority
political prisoners, including Jimmy Lai, Gulshan Abbas,
and Pastor Jin. Every summit, every bilateral meeting
between US and Chinese officials—particularly at the leader
level—is an opportunity to secure the freedom of additional

prisoners.

Trump has made the release of political prisoners a notable
priority of his second-term foreign policy. Recent examples
include the first lady’s role in securing the return of Ukrainian
children from Russia,'® Trump’s efforts to obtain the release
of Venezuelan and Belarusian political prisoners,™ and
negotiations that resulted in the release of the remaining living
Israeli hostages held in Gaza.™

Given this track record, the president risks appearing weak
if he travels to China without raising these cases and ideally
bringing several of them home. In contrast, securing their
release —especially those with American citizen family
members —would underscore American strength and

leadership.

A Spotlight on Political Prisoners

Every political prisoner merits sustained efforts to secure their
release and ensure a safe return to family members, wherever
they may be. Extrajudicial detention is antithetical to freedom
and liberty. Securing the freedom of even one political prisoner
is a broader win for all political prisoners: it sharpens US tools
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of statecraft, strengthens US resolve to bring captives home,
and signals clearly to those still behind bars that they have not

been forgotten.

As the US government considers elevating political-prisoner
release ahead of the Trump-Xi summits, the following three
cases are emblematic of the severe plight facing all detainees
across China. Together, they demonstrate that the CCP does
not merely target a single people group but rather anyone it
perceives as a threat to the Party’s power. To that end, the US
government should therefore press for their release, and that
of others, to the fullest extent possible.

Jimmy Lai

A 78-year-old billionaire and founder of the well-known
news outlet, Apple Daily, Lai is of high importance to the
US government. He has become both an icon of the pro-
democracy movement and a symbol of the precipitous
decline in human rights and freedom in Hong Kong since
the implementation of the National Security Law (NSL) in
2020.

Lai is one of nearly 2,000 political prisoners detained since
the NSL went into effect, alongside Gwyneth Ho, Joshua
Wong, ' and Kwok Yin-Sang, the father of well-known US-
based Hong Kong pro-democracy advocate Anna Kwok. '
Recently, Lai was sentenced to 20 years in prison on two
counts of “collusion with foreign forces” and one count of

publishing “seditious” material.'”

He has spent approximately 23 hours a day in solitary
confinement despite his advanced age and deteriorating
health.”® Under the United Nations’ Mandela Rules, holding
prisoners in solitary confinement for more than 15 consecutive
days constitutes cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment. Yet
the CCP has confined Lai in prolonged isolation for most of the
past five years.™ Unless the US secures his release, his 20-
year sentence is effectively a death sentence.?®
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Pastor Ezra Jin Mingri

In October 2025, the CCP detained Pastor Jin, the lead
pastor of Zion Church, along with 28 other pastors and
associates. The arrests marked the largest crackdown on a
single unregistered church in more than 40 years.?' Chinese
authorities have charged Pastor Jin and 17 church associates
with illegally disseminating information online, though none
have yet to be sentenced.?

Since their detention, Pastor Jin and other defendants have
been granted access to legal counsel. Their lawyers, however,
have faced persecution for defending them, including nighttime
home raids, threats of license revocation, and actual loss of
their licenses to practice law altogether.?

The Zion Church arrests have taken place amid a broader
national crackdown on the Christian church across China. In
January 2026, the CCP launched a renewed crackdown on Early
Rain Covenant Church, detaining dozens of members, including
current lead pastor Li Yinggiang.?* The church’s previous lead

pastor, Wang Yi, has been imprisoned for the past seven years.®

Pastor Jin has numerous health issues, including diabetes.?®
Since his detention, authorities have denied him access to
prescribed medication and proper medical care, despite

his relatively poor health. He and other male detainees,
surprisingly, have been permitted access to a Bible while in
prison. Pastor Jin is the father of three US-citizen children, and

his entire nuclear family lives in the United States.

Gulshan Abbas

Gulshan Abbas is a 63-year-old Uyghur mother, sister, and
grandmother who has been extrajudicially detained for the
last eight years. She was taken into custody within days of
her sister publicly speaking about the ongoing genocide and
crimes against humanity facing Uyghurs during an event at
Hudson Institute.?” Her detention is yet another act of the
CCP’s transnational repression.
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A retired medical doctor with no history of political activism,
Abbas was nevertheless sentenced to 20 years in prison on
fabricated charges of “participating in a terrorist organization,”
“aiding terrorist activities,” and “gathering a crowd to disrupt
social order.”?® She is among the nearly 1.8 million Uyghurs the
CCP has detained in a system of camps and prisons across
China.?® Other prominent Uyghur detainees include llham Tohti,

Ekpar Asat, and Renagul Gheni.

Abbas remains in poor health. She suffers from high blood
pressure, osteoporosis, and an eye condition that requires
annual monitoring to prevent blindness. She has 24 family
members who are US citizens—all of whom want her home.

Many political prisoners merit the United States strongest
efforts to secure their release. The CCP has imprisoned
countless Uyghurs, Hong Kongers, Tibetans, Christians, Falun
Gong adherents, human rights activists, political dissidents,
and many others.*® Securing their freedom will require
sustained effort over many years. Excluding political-prisoner
advocacy from US strategy and diplomacy toward China in the

year ahead would represent an enormous missed opportunity.

Why Freeing Political Prisoners Is a
Priority for the US Government

Political prisoner advocacy has been, and will remain, a feature
of US foreign policy as authoritarian governments continue to
arbitrarily detain individuals, including American citizens and
their family members. It is essential, however, to understand
why political-prisoner advocacy is a vital and strategic
component of US foreign policy:

1. Itis a practical way to alleviate suffering in China and
counter the CCP. When the United States is unable to
change the system of governance that results in arbitrary
detention, securing the release of political prisoners
remains the most tangible and immediate way to alleviate
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suffering. Freeing detainees and, where possible, offering
them safe haven in the United States mitigates harm while
denying the CCP one of its most coercive tools.®!

2. ltis an opportunity to reunite US citizens with their
detained loved ones. Many American citizens become
victims of transnational repression when the Chinese
government detains family members vindictively in an
effort to silence criticism of the Party. The CCP falsely
claims that hostage-taking and political imprisonment
constitute internal matters when, in reality, these practices
carry international consequences. The US government
has a duty to protect the rights of its citizens, and
the detention of relatives across China inflicts pain on
Americans, placing these cases squarely in the US

government’s interest to remedy this harm and injustice.

3. It demonstrates US strength in defending freedom
and human rights. When the US advances and protects
human rights, it reveals our adversaries’ weakness and
demonstrates American strength. The defense of universal
human rights is not secondary to national security and
economic priorities but an essential component of US
foreign policy. Each successful effort to secure the release
of a political prisoner restores the agency and dignity of
the detained person and demonstrates US strength and
vitality. Ronald Reagan famously described the US as a
“shining city on a hill.” Maintaining that reputation requires
clearly signaling to the CCP that defending human rights
remains a core US commitment.

Next Steps Amid Trump-Xi Trade Negotiations

As Trump and Xi prepare to meet, both leaders should
understand that trade will not be the only item on the agenda.
The US government should make clear that securing the
release of political prisoners is among its top priorities, not only
to deliver justice for American family members desperately
seeking reunion with their extrajudicially detained loved ones,
but also because it is the right thing to do.
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To that end, the US government should take the following
steps.

Call for the release of high-priority political

prisoners in every meeting between US and Chinese
counterparts. President Trump himself has multiple
opportunities to secure the release of political prisoners in
his meetings with Xi. No meeting should occur in which
the president and other US leaders fail to request the
release—by name—of political prisoners and their safe
return to their families, including high-profile individuals
like Jimmy Lai, Gulshan Abbas, and Pastor Jin. Working-
level meetings likewise present additional opportunities to
raise individual cases and press for their release as part of

diplomatic negotiations.

Identify and use points of leverage to secure political
prisoners’ release. At root, the CCP is at the negotiating
table because the Party wants something, continued US-
China economic cooperation among its central objectives.
US leaders should fully consider mutual dependencies
between the two countries when negotiating. The CCP
desires, perhaps even needs, access to the US market,
credibility, and a range of other advantages to achieve
one of its core foreign policy goals: maintaining internal
stability. If the Party wants something badly enough, it

will also be willing to give something in return. The US
government should therefore consider a range of leverage
points, including financial and visa sanctions (both the
threat of additional sanctions and the potential for targeted
relief), tariffs, and prisoner swaps.

- Sanctions and visa restrictions. The use of US
economic and diplomatic tools of statecraft to advance
human rights is not unprecedented. Global Magnitsky
sanctions enable the United States to impose financial
penalties on individuals and entities responsible for gross
human rights violations and corruption. Washington
can draw on existing documentation of human rights
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abuses by CCP officials and impose additional financial
sanctions on key perpetrators if the Chinese government
refuses to release political prisoners during negotiations.
The US should also make full use of Section 7031(c) visa
restrictions to bar perpetrators of gross human rights
violations and corruption from entering the country.
These restrictions can extend to family members,
making it more difficult for children of sanctioned
individuals to study and travel in the United States or
other dollar-denominated jurisdictions.®?

- Tariffs. Since the CCP seeks tariff relief, the United
States could consider offering limited and conditional
relief in exchange for the release of a substantial
number of high-profile political prisoners.

- Prisoner swaps. The United States could explore
offering the return of former spies and nonviolent

criminals in exchange for political prisoners.

No matter what tools are employed, the United States
should identify points of leverage, communicate them
clearly, and be prepared to escalate pressure and press for
the release of political prisoners at key diplomatic moments.

Request wellness visits for political prisoners by

the US embassy or consulates and/or humanitarian
organizations like the International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC), Catholic Charities, and others. The
administration could also issue an intermediary request
while political prisoners remain detained in the form of

a wellness check. These checks could be conducted

by a consular officer from the US embassy in Beijing or
consulates throughout China. It could also be carried out
by a neutral third party like the ICRC, Catholic Charities,
or another humanitarian organization with a track record
of making these types of visits. This is especially vital for
political prisoners like Jimmy Lai, Pastor Jin, and Gulshan
Abbas, who have ongoing health challenges that could
threaten both their livelihood and even their lives.
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Ramp up efforts to prioritize the release of political
prisoners through both public and private advocacy.
Members of Congress should adopt political prisoners
through the Defending Freedoms Project and commit

to advocating on their behalf through all public and

private means available to them.*® This should include
holding press conferences focused on prominent political
prisoners, issuing additional resolutions advocating

that their cases be raised during ongoing diplomacy,
sending additional letters to the administration urging their
continued championing of the issue, and holding hearings
at which family members of political prisoners can testify.
Congress could also call administration officials to testify
about their ongoing efforts to secure the release of political

prisoners amid negotiations.

Mobilize allies and partners to coordinate political
prisoner advocacy. Many US allies and partners have

a vested interest in seeing political prisoners freed. The
US should coordinate closely with allies like the UK, given
that Jimmy Lai is a British National, with regional allies
like Australia, Japan, and Korea for intelligence-sharing
purposes, and in cases like Pastor Jin’s, where he is of
Korean-Chinese descent, and with religious organizations
like the Vatican, which may have a vested interest in
seeing Catholics and Protestants freed. Activating these
networks will help ensure sustained and diversified
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advocacy and burden-sharing on a matter of diplomatic
importance.

6. Establish an Office of Political Prisoner Advocacy. At
present, the US executive branch has no centralized office
responsible for prioritizing the release of political prisoners.
As such, the United States should consider establishing
an Office of Political Prisoner Advocacy, led by a
Senate-confirmed special envoy of ambassadorial rank,
responsible for ensuring that political prisoner advocacy
is fully integrated into broader US diplomatic efforts. The
Special Envoy for Political Prisoner Advocacy would work
to ensure the prioritization of political prisoner release in
diplomacy with adversaries as well as continued action
and political momentum within the executive branch. The
office would also liaise with family members of political
prisoners, coordinate efforts across the executive and
legislative branches, and ensure cooperation vis-a-vis

political prisoners, and more.

Conclusion

The United States has an unprecedented opportunity in the year
ahead to advance the cause of political prisoners across China.
President Trump and other senior US officials will have multiple
moments to press for their release. Securing freedom for political
prisoners would signal American strength and a commitment to

defending those most vulnerable at the hands of the CCP.
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