Jamestown

Testimony on HB 1, Ohio’s Property Protection Act, Focused upon Foreign

Political Influence and the Chinese Communist Party’s United Front System

Chair Abrams, Vice Chair Miller, and members of the House Public Safety
Committee, thank you for the opportunity to submit my written statement

today.

My name is Peter Mattis. I am the President of Jamestown Foundation, a
small think tank dedicated to helping Americans understand their adversaries
(and sometimes allies) in their own words and in their own terms. By virtue of our
publications and our people, we are one of the foremost organizations for
analyzing the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) united front work and related
political influence activities. I have previously served as a senior fellow on the
House Select Committee on the CCP, the Director of Intelligence for the Special
Competitive Studies Project, and the Senate-appointed staff director of the
Congressional-Executive Commission on China where I helped craft legislation
including the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act, Uyghur Human
Rights Policy Act, Tibetan Policy and Support Act, and the Uyghur Forced Labor

Prevention Act. I began my career as a counterintelligence analyst at the CIA.

My testimony summarizes key findings from a recent report by the Jamestown
Foundation examining how the CCP uses what it calls the United Front system to
influence democratic societies—including the United States—and increasingly to
shape policies at the state and local levels. That publication is “Harnessing the
People: Mapping Overseas United Front Work in Democratic States” by my

colleague Cheryl Yu. We would be happy to share copies with the committee.
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The United Front is not a single organization. It is a policy system that runs from
the highest levels of the CCP down to the local level. At every level of the party,
there are united front work departments and senior officials with responsibility
for these operations, because, as many of party leaders and publications have
noted, “united front work is the work of the whole party.” The united front
system also works through government agencies, diaspora organizations,
business groups, academic institutions, and civic associations. Its core objective is
to shape any group outside the CCP so that their political decisions align with the
CCP’sinterests. Those groups are inside the People’s Republic of China, but also
outside. As Beijing engaged more in the world in the post-Mao era, the CCP
realized that united front work needed to push internationally on a larger scale.
The CCP seeks to “rally all those who can be rallied” and isolate critics while

promoting narratives favorable to Beijing.

United front work also is a tool of political struggle. It is not just a question of
activities that we would call propaganda or public diplomacy. Norisitlimited to
what we would call covert action. As Mao wrote in 1939: “Our eighteen years of
experience show that the united front and armed struggle are the two basic
weapons for defeating the enemy. The united front is a united front for carrying
on armed struggle; and the Party is the heroic warrior wielding the two weapons,
the united front and the armed struggle, to storm and shatter the enemy’s
positions. That is how the three are related to each other.” Mao’s basic framing of
united front work within the Party’s toolbox remains the core understanding
within the Party today. Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, and Xi Jinping all have
characterized united front work as a “magic weapon” or tool of struggle to

facilitate China’s rise in the midst of an international ideological battleground.
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This may seem conspiratorial, but the party’s push to shape the world outside the
CCP and outside the People’s Republic is grounded in how the CCP understands
security. As I testified before the U.S. Congress, the desire to control the political
landscape and protect the Party’s position found clear definition in the PRC’s
National Security Law (2015). The law describes security in broad terms that go
well beyond physical threats to the territory of the PRC. Security comes from the
inside out. The law states: “National security refers to the relative absence of
international or domestic threats to the state’s power to govern, sovereignty,
unity and territorial integrity, the welfare of the people, sustainable economic
and social development, and other major national interests, and the ability to

ensure a continued state of security.”

This definition has two notable features. First, security is defined by the absence
of threats, not by the ability to manage them. This unlimited view pushes the
Party toward preempting threats and preventing their emergence. Second,
security issues extend to the domain of ideas—what people think is potentially
dangerous. The combination of these themes—preemption in the world of
ideas—creates an imperative for the Party to alter the world in which it
operates—to shape how China and its current party-state are understood in the

minds of foreign elites.

The report finds that this system involves many different Chinese government
institutions, including the United Front Work Department, intelligence services
such as the Ministry of State Security, and organizations linked to the Chinese
political consultative system. These bodies operate through networks of
partnerships, business relationships, cultural associations, and community
organizations abroad. In many cases, foreigners take on overseas delegate or

overseas advisory roles for these organizations.
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Importantly for policymakers here in Ohio, the report notes that foreign
influence efforts are increasingly focused on state and local levels of government
rather than solely federal politics. A U.S. Department of Homeland Security
advisory cited in the report assessed that the People’s Republic of China has
attempted to shape policy perspectives among state and local officials,
particularly where those policies affect economic cooperation, technology
partnerships, or political positions toward China. These activities also are visible
in Australia, Canada, and Germany. The United States is not unique, either in the

presence or the absence of these united front and political influence activities.

This approach works because the United Statesis an open society. State
governments engage in trade missions, educational partnerships, investment
promotion, and infrastructure decisions that can have major implications for

national security and foreign policy.

The United Front system often works through seemingly legitimate civic or
cultural channels. These may include hometown associations, chambers of
commerce, professional networks, or cultural organizations within overseas
Chinese communities. While many of these groups operate legitimately, the
report explains that some are targeted or co-opted by CCP institutions to promote
Beijing’s political messaging or to build relationships with local leaders. In some
ways, we should think about the CCP proxies in these organizations as taking the
legitimacy and voice of our fellow citizens and exploiting that legitimacy to

deliver Beijing’s lines.

Another tactic involves elite influence and relationship-building. Individuals or
organizations tied to United Front structures may cultivate relationships with

politicians, donors, academics, or business leaders in order to shape narratives
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and policy discussions. In some cases internationally, individuals linked to
United Front organizations have been accused of channeling political donations
or cultivating relationships with elected officials to influence policy debates.
They also may arrange visits to the People’s Republic of China, business contracts

with family members, and other methods to build goodwill.

The report also highlights information operations and online influence
campaigns. For example, social media networks connected to Chinese influence
efforts have attempted to shape political discourse by amplifying divisive

narratives or attacking critics of Beijing.

These activities are not always centrally coordinated or designed to directly
manipulate elections. Instead, the report emphasizes that they often work
through incremental influence—gradually shaping how policymakers, business

leaders, and communities view China and Chinese government policies.

In practical terms, this can affect state policymaking in several ways:

e First, economic partnerships and investment deals may be promoted by
organizations that obscure political affiliations or strategic objectives.

e Second, universities and research institutions—many of which operate at
the state level—may become targets for influence or intellectual property
acquisition.

e Third, diaspora communities may face pressure to support CCP narratives
or remain silent about issues such as human rights or Taiwan.

e TFinally, policymakers may receive advocacy or information from
organizations that appear independent but are connected to United Front

networks.
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The report concludes that these activities are not always illegal, but they can
undermine democratic decision-making if they operate without transparency. It
takes substantial expertise and research to conduct the necessary due diligence,
and such expertise is not widespread. The challenge is not cultural exchange or
legitimate economic engagement with China. The challenge is covert or
deceptive political influence conducted on behalf of a foreign authoritarian

government.

For states like Ohio—with significant manufacturing sectors, research
universities, and international investment partnerships—the key takeaway is the

importance of awareness and transparency.

State officials should ensure that partnerships with foreign entities are fully
disclosed, that political advocacy by foreign-linked organizations is transparent,
and that policymakers understand the structure and purpose of United Front
activities. They do not need to be expert, but they should know what the right
questions are, and they should recognize that the CCP’s

Protecting the openness of American democracy requires recognizing how
foreign influence systems operate within it. We cannot operate effectively as a

country if we lack the integrity of our own decisionmaking.

My colleagues and I would be happy to discuss any further questions.
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