China formalises comprehensive AI ethics regime with layered governance and operational oversight
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China has moved to formalise a comprehensive ethics regime for artificial intelligence with the joint issuance on April 3, 2026 of the Administrative Measures for the Ethical Review and Services of Artificial Intelligence Science and Technology (Trial), released by the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology together with nine other central bodies. According to reporting on the measures, Beijing frames the document as the next phase in an evolving governance architecture that began with top-level directions in 2022 and procedural ethics measures in 2023. 
The new Measures create a dual-track access model that links ethical evaluation to existing algorithm filing obligations, requiring organisations to present proof of ethical review as part of regulatory submission processes. Industry analysis notes this “algorithm filing + ethical evaluation” approach effectively embeds ethics into routine compliance, rather than treating it as a separate voluntary exercise. 
Beyond content moderation and security, the Measures broaden regulatory focus to social and labour protections. The rules for the first time require algorithmic systems in platform-dominated sectors to include human override capabilities to guard against what regulators describe as “algorithmic exploitation” of workers, signalling closer scrutiny of automated labour management. Reporting indicates this is part of a wider move to make AI oversight operational, auditable and oriented to social welfare. 
Institutionally, the blueprint establishes a three-layered model of governance: internal ethics committees in universities, research institutes and firms; external ethics review service centres that can be commissioned where internal capacity is lacking; and mandatory government-led expert re-examination for activities judged high-risk. Observers trace this layered design to earlier drafts and consultations and characterise it as an attempt to marry organisational responsibility with central oversight. 
Operationally the Measures set out a quasi-administrative approval workflow: applicants must submit detailed technical plans, data provenance, algorithmic logic, risk assessments and contingency measures before projects begin; reviewers must decide within 30 days or indicate extensions; and approved activities will face ongoing monitoring with follow-up reviews at intervals of no more than 12 months for ordinary cases and six months for re-examined high-risk projects. Emergency review channels with much shorter deadlines are also prescribed. 
The Measures crystallise an explicit six-dimension evaluation framework, human well-being, fairness, controllability, transparency, accountability and privacy protection, that regulators say will guide ethical judgements. Commentators note these dimensions broadly align with international instruments such as OECD principles and the EU AI Act while placing particular emphasis on technical controllability and risk-prevention, reflecting an engineering-led orientation to governance. 
A distinctive element is the policy emphasis on building an ethics “service” ecosystem: the Measures encourage development of standards, testing and certification, risk-monitoring tools, and the orderly sharing of high-quality datasets to support review work, and they promote capacity building for smaller firms. Proponents present this as a way to scale compliance while enabling commercial innovation; critics caution it could institutionalise outsourced compliance without resolving underlying power imbalances in platform governance. 
The Measures also intersect with other regulatory strands, including intellectual property and patent review reforms that earlier introduced ethics considerations into patent examination, underscoring a cross-cutting drive to fold ethical scrutiny into China’s broader technology governance and industrial policy. Together, analysts say, these moves signal a maturing regulatory ecosystem that treats AI ethics as an operational capability as well as a compliance requirement. 
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