
c h a p t e r  f i v e

THE NEW POLITICS OF THE
ENVIRONMENT

Citizens should have the right to shout out that the emperor has no clothes
on whether they are right or not. Without democracy there can be no way
to approach truth. History without clear conclusions will only repeat its
blind and restless past. . . . I found the chief guarantee of nature protection
to be the practice of democracy. Without real democracy there can be no
everlasting green hills and clear waters. I am convinced that nature conser-
vation is a cause for a whole nation.

Tang Xiyang, A Green World Tour

China’s leaders have come to understand that failure to protect
the environment incurs significant social and economic costs,

and they are eager to find a means to reconcile their desire to
achieve both unimpeded economic growth and improved environ-
mental protection. As we will see in chapter 7, the path they have
elected to follow is the one taken by the East Europeans and Asians
over a decade ago, establishing an environmental protection bureau-
cracy and legal system and supporting the existence of environmen-
tal nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Beginning with the
launch of the first environmental NGO, Friends of Nature, in 1994,
China’s leaders have opened the political space for popular partici-
pation in environmental protection, permitted the establishment of
NGOs,1 encouraged media investigations, and supported grassroots
efforts.

At the same time, China’s leaders have resisted widespread imple-
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Chapter 5130

mentation of tough economic policies, such as raising prices for nat-
ural resources or closing polluting factories, that might engender so-
cial unrest. By promoting the growth of environmental NGOs and
media coverage of environmental issues, the Chinese leadership
hopes to fill the gap between its desire to improve the country’s en-
vironment and its capacity to do so.

This trend in inviting greater political participation in environ-
mental affairs represents a much more widespread phenomenon in
state-societal relations: the emergence of nongovernmental associa-
tions and organizations to fill roles previously occupied by national
or local governments and state-owned enterprises. The rapidly ex-
panding market economy has diminished the capacity of the state to
regulate the economic and social activities of the Chinese people.2

At the same time, the state has intentionally abandoned its com-
mitment to the “iron rice bowl,” in which the state provided for all
the basic needs of society. The Chinese leadership no longer desires
responsibility for much of the burden of social welfare that it has
borne for the past fifty years, including the provision of housing,
medical care, education, pensions, and environmental protection.
Instead, it is encouraging the private sector to respond to the social
welfare needs of the public, opening the door to the emergence of
civil society, permitting greater openness in the Chinese media, and
encouraging the Chinese people to assume greater responsibility in
managing their own economic and social affairs.

This is an enormous gamble. As the Soviet and Eastern Bloc expe-
rience shows, social forces, once unleashed, may be very difficult to
contain. While the Chinese leaders seek the antidote to a dysfunc-
tional political and economic system, they are also desperate to
avoid the political turmoil that convulsed the Eastern Bloc coun-
tries and ultimately transformed those political systems. Chinese
officials have expressed concern that social groups could contribute
to “peaceful evolution” or call for the transition of China to a west-
ern-style democracy.

China’s leaders therefore have been careful to circumscribe both
the number of NGOs and the scope of their activities. Yet there is
evidence—nascent still—that the Chinese leadership will prove no

3 E  3DBP: A 1 8A 7B 7 0D: C , A B E :D A:DD 1AB : ?  1 DD 9 B B  
3 C 1 :D A , C :D I E DB B A:E = :BD : B .= 42-' '

1 : = ? E B A:E , , '

1
B

A
Q

1
DD

9
B

B
/

DD
B

A
=



The New Politics of the Environment 131

more adept than the East Europeans at managing reform while
avoiding revolution. As was the case in some of the countries of
Eastern Europe and republics of the Soviet Union, as well as coun-
tries in Asia, environmental NGOs in China are at the vanguard of
nongovernmental activity. Thus the question is not only whether
nongovernmental actors can shape the future of environmental pro-
tection in China but also whether they may play a role in effecting
broader political change in the context of the ongoing transforma-
tion of state-societal relations.

Tightrope Act: NGOs and the Response from Beijing

The Chinese government’s decision to alter the social contract
that has governed state-societal relations for the past several decades
has been met with both enthusiasm and concern by the Chinese
populace. While people welcome the opportunity to exercise greater
freedom of movement, association, and so on, they are also wary of
the new responsibilities entailed. Public opinion polls, for example,
reflect a growing concern with social issues emerging from the re-
form process.

The environment is one of the most important of these issues. In
a 2000 poll, environmental degradation and protection was the
number one concern cited by three thousand urban Chinese in ten
cities, followed by unemployment, children’s education, social sta-
bility and crime, corruption, economic growth, and social security.
(During the previous five years, the top concerns were social stabil-
ity and crime, along with unemployment.)3 In a 2002 Internet poll of
thousands of Chinese citizens conducted by the People’s Daily, the
environment ranked tenth as a concern, behind other social con-
cerns such as official corruption, the impact of World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO) accession, and peasants’ low incomes.4

In response to these growing social welfare concerns and de-
mands, a wide range of social organizations—NGOs as well as gov-
ernment-organized and supported efforts—has emerged, addressing
issues as wide-ranging as domestic violence, job retraining, and en-
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Chapter 5132

vironmental protection. According to the Ministry of Civil Affairs,
which oversees such organizations, by 2002 there were 230,000 offi-
cially registered NGOs.5 A broader definition of social organizations
that includes all types of citizen-based organizations and economic
associations yields a number over one million. And if one attempts
to account for NGOs that are not registered with the government,
the number by some accounts is as high as two million.6

The Chinese leadership has generally welcomed the efforts of
these organizations. They are somewhat reminiscent of organiza-
tions that appeared during the republican period, when religious
groups, literary societies, and relief organizations emerged and pros-
pered, at least until the demands of mounting a war against Japan in
the 1930s led to a government crackdown on independent societal
organizations.7 During the 1980s, in the wake of Deng Xiaoping’s
initiation of economic reform, some of the same kinds of relief or-
ganizations emerged, as did a few groups calling themselves NGOs.
Some of the latter even became active in policy research and advo-
cacy.8 Again, a crackdown followed, this time on the heels of wide-
spread protests for democracy and political change.

China’s leaders today remain worried about the potential for the
current generation of NGOs to serve as a locus for intellectual,
worker, peasant, or general societal discontent. They already have to
contend with substantial organized urban and rural unrest, dissi-
dent labor unions, a resurgence of triad (i.e., China’s traditional
criminal gangs) activity, and growing participation in religious or-
ganizations that are not sponsored by the state. The controversial
Qigong movement, Falun Dafa,9 which embraces Chinese from all
sectors of society and has demonstrated the capacity to mobilize
thousands of people without being detected by the Chinese public
security apparatus, epitomizes the type of challenge the government
fears.

Such concerns have produced a duality in the government’s ap-
proach to the NGO sector. On the one hand, NGOs fill societal
needs and earn international praise. In 1996, at the Fourth National
Conference on Environmental Protection, Song Jian, then head of
the State Environmental Protection Commission (SEPC), stated,
“As for various environmental protection mass organizations which
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The New Politics of the Environment 133

are concerned with environmental protection undertakings, we
should actively support them, strengthen leadership, and guide their
healthy development.”10 In 1997, in his speech at the fifteenth Chi-
nese Communist Party (CCP) Congress, then CCP general secretary
Jiang Zemin echoed Song’s sentiment, highlighting the necessity of
“cultivating and developing social intermediary organizations.”11

During former U.S. president Bill Clinton’s visit to China in June
1998, the Chinese government sponsored a roundtable for President
Clinton with environmental NGO leaders.12

On the other hand, during 1995–1997, the government placed a
two-year moratorium on the registration of new NGOs, and in Sep-
tember 1998, the State Council issued a set of restrictive Regula-
tions for Registration and Management of Social Organizations.13

Previous NGO guidelines had been vague.14 These new regulations,
however, required all NGOs to reregister, stating that, in the future,
all such organizations would have to receive approval from a govern-
ment organization before applying for NGO status and that there
would be no appeal process if an organization’s application were re-
jected.15 They also stated that a national-level NGO would have to
“prove [that it had] a ‘legitimate’ source of funding, raise at least
100,000 yuan [$12,000] and comprise of [sic] more than 50 individ-
ual members.”16 Local NGOs would have to raise 30,000 yuan
($3,750).17 Moreover, anyone who had ever been deprived of political
rights, such as a former political prisoner, would be barred from par-
ticipating in an NGO.18

Why the mixed message? One Chinese scholar assessed the gov-
ernment’s concern over the NGO sector this way: “The Party knows
from its own experience that it is possible to start a mass movement
capable of overthrowing a government from just a small group of
about a dozen people. . . . As such, control is vital. They feel they
cannot allow any non-official group to gain ground in society for fear
it will grow into a potentially threatening movement.”19 The emer-
gence of a particular NGO, the China Democratic Party (CDP),
highlighted just such potential. Using the Internet to communicate
among a small membership scattered throughout the country, the
CDP tried to register as an NGO in one-third of China’s provinces
and autonomous regions. This was despite its openly stated mission
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Chapter 5134

of establishing itself as a political alternative to the Communist
Party, which was clearly a subversive activity outside the bound-
aries of acceptable NGO behavior. Beijing launched a crackdown.
Within several months of its inception, the CDP was banned, and
there was an aggressive manhunt to arrest those linked to the orga-
nization.

Thus, while permitting the NGO sector to develop in China, the
government has been vigilant about limiting the range of its activi-
ties. In addition to the formal regulations, it retains a number of
mechanisms by which it can effectively shut down an NGO. A Pub-
lic Security Bureau circular issued in 1997 sets out three avenues by
which local officials can effectively neutralize a “troublesome”
NGO: (1) the sponsoring organization can cease its support; (2) the
NGO can be closed down for financial reasons; and (3) key leaders of
the NGO can be transferred to other jobs that leave them little to no
time for outside work with the NGO. Anthony Saich, former Ford
Foundation representative in Beijing, has noted that all three tactics
have been employed. The Women’s Hotline in Beijing (which pro-
vides counseling and advice to women), various NGOs in Shanghai,
and “Rural Women Knowing All” (a group of activists concerned
with women’s issues in rural areas) have all been subverted through
these methods.20 According to Saich, who worked extensively with
Chinese NGOs, the government is determined to maintain a high
degree of Communist Party and state control over NGO activities.21

A revised set of draft regulations for NGOs was supposedly due to
be released by the end of 2002 or immediately after the March 2003
National People’s Congress (NPC); however, it continues to be de-
layed. One purported reason for the delay was the emergence of the
Falun Dafa movement and likely ongoing debate within the Com-
munist Party over how best to continue support while preventing
another Falun Gong–like group from appearing.22

The government has also pursued development of its own NGOs,
referred to as government-organized nongovernmental organiza-
tions (GONGOs). SEPA, for example, has three GONGOs under its
auspices: the China Environment Science Association, the China
Environment Protection Industry Association, and the China Envi-
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The New Politics of the Environment 135

ronment Fund. In some cases, GONGOs serve as a resting place for
former government officials and staff when their agency is down-
sized during a period of bureaucratic reform such as 1998 and 2003.
They may also serve essentially as front organizations for govern-
ment agencies. In fact, there is a state-directed effort to train gov-
ernment bureaucrats in the establishment of NGOs.23 Some of these
efforts are a legitimate means of establishing a cooperative venture
with a foreign counterpart. For example, the Chinese government
set up an NGO to work with the U.S. NGO, the National Commit-
tee on U.S.–China Relations, to work on land use planning for the
Ussuri watershed on the border between China and Russia.24

Many other such GONGOs, however, are simply tools by which
government agencies may take advantage of the desire of foreign
governments and international NGOs to support the NGO move-
ment and civil society in China. One example is the Chinese Soci-
ety for Sustainable Development, which is linked to the Chinese
government’s Agenda 21 office and designed to attract money from
western counterparts interested in working with NGOs to develop
and implement projects directed toward sustainable development.
Despite one official’s claim that the NGO is a “genuine” NGO, the
Society is headed by the director of the Agenda 21 office, staffed by
Agenda 21 officials, and located on the fifth floor of the building in
which the Agenda 21 office is housed.25

Over time, some GONGOs are likely to evolve into genuine
NGOs, having already become significantly independent in their
fund-raising or membership; there are also instances in which
GONGOs and NGOs develop strong and mutually beneficial rela-
tionships, or in which GONGOs act as a bridge between govern-
ment and genuine NGOs. As Wu Fengshi suggests in her excellent
analysis of the community of environmental GONGOs, this evolu-
tion in the nature of GONGOs may have a profound impact in
strengthening the development of green civil society in China, mov-
ing many of them well outside the boundaries initially established
by the government.26

Notwithstanding the government’s efforts to manage the activi-
ties of GONGOs as well as NGOs, the environmental NGO com-
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Chapter 5136

munity in China has become adept at expanding the boundaries of
the permissible while avoiding government censure. While NGOs
do not explicitly violate government policy, they have achieved a
level of national integration and potential for coordinated action
against which the government has explicitly attempted to guard. For
example, although NGOs are technically forbidden to establish
branch offices, many province-based NGO leaders have been trained
by or been members of Beijing-based environmental NGOs before
setting off to establish their own organizations. There is now a
growing network of provincial and local NGOs throughout China
whose leaders have all received training or guidance from a dozen or
so Beijing-based NGO activists. Moreover, the advent of the Internet
has meant that environmental student groups as well as profes-
sional NGOs communicate with great ease, sharing both technical
data and administrative knowledge on how to raise funds and in-
crease membership. Also, some NGOs with national-level status
have broad mandates such as conservation and protection of bio-
diversity and undertake activities throughout the country, although
they are technically based in Beijing. They thereby have avoided the
geographic stricture altogether and have members spread through-
out the country.

Such circumventing of the spirit of official policy has not
prompted a crackdown, primarily because these environmental
NGOs have yet to challenge central government policy. Thus far,
the government and environmental NGOs have operated under the
tacit agreement that their mission and work are mutually reinforc-
ing. Yet a closer examination of the environmental movement re-
veals that it has evolved into three distinct, albeit closely linked ac-
tivist efforts.27 Each of these strains within the movement has its
own set of goals and means of operation, not all of which coincide
with those of the government. Thus, the government–NGO alliance
may be a tenuous one.

1. Conservation. The first and largest group of environmental ac-
tivists devotes its time to nature conservation and species protec-
tion. These leaders, such as Liang Congjie from Friends of Nature,
Yang Xin from Green River, Wang Yongchen from Green Earth Vol-
unteers, and Xi Zhinong from Wild China, form a loose network of
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The New Politics of the Environment 137

committed environmentalists throughout the country who often
work closely together.

While Beijing is supportive of the efforts of these NGOs, local of-
ficials often resist their involvement to protect entrenched local po-
litical and economic interests. As time has passed, some NGO lead-
ers within this group are also beginning to raise questions
concerning central directives. For example, some NGO leaders have
pressed the Chinese leadership to include SEPA in the group of gov-
ernment ministries tasked with encouraging development in
China’s interior provinces in an environmentally sustainable way.
While Beijing has been generally receptive, such lobbying is still at a
nascent stage and has been done quietly at only the highest levels.

2. Urban Renewal. A second approach to environmental ac-
tivism focuses on issues related to urban renewal. Liao Xiaoyi, the
founder of Global Village of Beijing, Geng Haiying, a doctor in
Dalian, and others who are concerned with urban issues are disin-
clined to challenge the center and more likely to try to work in a
consensual fashion with local governments. Indeed, the nature of
their work—recycling programs, energy efficiency, and environ-
mental education—often demands at least passive assistance from
local officials.

3. Democracy. Finally, the third group of environmental ac-
tivists has interests and goals that exist well outside the bound-
aries for NGO activity established by the central government.
These few but powerful voices include such renowned figures as
Dai Qing, Tang Xiyang, and He Bochuan, who have clearly articu-
lated the philosophical link between effective protection of the
natural environment and the need for democracy. Some come to
environmental protection as an outlet for their democratic lean-
ings; others come to democracy from their belief in what it can do
for environmental protection. While they themselves have not es-
tablished their own NGOs, through their writings and activism
they have exerted a profound impact on the next generation of Chi-
nese environmental NGO leaders. Even those leaders of environ-
mental NGOs in China that publicly eschew discussion of such is-
sues privately acknowledge the necessity of greater openness for
environmental protection.
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Chapter 5138

Furthermore, underpinning all environmental activism in China
are the Chinese media, which have been a critical partner to the
NGOs in publicizing their accomplishments, working to expose cor-
rupt local environmental practices, and informing and educating
the Chinese public. Many of the brightest and most promising envi-
ronmental activists of the next generation, such as Wen Bo, Hu Kan-
ping, and Hu Jingcao, boast both environmental and journalistic cre-
dentials and may well revolutionize the manner in which Chinese
NGOs pursue their goals in the years to come.

Three Pioneering Environmental Activists

The contemporary intellectual roots of environmental activism
in China took hold during the mid-1980s and early 1990s with the
writings of two prominent journalists, Tang Xiyang and Dai Qing,
and one noted scholar, He Bochuan. While none of the three has es-
tablished an NGO, each has had a profound impact on the evolution
of the environmental movement.

Tang Xiyang

Revered by many in China as a spiritual and philosophical leader
of the environmental movement, former Beijing Daily reporter
Tang has had a tremendous impact on the ideas and thinking of en-
vironmental NGO leaders within China. Tang was born in 1930 in
Hunan Province and graduated from the foreign language depart-
ment of Beijing Normal University in 1952. Within five years, like
thousands of other intellectuals who heeded Chairman Mao’s call to
let “a hundred flowers blossom and a hundred schools of thought
contend,” he came under political attack during the anti-rightist
campaign, which condemned all those who had voiced their dissent-
ing opinions openly. During the Cultural Revolution, Tang’s wife
was beaten to death by the radical, overzealous Red Guards, who
were committed to rooting out all potential political opposition.
Tang turned to nature as a refuge:
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The New Politics of the Environment 139

Driven into a corner, I could think of only two ways to relieve my
suffering: kill myself or kill somebody else. Nature saved me. . . .
Instead of twisted faces, hypocrisy, ruptured relations, and unend-
ing, unavoidable nightmares, nature offered the most sublime
words, the most beautiful music, the purest emotions, perfect phi-
losophy. . . . We spoke no words, yet we understood each other. . . .
The more I love her, the more I understand her and her suffering,
which is more terrible and intense than mine. . . . Now I no longer
appeal for myself, but for her.28

After Deng Xiaoping’s accession to power, Tang was rehabilitated
in 1980, and he joined the Beijing Museum of Natural History as the
editor of the museum’s magazine, Nature. The journal became a ve-
hicle for his and others’ musings on issues such as species protec-
tion.

In 1982, Tang met an American cultural education specialist,
Marcia Sparks, and the two began to travel together to national
parks. They fell in love and were married. In 1996, Tang and Sparks
established the first Green Camp, which served both to train future
environmental activists and to draw attention to the plight of some
of China’s most precious resources and endangered species. Tragi-
cally, Tang realized their dream alone. Early on the morning they
were scheduled to travel to Yunnan for the first Green Camp, Mar-
cia succumbed to a long battle with cancer. She had placed herself
in a hospital, strictly in opposition to her religious beliefs as a Chris-
tian Scientist, so that Tang would not feel compelled to stay with
her and care for her at home but rather would forge ahead with the
Green Camp. With as many as thirty college students, Tang jour-
neyed to northwest Yunnan to study and work to protect snub-nosed
monkeys. In 1997, Tang’s Green Camp traveled to southeast Tibet
to protect the primitive forests, and in 1998 they visited the San-
jiang Plain in Heilongjiang Province to protect the wetlands. Many
of the students who participated in these Green Camps have re-
turned to their homes in other cities, such as Shanghai and Nan-
ning, to establish their own green camps.29

Tang’s greatest influence on the thinking of Chinese youth, how-
ever, is probably through his 1993 book, A Green World Tour. The
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Chapter 5140

book—a personal account of Tang’s eight-month-long travels
through nature reserves and encounters with various people in
countries in Europe, the former Soviet Union, Canada, and the
United States, as well as in China—has inspired many Chinese to
take steps to improve the environment, such as investing their own
money to establish a nature preserve.30 But Tang himself believes
that much more must change for the environment to be protected in
China. He comments,

If my trips abroad can be compared to the journey to the West of
the Tang Dynasty priest Sanzang, whose mission was to bring back
Buddhist sutras, then what I am after is “the green sutra.” I found
the chief guarantee of nature protection to be the practice of
democracy. Without real democracy there can be no everlasting
green hills and clear waters. I am convinced that nature conserva-
tion is a cause for a whole nation. It won’t do to depend on a wise
emperor or president. Hundreds of millions of people must realize
and show concern for this problem. When they all dare to speak
and act, the emperor or president has to do something; otherwise
he cannot continue in office. After visiting many countries and ob-
serving others’ attitudes, I feel democracy is necessary to the pro-
tection of nature.31

The underlying message of the book, therefore, is a sharply politi-
cal one. In response, the government censors have stepped in, delet-
ing from both the 1993 Chinese and the 1999 English language edi-
tions Tang’s ruminations on the Cultural Revolution, Tiananmen
Square, and the imperative of democracy for China. He has coun-
tered the censors by amassing a large number of copies of the book
at his home and reinserting the censored portions by hand. Many of
his views run counter to the official line:

The Tiananmen Square incident has left a very deep impression on
me. All the [Chinese] newspapers, journals, radio and TV programs
changed to uniform words and tone almost overnight, as if the hap-
pening involving a million people that had taken place the night
before was unreal. A downright lie became 100 percent truth. In an
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The New Politics of the Environment 141

instant, intelligent men devoting themselves to the cause of
democracy became criminals, while those engaged in repressing
the masses were honored as “Defenders of the Republic.” . . .

Let’s compare conditions in Eastern Europe. When the peoples of
Poland, Hungary and Eastern Germany awakened to the necessity
for reform, reform became an irresistible tide. However, when the
Chinese people awakened and began to act, they induced bloody
suppression. That reminds me of various farmers’ rebellions in for-
mer eras. Even if some of the rebellions were successful, the result
was simply a shift in rulers, the fruits of success never passed into
the hands of the common people. I’m also reminded of the burning
of books and burying alive of scholars by the Emperor Qinshi-
huang, the state examination system started in the Tang Dynasty,
and the various political movements started by Mao Zedong aimed
at punishing intellectuals, which I experienced myself. In such a
cultural environment, prolonged, closed, dictatorial, lacking in
democracy, domestically and in interflow internationally, it was
very difficult to develop science and technology as well as a tradi-
tion of loving nature.32

When asked directly, “What are China’s biggest environmental
problems?” Tang answers, “Democracy. If you don’t have democ-
racy, you can’t have real environmental protection.”33

He Bochuan

Tang’s A Green World Tour remains in print in China, albeit in
censored form. But distribution of one of the most controversial
treatises, He Bochuan’s China on the Edge, was halted a year after it
was released.

Published in 1988, when the reform movement was in full swing
and political openness in China had reached new heights, the book
describes a grim environmental situation in China and predicts an
even grimmer future unless radical political and economic reform
are undertaken. The author, He Bochuan, was a lecturer in the de-
partment of philosophy at Sun Yat-sen University in Guangdong. In
1983, he contributed a section on education to the prestigious col-
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Chapter 5142

lection of essays China in the Year 2000. Using this piece as an in-
tellectual launching pad, He wrote a number of articles on the re-
lated issues of population, ecology, energy, and economics that
eventually became China on the Edge. By the time publication was
halted in 1989, in the wake of Tiananmen, it had already sold more
than 400,000 copies.34 The book was, in fact, widely distributed
among students during the Tiananmen Square protests.35

At the time, He’s contribution was unique not only in its critique
of environmental practices but also in its clarion call for political
and economic reform. He linked issues such as inefficiencies in
water supply to irrationalities in the economic system, noting,
“These economic difficulties are a major factor in environmental
problems because they create the inefficiency, waste, lack of innova-
tion, and ineffective use of capital which compound environmental
damage and obstruct solutions to it.”36 He later broadened his cri-
tique to include a more sweeping call for political reform: “until re-
form of the political system achieves concrete results, and particu-
larly in political democratization, liberalization, and legalization,
and systems for enforcing them, it will be impossible to devise an
overall plan for China’s current reforms.”37 Had the book continued
to be sold, it might well have had the same impact as Rachel Car-
son’s 1962 book Silent Spring, which is widely credited with cat-
alyzing the environmental movement in the United States.

Today, as a Professor at Sun Yat-sen University, He continues to
decry China’s approach to development and environment, noting
that “China is following an approach to development that measures
progress only through economic growth, while ignoring the disas-
trous effects on the environment. . . . Economic growth is supposed
to solve the problem of poverty, but it causes so much environmen-
tal destruction that poverty continues and development is under-
mined. It is a vicious circle.”38

Dai Qing

Around the same time, in the mid-1980s, Dai Qing began the long
personal odyssey that would transform her from an inquisitive re-
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The New Politics of the Environment 143

porter into a political pariah at home and an acclaimed human
rights and environmental activist abroad.

In 1986, while a reporter at Guangming Daily, Dai attended a con-
ference in Beijing on the Three Gorges Dam. A small group of Chi-
nese scientists had organized the meeting to report on their envi-
ronmental concerns about the dam. While Dai did nothing with the
information at the time, she maintained an interest in the issue.
During a visit to Hong Kong one year later, she encountered a writer
named Lin Feng, who provided her with information on the dam
from Hong Kong newspapers over the next few years.39

In early 1989, when the NPC and the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference were scheduled to discuss the proposed
dam, Dai attempted to inform the debate by arranging for several
prominent journalists to interview the scientists she had met in
1986. When it became clear that no newspapers or journals would
publish the interviews, she arranged to have the collection pub-
lished by the Guizhou People’s Publishing House,40 with the same
editor, Xu Yinong, who had published He Bochuan’s book. Guizhou
People’s Publishing House, an obscure press in one of China’s poor-
est provinces, likely operated under the central government’s radar
screen. Generally, officials permit far greater latitude in political ex-
pression and economic reform away from the capital of Beijing.

Dai’s book, Yangtze! Yangtze!, was quickly acclaimed in the West
and banned within China (although 25,000 copies remained in cir-
culation) for its articulate and scientifically based evidence opposing
construction of the Three Gorges Dam. The book includes essays by
journalists, scientists, and well-known political figures within the
CCP’s leading group responsible for evaluating the dam’s feasibility
who dissented from the government’s final published report, as well
as by others involved in assessing the dam’s viability.41 Implicit and
occasionally explicit throughout the book is a critique of the lack of
political openness in the environmental assessment process of the
dam, the silencing of dissident opinions, and the blatant disregard
for truth displayed by the leaders who favored the dam.

One of the most telling criticisms comes from the highly re-
spected former personal secretary of Mao Zedong, Li Rui:
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[D]ue to the practice of relying on the leader’s personal experience
and will in decision making, we have yet to establish a complete
scientific and democratic decision making process. . . . There are,
however, some encouraging signs of improvement, such as when
different views can be seen in the newspapers and many more sci-
entists and specialists have the courage to voice their different
opinions. But we are still in a transitional period between “rule of
men” and “rule by law.”42

Yangtze! Yangtze! may have represented the reform era’s first pub-
lic lobbying effort involving intellectuals and public figures in an at-
tempt to influence a governmental decision-making process.43

While the effort failed, its impact was also unprecedented in Chi-
nese history: three years later, in 1992, when the NPC finally voted
on the issue of construction of the dam, one-third of the delegates
voted no.

Dai’s opposition to the dam is as much political as environmen-
tal. As she once commented, “I got involved in this issue not for sci-
entific reasons, but to promote the freedom of speech.”44 Her voice
holds weight in China because of her family background. Her par-
ents were killed by the Kuomintang (KMT) during China’s civil war
between the forces of Chiang Kai-shek’s KMT and the Communists,
and they were officially proclaimed “revolutionary martyrs.” After
their death, she was raised by Ye Jianying, one of Mao Zedong’s chief
lieutenants during the war, and then a long-standing member of the
Politburo, who also served as a defense minister and then chairman
of the standing committee of the NPC. Despite her family connec-
tions, Dai was forced to pay a steep price for her views: In 1989, she
was sentenced to ten months in the maximum security Qincheng
prison. The reason for her imprisonment was ostensibly her role in
trying to broker a compromise between the students and the govern-
ment during the Tiananmen crisis. However, she believes that the
real reason for imprisonment was her vocal opposition to the dam.

Officially, Dai is not permitted to publish, to participate in any or-
ganizations, or to have a job. When she attempted to participate in a
tree-planting project, the organizers were told that her name had to
be removed from the list.45 Still, she stays busy speaking throughout
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The New Politics of the Environment 145

the world, and in 2003 completed a book about her experiences,
Prison Memoirs and Other Writings, to be published in the United
States.

Tang, He, and Dai represent the contemporary intellectual and po-
litical roots of the environmental movement in China. They, them-
selves, have not established environmental NGOs. Yet their ideals
resonate with many of those who have. The current leadership of
the environmental NGOs is at once emboldened and cautioned by
the experience of these three writers and thinkers. And Dai and
Tang especially continue to involve themselves heavily in environ-
mental efforts. The environmental NGO community is small
enough that most of the leaders are familiar to one another. As Tang
Xiyang states, “All of the movement people know one another.”46

The Conservationists

The largest, best funded, and best organized of the environmental
NGOs in China are those that focus primarily on species and nature
conservation and environmental education. Many of the leaders of
these NGOs are intellectuals—historians, journalists, and univer-
sity professors—who combine a reverence for nature with a sense of
civic duty and political activism. Species protection also has been a
politically acceptable issue to tackle because, at first blush, it does
not challenge the deeply entrenched political priorities placed on
urban and coastal modernization. Rather, species protection in-
volves illiterate peasants, loggers, or officials in poorer, more remote
regions of the country, where species still exist but are on the verge
of extinction.

The conservation-oriented NGOs often work with national au-
thorities to counter local officials’ failure to implement central poli-
cies. As a result, these environmental NGOs have clashed with pow-
erful local interests, sometimes with life-threatening consequences.
More recently, they have even begun to challenge, in modest ways,
the decisions of central authorities, suggesting that success may be
emboldening them.
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Chapter 5146

Foremost among these conservation-activists is Liang Congjie, who
founded the first environmental NGO in China, Friends of Nature.
Indeed, the birth of the contemporary environmental movement in
China might be dated to the early 1990s, when a group of students
and scholars searching for an activist outlet in the post-Tiananmen
period approached Liang, an unassuming and highly articulate histo-
rian, with the idea of establishing an environmental NGO.

Liang’s distinguished reform lineage made him a natural choice.
His grandfather was the famous Qing dynasty reformer Liang
Qichao, and his father, Liang Sicheng, was a renowned architect in
Beijing, who attempted (unsuccessfully) to preserve much of the old
city of Beijing during Mao’s time. In addition, he holds a position in
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, a formal
government body with a notable reform orientation, affording him a
political platform as well as a degree of political protection that less
well-positioned Chinese would not have.

While Liang doubted his ability to start such an organization,
given his lack of expertise in environmental affairs and China’s lack
of tradition in nonstate organized activity, he consulted with some
friends, such as Dai Qing, who encouraged him to give it a try. Liang
was also inspired by the idea of a Chinese environmental NGO, hav-
ing heard of an expatriate Chinese environmental group based in
Boston, Green China. Perhaps most important, a vice director of the
National Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA) had suggested
to Liang that he use his voice to accomplish something positive in
environmental protection.

With the support and guidance of his friends, Liang drafted a mis-
sion statement and charter for an environmental NGO. Rather than
emulate Greenpeace, with its confrontational and often contentious
tactics, he decided to emphasize environmental education. Mission
statement in hand, Liang approached NEPA to serve as his NGO’s
“mother-in-law” (guakao). However, NEPA had already established
its own GONGO, the China Environmental Cultural Association.
Officials within NEPA suggested that Liang instead invite the Chi-
nese Academy of Culture (Zhongguo Wenhua Shuyuan), of which
Liang was a key member, to oversee the organization. With the Aca-
demy’s support, Liang registered the NGO as the Green Culture
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The New Politics of the Environment 147

Sub-Academy on March 30, 1994.47 By the end of 1994, Liang had
received the government seal from the Ministry of Civil Affairs.

Even prior to receiving formal government approval for his organ-
ization, Liang held a first organizational meeting on June 5, 1993.
About sixty people attended, primarily Liang’s friends and friends of
friends.48 While Liang’s friend Dai Qing herself was not permitted to
participate because of her outspoken criticism of the government’s
plans to build the Three Gorges Dam, her friends attended the
meeting.

The group focused its initial efforts on environmental education,
publishing popular science-oriented books on environmental pro-
tection49 and involving the public in conservation efforts such as
tree planting. Soon, however, Liang expanded his group’s activities
well beyond the original mandate of environmental education to
take on more controversial issues, including protection of species,
such as the Tibetan antelope and Yunnan snub-nosed monkey, and
preventing deforestation. The membership also grew rapidly, reach-
ing 1,000 people by 2003.

While there are no branches of Friends of Nature in other cities—
both because of the government’s restrictions on such branches and
because Liang is afraid of losing control of branch practices—several
members of Friends of Nature have left Beijing and established their
own environmental NGOs elsewhere. For example, renowned envi-
ronmentalist and nature photographer Yang Xin, a former member
of Friends of Nature, has established Green River Network in
Chengdu, Sichuan Province.50 Friends of Nature member Tian
Dasheng also founded Green Volunteer League in Chongqing. More-
over, the NGO has spawned numerous offshoots that focus on spe-
cific aspects of environmental and wildlife protection, such as bird
watching and animal rescue.51

Liang has become nationally and internationally renowned for his
work, frequently traveling abroad and winning plaudits both domes-
tically and internationally for his efforts. The Chinese government,
for example, has awarded him the Giant Panda Award and sponsored
him for a United Nations Environmental Programme Global Village
Award. SEPA, especially, has appreciated Liang’s work in calling to
account local officials who ignore center directives. For example, in
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Chapter 5148

1998, at a meeting sponsored by the Hainan environmental protec-
tion bureau (EPB), Liang challenged a local EPB official’s account of
Hainan’s success in combating deforestation. A SEPA representative
who had also been present later thanked Liang, stating that in his of-
ficial capacity he could not so directly contradict the word of a local
official, especially in a public meeting.52

Despite such acclaim, Liang maintains a modest demeanor and
continues to work out of cramped offices in downtown Beijing. His
ambition to improve China’s environmental situation, however, re-
mains large. During a visit with Liang and his wife in Beijing in
2000, he described to me the ways in which he and other NGO lead-
ers had begun to try to reform Beijing’s policies. For example, in late
1999, when the government announced its campaign to “Open the
West,” one of the five major tenets was “ecological construction.”
Yet SEPA was not among the twenty-odd ministries involved in ad-
vancing this policy, casting serious doubt on the government’s real
commitment to environmental protection. Liang, in his capacity as
a member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Confer-
ence, wrote a letter to the State Council calling on it to include
SEPA in the leading group.

Liang also told me that he was planning to tackle new issues such
as water resources and energy development, moving far beyond his
previous emphasis on nature conservation and into the much more
politically and economically sensitive realm of pollution prevention
and resource use in urban areas. Still, two years later, when I visited
with his staff in summer 2002, they appeared focused almost en-
tirely on expanding their environmental education efforts rather
than on undertaking new issues. An innovative program is Friends
of Nature’s environmental education van, which transports volun-
teers to China’s poorer, interior provinces, where they live for sev-
eral weeks at a time and use pictures and games to educate school-
children on the particular environmental challenges of the region.
Friends of Nature is also using its relatively senior status and strong
endowment to provide small grants—perhaps one to two thousand
dollars—to help nascent NGOs get started throughout the country.

Yet Liang’s greatest contribution to environmentalism in China
may well be in his service as an activist above reproach. With his
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The New Politics of the Environment 149

distinguished reform lineage, as well as his nonconfrontational ap-
proach to change, he is able to work within the system to push the
boundaries of what the government considers acceptable activities
for NGOs. Moreover, with high official and unofficial standing in
government circles, he is able to serve an important role in convey-
ing other environmentalists’ concerns to government leaders. For
example, one NGO based in Yunnan, the Green Plateau Institute,
sent a letter to the National Minority Affairs Bureau via Liang, so
that he could use his influence to press the government to stop gov-
ernment-sponsored groups from climbing the holy Meili Snow
Mountain in Yunnan’s northwestern region. Thanks to Liang’s in-
tervention, the treks were halted. Nonetheless, even Liang’s Friends
of Nature is not exempt from the government’s strictures. In 2003,
the government threatened not to renew the organization’s registra-
tion as an NGO unless the secretary and a co-founder of the organi-
zation, Wang Lixiong, were dismissed from the organization. Wang
had publicly come to the defense of two Tibetans convicted of sepa-
ratist terrorist activities earlier in the year. Although Wang fought
his dismissal, Friends of Nature decided that he should leave rather
than endanger the organization’s future.53

The Monkey and the Antelope

Liang also played a central role in two campaigns that galvanized
environmental activists throughout China: the campaign to protect
the Yunnan snub-nosed monkey, which was threatened by illegal
logging in Deqin County, Yunnan, and the effort to protect the Ti-
betan antelope from poachers in the western reaches of China.
These campaigns not only energized the environmental activists
but also helped catalyze a nationwide environmental movement
and establish a foundation for future campaigns.

In 1995 nature photographer Xi Zhinong, while employed by the
Yunnan Forestry Department, had spent months documenting the
ways of the near-extinct Yunnan snub-nosed monkey, which makes
its home at the edge of the Tibetan plateau in Deqin, Yunnan.54 The
monkeys’ diet consists almost exclusively of lichens from the
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Chapter 5150

branches of the trees in the old-growth forests on mountains sepa-
rating the upper Yangtze and Mekong rivers,55 and logging—both
legal and illegal—had devastated the monkeys’ habitat. Soon after
completing his filming, Xi learned that the county government had
plans to sell extensive tracts of the forest to loggers. When Xi
protested to the provincial forestry department’s leaders, they ex-
plained that the forest lay outside protected areas. Even the media,
many of which had become actively engaged in environmental in-
vestigative journalism, refused to become involved, concerned that
the issue was “too sensitive” because the Tibetan minority was in-
volved.56

A friend of Xi’s then contacted Tang Xiyang, describing Xi’s work
and the plight of the monkeys. Tang followed up by calling Xi and
persuading him to write a letter to Song Jian, then the head of the
State Environmental Protection Commission, linking concern for
the nearly extinct monkeys to the larger threat of deforestation
along the upper Yangtze, noting that silt from the denuded slopes
could clog the Three Gorges Dam.57 At the same time, Tang passed
the letter to Liang Congjie, who then passed copies of the letter to
the media. The letter was first published by the Associated Press
and quickly picked up by the Chinese media, generating significant
domestic and international attention. Concurrently, budding jour-
nalists and student environmental activists, Wen Bo and Yan Jun,
organized a group of more than two hundred students at the Beijing
Forestry University to view Xi’s film at the end of 1995.

These letters and the exhibition generated a tremendous amount
of attention within various state agencies. As a result of this inter-
nal and external pressure, in April 1996, the government launched a
formal investigation. China Central Television’s (CCTV) Evening
News (Xinwen Lianbo) followed up with a program on the logging,
did a feature story on Xi, and invited him to work on the popular
television program Oriental Horizon. Later, in summer 1996, Xi
helped Tang manage the first Green Camp in Deqin, leading over
thirty students to the forest and adding to the publicity. Finally, the
State Council instructed the local government to stop the illegal
logging and promised to compensate the loggers for a three-year pe-
riod at a rate of eight million yuan ($970,000) annually.
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The New Politics of the Environment 151

In 1998, however, Xi was tipped off that the logging was continu-
ing. CCTV’s investigative program Focus went undercover and
filmed the logging, following up with an interview with the Fuxi-
anzhang County head. By chance, the program aired the evening be-
fore the devastating Yangtze River floods. Premier Zhu Rongji then
stepped in to take control of the situation personally, phoning the
director of Yunnan’s forestry department to insist that action be
taken. As a result, the Yunnan Forestry Department’s vice director
held a meeting at which the head of Deqin County had to “confess
his mistakes,” and the deputy-head of the county was fired.58

Although sixteen high-level officials signed onto the campaign,
the local government has not effectively halted the logging, likely
because the economic interests are too strong.59 Some officials have
threatened that they could “make Xi disappear,”60 and he was fired
from his job at the Yunnan Forestry Bureau. Liang Congjie believes
that the government and NGOs will have to undertake greater grass-
roots education in Yunnan to educate the public and the officials for
the protection effort to succeed.61

While the campaign may have attained only limited success in
preventing deforestation and protecting the monkeys, it trans-
formed the landscape of environmental protection in China, galva-
nized the environmental protection movement, and gave the ac-
tivists a sense that they could indeed accomplish something
through their efforts. It was the first time China’s environmentalists
had coordinated their activities and affected policy at the most sen-
ior levels of the Chinese government.

Several of those involved were inspired to become even more in-
volved in the NGO movement. For example, Xi and his wife, Shi Li-
hong, returned to Deqin in 1999 to try to register their own NGO.
Shi was already a veteran activist in the world of international envi-
ronmental NGOs. Originally a reporter with China Daily, Shi had
viewed a documentary on women environmental activists produced
by Liao Xiaoyi and was inspired to take action. In 1996, she, along
with Wen Bo and several other young activists, attended the Deqin
Green Camp sponsored by Tang Xiyang. Shi then joined Friends of
Nature and Global Village of Beijing as a volunteer, and began work-
ing part-time at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) as an environmen-
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Chapter 5152

tal education assistant in March 1997 and then as a full-time com-
munications specialist in October 1999.

Yet, despite their excellent credentials, when Shi and Xi applied
for NGO status, they were turned down by the local Party secretary,
likely because of Xi’s campaign to save the monkeys.62 At the
provincial level, however, top officials were favorably disposed to
their work, and their application was approved. Finally in March
2000, they registered as the Institute of Ecological Conservation and
Development (now called the Green Plateau Institute)63 under the
Xicheng District Bureau of Commerce and Industry in Beijing. They
focused their work primarily on biodiversity and soil erosion, al-
though much of the emphasis was on “community based natural re-
source conservation and development.”64 They undertook a variety
of projects such as enabling local women in Deqin to sell their car-
pets, working to enlarge a small regional hydropower station, assist-
ing environmental architects interested in improving the interior of
Tibetan homes to use less wood, and training teachers. They also
continued their investigative efforts. Reporting on the government’s
efforts to clean up Dianchi Lake, Shi Lihong stated that despite bil-
lions of dollars of investment, the water quality in the lake had ac-
tually declined.65

The energy and personal sacrifice required to serve as a leader of
China’s environmental movement, however, takes its toll on even
the most committed. I met up with Shi while she was attending the
2002 World Economic Forum in New York as one of the “World’s
100 Future Leaders.” She told me that she and her husband had left
Yunnan and returned to Beijing. Despite all their hard work in Yun-
nan, they were not native to the area, and decided to leave their
work in the hands of a local environmental activist that they had
trained. Back in Beijing, they had already established an independ-
ent documentary studio, Wild China, which concentrated on pro-
ducing television movies on rare species in China.66 Six months
later in June in Beijing, I met with Shi. Normally dynamic and artic-
ulate, Shi seemed exhausted and concerned about leading a life that
placed her constantly under the spotlight. Liao Xiaoyi had earlier
counseled Shi that life as one of China’s top environmental activists
necessitated a substantial loss of privacy and sacrifice of one’s per-
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The New Politics of the Environment 153

sonal life. Perhaps bearing such advice in mind, Shi decided to ac-
cept a long-standing invitation from a well-known China scholar,
Orville Schell, to take a year sabbatical in the United States at the
University of California, Berkeley.

The cause of the Tibetan antelope provided a second rallying cry
for China’s nascent environmental movement. Over the past several
decades, the Tibetan antelope has become increasingly endangered
as a result of the international trade in shahtoosh, the wool from the
neck of the antelope, which is coveted for its exceedingly fine qual-
ity. The link between the decline in the numbers of antelope and the
shahtoosh trade was originally established by noted American envi-
ronmentalist George Schaller, who has spent years in China docu-
menting and working to preserve China’s rare species. Although the
Tibetan antelope has been under the protection of the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) since 1979,
their numbers have declined from almost 1,000,000 at the turn of
the last century to under 75,000 by the turn of this century.67 If
poaching continues at the current rate, the species will likely be ex-
tinct by 2020.68

The antelope range throughout Kekexili, Qinghai, as well as Xin-
jiang and Tibet, a vast, largely barren region of western China. The
shahtoosh trade is driven by three sets of actors: the poachers; the
producers of shawls made from shahtoosh, primarily based in Kash-
mir; and, most important, the very wealthy consumers in the West,
where a shahtoosh shawl may retail for more than $10,000. Crack-
downs have taken place in the United States and England, among
other western countries. India, however, has remained impervious to
entreaties from environmentalists to shut down its mills. Dr. Farooq
Abdullah, until 2002 the chief minister of Kashmir, stated that “as
long as I am the chief minister, shahtoosh will be sold in Kashmir.”
He argued that there was “no evidence of Tibetan antelope being re-
duced in number or their being shot to acquire wool for shahtoosh.”69

Within China, a battle between poachers and the Wild Yak
Brigade, an unofficial group that patrols the area in search of poach-
ers, has emerged.70 The brigade was first formed in Zhiduo County,
of which Kekexili is a part, and initially headed by Gisang Sonam
Dorje, a local official. When he was killed by poachers in 1994, his
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Chapter 5154

brother-in-law, Zhawa Dorje, assumed his position. In 1998, Zhawa
Dorje was found dead from a gunshot wound in his home in Gol-
mud, Qinghai; it was ruled a suicide, but other explanations includ-
ing murder and a family argument have also been advanced. At that
same time, Liang Congjie, Xi Zhinong, and Yang Xin of Green River
Network decided to become involved in the effort to protect the an-
telope.

In 1997, Xi traveled to Tibet with Yang Xin to profile Yang for
Oriental Horizon and spent two weeks on patrol with the Wild Yak
brigade. Upon his return, Xi persuaded Shi Lihong to involve the
World Wildlife Fund. Shi’s boss, Lu Zhi, then spoke to Liang Congjie
and Grace Ge, the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW)
representative in Beijing, about what NGOs could do to help. Shi
began collecting information on the challenge, eventually contact-
ing the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
office in Geneva, which agreed to participate in a meeting sponsored
by WWF along with IFAW in Geneva.

In July 1998, Friends of Nature and a young journalist from the
forestry bureau’s newspaper Green Times, Hu Kanping, invited
Zhawa Dorje to give a series of lectures in Beijing. The lectures in-
spired the public and mobilized support behind the Wild Yak
Brigade; just one month later, however, Zhawa Dorje was killed.

Despite this tragedy, the Beijing-based NGOs continued to press
forward. Yang Xin, who had been a close friend of Gisang Sonam
Dorje, began to work to create a vast preserve in the region that
would house facilities for climate change research, as well as five
ranger stations to monitor the area and combat poachers. Simulta-
neously, Liang Congjie and Friends of Nature raised money to buy
two Beijing Army jeeps for the brigade.71 Liang also sent a report
about the Tibetan antelope to NEPA and the Ministry of Forestry,
calling for more funds, weapons, and manpower. Most important,
Liang recognized that if the poachers were to be stopped, all three
provinces and regions that were home to the antelope would have to
crack down simultaneously.

The NGO effort also received assistance from the media. In spring
1999, after a year of effort, Xi Zhinong was able to persuade budding
young television producer Hu Jingcao to produce a feature on the Ti-
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betan antelope. After officials were persuaded to cooperate in a
crackdown in April 1999, more than twelve groups of poachers were
arrested. But by June, the poachers were back in action.

In early August, the Qinghai government dealt a serious blow to
the antipoaching efforts by stating that it wanted to replace the Wild
Yak Brigade with an “official” nature reserve administration. Liang
Congjie and other conservationists, along with the Wild Yak Brigade
itself, strongly opposed this shift, in part because training and devel-
oping such an official presence would likely take upwards of a year
but also, one might presume, because the opportunities for corrup-
tion would be great. Despite personal lobbying of the NGOs by
Qinghai officials, the NGOs resisted the change.

Still, some NGO leaders had their own reservations about the ac-
tivities of the Wild Yak Brigade. The group had been illegally charg-
ing local residents to harvest worms in the area. In addition, there
were accusations within the group of misappropriation of funds.
However, after so much time and effort had been invested, the NGO
community in China was reluctant to let the Wild Yak Brigade dis-
integrate. As one NGO leader commented, “The Wild Yak Brigade
has become a sort of flag for the Chinese environmental commu-
nity. No one wants to let it fall, but now many people are afraid to
be associated with the brigade because of their behavior.”72 By 2001,
however, Qinghai officials had succeeded in disbanding the brigade
and had organized an official effort. At least one NGO leader be-
lieves that this official effort is now succeeding.

The Tibetan antelope and Yunnan snub-nosed monkeys have
served as causes célèbres for the Chinese NGO environmental
movement, both solidifying a nationwide network and inspiring
new activists to take part. They also exemplify the reach of the Bei-
jing-based NGOs and their capacity to alert the national leadership
to environmental problems and work in support of national envi-
ronmental policy at the local level, when local actors are ineffectual.
Yet if China’s environmental movement is to thrive, it must
broaden the range of activities it supports and incorporate more re-
gionally based NGOs to sustain the work over the long run. This has
proved a difficult task. Outside Beijing, the nongovernmental move-
ment is less politically well-connected, possesses fewer ties to the
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Chapter 5156

international NGO community, and is more often subject to the va-
garies of local politics.

Grassroots Environmentalism in the Hinterlands

Many regional NGOs have emerged in cities and towns rich in
biodiversity, such as Kunming, Yunnan. In several cases, the govern-
ment has been effective in constraining the development of NGOs
through its registration requirements. However, even with limited
human and financial capital, these NGOs have proved remarkably
adept at sustaining their work; in fact, there are some striking ex-
amples of environmental activism that reach beyond what has been
attempted by Beijing activists, which may well serve as models for
future environmental activism in China.

Yang Xin’s Green River is perhaps the most successful of the re-
gional NGOs. Yang, an accountant in his late thirties, has estab-
lished an NGO with an annual budget of 440,000 yuan ($55,000).73

He focuses his work on environmental conservation in the headwa-
ter of the Yangtze River and has published a well-received book, The
Source of the Yangtze, which has already had significant U.S. sales
and will bring in additional revenue for the organization. He is also
quite organizationally savvy, spending part of each year in Beijing
and maintaining close links to Beijing-based NGOs such as Friends
of Nature and Global Village of Beijing. In addition, Yang has devel-
oped a website for Green River.

In spring 2000, Yang organized scientists, reporters, and govern-
ment officials to travel to the source of the Yangtze to install a stone
monument with an inscription from Jiang Zemin. Yang’s most sig-
nificant work, however, as noted earlier, has been the establishment
of the nature protection station in the headwater region of the
Yangtze, developed in part as a response to the poaching of the Ti-
betan antelope and in part to encourage ongoing research and envi-
ronmental monitoring in the area.

Yang is successful because of both his personal abilities and his
good connections with local government officials. He had no diffi-
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culty registering as an NGO in 1998, although the Sichuan EPB
warned him to stay clear of politics.

Other NGOs, like the Green Volunteer League of Chongqing and
Action for Green in Kunming, have encountered serious difficulties
in sustaining their environmental work. Green Volunteer League
was founded by Tian Dasheng, a professor of German at Chongqing
University, who developed a love of nature through Russian author
Ivan Turgenev, Tang poetry, and the German Romantics and was 
inspired to take action by the leftist Green movements in Sweden
and Germany during the 1980s. In 1996, after Tian learned about
Friends of Nature from a television broadcast, he joined the organi-
zation and participated in a tree-planting campaign in Inner Mongo-
lia. When he returned to Chongqing University, he helped establish
a student group called Luse Jiayuan (Green Homeland).

Wu Dengming, co-founder of Green Volunteer League, was for-
merly a People’s Liberation Army (PLA) officer. He views his in-
volvement in environmental protection as a means of repaying the
debt he feels for the wildlife he helped destroy as the leader of the
hunting team for his PLA unit during the Great Leap Forward in the
1950s. As a steel worker, he also worried that China would end up as
polluted as western industrialized countries. He became an activist
after he met Tian, who inspired him with stories of environmental
protection.

In establishing Green Volunteer League, Tian and Wu faced sev-
eral obstacles. Tian originally planned to establish a branch of
Friends of Nature; however, he was instructed that branches were
not permitted. Indeed, he was told by the local government that
since there was already an NGO in the region, he wouldn’t be per-
mitted to establish one at all. Together, Wu and Tian then ap-
proached the leaders of what had become a defunct organization, the
Green Volunteer League of Chongqing, took it over, and adopted
their registration. Wu and Tian have tried to improve their position
by establishing ties to other NGOs. Both Wu and Tian are members
of Friends of Nature, and they participated in Liao Xiaoyi’s Earth
Day activity in March 2000 in Beijing. As a result of that activity,
they also began to work with Yang Xin.
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With about seventy members in their organization, Tian and Wu
have pursued a bold approach to environmental protection. They
went undercover to expose illegal logging activities, in one case pos-
ing as a businessman and geologist, gaining the confidence of the
loggers. Their investigation and subsequent report led to the head of
the village being sentenced to three years in jail, although in the end
it turned out to be a relatively relaxed form of house arrest. With ex-
tensive media coverage of such exploits, Wu and Tian became
celebrities of sorts.74

Duan Changchun has also achieved some significant success.
With assistance from Xi Zhinong, Duan established Action for
Green in 1999 and one year later mobilized students for Earth Day
to meet and talk with people in downtown Kunming about how to
practice a green lifestyle. They reached over 10,000 people, and
3,000 Kunming residents signed “green lifestyle” commitment
cards. In addition to his work with Action for Green, Duan also ad-
vises the Green Environment Organization, a student organization
with about 400 members that holds an annual green summer camp.

Despite these successes, however, both NGOs have had a difficult
time surviving. Finances are a key sticking point. Wu and Tian re-
ceived a $10,000 grant from the Civil Society program of the Cana-
dian International Development Agency (CIDA).75 Still they strug-
gled to come up with the money to meet the government’s 200,000
yuan ($25,000) funding requirement and were forced to use their re-
tirement funds to pay for the administrative costs of the Green Vol-
unteer League. Duan’s situation was even worse. Although he at-
tempted to register his organization as an NGO in 1996, he had no
access to the funds needed. It wasn’t until 1999 that Action for
Green was approved, after receiving a grant from the Global Green-
grants Fund, an international NGO that provides small grants to
fund grassroots activities in impoverished and environmentally de-
graded areas throughout the world.

Duan ran into several additional roadblocks in his efforts to estab-
lish an NGO. First, he was compelled to change the name from
Green Action to Action for Green because the former was perceived
as politically threatening. Second, he did not have a full-time staffer
or his own office space. In the end, the group was able to register as
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The New Politics of the Environment 159

the Yunnan Environmental Science Society. Now, however, Duan’s
difficulty is that his organization, like the Green Plateau Institute, is
classified as a second-tier one; thus, it cannot directly accept mem-
bers. All new members of the group must become members of the
Yunnan Environmental Science Society, which imposes scientific
qualifications for membership. Since most of the associates of Ac-
tion for Green are not environmental specialists but photographers,
college students, and teachers, they don’t have the credentials to
join. Thus, although Duan’s group has over seventy core members,
officially, the group consists of only four people. Moreover, although
the Yunnan Environmental Science Organization does not partici-
pate in Action for Green or provide it with any financial assistance,
it must be notified of all events organized by Action for Green. As
Duan states, “Their most important function is control.”76

Nonetheless, Duan has demonstrated a willingness to push the
political boundaries of environmental activism, however gently. In
an unpublished paper, “The evolution of political affairs in response
to eco-environmental issues,” he touches on the continuing dispute
over the wisdom of the Three Gorges Dam. He argues that environ-
mental problems in China cannot be adequately addressed until the
political situation is reformed:

Like any issues in society, environmental issues may be well rec-
ognized and treated if “good directors” fortunately govern an area.
But no one can guarantee a director is good enough to make rea-
sonable decisions as to improve environmental quality. Only if
knowing how to elect good directors and decide who are good
enough to do well, the social mechanism can ensure increasing im-
provement of environment. Decisions as to environmental protec-
tion require making [decisions] on the base [sic] of well under-
standing of scientific background and direct public participation.77

Despite their difficulties, Tian, Wu, and Duan all remain commit-
ted environmental activists with a deep philosophical belief in the
need for environmental protection and social change. Thus, in sev-
eral ways, both environmental and political, the NGOs focused on
conservation issues tend to reflect the ideals put forth by Tang
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Chapter 5160

Xiyang and Dai Qing, calling for greater official transparency and ac-
countability, albeit in less directly oppositional terms. While many
of the NGOs outside Beijing suffer from lack of funding, staff, office
space, and other politically induced constraints, they continue to
pursue their work. At the same time, they are beginning to establish
linkages with NGOs more directly interested in urban renewal,
such as Liao Xiaoyi’s Global Village of Beijing, and thus broadening
the range of their environmental activities.

Beyond Conservation: Cleaning Up the Cities

Like Liang Congjie, Liao Xiaoyi (or Sheri Liao as she is known
abroad), has become internationally renowned for her work on envi-
ronmental protection. In 1996, she established the Global Village of
Beijing, with the purpose of improving the urban environment and
advancing environmental education through television program-
ming.

Originally a researcher at the Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences, Liao traveled to the United States to serve as a policy fellow
at North Carolina State’s Center for International Environmental
Politics. She began to study the role of environmental NGOs and
produced a documentary, Daughters of the Earth, which featured
the work of forty female environmental activists. Inspired, she re-
turned to China and established the Global Village of Beijing, whose
main purpose was to raise public awareness of the environment in
China through television programs.

Liao’s work differs from that of Liang and other conservation-ori-
ented environmentalists in several respects. Unlike Liang, Liao has
registered her organization as a business. When she initially at-
tempted to register an NGO with the Civil Affairs Ministry in 1995,
the two-year moratorium was in effect. In addition, she was told
that she would have to solicit permission from her supervising
agency prior to undertaking any new activities or holding meetings.
By registering as a business, Liao avoided these difficulties and has
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The New Politics of the Environment 161

maintained a greater level of independence, although, as a business,
she has to pay taxes.78

Liao’s organization also differs from most Chinese NGOs in fo-
cusing predominantly on urban issues such as community develop-
ment. With government support, she established a pilot recycling
project in Xuanwu district in Beijing that has now been expanded to
other districts. She is also working with Xuanwu to make it a “green
community.” Eventually, Xuanwu will employ a wide range of effi-
ciency technologies such as energy-saving lights, water-saving
faucets, recycling bins, and so on. To accomplish this, Liao works
closely with the local EPB as well as with other departments of the
local government to ensure that they are vested in the process.

Liao has also supported the Dacheng Lane Neighborhood Com-
mittee in the Xicheng district of Beijing, a group of retired teachers
who have banded together to clean up the local environment. Per-
haps most impressive, Liao founded an environmental protection
education and training center outside Beijing, where forty families
practice a green lifestyle, which includes sorting garbage, reusing
everyday articles, and not using chemical fertilizers.79

Liao’s strategy, which has been an effective one, is to change gov-
ernment policy by example and through media attention. According
to Liao, SEPA Administrator Xie Zhenhua himself has been per-
suaded of the efficacy of green communities and has indicated that
fostering green communities should be one of the main tasks of
SEPA. As of 2002, with the financial support of CIDA, Liao was hop-
ing to develop green communities elsewhere in Beijing, as well as in
Wuhan and Shanghai, where local officials have indicated interest.

Liao views Chinese environmentalism as a triangle, involving the
government, private enterprise, and the nonprofit sector. In her
view, the role of NGOs is to educate the public, help the govern-
ment implement environmental protection policies, and encourage
business to demonstrate more care for the environment.80 She held
a conference on sustainable consumption that involved senior Chi-
nese officials, NGO leaders, officials from the United Nations Envi-
ronment Programme and United Nations Development Program,
and business leaders from companies such as BP and Shell.
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Chapter 5162

In contrast to other environmental activists, Liao is resolutely
apolitical in her public comments. In one interview, for example,
she stated, “I don’t appreciate extremist methods. I’m engaged in
environmental protection and don’t want to use it for political aims.
This is my way, and my principle too.”81 She is extremely reluctant
to become engaged in thorny political issues like the Three Gorges
Dam. While she will state that she does not “like” the project, she
adds that she does not want to “make trouble.” Believing that her
focus must remain on the positive work that she can do to change
people’s behavior with regard to environmental protection, she
maintains an aggressively forward-looking approach. In one private
chat, she told me that in response to pleas from Dai Qing to become
involved in protesting Three Gorges, she argued, “We have a lot of
things to do in China besides Three Gorges. The most important
thing for us is to avoid other mistakes like Three Gorges.”

At the same time, Liao has reached out to NGO leaders through-
out China, holding an annual Earth Day celebration that attracts re-
gional NGO leaders to Beijing as well as environmental activists
from abroad. In 2002, twelve NGOs participated. Liao also took the
lead in organizing an exhibition for the World Summit on Sustain-
able Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, during late Au-
gust–early September 2002. While several NGOs attended the sum-
mit, many more were introduced to the international community
through a World Bank–funded video. The video exemplifies the
transformation in Chinese society since the 1992 UN Conference
on Environment and Development, when China was embarrassed
by its lack of nongovernmental participation.

Liao is a strong believer in the power of the media, and she was a
pioneer in the area of media and the environment. Her television
program, Time for the Environment, is broadcast weekly on nation-
wide CCTV, and she produces a number of specials. In 2002, with
the support of the U.S. Department of Agriculture and CCTV, she
completed a series of nine programs on model environmental
medium-sized farms in the United States that she hopes to place on
local television stations. Indeed, her work highlights the importance
of the media as purveyors of information and as a foundation for fu-
ture environmental NGO activism.
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The New Politics of the Environment 163

Not only Liao’s work but also her administrative skills serve as a
model for other NGOs. Liao has raised $500,000 for her operations,
primarily from overseas sources, and maintains a full-time staff of
seven in a small but bustling complex of offices in the Asian Games
complex on the outskirts of Beijing. Her extensive knowledge of the
media, government, and NGO communities both at home and
abroad is unparalleled.

The Media and Environmental Advocacy

Spurred in part by Liao Xiaoyi’s pathbreaking work, the media
have become an essential element of environmental activism in
China. In a 2001 public opinion poll, almost 79 percent of Chinese
indicated that they learned about environmental protection-related
issues primarily from television and radio.82 Government publicity
was a distant second at 42 percent.83

In recent years, many media personalities and journalists have as-
sumed leadership roles in environmental education. Wang Yong-
chen, the effusive director of Green Earth Volunteers, was perhaps
the first radio host to explore environmental issues, using her talk
show to raise issues such as the Tibetan antelope. In 2003, Wang
helped lead a campaign—successful to date—to halt the construc-
tion of the Yangliuhu Dam on the Min River in Sichuan Province,
arguing that the dam could damage Dujiangyan, possibly the world’s
oldest functioning irrigation system. China’s mainstream media
criticized the dam heavily, and the Chinese public voiced its strong
opposition on Internet websites. Wang argues that this is the first
time that the Chinese people have had input into such an important
project.84

Chinese television is also playing a critical role in environmental
protection efforts by investigating and protesting environmental
crimes. As one former CCTV anchorwoman stated, “Seeking justice
for the public has evolved as an important function of the Chinese
media. Such a function may be part of China’s guoqing—unique na-
tional situation. It is unique because rule of law has not been fully
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established in the country.”85 One of the most popular such televi-
sion programs is Focus. Modeled on the U.S. news program 60 Min-
utes, Focus went on the air in 1994 as an outgrowth of another trial
investigative program, Oriental Horizon. While only fifteen min-
utes long, Focus has become a phenomenon on Chinese television,
drawing 200–250 million viewers and spawning a range of investiga-
tive efforts into environmental and other issues within the Chinese
media.86

In a fascinating paper on the role of the media in China, Li Xiao-
ping, an executive producer of Focus, recounts how people wait in
line outside the Focus studio to ask the reporters to investigate vari-
ous cases of environmental or other types of official wrongdoing.
She also notes that bureaucrats have developed a saying, “Avoid
fires, avoid theft, avoid Focus.”87 The local media are also getting
into the act. In the mid-1990s, a Shanghai restaurant owner finally
paid his fines to the local EPB after the local television station re-
ported on his pollution.88

The media also play a prominent role in enlightening top govern-
ment officials about environmental problems. Former premier Zhu
Rongji was especially prone to take action after learning of environ-
mental problems via television programs; his campaigns against de-
sertification and illegal logging in the late 1990s both stemmed ini-
tially from television reports.89

Grassroots environmentalism may also be spurred by television
programming. For example, the media have played an important role
in engendering a public groundswell of support for battery recycling
in China.90 In one case, Geng Haiying, a young doctor from Dalian,
first became interested in the environment after viewing a televi-
sion program on battery recycling. The program was produced by
Hu Jingcao, a young woman who had become integrated into the en-
vironmental movement in Beijing through Liang Congjie and oth-
ers, producing a number of environment-related programs on issues
such as the Tibetan antelope, the Huai River, and deforestation.

Based on Hu’s program, Geng suspected that local dumps in
Dalian, which were filled with batteries, were leaking and poisoning
the local water supply and produce. She investigated the issue fur-
ther through Green Beijing, SEPA’s website, and by reading about
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The New Politics of the Environment 165

the solid waste problem. She then single-handedly began a program
to recycle batteries in Dalian. The local EPB was supportive, but
since there was no formal law on the books, it did not take an active
interest in addressing the problem. However, when SEPA stated that
battery recycling would be a priority, she extracted a promise from
the Dalian EPB to collect batteries. She then approached department
stores to see if they would be willing to serve as collection points for
the batteries. While the department stores were initially suspicious
of her motives, by April 2000, she had persuaded three of them to es-
tablish recycling bins. Her environmental activism was also sup-
ported by Wen Bo, a Dalian native, who helped her gain access to
outlets such as radio programs for publicizing her work.

Geng’s experience touches on one of the greatest difficulties that
grassroots environmentalism faces: the failure of the state to ad-
dress the environmental protection desires of the populace. In 2000,
another crusader for battery recycling, Tian Guirong, had collected
30 tons of batteries from throughout Henan Province. However, she
commented, “I collected them to help with environmental protec-
tion, but I didn’t realize there would be nowhere to dispose of the
batteries.”91 In Beijing, the EPB has established a hotline and “Use-
ful Rubbish Recycling Center” to collect used batteries and other re-
fuse, but its disposal site for batteries does not meet the state’s own
environmental standards, so the Center has had to hold on to the
batteries. According to one official, the staff is so fearful of phone
calls asking where batteries may be sent that it is suffering from
“battery-phobia.”92

Thus, even with media attention and strong public support,
China’s environmental protection bureaucracy falls short of meet-
ing public needs. Indeed, the range of individuals in China under-
taking private environmental activities, such as private nature 
reserves and garbage collection,93 only points up further the weak-
nesses of the local EPBs.

Geng Haiying’s experience, however, also suggests that the combi-
nation of an activist orientation and media attention can generate
further action. In fact, many of the next generation of environmen-
tal activists have been trained as journalists in China, often with
further study and fellowships at universities, think tanks, and
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Chapter 5166

NGOs abroad, and they bring to environmental protection not only
strong technical expertise but also facility in communicating their
ideas to audiences both at home and abroad. They will be a potent
force for environmental protection, some in service of Beijing, but
many more in service of the broader public’s interests.

The Next Generation of Activists

The future of the environmental movement in China will depend
largely on the outlook of the next generation of environmental ac-
tivists. There is reason to be optimistic. Tang Xiyang, Liang Congjie,
and other NGO leaders are cultivating this group closely. This new
generation has been heavily influenced not only by its interaction
with senior NGO leaders but also by its international exchanges.
The result is a highly skilled, articulate, and politically savvy set of
environmentalists, among them Wen Bo, reporter Hu Jingcao, the
co-founder of Green Plateau Institute Shi Lihong, and Hu Kanping,
editor of China Green Times.

Preeminent among these young environmental leaders is Wen Bo.
At twenty-five years of age, Wen was already a renowned environ-
mentalist with excellent journalistic and environmental creden-
tials. In many ways, Wen exemplifies the new environmental ac-
tivists in China. Early on, he interned at China Daily, working for
Shi Lihong, and then continued to write for several years for China
Environment News. At the same time, he organized student envi-
ronmental groups at universities throughout China, helping to link
them into the China Green Students Forum, which now has a mem-
bership of 250 student groups. He also participated in Tang Xiyang’s
Green Camp, and has spent substantial time working with interna-
tional environmental NGOs such as Environmental Defense, Inter-
national Snow Leopard Trust, and International Rivers Network,
which is the most prominent lobbying organization opposed to the
Three Gorges Dam. In 2001, Wen assisted Greenpeace in establish-
ing its first office on the mainland.

Wen advises many other budding young environmentalists, such
as Li Li, who served as the coordinator for Green Students Forum,
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The New Politics of the Environment 167

and Wang Luqing, who founded the Dalian Student Environmental
Society while a student at Dalian University of Technology.

Hu Kanping, unlike Wen, has remained a journalist, focusing his
reporting on issues related to forestry for the State Forestry Admin-
istration. A literature major in college, Hu came of age politically in
1986–1987 in Shanghai, joining in student demonstrations in sup-
port of the political reform leader Hu Yaobang. An idol for many
Chinese youth during the late 1980s, Hu Yaobang was ultimately
stripped of his position as general secretary of the Communist Party
in January 1987, and his death in April 1989 triggered the Tianan-
men demonstrations. Hu Kanping has spent his career within the
forestry administration of the central government as a reporter for
the agency’s newspaper, Chinese Forestry News, which was re-
named Green Times in 1997.

Both Wen Bo and Hu Kanping recognize the limitations of the
media. In discussing Green Times, for example, Hu stated that
while his reporters are permitted to report on local corruption, they
cannot report on violence or personnel issues. Moreover, while the
forestry administration will give free rein to reporters to publish ar-
ticles on issues like pollution that are outside the bureau’s jurisdic-
tion, it may limit reporters’ publication of articles on some areas
under its jurisdiction.94 However, Hu has also pushed the boundaries
of the acceptable, attempting to make environmental reporting ac-
cessible to the general public. He and Wen, for example, first be-
came friends in October 1995, when Hu attended a newspaper
bazaar to peddle his independent newspaper Green Weekend. While
not a commercial success, it attracted significant positive attention
from the forestry officials who appreciated the lack of official pro-
nouncements and the lively, informative writing style. They en-
couraged him to enliven the official newspaper with such articles
and writing. As Hu became well-known for his work, he was later
invited to join the board of Friends of Nature.

China Environment News, which is supported by SEPA, has seen
its autonomy ebb and flow. Established in 1984, the newspaper at
first published a wide range of articles on pollution, conservation,
biodiversity, environmental technologies, and new laws or policies
issued by the government. It also frequently published exposés of
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Chapter 5168

the corruption and violence that occasionally marred environmen-
tal protection efforts. Moreover, it was free to report on the activi-
ties of international environmental organizations such as Green-
peace, although the purpose of such reporting was not to raise
awareness of environmental problems in China but rather to high-
light opposition to the practices of advanced industrialized na-
tions.95 By the late 1980s, China Environment News was published
three times a week, with a total circulation of approximately
500,000, and had an English language version widely available out-
side China.

During 1995–1996, coverage of domestic environmental issues in-
creased almost 100 percent; in 1996, China’s seventy newspapers
carried 17,555 environment-related articles.96 (By 2000, such ar-
ticles totaled 47,000.) But government attempts to control environ-
mental reporting continued. In August 1995, when five foreign
Greenpeace activists held a protest in Tiananmen Square against
nuclear testing in China, the Chinese government banned all report-
ing of Greenpeace activities and reduced the amount of reportage on
international environmental NGO activity.

And, in 1998, when the Hong Kong–based South China Morning
Post cited a China Environment News article that was critical of
the Three Gorges Dam, it generated significant concern within
SEPA. Later in the year, SEPA halted the English edition of China
Environment News, reportedly for financial reasons.97 Still, the
paper in Chinese remains a useful source of information domesti-
cally and abroad for understanding Chinese efforts at environmen-
tal protection, and an online version of the newspaper provides
readers abroad with easy access to a wide selection of the paper’s ar-
ticles.

Moreover, young television journalists still aggressively pursue
cases of environmental wrongdoing, exploiting the public’s appetite
for such reporting. After producing a program that highlighted the
Huai River Valley disaster and the government’s response, Hu Jing-
cao returned to the River for a follow-up program, only to discover
that the factories were evading the government’s dictates. This
forced the leadership to acknowledge the shortcomings in the cam-
paign.
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The New Politics of the Environment 169

The orientation of this younger group of environmentalists is
open and aggressive. For example, one young journalist with whom I
spoke said he would like to see NGOs increasingly challenge central
government policy, produce high-quality reports that will help in-
crease the government’s efficiency and effectiveness, act as lobbyists
and pressure groups, and use actions like those of Greenpeace to
dramatize environmental issues. Still, he remains cautious about
voicing his opinions openly, preferring to push the boundaries
through his actions.

Others are even more explicit in their demands for change:

China’s transition to a market economy has broadened the base for
civil society. At the same time, the government is still very power-
ful. I think that environment groups can develop under the current
situation, but that in the end, environmental work may lead to
greater democracy in China. In fact, environmentalism and democ-
racy are related. Many NGO leaders are hesitant to say that we are
related, but I believe that the NGO movements are creating
democracy.98

Overall, the tone is one of wariness but also cautious optimism.
This generation of environmentalists seems to understand that the
very existence of the nongovernmental sector is tenuous, but it be-
lieves that time is on its side.

There is no real environmental movement because the government
would be very unhappy if there were a movement. The Party has al-
most all the power and NGOs have no money, no power, and no so-
cial resources. The government wants NGOs to help but not to
make trouble [keyi bangmang bu neng tianluan]. But I agree with
Tang Xiyang. More and more media and NGO focus on environ-
mental issues will lead to more democracy and greater freedom.
The hope is that we will educate the young people about the prob-
lems we have and the need to do something about them. In twenty
years, these young people will be the leaders of China. In this way,
we will build-up a democratic country.99
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Chapter 5170

Hong Kong NGOs: Future Partner or Future Model?

While the next generation of mainland-based environmental ac-
tivists has been influenced by its strong ties to organizations abroad,
as well as its close links to senior Chinese NGO officials, it is also
looking to Hong Kong as a source of funding, organizational assis-
tance, and collaboration on technical and other types of environ-
mental studies.

The reversion of Hong Kong to the mainland on July 1, 1997, fol-
lowing ninety-nine years of British rule,100 engendered much specu-
lation concerning the flow of political and economic influence.
Would Hong Kong become more like the mainland, or would the
mainland eventually resemble Hong Kong? Under British rule, Hong
Kong had developed a number of proud traditions, including a highly
skilled civil service, freedoms of press, speech, and assembly, rela-
tively low levels of corruption, and democratic procedures in some
elections. Hong Kong also developed a small but active environmen-
tal NGO movement, including nature associations, broadly sup-
ported by international NGOs. These NGOs appeal to a wide range
of citizens, from nuclear power activists to bird watchers.

Despite coming from a very different political tradition, the ma-
jority of environmental actors in Hong Kong operate much like
their counterparts in Beijing, allying with the Environmental Pro-
tection Department in opposition to other government or non-
government actors, and focusing on environmental education and
typically nonthreatening activities such as recycling campaigns and
green agriculture.101

But a few Hong Kong NGOs adopt a more confrontational ap-
proach, lobbying against projects such as the airport in the Chek Lap
Kok Island area, a golf course, and the PRC’s Daya Bay nuclear
plant.102 Some of those most actively engaged in confrontational ac-
tivities are branch organizations of international NGOs, such as
Friends of the Earth, the World Wildlife Fund for Nature, and Green-
peace. For example, Friends of the Earth, Hong Kong, and Green-
peace are actively working to stop the construction of a nuclear
power plant on the mainland, in Yangjiang, Guangdong, by the
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The New Politics of the Environment 171

Guangdong Nuclear Power Group. Construction was set to begin in
2002 and to be completed by 2015, but has yet to begin. The plant
would be the third in Guangdong after Daya Bay and nearby Lingao,
a twin reactor station that became fully operational in January 2003.
Plato Yip Kwong-to, former assistant director of Friends of the
Earth, Hong Kong, and a significant figure in Hong Kong’s environ-
mental movement, commented, “The Chinese say it’s safe, but if
something happens we only have two hours to evacuate Hong Kong.
Just like the incident in Chernobyl, you never know when the next
one could be coming.”103 Director of Greenpeace in Hong Kong, Ho
Wai-chi, adds, “It’s the wrong way to go. The Yangjiang plant will
only create nuclear waste when they should be relying on other
sources like wind and solar power.”104

Despite the success they have achieved, environmental NGOs in
Hong Kong face challenges similar to those on the mainland. The
Hong Kong populace is difficult to mobilize on behalf of environ-
mental issues, with the exception of concerns such as Daya Bay,
which are perceived as life-threatening. Fund-raising is problematic
given the overall apathy of many businesspeople about environmen-
tal protection. And according to one NGO leader, many Hong Kong
NGOs have suffered because of the exodus of foreigners after
1997.105

Moreover, many in Hong Kong’s business elite continue to stress
development at the expense of the environment. Sir Gordon Wu
Ying-sheung, chairman of the Hopewell Group, which is responsible
for significant infrastructure development in both Hong Kong and
on the mainland, condemns NGOs as stymieing economic develop-
ment:

If Hong Kong is to be run by consultants and environmental
NGOs, then Hong Kong is dead. . . . A lot of people will be out of
work. But never mind. They will collect their welfare cheques and
have all the time in the world to watch the birds. That’s the future
of Hong Kong. . . . This environmental thing will eventually topple
Hong Kong’s development. You must make clear what environ-
mental protection is. . . . The most endangered species is called
Homo sapiens. . . . Keeping the air and water clean is fine. But it
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Chapter 5172

shouldn’t be a question of just a few tree frogs. . . . Say you build a
road, and there are tree frogs, birds or dolphins nearby. They will go
away and return. Look at the map. See how big the world is? They
can find some place to settle. But we humans are different. We
can’t fly. Without development, there will be no jobs.106

The challenges of Hong Kong NGOs notwithstanding, they are
shaping the practices of their mainland counterparts in important
ways, providing detailed environmental information and crucial fi-
nancial support. For example, Friends of Earth, Hong Kong, funded a
two-year SEPA study published in 1998 on public opinion and the
environment. They also established an annual Earth Award in Sep-
tember 1996 to acknowledge the contribution of China’s journalists
and educators to the environment. According to one mainland ac-
tivist, this nomination process has created a network of lesser-
known activists whom the group supports.107 In June 2000, a delega-
tion of Hong Kong green groups traveled to Beijing to present its
concerns about cross-border pollution to members of the National
People’s Congress.108 The Conservancy Association in Hong Kong
also supports some environmental activists on the mainland, in-
cluding Yang Xin, Wang Yongchen, and some lesser-known environ-
mentalists in Sichuan and Yunnan provinces.

For the next generation of environmental leaders on the main-
land, some of the Hong Kong NGOs also provide a nearby model for
environmental information gathering and lobbying techniques.
Some mainland environmental activists told me that the Hong
Kong NGOs are often more helpful than those from western coun-
tries because they understand China, the nature of the political sys-
tem, and the language. They also produce their materials in Chi-
nese, making them especially valuable for those mainland NGO
leaders who do not speak English. The growing exchanges between
the two groups will likely provide some foundation for future coop-
erative NGO activity on the mainland. Bringing pressure to bear on
Hong Kong-based businesses that are substantial polluters on the
mainland, for example, would provide a natural venue for joint Hong
Kong–mainland NGO efforts.
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The New Politics of the Environment 173

The Future of the Environmental Movement in China

In a China characterized by constantly shifting political winds,
environmental NGOs have moved rapidly into the political space
opened to them during the early to mid-1990s. They have had a sig-
nificant impact in raising environmental consciousness among the
Chinese people through Earth Day information campaigns and a
barrage of television programs devoted to environmental issues.
They have exposed inadequate local implementation of national en-
vironmental protection laws, especially with regard to species pro-
tection and deforestation. And they have begun to work in urban
areas to employ environmentally sound technologies and practices
to improve both the environment and people’s lives. In these ways,
they have served the interests of the Chinese people, their own con-
cerns, and the needs of the government in Beijing.

Understandably, the NGOs have avoided open conflict with the
central leadership in Beijing. Now, however, some environmental
activists such as Liang Congjie and Tang Xiyang have begun to prod
Beijing directly, opening the door to the possibility of more direct
criticism and lobbying by the next generation of environmental
leaders. We can expect this next generation to be bolder. They pos-
sess the full complement of skills necessary to organize effectively:
technical expertise on the environment, strong backgrounds in jour-
nalism and media, and extensive ties to environmental activists
both throughout China and abroad.

Why does Beijing tolerate the increasingly activist environmental
NGOs? For one thing, they provide an inexpensive mechanism for
monitoring local pollution efforts and educating the public on envi-
ronmental protection. While SEPA has not established any exten-
sive linkages or programs with environmental NGOs, their interests
are frequently allied, and Xie Zhenhua has offered direct support for
programs such as green communities that NGOs have initiated.
NGOs also offer a degree of political cover to an otherwise authori-
tarian government, signaling to the world that China does tolerate
independent societal organization.
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Chapter 5174

Veteran NGO leaders in China are sensitive to the possibility that
the government will use them for propaganda purposes. For exam-
ple, in its bid to host the 2008 Olympics, the government solicited
the support of Friends of Nature, Global Village Beijing, and twenty
other environmental groups for the “Action Plan for Green
Olympics.” As Liang Congjie and Sheri Liao both commented at the
time, the NGOs agreed to lend their support in hopes of realizing
long-term environmental benefits. Liao stated, “Whether Beijing fi-
nally wins the 2008 bid or not, the Action Plan for Green Olympics
will be of great significance to Beijing’s sustainable development.”109

Some positive change may indeed be forthcoming. Newspaper ar-
ticles in the lead-up to the Olympics decision mentioned the possi-
bility that Beijing’s largest polluter, the Capital Iron and Steel Com-
pany, would have to be moved if the city won the bid, and in January
2003, Chinese officials announced a $341 million effort to relocate
75 percent of the company to a rural part of Qianan city in Hebei
Province.110 Such a move had been proposed five years earlier, in July
1996, when Liang’s Friends of Nature held a forum on the pollution
generated by the enterprise and issued a report suggesting where the
company might be relocated.111 In the wake of China’s Olympic vic-
tory, however, Liang evidenced more concern than elation, noting,
“My greatest worry is that the committee will focus on making Bei-
jing into a showcase city with water-wasting stretches of grass.”112

The government’s support of NGOs remains qualified. The range
of restrictions it has placed on NGOs regarding registration, fund-
ing, staffing, and location have constrained the number of NGOs as
well as the range of their activities. If the government is committed
to an active and engaged public effort to protect the environment,
especially as a means of overcoming the state’s decreasing capacity
to meet the country’s environmental protection needs, it will need
to relax these restrictions and free NGOs to flourish.

But this is unlikely in the near future, unless there is a significant
change in the political outlook of the top party leadership. While en-
vironmental activists, with the exception of Dai Qing, have been
wary of pushing too hard or too fast for political reform as a means
of enhancing environmental protection, they have not shied away
from articulating similar political ideals. The Communist Party
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The New Politics of the Environment 175

leaders recognize that, in the context of the rapid socioeconomic
changes occurring in China today, the potential for environmental
NGOs and other social groups to press for greater political change,
as in the cases of some Eastern European countries, former Soviet
republics, and Asian neighbors, poses a real danger to their authority
and leadership.
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