
Many countries face challenges similar to those of China in bal-
ancing environmental and economic demands while main-

taining social stability. The scale of China’s environmental degrada-
tion and pollution, however, dwarfs that of most countries. China’s
economic and political transition further complicates efforts to
compare China with other countries and draw useful lessons from
their experiences. Nonetheless, there are broad similarities between
China’s current set of challenges and that confronted by other Asian
countries, as well as several countries of the former Eastern Europe
and republics of the former Soviet Union. Taken together, these
countries reflect the range of China’s environmental problems, as
well as the political and economic dynamics of China’s transition
from a totalitarian to an authoritarian regime and a command to a
market economy. The recent history and contemporary situation of
these countries thus help provide a forecast of potential changes and
trends in China’s environmental protection efforts.

More than a decade ago, the Eastern Bloc countries and republics
of the former Soviet Union confronted the challenge of rapid indus-
trialization and massive environmental degradation within the
framework of socialism, much as China has for the past several
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Chapter 7222

decades. Their economies were dominated by highly polluting state-
owned enterprises (SOEs); they treated natural resources as free
goods; and they paid little attention to energy consumption or pol-
lution control.1 The leaders pursued large-scale development proj-
ects, including dams, river diversions, and agricultural experiments,
with devastating environmental consequences. Environmental pro-
tection was of little real concern.

Yet in critical ways, China today presents a very different picture
from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. China has moved much further along the path to a
market economy and integration into the global economy. The Chi-
nese leadership continues to shed parts of its communist system,
privatizing the economy, breaking free of SOEs, developing land
tenure laws, pushing toward a free labor and genuine housing mar-
ket, and in the process, permitting large-scale economic inequalities
to emerge. While continuing to cloak its behavior in claims of social
justice, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has become largely de-
void of ideological content, serving primarily as a patronage ma-
chine committed to rapid economic development.

In this way, China has begun to resemble more closely the coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe today, as well as its neighbors to
the south and east—the economically free-wheeling but politically
constrained authoritarian states of Asia. At various points in their
recent history, Korea, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philip-
pines have shared with China several of the daunting challenges in-
herent in balancing environmental protection with rapid economic
development. In addition, these authoritarian states lacked, and in
some cases still lack, the transparency, accountability, and political
institutions necessary for effective environmental protection.

In confronting their environmental challenges, these other coun-
tries’ initial decisions favored redressing environmental degradation
through a combination of political and institutional reform rather
than by increasing investment in environmental protection or re-
structuring the economy to encourage economic actors to integrate
environmental protection into their development plans. Thus, they
began by developing an environmental bureaucracy and legal sys-
tem. Like China, they later opened the door to greater public partic-
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Lessons from Abroad 223

ipation in environmental protection as a means of both addressing
the populace’s growing environmental concerns and releasing the
broader pent-up pressures for political change. The international
community also played an important role in shaping the environ-
mental situation in many of these countries. In the end, this ap-
proach affected not only the evolution of the countries’ environ-
mental situations but also their broader political economies.

Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union

Rapid industrialization after the Second World War brought a host
of environmental problems to Eastern Europe and the former Soviet
Union, many of which resemble the challenges facing contemporary
China. Into the 1980s, much of the region relied exclusively on coal
for its energy; in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and
Czechoslovakia, for example, more than 80 percent of the countries’
energy needs were met by coal. As a result, Czechoslovakia pro-
duced more sulfur dioxide than any other country in central Eu-
rope,2 with harmful consequences for agricultural productivity,
plant life, and human health. Bohemia registered shocking levels of
respiratory disease, digestive ailments, heart problems, and birth de-
fects from its coal-based air pollution.3 East German scientists also
acknowledged that the incidence of heart and respiratory diseases as
well as cancer were 10 percent to 15 percent higher in highly pol-
luted regions of the country. In addition, mining and coal use con-
tributed to the loss of agricultural land, falling groundwater levels,
and increasing rates of water pollution from sulfates, phenols, sulfu-
ric acid, and particulate manner.4 Importing clean coal technology,
such as desulfurization equipment from the West, was viewed as too
expensive.5

Poland and Hungary also posted frightening statistics with regard
to water quality. By the late 1980s, Polish officials believed that only
1 percent of their surface water was safe to drink, and as much as 49
percent was unfit even for industrial use. Moreover, almost half of
all major Polish towns had no sewage treatment plants and dumped
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Chapter 7224

their wastewater untreated into rivers and lakes.6 In Hungary, two-
thirds of the sewage water remained biologically unpurified.7

The negative impact of development on the environment was
compounded by the nature of the political system. Environmental
laws were not enforced, managers were not rewarded for environ-
mentally sound production but solely the quantity of goods pro-
duced, access to information was limited, and the right to organize
politically was restricted.8 In Poland, for example, in 1983, the
Council of Ministers cited twenty-seven environmentally endan-
gered areas and put into place regulations to prevent the creation of
new industries harmful to the environment.9 Yet there was virtually
no enforcement of these regulations. This system of political con-
straints and perverse economic incentives produced shocking levels
of pollution and related social costs.

First Steps: Enhancing Government Awareness

As in China, the governments of Eastern Europe began to ac-
knowledge the challenge of environmental protection during the
1970s and 1980s, particularly in the aftermath of the 1972 United
Nations Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE). During
this time, many of these countries established environmental pro-
tection agencies,10 and officials began to acknowledge publicly the
interdependence between economic growth and environmental pro-
tection. In East Germany, the mantra became “an efficient economy
assures adequate investment funds for environmental protection.”11

Numerous environmental laws were enacted.12 By the late 1980s,
for example, Poland had passed thirty environmental laws and reso-
lutions; Czechoslovakia had adopted fifty-three laws and regula-
tions; and Yugoslavia had issued more than three hundred. East Ger-
many, Romania, and Hungary all passed comprehensive state
environmental protection laws during the 1970s, and Bulgaria en-
acted a set of revised environmental management guidelines.13

Yet the impact of these efforts was limited. As two analysts have
commented, “It was one of the greater paradoxes of the communist
period that governments were prolix in legislation aimed at limiting
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Lessons from Abroad 225

environmental damage, yet this legislation did very little to halt the
degradation.”14 Corruption impeded implementation: “Past experi-
ence suggests that money voted for environmental protection is
often diverted to other purposes by local people’s committees and
that exemptions to the water pollution laws are often granted on a
wholesale basis.”15 The primacy of economic development was also
a constraining factor: “Managers were rewarded for fulfilling their
plans and severely penalised for not doing so. . . . The result was
considerable waste, notably of energy resources, and with it pollu-
tion on a massive scale.”16 As in China, too, outdated factory equip-
ment, low fines for polluters, and environmental inspectors who
were overruled on economic grounds all contributed to poor imple-
mentation.17

At the same time, the governments also engaged in efforts—
which presaged those of China during the mid-1990s—to raise the
profile of environmental protection in their countries. Many coun-
tries doubled their investment in environmental protection in their
1986–1990 plans, and environmental impact assessments were en-
acted. There was recognition in Poland, for example, that environ-
mental degradation was a barrier to further socioeconomic develop-
ment, and environmental protection was rated as highly as housing,
food, and energy in public opinion polls. In Yugoslavia, banks were
required to account for environmental demands when granting
loans for new projects.18

Finally, the governments sponsored official environmental protec-
tion organizations devoted to scientific assessment of environmen-
tal degradation and public campaigns to clean up the environment.
Most often, they were also focused on issues of conservation. For ex-
ample, in Czechoslovakia during the 1980s, the Slovak Association
of Guardians of Nature and the Homeland used youth volunteers to
clear up polluted regions and to plant trees.19 Together with its
Czech counterpart, it boasted almost 30,000 individual members in
the early 1980s. In Bulgaria, in the early 1980s, the journalists’
union and the National Committee for the Protection of Nature
jointly agreed to cooperate on environmental protection measures.20

In the former GDR, by 1986, nearly 60,000 people had joined the of-
ficially sponsored Society for Nature and the Environment.21
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Chapter 7226

These state-sponsored groups did not, however, develop a broader
or more systemic critique of environmental protection. Constraints
included poor access to reliable data, severe limits on the activities
they could undertake, and limited interactions with foreigners.22

East European scientists also began to focus on environmental is-
sues. In Hungary, scientists were among the leaders to initiate envi-
ronmental protection. They focused their attention on the environ-
ment at the 1971 Annual Assembly of the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences, and in 1972 held a special conference on the topic.23 In the
mid-1980s, the Polish Academy of Sciences recommended that state
investment in environmental protection for the 1986–1990 five-year
plan ought to be increased by 6 percent.24 These scientific and envi-
ronmental experts were the “most visible and authoritative
spokespersons for the environment,” forming a community that
crossed professional boundaries and included legal experts, scien-
tists, and social scientists who knew each other from their universi-
ties or by virtue of their involvement in one of the nascent environ-
mental organizations.25

The Next Stage: Environmental Activism

Yet these state-sponsored efforts failed to address the underlying
problems—both environmental and political—that plagued the re-
gion. What emerged to fill the vacuum were environmental clubs
with broad societal representation that responded aggressively to
the overwhelming pollution problems.

Non–state-organized environmental activism in Eastern Europe
dates as far back as the establishment of the Polish Ecology Club in
September 1980.26 The development of the club was spurred by con-
cern throughout the country about threats to health within heavily
polluted areas such as Silesia, and there was broad public support for
reviving the long-held Polish tradition of maintaining national parks
and nature reserves.27 Polish scientists, cultural elites, trade union
members, and environmentalists banded together to call on the
local Kraków government either to close or to modernize several of
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Lessons from Abroad 227

the major factories in the city’s vicinity. With the support of the
Kraków mayor, they achieved some success, and by July 1981, the
Polish Ecology Club had fourteen branches and twenty thousand
members.28

In Hungary, as early as the early 1970s, citizens’ groups petitioned
Budapest concerning air pollution and unbearable noise. In one case,
in 1977, citizen pressure resulted in the closure of a polluting fac-
tory after children became ill from lead poisoning.29

In the GDR, the Protestant Church led the fight for environmen-
tal protection. In the 1970s, the church promoted environmental
discussion groups and activism among parishioners. According to
one estimate, at least several hundred people were involved in such
unofficial groups, which held “environmental worship services” in
heavily polluted areas.30 While much of their work was devoted to
activities such as tree planting or riding bicycles, they also protested
a chemical works plant and sponsored discussions on nuclear
power.31 The Lutheran Church even published a clandestine envi-
ronmental journal, Umweltblatter (Environmental Pages).32

The Catalyst: Chernobyl and Its Aftermath

In April 1986, the nuclear disaster at the Chernobyl Nuclear
Power Station in the republic of Ukraine provoked a radical change
in Soviet politics, with effects that rippled not only through the re-
publics of the Soviet Union but also through the satellite nations of
Eastern Europe. The now infamous explosions at Chernobyl on
April 26 emitted more radioactive material into the atmosphere
than the atomic bombs that leveled Hiroshima and Nagasaki.33 The
radioactive gas and particles dispersed as far as Greece, Yugoslavia,
Poland, Sweden, and Germany. The Soviet leadership, however, did
not report the accident to the public until two full days after the ac-
cident, and even then attempted to minimize the disaster by claim-
ing that “the radiation situation in the power station and the sur-
rounding area is stabilized.”34
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Chapter 7228

The domestic and international outrage at the way the disaster
was managed proved a spur to openness in the Soviet Union and em-
boldened the populace to challenge the government’s policies on
other environmental issues. Throughout the Soviet Union, intellec-
tuals, students, and scientists led the drive to establish ecology
clubs that pressed officials to address local pollution problems. In
the face of massive protests in 1986 against the Siberian River diver-
sion project, which was to provide water to the parched cotton and
rice fields of Central Asia, for example, the government canceled
the project, which had been decades in the making.35

By the late 1980s, environmentalists in the Soviet Union were
having a noticeable impact on the path of economic development.
Almost two-thirds of the thirty-six projects planned by the Ministry
of the Medical and Microbiological Industry—reputed to be a seri-
ous polluter—had to be canceled when local groups refused to grant
the necessary land.36 In 1989, more than one thousand factories
were shut down or had their operations scaled back as a result of 
environmental violations.37 Thus, as Murray Feshbach and Alfred
Friendly conclude, the “passage from pollution to politics was an
easy one.”38

Simultaneously, pressures were building in Eastern Europe for
both enhanced environmental protection efforts and greater public
input into governmental policy making. In Poland, many environ-
mental groups attributed both Chernobyl and problems in the Pol-
ish environment to the lack of a public voice in the decision-making
process.39 The media played a crucial role in opening up the political
space for public debate and discussion. As East European analyst
Christine Zvosec argued at the time, “This is due not to any liberal-
ization in reporting policy, but to the inability of ignoring pollution
problems.”40 Environmental problems provoked media criticism of
unusual frankness. In Poland and Czechoslovakia, the media re-
ferred to the respective environmental situations in each country as
an ecological catastrophe or disaster.41 In Yugoslavia, for example,
the press extensively publicized the efforts of environmental ex-
perts to prevent the construction of the Tara River Dam, and a Bel-
grade radio program not only provided information on pollution but
also exposed environmental polluters.42
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Lessons from Abroad 229

The Third Stage: Beyond the Environment

For the governments of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, en-
vironmental protest appeared, at least initially, as a “relatively safe
outlet for expressions of more general discontent.”43 As one Russian
environmentalist stated, “Green activities were tolerated because
officials did not at first identify them as threats to Communist
rule.”44 From the perspective of government officials, properly man-
aged, popular participation in environmental protection could be
constructive:

Criticism should not be superficial or one-sided, but rather sympa-
thetic to the dilemmas facing decision makers. Environmentalists
should be willing to seek realistic solutions and to propose alterna-
tives. Apart from criticizing existing government policy and warn-
ing about potential hazards, social organizations can also play an
important role in increasing the public’s awareness of environmen-
tal questions. Active cooperation between governmental and non-
governmental organizations is a precondition for effective environ-
mental protection.45

But the ecology groups quickly disabused these officials of their
belief in the relatively nonthreatening nature of their activities. Ac-
tivists who began by fighting pollution became leaders in the
broader battle for “cultural, economic and political independ-
ence.”46 In Latvia, for example, the first “environmental” protests
were in fact cultural in nature: In 1984, the activists were devoted to
restoring churches and monuments.47 The Latvian Environmental
Protection Club (Vides Aizsardzibas Klubs; VAK) organized activi-
ties devoted to reinstating the Latvian language, commemorating
the Latvian flag, and honoring the Latvians deported by Stalin in
1940.48 As one Bulgarian activist noted, “Ecological activity was the
only permitted form of action. If you acted around human rights or
religious freedom you just went to prison. Environmentalism was
the only way to express civil disobedience without being ar-
rested.”49 Consequently, VAK served as a point of coalescence for
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Chapter 7230

activists of all stripes. In an interview with Jeffrey Glueck, Valdis
Abols, a VAK vice president, stated, “Many, maybe even the major-
ity of people who joined us in 1987, were very far from green think-
ing. They just saw that this was a political force. They could use this
for their political ambitions.”50 Similarly, a Slovak activist stated
that environmental protection organizations were “the only game
in town.” This meant that activists interested in other issues, for
example assisting the rights of the disabled, joined environmental
protection organizations because they were the only nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) legally sanctioned.51

Other social organizations incorporated environmental issues
into their platforms. In Czechoslovakia, for example, in 1983, Char-
ter 77, an association of human rights activists founded in 1977,
published information from a report by the Czechoslovak Academy
of Science that had been denied publication by the Czech authori-
ties.52 Charter 77 often discussed environmental issues in its publi-
cations, and in 1985, two environmentalists were sentenced to jail
for drawing attention to the deterioration of the forests in Bohemia
and publicly criticizing the Czech government’s environmental pro-
tection efforts.53 This did not deter the organization; in April 1987,
Charter 77 published a full-length treatise on the environment that
called for restructuring the economy and elevating the environment
to a first priority issue for the government.54

In Poland, the labor organization Solidarity also made the envi-
ronment part of its political platform. In May 1981, for example,
Solidarity’s Interfactory Workers Committee advanced a resolution
calling for work to stop at an extraction area until environmental
damage could be addressed.55 By 1988, there was a Green party in
Poland.

The linkage between the environment and broader political issues
such as nationalism and anticommunism, was often made explicit
through opposition to large projects such as nuclear power stations,
dams, and river diversions.56 Severe problems of transboundary pol-
lution and other environmentally related disputes also fostered en-
vironmentalism in Eastern Europe. For example, in 1987, Polish stu-
dents demonstrated against the accidental discharge of heating oil
into a tributary of the Oder River by a Czech factory. When the
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Lessons from Abroad 231

Czech government did not report the incident for several days, the
Polish government complained about the lack of information and
demanded compensation.57 Similar conflicts arose between Austria
and Hungary. As Miklós Persányi explains,

A very heated nationwide debate developed over the importation of
waste from Austria. An enterprise supported by the local council
in Mosonmagyaróvár in western Hungary contracted to dump
garbage sent from Graz. The Austrian partner paid with hard cur-
rency and promised to provide high technology waste management
equipment. Chemists from a local environmental group analyzed
the waste and determined that it contained heavy metals and that
its pollutants were reaching groundwater. The group informed the
public and the authorities, leading the National Authority for En-
vironmental Protection and Nature Conservation to stop the im-
portation. Subsequently, a regulation prohibiting the importation
of hazardous wastes was adopted.58

Two of the most compelling cases were the conflict over the treaty
between Czechoslovakia and Hungary to build the Gabcikovo-
Nagymaros Dam on the Danube with construction by Austrian
firms and the transboundary air pollution dispute between Romania
and Bulgaria.

In the former case, the debate began when leading Hungarian en-
vironmentalist Janos Vargha argued in a 1981 article that the dam
would “change the hydraulic, physical, chemical, and biological
conditions of a nearly 200 kilometer section of the river itself and
also that of the surrounding ground water. These changes would be
harmful to the drinking water supply, the quality of the river and
ground water, agriculture, forests, and fish, as well as the pictur-
esque landscape.”59 By 1984, a grassroots environmental organiza-
tion, the Danube Committee, had been established to oppose the
dam. This organization later grew to encompass other environmen-
tal concerns as well as anticommunism, becoming known as the
Danube Circle, which was registered as an official organization in
1988 and soon began to work with groups in Austria and other in-
ternational NGOs. At the same time, Hungarian environmentalists
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Chapter 7232

began to protest Hungary’s agreement to dispose of toxic waste from
Austria.60 In 1988, forty thousand people demonstrated in Budapest
against the construction of the dam on the Danube.61 One year later,
the government of Hungary decided to halt construction of the dam,
while the Czechs continued its development. However, both domes-
tic NGOs and international NGOs became active in pressing the
government to cease construction. The International Coalition
Against Large Dams and the International Rivers Network (both of
which have agitated against China’s Three Gorges Dam) also
pressed international investors and the government to stop the de-
velopment of the dam.62

Even in Bulgaria, one of the most repressive of Eastern European
societies, the issue of transboundary pollution awakened an envi-
ronmental spirit within the populace. In 1987, the Bulgarian town of
Ruse recorded dangerously high levels of chlorine pollution, spark-
ing a series of demonstrations that fall. The Bulgarian government
was forced to raise the issue with Romanian officials.63 This became
the first real challenge to the Communist Party. The Committee 
for the Defence of Ruse, which was established to address the issue
of the chlorine pollution, later gave rise to the broader Ecoglasnost,
which then became a core component of the Union of Democratic
Forces.64 Although the official bilateral negotiations successfully
resulted in Romania shutting down more than 80 percent of the fac-
tories, environmental activism was unable to emerge under Presi-
dent Nicolae Ceausescu, despite terrible circumstances.65

Environmental issues also served as a catalyst for political change
in several of the Soviet republics. As D. J. Peterson points out, “To
many citizens, the destruction of nature in their homelands epito-
mized everything that was wrong with Soviet development, the So-
viet economy, and the Soviet state itself, and these great injustices
against nature were obvious and easy focuses for action. Nature be-
came a medium for social change.”66 In 1989, the Lithuanian greens
argued that “besides a lack of pollution control equipment, the 
republic suffers ‘a lack of control over its production and re-
sources’ . . . [and] accuse[d] Soviet occupiers of turning the republic
into ‘a colonial industrial dump site producing goods and services
far beyond the needs of its own inhabitants’ ”67 In Georgia, in 1988,
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Lessons from Abroad 233

popular protest against the Transcaucasus Main Railway laid the
foundation for the creation of the Ecology Association under the
auspices of the All-Georgia Rustaveli Society. This became the fore-
runner of the movement that asserted Georgian independence.68

Finally, “there were those for whom environmental groups were
merely a vehicle for pursuing the main goal of overthrow of the
Communist regime. . . . This was to be especially so in countries
where environmental interests were not deeply rooted in the value
system of the people, such as Romania.”69 In such cases, these “en-
vironmentalists” might do little to enhance environmental protec-
tion, electing instead to focus their energies on more politically
salient issues.

Romania, for example, had one of the most polluted cities in East-
ern Europe, Copsa Mica, where the people were routinely covered in
black carbon powder emitted from a local tire factory. Within the
town, more than half the almost three thousand people tested
showed symptoms of lead poisoning. During 1983–1993, about two
thousand people were hospitalized for severe lung and stomach
pains or anemia due to the lead poisoning. Ninety-six percent of the
children between ages two and fourteen had chronic bronchitis and
respiratory problems.70 Yet, the local people were so dependent on
the factory for their livelihood, they perceived the pollution as “part
of reality”71 and were reluctant to agitate. Moreover, despite prom-
ises from the United Nations that it would provide financial support
for improving the situation, Romanian environmental NGOs, such
as the Ecological Movement of Romania, made no push for change.
They were more concerned with blocking Ceausescu in his efforts
to turn the Danube delta into agricultural land plots because this
issue was directly linked to the dictator’s legacy.72

Postscript: A Decade Down the Road

The political and economic transition of Eastern Europe and the
former Soviet Union has produced some environmental success sto-
ries. In some of the wealthier countries, such as the Czech Republic,
Poland, and Hungary for example, a combination of economic re-
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Chapter 7234

form, public pressure, and environmental activism has produced
significant declines in air, water, and soil pollution.73 These coun-
tries have greater resources to invest in cleaner, more efficient tech-
nologies, and have moved away from the pollution-intensive indus-
trial practices of their communist past toward more efficient
production methods.74

Significantly, the desire of many of these countries to join the Eu-
ropean Union (EU), which is imposing stringent environmental
standards for prospective members, is forcing the governments to
ratchet up significantly their environmental protection efforts.
Poland, for example, has achieved some notable progress in its envi-
ronmental record driven in part by EU mandates, taking tough steps
to ban the import of waste from other countries, to increase the fees
for environmental pollution, and to experiment with market-ori-
ented measures such as tradable permits. In Hungary, some believe
that the government’s desire to accede to the EU, rather than the ac-
tions of Hungary’s flourishing environmental movement, is the key
to understanding the country’s efforts to improve its environmental
record.75 Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic were all invited
to join the EU on May 1, 2004.

Yet in other countries in the region, the promise of a greener fu-
ture heralded by the rise of environmental activists and NGOs and
the downfall of communism has yet to produce significant improve-
ment in the environment. There are several reasons for this. Pri-
mary among them is the continued economic straits in which many
countries find themselves. The case of Bulgaria, for example, sug-
gests that the government’s perceived ability to invest in environ-
mental protection has varied according to its overall economic situ-
ation; thus during the mid-1990s, as the economy continued to
deteriorate, Bulgaria’s investment in environmental protection
dropped from 1.3 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 1993
to 0.9 percent in 1995; Slovenia similarly witnessed an overall eco-
nomic decline and corresponding decrease in investment in environ-
mental protection.76

Even as the countries of east and central Europe continue to nego-
tiate the legacy of their communist years such as aging nuclear fa-
cilities and highly polluting heavy industrial factories, rapid eco-
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nomic growth has provided an unsettling array of new environmen-
tal problems similar to those of China: growing air pollution from
the increasing number of cars on the roads; increasing contamina-
tion of the water supply from new pollutants, such as detergents;
and substantial increase in problems of waste management from
plastic packaging.77 In many of these countries, environmental
NGOs have had difficulty transitioning from broader social activism
to the nuts and bolts of shaping environmental policy to resolve
such new challenges.

Political considerations, too, often constrain the opportunities for
these NGOs. Senior Russian officials, for example, have attempted
to prevent environmentalists from reporting on ecological damage
by Russia’s military by framing the issue of nuclear waste as a secu-
rity issue and accusing the activists of treason. Russian president
Vladimir Putin, with support from other Russian officials, also suc-
cessfully blocked a national referendum that garnered more than
two million signatures opposing the import of nuclear waste, a pro-
gram that would earn Russia more than $20 billion over ten years.78

Indeed, the Russian government’s evident reluctance to respect the
role of popular involvement in environmental affairs has led some
environmental activists to link environmental protection with
democracy once again: “[The referendum] is not just a fight against
nuclear waste import, but a fight for establishing democracy and
strong civil society in Russia.”79

With few exceptions, too, the environmental protection agencies
throughout the central and east European states remain weak, par-
ticularly in the face of continued demands to raise the population’s
standard of living. In the case of Russia, President Putin dissolved
Russia’s State Committee on the Environment in 2000, further
hampering the work of Russia’s environmentalists, particularly
since environmental oversight was then passed to the Natural Re-
sources Ministry, the primary agency in charge of mining, oil explo-
ration, and timber extraction.

Finally, many environmental NGOs remain elite-oriented organi-
zations with stronger ties to international funding institutions than
to their domestic constituents. Grassroots organizations, in con-
trast, may be more effective in reaching their constituents but often
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Chapter 7236

lack the funds or organizational skills to sustain them over the long
term.

Asia Pacific: From Economic Miracle to 
Environmental Catastrophe

At first glance, the Asia Pacific countries appear to have little in
common with those of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.
From the 1980s until the onset of the Asian financial crisis in the
late 1990s, the Asia Pacific region enjoyed unparalleled economic
growth. Economies grew at unheard of rates, producing unprece-
dented levels of affluence throughout the region.

Yet this rapid development also produced an environmental disas-
ter that was largely ignored in the planning calculus of the region’s
leaders. Like the countries of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet
republics, the Asia Pacific region as a whole suffered from disregard
for environmental protection, weak environmental protection insti-
tutions, and little opportunity for public participation. Moreover,
like China, the Asia Pacific region also suffers the environmental
burdens of growing automobile use, urbanization, and migration,
among other concerns.

Rapid economic growth in the Asia Pacific has exerted a number
of negative environmental impacts. Water pollution is the chief
problem. Factories dump their untreated domestic waste directly
into streams, rivers, and coastal waters. Throughout Southeast
Asia, denuded uplands have contributed to devastating cycles of
flooding and drought. Agricultural runoff, untreated domestic
sewage, and industrial waste also degrade ground, surface, and
coastal waters. By the early 1990s, World Bank estimates indicated
that in Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand, most pollutants
were growing three to five times faster than the underlying
economies. In metro Manila and several other cities in the Philip-
pines, less than 20 percent of households can access direct water
supplies, and only 14 percent of the population benefits from
sewage treatment.80 In fact, sewage treatment is nonexistent in
most cities in the region, and according to a mid-1990s World Bank
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Lessons from Abroad 237

report, groundwater was polluted by “cesspools, septic tanks, leak-
ing sewers and landfill sites.”81 Moreover, in Thailand, Vietnam,
and Indonesia, so much water was being “sucked up from wells”
that aquifers were being polluted by seawater.82

Poor water quality and water scarcity have threatened both the
health of the region’s populace and its continued economic develop-
ment. In the Java Sea, increasing levels of waste, including toxic
waste from industrial and processing activities, are causing declin-
ing fish stocks and increased morbidity among the human popula-
tion from the spread of infectious diseases. In 1994, in Vietnam and
Hong Kong, the inadequacy of water treatment facilities was blamed
for outbreaks of cholera.

Even in such wealthy nations as Korea and Taiwan, industrializa-
tion threatens water quality. In Taiwan, high levels of cadmium and
copper have contaminated several major waterways used for drink-
ing, aquaculture, and agriculture.83 In Korea, untreated industrial
waste has polluted several primary sources of drinking water.84

While Japan has successfully reduced levels of mercury and arsenic
in its coastal waters, the development of coastal resorts and golf
courses has devastated fish stocks. Overall, degraded water re-
sources hamper continued economic growth throughout the region
through increased morbidity and mortality rates, increased costs to
industry, constrained supplies to agriculture, and decreased value of
freshwater and coastal fisheries.

However, as in China, the most visible sign of environmental pol-
lution in Asia may be the poor air quality. The pollution generated
by automobiles, coal and oil use, and inefficiencies in the supply
and distribution of energy have led to significant health and eco-
nomic problems for the region. Air pollution has been growing two
to three times faster than the economy, and the death toll from air
pollution in Asia is alarmingly high. In Bangkok, for example, cars
and motorcycles emit smoke and dust that contain lead and carbon,
and doctors have found lead in the umbilical cords of newborn ba-
bies.85 Indeed the air quality is so poor that in the mid-1990s, a
group of environmental experts from the University of Hawaii who
visited Bangkok to measure air pollution refused to return to the
city. Air pollution is estimated to be responsible for one to two
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thousand deaths annually in both Bangkok and Jakarta.86 In Manila,
too, urban air pollution exceeds the limits set by the World Health
Organization by 500 percent.87 Japan, with its high levels of auto-
mobile use, has been unable to meet its own ambient air quality
standards for nitrogen oxide in Tokyo and Osaka.

These problems are compounded by increasing population, migra-
tion, and urbanization in many of these countries. By 2015, it is es-
timated that almost two billion people, or more than half of the en-
tire population of Asia, will live in cities.88 The infrastructure
necessary to meet basic environmental, population, energy, and san-
itation needs such as sewage systems, housing, plumbing, power,
and transportation is lagging far behind this growth.

The rapid and devastating manner in which the Asian Pacific
countries have degraded their forest resources has also contributed
to cycles of drought and flooding, soil erosion, and climate change.
Many countries have derived a significant portion of their wealth
from logging. The region boasts the highest average annual defor-
estation rate in the world (1.2 percent). Domestic needs for agricul-
tural land and firewood for fuel are partly responsible for this defor-
estation. But as in China, the substantial income derived from
wood-related products is the driving force behind much of the re-
gion’s loss of forest cover. The process of economic development has
also contributed to the loss of valuable arable and forested land. In
Thailand, for example, Thai developers have turned fertile land over
to developers of golf courses, resorts, and industry. Forested land has
decreased from 53 percent of the total land area in 1961 to a mere 28
percent in 1988.89 In the Philippines, forested land similarly de-
clined by almost 50 percent during 1969 to 1993, transforming the
Philippines from a major world exporter of wood in the 1980s to an
importer by the 1990s.90

In addition to its large wood exporters, the Asia Pacific region is
home to some of the most significant consumers of timber and
wood products. While Japan maintains a 70 percent forest coverage
and strictly regulates domestic timber-cutting, it is the largest net
importer of hardwood in the world. In addition, Korea and Taiwan
are also significant importers; since 1971, South Korea’s imports
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have more than quadrupled, while Taiwan now imports over seven
times its 1971 levels.

The Politics of Resource Exploitation

Despite growing economic affluence and the simultaneous de-
cline in environmental health, political leaders in the Asia Pacific
have been slow to rise to the challenge of environmental protection.
Chief among the impediments to more effective environmental pro-
tection is the close financial, friendship, and often familial connec-
tion among elites responsible for environmental protection and
those in the business communities. The importance of these ties is
enhanced by weak legal infrastructures, especially in the economi-
cally less advanced Asian states.

In Malaysia, for example, leaders traditionally have held the right
to allocate logging concessions to their political supporters. De-
spite measures to improve the situation, international NGOs, such
as Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace, have stated that corruption
is undermining these initiatives, noting that the political structure
is closely intertwined with vested interests.91 In Indonesia in 2003,
experts blamed illegal logging for floods that caused the death of
more than 100 people. The minister of environment stated at the
time, “It is difficult to combat illegal logging because we must face
financial backers and their shameless protectors both from the In-
donesian armed forces and police and other government agen-
cies.”92 This same pattern emerged in the Philippines, where log-
gers often bribed forest inspectors in order to log the timber
illegally; in the Philippines, the illegal timber trade is valued at four
times that of the legal trade.93

Weak environmental agencies also are a central problem for im-
plementing successful environmental policies in virtually every
Asia Pacific country. In part, this is because states typically estab-
lished their environmental protection agencies later in the overall
development of their bureaucracies or as spin-offs from other min-
istries whose primary commitment was not to environmental pro-

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
=



Chapter 7240

tection. Malaysia still does not have an independent environment
agency; rather it is lumped together with scientific issues in a Sci-
ence, Technology, and Environment Ministry. Typically, these envi-
ronmental agencies are plagued with low levels of funding, poorly
trained staff, inadequate equipment and technology, and mandates
that overlap or conflict with those of other, more powerful agencies.
In Thailand, for example, there are “about twenty government agen-
cies with responsibilities related to the problems of water pollu-
tion, . . . many [of these] have made no commitment to enforce en-
vironmental regulations.”94

Moreover, while environmental protection agencies may have
regulatory power, most have no mandate to influence sectorwide
development paths that are responsible for environmental degrada-
tion, such as energy or transportation. In Japan, the Environment
Agency is generally considered among the most ineffective of all
the government organizations. In 1993, for instance, when that
agency attempted to advance a new Environmental Basic Law, the
law was substantially diminished in scope by the resistance of vari-
ous business and government officials, who were concerned that
the law would elevate the status of the Environment Agency and
hinder Japanese economic development.95 In Korea, too, the Min-
istry of Environment did not assume control over monitoring tap
water quality from the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs and
the Construction Ministry until 1994, after the country experi-
enced a high level of contamination at several key sources of drink-
ing water. However, as the ministry had only two or three employ-
ees who possessed the qualifications to be classified as professional
technicians, it turned over much of the management responsibility
to the private sector.96

Even when national elites have supported stronger environmental
protection efforts, regional authorities have often undermined
them. In Malaysia, for example, regional authorities who received
revenues from timber royalties have hampered the efforts of the na-
tional government to curtail illegal logging. Moreover, each state
has autonomy over its forests and is responsible for issuing its own
forestry ordinances, for zoning forest areas, and for instituting the
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Lessons from Abroad 241

mechanisms to enforce the laws. Yet in one heavily logged area—
Sarawak—during the mid-1990s, there was only one forestry depart-
ment official.

The reluctance of Asia Pacific leaders to take strong action by in-
creasing investment in environmental protection, raising fees for
polluters, or strengthening enforcement has left gaping holes in en-
vironmental protection efforts throughout the region. What has
emerged to fill this gap in each country—with or without the active
encouragement of the government—has been a hybrid of environ-
mental protection efforts led by NGOs, the media, individual local-
ities, and business leaders. This amalgam of approaches parallels
that of China.

In a few cases, as in China, individual regions have led the na-
tional governments in environmental protection efforts due to citi-
zen interest or especially motivated local elites. In Japan, for in-
stance, Kawasaki City approved a “basic environmental plan” that
was more stringent than the national government’s plan to improve
air, water, and soil quality and to enhance energy efficiency in its
urban heating. In Minimata, where mercury poisoning in the 1960s
affected people in areas around Minamata Bay and resulted in the
birth of environmental activism in Japan, the municipal govern-
ment has now transformed the region into a model environmental
area. It established an extensive recycling program in which resi-
dents separate their household garbage into twenty-three categories,
which is further refined into eighty-four types. In 1999, about five
thousand people representing corporations and local governments
visited Minimata to learn from the city’s experience.97

In some of the wealthier, more industrially advanced countries of
Asia, businesses are playing an active role in advancing environmen-
tal protection. In Japan, for example, Toyota Motor Corporation in-
vited 450 of its suppliers to a meeting at which the company asked
them to earn ISO 14001 certification, which connotes that compa-
nies have attained international standards of environmental produc-
tion, within four years. By summer 2000, about 200 companies had
earned the certification.98 Japan’s Minebea Group and its electronics
and bearings plants have won acclaim not only in Japan but also
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Chapter 7242

worldwide for their work on ozone depletion and their efforts to sup-
port environmental protection in cities such as Shanghai.99

Pushing the Boundaries: The NGO Sector

Throughout the region, however, one of the most potent forces for
environmental protection has been NGOs. Along with the media
and international NGOs, domestic NGOs have played a crucial role
in raising the profile of environmental issues both among govern-
ment elites and within the general populace. They transmit infor-
mation, educate, monitor the implementation of laws, and chal-
lenge official findings. Often they provide important technical
expertise, contributing to both the identification and the solution of
a problem.

Once unleashed, governments have found NGOs a difficult force
to contain. Frequently they go beyond the mandate of the central
government, challenging not only local actors but also central offi-
cials. In some cases, they have become enmeshed in broader politi-
cal movements, providing cover for democracy and human rights ac-
tivists.

Indonesia and Malaysia evidence the complexity of the relation-
ship between government and NGO activity. Here, the governments
have tried to co-opt the NGOs. The Indonesian Ministry of the En-
vironment, for example, in the early 1990s called on NGOs to sup-
plement its weak capacity and help mobilize public support for gov-
ernment programs such as its Clean River Program, which worked
to clean up twenty-four of the country’s most polluted rivers. The
Ministry of the Environment actively encouraged NGOs to ally
with community groups and the media to monitor the progress of
local industry efforts. By 1993, more than two hundred enterprises
had agreed to decrease their pollution loads, and the water quality of
the rivers significantly improved.100

At the same time, watchdog organizations such as the press and
NGOs were carefully monitored to prevent an “all out assault” on
vested interests and government policy.101 In the early 1990s, for ex-
ample, local villages in Sumatra protested deforestation and water
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Lessons from Abroad 243

pollution resulting from a rayon factory. The government closed
down an NGO and arrested and intimidated the protesters. In re-
sponse, Wahana Lingkungan Hidup Indonesia (WALHI; the Indone-
sian Form for Environment), a national-level forum of NGOs, filed
Indonesia’s first ever environmental court case challenging both
government and industry compliance with environmental regula-
tions. Although the case was lost, it set a precedent and demon-
strated a new level of environmental NGO activity.102 More re-
cently, in 2001, four Indonesian NGOs threatened to call for an
international boycott by Indonesia’s aid donors if the government
did not take action to halt illegal logging.103

In Malaysia, in 2001, environmental NGOs originally supported a
government and business-led effort to encourage Malaysian busi-
nesses to certify voluntarily that their timber products were derived
from sustainable resources. This certification process has become
increasingly important in international trade in timber products.
However, in early 2002, the fourteen NGOs and community-based
organizations withdrew their support, claiming that their participa-
tion was being inappropriately marketed as signifying NGO ap-
proval for the plan.104

Such independent, proactive behavior is not typically welcomed
by authoritarian governments. As the Malaysian energy minister
commented, “Environmentalists are not qualified to make com-
ments on the economic feasibility of such projects.” Yet some are
willing to voice an alternative perspective. One Malaysian court of
appeal judge, Datuk Gopal Sri Ram, called on the judiciary to sim-
plify the regulations for public interest litigation on the environ-
ment and to strengthen the authorities responsible for environmen-
tal protection and enforcement, noting that the environment was
suffering as a result of the lack of public participation in environ-
mental protection.105

In the Philippines, Thailand, and Korea, NGOs have extended
themselves well beyond the boundaries of environmental issues and
have been frequent and vocal opponents of state policy. During peri-
ods of military or authoritarian rule in each of these countries, envi-
ronmental issues were closely entwined with broader political
protest movements.
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In Thailand during 1974–1975, a student opposition movement
protested the government’s decision to grant valuable, illegal min-
ing concessions to the Thailand Exploration and Mining Corpora-
tion (TEMCO). It was the first time that the authority of the mili-
tary government had been so challenged. Eventually, the students
won, the government rescinded the concessions, and environmental
groups blossomed throughout the country.106 Over time, NGOs have
become an accepted part of the Thai decision-making process, aided
by several factors. As the Thai middle class grew during the 1980s,
their concern over environmental degradation increased, the mili-
tary government opened the space for popular participation on envi-
ronmental issues, and the international community stepped in with
substantial financial and organizational assistance.107 Thai NGOs,
for example, worked with the Electric Authority to reconfigure the
Pak Mun hydropower project to minimize the number of people
who would need to be relocated due to flooding. This process was fa-
cilitated because the government fully expected that its plans would
undergo public review before the project was initiated.108

In the Philippines and South Korea, environmentalism became
even more closely linked to calls for democracy. Under the rule of
authoritarian dictator Ferdinand Marcos during the early 1970s, en-
vironmental protests in the Philippines were closely integrated into
the broader struggle for democracy. The democratic movement
shaped the agenda of the environmental movement by highlighting
the link between environmental degradation and authoritarianism
and pointing out the abuses that occurred from the “exclusion of
public participation in development planning, the concentration of
resources in a few hands, and the intolerance to alternative develop-
ment strategies fostered under undemocratic political and economic
structures.”109

By the time Corazon Aquino assumed power in 1986, NGOs had
become a strong, independent force, in large part because interna-
tional donors were channeling aid through the NGOs rather than
through a government that was perceived as corrupt and ineffi-
cient.110 In 1997, the government halted construction of a coal-fired
power plant outside Manila, largely due to political pressure by the
environmental NGO, Crusade for Sustainable Development. The
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Lessons from Abroad 245

group proved that the power company and local officials had col-
luded to conceal public opposition to the project and that there had
been numerous environmental violations.111

In South Korea, democracy activists often used environmental
movements for political cover; throughout the 1970s, environmen-
tal protection was one of the few issues over which the military
regime permitted public protests.112 At the same time, the environ-
mental movement learned from the democracy movement, adopting
its strategies of protest and confrontation.113

As in the Philippines, as South Korea began the transition to a
democracy in 1987–1988, the environmental movement shifted its
tactics from active confrontation to peaceful action, putting a prior-
ity on “creating a mass base, acquiring expertise . . . and [seeking]
mass media attention and public sympathy.”114 In 2000, Green
Korea United, one of the largest environmental organizations in
Korea, filed a lawsuit against the government via one hundred chil-
dren throughout the country, alleging that the government had per-
mitted the quality of life to deteriorate with its “reckless and unruly
urban development.”115 Green Korea United also launched a suc-
cessful campaign to prevent Taiwan from shipping its nuclear waste
to North Korea.116

Thus, NGOs have sometimes been a powerful force in setting the
environmental agenda in Asian countries. Yet many governments
remain wary of NGO activity and limit their activities through var-
ious restrictions and requirements. Some of this wariness stems
from the link that has emerged between environmental activism
and broader issues of social change. According to one editorial in a
Malaysian newspaper, this link has two negative consequences.
First, it suggests that environmental NGOs are remiss in not focus-
ing on their core issues such as the “illegal infrastructure encroach-
ment in national parks and invasion of watershed areas.”117 Second,
and undoubtedly of greater concern, is the belief that environmental
NGOs may use their base of public support to agitate for human
rights. As the editorial noted,

It is not an exaggeration to say that pure environmental move-
ments today have become intertwined. In fact they could even be

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
=



Chapter 7246

described as being a prisoner of the 1990s global spread of concern
for human rights. This variation was born out of Europe and has
become very effective, particularly in promoting democracy in de-
veloping countries. . . . It may, therefore, be time to reconsider the
perception of NGO groups so that the entire community is not dis-
credited by human rights groups that disguise themselves as envi-
ronmental NGOs. In this way the legal and technical matters are
not confused by sentiment or ideology that are western-based
rather than relevant and home grown.118

In wealthier Asian nations, such as Japan and Taiwan, environ-
mental activism has progressed along two distinct paths, much like
in the United States. First, are the NGOs concerned primarily with
local or “not in my backyard” issues, such as polluting enterprises,
incinerators, or nuclear power plants. Such groups might utilize tra-
ditional rituals, religion, and folk festivals to agitate for change. Tai-
wanese activists, for example, organized a parade in opposition to
China Petrochemical Plant, including martial arts performing
groups with real weapons; their performances were threatening
enough to cause one thousand riot police to back down.119

A second, sizable element of the environmental movement in Tai-
wan is devoted to global environmental issues. Because the move-
ment has been advanced largely by intellectuals trained in the
United States, its focus has mirrored that of the West, emphasizing
global issues such as deforestation, nuclear power, the ozone layer,
and climate change.120

In Japan, the vast majority of Japanese NGOs are locally based;
only 9.5 percent consider themselves national organizations. Their
primary focus is nature protection, and secondarily global environ-
mental protection and pollution. They direct the majority of their
energy toward recycling, antipollution campaigns, and organic food
and other cooperatives.121

The political structure in Japan is not conducive to a flourishing
NGO community. For example, gaining tax-exempt status requires
either capital assets of about $2.5 million or a vast membership.
(The number of members needed is determined by the ministry
with which the NGO is affiliated.)122 In addition, NGOs rely heavily
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Lessons from Abroad 247

on government funds, especially from the Environment Agency,
which during the mid-1990s, was criticized for disbursing money to
“industry affiliates and quasi-governmental organizations” rather
than genuine environmental NGOs.123 Finally, NGOs have few
entry points into the Japanese political structure; there are no provi-
sions, for example, for public participation in environmental policy
making or implementation. Environmental litigation is also rare be-
cause the scope of activities that may be challenged by environmen-
tal activists is narrow, and the highest court tends to support the
government.124

Despite the decades-long history of environmental NGO activity
throughout the region, many NGOs face overwhelming difficulties.
In Japan, the Philippines, and Thailand, NGOs rely heavily on exter-
nal funding: in Thailand, many NGOs receive as much as 80 percent
to 90 percent of their financing from overseas supporters.125 And in
several Asian countries, the media is still controlled to a large ex-
tent by the government, which limits access to information.

Government and business have also co-opted many Asian NGOs.
In Thailand, for example, while grassroots NGOs still protest dam
construction, mining, and urbanization, big business has fostered a
“cooperative” approach toward environmental protection pursuing
green technology and beautification campaigns.126 They thereby es-
cape public censure and, to a large extent, neutralize potential criti-
cism from environmental activists.

Nonetheless, environmental NGOs have pushed the envelope of
environmental protection throughout the Asia Pacific region, chal-
lenging central government plans and, in some cases, mobilizing the
populace for local environmental protection concerns. While re-
stricted in activity—whether for economic or political reasons—
they nonetheless provide one model for China’s future environmen-
tal protection efforts.

Lessons for China

Throughout the Asia Pacific region, Eastern Europe, and the So-
viet Union, during the 1980s, the tale of environmental protection
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is a relatively straightforward one. Senior government officials
placed a premium on economic development, believing that it held
the key to social stability. The environmental consequences of this
relentless drive to develop, however, inevitably began to damage
public health, the standard of living, and society’s overall well-being.

The leaders’ initial response to their environmental challenges is
a political one: to develop an environmental protection apparatus
with a central agency (often with regional or local bureaus); to
promulgate an array of laws; and to open a degree of political space
for citizen involvement. Two decades later, in countries that have
prospered economically such as Japan, Korea, Poland, Hungary, and
the Czech Republic, government leaders are enabling these environ-
mental bureaucracies, grassroots efforts, and legal infrastructures to
fulfill their missions by devoting greater resources to environmental
protection and supporting the legitimacy of environmental actors.
In the central European states, international pressure from the EU
also has been a critical factor in energizing the governments’ com-
mitment to environmental protection.

Still, the majority of governments in Asia, central Europe, and
Russia remain focused overwhelmingly on economic development to
the near exclusion of environmental protection. They avoid the more
difficult choices—to invest substantially in environmental protec-
tion, to assess heavy fines for polluting enterprises and other envi-
ronmental malpractice, and to raise the prices for natural resources—
fearing that such policies will jeopardize economic growth. Their
integration into the international economy is a mixed blessing,
bringing both international environmental assistance and access to
better environmental technologies from trade and foreign invest-
ment but also the potential for more rapid exploitation of their natu-
ral resources and import of others’ polluting industries and waste.
NGOs flourish in some countries, but their efforts often are ham-
pered by legal and illegal means. Even in wealthy democratic nations
like Taiwan and Japan, the role of environmental NGOs has been ef-
fectively circumscribed by political considerations.

Compared to their counterparts in the United States and Europe,
Asian NGOs and media have been less well institutionalized. They
often depend on financing from governments and multilateral devel-

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
=



Lessons from Abroad 249

opment banks, considerably weakening their autonomy.127 In addi-
tion, in East Asia, there has not been a “strong participatory cul-
ture” or a “well-developed charitable ethic”128 to support a more
proactive environmental movement. In the countries of Eastern Eu-
rope and the former republics of the Soviet Union, especially Russia,
too, NGOs have encountered significant political roadblocks in at-
tempting to continue their environmental activism. And when gov-
ernments feel threatened by environmental activism, such as in
Russia or Malaysia, for example, they may resort to accusing envi-
ronmental NGOs and activists of acting against the best interests of
the state.

The experience of these countries reinforces much of China’s
story to date and is suggestive of both future challenges and oppor-
tunities in China’s environmental protection effort. As we have al-
ready seen, economic development has provided the wherewithal for
a few regions within China to begin to respond more aggressively to
their environmental challenges: investing greater resources, em-
powering local environmental officials, and attracting environmen-
tally sound foreign investment. The demands for accession to inter-
national regimes such as the European Union accelerate a
commitment to environmental protection, suggesting that China’s
accession to the World Trade Organization may, in a more limited
fashion, produce similar results.

Still as the majority of countries continue to struggle economi-
cally, their environmental institutions remain weak, their willing-
ness to enforce laws and insist on environmentally sound foreign in-
vestment remains poor, and their tolerance for wide-ranging fully
independent environmental activity remains limited. Much of
China seems to be on this environmental trajectory.

Broader Political Change and the Environmental Factor

Beyond the consequences for the environment, however, the path
elected by these countries to respond to environmental degradation
and pollution has had enormous consequences for the broader polit-
ical economies of the countries. In Eastern Europe, especially in
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Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, environmental
groups and activists were key players in the downfall of communist
regimes.

Green movements throughout Eastern Europe shared several fea-
tures. They were rooted in the intelligentsia (writers, academics,
scientists, and other professionals) and the younger generation, es-
pecially college students.129 They also boasted prominent intellec-
tual leaders who were interested both in political change and envi-
ronmental reform. For example, Alexander Dubcek—who had led
Czechoslovakia during the 1968 Prague Spring, which brought six
months of political openness in the country before Soviet troops in-
vaded—was a forester. In Armenia, one of the first environmental
protests was led by 350 intellectuals, such as the writer Zori Bal-
ayan, who petitioned general secretary Mikhail Gorbachev to ad-
dress the devastating air pollution problem in Yerevan, the capi-
tal.130 Yury Shcherbak, a famous cardiologist-writer, also served as
the head of Zelyonny Svit (Green World), a NGO organization in
Ukraine.131 He later became Ukraine’s environmental affairs minis-
ter.

Environmental movements also served as a “school of indepen-
dence for an infant civil society.” Glueck has termed this a “shelter
function”—these movements or organizations provided cover for
grievance sharing and civil association.132 As Glueck eloquently
states,

The environmental appeal drew on deep chords of feeling: a sense
of assaulted nationhood, moral pollution, and social helplessness.
Environmental degradation occurred under the direction of bu-
reaucracies unaccountable to local communities; it occurred
amidst a deepening sense of social despair; and it occurred without
freedom of information, without public review, and without the
secure right of remonstration. These frustrations, along with the
infant associations of civil society, blossomed within the politics
of ecology.133

He goes on to note,
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Lessons from Abroad 251

Green campaigns and organizations were meeting grounds for lib-
erally-minded individuals, breeding grounds for activist citizens
and alternative elites, and training grounds in organization and tac-
tics. They were an education in self-initiative for people long rec-
onciled to waiting for state directives and in cooperation for people
used to distrusting their neighbors. Utilizing the resource of their
being “apolitical,” they undertook activities that challenged the
State’s control over communication and human mobilization.134

Glueck also points out the “values function” performed by envi-
ronmental movements; that is, especially among youth and the in-
telligentsia, environmentalism provided a new world view that was
devoted to a more “harmonious, post-materialist, and caring poli-
tics—one directly opposite the consumerist and self-directed values
promoted by neo-totalitarian life.”135 Glueck cites the Hungarian
campaign against the Danube dam as emblematic of this function.
The dam brought together a wide range of value-oriented concerns:
environmentalism (the dam would destroy an irreplaceable ecosys-
tem, and Hungary’s largest underground water source would lose its
self-cleansing capacity and eventually dry up); nationalism (the dam
would mean the destruction of a historic national site); and democ-
ratization (the dam represented an opportunity to mobilize the pub-
lic in criticism of the Communist Party).136

In some cases, then, transboundary pollution issues or large, un-
popular government projects served to raise the flags of both envi-
ronmentalism and nationalism, thereby forging broad societal con-
sensus against both the project and the ruling government. In
otherwise totalitarian states, environmental issues provided a state-
approved outlet for public discontent. Environmental degradation
and other political considerations fueled awareness and political ac-
tivism, environmental NGOs became the lightning rods through
which popular social and political discontent was channeled. The
result was not necessarily an improvement in the state of the envi-
ronment but, in several cases, the reconfiguration of the entire sys-
tem of governance.

In the Asia Pacific region, environmental activists also became
closely linked with democracy activists and agitated for broader po-
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Chapter 7252

litical reform. In these instances, environmental issues did not serve
as a catalyst for regime change but did permanently enlarge the po-
litical space for social action.

Political Change and the Environment in China

Whether NGOs in China will play a role similar to those of East-
ern Europe, the former Soviet Union, and Asia in advancing broader
political change remains an open question. In some of the former re-
publics of the Soviet Union and countries of Eastern Europe, forces
for political change were galvanized around a single environmental
issue, like the Danube dam in Hungary or the Chernobyl nuclear
plant in Russia and Ukraine. In addition, disparate religious, human
rights, labor, and environmental interests were able to coalesce
around political change because they had developed means of com-
munication and a formal organizational structure with clear goals
and committed leaders. At least three necessary factors were pres-
ent in these other countries that enabled NGOs to engage in ad-
vancing broader political reform: (1) an ability to tap into existing
broader societal discontent; (2) links with other types of NGOs and
an ability to communicate within the NGO community; and (3) co-
alescence around a particular environmental challenge, often in-
volving governmental corruption or lack of transparency.

In China, societal discontent is evident everywhere. It is ex-
pressed in forms as diverse as mounting labor unrest, peasant
protest, and increased religious activity. As the government has di-
minished its role in guiding the economy, its role in managing soci-
ety has decreased as well. For this reason, it retains few levers to
shape public opinion and action, with the exception of suppression.
It is this discontent, if mobilized throughout the country and more
specifically directed at the Communist Party, that Chinese authori-
ties fear.

Chinese leaders are especially wary of the potential for religious
organizations to become conduits for broader social discontent. In
general, the Chinese government has permitted religion to flourish
during the past two decades. However, the reform process is now
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Lessons from Abroad 253

fostering conditions for the politicization of religious organizations.
The current political and economic uncertainty, the public percep-
tion of a lack of virtue and integrity among Chinese officials, and
the role of religious groups in meeting social welfare needs such as
education and medical care, all suggest that religious organizations
might become a vehicle through which Chinese society is mobilized
for political change. Moreover, China’s pre-1949 history is replete
with examples of challenges to political authority by religious
movements and secret societies. Hence, Beijing’s full-scale attack
against practitioners of Falun Gong, the spiritual and exercise move-
ment, after ten thousand adherents gathered around the leadership
compound Zhongnanhai in Beijing in April 1999.

The widespread discontent in China’s countryside is another
worry for the Party leaders. In Hunan Province in January 1999, for
example, more than ten thousand peasants, organized by a two-year-
old illegal organization of local farmers (Volunteers for Publicity of
Policies and Regulations) rallied to protest excessive taxes and the
corruption of local CCP officials. They were met by hundreds of po-
lice and a riot squad from the provincial capital. The leaders of the
organization fled to Beijing to try to appeal to the central party lead-
ership, where they were later arrested.137

Cities, especially in China’s northeastern rustbelt, have also be-
come sites for frequent protests. In March 2002, between thirty to
fifty thousand oil workers in Daching protested the giant oil com-
pany PetroChina’s failure to fulfill its pension obligations to its re-
tired workers. In another city in Liaoning Province, Liaoyang, labor
leaders organized tens of thousands of Chinese workers and pen-
sioners in March 2002 to protest low retirement pay. Although the
organizers of the protests were quickly arrested—indeed swift
reprisals are the rule whenever a protest appears to be well planned
and organized—the workers continued to demonstrate, calling for
their leaders’ release.

Such protests are not likely to abate in the foreseeable future, as
Beijing appears increasingly unable to meet the social demands of
its citizens.

Based on the experience of other countries, what would it take for
China’s nascent environmental movement to become a real politi-
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cal force, tapping into this broader societal discontent? Three ele-
ments would be essential: (1) a unifying aspiration, (2) a means of
communicating, and (3) an issue or event that would serve as a cata-
lyst for action.

First, there would need to be a goal that unifies disparate inter-
ests. Some environmental groups, such as the China Development
Union (CDU), have tried to articulate such unity. Registered in 1998
by a former journalist and businessman, Peng Ming, in Hong Kong
under the China Cultural Exchange Company, the CDU, which
boasted seven thousand members, had as its formally stated goal ad-
dressing issues such as the environment, unemployment, and cor-
ruption. In his 1998 book, The Fourth Landmark, Peng argued that
“China’s industrialization policies over the past half century would
cause enormous environmental disasters.”138

The CDU’s mission statement articulates a loose linkage between
environmental protection and democracy:

The purpose of the CDU is to unite all the Chinese people of in-
sight and related organizations and accelerate the transformation
of the Chinese nation from the industrial civilization to the eco-
logical civilization. The CDU works on the fulfillment of human
being’s perpetual living and the healthy development of human na-
ture as necessary for an ultimate realization of the sustainable de-
velopment of the state and the happiness of the people. Presently,
CDU modulates its current point, one of its most important, on
pushing forward the political reform, the establishment of a demo-
cratic and constitutional government, and the amelioration of
human right condition.139

As Peng stated, “Our goal is not to destroy the old order but to cre-
ate a new one.” Not surprisingly, the Chinese authorities became
alarmed at Peng’s intentions. In July 1998, Peng invited Fang Jue, a
well-known political reformer who had earlier distributed a public
statement calling for democratic reforms based on a Western system
of checks and balances, to discuss strategies for political change.140

In October of that year, Beijing shut down the CDU and detained
Peng as he attempted to flee to Hong Kong.141 He served eighteen
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Lessons from Abroad 255

months in a labor camp before being released. At the end of 2000,
Peng fled to Thailand, and then on to the United States, where he
continues to agitate for political change in China.142 During spring
2003, for example, Peng founded the China Federation Foundation,
which seeks the forceful overthrow of China’s communist govern-
ment. His vision for China includes religious freedom, freedom for
NGOs, political parties, and rule of law. Yet his approach to over-
throwing the government, including encouraging a collapse of the fi-
nancial system and/or violence, has alienated him from many other
Chinese democracy activists based abroad.

The plight of He Qinglian, the acclaimed Chinese journalist and
author of China’s Pitfall (1998), further suggests the precarious posi-
tion of those who link environmental protection to broader social,
political, and economic challenges. While He is not per se an envi-
ronmentalist, her work includes discussions of environmental
degradation in the broader context of the failings of the CCP, such as
corruption, lack of accountability, and lack of transparency. During
2000, He lost her job as an editor at the Shenzhen Legal Daily for
her outspokenness, and in June 2001, fearing imminent arrest, she
fled to the United States.

Second, there would need to be a means of communication among
NGOS. One possibility is the Internet. The China Democratic
Party, for example, has used it to communicate both within and
across provincial boundaries without alerting Beijing, demonstrat-
ing that this vehicle is a potent force for organizing subversive activ-
ity. The SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) crisis in spring
2003 also demonstrated the potential of instant messaging as a
means of communicating within society.

Finally, there might well have to be a catalytic event or disaster to
tap into and ignite the widespread but often latent dissatisfaction
that many in China feel concerning the CCP and the current social
and economic situation. The Chinese leadership, however, has
proved adept in handling such situations (for example, the 1998
flooding of the Yangtze River), rising to the occasion and even en-
hancing its legitimacy in the process. Without such a catalytic
event, a more likely future path for China may well be that taken by
some of its Asian neighbors, with environmental NGOs serving as a
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constant force for reform, exposing corruption, demanding political
transparency, and contributing to the gradual evolution of the polit-
ical system.

Still, linkage between environmental politics and political change
in China may arise from yet another source. In January 2001, the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences published a study reviewing the
lessons of the collapse of the Soviet Union for China’s leaders. The
book, The Collapse of a Superpower: Deep Analysis of the Reasons
for the Soviet Disintegration (Chaoji Daguo de Bengkui—Sulian
Jieti Yuanyin Tansuo), is noteworthy for its conclusion that “politi-
cal dictatorship, ethnic chauvinism, and diplomatic hegemonism”
were the reasons for the USSR’s collapse. The authors called on the
Beijing leadership to move more rapidly toward political reform to
avoid a similar fate.143 Environmental NGOs, with their uniquely
nonthreatening message and form of mass activism, might be tapped
to play a role in developing their own political platform.144

For China’s leaders, the message of history is clear. While involv-
ing citizen participation in environmental protection, encouraging
regional initiatives, and supporting the efforts of private business
may yield some important gains in improving specific environmen-
tal problems, these strategies are not sufficient. Moreover, an envi-
ronmental protection apparatus that is weak and undermined by
corruption or by more powerful industrial interests only fans the
flames of environmental protest. In extreme cases, once the door
has been opened to the formation of social groups, like environmen-
tal NGOs, other social interest groups focused directly on advancing
political change can be expected to join the cause. Few countries
have managed to retain an authoritarian government while permit-
ting nongovernmental action to thrive.
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