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CHAPTER 5 


STATE AND SOCIETY IN CHINA'S 


ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS* 


Bjijrn Alpermann 

Over the past two decades, the proliferation of new t()rms of social 
organizations in China has engendered a lively debate among Chinese 
and foreign observers about their role in politics and their relations 
with the party-state. Environmental groups in particular have been a 
focus of interest. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) still aims at 

monopoly on organization and therefore places restric
tions on the growth of independent associations. Nevertheless, there 
has been an undeniable expansion of social organizations. 

Over the course of the debate on social activism in China, different 
concepts have been advanced to explain the emergence of new social 
organizations within the context of an authoritarian one-party state. 
The next section will briefly review the major contending perspectives 
on relations between the party-state on the one hand and social orga
nizations on the other. It will argue that neither society-centered nor 
state-centered approaches can satisfactorily explain the current politics 
of social activism in China. Instead, it \vill propose a third perspective 
building on Joel Migdal's "state in-society" approach to reconcile the 
perplexing ambiguity of this relationship. This chapter will contend 
that if we are to make sense ofseemingly 
society relations, we need to fully recognize the 
the party-state and the emergent civil 

The rest of this the next section 
will discuss the of state and society. It first addresses 
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progress and limits of state environmental politics betc)re tllrning to 
the legal and political constrailllS imposed 011 social organizations in 
China. Thus, it demonstrates that the nascent environmental l1love~ 
ment has to be understood in the context of both Ji'agmented authori
urianisl11 ,1l1d tj'agmented civil society. In the latter case, fi-agmem,uion 
means that it is not enough to look at environmental nongovernmen 
1<\1 organizations (ENGOs) exclusively. Instead, the environmental 
movement consists of nnmerous diftcrent actors that are so far at best 
tentatively linked. 

The second section will discnss the changing dynamics and strate· 
gies of environmental groups within this political environment. It 
thlls places their interaction with the state at the center of analysis. 
In particular, it highlights new and more contentiolls strategies tor 
ellvironmental advocacy and the greater reliance on the law on the 
one hand and incipient links between state and social actors on the 
olher. I t argues that the fi'agmentation of the state provides opportu
nilies for social activists to become "embedded," yet at the same time 
C.ll1 be a source of consider,tble risk for them. In the conclusion, we 
cOllie back to the llllestion of how to best understand recent trends 
in environIllental and state-society relations. 

CONTENDING ApPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF 
STATE-SOCIETY HELATIONS IN CHINA 

Since the early 1990s, there has been a lively debate on how to con 
ceptllalize the emergence of organized social forces within Chinese 

as these new actors challenged the notion of a Leninist politi
cal system in which the CCP claims a monopoly oforgauization. One 
grollp of authors saw in these new social organizations the 
of a "civil society," llnderstood to mean a sphere of volllntarily orga
nized social interests relatively independent fl'om the state. Others, 
however, llsed corporatist models to explain how the party state 
attempted to control aud coopt emerging sociallorces into its organi
zational fold. While most of this "civil sodety" versns "corporatism" 
debate centered on business associations as prominent examples of 
emerging social organizations, similar arguments have been advanced 
reg,trding environmental gronps.! Thus, some authors sec ENGOs 
at the I<)rcfront of China's budding civil society (Yang 2005; Cooper 
2006; Thompson and LlI 20(6). 

But Western conceptions of civil society and corporatism have 
COll1e under criticism t<)r their overemphasis of antagonistic relations 
between stale and society. while lllost emllirical studies conducted 
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in China found cooperative or even symbiotic relations and blurred 
boundaries between state and society (Solinger 1992; Salch 2000; 
Ho 2(01). Most scholars now agree that Chinese civil society orga
nizations do not work in opposition to the party-state bllt in contrast 
arc connected with it through various ties. 

However, differences of emphasis between more society-centered 
and more state-centered approaches remain. Thus, falling under the 
first paradigm, Ho advanced his notion of"embedded activism," which 
sees ENGOs as establishing symbiotic relations with politicians. Ho 
(2007: 198) suggests that the central state is the most valuable ally of 
ENGOs against local state actors and polluting industries, an assessment 
shared by Lin (2007) who calls Chinese environmentalism a "social 
movement with Chinese characteristics." Cooper (2006: 109--136), 
based on her fieldwork in Southwest China, proposes a "local associa
tional model" to conceptualize the mutual accommodation of local 
state and civil society actors. And Yang and Calhoun (2007) recently 

that ENGOs together with the media had produced what they 
call a "green public sphere." All of these models point to the fragmen
tation of the party-state: in this view, bureaucratic rivalry and conflicts 
of interest between different administrative tiers and branches create 
openings for civil society to engage in environmental activism. 

Closer to the corporatist line of reasoning are governance per
spectives, especially those that can be called state-centered.2 Such a 
governance perspective highlights the tact that states can use social 
organizations to achieve better policy results. In this vein, Jayasuria 
discusses "the emergence of a new regulatory state, whose function has 
shifi:cd from direct allocation of social and material goods 
environmental protection) to the more indirect provision of regulatory 
frameworks." \Vhile he acknowledges the "tremendous variation in the 
relative dependency, origin and purpose of the NGO-state relation
ship," he contends that there is "a dispersal, not a diminution, of state 
power," and llses the Chinese case to bolster his claim that "negotiated 
governance" can in fact create "new t(xms of relational capacity that 
reconfigure the state within society" (Jayasuriya 2005: 21, 31). In other 
words, this view emphasizes the usefulness of state~civil society linkages 
fur the state's side. A similar point is raised by Salmenkari (2008) who 
hypothesizes that the Chinese party-state is using NGOs in the fashion 
of its accustomed "mass-line" approach to gather information about 
society, just as it is making use of "mass organizations" or "democratic 

under the CCP's united fi'ont policy. 
Furthermore, Jayasuriya (2005: 22) stresses that "fragmentation is 

not simply a question of erosion of the central policy capacities of the 
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state; it is also a reconstitution of new policy capacities and functions 
within the context of a new regulatory state." Thus, in this state
centered perspective, these processes may even play out to enhance 
state capacity while at the same time transforming the state itself 

It has to be acknowledged that the differences between the expla
nations sketched here are not stark. Both "society-centered" and 
"state-centered" approaches to the study of Chinese NGOs highlight 
the mutual connections between state and societal actors. Their dif
ference lies primarily in where they place their emphasis. Authors in 
the first category tend [() stress the eftect these tics have for social 
activism, namely, "limiting while enabling" (Ho and Edmonds 2007: 
337). Those in the second category rather choose to highlight their 
impact on the state, that is, effectiveness-enhancing while poten
tially transf(>rIl1ative. Here it will be argued that it is in fact possible 
to reconcile these perspeaives by using Migdal's "state in-society" 
approach as a starting point (Migdal 200]). 

Developing his "state in-society" model Migdal argues that states 
and societies constitute each other and are locked into processes of 
interaction that continuously transform both. Thus, in this perspective 
neither is the process ever ending, nor is the question which side is 
getting the better of the other. Rather, the emphasis is squarely put on 
interaction itself: it is a process-oriented approach. In Migdal's words, 
"The need is to break down the undifferentiated concepts of state and 
society in onkr to understand how each pulls in multiple directions 
leading to unanticipated patterns of domination and transf()fJnation" 
(Migdal 2001: 98-99). While the studies on Chinese ENGOs cited 
above have already moved in that direction-in tact, a recem publica 
tion by Sun and Zhao (2008) employed a similar fblmework-this 
article attempts to push the analysis one step further by more tlilly 
recognizing the t!'agmentation of both state and civil society in China 
and its enect on their interaction in environmental politics. 

Although this social fi·agmemation is hinted at by both Ho and 
Lin, their stress is on embeddedness, which brings legitimacy to envi
ronmenta� groups. My contention is that only parts of the social activ
ists become successflllly embedded and that even their position may 
become precariolls again if political winds shift. The party state is still 
able to segment the environmental movement and prevent certain 
parts of it from becoming entrenched and legitimized. In briet~ while 
the fi'agmenution of the state creates opportunities for "embedded 
social activism," it is at the same time the sOllrce of considerable risk 
tllr environmental activists. In a generally volatile political setting, 
the boundaries of the permissible are ill defined, ,llld competing state 
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actors may suppress even legitimate environmental concerns voiced 
by social activists. To make this point, the next section begins with 
analyzing the fl'agmentation of state and civil society in China, before 
turning to recent trends in environmental nn!,t",< 

THE FRAGMENTATION OF STATE AND SOCIETY 

Environmental Protection Administration in China 

It is an often observed fact that breakneck economic development in 
the reform era starting in the late 1970s has had a huge detrimental 
impact on the ecology ofChina, its neighboring states, and last but not 
the least, the global environment (Smil 2004; Economy 2004, inter 

Of course, some ofChina's environmental problems have a much 
longer history: deforestation, erosion, and desertification all started 
centuries ago (Elvin 1998). And the Mao era of forced development 
also took a heavy ecological toll (Shapiro 200] ). Nevertheless, it is tair 
to say that the economic boom of the past three decades exacerbated 
preexisting ecological conditions to a degree previously unknown and 
added a number of new problems. No matter where one looks, it is 
clear that China's environmental situation is deteriorating rapidly as 
economic growth without due regard to its consequences contin
ues: air, water, and soil increasingly sutler fi'om polllltion, while the 
"traditional" environmental problems like deforestation continue and 
threaten wildlife habitat and biodiversity. 

Without going into detail, suffice it to say that the Chinese govern 
ment gradually came to accept the need for a more balanced growth 
model, and not too soon: preliminary calculations of a so-called 
Green GDP by the State Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) 
and the State Statistics Bureau published in September 2006 showed 
that environmental damages (of 511 billion RMB) wiped Oil t at 
least three percentage points of China's economic growth (Sternfeld 
2006: 27). 

State efforts at environmental protection can be dated back to at 
least 1973, the year of the first national conference on environmental 
protection, or 1979, when a first (trial) law on environmental pro
tection was issued (Palmer 1998: 790-791). This trial version was 
superseded by a new, permanent version in ]989, and a host of more 
specific laws on environmental protection were promulgated especially 
in the 19905. China now has a very strict and comprehensive body 
of environmental protection legislation (Hellser 20(1), but prob
lems remain in its administrative enfi}rcement. In 1984, the National 
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Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA) was tormed with 
lent environmental protection bureaus (EPBs) at lower administra
tive levels, now cOllnting some 2,500 at the municipal and county 
levels (Tilt 2007: 919). In ]998 during a general downsizing of state 
bureaucracies, environmental protection bucked the trend: NEPA 
waS elevated to full ministerial rank and is now called SEPA (Jahid 
1998). Again, in March 2008, its profile was raised by renaming it the 
Minislry ofEnvironl1lental Protection (huauji1tg blwhltbll).3 However, 
it currently employs only some 300 officials at the national level and 
a lew thousand at lower levels, which is insufficient to slIccessfully 
address the mounting challenges. 

frequent problems in environmental administration continue: 
a growing density of environmental legislation, polluters are 

taken to task because en/{)rccmcnt of existing regulations is 
weak. This is not only due to lack of manpower, resources, and techni
cal expertise on the pan of local EPBs. A more important reason can 
be seen in bureaucratic organization: like other local bureaucracies, 
EPBs at a given level of the hierarchy are subject to two sometimes 
competing supervisory organs. One is the vertical (or tiaotilw) line 
of authority emanating Irolll SEPA in Beijing and extending down 

the administrative hierarchy to the county level. The second is 
the horizontal (or kllaikuai) authority wielded by the government and 
p,lrty organs at the same administrative level the EPB is situated in. 
In the case of environmental protection, the vertical superior only has 
"professional guidance relations" (yewlt zhidao gttanxi) with the sub
ordinate unit. This means it only supervises the technical aspects of the 
subordinate's work. By contrast, the horizontal superior controls the 
personnel and financial aspects of the work and can issue binding orders 
in what is called a "leadership relation" (liitgdao glumxi). Theret{)re, 
local EPBs regularly take local developmental needs into account when 
implementing environmental regulations (Jahiel 1998; ill more detail, 
Sinkule and Ortolano 1995). In case of a clash between, say, a decision 
on the site of a new industrial plant and environmental regulations, 
local EPB otlicials are likely to neglect environmental protection to 
please local political leaders. Even if they tried to enforce stricter regu
lations, local governments can force them to comply because of their 
control over personnel and finances of the EPB. Thus, entorcement is 
a perennial problem (Vermeer 1998). 

A related point is the weak institutional standing of SEPA. When 
competing with more powerflll ministries t()r resources and attention 
of the top leadership, SEPA is at a disadvantage. for instance, the 
ministries governing water resources and electricity have much more 
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dout within the Chinese bureaucracy and often neglect proper envi
ronmental protection procedures in pushing torward with controver
sial projects. In these instances, SEPA can only make its presence felt 
if it succeeds to enlist the support ofother bureaucratic actors. A case 
in point is the so-called Environmental Impact Assessment Tempest 
(hlla1tpingftngbao) (Moore and Warren 2006: 11): in January 2005, 
the outspoken SEPA Vice-Director Pan Yue issued a temporary halt 
to 30 big construction projects because respective environmental 

assessment (EIA) reports had not been approved before con
struction started. This was rightly hailed as an "extraordinary and 
unprecedented move"4 by SEPA to enforce the 2003 EIA law. 

However, the relevant companies Eliled to comply immediately. 
The enSiling standoff between SEPA and weighty development 
companies-including the heretofore unassailable Three Gorges Proj
ect Corporation was only decided in SEPA's favor when the central 
government's mighty National Development and Reform Commis
sion (NDRC) weighed in. This underscores the potential strength and 
weakness ofsuch a strategy of institutional alliances: ifSEPA manages 
to build an alliance with other more powerful bureaucratic players it 
can be successful. Yet it can be argued that in this case, environmenlal 
concerns and macroeconomic policies of retrenchment coincided. Of 
the 30 projects, 26 were energy-generation schemes that the central 
government was trying to restrict at the time of SEPA's action. Thus, 
in other instances when economic development plans and environ
mental concerns fail to coincide, it will be much harder to garner the 
support of other ministries and commissions. Furthermore, even in 
this high-protile case, the State Council eventually mediated a face
saving settlement and construction was restarted after EIA reports 
were approved. 

The weakness of SEPA was also revealed in another infamous 
incident: the chemical spill in the Songhuajiang in November 2005. 

an explosion in a chemical factory in Jilin City, 100 tons of 
containing highly toxic (nitro- )benzene were released into 

the river in Northeast China. Local officials at first tried to cover LIp 
the incident and denied any negative environ11lentalimpact. However, 
as the contaminated slick made its way downstream, news could no 
longer be contained. Harbin, the capital of Heilongjiang 
had to shut otT its water intake from the Songhua River, and massive 
eftorts had to be 11ndertaken to supply its 3 million inhabitants with 
drinking water. The attempted cover up and tardy reaction by local 
governments were severely criticized by the Chinese press and political 
leadership. In the end, a Vice-Mayor ofJilin City apparentlv committed 
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suicide, and the Minister f()r Environment;!l Protection was moved 
to another position for the failure of SEPA to isslle a timely warning 
and provide truthful and reliable intormatiol1 (Chilla llktuell 2005 ).5 
It is doubtflll, however, if this measure will improve information flows 
within the environmental protection bureaucracy, as there remain sig
nifiGHlt disincentives on reporting environmental disasters built into 
the system. Also, it is too early to judge whether the elevation ofSEPA 
to become the Ministry of Environmental Protection in March 2008 
will have a major impact on its institutional standing. 

It is important to bear in mind that none of these problems is unique 
in the environmental sector: lack of enforcement due to dual authority 
structures, bureaucratic infighting, and secrecy plague Chinese politics 
ill every policy ficld. This is why some researchers call China's political 
system a "fragmented authoritarianism" (Lieberthal 1992). This obser 
vation confcmns to that of "society-centered" authors, ,IS noted above. 
Blit it is directly at odds with an image of the "new regulatory state" 
ad\\lJ1ced by Jayasnria as the dispersal of state power actually seems to 

n:sult in its diminution. Moreover, the incorporation of societal inputs 
via institutionalized complaint systems has so tar only had mixed and 
limited results (Lo and Leung 2000; Wanvick and Ortolano 20(7). It 
is thercfi:>rC too early to speak of the emergence of a "new regulatory 
state" in China's environmental governance. 

R.ather, the tragme11ted authoritarianism model seems to provide 
the more appropriate characterization. Within this contex.t, SEPA is 
attempting to build burcaucratic alliances with other state actors to 

enhance its institutional standing and advance its own agenda. But this 
strategy is not necessarily successflJ!. Thereton.:, SEPA is also beginning 
to look tor allies outside the realm of the state, thus blurring the line 
between state and society. This is the political context in which ENGOs 
evolved. We will nmv turn to the tragmentation of civil society, which 
in important respects mirrors the situation of the party-state. 

NGOs IN CHINA: FRAGMENTS OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

In China, NGOs are a product of the rettmn era. They occupy the 
space between the party-state on the one hand and society at brge on 
the other. Therct()re, their emergence was only made possible with 
the retreat of the party-state 6'om its almost complete dominance 
over society under Mao. Nevertheless, the party-state still places 

constraints 011 NGOs' organizational independence, 
r.IJism, and growth, which is why a civil society in China is still only 
in the making. 

STATE AND SOCIETY 

Over the 1980s, the party-state at first tolerated the largely uncon
trolled emergence of NGOs. But after cracking down on the student 
protest movement of 1989, the central government issued regUla
tions on the proper registration and administration of so-called social 
organizations (shehui tuanti).6 These regulations required all NGOs 
to reregister with the administration in charge, the Ministry of Civil 
Aft:lirs (MoCA). In order to do so, an NGO needs a "sponsor"-a 
government, party, or other official institution that takes on respon
sibility t(X that NGO. The sponsor is called "hang-on unit" ltJualzao 
danwei) or more colloquially "mother-in-law" (popa) , because it 
oversees and controls the actions of the NGO. Thus, organizational 
independence is circumscribed, although in actual practice the degree 
of supervision varies considerably (Ma 2005: 64-66, in more detail). 

A further hindrance for NGO development is the prohibition to 
establish more than one social organization with the same purpose in 
one administrative area. For instance, there can be only ol1e tan club tor 
anyone soccer team. This measure restricts organizational pluralism. 
This can be particularly problematic if a government-organized NGO 
(see below) is already established and thus occupies a ilcld of action 
(Yang 2005: 54-55). And finally, NGOs arc not allowed to estab
lish branches in other administrative regions than the one they were 
originally registered in, and this dearly hampers organizational growth. 
These restrictive methods are attempts to create a stale corporatist sys
tem of interest representation that helps coopt societal actors into the 
organizational told of the party-state. This is the point emphasized 
authors proposing a corporatist model to explain NGOs in China as 

pointed out above. 
In spite of these strictures, the party-state's attitude to NGOs has 

not simply been negative. As it attempts to retreat trom more and 
more social functions it llsed to provide, the government has come 
to value social actors stepping in. It now encourages "social torces" 
(!ihehtti litiang) to take over some responsibilities in poverty eradica
tion, education, health, environmental protection, and other areas 
(Ma Qiusha 2006: 49-61, in detail). 

But the party-state remains wary of toO much independence on 
the part of NGOs. This became dear in 1998 when newly revised 
NGO regulations were issued: instead of relaxing the just described 
constraints, the new regulations kept them on the books and even 
created a ne\v hurdle by instituting high capital requirements tor the 
establishment of a new NGO. Currently, a start-up capital of 100,000 
RMB is necessary to register a national-level NGO and 30,000 RMB 
tor regional organizations (CIVICUS 20(6). Nevertheless, the sector 
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con tinned to grow, and at the end of 2005 comprised almost 170,000 
social organizations? 

In fact, many of those were foundcd by government initiative, as 
bureaucratic downsizing required the state to find ncw employment 
for former otlicials. These are com111only referred to as "government
organized NGOs" or GONGOs t(Jr short.s However, the distinction 
between CONGOs and "authentic" NGOs is a ditlicult one. Many 
GONGOs have been weaned off government support and many 
NGOs have intimate relations with their "sponsor" unit. As a result, 
the degree of independence varies from case to caseY Moreover, in 
China's still rather closed political system, strong relations with the 
party-sute are llsually seen as necessary to be effective, to "get the 
message through." Surveys show that many "authentic" NGOs in 
China crave better relations \vith government departments (\Vexler, 
Ying, and Young 2006). However, tor the sake of simplicity, we will 
below lise the term NGO for "bottom-up" initiatives by societal 
actors and GONGOs for state initiated organizations. 

Within this general legal and political context, NGOs have been 
Sll bject to varring "political winds." Encouraging signs and bad omens 
fix NGO development alternate or even appear at the very same 
time- a clear manitCstation of the t"agmented nature of the Chinese 

and the ambivalent attitude toward NGOs adopted by the partr
state. Corporatist as well as civil society approaches each capture differ
ent aspects of this ambiguolls state-society relationship, yet both tail to 
gLtSp its complexity and linkages between actors of both realms. This 
will become Danicularlv clear when looking at ENGOs. 

DEVELOPMENT 011 ENVIRONMENTAL 

NGOs IN CHINA 


Growth of the Sector 

The first ENGOs were started in the mid 1990s by prominent and 
f{mnders who to this day continue to shape the development 

of these organizations. The first to be otficially recognized in early 
1')94 was Liang Congjie's hiends of Nature (zimn zhi you) (CEl) R 
2(01). Liang Congjie himself is a well-respected protcssor of 
(now retired) ~md member of the Chinese People's Political Consulta
tive Conference. His Euher Liang Sicheng was a renowned architect, 
and more crucially, his grandElther was the late-Qing, early-Republic 
rd()t"Jller, journalist, and politician Liang Qichao. His lineage awarded 
Liang Congjie with a special staws ~md all easy access to higher political 
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circles. Thus, Liang Congjie can certainly be said to be an "embedded 
activist," to use rIo's concept. His organization is formally registered 
and sponsored by the Chinese Academy of Culture (Zho1tgguo Ivenhua 
shuyuan) (hence its otlicial name Green Culture Sub-Academy). 
Friends of Nature is mainly devoted to nature conservation, but has 
in recent years ventured into the more contested domains of pollution 
control and dam projects. However, its approach has been to cooperate 
with government whenever possible in order not to antagonize state 
otTicials and to gain wider appeal to the public. 

A similar outlook has been adopted by Liao Xiaoyi (Sheri Liao), the 
U.S.-trained tounder of Global Village Beijing (Beijh'tJ diqiuCU1J). Her 
NGO is almost exclusively engaged in environmental education and 
propagating a "green lifestyle," most importantly through a regular 
TV show (on these two in more detail, Klein 2004; Economy 2004). 
Environmental education is directed at the public in general or at par
ticular groups (like schoolchildren), and does not entail any criticism 
of sUte policies or individual state agencies. From the point of view of 
the party-state, it is "nonthreatening" and even supportive of national 
policy. Theretore, it is the most welcome contribution NGOs can make 
to the environmental efforts of the state. In contrast to "Friends of 
Nature," "Global Village Beijing" has been registered not as a social 
organization but as a "non-profit enterprise." This kind of registration 
is much easier to obtain, yet it means that taxes have to be paid 
donations received). And it also means that it is not as deeply embed 
ded in the party-state. 

These two organizations can be characterized as the "tirst genera
tion" of ENGOs in China. In the meantime, their number has risen 
significantly to more than 1,600 otTicially registered ENGOs in 2001 
and 2,768 in 2005 (CEDR 2001: 322; Lin 2007: 155). On top of 
this, there are probably another 2,000 unregistered ones (likely includ

those registered as "non-profits"). 10 While Ho interprets this large 
number of unregistered NGOs as a failure of state controls (Ho 2001: 
914), the complicated registration process detailed above is at least suc
cessful in marginalizing a large segment of an incipient environmental 
movement and denying it legitimacy. It is thus contributing to the 
fragmentation of civil society. 

In general, both officially registered and unrecognized organizations 
can be characterized as such: their activists usually are well educated, 
and many have a background in the media like Dat Qing or Wen Bo 
(on media-ENGO relations, Yang 2005: 55-56). Wen is ora younger 
generation bur Dai Qing stands Ollt as a well known journalist and 
early environmental activist. She even earned international reputation 
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tor her crItique of the environmental impact of the controversial 
Three Gorges Dam in the 1980s. Briefly ill jail for her alleged role 
ill the Tiananmen protest movement of 1989, she was released prob

because of her family ties with Marslul Ye Jianying, an important 
in the communist revolution and the People's Liberation Army 

(PLA) (Ho 2001: 9(0). 
As with Liang Congjie, such persoual ties with the party-state pro

vide a kind of embeddedness tix environmental activists. In fact, the 
same can be said with respect to Pan Yue. Himself a former journalist, 
he is also son-in-law of PLA general Lill Huaging, fonner Vice-Head 
of the powerful Central Military Commission. As mentioned above, in 
2003 1\m became SEPA Vice-Director and ever since has been olltspo
ken ill press interviews over China's environmental problems. He is also 
actively t(>Stering emerging linkages between his agency and environ
mental groups in civil society, which will be dis..:ussed below (SUll and 
Zhao 2008: 157).11 The rciore , with some justification Pan could be 
called "the best embedded environmental activist" in China. 

Quite a few of these activists earned higher education degrees or 
re..:eived training in the United States and other Western cOllntries. 
A large number of ENGOs was IOllnded as student groups in Chinese 
universities. Although most ENGOs are still based in Beijing, numcrous 
regional NGOs have also sprung up. SOllle of these were founded 
members of the Beijing-based groups like Friends nfNatllre, and othcrs 
re..:eived training or even tlnancial help in the form ofgrants li'0111 those 
in the capital. An example fix this is Green River Network, set up by 
Yang Xin in Sichuan to protect the upper reaches of the Yangzi River 
(Ewnol1lY 2004: 156-157; Cooper 2006: 125). Thus, the prohibition 
on setting lip bran..:hes ill the provinces has been to some extent circum· 
\'cnted. This also compromiscd dlorts to create a tight state corporatist 
system of control. 

Broadening of ENGO Activities 

Environmental cducation is a field of activity in which relations 
between ENGOs and the party-state can be expected to be mostly 
ul1problemati..: or even symbiotic. Over the 19905, the Chinese party
state in..:reasillgly recognized the positive role that ENGOs wuld play 
in cnviromnental lJoliti..:s, but also delineated the limits of proper 
panicipation. ENGOs and individual activists t(}r most part accepted 
these limitations and ac..:ommodated themselves with this state
clssigned role (Qing alld Vermeer 1999). However, more recently 
activists also entered more contested domains. This section and the 
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next twO provide an overview of this shifting tocus and strategies 
while also analyzing the consequences for state-society relations. 

To be sure, environmental education remains a major pursuit of 
ENGOs in China followed closely by nature conservation and bio
diversity protection. These can be seen as less controversial activities 
and include absolutely nonthreatening activities such as bird -watching 
or collecting garbage in nature reserves. Even where more assertive 
activities are applied, they usually criticize not the government per se 
but for instance illegal logging in forests far away fj'om the capital. 

An example for this is the fight for the habitat of the snub-nosed 
monkey in the Yunnan-Tibet border region of Southwest China led 
by nature photographer Xi Zhinong over the ] 990s. However, even 
this kind of activity can become politically charged. In 1998 long 
after logging in this area had been officially banned, Xi Zhinong went 
undercover to shoot a documentary showing the continuing defor
estation. This is tantamount to criticizing the failure of government 
policy and means treading more dangerous terrain. Because the ones 
being singled out for criticism were local officials failing to implement 
central policy, this kind of investigative reporting has mostly been 
tolemted. In tact, from the point of view of the central government, 
this kind of additional check on its local agents should in prin..:iple be 
welcome. It helps to mitigate the above mentioned problem of lax 
enl()[cement of national policies. In this case, Premier ZIIlI Rongji 
came to the fore and forced local officials to undergo selfcriticism 
(Sun and Zhao 2008: 148). However, this central state support and 
tolerance for investigative reporting is never guaranteed and its bor
ders are illdefined. In the case of Xi Zhinong, despite the su..:cess of 
his campaign against logging, he lost his job in the Yunnan Forestry 
Bureau and even received death threats (Economy 2004: 151). 

Government officials remain sllspicious about environmental 
groups, especially the more combative ones. Another dramatic episode 
highlights this. From the mid- to late-1990s, a group ..:alled "Wild 
Yak Brigade" fought tor the Tibetan antelope in Qinghai and against 
poachers hunting it for its fUf. However, the group's first head (Gisang 
Sonam Dorje) was killed by poachers in ] 994 and his successor and 
brother-in-law (Zhawa Dorje) died of a gunshot wound in 1998 at 
his home. Although this was said to be a suicide, circumstances were 
suspicious. This campaign received widespread support from other 
environmental activists (like Xi Zhinong and journalist Btl Kanping 
of Green Times) and NGOs (FoN, Yang Xin's Green River Network). 
This alliance of groups and individuals alerted the public and the 
political leadership to the issue. However, in 1999 the government 
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of Yllshu Prefecture began to move against the group, and in 2001 
succeeded in having it disbanded. It remains to be seen whether the 
now established state ranger team will be effective in its fight against 
illegal hunting of the endangered species (Economy 2004: 153-156). 
But the episode shows dearly that chances t()r "survival" ofcombative 
environmental groups are slim even when they pursue the entorce
ment of official policies. 

That this situation has not significamly improved until recently is 
demonstrated by another case. 12 Former salesman Wu Lihong led a 
ten-year crusade against pollution of the Taihll, China's third larg
est fresh-water lake. His activism is similar to what O'Brien and Li 
(2006) called "rightful resistance." Collecting evidence of polluting 
chemical plants in his hometown Yixing hil1lselt~ Wu attempted to 

raise the alarm on the lake's deteriorating water quality by lIsing the 
media. He met with some success as well as with resistance. Over 
time he and his wite both lost their jobs, hilt ill 2005 he was honored 
by the National People's Congress as an "envirOlllllental \VdlTior." 
However, he continucd to step on important people's toes and failed 
to become embedded in local politics. 

Things came to a head when SEPA in 2006 decided to confer 
Yixing thc laudatory designation of "model city for environmental 
protection." This decision was apparently based on the city's self. 
reported Success in em-ironmemal protection in spite ofongoing pol
lution by local chemical factories. Enraged by this news, Wu Lihong 
started a drive to collcct water samples and photographic evidence 
that he planned to lise in a lawsuit against SEPA's decision. Instead, 
he ended lip in court himself taced with trumped-up charges of 
tj·aud. Although he claimed that his contession to these charges was 
extracted under torture, the court sentenced him to three years in 
prison ill August 2007. Ironically, a 1110mh after his arrest in April 
2007, Taihu had a bloom of toxic algae as if to prove him innocent. 
But although the celltr,1! and provincial political leadership reacted 
and moved to dean up the lake more forcefully, this did not help 
Wu's case. His example is a reminder that environmental activists 
in China act in a volatile political setting characterized as much by 
fj'agmcntarion as byembeddcdness. 

Such a political environment defies easy generalizations because out 
comes of state society interactions are highly contingent on concrete 
circulllstances. Thus, Sun and Zhao are certainly correct in their assess
mem that the central government is increaSingly encouraging ENGOs, 
while "the relationship between local governments and ENGOs is otten 
antagonistic" (SUIl and Zhao 2008: ISO). But even Stich a statement 
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requires qualification. Cooper's fieldwork in Southwest China demon
strated that grassroots ENGOs can at times be sliccessful in embed
ding themselves within the local state. Even so, mutual suspicions and 
ambivalence remain central features of the "local associational model" 
she proposes (Cooper 20(6). 

Increased NGO Cooperation 

There are, however, also more positive tendencies in ENGO develop
ment: a trend for increasing cooperation between ENGOs to over
come their fragmentation. Two prominent examples may suHice here. 
When the central leadership in late 1999 embarked on an ambitious 
program to vitalize its less developed Western regions (xibtt da ka~ra), 
many environmentalists feared that the massive investments would 
have negative repercussions on the area's many fragile ecosystems. 
Therdore, some prominent members of the community, like Liang 
Congjie, and some ENGOs wrote an open letter to the State Council 
urging it to include SEPA in the leading group for the campaign. 
Their effort succeeded (Economy 2004: 148). This goes to show that 
SEPA can benefit from NGO lobbying, as in this case it helped to 

raise its profile. The above described problem of SEPA's institutional 
weakness vis-a.-vis other institutional actors can thus be mitigated, at 
least to some degree. '1'he emerging SEPA-NGO alliance will be dealt 
with below. 

Second, NGOs also begin to join forces to reach a broader public 
in their campaigns: in the so-called 26 degree campaign in summer 
2004, about 30 Beijing based NGOs built an alliance to convince 
major hotels and government agencies to keep their air conditioning 
set at 26 degree Celsius to save energy. I 3 After much media attention, 
this idea was adopted by Beijing's municipal government: it issued a 
regulation that air conditioning systems in public buildings be raised 
to 26 degrees (Lehrack 2006: 19). This Sllccessful campaign was 
later picked up by NGO alliances in several other Chinese cities. In 
the event, this demonstrated the potential that rests in sllch broader 
cooperation that is tolerated by the state as long as it avoids sensitive 
political issLles and is conducted in a nonconfrontational way.14 

More Widespread Use of the Law 

Another recent development that is very promising is the growing use 
of the law to challenge polluters and projects with the potential to 

harm the environment. In this eft{)rt, ENGOs lise legal instruments 
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created by the ce11lral state to challenge polluters who sometimes 
collude with locII governments. As can easily be imagined, this is an 
an:a that is mllch less secure lex activists to enter. The most impor
tant NGO in this field is the Center for Legal Assistance to Pollution 
Victims (CLArV). It was established in 1998 by Wang Can/a, a 
professor /()r law at the China University for Politics and Law in 
Beijing. It already offered legal advice via its hotline to thous,mds of 
concerned citizens. CLAry also takes on cases with good chances of 
sllccess and high expected demonstration dlects. For this plirpOSC 
Wang Canta is pushing the limits by organizing class actioll suits that 
involve hundreds and sometimes thousands of plaintiffs. 

In one prominent case he sued a single petrochemical factory in 
Yanbian COllllt}', Panzhihua Municipality, Sichuan Province on behalf 
of 6,000 claimants lex its alleged air pollution. Probably because 
he can pick the most promising cases from a huge selection, Wang 
h,15 had considerable success. Up to 2006, he \\'on favorable settle
ments in 31 out 01'74 cases (Kezhu and Wang 2006: 103-104). To 
broaden its impact, CLAPV has also begun to link up with grassroots 
NGOs. A recent example is the lawsuit of Pingnan Green Associa 
tioll, a bottom-up NGO lounded by aflccted villagers to fight against 
a highly pollming chemical plant in their village in hljian. Despite 
clear evidence of serious health impacts of the lactory's waste and 
sewage Oil local residents, the local government tried to stop villag
ers 6-om mOlillting a Icg~ll challenge. Police violently confiscated the 
more than 10,000 RMB collected by villagers to finance the bwsilit. 
Then, CLAPV stepped ill and provided a lawyer free of charge. In 
April 2005, a lower-level COlln decided in favor offhe residents. But 
unsatisfied with the low amollnt of damages granted, about 1,700 
villagers decided to appeal f()l' higher compensation and won again at 
the provincial Ievel. 15 

This kind of legal action is a relatively new and risky strategy to 
for ellvironl11elltal prote.:tion, but it certainly bears great poten

tia� because the llumber of alkcted people is so large (Pitkin 2006: 
142143). However, the party-state is ambiguous toward this kind 
of activism, and legal practitioners have come under greater pn:~sure 
btely. for instance, in May 2006, the All-China Lawyer Association 
b,ued controversial gil ide lines "tor sensitive cases involving 'mass 

'" According to the guidelines, lawyers have to gain the 
support of ,it least three partners in their law tjrm bctore accept 
ing a case with tCIl or morc plaintifts. They have to communicate 
"prol1lptly and fully" to legal departments the content of the case, to 
accept the "slipervision and guidance" ofju~tiLe departl11ellts and bar 
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associations, and are not to cOllnsel their dients to engage in petition
ing (Moore and Warren 2006: 13). This shows that environmental 
activism in the legal realm is only tolerated by the party-state up to a 
certain point. 

Nevertheless, from the point of view of the party-state, legal action 
is still more desirable than protests or rioting-the only other major 
avenue open to pollution victims. Cases in which residents sometimes 
violently protest against polluting factories in their communities have 
provoked very tense reactions by local and national governments 
(South China Morning Post 2008a). This concern is very real and 
protests are becoming more common: according to an interview with 
SEPA Director Zhou Shengxian, environmental protests numbered 
51,000 in 2005 (Ma and Schmitt 2008: 97). These protests are also 
becoming more sophisticated. A recent incident occurred in Xiamen: 
in May and June 2007, text messages were widely distributed via cell 
phones to mobilize thousands of people to protest against a chemical 
plant scheduled to be built in a residential suburb of the coastal city. 
Police were unable to stop the demonstration, but kept a close watch. 
Videos tram the protests were posted on the Website Youtube and 
attracted worldwide attention. They showed peacdiJI demonstrators 
shouting slogans like "Serve the people!" (wei renmi~t fitwu,!). (See 
Chapter 7 below for a detailed account of this episode in Xiamen and 
the role of new communications media--cell phones-- in Chinese 
public protests.) 

In the event, the city retracted the plan and the chemical factory is 
now rumored to be built in another part of the province. J6 This quick 
compromise shows that environmental protest movements, even 
spontaneous and not embedded in nature, can be successfuL This 
appears to be especially true when these occur in urban centers in 
coastal provinces where the party-state is more sensitive to accommo
dating the interests of the newly rising middle class. This is underlined 
by another recent protest in Shanghai in late 2007. Residents pro
tested against the extension of the magnetic levitation train because 
of their concern over electric radiation emitted from the track. Again, 
the plan was put on (temporary) halt (Savadore 2007; South Chitta 
Morning Post 2008 b). However, rural protesters as well as those in 
urban centers in the hinterland have been less successfullately.17 

Public Participation in Environmental Impact Assessment 

In part to prevent such protests trom happening, the Chinese govern
l1lent is trying to increase "pllblic participation" (gongzhottg clmYll-) 
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in EIA. The EIA law passed in 2002 provides that the pllblic is to be 
consulted in construction projects or "special plans" with potential 
major environmental impact. ls Consultation may take the torm of 
hearings, bllt more commonly, public surve)'s of sometimes dubiolls 
quality are used. Nonetheless, a few prominent cases in which these 
new measures have been applied show their potential impact and the 
role ENGOs may play in the process. 

In one case residents of the Northwest·Beijing community of 
Beiwangjiayuan mobilized against construction of high-voltage elec
tric towas throllgh theil' community. They feared the health 
of electric radiation emitted fi'om the wires. It is quite telling that 
SEPA had to torce the local Beijing EPB to comply with the residents' 
demand to hold a public hearing in August 2004. This is a clear indi
cation that SEPA is itself t(Jrging an alliance with civil society actors. 
The process of the hearing was judged to be quite tair, although 
speakers were preselected. Uhimatel)', the residents' demands were 
reiected. IY Nevertheless, the hearing provided an outlet fiJI' citizens' 
concerns and acted as a satet)' valve. Experience in other cases shows 
that this kind of com11l11l1it)'-based resistance usually gives rise 
to short-lived grassroots NGOs. But if their demands are ignored, 
these NGOs or certain opinion leaders within them may be radical

and take to more extreme actions. It is in this sense that public 
participation in EIA already serves a political purpose. And throllgh 
their participation ENGOs may help the party state to maintain social 
harmony. 

A second well-publicized hearing was held on another Beijing con
administration of the Old Summer Palace 

(ylltmmi1JB,l'ua1J) was lining its tamous lakes with plastic and cement to 
prcvellt drainage. In March 2005, a visiting professor from Lanzhou 
raised the alarm abollt the permanent ecological damage of this 
eet, and this time environmental bureaus acted swittly. In April, SEPA 
<l1Hlounced a public hearing and then selected 73 representatives 
from among 200 applicants. Cruciall)" SEPA set a new standard by 
induding NGOs-Friends of Nature and Global Village 
recognized representatives tt)r "the public interest." In this case the 

resulted in a modified project plan t~lking ecolO\.dcal concerns 
into aecOllnt. 20 

While the SlI111mer P.lIace case recognized ENGOs as representa
tives of the "public interests" in EIA hearings, the Nujiang Dam case 
demonstrated that Beijing based NGOs can have an impact on eco 

iss lies in the hinterland if they link lip and build alliances with 
local NGOs and the media (I.itzinger 20(7). The Nlliiamr is one of 
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the last wild flowing rivers of China in the border region of Yunnan. 
Since 2004, it is also listed as part of a World Cultural Heritage site by 
UNESCO. However, that same year the provincial government began 
planning a series of no less than 13 dams to tap the river's hydropower 
potential. This efiort was a collaboration of the provincial government 
with China Huadian Corporation, a powerful hydroelectric company 
headed by 1.i Xiaopeng, son of former Premier Li Peng who had 
himself been a major advocate of the Three Gorges Dam. The project 
galvanized NGOs into action because it involved many sensitive issues: 
ecological destruction, resettlement, and poor ethnic groups living in 
the areas to be flooded. It also created a more explicit alliance between 
SEPA and the ENGO community (Slln and Zhao 2008: 151-160). 

An NGO alliance headed by Green Earth Volunteers2l and l~riends 
of Nature organized an open letter ultimately signed by hundreds 
of individuals and NGOs and created media attention on the issue. 

from petitions to the ceutral leadership, they organized inspec
tion tours of the region, public university lectures on the topic, and 
even linked lip with international antidam organizations. The public 
pressure resulted in Premier Wen Jiabao's order in early 2005 to 
stop planning activities amid concerns that social stability may be in 

However, despite the positive echo for this move, the fight is 
t~lr from over. NGOs tailed to get the EIA report of the project pub
lished: only the provincial EPB's document of approval concerning 
the EIA report was released, while the report itself was kept under 
wraps as a "state secret" (Moore and Warren 2006: 15; Birnbaum 
and Xiubo 2006: 190). Furthermore, planning was continued tor a 
smaller version with only four dams later that year. Geological sur
veys were undertaken, but a final decision is apparently still pending. 
National as well as international ENGOs continue to push tor more 
transparency in the planning process and a stop to the dam project, 
but so far with little success. 22 

Even as a limited success, the Nujiang case is remarkable. It can 
be seen as a fight between two competing state-society coalitions that 
demonstrates the importance of both fragmentation and embedded· 
ness to understand environmental politics. As Sun and Zhao point 
out, on the one side SEPA aligned with ENGOs and the media, while 
on the other side the provincial government and business interests 
forged an alliance with some outspoken intellectuals and critics of 
the environmental movement. While mainstream media were mostly 
in favor of environmental concerns, the dam proponents used similar 
methods as did its opponents, such as public lectures and petitions, 
and questioned the ENGOs' moral high ground over the Internet. 



143 
142 BJORN ALPERMANN 

Thus, rifts emerged not only within the state-between conservation
ists at SEPA and more business-triendly officials at the provincial and 
national level-but also within civil society (Sun and Zhao 2008: 
154-155). What is more, in the moment of apparent success, after 
the premier's order of a temporary halt to planning, friction arose 
immediately inside the antidam coalition, as media professionals and 
environmental activists started debating who had contributed more 
to this victory (Litzinger 2007: 291). Thus, China's civil society itself 
is less than harmonious. 

The Nujiang case also shows that there is still a long way to go to 
create effective instruments tor public participation in EIA. Another 
step in this direction has been taken by SEPA in 2006 when it first 
consulted with NGOs and then released slightly more detailed 
"Provisional Measures tor Public Participation in Environmental 
Impact Assessment."23 These measures recognize NGOs as stake
holders with a right to participate in EIA. furthermore, the "Trial 
Measures on Environmental Information Disclosure ,,24 issued by 
SEPA in Febl'llary 2007 and taking eftect in May 2008 provide 
another basis for NGOs and individuals to req uest more openness 
on environmental issues. Yet again these measures include provisions 
on the protection of "state secrets," a term that lends itself to wide 
interpretation. So it remains to be seen how eftective these new legal 
instruments will be in practice. But it is crucial to recognize that 
SEPA is actively seeking to accommodate civil society actors in this 
legal sense, too. As noted above, this transtC)fIl1S ENGOs into sup
porters of a government agency and assigns them a role in mediating 
social conflicts in the interest of the party-state. 

International Influences 

Bdore concluding it is necessary to take a closer look at international 
influences on the development of ENGOs in China. It is obvious that 
ideas and experiences of international environmental movements have 
had an impact on ENGOs in China, as some tounders are educated in 
the West and most borrowed trom international intellectual debates 
on ecological problems. A more direct source of influence has been 
the financial help tor budding Chinese NGOs offered through otl1cial 
development aid and international NGOs (INGOs) and toundations. 
Almost every international donor active in China has some program 
or project to build up the Chinese civil society and some-like the 
Ford Foundation-arc particularly active in this regard. 
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INGOs have the largest impact on Chinese NGOs through 
financial grants and technical trainings they provide. Reportedly, a 
majority of Chinese ENGOs depend on foreign sources for the bulk 
of their funding (Yang 2005: 57-58; Thompson and Lu, 2006: 30). 
Examples for training activities are too numerous to be listed here, 
but include for instance capacity-building measures to facilitate NGO 
growth and cooperation. Another important example would be the 
American Bar Association's training conrses for EIA practitioners 
(otl1cials as well as NGOs). 

But receiving international aid is a double-edged sword for local 
NGOs for several reasons. First, there are some complaints on the 
part of Chinese NGOs that international donors are trying to impose 
their own agendas on them (as well as complaints by international 
donors that Chinese NGOs are promising more than they can actu
ally deliver). Second, and more serious, however, is that the Chinese 
government sees international involvement in China's NGO scene as 
a potential threat. This means that establishing transnational ties could 
put the Lmbeddedness of Chinese ENGOs at risk. Particularly after 
the so-called color-revolutions of Ukraine, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan 
(2003-2005) in which toreign-funded NGOs allegedly played a role, 
the Chinese party-state once again attempted to strengthen its control 
over the sector (Shambaugh 2008: 91). ENGOs came in for particu
larly close scrutiny as the Nujiang campaign had stirred "deep suspi
cions among CCP officials" (Lin 2007: 172). In summer of 2005, an 
official survey of ENGOs examined their work and tried to uncover 
nnregistered groups. In the wake of this exercise the government cre
ated a new umbrella body-the All-China Environment Federation 
(Zhonghua huanbao lianhehui)-and required all GONGOs working 
in environmental protection to join. Against the political background, 
this was seen as a move to limit the space tor independent NGO activ
ity (Moore and Warren 2006: 13; Thompson and Lu 2006: 29-30; 
and CECC 2007). 

More recently, in September 2007, in another ominous sign, the 
editor of the Newsletter China Development Brief, Nick Young, who 
had been living and publishing in China for more than ten years has 
been denied entry back into the country. His periodical was closed 
down after the Chinese sister-publication conducted an opinion survey 
allegedly in violation ofChina's Statistics Law.25 Ironically, Nick Young 
has been a moderating voice in the sector, always cautioning donors 
not to push China's NGOs beyond a critical point. Since he had been 
asked several times by government agencies to act as their consultant, 
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he seemed to be well embedded within the partystatc.26 Therefore, 
shlltting down his publication and refusing reentry to China came as 
a surprise to 1110st observers. In short, the current political climate is 

qllite hostile to international involvement in China's NGO 
scene. Although this recent cooling artitude of the party-state toward 
NGO activism may only be part of a political cycle and of passing 
l1.ltmc, it once again underlines the dangers tex civil society 
tions inherent in their insecure political environment as the party-state 
can swiftly clirtail their treedom of action once it tCeis threatened. 

CONCLUSION 

Environmental activism in China has evolved tremendollsly compared 
to its moderate beginnings in the 1980s and 1990s, dnd it provides a 
llseful lens through which to view the larger issue of changing state

relations. Instead of addressing the question of autonomy 
of civil society organizations that had been at the heart of the "civil 
society" verslls "state corporatism" debate, more recent 
to studving ENGOs in China have highlighted the etlccts of mutual 

between state and societal actors. On the one lund, authors 
adopting a more society~celltered perspective stressed the embedded
ness of social activists, whkh had a limiting but also enabling impact 
on civil society (Ho 2007; Ho and Edmonds 2007; Cooper 20(6). 
On the other hand, authors in the statist paradigm emphasized the 
potential usefulness of these ties for the purposes of creating a "new 

state" with enhanced capacities (Jayaslifia 2005; Salmenkari 
However, while in theory there is mllch to recommend such 

a perspective, especially in euvironmental politics, the implementation 
gap in China is so glaring that the latter approach is far tl'om com'inc
ing (on this approach in general, Pearson 2005; A1permann 2007). 

Instead, the discllssion above showed that environmental activism 
developed in a context of a ti'agmented authoritarian political systcm 
that provided openings fIX the cmergence ofcivil society organizations. 
Bm at the same time, this political setting is still unpredictable even for 
those who managed to become embedded to a certain degree. 
Cooper finds "[ 0 Jrganizations that have successfully negotiated the 

,istration process report existing in a state of persistent fear of gov 
ernmell( intervention, seizure and in some cases even arrest, despite 
having secured legal st<ltus and with it, a higher degree oflegitimacy" 
(Cooper 2006: 133). Moreover, these recognized organizations are 

a fr<lction of the wholc environment.ll illovement. Other IMrts 
or ,1 fledgling envirollmelltal movcment such as individllal .l(ivocatcs, 
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unregistered environmental groups or even spontaneous protests have 
to be taken into account as welL Under conditions of a fragmented 
authoritarian party-state these diverse actors possess very few mutual 
linkages. Even established ENGOs have only recently and tentatively 
begun to form closer ties. Therefore, the image of a fragmented state 
has to be complemented with one of a fragmented civil society (see 
also Lin 2007: 158). 

These perspectives can be reconciled using Joel Migdal's "state-in
society" model that places the interaction between actors ofboth realms 
at the center of analysis. As he points out, the fragmentation of state 
and society are mlltu.ltty reinf()[cing as states and societies shape one 
another (Migdal 2001: 92~93). Crucially, for Migdal "the interaction 
ofstates and other social furn1<ltions is a continuing process of transfor~ 
mation. States are not fixed entities, nor are societies [ ... ]. They are 

2001: 57, emphasis in original). Such a 
process-oriented approach is well suited to analyze the mutual accom
modation of state and social forces in China's environmental politics. 
The state itself is pulled into different directions, and while parts of it 
form ties with one section of society, other state actors join fixces with 
diflerent societal actors. Such a perspective illuminates the struggle 
over the NlIjiang dams between a coalition ofSEPA, ENGOs, and the 
media on one side and an alliance of central and provincial politicians 
with business interest and some intellectuals 011 the other. 

It also sheds new light on accommodation of ENGOs ill some local
ities observed by Cooper because outcomes in this "state-in-society" 
perspective are highly contingent. As seen above, even personal con
nections and family ties of certain activist individuals may change the 
nature of state-society interaction and its outcomes. Therefore, the lack 
ofembeddedness of sllch environmental activists as Wu Lihong is not a 
direct contradiction of "embedded activism" in other places. Rather, it 
is part of a "web of unexpected state-society relations" resulting from 
accommodation and capture of the state at the local level (Migdal 
2001: 88~89). While in one local political setting state torces may align 

or less uneasily) with environmental activists, in allother locality 
the dominance of business interests may lead to their capture of tbe 
state and thus to a suppression of environmental grievances. 

Therefore, this chapter proposes to take "embedded social activ
ism" observed by some authors with a grain of salt. First of all, far 
from all environmental activism is successfully embedded. Second, 
fragmentation of state and society is the flip side of this embedded
ness, and this fragmcntation creates as much space for the accommo
dation of environmental interests as it does fix that of cOllntervailing 
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and potentially more powerful social forces. And third, tranSiC)fllla
tion of state and society works in both directions. Viewed in this 
Yang's claim that "Chinese environmental NGOs may function as 
both sites and agmts of political cbange" needs to be reassessed (Yang 
2005: 64-65, emphasis in original). It may well be that the emerging 
SEPA- ENGO alliance will belp to alter the cOllrse of environmental 
politics in China. But Sllre enollgh, Chinese ENGOs will be trans
formed during the process as well and lllay become coopted into the 
system instead of pushi ng f(lr its democratization. 

Looking at NGOs under this democratization perspective----as did 
mllch of the literature on the rise of civil society in Cbina-probably 
means expecting too much. Recent strictures show that in spite of some 
positive devdopments delineated above, tbe general situation ofNGOs in 
China remains volatile and their room t()f maneuvering can be restricted 
very quickly once the party-state t(~els !lllder threat. ENGOs and activist 
individuals are in constant danger of miscalculating the boundaries of 

behavior as the party state with its tragmented nature sends 
ambivalent and contradictory signals. The tiltllre development of the 
NCO sector can therefore not be taken tt)f granted. ENGOs ill Chilla 
will have to continue on this uncertain tr,ljectory, 
limits and bracing themselves t()r inevitable setbacks. 

NOTES 

pushing the 

• An earlier vcr"ion of this paper has been presented to difti:rent 'llIdicm:.:s ,It 

Wucrzburg University, Heidelberg Universit), .lIld the University ofColognc. 
1 .tlll p.micubrly grateful t"r helpful COll1lllents by Christi.lIl Giibd OJl .l 

previoui> Jrati:. 
1. (;uod O\'ervk\\,s of this deb.tte arc pmvidcd by ElizJbeth J. Perr), (1994) and 

Ding YijiJng (199S). 
2. There is, of cou rse, a wide rallg,e of govern.lIlc\! theories ti'olll the extreme 

societal Illodd to ~tatist and statc~celllri( nwdds. The perspective discui>sed 
here fails in the latter category. for an ()ven'in\ sec Pierre and I'ders (2005), 
Chapter 2. 

;I. Since Illost of this chapter de.lls with the time bd,m~ the renaming, the previ
ollsl), (omn]()It abbreviatioll SEPA will bt: used throughout. 

'I. P.miciJ Ad.lIllS in CECC 2005. 
5. Press reports at the time that SEPA Director Xie ZhenhuallJd to -step down" 

\Vcre not entirely correct; Xit: \V.IS repl,l(<:d by ZhoH Shcng,xian, t(ll"lllcriy 
he.IJ of State fon.:slry lIureau. But he rather "stepped sidew,IYs" to become 
Vice Director of the Natiollal DCI'<.:lupment and Rd()rlll Commissioll and still 
is in dl.lrg" of environml·ntJI .It't:tirs. Sec 
Xic_Zhenhua!..:arecr (accessed November 2,20(8). 

6. Two other ()ft<:n us..:d terms have a somewhat hroader meaning: "civiL urg'l~ 
Jlil.Jlions" (winiiilIJ :wzIJl) Jnd "nOll profit organintiollS" (td-yiIJ/lti zlIzlJi). 
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Chinese also usc the direct translation lor NGO ztizhi" or simply 

the English acronym itself. 
7. There were 168,000 (membership-based) sodal organizatiolls, 146,000 civilian 

nonprofit units (like private sd100ls or hospitals), 999 (tlllld-based) t(llInda
tions (CIVICUS 2006: 7). However, Elizabeth C. Econom), (201M: 132) gives 
a hig,her number of 230,000 registered and as many ,15 2 million unregistered 
NGOs for 2002. And other sOlll'ces give the current (2007) number with 
350,000 "acwrding to official figures" (CSM 2(07)~ 

8. Examples in the environmental sector include China Environmcntal Protection 
Foundatioll (since 1993, tormerl)' headed by ex-NEPA Director Qll Geping), 
China Association ti)r Environmental Industry, Chinese Society t"r Envirorllllcn
tal Science, Forum filr Environmental Journalists, China Environmental Culture 
Promotion Society, and China Environmental Protection Fund 2004). 

9. Cooper (2006: 121) therdclre introduces a category she calls "semi~G()ngo." 
Abo see Ho 2001: 911-913. 

10. This estimate is based on Elizabeth Economy's statement in CECC 2005. 
1. On Pan's early political activism, see Fcwsmith 2001: 98-99. 

12. The ti)lIowing account is based 011 Kahn 2007. 
13. It is noteworthy that a fi)flller GONGO, the China Network on NGO Devel

opment (CANGO), was instrument,11 in bringing about this cooperation. On 
CANGO see Lehrack 2006: 19. 

14. A third example tilr increased networkillg and cooperation would be the 
"Green Student Environmental Association Network" (www.gsean.org).It 
epitomizes the trend among (rdatively volatile) student groups to evolve 
ill to "regional yonth environmental organizations." Sec Haoliallg 2006: 
105-111. 

15. Compensation is still quite low at abollt 50 US!) per capita (85,000 US!) 
in toul). Hut perhaps more crllcially the environmental treatment facilities 
of the plant have been upgraded and improved significantly. Imp:!!www. 

(accessed !)ecem bel' 31, 20(7). 
Apart from CLAPV, help also came from abro,ld in the f'lflTI of a grant by 
the Global Greengrants Fund; http://www.greengrants.org!grantstorics. 
php?news_id=86 (accessed January 1,2008). 

16. The Taiwan-invested plant will produce PX (paraxylelte), probably in Zilang
zhou. http://chinadigitaltimes.net!tag!Xiamen+I'X (accessed December 30, 
2(07). Comments on the planning review ordered by SEPA and carried out 
in Xialllen: http://www.chin;ldialogue.net/artide/show/single/en/1564
Plallning-t..lilnrc-in- Xialllen (accessed December 31, 2007). Reportedly, a 
Pllblic hearing was held bct()re the government decisioll; see Savadove 2007. 

17. A protest in Chengdu, provillcial capital of Sichuan, mimicking the one in 
Xiamcn has recently been quickly suppressed; see SOllth China Morning Post 
200Sa. Also, rural environmental protests that sometimes tllrn violent have 
been less successful; on one recent case in Zhejiang orovillec. see Tatlo\\' 2006. 
Also see ]un 2000. 

18. Law on Environmental Impact Assessment (bUIW}illg yirlgxi,mg ping,lTu fa) in 
t(lrCe since September I, 2003. Another important legal basis is the Adminis 
tralive License Law (xi1tQzhe1l,q xuke fa) issued in 2004. Oil Ell\. and the cases 
below, see Moore and Warren 2006 and Heach, Bleish, and Yang 2006. 

19. The echo ill the media was also very positive, but the local El'B, and after 
an appeal SEPA, both rdectcd the residents' concerns and ordered the 
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construction to continue. Most likely, this was also a political d.:cision as tllf(:~
4

ua 
rtns of the proj~ct wen: already finish~d by th~ time of the hearing. 

20. The proc~ss was tbwcJ in one n:spcct, however: maybe a bit over-eager, SEPA 
had conducted th~ hearing prior to the EIA report and failed to hold dlloth<:.. 
one after th~ report was completed, as is prescribed by the EIA law (Moore
and Warrell 2006: 10). 

21. On this group t,)unded by influential Chinese r~port<:r Wan!:\ HllIgcnen, see 
Qing and Vermeer 1999: 149· 150. 

22. In 2006, UNESCO eV~1l threatened to take the site olnts World ClI/tnral Heri
tage list; sec l(,y 2006. On (lack (1) local participation, se~ also )ianqiang 2007. 
On the other hand, a broad campaign to stop the Yangliuhu Dam jn Sichuan was 
slKcesstill. Plans I"r this dalll dn:\\, lire lium various quarters because ofth~ dam
Jge it would han: inflicted on th~ 2,200-years-old Dujiangyan irrigatioll system-
a World Cultural H~ritage site since 2001 (Rirnbaulll and Yu, 2006: 189). 

23. Issued february 2006; see Buckley 2006. 

24. Environmental Inlemnation Disclosure Measures (hltflll}il!1f xin:.:i gongkai 
ba/((a) issued February 2007, in tilrc~ th'lll May 5, 2008. http://WWllc 
zhb.gol'.clI/inti)/ gw/juling/200704/t20070420_1 02967.htlll (access~d
December 28, 20(7) 

25. See two "messages from the editor" dated ll1ly 12, 2007, and October 10, 
2007 respectively at http://w\Vw.chilladeveiopmentbriefcolll/nodc/508 (last
accessed: November 15,20(8). 

26. For instance, Se~ the report on NGO adHlcacy in China he coauthored 
(Wex/er, Xu, and YOUJlg 2006: 39); or his" Personal Pr~ss Statement"
2(07) 
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