Chapter VI: Between Conflict and Cooperation:  China’s Environmental Civil Society and the Transitioning State 
Jonathan Schwartz

Introduction

Faced with the realization that it can no longer ignore the environmental fallout resulting from unfettered economic growth, the Chinese state has sought solutions to the challenges of balancing economic growth with environmental degradation.
 Indeed, the state recognizes that environmental degradation directly, and via its impact on economic development and public satisfaction, constitutes a growing challenge to its legitimacy to rule.  As a result, the state has developed a broad array of environmental protection laws and policies and enhanced the powers of those institutions charged with environmental protection in order to control and mitigate the environmental impacts of rapid economic growth.  Despite these efforts, environmental degradation continues apace. The state has responded, in part, by looking to civil society organization in the form of environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) for assistance. This response raises an important question regarding possible challenges to the traditional role of the state in China.  Do ENGOs offer a solution to the environment challenges facing the leadership, or a challenge to the leadership itself? 

To address this question, the chapter opens by evaluating the need for action on the environment in China, and the reasons the state cannot, on its own, successfully address these challenges.  The chapter then provides examples of the cooperative, but increasingly confrontational role played by Chinese civil society organizations as reflecting the uneasy relationship between ENGOs and the state.  The chapter ends by drawing on the civil society literature on the structure and potential direction of state-civil society relations to conclude that China shares many similarities with former Eastern European communist regimes, and may move along a similar trajectory.

Environmental Conditions in China

China's leading government environmental protection organ, the State Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA), draws on a number of categories to assess pollution levels.
 For the sake of illustrating the severity of China's pollution problems and by extension the need for action on environmental protection, it is sufficient to draw on a limited sampling of these categories.  This section considers only the water and atmospheric environments.

WATER

According to Chinese standards, surface water is classified into five categories based on intended use.  Category I mainly applies to water sources and nature reserves; category II applies to areas protected as centralized drinking water sources, sanctuaries for rare species of fish and spawning grounds for fish and shrimps (etc.); Category III applies to drinking water of lower quality, sanctuaries for common species of fish, and swimming zones.  Categories IV and V apply to water intended for industrial (IV) and agricultural (V) activities.  Water quality is measured at 741 key sections along China's seven main river basins.

Data from 2002 indicate that 29.1 percent of water tested met water quality categories I-III, 30.0 percent met categories IV or V, while a significant 40.9 percent exceeded category V.
 Pollution was especially severe in the Liao and Hai River basins, where category V was exceeded in over 60 percent of cases. Conditions were even worse in the tributaries to these major rivers and along the border regions between provinces.
 The Yellow river suffered from heavy pollution with water quality ranging mostly between categories III-IV.  Yellow River tributaries were even more polluted.
 The least polluted of the major river basins was the Yangtze, with water quality dominated by category II.

These results compare poorly with data from the year 2000.  In that year, 57.7 percent of the sections of the mainstream of the main river basins achieved category III water quality, while 21.6 percent achieved category IV and 6.9 percent achieved category V. At that time, only 13.8 percent exceeded category V.
  

ATMOSPHERE

As with surface water, China’s air quality standards are divided into categories.  Air quality standards are measured based on three categories. A category I region is defined as a nature conservation area, scenic spot and/or historic site, as well as any region requiring special protection.  A category II region is defined as a residential area, a mixed region of commercial traffic and residences, a cultural area, industrial area and/or rural area.  A category III region is defined as a special industrial area. Pollutants tested for include particulate concentrations (TSP), particulate concentrations at PM10 or less, and SO2 concentrations.
 

Results for 2002 in 343 monitored cities and counties found that only 34 percent of cities achieved the goal of category II air quality.  Approximately 35 percent of cities achieved only level III air quality, while 30 percent exceeded category III.  In terms of population, almost 75 percent of the urban population was concentrated in regions exceeding the category II target level.
 

These results contrast with year 2000 results where 37 percent of cities enjoyed category II or lower air quality, 35 percent reached category III and 33 percent exceeded category III air quality.  This reflects a slight decline in the number of cities exceeding category III air quality and a slight rise in the number of cities achieving category II or less.
  

Faced with these and other serious environmental challenges, the state has steadily increased investment in environmental protection. In 2002, the total investment in pollution treatment in the country was 136.34 billion Yuan, accounting for 1.33 percent of GDP.  This compares favorably with 2000 investment levels of 106.07 billion Yuan, or 1.1 percent of GDP.
  While these figures represent encouraging growth in environment-related investment, they pale beside the estimated cost of environmental degradation to the country. According to recent World Bank estimates, pollution is costing China 8-12 percent of its $1.4 trillion GDP on an annual basis.
 Other studies calculate that the cost of environmental degradation and pollution to China's economy essentially nullifies GDP growth over the past 20 years, with China's economy producing little new net national wealth.
 Indeed, according to Samuel Kim, though estimates put China’s annual GDP growth at 8-9 percent, by including ecological debt, China’s GDP is growing at about zero percent each year.

Constraints on Protecting the Environment

Investment in the environment is clearly proving insufficient to mitigate environmental degradation.  Two key developments contribute to this reality. First, as noted in the introductory chapter of this volume, China’s leadership has chosen to base its ongoing legitimacy to rule upon its ability to provide consistent and expanding economic growth.  By providing the conditions for economic prosperity, the Party hopes to preserve social stability and public support. As a result, the Party invests heavily in activities that contribute to economic growth, often at the expense of other activities, including social service provision, and importantly, environmental protection.  Second, further aggravating the Party’s inability to address environmental degradation is its ongoing policy of devolving responsibility for policy development and enforcement to provincial and sub-provincial authorities.

With the initiation of Deng Xiaoping's economic reforms in the late 1970s, China entered a new era.  The impetus for the reforms was the Party leadership's failure under Mao to meet the expectations of the population in terms of improved living standards.  Indeed, following the death of Mao and the end of the Cultural Revolution, China found itself well behind its neighbors in terms of development.  This was a difficult reversal for the once uncontested leader of Asia.  Not only had the promise of a steadily improving quality of life under the Communist Party not been fulfilled, but dissatisfaction and disillusionment grew rife as the public became aware of the abuses and failures of the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution.
  In order to regain public support and secure legitimacy for continued Party rule, Deng Xiaoping chose to reform the economy.  Under Deng Xiaoping's leadership, the economy was released from previous constraints, with the result that the country entered a long and ongoing period of explosive growth. Thus, between 1985 and 2000, China's GDP growth rate averaged over 8 percent.
  

In an effort to sustain this robust growth, the Party initiated a process of withdrawal from its previous policy of micro-control over the Chinese system, focussing instead on macro-control.
 In practice, this meant that decision making, enforcement powers and revenue collection largely devolved to the local level, while the center focussed on providing guidance and appointing top officials. For example, local officials gained responsibility for deciding which industries to allow in their jurisdictions and in which industries to invest.  As a consequence, industries became increasingly dependent on local officials for support in obtaining required permits, land access, water allocations, tax relief and so on.  In turn, local officials grew increasingly dependent upon the tax revenue and jobs created by these industries. 

In the new, productivity-driven economy, local Chinese officials often find themselves forced to choose between supporting increased production, and by extension, tax revenues and jobs, and cracking down on abuses of the environment that clearly contravene national standards. Thus, mutual dependence continues to grow and taking action against local industry becomes increasingly unattractive to local officials.
 This further exacerbates the limitations on enforcement arising from local officials' recognition of the importance of good economic results in obtaining promotion, and retaining the support of local populations.
 

The declining effectiveness of enforcement is starkly illustrated by the example of local Environmental Protection Bureaus (EPBs). Local EPBs are responsible to both the national level SEPA and to their local governments.
 EPBs monitor the local environment and enforce centrally dictated environmental protection laws and regulations.
  However, they receive no funding from the central government and SEPA, and only partial funding from local governments.  The majority of their funds derive from fees and fines levied against local factories.  Thus, it is not in the interest of local EPBs to enforce environmental regulations to the extent that they lose local government funding and/or local factories are forced to close down or move to a different jurisdiction, thereby depriving the EPBs of their main funding source. 

Specific examples of local government and EPB failures to adhere to national policy due to conflicting local interests are rife. Efforts to clean up Lake Tai - one of the largest bodies of fresh water in China, and the Huai River - one of China's seven key rivers - have largely failed despite highly visible campaigns driven by the central government.
  Faced with pressure from local businesses and employees of those businesses, local government and EPB officials have consistently skirted central government commitments to clean up these sites.  As a result, the data reflect continued deterioration of environmental conditions in these sites despite public government commitments.
 

This failure to enforce contrasts with the fact that the actual laws, regulations and policies that inform environmental protection in China are highly developed.
  As Vaclav Smil points out, “…the [Chinese] government pays more attention to the environment than was the norm in virtually all western countries at comparable stages of their economic development.”

Clearly a major challenge to advancing Chinese environmental protection is the inability to close the gap between central level initiatives and implementation of those initiatives by lower levels of government.  This gap is a direct outcome of both decentralization and the intense focus on economic development as a source of Party legitimacy. An important effort to explain this decentralizing political system is provided by Michel Oksenberg.  Oksenberg divides the political system into three components: the core, intermediary institutions, and legal, semi-legal and illegal organizations and associations arising in the space made available by the state's withdrawal from its past extensive control.

The core fits within the context of the Fragmented Authoritarian model.
 Enormous power is concentrated in the hands of 20-30 people - members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo of the Party Central Committee. The core controls the military, legal committees, the central law enforcement apparatus and a large (though shrinking) part of the means of production, via still powerful state owned enterprises.  The core recognizes the importance of economic modernization, assuming that material progress will produce a happier, more stable and just society (and hence, legitimacy to rule). 

The center has nonetheless become aware of the importance of environmental protection. In addition to the economic cost of environmental degradation noted earlier, factors driving this awareness include international pressure to clean up the environment, as well as growing domestic public awareness and activism.
 

Responding to the more than 74,000 public protests recorded in 2004 (up from 58,000 in 2003), the Central Committee issued an October 2005 statement tying these protests to public dissatisfaction with the state of the environment.  In its statement, the Central Committee identified pollution as one of the key contributors to public unrest.
  While no specific breakdown of causes for the protests is available, the government makes this assumption based on the numerous cases of pollution-related protests described in local and international media outlets.  These include protests over the polluting of the Chaoshui and Qingshui rivers in the Guizhou-Sichuan-Hunan region; in Quanzhou a town in Fujian province; and in Dongyang city, Zhejiang province.
 

Constrained by its growing inability to enforce policies in a decentralizing system, among the alternative approaches the state has chosen to tackle environment challenges has been a resort to ENGOs. A part of civil society, these organizations constitute the third component identified by Oksenberg - legal and semi-legal organizations.
 The state views these organizations as capable of taking on some of the responsibilities for environmental protection once the sole province of the state. 

The Role of Chinese ENGOs in Environmental Protection

The state sees a number of distinct advantages to involving China’s ENGO community in advancing pollution control. First, ENGOs are able to obtain funding from international organizations and governments otherwise reluctant to (or legally barred from) providing funds to Chinese government agencies.
  By supporting the existence of ENGOs, the Chinese government increases the funding entering the country to address environmental challenges, thereby easing its own financial burden.  Second, enabling local ENGOs to form and take action, reflects positively on China's often criticized human rights record.  ENGO activism exemplifies the Chinese government's openness to an active civil society. Third, ENGOs are viewed by the central government as relatively benign. Given their focus on environmental protection, they are viewed as working towards a shared goal under central government guidance.

However, opening up political space for environmental non-state actors by no means suggests that the central government is providing carte blanche for Hundred Flowers-like criticism of the state.  Thus while then-General Secretary Jiang Zemin called for the need to cultivate and develop social intermediary organizations at the 1997, 15th CCP Congress, the message was also clear that these ENGOs were expected to cooperate closely with government institutions and agencies.
 As one SEPA official opined, "Westerners view Chinese environmental NGOs as providing a path to greater public participation in a wide range of issues, a crack in the door of eventual democratization," the Chinese government is well aware of this Western expectation and makes every effort to ensure that no such democratization develops.
 

The number of ENGOs in China has increased dramatically since the first were established in 1994.  While the numbers are disputed, in 1994 there existed approximately nine ENGOs, while in 2002 the number had increased to seventy-three with an additional 184 student ENGOs (ENGOs based on university campuses).
  Chinese ENGOs range from those closely affiliated with the state (Government Organized NGOs) to those with relative autonomy ("traditional" NGOs).  All NGO types focus largely on developing plans and recommendations for the state and increasing awareness and knowledge about the environment, while avoiding direct criticism of the state.  Examples of these different types of NGOs include the Center for Environmental Education and Communications (CEEC) - a government organized NGO, BEDI (Beijing Environment and Development Institute) a semi-autonomous ENGO, and Friends of Nature - a traditional NGO.

The goal of CEEC is environmental awareness building through training and education.  The organization trains young children and society in general.  It also occasionally works with EPB officials.  Sometimes CEEC activities occur at the behest of the SEPA – for which a small sum of money is paid, sometimes they are independent of SEPA.  The central role of CEEC is to assist SEPA in developing and advancing initiatives in the following spheres: enhancing environmental awareness by organizing major environmentally related commemoration days; organizing and publishing education materials related to environmental protection; developing training programs for directors of local EPBs and provincial level EPBs from around China; establishing a network for institutions that provide on the job training for county level EPBs; training for ISO 14000 (environmental management) certification; and, developing international contacts for training and cooperation on publicizing, educating about, and training in, environmental protection. The CEEC director notes that SEPA provides her organization with no funding (all of which comes from international donors) however, SEPA does provide useful contacts and exposure that enables her organization to reach a wide audience.  SEPA has turned to CEEC because its own staff was slashed in government reorganizations.  SEPA has only 3 employees working on public education and "propaganda", whereas CEEC employs 26 full time workers
  This organization is based in a SEPA building.  It has good access to government officials and provides studies and reports that are read by SEPA officials as well as government ministers.

In 1995, Professor Ma Zhong established BEDI under the auspices of Beijing People's University.  BEDI’s goal is to strengthen awareness among government officials about environmental protection.  While this requires extensive training, given the size of the government bureaucracy and the focus on economic growth, BEDI takes the approach that training alone is insufficient. Thus, BEDI members focus on identifying means to illustrate the economic benefits of environmentally sound economic development projects to local officials. BEDI identifies and develops opportunities by focusing on practical research projects that result in policy recommendations to the government in the spheres of development planning and protection.
  In this vein, BEDI has developed numerous pilot projects that illustrate the economic benefits of environmentally sound production.
 For example, BEDI identified an important economic niche in northern Heilongjiang province.  This region of the country is home to black bees that produce an unusually popular type of honey.  However, in order to flourish, the bees require that the existing eco-system remain untouched.  The eco-system is under considerable pressure from developers, including heavy logging.  BEDI successfully illustrated to local officials that maintaining a healthy eco-system while investing heavily in the black bee honey would prove more economically beneficial than the one-time extraction of resources from the region.  The result, taking advantage of Heilongjiang’s comparative advantage in black bee honey to increase income and employment (growing exports to Europe) while maintaining a sound eco-system..
Friends of Nature, a "traditional" NGO,  is far more limited in the scope of its activities and access.
 This Beijing-based environmental NGO employs six full time staff and two part time staff in addition to a large volunteer base. It has 1,500 members, but based on the level of public interest could have over 100,000 members and numerous regional branches.
 As with CEEC, Friends of Nature depends on foreign organizations to cover costs. The NGO offers education programs in schools as well as organizing environment-related campaigns such as one to save the Tibetan Antelope. Despite these seemingly a-political activities, Friends of Nature must remain circumspect in its activities. Beyond limiting the number of members it accepts,
 Friends of Nature limits its activities and outspokenness, focusing on public education and clean-up campaigns while avoiding criticism of the state.  Even given its sensitivity, Friends of Nature has faced threats to its continued existence.  Thus, following the government crackdown on Falun Gong activities, legislators met with Liang Congjie, the head of Friends of Nature, to warn him to avoid public activism.  Despite the limited nature of NGO political space, there are growing signs of change.

While lobbying the state remains both difficult and illegal in a formal sense, this is a direction into which many members of Friends of Nature would like to move, over time.  In fact, members of Friends of Nature increasingly feel that becoming politically active, while still difficult, has grown far easier over the years since the NGO was established. According to one member, NGOs in general have become very attractive to young people in China, especially among the well educated. These people view ENGOs as providing a new path for expressing opinions that were once highly controlled.
  An additional sign of growing change in the state-ENGO relationship is the increasing willingness of officials in Government Organized ENGOs to consider establishing independent NGOs. While in the past taking such a step would radically limit the opportunities available to NGOs and expose the NGOs to the risk of closure, these officials express confidence that this is increasingly not a problem.
  Indeed, they argue that over time, ENGOs will become more powerful and  influential, challenging the state to take action it might otherwise refuse to take.

This confidence is bolstered by state encouragement of ENGOs to draw on international funding from foundations, foreign governments and corporations.
  Furthermore, due to rising cynicism over corruption abuses in government, the public is increasingly turning to civil society organizations for support on, and information about, environmental protection.
 

Indeed, examples of a more activist, and less pliant ENGO community are increasingly to be found.  ENGOs have grown willing to resort to “boundary-spanning contention,” meaning that they are engaging in activism that skirts the boundaries of that which is allowed and that which is viewed as extra-legal.
  One example is the ENGO community’s response to the 1999 Go West Campaign – an initiative advanced under Jiang Zemin to spread the economic benefits and successes of coastal China to the interior.  While the initiative included requirements for ecologically sound development,
 concern was expressed by environmentalists that the environment would ultimately be sacrificed in favor of stronger economic growth. As a result, ENGO activists such as Liang Congjie (Friends of Nature) and Liu Xiaoyi (Global Village Beijing) actively pressed the state to include the SEPA and environmental NGOs in overseeing the campaign.  The results have been positive, with greater SEPA involvement and NGO pressure via the media.
Other examples include environmental NGOs in Yunnan province that are lobbying for clearer agro-chemical laws,
 as well as Beijing-based CLAPV (The Center for Legal Assistance to Pollution Victims).  This non-governmental environmental organization was established by Wang Canfa in October 1998 at Beijing University of Law and Politics.  Its goals include training practitioners of the law regarding the state’s environmental laws and regulations, increasing public awareness of environmental laws and their rights under those laws, and providing assistance to citizens who have suffered from a breach of their rights under China’s environmental law.  To fulfill this role, CLAPV relies on numerous lawyers and law professors (normally unavailable to NGOs).
  Essentially, CLAPV seeks to pressure government officials to clarify and enforce existing laws (current enforcement of environmental laws is estimated by Wang Canfa, at only 10 percent).

The state’s growing willingness to allow ENGOs to come into existence and take active, sometimes boundary-spanning roles, reflects the state’s recognition of the important role environmental NGOs can play in protecting the environment and ensuring that government officials fulfill their responsibilities vis-à-vis the environment.  If, as a result of NGO collaboration and pressure, the state is seen as more effectively protecting the environment, this serves to strengthen the Party’s legitimacy to rule.  If, by contrast, ENGOs expand the political space available for non-state activism at the expense of the state, this may reflect a weakening of the state and a challenge to its legitimacy to rule, in an ongoing negotiated relationship.

The growing numbers of ENGOs, and their expanding range of activism reflect the changing relationship between the Chinese state and ENGOs and the growth of a vanguard of civil society that is pressuring the Chinese state.  These changes require a new conception of Chinese civil society as possibly challenging the state rather than simply working for the state. 

The Conceptual Development of Chinese Civil Society

Civil society is an amorphous term that has been defined in numerous ways.
  Largely a Western concept, civil society is often categorized into sociological and political definitions.  The sociological definition broadly identifies civil society as an intermediate associational realm situated between the state and the building blocks of society (individuals, families and firms), that is populated by organizations separate from the state, enjoying a level of autonomy from the state and formed voluntarily by people in order to protect or advance their interests and values.
 Political definitions of civil society describe a more confrontational relationship between the state and social groups, resulting in, or by nature a part of, the democratization process. Democratization arises over time as a result of individuals combining their otherwise disparate grievances against the state, and learning norms of democratic interaction in the process.
  These groups eventually create institutions capable of resisting the authoritarian state.  Drawing on this definition and examples from Eastern Europe, some scholars identify civil society as a political weapon in the hands of a public intent on curbing the arbitrary powers of authoritarian regimes.
 

The Eastern European Experience

In the 1980s, Eastern Europe saw the rise of intellectuals, the clergy and workers who began challenging their Communist governments over corruption and cruel treatment.  In the early stages, civil society organizations did not aim to curb or replace existing communist governments but rather to work to achieve shared goals within parameters set by the government.  However, forming a "self-limiting" civil society, one that remained under state control, proved difficult.  Almost inevitably, civil society began to challenge the state. In the Polish case, civil society first worked with the state, and only after concluding that domestic politics were controlled by external and negative (Soviet) forces did Polish civil society become "anti-political" and begin challenging the state.
 Thus, the initial goal of these civil society organizations was non-confrontational. These organizations were intended to enable individuals to decide how they should live, while reconciling this greater individual autonomy with the regime ideology of socialist solidarity.

According to di Palma, East European Communist regimes enabled the shift from total state control and adherence to an ideology of party infallibility, offering instead assurances of protection from past state abuses and rising living standards.  In return, the public was to forego its own civil and political rights. 
  This "paternalistic" model in which the regime "knew best" and promised to offer quality of life equivalent to the West was, however, doomed to failure when the easily compared promised prosperity was not achieved.  With ideology no longer the source of legitimacy to rule and living standards failing to achieve Western levels, the position of the East European Communist regimes became increasingly untenable.
 Despite intense, though increasingly reluctant repression by the state, civil society organizations began to grow in both number and outspokenness.
  In time, as demands for improvements in living standards were joined by demands for greater voice and representation, confrontation became almost inevitable. 

The rise of civil society in Eastern Europe enables us to draw some tentative conclusions regarding our definition of civil society.  While the political definition includes a democratic component, the Eastern European examples do not necessarily support its existence. The Eastern European transition from communist to post-communist regimes illustrates the power of civil society to confront and weaken authoritarian governments, yet the ultimate outcome is not necessarily democratization.
  As in the Polish case, civil society can successfully remove an existing regime (the Polish communist government), but fail to bring about democratization (the birth of a consolidated Polish democracy).
 Civil society challenged East European communist regimes through formation of disparate groups that were in many cases extremely divisive, violent and invested in contradictory visions of the direction their country should take. 

The political definition of civil society that includes a confrontational relationship between a once dominant authoritarian state and a rising civil society finds support in the East European example. The likelihood of democratic transition remains contested.
 How do these cases contribute to our understanding of trends in China?

Chinese Civil Society as Unique

Drawing on Philip Khun, some China scholars adopt the sociological definition of civil society, describing civil society as an ideal type where individuals make rational decisions about the common good as they link society and the state.
  Based on this perspective, Chinese civil society is viewed as non-confrontational, arising from a  recognition of shared goals.  The relationship with the state is cooperative, resulting in good governance.
  Scholars often support this definitional choice by drawing on factors such as China’s long, independent history, its Confucian and Maoist traditions and a history of citizens’ obedience to the state.  

Unlike the participatory Greek Polis, China developed under a Confucian system where respect for authority played a central role.  The state was not challenged.  The Chinese public, educated and raised in Confucian and later Maoist traditions, expected and desired of the state to provide the support and services often assumed by civil society in a Western setting.  The Chinese state was expected to address the needs of its people while occupying the space between state and society. (Figure 1)  

Figure 1: Space occupied by the State and Society


As the state increasingly turns to NGOs to take on additional responsibilities, it withdraws from the political space it once dominated. This withdrawal is similar to that which occurred in Eastern Europe where Communist regimes negotiated a new balance of power with civil society organizations.  The East European paternalistic model was replaced with a confrontational one.  As Chinese NGOs expand their roles and increase their independence from the state, and as the state grows increasingly dependent on NGOs, the NGOs are unlikely to willingly return to past state domination.  This mirrors the process in Eastern Europe where the state was unable to regain control over political space it had ceded, despite a resort to military might to suppress public activism.
 

From the perspective of the state, while Leninist in disposition, it recognizes that it cannot continue to control all aspects of state-society interaction and must allow increasing space for non-state actors if it is to resolve the challenges it faces.
 The result is constant negotiation of political space between the state and non-state actors. However, the negotiations occur largely within a framework established by the state.
 Even recognizing that there must necessarily be “slippage” in state control, the framework is largely accepted and adhered to by non-state organizations.
  From this perspective, Chinese civil society is not a vehicle for overthrowing a totalitarian state, but rather a mediator between state and society in an increasingly complex socio-political environment. Chinese civil society organizations act largely as intermediaries conveying state policies, initiatives and expectations to society.  Civil society is a mechanism to prevent disorder and maintain links between the state and society. Arising from the expectation that the state will provide for society, civil society is enabled at the discretion of the state in order to contribute to the state's effort to ensure order. This essentially top-down conception is described as corporatist, or state-led civil society.
 

Chinese Civil Society as Common 

However, this conception of Chinese civil society is challenged elsewhere. Saich argues that the state-led civil society argument ignores state weakness and the ability of non-state organizations to influence policy-making processes while pursuing the interests of their own members.
 In the early stages of state-civil society relations, non-state actors search for points of contact with the state, opportunities to embed themselves within, and influence the state, while drawing on the state's resources.  The state-civil society relationship is a "negotiated," symbiotic one, with non-state actors and the state benefiting from the interactions. This bears similarities with early state-civil society relations in Eastern Europe.  And yet, in Eastern Europe, state–civil society relations became confrontational. Might China not follow the same path? 

As noted, with decentralization, circumventing and diminishing the impact of administrative controls became easier in the economic, political and social spheres. Decentralization has therefore enabled the birth, or according to some scholars, the re-emergence of Chinese civil society (Figure 2).
  Already in Summer 1992, McCormick, Su and Xiao were arguing that while China had not developed autonomous organizations, a private economy or intellectual ferment to match those in pre-communist collapse Eastern Europe, it had made "important progress" in that direction. Much has occurred since their assessment. 

Figure 2: NGOs take over tasks in the public sphere that once were a state responsibility 



China’s ENGO community has taken on a dual role.  On the one hand it functions as a support to the state in the shared goal of environmental protection.  However, on the other hand, ENGOs have become active in activities that are boundary-spanning. These ENGOs may represent a vanguard of the Chinese NGO community because, as one ENGO member noted, "environmental NGOs definitely enjoy more [political] space than other kinds of NGOs".
  Furthermore, these NGOs represent far more than what Saich describes as "disgruntled workers in the northeast, rebellious farmers in the southwest and an uppity intellectual in Beijing…" - groups that lack a common, bonding vision and might more correctly be described as "uncivil society".
  ENGOs organize, inform, train and activate government officials and the public in an effort to protect environmental interests. This does not suggest that NGOs in general, or ENGOs in particular, represent civil society in China, but rather that they reflect an important aspect of a nascent civil society and the potential direction of other expressions of Chinese civil society.

Conclusion

China's environment faces continual serious deterioration. Recognizing the long term threats to development and to the Party’s legitimacy to rule, that arise from a deteriorating environment, the state has chosen to take action.  However, with decentralization has come the realization that the state is unable alone to address China's environmental challenges.  As a result, the state has increasingly turned to ENGOs - an advanced manifestation of Chinese civil society – for assistance.  The result is growing political space for ENGOs and shifting state-civil society relations. The relationship between the state and society is not static, and political space once ceded, is very difficult to reclaim. Reclaiming this space is made all the more difficult when the capacity to do so is weakened through the steady process of decentralization.

The initial relationship between Chinese civil society and the state was one of state-led, cooperative efforts on behalf of common goals.  This would aptly describe conditions in pre-collapse communist Eastern Europe as well. While Chinese civil society may indeed be viewed as arising from a very different - Confucian - tradition, the process currently underway bears numerous similarities to the Eastern European cases.  In its earlier manifestations, Chinese civil society enjoyed a cooperative relationship with the state. However, with the failures of the state in the environment sphere and the growing capacity of Chinese ENGOs, we see examples of growing willingness to challenge the state. Chinese ENGOs have grown increasingly numerous and active. While China scholars often refer to China as being unique in the state-led nature of state-civil society relations, at least insofar as the relationship between the state and ENGOs, this assessment should be challenged.  Although the process may still be in its infancy, Chinese civil society seems to be following a more confrontational path, expanding its role and moving in the direction of challenging the state.  Thus, in its efforts to enhance its legitimacy by drawing on civil society organizations to contribute to achieving shared, environmental protection goals, the state finds itself confronted by an increasingly activist and growing ENGO movement that is developing the willingness and capacity to test, and press, the limits of Chinese political space. 
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� For the purposes of this chapter I conflate the state and the Chinese Communist Party.


� For a full listing refer to: http://www.sepa.gov.cn/english/SOE/soechina2002/water.htm


� In doing so, I draw on SEPA data. While these data are, arguably, skewed, they remain sufficient to illustrate the problems China faces.  Even if biased, the results clearly indicate significant environmental problems requiring major pollution amelioration initiatives. A comparative study drawing on multiple years of data clearly illustrates pollution trends. A comparative study can be completed drawing on data from the above website (fn. 1).


� The major pollution indicators are  petroleum, BOD (biological oxygen demand), ammonia nitrogen, permanganate index, volatile phenols and mercury.


� The river basins are: Yangtze, Yellow, Pearl, Songhua, Huai, Hai, and Liao.


� This represents a significant challenge of decentralized pollution control enforcement.  Because there is little benefit to provinces in enforcing water pollution standards on waters departing the province, provinces are likely to ignore enforcement and allow a buildup of polluting industries, passing the pollution on to the downstream province. Chinese government efforts to address this challenge are discussed in Canfa Wang and Edwin Ongley, “Transjurisdictional Water Pollution Management: The Huai River Example,” Water International vol. 29(3) (Sept. 2004).


� The SEPA report describes Yellow river water as "relatively bad in general," with the tributaries commonly suffering from "severe pollution". 


� SEPA, Report on the State of the Environment - 2002, � HYPERLINK http://www.sepa.gov.cn/english/SOE/soechina2002/water.htm ��http://www.sepa.gov.cn/english/SOE/soechina2002/water.htm� (accessed July 28, 2004).  It is worthwhile to note that a major contributing factor to the relatively high quality Yangtze river water is the high volume of water passing through.  The result is that pollutants are relatively diluted and flushed into the ocean.  The impact of the Three Gorges Dam will likely include rising pollution levels as the "flushing" effect is negated.
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