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  In 2008, when China’s Water Warriors first appeared, the events depicted were very recent, spanning 2003–2006. Two years since publication may not seem very long, but in China, with its rapid shifts in political mood and breathtaking economic growth, a lot can happen in twenty-four months. How do the book’s conclusions stand the test of time?


  The good news is that the three empirical case studies continue along the same trajectory I originally reported. Moreover, political pluralization—the theoretical framework suggested by my research—shows promise as a way to understand various other policy areas in China, not simply hydropower or the environment. The bad news is that the political climate in China has chilled considerably since I undertook my initial research. This change has constrained the ways in which non-traditional actors have been able to enter and influence the policy process, particularly at the local level. As a result, there have been fewer events than I anticipated to test the hypotheses generated by China’s Water Warriors, and I have tempered my optimism for political liberalization in the short-to-medium term.


  As far as the three cases—Dujiangyan, Pubugou, and the Nu River Project—are concerned, there have been few new developments since 2008. In the case of Pubugou, Hanyuan county, Sichuan province, the project has moved forward while widespread opposition to it has been neutralized by the coercive arm of the state, even though few if any of the issues raised by the protesters have been addressed, let alone resolved. As I describe in chapter 4, in the fall of 2004 widespread opposition by people in Hanyuan county led to some of the largest demonstrations in the history of the People’s Republic of China. Hanyuan residents objected to leaving their homes, their land, and their livelihoods and, for shockingly low compensation, re-settling in areas with expensive but shoddily built housing, poor land, and neighbors who viewed them as unwelcome troublemakers. Since 2006, only a very small group of these resettled people (yimin) have seen their lives improve thanks to opportunities not available to everybody, such as outside business ventures or securing work as migrant laborers further afield. For most yimin, the socioeconomic situation has not improved. While some have managed to maintain their previous standard of living, far more have seen a drop in their living standard: as they had feared, the allotted land and housing in the resettlement areas are poor and cannot be used to produce crops of the same quality.


  There are other problems. Although 30,000 or so yimin were resettled in mid-2006 to counties outside of Hanyuan, others were relocated within the county. These people have been moved to sloping plots of land (around the new county seat of Luoshigang) which are not only poorly suited for growing crops but also require special building materials and design expertise well beyond what the new residents can afford. To add injury to insult, in August 2009, as a new road above the water level was being built to replace one that was to be submerged, a large section of the road on an unstable section of the mountainside broke off, killing motorists and people sleeping in their homes below. The official number of those killed was “more than ten” (shijge ren) people, although the real number is more like several dozens of people (jishige ren).


  Yet some people still refused to move. In 2009, the water level of the reservoir reached 790 meters, and in 2010, it reached its highest level, 850 meters. In the intervening year, more than one hundred people who refused to move voluntarily were forcibly relocated by the Public Security Bureau (gong'an), the People’s Armed Police (wujing), and the Fire Brigade (xiao-fang dui). Resistance, however, was isolated and did not evolve into any sort of organized opposition. The story depicted in China’s Water Warriors remains what it was: apart from delaying the project for a year, the 2004 demonstrations in Hanyuan did not prevent the Pubugou Dam Project from going forward as originally intended.


  The case of Dujiangyan remains, like Pubugou, also largely unchanged. There have been no attempts to revive the Yangliuhu Dam Project, which opponents argued would have dire negative consequences for the 2,250-year-old Dujiangyan Irrigation Works. Indeed, given the proximity of Dujiangyan to the epicenter of the May 12, 2008, Wenchuan earthquake, which measured 8.0 on the Richter scale, the focus has been not on undertaking new projects but on repairing old ones. The most significant of these is the Zipingpu Dam, fewer than ten kilometers upriver from Dujiangyan. In China’s Water Warriors, Zipingpu plays a supporting role as the dam project that, though opponents refrained from protesting against it in 2001, emboldened them in 2003 to mobilize against Yangliuhu.


  But today Zipingpu represents a larger potential threat to Dujiangyan than Yangliuhu ever could. One of the effects of the Wenchuan earthquake was to reshape the land under Zipingpu’s foundation. In addition, the earthquake caused major fissures in the dam itself, cracks that are clearly visible to the naked eye. Although the authorities have since reduced the water level, the 156-meter-high dam still contains an enormous amount of water exerting tremendous pressure. The shift in the geology of the Longmenshan area has also shifted the direction of the water pressure. If the dam is breached, 1.126 billion cubic meters of water would destroy everything in its path. The water would obliterate Dujiangyan, ruin Sichuan province’s crop yield, and kill hundreds of thousands, even millions, of people. Some scholars have even suggested that Zipingpu was instrumental in causing the Wenchuan earthquake.1 Although speculative, that claim echoes warnings issued during the planning of this and other dam projects. Most troublesome is the fact that these potential dangers have not slowed down the pace of construction elsewhere in China.


  The earthquake prompted perhaps one consolation. It forced the government to provide the thousands of yimin who had been moved out of their homes in order to construct Zipingpu, but who had not yet been provided with new housing, the same levels of compensation as those given to the earthquake victims in the countryside. That aside, the case of Dujiangyan documented in China’s Water Warriors remains the same.


  The third case, the Nu River Project (NRP), appears to be as far away from resolution today as it was in 2004. As was the case when I was researching and visiting the upper reaches of the Nu in 2005 and 2006, numerous rumors are swirling. Many of them revolve around the idea that although the project has been put on hold, preparations are still being made in anticipation of a go-ahead from Beijing. However, accounts vary about which of the thirteen sites for hydropower stations are being prepared. Something is certainly taking place in Liuku municipality, at the halfway point of the Nu as it snakes along a north-south axis, but there remains considerable debate about other spots along the river. Back in 2006 there were preparations as far north as just inside the Yunnan-Tibet border in the Songta section of the project. Some have said that preparations are also under way in Lushui, Maji, and possibly elsewhere. But, rumors aside, the deadlock that emerged from the mobilization both for and against the NRP remains almost eight years on.


  As inductive case studies, Pubugou, Dujiangyan, and the Nu River Project can only suggest theory and attendant hypotheses; they do not—indeed, methodologically they cannot—test them. But events such as the 2005 environmental protests in Dongyang municipality, Zhejiang province, as well as the events surrounding the Xiaonanhai Dam Project on the Upper Yangtze just upriver from Chongqing municipality, among few others, do provide opportunities to test the claims raised by China’s Water Warriors.2


  If the empirical studies more or less retain their integrity, what about the theoretical framework that they suggest, that of political pluralization in the policy process with the inclusion of non-traditional actors (disgruntled local or peripheral officials, the media, and non-governmental organizations)? This area of inquiry shows particularly encouraging developments because even within the generally inert political status quo in China, a growing number of policy areas exhibit the same political dynamics at work, with very similar processes and outcomes.


  My argument that policy entrepreneurs manipulate issue frames in order to mobilize support, constrain government pushback, and link with other interested actors applies to areas outside of hydropower as well.3 I have recently shown how these same dynamics were at play in the case of the Rifeng Lighter Factory in Wenzhou municipality. The company chairman, Huang Fajing, used issue frames drawing from the language of the Korean War (or the “Resist America, Aid Korea” War) to mobilize support initially within the media and ultimately among Chinese government officials and interested parties against what he saw as unfair trade practices that targeted his industry. The result was China’s first initiation of a trade dispute as a member of the World Trade Organization.4 Huang’s strategy has since been adopted by other entrepreneurs in Wenzhou and elsewhere. Other analysts have suggested similar dynamics in other policy areas. Yawei Liu puts it this way:


  
    If “warrior” is meant in a more abstract sense—as a label given to those Chinese citizens who have managed to force the government at various levels to reverse a decision or who have created such social momentum that a certain claim must be disputed—then there are too many such warriors in China to count. “Election warriors” in Shenzhen and Beijing ran as independent candidates in 2003 and won. “Zoo warriors” and “imperial garden warriors” in Beijing managed to reverse the decision to relocate the zoo and to develop the ruin of Yuanmingyuan. “Internet warriors” in Yunnan used the Internet to overturn a provincial government’s claim that an inmate died by accident when playing hide and seek.5

  


  Although this plays just a bit fast and loose with the framework that I introduce in China’s Water Warriors, Liu is devastatingly accurate when he says that the government brooks little opposition in framing media coverage to curb social instability,6 as was amply demonstrated in the coverage of the Wenchuan earthquake. Indeed, even though stories abounded about poorly built schools crushing middle school students (builders had substituted wood for steel reinforcements, I was told by survivors) while government buildings survived intact, these stories were quickly brought under control. I was shocked when some of the people in the affected area in Pengzhou county told me that government officials fled as soon as the earthquake subsided and people went days without any kind of governing structure until People’s Liberation Army (PLA) units were able to reach Pengzhou.7 Had the government allowed such stories to get out at the time, public opinion inside and outside China might have been quite different.


  Liu’s comments appear in roundtable proceedings published by the National Bureau of Asian Research (NBR), in which several scholars proffer observations and conclusions that go beyond the modest ones I make in China’s Water Warriors.8 David Lampton zeros in on the book’s conclusion, specifically my claim that the pluralization of the policy process in China may produce constraints on decision making, thus leading to outcomes contrary to the goals of policy entrepreneurs and/or their supporters and allies. In short, pluralization could lead to negative unintended consequences. It is worth quoting Lampton at some length:


  
    If environmentalists and the pluralized policy process in China slow down the ability of Beijing to implement energy projects that do not depend on coal (hydro and nuclear projects, for example), this will force China to fall back on its default energy—coal. Coal increasingly is being recognized as having serious global (as well as domestic) externalities; the degree to which domestic political paralysis prevents China from moving away from coal will be the degree to which China has added opportunity for conflict with the international community.9

  


  But Lampton does not stop here. He extrapolates to suggest an even broader point that I did not make explicitly but should have:


  
    As China becomes more pluralized and constrained by domestic fragmentation, the outside world may find it progressively more difficult to get PRC cooperation in a number of areas that inflict costs on well-organized constituencies within China. In short, not all good things necessarily come from pluralization. . . . For Americans [the lesson] may be that China gradually is heading in the direction of a more responsive policy, a more constrained leadership; one cannot, however, expect that more pluralization will always translate into more international cooperation or Chinese behavior more aligned with US interests.10

  


  Or, as Peter Ford succinctly puts it: “‘Pluralization’ clearly does not mean freedom,” at least not for policymakers.11 These analysts caution not only that pluralization and democratization are conceptually independent but that pluralization could represent a net loss of freedom for decision makers in China and could lead to perverse outcomes and consequences which are the exact opposite of those hoped for from these newly-mobilized actions.


  Regardless of how we conceptualize political liberalization in China, there has been frustratingly little of it since 2007. To some degree this was to be expected, given Beijing’s hosting of the 2008 Olympics and Chinese leaders’ obsession with making the games go without a hitch. During an exchange on National Public Radio in early 2007, James Mann argued that China would liberalize until after the closing ceremonies and then clamp down again.12 David Shambaugh, appearing on the same program, argued that this prediction got it exactly backward and provided a far more convincing argument that we were likely to see a restricted political space running up to the Olympics and then a return to the liberalizing trajectory. That is what should have happened, but it didn’t. The political climate did not become less restrictive after the completion of the Beijing Olympics.


  There were at least two events that neither Shambaugh nor I (nor, for that matter, China’s leadership) anticipated. First was the Tibetan uprising, beginning on March 10, 2008. The second was the Uighur riots in Urumqi and Kashgar in July 2009. The Tibetan uprising had two effects that are relevant here. First, it led to an official state frame that many Han Chinese could use to make sense of the events that unfolded in Tibet, Western Sichuan, Qinghai, and elsewhere. Second, it had a dampening effect on prospects for political liberalization after the Olympics. Some of the coercive practices employed by the government were straight out of the Cultural Revolution playbook: struggle sessions, torture, thought reform, and the like. Recently a Tibetan monk released from custody following extensive thought reform provided a chilling account of the continuation of some of the darkest practices in Chinese politics.13


  Anecdotally, I also experienced this change in political mood. In March 2006, I was able to travel into Songta, Tibet, largely unnoticed and completely unmolested, to observe the preparations under way for the Nu River Project. By contrast, in March 2009, I was planning on going to some of the areas devastated by the Wenchuan earthquake. Displaying a healthy dose of inattention, I happened to do so on the one-year anniversary of the Tibetan uprising. As a result, I was detained on the road for ninety minutes by armed and uniformed military and paramilitary officials while they tried to make sure that I was not, in fact, a journalist. Despite the frustration on all sides in trying to prove a negative, these officials were perfectly cordial and professional. But it was also clear that they were under strict orders. When they were suitably convinced that I was who I said I was (or more accurately, when they felt that they could convince their superiors), I was allowed to return the way I had come.


  The Uighur uprising a few months later reinforced the tendencies on the part of the Chinese government that have led to a newly restrictive political climate. By a strange coincidence, I happened to be in Urumqi and Kashgar in the days leading up to the first day of rioting. (I flew out of Urumqi at about the same time as the rioting got under way on the afternoon of July 5, 2009.) I was accompanying a congressional staff delegation, and we were meeting with local officials (including many within the coercive arm of the state, since we were discussing terrorism and drug trafficking, among other issues). What struck me was how unprepared these officials appeared to be for some sort of “event”—given the news of Uighur-Han clashes at factories in Guangdong the previous week, we sensed that all was not “pan-ethnic love,” as they assured us. I was also struck with just how rigid and orthodox the discourse was. I did not expect Xinjiang to be a hotbed of political liberalism, but the rigidity and tone-deafness of our hosts was astonishing.


  My more recent trips to China in early and mid-2010 have not suggested to me a softening of the political mood. This is perhaps not surprising either. In addition to the recent Tibetan and Uighur uprisings, we are in the early stages of the next succession struggle, which will culminate in the 18th Party Congress in 2012. To err on the side of creativity and to stray from political orthodoxy right now is widely understood as committing career suicide. If the past is any guide, it will probably take another five years before the new leadership is chosen and has consolidated control of the government, the Party, and the army. Only then are we likely to see a broad resumption of the trend toward greater political liberalization that is documented in China’s Water Warriors. With a bit of luck, developments in China will undermine my prediction, as they have so many times before. From 2008 to 2010, however, although a small window to a bit more political pluralization may have opened following the Olympics, it was slammed shut by the crackdowns in Tibet and Xinjiang.14


  China’s Water Warriors may have been ahead of its time not because of any prescient gifts on my part but rather because of the cessation of liberalizing trends in China. This realization is disheartening in the short term, but the longer-term prospects are not terribly different from what I concluded in the first edition. I have no sense of a backsliding or reversal in pluralization; it is just an extended pause. As with so many developments in China, we can see this as “two steps forward, one step to the side.” I feel rather pessimistic in the short term, but I remain optimistic for the long run.


  Hong Kong, August 2010
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  In March of 2004, my colleague Bill Lowry, clutching that morning’s New York Times, came into my office. A front-page article by Jim Yardley, “Dam Building Threatens China’s ‘Grand Canyon,’” had piqued his interest. I had already seen the article, and indeed, my first reaction had been a desire to run upstairs and show it to Bill. The article documented the grassroots attempts to reverse the decision to build a gargantuan hydro-power project along the Nu River in remote northwest Yunnan province. Sure enough, a month later, in an article titled “China’s Premier Orders Halt to a Dam Project Threatening a Lost Eden,” the Times reported on Premier Wen Jiabao’s decision to put the project on hold. As the conventional wisdom holds that Beijing enthusiastically pursues massive hydro-power projects, with ministries and local governments falling into line, we regarded this as a noteworthy development. Together, we pooled our research funds and embarked on a trip to China that August to try to understand what was unfolding. In June, as I was conducting the preliminary research on the Nu River Project, I came across a similar event, indeed an even more dramatic case, in Dujiangyan, Sichuan province. By a stroke of good fortune, I had established contacts in Dujiangyan the previous summer—evidently I had performed satisfactorily during our “liquid lunch” as we were warmly welcomed back to Dujiangyan. We made that beautiful city the focal point of our research. The fruit of our labor was “Unbuilt Dams,” an article that appeared in Comparative Politics; it forms the core of chapter 4 in this book.


  I had originally conceived of this project as an interesting diversion from my research on bureaucratic (re)centralization in China, but I quickly found myself drawn to the fascinating world of hydropower politics. As a result, hydropower became the focal point of my research for the two and a half years following that initial visit. This book is the result.


  My former advisor Ken Lieberthal and I have discussed many times how the politics of water reveal a great deal about how the Chinese state operates. This notion is borne out by the early literature on the creation and implementation of policy in China. Another of my advisers, Mike Oksenberg, wrote his doctoral thesis on irrigation during the Great Leap Forward. David Lampton’s work on water policy provided the foundation to the ground-breaking 1987 volume he edited, Policy Implementation in Post-Mao China. And dams and hydropower provide one of the three cases in Lieberthal and Oksenberg’s own seminal 1988 work, Policy Making in China. In the two decades since, the treatment of hydropower policy has been absorbed into the growing literature on environmental politics in China. China’s Water Warriors returns us to water policy as a way of understanding how the policy process works in China more generally—particularly how it has changed since Lieberthal and Oksenberg conducted their research in the mid-1980s.


  Over the past two decades, the “fragmented authoritarianism” (FA) framework identified by Lieberthal, Oksenberg, and others in the late 1980s and early 1990s has itself been applied to other policy areas, including the military, education, commerce, and trade. The FA framework remains remarkably durable.


  However, new dynamics have emerged in the past few years that require us to recast our notions of how the political process works in China. Chinese scholars, activists, disgruntled local officials, media outlets, and even the broad public have become far more important to the policy process. Indeed, one of the most captivating dimensions of this research was this heterogeneity of political actors. Each of these actors, no matter where he or she stood on the actual policy question of whether project X should be built, was genuinely committed to that stance, and often it was difficult to extricate policy goals from deeper, more personal ones. Hydropower engineers argued convincingly that they were helping the country in its constant quest for energy sources. Local political leaders in favor of the projects understood them as ways to bring their own constituents out of desperate poverty. National-level officials, regardless of their views on particular hydropower projects, felt an obligation to allow interior provinces to share in the dramatic wealth that has made coastal China one of the most dynamic places on earth.


  But it is the opposition—activists, officials, journalists, and scholars—that stands out. I did not always agree with their goals or their tactics—although my opinion is immaterial—for I was there as a social scientist, committed to maintaining a degree of objectivity that many of my sources found strange, even exasperating! However, I was and remain truly humbled by the purity of their commitment. These actors are venturing into new and largely un-charted political territory. Although as policy entrepreneurs—advocates for policy proposals or for the prominence of an idea in the policy realm—they have learned how to play the political game adroitly and effectively, the boundaries of acceptable political behavior are changing, precisely as a result of their actions. Their putative goal may well be to change not politics but policy. Distinguishing the two, however, is often controlled by precisely those parties against whom these activists are exerting their considerable energies. Their behavior is the very definition of political courage.


  Sometimes the opposition fails, sometimes it succeeds, and sometimes the definition of success or failure remains elusive. In this book, I look at three cases. Chapter 3 traces the failure of the opposition to the Pubugou Dam in Sichuan province. Chapter 4 documents the dramatic success of the anti-hydropower forces at Dujiangyan, also in Sichuan. Chapter 5 analyzes the protracted power struggle between the two camps over the Nu River Project in neighboring Yunnan province.


  What do these three stories tell us about hydropower politics? What do they tell us about China’s political processes more generally? Most important, they demonstrate that these things can happen. Inspired by Robert Axelrod’s The Evolution of Cooperation, his path-breaking work on international cooperation under the conditions of anarchy, I am documenting existence claims. Axelrod claimed that international cooperation can take place even under conditions of anarchy; I am making the claim that political pluralism can take place within—indeed, influence—the policy process in single-party, authoritarian China. In addition, even though my three cases cover roughly the same time frame and geographical area, there is considerable variation in the outcomes. This suggests certain larger hypotheses. Given the limitations of the case study method, I cannot claim that I am testing hypotheses here, but in terms of internal validity, these cases are quite robust.


  Considering China’s extraordinary complexity, I have found it helpful to maintain a requisite degree of humility when taking on the Middle Kingdom as the object of my scholarship. With that in mind, I hope I have been able to uncover some of the more interesting dynamics in that fascinating country’s recent political trajectory.


  In one end-of-term evaluation a few years back, an anonymous student, commenting on the riskier aspects of my field research, wrote that I “could do for political science what Indiana Jones did for archeology.” While I certainly felt the temptation to don (if only metaphorically) the famous fedora many times in the field, Jones was basically a loner. I, on the other hand, have depended on the generosity of family, colleagues, friends, and strangers in order to accomplish what I have done, both in the field and outside of it.


  Several people were instrumental in piquing my interest in hydropower politics. My colleague and friend Bill Lowry stands at the top of that list. Others include Ken Lieberthal, Liz Economy, Jim Yardley, and a host of individuals in China. In fact, this last group, a critical part of the story I tell, was extraordinarily generous in allowing me to enter its dense network of activists, journalists, and sympathetic officials. Although many of its members would not necessarily agree with some of the points made herein, this group quite simply made this book possible. That they must remain anonymous underscores the depth of my gratitude to interlocutors who, despite the risks inherent in doing so, helped me tremendously over the past thirty months.
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