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Politics of Environmental Activism in China 

Although the Chinese government recognizes that failure to protect the environment 

incurs substantial economic and social costs, the central government’s current efforts to resolve 

environmental problems involve only administrative and legal guidance. The top leadership 

delegates authority to provincial and local leaders, who do not have proper incentives to enforce 

environmental protection. The fundamental failures in the incentive structure of China’s 

decentralized political system highlight the central government’s inability to improve the 

environment. As a result, the Chinese government has allowed nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs) to carry some of the burden formerly taken by national or local governments and state-

owned enterprises. To retain control over the development of state-societal relations, the 

government is cautious in limiting the number and scope of environmental NGOs. The politics of 

simultaneous tolerance and stringent control of environmental social organizations reflects 

ambiguity in the government’s position on the role of environmental NGOs in Chinese society. 

This paper examines the political incentives underlying the government’s support for 

environmental NGOs as well as the subsequent implications for the role of NGOs in Chinese 

society. It concludes that embedded social activism, as opposed to concepts of state-led civil 

society and state corporatism, best explains state-societal relations in regards to environmental 

protection in China. 
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Key Features of Environmental Governance 

 In the Chinese political system, environmental governance faces a high degree of 

fragmentation. Because environmental protection is a multifaceted issue that requires governance 

to extend across various sectors and institutions, effective governance is particularly difficult to 

achieve, as coordination problems are pervasive under China’s decentralized authoritarian 

system. Due to lack of economic incentives or lack of resources, local governments often choose 

not to implement high-level environmental mandates. For instance, when deciding between the 

choice to uphold environmental laws or to support a polluting factory that employs thousands of 

local residents, economic rationale leads local officials to prioritize economic development over 

environmental protection.  

Furthermore, environmental protection is a relatively recent development in China’s 

bureaucratic state. The State Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA), now known as the 

Ministry of Environmental Protection, did not formally become a ministry-level entity until 

1998.1 Efforts to establish coherent governing institutions over environmental issues often 

require imposing new responsibilities onto existing ministries, which creates tension among 

bureaucratic domains. Nonetheless, environmental governance has been strengthened by China’s 

active participation in international environmental regimes. For instance, SEPA is the first state 

ministry to receive regular input from international experts on policy.2 In the field of 

environmental conservation, China benefits significantly from international knowledge and 

technology exchanges. 

                                                
1 Guo Nei, "Agency given greater powers," China Daily, 1 April 1998, p. 1 
2 Wu, Fengshi. Environment Politics in China: An Issue Area in Review. Journal of Chinese Political 
Science/Association of Chinese Political Studies. 2009. 
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 After attending the UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 

1992, Chinese leaders began to shift their approach towards environmental governance. While 

the conference focused on formal negotiations, a series of meetings between NGOs of member 

countries received great international attention.3 Because China did not have any genuine NGOs 

at the time, the country was represented by a set of government-organized nongovernmental 

organizations (GONGOs). Embarrassed by the event, the government quickly realized the 

importance of public participation in advancing environmental protection. Thus, the government 

opened political space for civilian participation in environmental protection, permitted formation 

of NGOs, allowed media investigations, and supported grassroots activities. In 1994, the first 

environmental NGO, Friends of Nature (FN), was established.  

The government has also expanded civil participation by encouraging formal complaints 

about environmental protection. The 1996 State Council Decision Concerning Environmental 

Protection Issues promotes public reporting on violations of environmental protection laws.4 

Such complaint system serves as a formal institutional medium for individual citizens to 

participate in the enforcement of environmental protection. Individuals can also complain to the 

Environmental Protection Bureau, majors’ offices, local People’s Congresses, and telephone 

hotlines. Civilian complaints, as expressed on official hotlines and letters to local officials, are 

increasing at 30 percent per year.5 Though such statistics do not directly imply true deterioration 

in environmental quality, they do reflect civilian awareness of environmental issues and their 

increasing participation in voicing discontent.  

                                                
3 Economy, Elizabeth. The River Runs Black: The Environmental Challenge to China’s Future. Cornell University 
Press. 2004, p. 99. 
4 Xiaoying Ma and Leonard Ortolano, Environmental Regulation in China: Institutions, Enforcement and 
Compliance (Lanham: Rowman 8c Littlefield, 2000), p. 72.  
5 Economy, Elizabeth. The great leap backward? The costs of China's environmental crisis, Foreign Affairs 86 
(2007), p. 38–59.  
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Environmental NGOs 

Emergence of NGOs 

Environmental NGOs refer to any registered or unregistered voluntary group that 

involves civil participation on the issues related to environmental protection. In China, 

environmental NGOs include a wide range of organizations: registered NGOs, non-profit 

enterprises, unregistered voluntary groups, web-based groups, student environmental 

associations, university research institutes, and government-organized NGOs (GONGOs), as 

shown in following table. However, three particular types play a significant role in state-societal 

relations: traditional NGOs, GONGOs, and semi-NGOs or university research institutes. 

Table: Main Types of Environmental NGOs in China6 

Organizational Type Registration status Examples 
1) Registered NGOs Registered as social 

organizations or private, non 
profit work units 

Friends of Nature; Green 
River 

2) Non-profit enterprises Registered as business 
enterprises but operate as non-
profit organizations 

Global Village of Beijing; 
Institute of Environment and 
Development 

3) Unregistered voluntary 
groups 

Unregistered organizations 
that function as NGOs 

Green Earth Volunteers 

4) Web-based groups Unregistered groups that 
operate mainly through the 
Internet 

Green-Web; Greener Beijing 

5) Student environmental 
associations 

Registered with campus Youth 
Leagues yet function and 
perceived as NGOs 

Sichuan University 
Environmental Volunteer 
Association 

6) University research 
institutes 

Affiliated with Institutions of 
higher learning but operate as 
NGOs 

Center for Legal Assistance to 
Pollution Victims; China 
University of Political Science 
and Law 

7) Government-organized 
NGOs (GONGOs) 

Social organizations 
established by government 
agencies 

China Environmental Science 
Association 

 
                                                
6 Yang, Guobin. (2005) ‘Environmental NGOs and Institutional Dynamics in China’, The China Quarterly (181): 
46-66.  
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Traditional NGOs 

Traditional NGOs refer to NGOs that have underwent the legal registration process with the 

Ministry of Civil Affairs to become an independent and legal social organization. The process 

has numerous requirements that make registration difficult to obtain, including required approval 

by a sponsor institution, limited membership size, and limited financial resources. Furthermore, 

the process does not include any rights to appeal should a sponsoring institution or state organ 

reject the application.7 Registration must be renewed annually and NGOs can face rejection at 

registration or at renewal. In addition, a NGO cannot be established in an issue area that is 

already occupied by another NGO.8 To maintain legal status, an NGO must not oppose any 

national interests or CCP principles, which leads applicants to downplay their critiques of 

government failures in environmental protection. Environmental NGOs operate under agreement 

that their mission and work mutually enforce government goals. The stringent registration 

process gives the government complete control over the future of the NGOs. Thus, 

environmental NGOs in China are fundamentally restricted by their dependence on government 

generosity. Furthermore, traditional NGOs are frequently constricted by the shortage of adequate 

human capital and funding. However, a benefit of the relationship between a registered NGO and 

the government is that sponsoring work units can provide several administrative and legal 

services. As a result of this tenuous process, many NGOs have decided not to register or they 

register as a subsidiary under a façade institution. For example, the Beijing Science and 

Technology Association is a façade institution with many NGOs registered as ‘research institute’ 

under its name.  

                                                
7 Ho, Peter. “Greening without Conflict? Environmentalism, Green NGOs and Civil Society in China. Development 
and Change. 2001. 
8 Schwartz, Jonathan. (2004) ‘Environmental NGOs in China: Roles and Limits’, Pacific Affairs 77(1): 28-49.  
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Environmental GONGOs 

GONGOs are often spin-offs of SEPA and are only nominally separated from the state. GONGO 

leaders are generally state appointees who receive state salaries. GONGOs depend on 

government political support and must uphold government policy.9 While GONGOs have fewer 

funding problems than NGOs, GONGOs have limited autonomy over own research topics and 

thus have less policy impact. However, because of close ties with SEPA, GONGOs do have 

greater access to international environmental NGOs.  

Environmental Semi-NGOs or University Research Institutes 

Semi-NGOs refer to NGOs that are neither registered with the Ministry of Civil Affairs nor 

related to SEPA but are registered within the Chinese university system. Although they are 

independent of the government, semi-NGOs are not completely independent because they are a 

university affiliate that rely on international funding and indirect governmental funding. 

Nonetheless, they enjoy more autonomy over the topics of research and are staffed by academics. 

Semi-NGOs have access to government officials and their primary goal is to improve the 

capacity and awareness of government officials. Thus, semi-NGOs have a few advantages over 

other forms of NGOs, including educated staff, multiple funding sources, and the government as 

their captive audience.  

Explaining Government-Supported Emergence of Environmental NGOs 

The emergence of nongovernmental organizations to fill roles previously held by national 

or local governments and state-owned enterprises reflects a significant change in China’s state-

societal relations. Chinese leaders understand the risks involved with the expansion of civilian 

political participation and therefore cautiously control the growth of NGOs, confining both size 

                                                
9 Schwartz, Jonathan. (2004) ‘Environmental NGOs in China: Roles and Limits’, Pacific Affairs 77(1): 28-49.  



Wang 7 

and scope of their activities. The Party-state’s simultaneous restriction and relaxation raise 

questions about its underlying motive. One school of thought explains that the central 

government supports the development of a civil society because China’s notion of civil society 

and NGOs differs from the Western perception of voluntary organizations that serve to protect 

rights or offset state power.  Under this concept of state-led civil society, political rights in 

China, as Goldman notes, “enable citizens to contribute to the state rather than to enable 

individuals to protect themselves against the state.”10 In the Party-state’s perspective, civil 

society is state-led and contributes to more effective public policy. In this sense, environmental 

NGOs in Chinese civil society serve as a tool to help the state achieve its national goals toward 

sustainable development. Furthermore, environmental activism in China tends to adapt itself to 

the political conditions of the Party-state system because environmental NGOs achieve their 

organizations’ goals by what Peter Ho refers as “greening without conflict.”11 Environmental 

NGOs are highly committed to environmental protection and do not wish to use it for political 

aims. While some scholars believe that the non-confrontational approach employed by 

environment NGOs constrains their scope of work and subsequent environmental impact, others 

believe that environmental NGOs have gradually and effectively expanded their political power 

by inflicting real influence in environmental policy-making.  

The varying schools of thought that explain the Party-state’s underlying incentives can be 

grouped into three perspectives or hypotheses: 1) state corporatism; 2) public sphere; 3) 

embedded social activism. 

                                                
10 Goldman, Merle. “The Reassertion of Political Citizenship in the Post-Mao Era: The Democracy Wall 
Movement,” in Merle Goldman and Elizabeth J. Perry (eds) Changing Meanings of Citizenship in Modern China, 
Harvard University Press, 2002, p. 159. 
11 Ho, Peter. “Greening without Conflict? Environmentalism, Green NGOs and Civil Society in China. Development 
and Change. 2001. 
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State Corporatism  

In contrast to the notion of civil society, state corporatism argues that the state controls 

and often establishes associations that exist between state and society. According to Jonathan 

Unger, “the state’s grip on the associations can potentially make them vehicles for squeezing out 

any capacity for a civil society to operate effectively, independent of the state.”12  Thus, by 

implementing a stringent registration process for NGOs, using GONGOs for administrative 

purposes, and suppressing independence of semi-NGOs by keeping them tied to the university 

system, the Chinese government utilizes environmental NGOs to strengthen the state’s control 

over units that have capacity to improve environmental issues. To entirely prevent the possibility 

for environmentalism to instigate any large-scale, organized confrontational activity against the 

state, as had happened in former Eastern-bloc countries and the West, the Chinese government 

eliminates any opportunity that NGOs have to challenge state authority at a large-scale.13 It is 

incorporated in the registration process that for NGOs to maintain their existence, they must not 

challenge the Party-state or otherwise face revocation at any time. Most traditional NGOs pursue 

activities that avoid state-confrontation while fulfill their organizations’ mission. For instance, 

they organize “politically innocent” activities such as “green summer camps, garbage clean-up 

campaigns, and the protection of rare animal species.”14  

The Chinese government did not recognize substantial benefits for opening up political 

space for environmental NGOs until the UNCED meeting. Since witnessing the benefits of 

NGOs from other countries, the government has carefully opened the political space for NGOs in 

China because the Party-state realized the urgency of environment protection and was confident 
                                                
12 Unger, Jonathan. Associations and the Chinese State: Contested Spaces (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2008), p. 7. 
13 Ho, Peter. “Greening without Conflict? Environmentalism, Green NGOs and Civil Society in China. Development 
and Change. 2001. 
14 Ho, Peter. “Greening without Conflict? Environmentalism, Green NGOs and Civil Society in China. Development 
and Change. 2001. 
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in the state’s ability to maintain ultimate sovereignty over these groups. Furthermore, NGOs can 

enhance the governments’ own education on international environmental affairs. Semi-NGOs, 

for example, collaborate with international environmental organizations and provide high-caliber 

and unbiased research specifically for the government. Overall, the development of the NGO 

sector is a means for the state to advance its own objectives, not to encourage the formation of an 

independent civil society. 

Public Sphere 

While the state corporatist perspective explains the Party-state’s political incentives for 

supporting NGOs, it does not recognize the dynamic role that non-state actors, such as mass 

media, alternative media, and the Internet, play in the emergence of a “green public sphere.”15 

These communicative spaces introduce new methods to discuss the environment and encourage 

citizens and NGOs to creatively use the Internet and media. The media, in particular, have 

become essential to environmental activism in China. A 2001 public opinion poll reveals that 79 

percent of Chinese citizens learned about environmental protection issues from television and 

radio.16 Environmental NGOs, like the Green Earth Volunteers, play a critical role in mobilizing 

the media to cover various local environmental stories and raise awareness on national 

environmental campaigns. One of the main organizers of Green Earth Volunteers, Zhang Kejia, 

also writes for China Youth Daily’s “Green Net,” an online section of the newspaper on 

environmental issues.17 Green Net and other new media forms are extremely effective at 

disseminating environmental information to the mass public.   

                                                
15 Calhoun, Craig and Guobin Yang. “Media, civil society, and the rise of a green public sphere in China.” China’s 
Embedded Activism. Routledge. 2008. 
16 China State Environmental Protection Agency and Ministry of Education, Quanguo Gongzhong Huangjing Yishi 
Diaocha Baogao [Survey Report on Public Environmental Consciousness in China], 21. 
17 Calhoun, Craig and Guobin Yang. “Media, civil society, and the rise of a green public sphere in China.” China’s 
Embedded Activism. Routledge. 2008. 



Wang 10 

The Party-state encourages NGOs to take the role of public education, community-

building, research, and advocacy. The government’s expansion of NGOs have introduced a new 

role for various types of media and expanded the communicative space in which environmental 

discourse develops. The emergence of a green public sphere expands across multiple actors and 

media forms, strengthening the mutual shaping of state and society. Nonetheless, China’s green 

public sphere still operates under the Chinese political context and faces political control. 

Although the government has allowed much media activity on environmental issues, the strategic 

use of media by environmental NGOs may expand to other social issues, which will lead to 

stricter political control. 

Embedded Social Activism 

Notions of state-led civil society and state corporatism both fail to explain the 

implications of the Chinese semi-authoritarian political setting, especially the ongoing 

“negotiated symbiosis” that characterize state-society relations.18 Evolved within a semi-

authoritarian context, embedded social activism is a “resourceful and negotiated strategy 

employed by activists to gain maximum political and social influence by profession to uphold the 

principles of the CCP.”19 In terms of the development of Chinese environmental NGOs, 

embeddedness refers to contextualization and networks. Because the government perceives 

environmental activism as “embedded,” environmental NGOs have gained legitimacy and have 

an established place in Chinese society. More importantly, individual activists from NGOs, who 

inherently adopts a non-confrontational approach towards interaction with the state, must utilize 

informal personal networks to achieve their goals. China’s semi-authoritarian context provides a 

                                                
18 Ho, Peter. “Embedded Activism and Political Change in a Semiauthoritarian Context.” China Information, Vol 
XXI (2). 2007. 
19 Ho, Peter and Richard Louis Edmonds. “Perspective of Time and Change.” China Information, Vol XXI (2). 
2007. 
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paradoxical duality for environmental organizations: both restrictive and conducive.  The Party-

state imposes formal measures of strict control while leaving information avenues; this 

environment is both limiting and enabling for NGOs. Thus, environmental NGOs use their 

embeddedness to achieve incremental change through institutionalization. 

Conclusion 

 The state corporatist model adequately explains the historic emergence of NGOs in China 

but is not useful in assessing the expanding role of NGOs within limited political conditions. The 

green public sphere perspective presents useful insights about the increasing influence of NGOs 

in society but fails to explain the government’s incentives for allowing creative use of media. 

The embedded social activism perspective most clearly explains both political incentives and 

expanding influence of non-government actors. It demonstrates how environmental NGOs use 

existing means within semi-authoritarian context to gain political leverage and achieve gradual 

institutionalization.  


