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Everyone seems to have an opinion
Jayati Ghosh and CP Chandrasekhar: There are reasons to be more concerned
than many analysts appear to be, about the immediate prospects for the Chinese
economy. As the housing bubble in China is pricked and real estate prices fall, this
will have negative multiplier effects on all related activities in construction and
So on. The debt deflation associated with falling asset prices may also affect
consumption and employment. So there is a serious internal threat to growth,
unless the Chinese government takes active measures to revive consumption,
without relying on expansion of household debt. http://triplecrisis.com/
Paul Krugman: The most striking thing about the Chinese economy over the past
decade was the way household consumption, although rising, lagged behind
overall growth. At this point consumer spending is only about 35 percent of G.D.P.,
about half the level in the United States… what motivated all that investment? An
ever-inflating real estate bubble. Real estate investment has roughly doubled as a
share of G.D.P. since 2000, accounting directly for more than half of the overall
rise in investment. And surely much of the rest of the increase was from firms expanding to sell to
the burgeoning construction industry… China's story just sounds too much like the crack-ups we've
already seen elsewhere. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/19/opinion/krugman-will-china-break.html?_r=1
Sebastian Malaby: China's leaders ordered up a vast stimulus that temporarily disguised
their structural surplus… The truth is that China's vulnerability is homemade… But if China's
frustration with the ‘dollar trap’ appears confused, its proposed remedy is yet more
muddled. Promoting the internationalisation of the renminbi as a rival to the dollar may
sound pleasingly patriotic to China's leaders. But it contradicts most other aspects of
their economic model. http://www.cfr.org/emerging-markets/conflict-confusion-chinas-currency-policy/p26835

•NOVEMBER 29, 2011, 4:14 P.M. ET
World Bank Chief Economist: China Can Grow At 8% For 20 More Years
SAN FRANCISCO (Dow Jones)--China can continue its dynamic economic
growth for at least another 20 years, although it needs to embark on an
overhaul that removes internal imbalances in its economy and society,
World Bank Chief Economist Justin Yifu Lin said in a speech here Tuesday.

More danger: China receives recent
endorsements from World Bank and IMF

IMF Executive Board Assessment:
Executive Directors noted that China’s nearterm growth prospects continue to be
vigorous and are increasingly selfsustained, underpinned by structural
adjustment. While inflation is expected to
subside reflecting ongoing monetary policy
tightening, upside risks remain, in particular
from higher food and commodity prices.
Asset price developments and continued
rapid credit growth, coupled with global
liquidity conditions, pose policy challenges.
Directors agreed that the current
environment calls for a further tightening of
macroeconomic policies. The acceleration
of China’s economic transformation toward
a more inclusive and balanced growth
model as envisaged under the Twelfth FiveYear Plan will improve the welfare of the
Chinese people and contribute to sustained
and balanced global growth.

As a political economist based in South Africa
since 1990, I’ve always thought China is the
most critical place to understand current
accumulation processes and new
class/community/ecological struggles.
I was lucky, and with travel offered
by two universities (Renmin and
Lingnan) through a research
project, spent from 11-21
December 2011 in south and
central China, along with two dozen
others on a study tour arranged by
‘New Left’ academics.

In addition to a few forthcoming officials
of the Chinese state, I learned a great deal
from teams assembled by Profs Wen
Tiejun and Lau Kin Chi. We began at the
South South Forum in Hong Kong
http://www.southsouthforum.org/eng/
and on the delegation into mainland China
were a set of two dozen extraordinary
colleagues from across the world..

The core theme of the South South Forum:
“Development policies of emerging countries have often
been made subservient to external, especially G-8 and
multinational corporate, interests. Mainstream scholars
and commentators, purposefully or unconsciously at the
service of vested interests, have often been too eager to
attribute developmental experiences to generic and
reified concepts such as marketization and
globalization.”
The core theme of the visit to central China was
debunking mainstream notions of market-driven
accumulation, and instead to understand state
(especially municipal) power to shape the country’s
capitalist development trajectory, including its many
eco-social and economic contradictions.

Our guides and translators were formidable sources of
information and in Chongqing, deputy municipal research chief
Pan Yong gave us an exceptionally interesting – albeit top-down –
view.

As Niall Ferguson remarked in 2008,
Nowhere better embodies the
breakneck economic expansion of
China than the city of Chongqing. Far
up the River Yangtze, it is the fastestgrowing city in the world today. I had
seen some spectacular feats of
construction in previous visits to
China, but this put even Shanghai
and Shenzhen into the shade.

Chongqing has, since 1997, enjoyed self-management
status equivalent to Shangai, Beijing and Tianjin’s.

Chongqing:
The city within China
The province within China
The city within the province

Chongqing has 32
million people in its
Austria-sized metro
area and hinterland
and will have 10
million urban
residents by 2015
(rising by 1 million a
year). It was the
subject of an
admiring Foreign
Policy article in 2010
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles
/2010/08/16/chicago_on_the_yangtze
?page=0,0

but is a site for ‘New
Left’ experiments
marrying efficiency
and equity

We found it enlightening to go review the November 2011 debate in
Modern China journal between Philip Huang and Ivan Szelenyi about
whether a ‘Third Hand’ (the municipal corporation, between socialism
and capitalism) is creating this extraordinary landscape, and whether the
built environment can continue to grow at the rates required, given the
property bubble that is now popping across China.

Here’s Huang’s position:
Given the reality of a globalized market economy, it
has been private domestic and foreign corporations
(the first hand), state public services and welfare
programs (the second hand), and state-owned firms
dedicated to social equity (the third hand) that have
together powered Chongqing’s development, both economic and
social. The combination has been very successful thus far, with the
third hand serving to make possible a much improved balance
between social equity and economic efficiency. Is it possible that
Chongqing’s state-owned firms of the third hand, born and
tempered in that environment, will continue to be both
economically competitive and socially progressive?
(“No,” says Szelenyi, the logic of accumulation won’t
permit it, nor will the property bubble keep rising.)
The debate: Huang: http://en.lishiyushehui.cn/modules/topic/detail.php?topic_id=106
Szelenyi: http://en.lishiyushehui.cn/modules/topic/detail.php?topic_id=110
Huang: http://en.lishiyushehui.cn/modules/topic/detail.php?topic_id=111

Though perhaps not immediately obvious from the following slides, Chongqing is
considered to offer hope for a different China, a turn away from the vicious
inequality and extreme social tensions that emerged in recent years from helterskelter capitalist accumulation. Chongqing is the model metropolis, with generous
social welfare, and leaders seek eco-sustainability through tree planting.

The ubiquitous hammer and sickle symbol (and all
that this represents) makes it confusing, for sure.

First though, you’ll ask: were we, during this visit, victims of Chinese state
surveillance and thought control? No, we’d reply: how could that be – the
police are loving and friendly, as their hearts and doves clearly indicate…

And after all, we had nothing to do with subversives like the Communist
Workers International, whose leading Chongqing rep was recently busted:
CWI’s Zhang Shujie forced to flee China
Friday, 13 January 2012.

Repression against left activists increasing in China
… the Chongqing branch of state security instructed Zhang, under threat of imprisonment, to engage in ‘unconstitutional’
activities in Hong Kong. These security officials subsequently paid for Zhang’s visit to Hong Kong to attend a CWI meeting
in October 2011, and gave instructions to collect information on political activists in the city – including an elected
member of Hong Kong’s legislature.
Zhang had no intention of carrying out the regime’s dirty work. He made arrangements with CWI comrades and
supporters to leave China, during his visit to Hong Kong.
This case exposes the brutal and lawless methods of the Chinese dictatorship despite its efforts to project a more
sophisticated image. Foreign governments and the multinational companies whose interests they hold closest to heart
have largely dropped any criticism of human rights abuses and the Chinese regime’s increasingly repressive rule. Those
who have dared to challenge this repressive system and paid the price for this deserve the support and solidarity of all left
and democratic forces.
Today, China is experiencing the most severe police crackdown for more than a decade, a process that Amnesty
International has described as ‘chilling’. Hundreds of writers, lawyers and activists have been rounded up and
‘disappeared’ by police. The targeting of high profile individuals such as artist Ai Weiwei and activist lawyers such as Gao
Zhisheng, has been used to warn others and underline that nobody is untouchable. Within this wider crackdown, the
targeting of prominent activist lawyers, those who have defended other victims of repression, has dealt a huge blow to
any suggestion of an independent legal system emerging in China.
In the final days of 2011 several court verdicts dispelled any suggestion of a let up in the crack down. Sichuan-based
writer Chen Wei was sentenced to nine years in prison for ‘subversive writing’ and Guizhou-based Chen Xi was given a 10year sentence, also for “inciting subversion” in trials either side of Christmas Day. Another high profile dissident, Ni Yulan
is currently on trial in Beijing for “making trouble” due to her role in defending victims of land grabs and could also face a
draconian sentence.
http://chinaworker.info/en/content/news/1710/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed:%20chinaworkeren%20%28China%20Worker%20-%20English%20articles%29

In Chongqing, we met ‘people-centred police’ aiming to help ‘develop in a
scientific way’… meaning, keeping Chinese cities safe for consumption

Consumption of Chinese output is not just the West’s privilege. Given the 2008
meltdown, Europe’s crashes and the ongoing US consumer credit crunch, domestic
economic expansion is now vital. This realisation motivated a vast speculative
housing boom, part state-driven but then joined by private investors who overbuilt,
creating vast ghost cities with tens of millions of empty apartments at a time worker
housing was unaffordable: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPILhiTJv7E
In contrast to the developers’ over-priced, for-profit housing, Chongqing is building
700,000 low-cost public units for two million people by 2015. This is critical to both
labour supply management (which is generously state subsidised at the point of
reproduction) and consumer demand, especially for appliances and other household
goods. Linked by a decent public transport system, there are scores of high-rise
housing estates (of at least 35 stories) now popping up across Chongqing.

A typical small unit of nearly 40 square meters costs around $50/month:

In one model apartment, an
official impressed us with her
sense of how migrants and
peasants can be immediately
modernised in nuclear-family
accommodation. However,
bills for electricity and water
seemed rather high, with the
latter partially-privatised by
notorious Suez from Paris.

Chatting in the model unit, Council for the Development of Social
Science Research in Africa president Sam Moyo and secretary Ebrima
Sall pondered why African states were doing so little to supply housing.

While both settings have surplus labour and rapid rural-urban migration, we agreed, one crucial
difference (aside from financing) is China’s shortage of land. One commonality is the overall model
for ‘nonmingong’: migrancy based on what we sometimes refer to as ‘articulations of modes of
production’, in which male workers in capitalist firms are reproduced through gendered superexploitation because they have few citizens’ rights within the city, relying upon rural women for
childcare, healthcare for sick workers and old-age care. That apartheid-like system helps explain
China’s persistently low wage rates (alongside a state-controlled, low-value currency).

Philip Huang: The nongmingong typically do the dirtiest and heaviest of jobs and, despite
working long hours (typically 11-hour days 6 days a week) far beyond the standard
provisions of labor laws, earn on average only 60 percent of the pay of urban residents,
even without counting the great difference in benefits enjoyed in terms of health care,
unemployment and retirement insurance, and access to public education. They are the
most dramatic demonstration of increased inequity in China under the reform era…

Residents of the model public housing units were friendly but the question
remained, what kind of deal did they get when moving from country to city?

The answer is partially to be found in this land market which aims “to help to
break down the difference between town and countryside” by assuring that
rising real estate prices are captured by the state and socialised, so as to turn
rural farmland into more intensively-cropped agriculture, to urbanise in a
less frictional way, and to transfer property gains into social spending.

We weren’t entirely convinced. Vinod Raina from the People’s Science
Movement of India and Sydney University ecofeminist scholar Ariel Salleh
questioned the pervasive land commodification that the model relies
upon, and I asked about price bubbling, which Pan Yong said controlled in
Chongqing through tough regulatory measures (we’ll see about that).

This is what authorities don’t like: a flood of urban migrants from poor rural
areas, with insufficient arable land to grow food for a population that is shifting
from 25-75 urban to 75-25 urban within a few decades. Abandoned homesteads
are an opportunity for land centralisation and agricultural modernisation:

A crucial factor in rearranging Chongqing’s social and economic space over the
last four years is the role played by Bo Xilai, son of a former deputy premier who
has the vision, determination and raw power to cut through bureaucratic red
tape. He might well be compared to Georges-Eugene Haussmann or Robert
Moses – entrepreneurial state officials who transformed Paris and New York.

One of Bo’s notable accomplishments was
arresting nearly 5,000 corrupt bureaucrats,
with several (including the top security
official) executed for promotion of the local
mafia’s interests. He also forces municipal
officials to visit the countryside’s poor
people monthly, a drive rightwingers claims
is a return to Maoist philosophy. Bo has
crushed protests but also made important
concessions such as much higher land
payouts to the rural dispossessed, as well as
welfare payments and public housing.

State control of the process so far means that the private sector is only getting a
third of the land for either agriculture, industrial development, or more
commonly, property development speculation. So far, state profits from rising
land prices rise allow a subsidy for these migrants to shift out of hovels into flats.

Below, a typical scene of urban encroachment in Chongqing’s rural areas. This is
the sort of creeping ‘development’ that generated the well-publicised riots in
Wukan in recent months, along with municipal corruption and a hostile
municipal bureaucracy. Some estimates of annual protests in China are in excess
of 250,000/year, mostly emanating from enclosure situations like this.

University of California-Berkeley geographer YouTien Hsing, explains that this kind of system can be
challenged from below, to increase the amounts of
compensation given, via social protest of the type
we were hearing of in Wukan. But the danger is:

What this new regime of social
stabilisation has brought is the
commodification of citizens perception of
justice and rights. For the grieved and
unjustly treated either in the case of
farmers facing industrial pollution, or
land appropriation or of migrant workers
facing illegal dismissal and work-induced
injury, many of them measure the success
of their seeking justice by the size of cash
compensation. Constrained by the limited
political space, in their struggle, cash
became the goal of their struggle and the
measure of justice.

http://www.aftermath
project.nl/downloads/
transcripts/Transcript%
20Hsing.pdf

You-Tien Hsing asks, So where will this lead to, what will be the outcome of this
disresponse of the state? The state actually is losing legitimacy. I call this anxious state
versus agitated society. Meaning the state will be so anxious in terms of trying to deal
with these increasingly angry society. Violence is never far from their options, also
using paramilitary actions to threaten. These people know when they take the
complaints, take actions to protest. They know, if they don't accept the offer of the
state with cash, compensation, the alternative is to face state violence. Within that
framework, they are also rather ready to accept the deal in the state and also know
that it’s part of the routine, this negotiation.
Berkeley political scientist Peter Lorentzen argues that this represents
‘Regularizing Rioting’ (as his article is entitled): Lacking the feedback mechanisms
provided by competitive elections, an unfettered press and an active civil society,
authoritarian regimes can find it difficult to monitor lower levels of government or to
identify which social groups have become dangerously discontented…. Informal
toleration and even encouragement of small-scale, narrowly economic protests can
actually promote the stability of an authoritarian regime. Such a policy serves an
authoritarian government's purposes in two ways. First, it allows the government to
identify and defuse discontented communities with targeted transfers. Second, it
provides a useful signal of local government corruption that can be used to
supplement limited administrative monitoring resources… China's government has
allowed protests to become more frequent in the post-Tiananmen era, as
decentralization and marketization have made existing tools of monitoring weaker.

But the society’s grounding is sometimes shaken. Architecturally, for example, amidst the
exceptionally rapid construction boom, there’s not much attention paid to preservation
of older structures. Here are some buildings prior to Chongqing’s rise in the 1930s-40s as
the rightwing nationalist headquarters (Chungking). And though the city dates to 1100BC,
there are few signs of old structures amongst the shining new buildings.

Under construction in Chongqing are a 100+ story and two 80 story towers.

In scores of cities and
towns I’ve visited the
past 30 years, never have
I seen such rapid
construction of housing,
offices and transport.

Can the boom last? In spite of the exceptionally firm command-and-control
system in Chongqing, it is hard not to take seriously recent reports like this:
China's Real Estate Bubble May Have Just Popped
Patrick Chovanec, Foreign Policy, December 18, 2011
…In a telling scene two months ago, Shanghai property developers started slashing prices on
their latest luxury condos by up to one-third. Crowds of owners who had recently bought
apartments at full price converged on sales offices throughout the city, demanding refunds.
Some angry investors went on a rampage, breaking windows and smashing showrooms.

Shanghai homeowners are hardly the only ones getting nervous. Sudden, steep price
reductions are upending real estate markets across China. According to the property
agency Homelink, new home prices in Beijing dropped 35 percent in November alone.
And the free fall may continue for some time. Centaline, another leading property
agency, estimates that developers have built up 22 months' worth of unsold
inventory in Beijing and 21 months' worth in Shanghai.

Everyone from local landowners to Chinese speculators and international investors
are now worrying that these discounts indicate that "the biggest bubble of the
century," as it was called earlier this year, has just popped, with serious
consequences not only for one of the world's most promising economies -- but
internationally as well. The biggest unanswered question is whether existing
investors -- the people holding all those sold but empty "ghost" condos and villas -will join in the sell-off, which could turn the market's retreat into a rout.

What makes the future look particularly bleak is the lack of escape routes. If Chinese
investors panic and rush for the exits, they will discover that in a market awash with
developer discounts, buyers are very hard to find. The next three months will be a
watershed moment for a Chinese investor class that has been flush with cash for
years but lacking a place to put it. Instead of developing a more balanced, consumerbased economy, an entire regime of Beijing technocrats – drunk on investment-led
growth – let the real estate market run red hot for too long and, when forced to act,
lacked the credibility to cool the sector down.

Real estate woes are already sending shockwaves through China's broader economy.
Chinese steel production - driven in large part by construction - is down 15% from June,
and nearly one-third of Chinese steelmakers are now losing money. Chinese radio reports
that half of all real estate agents in the southern city of Shenzhen have closed up shop.

More than 100 local government land auctions failed last month, and land sale
revenues in Beijing are down 15% this year. Without them, local governments have
no way to repay the heavy loans they have taken out to fund ambitious
infrastructure projects, or the additional loans they will need to keep driving GDP
growth next year. In a few cities, such as coastal Wenzhou and coal-rich Ordos, the
collapse in property prices has sparked a full-blown credit crisis, with reports of
ruined businessmen leaping off building rooftops; some are fleeing the country.

The impact of a housing downturn would have a significant impact globally.
International suppliers who have been fueling China's construction boom -- iron-ore
miners in Australia and Brazil, copper miners in Chile, lumber mills in Canada and
Russia, and multinational equipment makers such as Caterpillar and Komatsu -- could
be hard hit. Heavy losses on real estate and related lending could damage
investment and consumer confidence.

Understanding how this came to pass means parsing the host of distortions and mind games
that characterize China's real estate market. Residential real estate construction now accounts
for nearly 10% of the country's total GDP – four percentage points higher than it did at the
peak of the U.S. housing bubble in 2005. Bullish analysts have long argued that large-scale
urbanization and rapidly rising incomes warrant such an extraordinary boom.

But new urban residents are not the immediate drivers of China's recent run-up in
real estate. Chinese investors, large and small, are the ones creating the market. For
more than a decade, they have bet on longer-term demand trends by buying up
multiple units – often dozens at a time – which they then leave empty with the belief
that prices will rise. Estimates of such idle holdings range anywhere from 10 million
to 65 million homes; no one really knows the exact number, but the visual impression
created by vast "ghost" districts, filled with row upon row of uninhabited villas and
apartment complexes, leaves one with a sense of investments with nothing inside.

Homebuyers, who have made
down payments on properties,
protest at China Vanke’s
Qinglinjing development in
Shanghai with signs reading ‘tui
fang’, requesting refunds.

Property market in crisis - Sandy Li, Dec 29, 2011
The mainland property market is in meltdown and the damage is spreading, not only to
consumers but across the mainland's economy and, perhaps, internationally as well. Since last
year, Beijing has sought to burst what it saw as a dangerous bubble, which was pushing home
prices beyond the reach of the middle class. It did so by initiating a series of tough measures
to restrict bank lending and a crackdown on speculation. As a result, sales have slumped by as
much as 70 per cent, triggering a mainland-wide price war among major developers
desperate to raise cash amid a credit crunch. Many are not expected to survive the shakeout.

Can Chongqing survive a national property crash?

This is the new $200 million opera house across the river from the financial district.

Bo Xilai even authorised a vast $400 million recreational site on the outskirts of
Chongqing: an exhibition site for sister-city relations and man-made nature.

In the region’s smaller cities there are many older hovels remaining – yet no real
evidence of the kind of shack-settlement slums we know so well in South Africa.

Tucked away are smaller buildings for working-class tenants and ground-level
shop-keepers, in this case, close to a major industrial park, Yanjia.

Certainly it’s the most comprehensive and coherently designed
industrial park I’ve ever seen, with the Yangtze River as the main source
of inputs, e.g. Chongqing’s own iron ore supply from a municipal-owned
mine in Australia, direct to the steel smelter on the river.

Severe
pollution
dangers
come from
this park’s
processing
of fossil
fuels: South
China Sea
oil, vast coal
reserves,
natural gas,
and even oil
imports via
a pipeline
being built
in Burma,
hotly
contested
there by
activists.

Chongqing also boasts impressive high-tech
developments, such as this cancer treatment
using multiple soundwave bombardments.

Most impressive, perhaps, are the ground transport infrastructural investments.
In addition to highways, here’s Chongqing’s popular train station.
Our destination, Chengdu, was reached in just
two hours, for $15 each.

Along the route I thought about five ‘s’ concepts that would help me understand
China better. First, subsidies flow from central government to big industrial sites
like Chongqing – about $15 billion per year – and into the transport system. Can
these continue at present levels and if not, would that not crash the model?

Second, surpluses earned from the proletariat – which in China are unusually high,
thanks to migrancy (pushing reproduction costs back to women) – may not be so easy to
realise from exporting to world markets that are now shrinking. Chongqing’s take has
been $30 billion/year, but with less export-oriented employment, what will workers do,
and can the model shift quickly enough away from dependency on foreign trade?

Third, consider the structure/struggle dialectic: from above, socio-political
leadership from the likes of Bo Xilai in Chongqing – which appears profound
especially when it comes to clearing out mafioso elements – on the one hand,
requires us to ask, how replicable is this leadership? And on the other hand,
from below, massive social unrest continues from peasants and workers.

Fourth, maniacal speculation in real estate that is required to make the
municipal revenue formula work, appears now to have peaked.

Fifth, consider sustainability in ecological terms, especially in
relation to climate and water. This challenge transcends great train
service, massive tree-planting and vast solar panel production. It
offers a chance to question the entire western fossil fuel model.

After this glance at extraordinary accomplishments made possible by a strong
state taming capital accumulation and grappling with huge contradictions,

the train takes us to the next part of the story: the doubtful sustainability of
China’s fragile ecology, as witnessed along the Yangtze River

Climate villain
and victim:

An example, first, of
the boomerang
effect: China’s worldleading contribution
to climate change in
absolute terms is one
reason the Himalayan
water tower will dry
up, causing sustained
drought and scarcity
downstream, and
wrecking Yangtze and
Yellow River transfer
schemes. And there
are much more
serious weatherrelated crises ahead,
affecting China more
than anywhere else
on earth:

Source: David Wheeler (Centre for Global Development),
Quantifying Vulnerability to Climate Change

Coal burning is the main reason for China’s rise to #1 cause of climate change, as this Yangtze
River coal terminal near Chongqing illustrates. However, consider rebuttals to this charge:
1) the per capita emissions rate ranks China #82; and
2) the West is the primary consumer of the exported junk from Chinese factories powered
by coal, so incorporating this fact would reduce China’s obligations to cut much further.

So, can hydropower replaced coal? Uh oh, in Chongqing there is a museum
dedicated to the second most important geographically-concentrated attack of the
human species against nature: the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River (second
only to the Canadian tar sands)… and now even local officials recognise the folly…

…

Dam supporters (including high-profile South Africans Ronnie Kasrils and Mike
Muller) support the Three Gorges because if run at full power, the project reduces
coal use by 31 mn tonnes/year and avoids 100 mn tonnes of greenhouse gases and
a million tonnes of SO2, and raises Yangtzes barge capacity by a factor of six thus
reducing CO2 for freight transport by 630,000 tonnes/year, cutting costs by 25%.

But flooding of residences along the side of the Yangtze displaced at
least 1.3 million people from 13 cities, 140 towns and 1,350 villages.

Cities like this are where many of the displaced were forced to relocate.

One area the state could improve the existing environmental
situation was the area’s worsening deforestation: from 20%
forested sites on the river in 1960 to 10% by 2008.

Hence the state began a
vast reforestation project
along the river’s banks,
seen as critical to halting
erosion affecting 80% of
surrounding areas, and
leading to 40 million
tonnes of new sediment
each year, with resulting
dam siltation.

But the biggest environmental dilemma, defying easy repair, is the impact
of this vast body of water on local geology. There have been hundreds of
major landslides caused by erosion, scores of hairline cracks in the main
dam wall, and fears that the weight of the impounded water will catalyse
earthquakes, with huge downstream cities (even Shanghai) at risk.

Many local critics, including within government, have additional concerns that – as the
International Rivers NGO puts it – “submergence of hundreds of factories, mines and
waste dumps, and the presence of massive industrial centers upstream are creating a
festering bog of effluent, silt, industrial pollutants and rubbish… In 2011, China's highest
government body for the first time officially acknowledged the ‘urgent problems’ of the
Three Gorges Dam. The Three Gorges Dam is a model for disaster, yet Chinese companies
are replicating this model both domestically and internationally.”

The cons outweigh the pros, it strikes me, especially since
so much of the hydropower created by the Three Gorges
simply amplifies existing Chinese export-led growth
strategies. But a chance to understand the eco-social
damages caused by such dams was still to come…

… in Yingxiu, epicentre of the May 2008 earthquake that killed more than 80,000.
We are wearing red cloths in respect for those killed here: half the village of 10,000.

Yingxiu lies in a mountainous region near Chengdu, and is home to most
of the remaining few thousands wild panda bears which live in these hills.

And here is Zipingpu Dam, whose impoundment was
probably the cause of the earthquake.

Again, from the International Rivers NGO, here is a fact sheet on Zipingpu Dam:

In Yingxiu, the damage is prolific, and nowhere more poignant than the
region’s main high school, where scores were caught in the quake.

To end the slides, though, with profound respect for
Chinese technological feats, consider a 2300 year old
diversion of the Yangtze River, in Dujiyangyan, which
ever since provided Chengdu’s plains with agricultural
water – and as a result, relative prosperity.

Dujiangyan is perhaps the most important cross-catchment water transfer in history.

This artificial channel (right, below) forked the river, which in low-water
season flows only in the main channel (as in model below)…

During the low-water season before the spring snowmelt, workers would clear
silt away from the channel above to improve the flow for summer growing.

… but to get the water around this mountain required
digging an additional channel, which required blasting
vast quantities of rocks, and 2300 years ago this could
only be accomplished (over eight years) by heating
them with fire, and then pouring the frigid Yangtze
water on the blistering stone to crack it.

And then the water could flow down to the
Chengdu plains for the region’s best irrigation
system: the kind of hydroengineering that
apparently gives Chinese officials the
(over)confidence to continue building
ecologically and socially destructive megadams
and cross-catchment water transfers.

Downstream on the Yangtze, in Chongqing, it’s obvious I’ve got
lots more to learn about this society, economy and environment
before making any other sweeping conclusions, sure.

