
99

4
Targets, Standards and 
Grassroots Investment: 

Power Distributions during 
the Village Redevelopment 

Program

In the previous chapter we saw that, in the absence of a clear direction 
from above, local officials’ perceptions of both economic conditions and 
villagers’  financial capacities played a decisive role in deciding how to 
interpret the Village Redevelopment Program. This chapter focuses on the 
main players in the redevelopment process and how power was distributed 
among them. Far from a uniform hierarchical system, it reveals a significant 
degree of divergence in governance strategies and practices applied 
by different economic-political systems (xitong 系统) in China when 
implementing the same policies from above. Here, a word of caution. As we 
will see in the following chapters, in both counties not all villages were 
included in the redevelopment project. In fact, at the time of my research, 
local officials had not selected a majority of the villages in Chenggu and an 
even higher percentage in Beian had not been selected to join the program. 
Therefore, it is important to bear in mind that this chapter applies only 
to a minority of villages that were under redevelopment. In the next two 
chapters I will zoom out again to a ‘bird’s-eye view’ of Chenggu and Beian 
when discussing the tendency of officials to prioritise a distinct group of 
villages over others.
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The Main Players from the Centre’s View
During interviews, officials from both counties referred to the first national 
directive (zhongfa yi hao 中发一号) of the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) in 2006 as the vindication of the counties’ actions. This directive 
introduced the Building a New Socialist Countryside (BNSC) policy and 
provided detailed lists of targets and guiding principles for implementation. 
The document demanded, as a key principle, that BNSC should 
be  government led and specified what leading meant. Every level of the 
government was expected to lead its jurisdiction politically and financially 
by allocating financial support in accordance with its financial abilities. 
A second principle demanded that local governments implement the BNSC 
in accordance with local conditions (yindi zhiyi 因地制宜) and instructed 
them to avoid uniform implementation. Finally, the document stated that 
officials should encourage (guli 鼓励) the society (shehui 社会) to take 
part in the process and should avoid economic impositions on villagers. 
Interestingly, while local officials were to encourage society and villagers to 
participate in the creation of their own new villages, nowhere in the long 
document was the BNSC subject to villagers’ willingness to participate. 
In the central government’s view, building a ‘new socialist countryside’ was, 
first and foremost, a government venture.

While these three principles might be seen as complementing each other, 
it is easy to see how they also contradict each other. After all, the first 
principle emphasises the hierarchical nature of the Chinese rural political 
system and the role played by higher levels of the government; contrarily, 
the second empowers grassroots governing levels, which naturally possess 
the best information about the villages’ capacities and needs; and the third 
encourages empowerment of society. How the counties reconciled these 
principles is the subject of this chapter.

Creating an Institutional Environment 
to Facilitate Implementation
Both counties took two initiatives immediately after BNSC was introduced 
to facilitate its implementation. The first was the establishment of a leading 
group (lingdao xiaozu 领导小组) headed by the county’s party secretary 
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in Chenggu and by the county head in Beian,1 and comprising the leaders 
of all the county’s party and government units relevant to BNSC (a total of 
20 units in Beian and 32 units in Chenggu). The second initiative was to 
establish a ‘BNSC office’ (xin nongcun jianshe bangongshi 新农村建设办
公室). In Chenggu, officials extended this institutional framework to the 
townships, with every township having its own leading group and BNSC 
office. As in the county government, in the townships, party secretary–
headed leading groups hosted all relevant township bureaus. In Beian, unlike 
in Chenggu, townships did not have any special leading groups or offices, 
and village redevelopment was under the responsibility of the townships’ 
deputy head who was normally responsible for agriculture. According to 
county and township officials, a special office in the townships was not 
needed, as they played only a marginal role in village redevelopment. 
Indeed, townships in Chenggu played a far more significant role in the 
redevelopment than in Beian. This was even more so after the Chenggu 
County government stepped back from intensive involvement in the 
first two years of implementation (2006–7) and dismantled the county 
government’s BNSC office in 2008.

The leading groups had two main aims. First, as groups in which almost 
every bureau of the party and government had representation, they provided 
an opportunity for coordination between the different bureaus and offices. 
Second, since the top leaders in each county headed the leading groups, 
they symbolised both the importance of BNSC and that its implementation 
was a goal shared not just by one bureau or another but by the whole 
government and the party.

The county BNSC office’s role was to engage in day-to-day implementation.2 
In contrast to the leading group, which was focused on BNSC from a macro 
perspective and met irregularly (normally a few times a year), the office was 
the government’s main arm engaged in the Village Redevelopment Program 
on a day-to-day basis. Symbolically, it represented the government’s push for 
desired change. But the importance of the office was much more than mere 
symbolism. Unlike in the past, now there were officials in both counties 
being paid solely to promote village redevelopment. Although these were 
not high-ranking officials (some were not even included in the government 

1	  Officials in Beian explained that the leading group was headed by the county head and not by the 
party secretary because implementing BNSC was a governmental undertaking—not a party one.
2	  In a visit to Chenggu in 2011, I was told in several townships that special BNSC offices had ceased 
to exist and that the program had been incorporated into the regular work of various departments. For 
Chenggu, therefore, the following discussion refers to the first four years of implementation.
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register of officials [bianzhi wai 编制外]), their superiors evaluated them 
according to their ability to successfully implement the redevelopment 
program.

Regional and county governments commonly establish offices and leading 
groups in China when superiors impose new targets from above. Graeme 
Smith has criticised the practice of establishing offices as a potential 
manifestation of political and economic corruption. In a trenchant article 
on political machinations in a rural county, he wrote: ‘at one stage in my 
research it appeared that there was a new office opening each week … each 
new office and committee is an opportunity for friends and relatives to join 
the county payroll’.3 However, and without negating the possibility of using 
offices for corrupt purposes, one should bear in mind that offices also have 
functional aspects.

Village redevelopment by itself was not a specific target, but a concept or 
a meta-target involving many local bureaus and offices that were expected 
to change priorities and to ensure the provision of public goods that 
previously were not provided to rural areas. The aim of the BNSC office 
was not to challenge these professional local units by taking over their 
duties and responsibilities but to coordinate them and to ensure that rural 
areas were a focus of their attention. Apart from being in touch with all the 
relevant units, the BNSC office was also responsible for ensuring that village 
redevelopment did not violate local or national policies and regulations. 
When taking into account the complexity of the rural fiscal system in 
China,4 the narrow expertise of each bureau/office and the vertical flow of 
information,5 the existence of designated budgets for village redevelopment 
(as will be elaborated further in this chapter) and the existence of a 
‘scientific’ plan to guide villages’ redevelopment, it is easy to understand 
why coordination was crucial to ensure better implementation of village 
redevelopment.

Thus, although belonging to different provincial systems, both Chenggu 
and Beian counties created similar institutional environments as the first 
step of implementation. Yet this is also where the similarity ends, as both 
counties pursued different types of implementation.

3	  Smith, ‘Political Machinations’, 39–40. 
4	  See, for example, Tsai, Accountability without Democracy, especially ch. 2.
5	  Lampton, ‘The Implementation’, 14.
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Hierarchical Chenggu: Duplication, Targets 
and Standardisation
After the CCP announced the BNSC publicly in March 2006, local 
officials in Chenggu County held a conference to inaugurate the policy 
and circulated papers to participants presenting the county’s plan (fang’an 
方案)—its logic, guiding principles for implementation and targets. In the 
same month, all township party committees (zhonggong X zhen weiyuanhui 
中共X镇委员会), together with their equivalent local governments 
(X zhen renmin zhengfu X镇人民政府), circulated documents presenting 
each township’s own plan for building a ‘new socialist countryside’. I could 
only obtain copies of the plans of the county and two of the townships.6 
Still, comparing the three plans reveals some striking notions about rural 
governance in the county. The book’s appendix presents the county’s and the 
two townships’ targets. It also indicates for each target whether it appears in 
the other plans or not.

Reading the plans reveals that the central government and party rhetoric 
regarding the holistic nature of BNSC had reached the grassroots levels. 
On paper at least, the local plans were to introduce changes to almost every 
aspect of villagers’ lives—the physical layout of villages, the environment, 
culture, employment, income, public goods, services and even improvement 
of villagers’ personal suzhi (‘quality’), which local officials typically conflated 
with ‘old-fashioned’ values and attitudes and a lack of knowledge.

However, comparing the county’s plan to those of the townships reveals 
three interesting points. First, with a few minor exceptions, all the county 
targets were also township targets. Second, the same titles, content and, 
indeed, words appeared in both township and county plans. Last, it was 
impossible to find even one target in both township plans that did not also 
appear in the county’s plan. In short, the township plans, presented as their 
own for BNSC, were—almost word for word—the same as the county’s 
plan. Neither township added even one target of its own to better adjust the 
county’s overall plan to suit their local circumstances.

6	  A few officials claimed that they could not find a copy of the plan due to the long time that had 
passed since its announcement three years earlier. Others simply politely refused my request to obtain 
a copy of their plan. 
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To further exemplify this point, consider the desired ratios between 
agriculture, industrialisation, and commerce and services (known as primary, 
secondary and tertiary industries) as stated by the county and by each of the 
townships. The county stipulated a ratio of 3:72:25 as an immediate target 
(by 2010) and a ratio of 3:59:38 as a target for the longer run (the year 
2015). Township A stipulated a ratio of 3:72:25, the exact ratio stated by 
the county as its goal. Township E stipulated a ratio of 5:70:25 as its goal, 
only slightly different from the county’s target.7 Had these two townships 
been similar to each other in terms of economic development, and/or had 
they been considered ‘average’ in the county, stating targets similar to that 
of the entire county might have made sense. But Township A was the most 
industrialised township in the county and Township E was an agricultural 
township with limited industrialisation that was considered poor by local 
standards. Township A’s total GDP was eight times higher than Township E’s 
and the ratio between the three economic sectors in terms of contribution 
to  local GDP differed significantly between them. In  industrialised 
Township A, agriculture and commerce and services (primary and tertiary 
industries) barely  contributed to local GDP (4 per cent and 5 per cent, 
respectively). The  bulk of local GDP (91 per cent) was derived from 
the developed industrial sector of this township. In rural Township E, the 
industrial sector contributed only 35 per cent of the local GDP, services and 
commerce were responsible for 21 per cent, while agriculture comprised 
the largest contributor to the township’s GDP (44 per cent).8 In 2009, 
Township E was in the midst of paving two new major roads (supported 
financially by the county) that, local officials hoped, would facilitate access 
to extra rural manpower for two of the county’s largest industrial zones, 
both located outside the township. Attracting investments and developing 
local entrepreneurs was important to Township E’s leaders, but they seemed 
pessimistic about the possibility of attracting significant investments and 
developing a large-scale industrialised sector. Their pessimism was due not 
only to the less favourable location of the township and the county’s overall 
plan about land use but also to the township’s agricultural history and lack 
of entrepreneurship among its inhabitants, as they perceived it.9 Moreover, 
Township E was considered a leading agriculture township in the county 
(nongye da zhen 农业大镇) and the prefectural city recognised it as a leading 
livestock-rearing township (xumu qiang zhen 畜牧强镇). The  township’s 

7	  In contrast to the county’s plan, townships’ plans did not distinguish between short- and long-term 
targets. 
8	  Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008. 
9	  Interview with township officials, Township E, Chenggu County, 23 June 2009. 
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leaders were very proud of the area’s agricultural achievements and presented 
themselves as the best agricultural area in the county. In both townships, 
therefore, meeting the stated ratios (3:72:25/5:70:25) would require such 
fundamental changes to their economic structure that it is difficult to 
envision how they could be met.

Although both townships’ plans were almost word for word replicas of 
the county’s plan, it is important to note that they were not exact copies. 
This may imply that the county’s plan was not simply blindly circulated, 
and that local officials in both townships invested some thought before 
circulating them. Why would such different townships embrace the same 
developmental targets?

An academic with whom I discussed this issue told me that in the county he 
was studying in the province of Yunnan, it was common practice to write 
plans for the townships. Kevin O’Brien documented a similar phenomenon 
at the village level. Discussing the implementation of the Organic Law in 
what he called ‘authoritarian villages’, O’Brien wrote: ‘Codes of conduct 
and charters are frequently prepared by townships (or counties) and 
blindly copied from village to village’.10 I could not verify whether this 
practice prevailed in Chenggu and no-one mentioned anything about 
the county’s plan being imposed on the townships. But, even if that was 
the case, why would the county, fully acknowledging the large differences 
in terms of economic development between the townships, expect every 
locality to promise similar economic results instead of embracing a macro-
management view in which the county allocated every township a different 
ratio according to its strengths and abilities that, combined, would meet the 
county’s macro-target of 3:72:25?

A possible answer is that the macro-management approach demanded a level 
of sophistication in planning that the county government did not have. But 
the county leadership was sophisticated enough to oversee rapid economic 
development in the county, and it managed economic projects costing huge 
amounts of money compared to what most other counties in China could 
attempt. Surely the county leadership understood that allocating the same 
economic development goals for all townships made no sense. Similarly, 
township officials were sophisticated enough to realise whether specific 
targets were applicable to them or not.

10	  O’Brien, ‘Implementing Political Reform’, 54.
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To answer this question, I wish to present a new concept to describe local 
governance in Chenggu County—the notion of politics of duplication. 
Politics of duplication refers to the tendency of lower levels to emphasise 
the hierarchical nature of the political system by embracing, almost blindly, 
higher interpretations and targets when superiors demand (and then evaluate) 
that policies from above are carried out. From this point of view, politics 
of duplication can be seen as a continuity of the legacy, though in lesser 
magnitude, of the Mao era when meeting targets from above constituted 
a main pillar of ‘revolutionary’ governance. This reinforces the general claim 
among governments worldwide for compliance in the operation of street-
level bureaucracies to superiors’ impositions of performance standards and 
evaluations.11

An official from the industrialised Township A dismissed my question 
regarding the inadequacy of the 3:72:25 ratio in meeting the township’s 
economic conditions by claiming that ‘this is only a plan’. But even if 
the politics of duplication was manifested as a pro forma only, with little 
probability of spurring real change in the townships’ local economies, 
it nevertheless had a significant impact on the overall implementation of 
the Village Redevelopment Program in the county. When township officials 
in Chenggu were asked why they had not added targets of their own, they 
explained that they were only the implementers. To be sure, under the 
current political structure, meeting the demands of superiors is still a key 
to gaining personal benefits and securing promotions.12 But this does not 
mean that townships can only strive for targets imposed from above or that 
they lack the ability to bargain with the county to pursue policies better 
attuned to their local conditions.13 Yet, rather than seeking an opportunity 
to serve as government entrepreneurs, grassroots officials experienced the 
redevelopment program as another case of obeying targets that were listed 
by the levels above. This was also manifested in the notion of the ‘list’.

When township officials were asked to explain how they decided what items 
to include in their redevelopment plans, their normal answer was to refer to 
the first national directive of the CCP in 2006, or to a document circulated 
by the prefectural city (and, in most cases, to both) titled ‘The Prefecture’s 
Main Index for BNSC Demonstration Villages’ (X shi shehuizhuyi xin 

11	  Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy, 48–53, 165–70; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52; Whiting, Power 
and Wealth, 12 and ch. 3. The debate of strategic agency versus compliance is discussed in Chapter 1.
12	  O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 167–86; Smith, ‘Political Machinations’, 
especially 49–52; Whiting, Power and Wealth, ch. 3; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52.
13	  Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation.
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nongcun shifan cun kaohe xize X 市社会主义新农村示范村考核细则). 
Table 4.1 presents the list of targets circulated by the prefectural city. As can 
be seen, the list covered more areas than just village redevelopment, but 
village redevelopment certainly occupied a significant part of it.

Table 4.1: The prefecture’s list of targets for inspection

Item Main content and aims for inspection

Villagers’ income 
(nongmin shouru 
农民收入)

Average per capita annual income—more than RMB7,000

More than 60 per cent of villagers engaged in secondary and 
tertiary industry

Annual collective 
income (nian jiti 
shouru 年集体
收入)

For villages with fewer than 500 people—more than RMB100,000
For villages with 500–1,000 people—more than RMB150,000
For villages with more than 1,000 people—more than RMB200,000

Village 
construction 
(cunzhuang 
jianshe 村庄建设)

A plan drawn up by an authorised unit and more than 70 per 
cent of the plan already completed. The plan should include four 
maps: 1) current situation in the village; 2) general plan; 3) roads 
and traffic plan; 4) vertical plan of pipes, as well as the selected 
model(s) of residential units and an explanatory pamphlet

Pave main roads, make village beautiful: 1) make village greener 
according to standards of well-off villages (lüse xiaokang cun 
绿色小康村, namely, plant trees along the village’s main roads, 
ensure suitable plants have been planted in more than 80 per 
cent of the houses’ courtyards, around buildings and in the 
village’s central public areas; 2) small alleys and households are 
clean and tidy; 3) the streets cleaned from piles of burning wood, 
garbage and dunghills

Basic facilities 
(jichu sheshi 基础
设施)

A paved road leading to the village; more than 95 per cent of 
households have running water; 100 per cent of households 
use electricity; more than 80 per cent of households possess a 
telephone; more than 85 per cent of households have cable TV

Education and 
health (jiaoyu 
weisheng 教育
卫生)

100 per cent of the children enter kindergarten; 100 per cent of 
healthy children of suitable age enter and remain in primary school 

100 per cent cover for medical insurance; an available clinic in the 
village or shared with neighbouring village(s)

Culture 
(wenming jianshe 
文明建设)

Building a culture compound including a public courtyard; 
access to internet (remote education); a reading room; equipment 
(qicai 器材) etc.

Building a sports courtyard (tiyu changsuo 体育场所) with more 
than two of the following components: 1) a standard concrete 
basketball court, 2) a standard croquet court, 3) an indoor 
activity room of no less than 40 square metres, 4) public sports 
facilities—not less than eight exercise machines

Village should have a standardised propaganda wall for 
popularising science (1.8 x 0.6 metres in size, and information 
should be replaced six to seven times annually) 

No defiance of family planning; 100 per cent implementation 
of birth control
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Item Main content and aims for inspection

Environmental 
protection 
(huanbao jieneng 
环保节能) 

Fine environment; polluting emissions according to standards; 
industrial energy consumption according to national standards; 
expand clean energy (usage of electricity, gas, biogas and so on) 
to more than 90 per cent (of rural households) 

Social security 
(shehui baozhang 
社会保障)

Providing minimal level of life subsidy to all those in need—more 
than RMB900 (per person annually)

Concentrating more than 70 per cent of wubao hu (五保户)* in the 
villages’ or townships’ nursing homes. In villages where special 
‘decentralised’ contracts signed, a special person allocated to 
support them

Security and 
stability (anquan 
wending 安全
稳定)

Comprehensive management measures in place; no significant 
criminal cases or interruption to public order; no major 
accident(s); no collective appeals to higher authorities or 
collective protests; conflicts resolved promptly

Organisations 
(zuzhi jianshe 组
织建设)

All village organisations fully established (CCP branch, village 
committee, mediation and so on); more than 90 per cent of the 
people are satisfied with their performance**

Translated by the author.
* Wubao hu (households-receiving-five-kinds-of-support: food, clothing, medical care, 
housing and burial) refers to rural welfare recipients—mainly old people in poor economic 
conditions and with no financial support from younger relations. The term’s origins lie in 
the Maoist period.
** Note that the prefectural list did not include types of housing. As noted in the previous 
chapter, whether redevelopment included restructuring of the villages and moving the 
villagers into new rural communities or only redeveloping the old villages’ public areas 
was mainly decided according to the townships’ and villages’ local economic conditions.

It is not surprising that township officials referred to the prefecture’s list 
of  targets and not to their ‘own’ targets or the county’s plan. The plans 
were  crowded with details, and in many parts phrased very vaguely. The 
list, on the other hand, contained clear targets and served as a useful 
tool for officials to translate the broad 2006 document into operational 
tasks.14 The embedded hidden risk, however, was that imposing targets and 
performance standards from above would diminish commonsense discretion 
by the grassroots levels, resulting in top-down style implementation with 
minor considerations of local conditions and needs.

Although many of the interviewed township officials claimed that the 
targets in the list were only to ensure a minimum standard of living in 
the villages, and certainly did not represent the final goals of village 

14	  Operationalisation of national policies by higher levels to concretise policies for both officials 
and the public is a common practice under the PRC. See, for example, Greenhalgh and Winckler, 
Governing China’s Population, 53. See also Li, ‘Jianshe xin nongcun qieji “yi dao qie”’ [Avoiding uniform 
implementation during the construction of a new countryside].
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redevelopment, which was a continuing process (since it is always possible 
to further upgrade people’s lives and living environment), in the day-to-day 
implementation, the villages’, townships’ and county’s efforts were to meet 
the prefectural list’s demands. After all, these were the criteria on which the 
villages were inspected by the prefecture. Yet the prefecture was remote and 
detached from the villages. It lacked grassroots knowledge of the villages 
and their needs, and its policy was supposed to apply to all six of its counties 
and thousands of administrative villages, regardless of their differences. 
It certainly could not meet the central government’s directive to implement 
according to local conditions. And yet, the county, in its plan, had added 
only one target that had not been raised by the prefecture—the construction 
of accessible supermarkets in the villages. In reality, the existence of a list of 
targets from above had castrated local creativity.

When BNSC was announced in Chenggu, the county government took 
it upon itself to lead the implementation during its first stage (2006–7), 
coordinating the redevelopment of 30 villages countywide. County 
officials from various bureaus and offices were attached to these 30 villages 
as supportive cadres (bao cun ganbu 包村干部) to lead and assist them 
during the process of redevelopment. They were not necessarily specialists 
in construction. The Office for Outside Relations (waishiban 外事办), for 
example, allocated two officials to guide two different villages.15

In 2008, the program entered a new stage and was expanded significantly 
to include about a quarter of the county’s villages (for a detailed account 
see Chapter 5). The county stepped back from its day-to-day involvement 
and handed this to the townships and their designated BNSC offices. 
The county’s office was dismantled and the responsibility for guiding the 
redevelopment was transferred to the county’s recently established Office of 
Rural Works (nonggongban 农工办). From then on, the townships’ offices 
took over the role of daily involvement with the villages and monitoring 
their redevelopment, while the county merely inspected the redeveloped 
villages. Township officials explained that villages were inspected gradually: 
first by the township, then by the county and finally by the prefectural city. 
This process was institutionalised and the county circulated its own list for 
inspection, titled ‘key indicators for a demonstration village at the county 
level’ (Chenggu xian shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe shifan cun zhuyao 
zhibiao, Chenggu 县社会主义新农村建设示范村主要指标). As in the 

15	  A tacit rule was that supportive cadres were to be men and not women.



REDEVELOPING CHINA’S VILLAGES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

110

case of the prefecture’s list, the county’s list included targets and criteria to 
guide redevelopment, against which county officials inspected the villages. 
Township officials I asked insisted that, while targets were the same in the 
county’s and the prefecture’s lists, the criteria upon which villages were 
inspected were not. Yet, despite claiming in its title to represent the county’s 
key indicators for a successful inspection, I could not find any difference 
between the two. Officials with whom I discussed this issue were unable to 
point to even one difference between the lists. As in the case of the county’s 
and townships’ plans, the county’s list of targets was an exact copy of the 
prefectural city’s list.16 Again, the duplicative mechanism was evident.

The prefecture’s list can be seen as a central institution that guided village 
redevelopment in the county, being incorporated into the work of the 
supporting cadres of township personnel that most of the townships allocated 
to the villages.17 Passing the prefecture’s inspection meant that supportive 
cadres had successfully met their task and the Village Redevelopment 
Program was officially no longer part of their role. In this way, the list was 
transformed into a threshold device to decide when governmental guidance 
was needed and, conversely, when it was not.

Standardisation

It is common for upper-level authorities to provide a checklist of 
responsibilities for lower-level cadres to fulfil.18 Yet, the use of standardisation 
in Chenggu was almost obsessive. When a village in Chenggu started 
its redevelopment, its discretion was already minimal. Not only did the 
prefecture’s list decide for the village the main changes required, but it also 
attached clear performance standards for every item, and these (as seen in 
Table 4.1) were often exact and specific. For example, a village was not only 
required to plant trees and suitable plants to meet the target of becoming 
greener but also had to plant them in at least 80 per cent of the village 
houses’ courtyards and around the public buildings and public areas. 

16	  Warranting attention is the absence of the goal of construction of accessible supermarkets in the 
villages, the only goal the county added by itself to its BNSC plan.
17	  It was a regular practice in Chenggu that townships dispatch their own personnel to the villages 
as supportive cadres to lead, assist and supervise the villages. The Village Redevelopment Program was 
yet another role these township personnel had to fulfil in addition to their regular work at the township 
bureaus and offices. In several townships, I was told that even some of the townships’ leaders served as 
supportive cadres. Dispatching local government officials to villages as supporting cadres is a common 
practice in the operation of the Chinese political system and is not unique to Chenggu.
18	  Kung, Cai and Sun, ‘Rural Cadres’, 62.
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Similarly, the village enjoyed credit for having running water only if was 
available to more than 95 per cent of the households, for electricity only 
if 100 per cent of households had access, for cable TV only if more than 
85 per cent of households had access and for telephones only if more than 
80 per cent of households possessed one.

The above standards are understandable. Villagers should be able to enjoy 
the basic infrastructure and public goods that have long been taken for 
granted in the cities.19 But the prefecture did not stop there. Every village 
was required to have at least three out of the following four sports facilities: 
a standard concrete basketball court, a standard croquet court, an indoor 
activity room and outdoor sports facilities. If a village chose to build an 
indoor activity room, it could not be smaller than 40 square metres. If it 
chose to have outdoor sports facilities, it could not have less than eight 
different exercise machines. More stringent yet was the prefecture’s demand 
that each village install a bulletin board with a minimum size of 1.8 x 0.6 
square metres, and that ‘scientific’ news pinned to the board be changed six 
to seven times a year.

What happened when a village chose, for example, to build a basketball 
court? Here again it had to adhere to minimum specific standards that 
were provided by the township government to guide construction—
measurements for the size of the court, the materials the village should use, 
and even a list of vetted companies from which to buy basketball hoops 
and other equipment. To be sure, establishing standards for construction 
is not unique to China; nor it is necessarily negative. After all, standards 
seek to ensure minimum quality (for a few of the items, I was told that 
the standards were national). My purpose is not to evaluate or criticise these 
standards or even to ponder whether they are appropriate. The standards did 
not prevent villages from engaging in ostentatious construction, as villages 
were welcome to surpass them. My point is to emphasise the importance of 
meeting the standards, which local officials expressed as a main pillar of the 
redevelopment project. This was also notable in the allocation of subsidies.

19	  In fact, the province demanded, and the prefecture conveyed, many of these items and standards 
to its subordinates. See Shandong Sheng Fazhan he Gaige Weiyuanhui, ‘Shandong sheng jianshe 
shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe zongti guihua, 2006-2020’. According to Françoise Robin, provision 
of public goods such as electricity and access to cable TV are necessary means for nation building, which 
also may facilitate state control by ‘allow[ing] state media to be present in every village’. See Robin, 
‘The “Socialist New Villages”’, 61. 
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Standardising Subsidies 

What happened if a village did not meet the standard for a specific item it 
had constructed? The immediate implication would be a potential loss of 
money and effort. It was likely to fail the inspection and might find itself 
having to reconstruct the item before receiving the subsidy attached to that 
specific item.

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, every level of the government 
was  expected to lead the BNSC project, politically and financially. 
Financial leadership in Chenggu has been translated into subsidies provided 
by the different levels of local government. In the first two years of 
implementation, villages passing the prefecture’s inspection received a one-
time grant shared by the county and the townships. But, after 2008, the 
method of allocating subsidies changed, and subsidies were allocated per 
item if the village met the required standards. The province (together with 
the central government) provided subsidies for paving roads between the 
villages as well as the main roads inside the villages (RMB70,000–80,000 
per km). The prefecture was much more modest in its financial contribution 
and provided only RMB3,000 for villages that constructed outdoor sports 
facilities. The county provided subsidies for constructing basketball courts, 
croquet courts and an activities yard (wenhua da yuan 文化大院). Each 
of these entitled the village to RMB5,000.20 Townships provided subsidies 
in line with their economic abilities. Industrialised townships provided 
significant subsidies while several rural ones did not provide subsidies at all, 
as can be seen in Table 4.2.

20	  The county also bore part of the subsidies for home biogas pits that were shared together with 
the province and the central government. Further, the county provided subsidies for the drawing up 
of scientific plans for the villages based on village size. Also excluded from this calculation was the 
significant investment of the county and townships in public amenities and services, such as road and 
electricity networks, public transport and education systems, nursing homes and many other investments 
that supported rural inhabitants.



113

4. TARGETS, STANDARDS AND GRASSROOTS INVESTMENT

Table 4.2: Subsidies provided by various townships in Chenggu County for 
village redevelopment, mid-2009

Township Content of subsidy Sum in RMB
C Croquet court 5,000
E No subsidies given, but the township exempted 

the villages from construction taxes (3.27 per 
cent) for croquet court and public square 

----

H No subsidies given ----
F No subsidies given. Money invested by the 

township in a few villages for special projects
----

D For the village*
Improving infrastructure (running water, paving 
roads etc.)

10,000

Croquet court 4,000
Reading room 2,000
Security facilities (such as cameras, guarding 
station etc.)

5,000

Village park 2,000
For the residential community (shequ 社区)
Building a service centre 100,000
Administrative office Min 20,000
Facilities required for providing services 5,000–10,000
Improving infrastructure (running water, paving 
roads etc.)

Min 10,000

High-standard reading room 10,000
Computer room 20,000
Installation of pipes Paid by the township
Security facilities (such as cameras, guarding 
station etc.)

5,000

A Greenification 
Electricity 
Medical insurance 
Village office
Sports facilities
Installing running water
Installing flushing toilets

Total of RMB100,000 
per village on 
average. Detailed 
information was not 
provided

B NA NA
G NA NA

Source: Author’s interviews. 
*As noted in the previous chapter, Township D government’s goal was that all rural 
households would move to communities by 2014. However, to improve the villagers’ 
wellbeing in villages that were expected to move last into new communities, the township 
allocated special subsidies to support limited redevelopment in these villages. As can be 
seen in Table 4.2, the subsidies allocated to individual villages were significantly smaller 
than the subsidies allocated to support the construction of new rural communities.



REDEVELOPING CHINA’S VILLAGES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

114

A tacit rule was that every level that provided subsidies also provided 
standards for construction. Industrial townships therefore provided detailed 
standards for the items they subsidised. The emphasis on standardisation 
in the county was manifested in the somewhat ironic story of Village A2, 
a prosperous village in the most industrialised township in the county. After 
the township inspected the village’s new sophisticated underground pipe 
system, it decided not to provide the village with a subsidy for this item—
not because it did not meet the standards, but because the standards they 
used were too high and had exceeded those recognised by the township.21

To sum up, Chenggu presented a relatively transparent governance 
approach  in which subsidies were allocated in accordance with publicly 
known criteria. Every village under redevelopment was, more or less, 
entitled to the same share of the local government subsidies pie. This 
was a government-oriented model in which targets set at higher levels 
occupied most of the local officials’ attention. Through circulating a list 
of targets, the prefecture effectively smothered (even if not intentionally) 
local initiative and entrepreneurship. This resulted in a hierarchical 
structure of implementation in which the closer the government was to the 
villages (and thus naturally more familiar with the on-site realities), the less 
discretion it exercised in deciding the shape of redevelopment. Townships 
became (mainly) the non-decision-making overseers and villages became 
(mainly) the implementers. From an opportunity to upgrade villagers’ lives 
in accordance with local conditions and needs, village redevelopment in 
Chenggu turned into a mechanical process of implementation whereby the 
lower levels implemented demands from above. Under this model, grassroots 
accountability was to be achieved through allocating detailed targets and 
performance standards. The notion of redevelopment in accordance with 
local conditions was manifested mainly by prosperous villages exceeding 
the demanded standards, if they did not mind spending more on their 
redevelopment. The case of Village A2 (mentioned above) was extreme; 
normally villages received the subsidy if they exceeded the required criteria. 
However, they were given the same subsidy as others who had built a facility 
according to the required standards.

21	  Interview with village and township officials, Village A2, Chenggu County, 2 March 2009.
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‘Evaluating the Spirit’—the Case 
of Beian County
Similar to Shandong, in Beian the province of Anhui (with the central 
government) provided subsidies for paving roads. For every kilometre of 
paved road, the province allocated RMB125,000. But unlike Shandong, 
which allocated subsidies for villages’ main roads and those between 
administrative villages, Anhui conformed with central government policies 
and provided subsidies only to roads between the administrative villages. 
Also unlike Shandong, Anhui Province allocated RMB3.3 million annually 
to support the redevelopment of 25 villages to serve as demonstration sites to 
lead implementation in the county. As a central financer of redevelopment, 
the Anhui provincial government was also much more involved with the 
grassroots levels than the government of Shandong and played an active role 
in monitoring redevelopment. At the end of each year, representatives of 
the provincial BNSC office would meet representatives of the county office 
for updates. At each meeting the county submitted a booklet describing 
the achievements and expenses of the villages’ redevelopment during the 
past year as well as plans for the coming year. Data in the booklet referred 
separately to every village under redevelopment, and the reports were all 
signed and approved by the villages’ governing committees, the township 
government and its financial department, and the county BNSC office 
as well as the county Financial Bureau. This, however, is not to say that 
the province supervised its Village Redevelopment Program efficiently or 
sufficiently. The number of employees in the provincial office was too small 
to supervise its 56 counties thoroughly, let alone every township or village 
under redevelopment. In fact, the provincial employees did not regularly 
visit the county, and, in several cases, they instructed county officials to 
meet them in another county where they happened to be conducting 
an inspection that year. In reality, therefore, provincial monitoring was 
largely symbolic, amounting to a reminder to the localities to take village 
redevelopment seriously.

Unlike Chenggu, the prefecture in Beian was a marginal player. It selected 
one outstanding village as an ‘advanced village at the prefecture level’ 
(shi  ji xianjin cun 市级先进村) to which it provided financial awards 
every year (RMB200,000 in total as of 2010). It also provided modest 
support (a few dozens of thousands of RMB) to three to four villages 
that decided to redevelop even though they were not included on the 
provincial list of 25 demonstration villages. But generally, the county’s 
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officials tended to disregard the prefecture’s financial and political role in 
village redevelopment. In fact, the prefecture, unlike in Chenggu, was not 
mentioned in most of my interviews and conversations with local officials. 
The county office’s representatives met with the prefecture’s representatives 
once a year to report and the prefecture conducted irregular inspection 
tours in the county. However, the prefecture did not enjoy its status as a 
link between the province and the county, since the county reported directly 
to the province as well.

Surprisingly, the province did not demand the county do anything, referring 
to the use of its annual RMB3.3 million, except to request it be used only 
to redevelop 25 demonstration villages, at least one in each township. 
It committed support to these villages for the first three years of redevelopment, 
starting in 2007. Officially, every year the province would decide on the exact 
amount of support according to the county’s achievements. Yet, in reality, 
the province allocated the same amount (RMB3.3 million) every year over the 
first three years.22 The county matched the village redevelopment funding 
with an additional RMB5 million annually from its own coffers, designated 
only to support village redevelopment and agricultural industrialisation 
(nongye chanyehua 农业产业化).

With the marginal role of the prefecture and the inability of the province to 
ensure thorough monitoring, with the economic weakness of the townships 
and their inability to support redevelopment significantly and with total 
control over more than RMB8 million annually (the aggregation of the 
province’s and the county’s designated allocations), the county was the main 
government organ involved in the processes of redevelopment.

Deciding the Targets

Unlike Chenggu in which the prefecture circulated a detailed list of targets, 
there were no lists imposed from above in Beian. Who then decided the main 
features of redevelopment? To be sure, policymakers’ targets (as appeared in 
the 2006 first national directive of the CCP or in other related central/
provincial documents)—such as those for cleaner and greener villages, the 
use of cleaner energy, introducing ‘cultural’ facilities, building an office to 
serve governing organisations in the village etc., as well as paving all village 

22	  Unlike Chenggu, where village redevelopment started in 2006, in Beian it started in 2007. 
Provincial support in the 25 chosen villages was supposed to end in 2010. However, in mid-2010, the 
province announced an extension for a fourth year.
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roads—were compulsory. But, in contrast to Chenggu, grassroots officials 
experienced redevelopment less as a process of meeting targets from above 
and were more likely to adjust redevelopment to the villages’ local conditions 
and wishes. To note a few examples: in one of the hamlets of Village I1, 
the hamlet decided to build a bridge with a pavilion over the main water 
reservoir at the centre of the hamlet for recreation purposes. Another hamlet 
on the other side of the county decided to rebuild the village’s ponds, install 
a public address system in the village and shift the original road leading 
into the village to another location where a beautiful gate could be installed 
to mark the entrance to the ‘new’ village. In another hamlet, fences along 
the main roads were built by the villagers and flowering bushes were planted 
along them.

Apart from the absence of any list of targets imposed on the county from 
above, two additional differences contributed to Beian’s more villager-
oriented model of implementation: the redevelopment financers and the 
method of allocating subsidies.

The Redevelopment Financers

When asked about the main implementation players, Chenggu officials 
tended to emphasise the government’s role while Beian officials indicated 
the villagers. As in Chenggu, redevelopment in Beian involved significant 
village-funded financial investment. However, since most of the villages in 
Beian did not have sufficient collective income to support redevelopment, 
the contribution of ‘society’ was crucial. This came from various sources 
such as donations from local industries (if there were any in the village) or 
donations from rich villagers. However, the bulk of ‘society’s’ investment 
in most of the villages that I studied came from ordinary households. 
The  amounts were quite significant, from a few thousand RMB per 
household to RMB20,000 per household in one village.23 This was the main 
reason, according to the county office’s officials, why they did not impose 
stiff targets or standards on the villages. ‘How can we tell the villagers what 
to do with their money?’ they repeatedly asked. It was their money and 
their villages, and the government was only there to support them. As in 
the case of the decision not to ask the villagers to move to new houses, the 
county officials were trying to walk a fine line—implementing policies from 

23	  Generally, investment was shared equally between the village’s households. But, in some of villages, 
the size of the household was also taken into consideration and large households paid more than small ones.
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above and involving the villagers without stepping over the line to mass 
discontent. One of their main strategies to meet these demands was to be 
attuned to local needs and wishes as much as possible. As long as the villages 
had met the compulsory items, they could freely add their own preferences 
for redevelopment. This, of course, was also true of Chenggu. What was 
different, though, was the method by which subsidies were allocated.

Allocating Subsidies—Evaluating the 
Villagers’ Spirit

When officials in Beian were asked how the county allocated subsidies, they 
tended to cite a slogan of the central government and CCP—‘[those who] 
do much, will get much; [those who] do less will get less; [those who] do 
not do, will not get’ (duo gan duo bu; shao gan shao bu; bu gan bu bu 多干
多补；少干少补；不干不补). This principle was valid also in Chenggu: 
those who constructed more items were entitled to more subsidies from 
the government(s). But there were clear differences between the two 
counties. Only for two items could Beian officials point to a rough figure 
for determining government subsidies: installing running water (RMB800–
1,000 per household, depending on the location of the village and how 
close or far it was to a water reservoir) and paving roads between the 
administrative villages (RMB40,000 per km paid by the county excluding 
the RMB125,000 paid jointly by the central and provincial governments). 
For all other items, officials claimed that there were no clear rules and the 
county leading group decided on subsidies and their allocations to reward the 
‘spirit’ (jingshen 精神) of the villagers. Every year annual working contracts 
(zeren shu 责任书) were signed between villages under redevelopment and 
the township and county governments.24 The contracts included the villages’ 
main tasks and the amount of the subsidies they could struggle for. ‘Spirit’ 
referred to the ability and willingness of the inhabitants to invest in their 
village redevelopment. It had two facets: the objective and the subjective. 
The objective facet referred to the total annual investment by a village in 
its redevelopment, its ability to meet the annual contract and the quality of 
the redevelopment. For a village to obtain subsidies, it first had to meet its 
annual contract. The office’s officials claimed that, while they were not very 
strict with the villages, they expected them to take this task seriously and to 

24	  According to several officials in Chenggu, no performance contracts were signed in the context 
of the Village Redevelopment Program. However, compulsory quotas were imposed for the number of 
villages slated for redevelopment, as elaborated in the following chapters.
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meet at least most of it. The quality of the redevelopment was also important, 
but officials were less concerned about meeting specific standards than in 
Chenggu. As long as villages did not violate construction rules or build 
ridiculous items, they were free to decide the standards themselves (in one 
of the villages I even witnessed a triangular basketball court). If villages met 
these two conditions, then the county was likely to provide subsidies relative 
to the total size of the investment (although, according to local officials, 
other criteria such as the average income of the villagers and the existence of 
government financial resources could also influence the decision).

The subsidies’ allocation in Beian differed from Chenggu in two notable 
ways. First, subsidies were not attached to specific items and villages gained 
financial credit for everything they redeveloped (as an expression of having 
a ‘positive spirit’). Second, unlike in Chenggu where villages were entitled 
to the same amount of subsidy for redevelopment, in Beian, subsidies were 
calculated mainly based on the total investment of the villagers. The subsidy 
pie, therefore, was not divided equally between the villages. Take, for example, 
three villages that I had the opportunity to study. In the administrative 
village of M2, a small hamlet with only 20 households was chosen to lead 
the village redevelopment; in the N1 administrative village, a hamlet with 
58 households was chosen; and in the administrative village of J1, the most 
industrialised and prosperous village in the county, all of the 3,350 villagers 
were designated to move to new housing in the next few years. All three 
villages (located in three different townships) were considered successful 
in their redevelopment and the first two had, more or less, finished their 
redevelopment when I visited. All reported getting a similar percentage of 
assistance from the government: 20–30 per cent of their total investment. 
But, in real terms, the government assistance significantly differed between 
the villages. In the first village, the total investment was RMB450,000, 
of which the government paid RMB150,000 as subsidies; in the second 
village, the total investment was RMB1 million, of which the government 
paid RMB300,000 as subsidies; in the third village, where 82 households 
had already moved to new houses, the total investment had already reached 
RMB8 million (excluding housing that had already cost RMB12 million), 
of which 1.5 million was paid by the government as subsidies. Thus, richer 
and larger villages gained a larger part of the pie. The consequence was even 
more egregious when remembering that provincial support was guaranteed 
for a limited time only. No-one could guarantee that the subsidies would 
still be there by the time weaker villages secured the needed funds.
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The subjective aspect of ‘spirit’ aimed also to ensure that villagers 
contributed funding to the investments, which officials were so dependent 
on. Deliberately fostered by the county, this was manifested in an internal 
competition between the 25 chosen villages.25 At the end of each year, the 
leading group evaluated every village. An outstanding performance would 
entitle the village to public financial rewards and a poor performance would 
subject it to sanctions. As in Chenggu, the county used a list of targets 
to inspect the villages. An inspection was conducted and assessed in the 
following way: each criterion amounted to a certain number of points that 
the village gained if it passed inspection. In total, these points could amount 
to the maximum score of 200. Table 4.3 presents the list of items and the 
criteria attached to them. It also presents the number of points each item 
was worth if met completely.

This list is not to be confused with the one in Chenggu, as their uses were 
completely different. Unlike in Chenggu, where the prefecture circulated 
the list, in Beian the county composed it for its internal use. Beian’s list was 
less detailed than the one in Chenggu and the county specified measurable 
standards only for those targets that referred to basic infrastructure items; 
the centre had attached high importance to these and they were subject 
to provincial scrutiny. But the main difference between the lists was in 
their uses. In Chenggu, the list measured the redevelopment’s outcomes 
and decided the stage at which the prefecture recognised the village 
as redeveloped. In Beian, on the other hand, the aim of the list was to 
encourage local investment by measuring the villages’ performance against 
each other. To put this another way: villages in Chenggu needed to perform 
well enough to meet a list of objective criteria, while villages in Beian needed 
to ensure that their performance was better than that of their counterparts.

No village wanted to be ranked at the bottom of the list. In the eyes of the 
county government, there was only one reason for a village to be ranked 
last: lack of motivation (‘spirit’). The bottom-ranked village could be 
deprived of government subsidies that year. Similarly, villages could receive 
only part of the promised subsidies if their performance failed to meet the 
county’s expectations. In addition, each year the county announced a list 
of excellent villages. To heighten the importance of this list, the county 
head announced the excellent villages at the BNSC annual conference, 

25	  This mechanism was also observed by Gunter Schubert and Anna L. Ahlers in their research in 
three counties in the provinces of Shaanxi, Zhejiang and Jiangxi. See Schubert and Ahlers, ‘County and 
Township Cadres’, 83.
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in which relevant leaders from the county, townships and villages under 
redevelopment participated. The county awarded the villages that had 
performed extremely well with trophies and money for their positive 
spirit. The county divided villages into three levels of excellence. Level C 
entitled the village to an annual subsidy of RMB40,000; Level B was worth 
RMB50,000; and Level A was worth RMB80,000 in 2008 and RMB60,000 
in 2009. The criteria for the evaluation were not clear and the decision was 
made in collaboration with the leading group. In total, in 2009, about a 
third of the 25 villages were included in the excellence list; however, only 
one was included at Level A. One of the richest villages in the county, it 
was one of the demonstration sites to which officials were eager to take 
guests (including this author) due to its good economic conditions and the 
friendly political connections the village officials had with the township and 
county governments.

Conclusion
This chapter commenced with a question: how did officials in Chenggu 
and Beian reconcile the seeming contradiction between three principles—
government leadership, locally defined implementation and the involvement 
of society—in their efforts to redevelop villages? As this chapter has shown, 
the two counties walked very different paths and presented distinct 
approaches towards implementation. Table 4.4 encapsulates the differences 
in these approaches.

Table 4.4: Main characteristics of village redevelopment implementation 
in Chenggu and Beian

Chenggu Beian

Formal Less formal

Hierarchical Less hierarchical

Transparent Less transparent

More government oriented and less 
inviting of local initiatives

Less government oriented and more 
inviting of local initiatives

Source: Author’s research.
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Chenggu took a government-oriented approach that focused on 
formalism, hierarchical relations between supervisors and subordinates, 
and transparency. Beian, on the other hand, took a more village-oriented 
approach and was more welcoming to local initiatives. It placed less emphasis 
on the hierarchical nature of the local political system and its approach was 
less formal and standardised than in Chenggu. It was also less transparent 
than Chenggu, with the county making financial decisions according to 
the vague notion of villagers’ ‘spirit’. Clearly, since the county was fully in 
charge of the provincial financial allocations, and since there was a lack of 
any significant monitoring from above, one could suspect that this model 
was also more open to malpractices such as embezzlement and corruption, 
though I saw no evidence of this.

What were the roots of such different approaches? Why would two counties 
walk such different paths when implementing the same policy from above? 
Without a doubt, understanding these differences must begin with higher-
level decisions on whether to intervene during implementation or not. 
The case of Chenggu strongly demonstrates the potency of higher levels to 
shape subordinates’ conduct in the political system. Even in an industrialised 
county such as Chenggu, the existence of a list of detailed targets and 
intensive involvement of the prefecture in monitoring implementation and 
measuring performance eliminated local discretion, and the whole system 
synchronised itself around meeting the prefectural list. The allocation of 
subsidies in Chenggu dampened local discretion as well, as villages could 
enjoy subsidies only for a distinct list of items. Even if unintentionally, 
the existence of a list of targets from above pushed the county towards 
standardisation. Andrew Kipnis, in an article on school consolidation in the 
county of Zouping, Shandong, claimed that prosperity may provide leverage 
against standardisation.26 In the case of the Village Redevelopment Program, 
this was manifest in those (mainly prosperous) villages that exceeded the 
government’s minimum standards, constructing beautiful political-social-
cultural facilities in the villages. It was less evident, though, in rethinking or 
bargaining vis-a-vis redevelopment and the requirements from above.

A second point to note touches upon officials’ perceptions and attitudes 
towards the villages. Many of the township officials I met in Chenggu 
expressed doubts about the ability of the villages to carry out redevelopment 
by themselves, and some even expressed doubts about the integrity of the 

26	  Kipnis, ‘School Consolidation in Rural China’, 123. 
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villagers and their grassroots leadership. Such officials felt that, without 
tight supervision, redevelopment was likely to fail. A Chenggu township 
official explained to me why subsidies were always given after construction 
and not before, saying:

Will the village carry out construction according to the standards? 
We cannot know that in advance. They may use this money for other 
things and the village will not be able to finish the construction on 
time. When building a croquet court, for example, they must build it 
in accordance to our demands; we will check what they constructed 
and approve it and only then will be able to give them the subsidy.27

The last point refers to the lack of government motivation to involve 
villagers in the process of their village’s redevelopment. As noted, the 
central policymakers urged the local governments to involve ‘society’ in 
the process of BNSC. In the eyes of local officials, involvement meant, first 
and foremost, economic investment. However, as industrialised villages, 
redevelopment was mostly paid for out of the collective income of the villages 
(excluding housing, which, as noted in Chapter 3, villagers were expected 
to pay for themselves). On the positive side, paying for redevelopment out 
of the villages’ collective income benefited the villagers, since they enjoyed 
a redeveloped environment for free. On the negative side, redevelopment 
turned into an inter-government(s) matter, and there were no real incentives 
for officials to involve ordinary villagers in the process.

Despite officials’ claims—and in line with the Law on Urban and Rural 
Planning, which states that before redevelopment can start, villagers must 
approve ‘scientific’ plans in an assembly of the whole village (or villagers’ 
representatives in the case of larger villages)—the real extent of villagers’ 
involvement in Chenggu was questionable. Real involvement from 
below was even more dubious in cases in which redevelopment involved 
construction of new rural communities.

As noted in the previous chapter, in 2009, Chenggu County drew up a new 
residential plan and villages were expected to be merged into 173 residential 
communities. According to officials from the county’s Civil Affairs Bureau, 
the decision about which villages would be merged together was made 
primarily on grounds of geographical proximity, the size of the village 
population and villages’ economic conditions. Much less important was 
villagers’ consent, as is evident in the following anecdotes.

27	  Interview with a township official, Township D, Chenggu County, 16 June 2009.
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Several villagers I talked with in the industrialised C7 village claimed 
that no‑one asked their opinion about the village plan and transition to 
apartment  buildings, which the township dictated (township officials 
supported this claim). In village H1, which, at the time of my visit in 
2009, had started its redevelopment with 40 households having moved 
to new residences, the village plan was still officially a draft since it had 
not yet been approved by the villagers’ representative assembly (one may 
wonder about the worth of this approval and how seriously officials took 
it if redevelopment had already commenced). In Township G, five nearby 
villages were to be merged into one large community. One of them, which 
enjoyed better economic conditions than the others, convinced the township 
that it could construct its own community. As a result, the original location 
of the residential compound was changed to the other side of that village. 
According to local villagers in one of the four remaining villages, including 
a member of the local CCP branch, no-one had asked their opinion about 
this change. They had never seen a plan and the township, according to them, 
was building the same model of housing everywhere.28 In another village 
in Township H, where redevelopment had not started yet and there were 
no villagers’ representatives (due to the small size of the village), a villager 
I conversed with dismissed my question about villagers’ involvement in 
village affairs, stating: ‘Even when the village officials convene a meeting 
people don’t come. Who has the time to go to these things?’29

In Beian, the lack of significant involvement from above combined with the 
expectation of higher measures of success obliged the county government 
to take the leading role in initiating and monitoring redevelopment. 
Given the townships’ financial weakness and the lack of villages’ collective 
income, officials were in desperate need of villagers’ investment, without 
which they would not be able to meet their superiors’ expectations. This 
reflects an important regional variation in bureaucratic capacity compared 
to Chenggu. The need to spur local investment without invoking social 
unrest is the key to understanding implementation in Beian. To ensure 
villagers’ investment, local officials embraced two main mechanisms. The 
first was attentiveness to local needs and willingness to set local initiatives 
according to villagers’ own wishes and financial abilities. Provided targets 
set by higher levels were met, the county was more open to offsetting some 

28	  This township was not included in my research permit and my access to this village was through 
a local friend who lived there. Therefore, I was not able to interview officials in this township to verify 
this claim.
29	  Interview with a villager, Township H, Chenggu County, 25 June 2009. 
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of the costs of additional local initiatives and investments.30 The second 
mechanism was fostering competition between villages over subsidies, 
making additional incentives available to the excellent and subjecting poor 
performers to financial sanctions. In officials’ minds, the discourse between 
the government and the villages was less about meeting targets from above 
and more about partnership. This, of course, is not to say that local officials 
trusted the villagers and their local leaders more than in Chenggu; rather, 
that under local circumstances, distrusting villagers and disregarding their 
self-perceived needs and wishes was less an option to officials in Beian.

But what were the implications of embracing such different approaches 
to implementation against the prospects of the Village Redevelopment 
Program meeting its goals? To answer this question, two prior questions 
must be considered: 1) which villages were redeveloped and 2) how were 
they selected? These questions are answered in the next chapter.

30	  This is not to claim that the decision-making processes in villages in Beian were more democratic in 
nature than in Chenggu or that ordinary villagers in Beian had a larger impact on village-level decision-
making. Studying decision-making processes at the village level and evaluating the genuine extent of 
ordinary villagers’ involvement in these processes would have required systematic research that exceeded 
the scope and permits of this research.
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