
151

6
Trapped in the System

So far we have seen that the Chinese bureaucracy in different regions 
can demonstrate significant degrees of divergence and flexibility when 
implementing the same policy issued from above. In previous chapters 
it was observed that Chenggu and Beian differed significantly in almost 
every possible aspect: they interpreted the Village Redevelopment Program 
differently; they implemented it differently; and, even what may initially have 
been seen as a common governance practice—​the creation of demonstration 
villages—turned out, after investigation, to be another significant difference. 
And yet, ultimately, the beneficiaries of the program were the same. In both 
counties, officials deliberately prioritised and benefited the already better 
off villages, providing them access to government financial support that was 
denied from the rest. Why they did this is the main question of this chapter.

The first part of the chapter expands on the claim that local officials 
prioritised the already developed and better off villages. It shows that, since 
the inception of the Village Redevelopment Program, even in industrialised 
Chenggu County where significantly more villages enjoyed the benefits of 
the program, the prospects of local officials selecting poor or even average 
villages to participate and consequently enjoy the program’s benefits were 
much lower than those of the better off. The second part of the chapter 
discusses the reasons for this.
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Prioritising the Better Off
As noted in the previous chapter, by 2010 redevelopment had influenced 
less than 1 per cent of hamlets in Beian, while in Chenggu prefecture 
officials had already designated about a quarter of the county’s villages 
as demonstration villages and many more, according to local officials, 
were ready for inspection. Clearly, the definition of ‘better off ’ takes on 
a different meaning when describing a quarter of the county’s villages. Yet 
even in industrialised townships, the tendency to select the better off first 
and entitle them to government subsidies was notable—though, in their 
case it was the better off of the better off. As was discussed in the previous 
chapter, almost 60 per cent of the demonstration villages were located in the 
five most industrialised townships.

The tendency to choose the better off was also noticeable when comparing 
the average income of inhabitants in the demonstration villages to the 
total average income of rural inhabitants in the townships, as can be seen 
in Table 6.1. It presents the average annual per capita income in selected 
demonstration villages in Chenggu as a proportion of the average income of 
the total rural population in each of the townships to which these villages 
belonged. As can be seen, in most demonstration villages, the average 
income exceeded 100 per cent. This suggests that rural inhabitants in these 
villages enjoyed higher incomes than those in other villages.

Table 6.1: Average income in selected demonstration villages as a 
percentage of townships’ average rural income, Chenggu County, 2007

Demonstration 
village 

Proportion 
of average 

income 
(%)

Second 
demonstration 

village

Proportion 
of average 

income 
(%)

Third 
demonstration 

village

Proportion 
of average 

income 
(%)

A4 235 A2 105.7 A1 99.8

B1 147.9

C7 125.6 C1 103.6

D1 107.4

E1 99.6

F1 103.1

H2 135.3 H1 126.6

Source: Author’s calculations, Chenggu County’s Statistical Yearbook, 2008.
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In fact, the tendency to concentrate efforts in the more industrialised 
townships was notable even from the early stages of implementation. In all 
four industrialised Chenggu townships that I researched (A–D), all villages 
had their ‘scientific plans’ drawn up by as early as 2006–7. In the rural 
townships, however, only a few of the villages had their plans drawn up by 
mid-2009. As noted in Chapter 3, having a scientific plan was a necessary 
condition to start village redevelopment. This formed an official threshold, 
deciding which villages could enjoy subsidised redevelopment and which 
could not.

It should be stressed that ‘better off ’ is a relative term and what was 
considered as ‘better off ’ in industrialised townships may be very different 
from the ‘better off ’ in other rural townships of the county. To demonstrate 
this point, note, for example, two extreme cases: the village of B1 in the well-
off Township B and the village of F1 in the relatively poor rural Township F. 
Both villages were included in the first group of 30 demonstration villages in 
2006. Yet their realities could not have been more different. In Village B1, 
one of the most prosperous villages in the county with an annual collective 
income of RMB8 million, the village party secretary could not even provide 
me a rough estimation of the subsidies the village had received from the 
government. So large was their own investment that these subsidies were 
considered insignificant. In Village F1, on the other hand, the collective 
income amounted to only RMB50,000 annually. The main roads in this 
village had been paved in 2004, but with many financial constraints. 
The village received a small subsidy from the county (14 per cent of the 
cost) and the township (5 per cent) but the village was expected to bear 
most of the cost by itself (the total cost of paving the village’s main roads 
was RMB570,000). The village bore 34 per cent of the total investment out 
of its own collective income, but the bulk of the paving cost (47 per cent) 
was borne by the villagers themselves (RMB200 per person). The demand 
in 2006 to improve other aspects of the physical environment to become 
a demonstration village imposed another serious financial burden on the 
village. Under such financial circumstances, constructing a new residential 
area was out of the question. Although officials in this township supported 
the idea of a transition to multistorey apartment buildings, the decision 
was that villagers would stay in their original rural houses until economic 
conditions improved.

With collective income limited, money and labour contributed by residents 
offset the village government’s expenses—though the total extra investment 
to meet the prefectural city’s list of criteria was still quite significant, 
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amounting to RMB395,000. The party secretary of the village donated the 
money to buy trees and plants to meet the demand for greener villages, and 
the villagers themselves carried out most of the redevelopment. They used 
their own cars; they built the village committee’s office and the culture yard 
with their own hands; and, whereas Village B1 bought a 150-year-old tree 
to beautify the village, the villagers in F1 planted tiny saplings themselves. 
To cut expenses even more, they used materials from old houses (the doors 
and doorposts of the new village committee’s office were all recycled from 
an old, abandoned house in the village). It was important to the party 
secretary to emphasise that, unlike richer villages in other townships, his 
village had not been able to use construction companies to redevelop the 
village. They built everything with their own hands. In his view, they 
deserved to be awarded the title ‘demonstration village’ much more than 
their rich counterparts.

However, the village of F1 was not representative; in most cases, officials chose 
significantly more prosperous villages to participate in the redevelopment 
program. In any case, Village F1 was considered one of the most prosperous 
villages in rural Township F and a proper candidate for demonstration 
village redevelopment. Why would local officials, by giving more to those 
who already had more, increase disparities between rural communities when 
implementing a policy that aimed to achieve the exact opposite?

Institutional Obstacles during 
Implementation
All the county and township officials I interviewed stressed that choosing 
the candidate villages for redevelopment was their responsibility and their 
own choice, subject to the chosen villages’ consent. If we concentrate on 
a narrow understanding of the word ‘selection’, then these officials are 
correct; in none of the counties did higher levels specify which villages were 
to be chosen first. Nevertheless, when a broader conceptualisation of  the 
notion of ‘selection’ is applied—namely, not only the act itself but also 
the motivations behind it—our understanding of grassroots officials’ role 
in the selection of villages for redevelopment changes dramatically.

It has long been recognised that the Chinese political system involves the 
coexistence of decentralisation and centralisation patterns, which are often 
translated as horizontal local powers (kuaikuai 块块) versus a top-down 
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chain of command (tiaotiao 条条).1 However, scholars differ in the way 
they place local officials’ decision-making and conduct on the continuum of 
decentralisation versus centralisation. Those who focus on decentralisation 
tend to attribute higher levels of autonomy and discretion to local officials 
than those who focus on centralisation. They perceive high-level authorities 
as mainly ‘direct[ing] the attention of [the] local officials to issues and 
areas intended by the policy makers’2 and ‘set[ting] the main parameters of 
policy targets’3 (e.g. through imposing quotas and incentive mechanisms), 
while providing local authorities (i.e. the implementers) with considerable 
discretion in deciding on specific methods and strategies of implementation.4 
According to Zhou Xueguang, this presumed local discretion increases the 
prospects of successful implementation in three ways. First, it provides the 
opportunity for adjusting national policies, which often convey general 
targets and guidelines, to fit local conditions. Second, it gives authority to 
local governments, which best know the local conditions. Finally, it saves 
resources by delegating supervision to immediate superiors, who are in the 
best position to supervise effectively.5

However, experience shows that, in reality, not every national policy is 
implemented, and that implementation does not always coincide with the 
central authorities’ expectations. Scholars tend to explain such undesirable 
outcomes by pointing to structural deficiencies in the Chinese political 
system, especially to the need of local officials to present successes to 
their superiors through a system that lacks monitoring capacity and 
accountability.6 When ‘facing unrealistic policy targets and strong incentive 
pressures’,7 local officials might be enticed into developing coping strategies 
for ‘meeting’ policy targets and manipulatively promoting their self-
interest.8 Often they are criticised for concentrating on ‘image-construction 
projects’ (xingxiang gongcheng 形象工程), chasing after quick successes, and 
‘betting on the strong’ as a means of enhancing their image in the eyes of 

1	  Unger, ‘The Struggle to Dictate’, 15–45.
2	  Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 63.
3	  Ibid., 58. See also O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 167–86; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 
35–52.
4	  Lieberthal, Governing China, 167. See also Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform, 52–53; Ahlers and 
Schubert, ‘Strategic Modelling’, 840; Schubert and Ahlers, ‘County and Township Cadres’, 67–86.
5	  Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 56–57.
6	  Cai, ‘Irresponsible State’, 23; Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 65; Zhao, ‘The Power 
System’, 16.
7	  Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 65.
8	  Ibid., 65–68; Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform, 52–53; Cai, ‘Irresponsible State’, 23; O’Brien and 
Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 167–86.
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their superiors. It is sometimes argued that they pursue individual political 
interests while distorting policies and disregarding economic costs at the 
expense of the public interest. Cai Yongshun concluded that the prevalence 
of such behaviour makes China an ‘irresponsible state’.9

Several scholars have taken this approach to explain the implementation 
and outcomes of the BNSC policy. Elizabeth J. Perry wrote:

Even well-meaning cadres are sometimes carried away by the 
campaign spirit. Overly exuberant local officials have been accused 
of harbouring ‘Great Leap Forward expectations’. Their selection of 
test-points and models, for example, is said to overlook backward 
villages in favour of wealthier villages that can more easily be 
presented as success stories.10 

Anna L. Ahlers and Gunter Schubert provided the following observation 
regarding two case studies in the provinces of Shaanxi and Zhejiang: ‘It was 
quite obvious that model [demonstration] villages served as showcases for 
successful policy implementation to boost the cadres’ legitimacy’.11 Walking 
the same path, Graeme Smith described a case study in the province 
of Anhui:

Cadres made one thing clear—another large central government 
campaign [i.e. the BNSC program] meant business as usual. 
Communist traditions of showcasing, output obsession, betting on 
the strong, and campaign-style governance were back in vogue, and 
influencing patterns of selective policy implementation.12

Indeed, many scholars, both outside and within the PRC, had referred 
to opportunism and unrestrained striving after self-interest as guides to 
grassroots officials’ behaviour long before the inauguration of the BNSC 
program.13

Others, however, have attributed higher importance to aspects of 
centralisation and commandism as the keys to local officials’ decision-
making and deeds. While still following the same conceptual framework 
that perceives local officials’ conduct as driven by calculations of potential 
rewards and sanctions, they tend to focus more on institutional impediments 

9	  Cai, ‘Irresponsible State’, 20–41.
10	  Perry, ‘From Mass Campaigns’, 42.
11	  Ahlers and Schubert, ‘“Building a New Socialist Countryside”’, 55.
12	  Smith, ‘Political Machinations’, 56–57.
13	  O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 175; Cai, ‘Irresponsible State’, 20–41.



157

6. TRAPPED IN THE SYSTEM

and commandism as narrowing grassroots officials’ genuine autonomy 
to shape policy implementation. A leading figure in this school is Zhao 
Shukai, a Chinese government official in charge of a central government 
research unit, who is one of the most prominent Chinese authors on rural 
governance. In his words: 

Surveys of the operational mechanisms of grass-roots governments 
showed that the townships revolve entirely around directives from 
higher levels. All tasks and quotas are formulated and passed 
down by the higher authorities; inspections and assessments are 
determined by the higher-ups, as are all incentives and sanctions. 
The assessments are closely linked with promotions and material 
remunerations of the township leaders. Failure to meet quotas not 
only precludes the possibility of commendations and promotions, 
but also entails ‘yellow card warnings’ and even summary ‘dismissals 
from office’.14

In another paper, Zhao summarises the bitter reality of grassroots officials:

Under heavy pressure, township leaders must do their utmost to 
carry out these missions … What can be carried out is carried out, 
and what can be faked is faked. What can neither be carried out nor 
faked is done by illegal means.15

While still agreeing that grassroots officials may manipulate or corrupt the 
process, Zhao points the blame for this at the system much more than at 
the grassroots officials.16

My findings in the case of the Village Redevelopment Program fit with 
Zhao’s view of officials as located in a system characterised by a top-down 
chain of command, which pushes them to engage in certain behaviours 
rather than allowing them genuine autonomy and discretion. Unlike Zhao, 
whose analysis covers township officials only, I extend my claim to the 
county level as well.17

14	  Zhao, ‘The Debt Chaos’, 44.
15	  Zhao, ‘The Power System’, 16. A similar approach was taken by Zhao Shukai to explain the unfortunate 
phenomenon of townships’ debt. According to him, much more than reflecting poor management and 
slack administration, this was an expression of a structural problem. See Zhao, ‘The Debt Chaos’, 43–44. 
16	  For a similar account in the context of peasant burden, see Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform, ch. 3. 
In the context of cadres’ corruption, see Lü, Cadres and Corruption.
17	  As noted in the Chapter 1, a new approach of ‘strategic agency’ has recently emerged, claiming for 
larger leeway of local officials to bargain and manoeuvre mechanisms of commandism. See, for example, 
Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation; Heberer and Senz, ‘Streamlining Local Behaviour’, 77–112; Heberer 
and Trappel, ‘Evaluation Process’, 1048–66. This book, however, does not support this approach.
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To be sure, grassroots officials in Chenggu and Beian were definitely 
concerned to boost their own standing in the eyes of higher levels. Yet, 
unlike scholars who would portray the tendency of local officials to 
redevelop wealthy villages as a conscious strategy to gain promotion and 
commendations, and despite grassroots officials’ claims of significant 
discretion, my research reveals that, as the lowest ranks of a very hierarchical 
political system, their genuine discretion and autonomy to decide the 
candidates for redevelopment was, in fact, extremely limited. Much more 
than genuine agency, choosing the better off villages first reflected grassroots 
officials’ weakness and compliance to a series of governance principles and 
premises imposed from above. These constituted a powerful, tacit thrust that 
pushed them towards the only possible ‘choice’ available for them as rational 
players—selecting the better off first. This system constitutes the underlying 
unity of the very different implementation strategies seen in Chenggu and 
Beian and attaches them to a larger unified bureaucracy. It also explains 
the dissonance between the grassroots officials’ claims for discretion and 
their statement that there was nothing they could do (mei banfa) about the 
poorer villages missing out on redevelopment benefits.

At the heart of the discussion is a hypothetical question. Could grassroots 
officials have behaved differently had they wanted to? If a township’s party 
secretary, or even a county’s party secretary, wanted to redevelop non-
industrialised villages first, out of a true understanding of the genuine aim 
of BNSC to decrease social disparities and tackle rural problems, would they 
have been able to do so? My answer is that, under the circumstances that 
prevailed, it would have been very difficult and politically risky to do so. 
This chapter claims that although BNSC and the Village Redevelopment 
Program were meant to diminish inequality and solve rural development 
problems, superiors at high levels of the local state shaped the program such 
that it could only benefit the better off villages.

This chapter highlights the existence of ‘institutional obstacles’ in the Village 
Redevelopment Program. I call them ‘institutional obstacles’ because they 
reflect a well-established core of Chinese institutional thinking. The fact 
that such obstacles prevailed in two different counties in two different 
provinces suggests that they may represent a wider phenomenon and may 
not be unique to Beian and Chenggu. Therefore, revealing these obstacles 
enables a better understanding not only of the redevelopment program but 
also of rural governance in China today.
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Obstacle 1: Habituation to the Need to Introduce 
Exemplars

As noted, mobilisation through exemplars is deeply rooted in Chinese 
culture and governance. In the case of the Village Redevelopment Program, 
as we saw in the previous chapter, demonstration villages played a crucial role 
in local implementation, as most officials’ efforts were channelled towards 
redeveloping these particular villages. Grassroots officials and officials at 
the highest levels of the local state—the prefectural city in Shandong and 
the province of Anhui—supported the idea of invoking social mobilisation 
via presenting visual successes. Of course, presenting exemplars is not the 
only possible strategy available for state officials to mobilise society. In the 
previous chapter, I recounted the case of village redevelopment in South 
Korea. In this case, the Korean state undertook a different approach. 
All villages started redevelopment simultaneously and further government 
support was offered based on their performance. In Beian and Chenggu, 
however, the Chinese bureaucracy walked a different path, selecting some 
villages to participate before others, and deeming exemplars to be necessary. 
Yet, without successful exemplars to present, local authorities took over the 
entire process of creating exemplars. This by itself does not necessarily mean 
the corruption of modelling capacity, as local officials could have waited 
for ordinary villages to redevelop themselves and then present them as 
examples. Yet, this process would have taken a while and was not a real 
option for local officials. In fact, higher levels of command made almost 
every possible effort to impede such villages from gaining ‘demonstration’ 
status, as I describe below. Under these circumstances, compromises in the 
selection of exemplars were inevitable. Ironically, the Korean way better 
serves the Chinese idea of modelling since, at least theoretically, it provided 
all villages with the opportunity of performing well and becoming exemplars 
on a competitive basis.

Obstacle 2: Quantification of Success

The province of Anhui and the prefecture to which Chenggu belongs did not 
pose any direct demands regarding the selection of villages for redevelopment 
(apart from the provincial demand for at least one demonstration village 
in every township in Beian). Yet, by their quantitative interpretation of 
success, they significantly  decreased the ability of the townships and even 
the county to exercise discretion when choosing villages. Quantification of 
campaign goals has been a well-documented obsession that has infected the 
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entire chain of command under the Chinese hierarchical political system 
for the past seven decades. In a paper on the accountability of township 
governments, Zhao Shukai claimed that ‘the reason given for quantifying 
the audits was that assessment should be conducted in a scientific manner’.18 
In  several other papers, however, Zhao warned against the significant 
undesired impact that such quantification had on grassroots officials’ 
decision-making behaviour.19 Similarly, Andrew B. Kipnis, in a criticism of 
the audit culture in China, wrote:

Performance audits, whatever form their ideological justifications 
take, often lead to such non- and anti-neoliberal outcomes as the 
production of new social ties and the related nonindividuated forms 
of personhood among the people audited and the development of 
new, efficiency-hindering practices, such as deception, formalism, 
and the shifting of employee attention away from organizational goals 
to the politics of selecting, measuring, and fulfilling audit criteria.20

The prefectural city chose Chenggu County in 2006 as the foremost 
demonstration arena in which to implement BNSC and expected Chenggu 
to report on its successes. The city’s leadership measured success by the 
number of villages that passed inspection (i.e. demonstration villages). 
As noted in the previous chapter, this expectation did not remain at the 
abstract level. The prefectural city operationalised it into specific quotas of 
villages to pass its inspection at each stage of the implementation process 
(30 villages in 2006–7 and 240 villages in 2008–10). The prefecture expected 
redevelopment to occur in about two to three years. To ensure success, the 
county allocated annual quotas to its townships, specifying the number of 
villages that it and the prefecture would inspect. Officials, therefore, had to 
look for quick successes.

In a somewhat similar vein, in Beian, meeting the expectations of political 
superiors meant redeveloping 25 chosen villages. The county leaders’ choice 
was driven by a prize of up to RMB3.3 million annually dangled in front 
of them by the province, but this was not awarded unconditionally. Each 
year, representatives of the county had to meet with provincial personnel 
to report on their achievements during the past year and to draw up plans 
for the next year. Based on these reports, and on the county’s ability to 
present achievements, the province approved a specified amount of subsidy 

18	  Zhao, ‘The Accountability System’, 64–73.
19	  Ibid.; Zhao, ‘The Power System’, 15–16; Zhao, ‘Obligatory Interactions’, 17–25. 
20	  Kipnis, ‘Audit Cultures’, 285.
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each year.21 Moreover, the fact that Anhui Province allocated subsidies for 
only three years meant that, as in Shandong, officials in Anhui expected 
quick successes. It is difficult to imagine township or even county officials 
gambling by selecting unpromising cases for redevelopment first, risking 
their chances of presenting achievements and receiving the provincial 
subsidies. The opposite, striving after quick successes to win provincial 
satisfaction and subsidies had prevailed.

Obstacle 3: The Method to Allocate Subsidies

The previous obstacle referred to the need for officials to move quickly 
and to introduce rapid changes in redeveloped villages. However, since 
the redevelopment of villages was subsidised, what prevented local officials 
from presenting quick successes in less well-off villages?

Table 6.2: Villages’ redevelopment expenses in various villages in Chenggu 
and Beian

Village name Expenditure paid by 
the village (in RMB)

Percentage of total investment 
paid by the village (%)

Chenggu

H2 800,000–900,000 92

A2 600,000+ 90

D1 1,000,000 90

F1 965,000* 86

E1 1,200,000 75

Beian

J1 8,000,000 80

N1 1,000,000 70

M2 450,000 67

I1 1,500,000+ 66+

Source: Author’s interviews, based on officials’ estimations.
* The case of Village F1 was recounted earlier in this chapter. The amount of RMB965,000 
is an aggregation of RMB570,000, spent in 2004 for paving the village’s main roads, and 
RMB395,000, which the village spent to meet the rest of the prefecture’s demands to 
become a BNSC ‘demonstration village’.

21	  As noted, the county successfully met the province’s expectations and was allocated RMB3.3 million 
annually.
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The answer relates to the way in which higher-level governments allocated 
subsidies. Table 6.2 summarises the expenditure paid by various villages 
in Beian and Chenggu at the time of my visits, and the percentages that 
villages were expected to pay of the total redevelopment cost (excluding 
the construction of townhouses/apartments, which villagers paid for 
themselves).

As can be seen from the above table, in both counties the total government 
subsidies covered only a small part of the total expenditure (10–25 per cent 
in Chenggu and 20–33 per cent in Beian). In Chenggu, villages’ collective 
income paid for most village redevelopment. In Beian, the village residents 
paid for most of the redevelopment. Not every village in Chenggu could 
afford the expenditure out of its collective income and only in the prosperous 
could villagers themselves afford the investment of several thousands of 
RMB, the average expense in Beian.

Moreover, in both counties the villages were entitled to receive subsidies 
only after finishing redevelopment projects. Providing government subsidies 
as reimbursement is a common practice in China, and, in the case of Beian, 
this was a direct order of Anhui Province. Sascha Klotzbücher et al. see this 
practice as ensuring that policy implementation is cost effective;22 Chenggu 
officials also expressed this view. As discussed in Chapter 4, granting 
subsidies after redevelopment revealed local officials’ distrust of village 
officials’ ability to carry out the program and control the finances. Yet, 
reimbursing redevelopment costs after the project’s completion significantly 
diminished the prospects that poorer villages could afford to participate. 
This was especially so since, in both counties, local officials insisted that 
redevelopment would start with improving basic infrastructure (such as 
paving roads and installing running water), which comprised a significant 
part of the villages’ total redevelopment expense, and which many villages 
would find it hard to pay for up-front.

Even more encumbering than lack of trust between supervisors and 
subordinates was the adherence of officials to the principle that village 
redevelopment was not about the government building new villages  for 
residents, but about villagers building their own new villages under 
government guidance and leadership. The national government promoted 
this arrangement in the wake of the BNSC’s announcement. Its importance 
lay in its implications and consequences; according to officials in Beian and 

22	  Klotzbücher et al., ‘What is New’, 38–57.
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Chenggu, it was the main reason why it was not possible to favour the weak 
and provide them with preferential assistance. The government subsidies 
were provided as awards (jiangli 奖励) for achievements and not as financial 
support. This rationale for allocating funds made subsidies accessible mainly 
to the better off.

Obstacle 4: Perceiving BNSC as a Long-Term Policy

Why were local officials not disturbed about channelling more resources to 
the better off? The BNSC, they said, was announced as a long-term policy 
and should be implemented in accordance with local conditions. Clearly, 
the original intention of these national principles was to ensure that officials 
would be attentive to local villages’ needs and abilities. There is no doubt 
that, under the current governance system, had local officials implemented 
redevelopment rapidly in all villages, it would have been extremely difficult 
financially for many villagers. At the same time, a long timeframe provided 
an official excuse to push those in greater need to the bottom of the list. 
When asked whether the decision to choose the better off first was unethical 
(i.e. giving government finances to those least in need), officials said that 
all villages needed redevelopment, and that those who could redevelop 
themselves quickly would do it sooner and those without the funds would do 
it later (i.e. wait their turn). Since higher-level officials were only concerned 
with handing down quotas designating how many villages needed to be 
redeveloped, and cared less about whether poorer villages participated, why 
would grassroots officials, who were bound by instructions and the quotas 
from above, behave differently?

Obstacle 5: Subjecting Village Redevelopment to 
Local Economic Conditions

The most important thing is to raise the villagers’ income … If you 
have raised the villagers’ income you have succeeded in obtaining the 
most fundamental solution to rural problems.23

Wandering around and witnessing the many changes that redevelopment 
has brought to villages in Chenggu, it was easy to assume that village 
redevelopment held special importance in the local understanding of 

23	  Interview with a township official, Township C, Chenggu County, 1 July 2009. 



REDEVELOPING CHINA’S VILLAGES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

164

BNSC. The establishment of leading groups and special offices in the 
county (dismantled in 2008) and in all townships to manage and regulate 
the Village Redevelopment Program strengthened this impression.

As noted in previous chapters, BNSC covered a wide range of aspects of life 
in the villages. Consequently, when villages in Chenggu were evaluated by 
the prefectural city, they were judged not only for their physical environment 
but also for their entire situation (see Table 4.1). Interestingly, officials in 
Chenggu provided different accounts on how the prefecture conducted the 
evaluation. According to a township official, each item in the prefectural 
list was worth a certain number of points that together totalled 100 points. 
A  successful inspection meant that the village succeeded in scoring more 
than 90 points. Accordingly, what mainly counted for villages was not 
how much they scored on a specific item, but their total BNSC score.24 
As each item was worth a different number of points, the lists distributed 
from above were very useful to learn about higher levels’ priorities (the more 
points attached to a target the more important it was and vice versa). 

Unfortunately, the prefectural list that I was given did not show the 
distribution of points per target, and the township officials I talked to 
claimed that they were not familiar with the distribution of points and, 
indeed, had never seen such a list. According to them, if a village failed 
inspection, the prefectural city would provide them with a letter specifying 
the reasons for the failure and recommendations for further improvement. 
Yet, when asked which of the many items demanded by the prefectural city 
were most important, there was unanimity in the county. All claimed that 
the most important item was improving the villages’ economic conditions 
and, particularly, raising the villagers’ incomes. This statement coincided 
with provincial and prefectural inspections prior to the announcement of 
BNSC. In 2005, the province of Shandong conducted a survey among its 
counties to learn about their pre-BNSC situation as part of the provincial 
preparations to implement BNSC. The criteria in Table 6.3 were used to 
evaluate the counties. This shows the number of points a county could 
obtain for meeting each of the items.

24	  Local governments commonly allocate points to evaluate and monitor performances. See, for 
example, Zhao, ‘The Accountability System’, 64–73; Zhao, ‘Township–Village Relations’, 74–93.
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Table 6.3: Provincial criteria for pre-BNSC county assessments

Area Item Number 
of points

Production 
capacities
(shengchan fazhan 
生产发展)
Total points = 46

Average local government income per capita 12

Ratio of local manpower working in sec. and ter. 
industries

7

Ratio of urbanisation 7

Ratio of administrative villages with collective 
income higher than RMB50,000 at their disposal

6

Average rural income per person 14

Wellbeing
(shenghuo kuanyu 
生活宽裕) 
Total points = 22

Rural Engel coefficient 5

Ratio of expenditure for culture and recreation 
activities 

5

Ratio of villagers participating in pension insurance 4

Ratio of villagers participating in the new rural 
cooperative medical insurance 

4

Square metre of living area per person in reinforced 
concrete or brick houses 

4

Communal civility
(xiangfeng 
wenming 乡风文明) 
Total points = 8

Average years of education among villagers 6

Rate of criminal cases per 10,000 villagers 2

Village 
appearance 
(cunrong zhengjie 
村容整洁)
Total points = 14

Rate of administrative villages implementing a new 
scientific plan 

3

Rate of administrative villages with paved main 
roads and greenery 

3

Rate of administrative villages with running water 4

Rate of administrative villages with garbage 
collection and disposal facilities

4

Democratic 
management
(guanli minzhu 管
理民主)
Total points = 10

Rate of villages implementing transparency in 
government affairs (zhengwu gongkai 政务公开)

4

Rate of ‘five goods villages’* 6

Total: 
100 points

* ‘Five goods village’ refers to five demands: good leadership (lingdao banzi hao 领导班
子好), good party members and good cadres (dangyuan ganbu duiwu hao 党员干部队伍
好), good working mechanisms (gongzuo jizhi hao 工作机制好), good construction of a 
well-off society (xiaokang jianshe yeji hao 小康建设业绩好) and good feedback from the 
villagers on village officials’ conduct (nongmin qunzhong fanying hao 农民群众反映好).
Source: Fu et al., ‘Shandong sheng shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe xian ji fenlei zhibiao 
tixi yanjiu’, [Research on Building a New Socialist Countryside’s indicators at the county 
level in the province of Shandong], 37–54. 
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As can be seen in Table 6.3, out of 18 assessable items, five related to the 
category of ‘production capacities’, five to ‘wellbeing’, two to ‘communal 
civility’, four to ‘villages’ appearance’ and two to ‘democratic management’. 
Yet, summarising the points for each category reveals a clear stress on 
economic factors. The category of ‘production capacities’ was worth 46 per 
cent of the total evaluation points. If the rural Engel coefficient, an item 
that related directly to the villages’ economic conditions,25 is added to 
‘production capacities’, economic factors were worth more than 50 per cent 
of the total evaluation. Items that related to improving the villages’ physical 
environment, on the other hand, entitled the village to 14 per cent of the 
total score. Clearly, from the provincial point of view, economic factors were 
the most important in the BNSC vision.

In the same year (2005), the prefectural city conducted its own survey 
among each of its villages. The method of inspection was similar to the 
province’s, but the list of criteria was different. Table 6.4 presents the list of 
prefectural city targets and the value of each target in points.

Table 6.4: Prefectural city criteria for assessing pre-BNSC villages

Area Item Number of points

Production 
capacities 
(shengchan fazhan 
生产发展)
Total = 40 points

Annual village collective income 15

Average annual per capita income 15

Rate of income derived from sec. and ter. 
industries

5

Ratio of labour in sec. or ter. industries 5

Wellbeing 
(shenghuo kuanyu 生
活宽裕)
Total = 25 points

Residential patterns 4

Are there established roads and a bus 
route?

3

Per cent with access to cable TV 3

Per cent in possession of a telephone 3

Per cent using electricity 3

Per cent with running water in their 
houses

3

Per cent with new cooperative medical 
insurance

3

Per cent with pension insurance 3

25	  An Engel coefficient measures the proportion of income spent on food. Its basic assumption is that 
as income rises, the proportion of income spent on food falls. The lower the coefficient (e.g. between 
0 and 1), the better off the locality.
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Area Item Number of points

Communal civility 
(xiangfeng wenming 
乡风文明)
Total = 15 points

No petitions submitted 3

No major criminal cases 2

No safety incidents 2

Praised by higher-level officials for its 
level of civil behaviour 

2

Is there an area for cultural activities? 2

Average years of education 2

Per cent of children entering school 2

Village appearance 
(cunrong zhengjie 村
容整洁)
Total = 10 points

Is there a village redevelopment plan? 3

No piles of firewood, manure and garbage 
along village roads

3

Ratio of paved roads inside the villages 2

Ratio of households using gas (ranqi 燃气) 2

Democratic 
management (guanli 
minzhu 管理民主)
Total = 10 points

Fully established party branch and village 
committee

2

All village-level organisations are fully 
established

2

Supporting ‘democratic administration 
day’* activities 

2

Transparency in village and budgetary 
affairs 

2

Is the policy of ‘one issue, one opinion’ 
(yishi yiyi 一是一议) implemented?

2

Total: 100 points

* ‘Democratic administration day’ started in the county in the early 2000s to increase 
transparency in government conduct. On the 5th of every month, leaders of every 
village, township and the county meet with representatives of the inhabitants to update 
them and discuss the main current political affairs. Placards on village committee 
walls tout ‘democratic administration day’ as the local answer to the centre’s demand 
for democratic and transparent governance in the villages. This encompasses the 
‘four democratics’ (si minzhu 四民主)—democratic policies, democratic management, 
democratic elections and democratic supervision (minzhu zhengce, minzhu guanli, 
minzhu xuanju, minzhu jiandu 民主决策、民主管理、民主选举, 民主监督)—and ‘two 
transparencies’ (liang gongkai 两公开)—transparency in financial affairs and village 
affairs (caiwu he cunwu gongkai 财务和村务公开). 

As in the case of the provincial survey, economic factors dominated the 
prefectural survey. The category of ‘production capacities’ was worth 
40 per cent of the points, more than any other category in the list. Villages’ 
appearance (redevelopment), on the other hand, was worth only 10 per cent.
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County officials with whom I discussed the evaluation process claimed 
there were even more stringent criteria for a village to pass the prefectural 
city’s inspection. They denied the existence of points’ allocation and the 
requirement to earn 90 points to pass, claiming that, for a successful 
inspection, it was mandatory for every village to meet all targets and 
standards as specified in the prefecture’s list—no exceptions. This may 
explain why the prefectural list of targets, unlike, for example, the earlier 
discussed 2005 prefectural survey, did not include points’ distribution 
and why all the township officials I spoke to claimed never to have seen 
any points’ allocation. Clearly, if the county officials’ account was correct 
(i.e.  that a village under inspection must meet all targets and standards), 
this would have further negated the possibility of selecting poorer villages, 
as there was no leeway for clemency at all.

The tendency to focus on economic conditions as the heart of the BNSC 
is understandable. After all, economic development is necessary for 
improving material lives in the villages. But, from the perspective of village 
redevelopment, the prioritisation of economic factors (i.e. villages’ collective 
income, villagers’ per capita income, and percentage of villagers engaged in 
secondary and tertiary economic activities) dealt a blow to the possibility that 
grassroots officials would even consider redeveloping the less well-off. Physical 
redevelopment was fairly easy if a village had the required means. Most of the 
villages I studied from the first group of 30 selected villages needed only one 
to one-and-a-half years to pass prefectural inspection. The total investment 
required was not considered very significant in these villages, equivalent 
to the collective income they normally generated in only one to two years. 
Improving economic conditions in less industrialised villages was a different 
story. It required attracting investors, improving infrastructure and so on, 
which could not be achieved quickly, if at all, in remote and poorly located 
villages. Even in the best-case scenario, if physical redevelopment was worth 
only 10–14 per cent of the points but economic indicators were worth 40–50 
per cent, and if a village needed to score 90 per cent to pass inspection, the 
immediate implication was that without preferable economic conditions, no 
matter how well a village redeveloped, it would not be able to pass prefectural 
inspection. This, of course, reduced even further any motivation on the part 
of local officials to choose the less well-off.

Interestingly, Beian did not impose the local economic condition 
obstacle. As noted, there was no list of targets for demonstration villages, 
and the county used an internal list to mobilise villages by evaluating 
their performances compared to each other (see Table 4.3). The list was 
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divided into categories that were worth a total of 200 points. Unlike in 
Chenggu, economic factors in this list entitled a village to only a maximum 
of 15 per cent of the total possible score. Improving physical aspects of 
villages, on the other hand, was worth 55 per cent. Different economic 
circumstances explain these differences. In industrialised Chenggu, 
economic development could be the focus, while in economically drowsy 
Beian, village infrastructure and physical layout was the emphasis, enabling 
inhabitants to achieve results in a shorter time. However, this is not to say 
that economic development was less important to Beian officials. On the 
contrary, local officials invested considerable effort in developing local 
industries and commerce and attracting investors. Not unlike deciding on 
redevelopment targets (discussed in Chapter 4), Beian’s worse-off economic 
conditions were translated by local officials into greater attentiveness to 
villages’ local circumstances. Thus, while the prefecture expected villages in 
Chenggu to meet a per capita standard of more than RMB7,000 to grant 
a village a full score, Beian officials instead expected villages to meet an 
annual increase of 7 per cent in villagers’ incomes. A percentage increase is 
easier to meet because it is relative to each village’s own financial conditions, 
rather than the ability to meet a fixed standard. However, this did not assist 
other villages in Beian, as the county was bound by quotas from above and 
thus kept supporting the same 25 villages.

Obstacle 6: Perceiving the County as the Unit 
of Reference

As with the previous obstacle, this one refers to Chenggu only. Although 
considered prosperous, the overall economic indexes of Shandong are 
misleading, as they conceal a very high level of economic disparity between 
the counties. For example, in 2005, on the eve of BNSC, the total GDP of 
the 30 economically strongest counties in the province constituted 37.4 per 
cent of the total provincial GDP, while the total GDP of the 30 weakest 
counties in the province constituted only 10 per cent of the total. Local 
government revenue of the strongest 30 counties constituted 24.2 per 
cent of the total provincial local government revenue, while revenue of the 
30 weakest counties constituted only 4.7 per cent.26 The total GDP and 
local government revenue in the 30 strongest county-level units (xian 县, qu 
区, shi 市) were, respectively, 372 per cent and 517 per cent higher than the 

26	  Fu et al., ‘Guanyu dui Shandong sheng shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe jiaqiang fenlei zhidao de 
zonghe yanjiu baogao’, 5.
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30 weakest,27 while the difference between the county-level units with the 
highest and lowest rural per capita incomes was as high as 223 per cent.28 
The earlier mentioned provincial survey conducted in 2005 also revealed 
extremely high levels of inequality between the counties. Among the 
province’s 135 county-level units, six scored an excellent grade of more than 
90 (90.4–96.6), of which three belong to prosperous Qingdao; 24 counties 
scored 80–89.9 (80–89.1); 28 scored 70–79.9 (70.5–79.6); 32 scored 60–
69.9 (61–69.9); 32 scored 50–59.9 (51.6–59.7); 12 scored 40–49.9 (40.9–
49.2) and one scored as low as 36.7.29

The province responded to these discrepancies by dividing its 135 county-
level units into three main groups—the strongest 45 counties (one of which 
was Chenggu), 60 moderate counties and 30 least industrialised—and 
formulated different policies for each of these groups according to their 
economic conditions. Table 6.5 presents each group’s policies required 
under BNSC, divided into ‘the threes’ and ‘the fives’.

As can be seen, the province attached different targets and expectations 
to each group. In the most industrialised county-level group, the time 
had come to leave traditional rural residential patterns behind. Provincial 
authorities expected villagers to be concentrated in rural cities and in 
dense, city-like communal buildings in villages, and for industries to be 
concentrated in large industrial areas. Rural and urban systems were to 
be merged towards breaking the dual economic-social structure. These 
counties presented the ultimate provincial vision of a developed countryside 
and were to serve as the core of economic activities in the province, pulling 
others upward through the example of their economic success. Less was 
expected of non-industrialised counties. Such counties were expected 
to shift away from traditional agriculture into modern agriculture and to 
improve their economic capacities; to improve the physical environment 
inside villages, making them cleaner, modernised and prettier; to improve 
the skills of excess workers, enabling them to leave the villages and integrate 
successfully into external labour markets; and to improve basic infrastructure 

27	  The highest ratio in the province in average local government revenue per person was 5,066 per cent. 
See Yu et al., ‘Shandong sheng caizheng zhichi xin nongcun jianshe fenlei fuchi zhengce yanjiu’ [Research 
on Shandong Province’s financial policies for supporting the new socialist countryside], 75–80. 
28	  Ibid.; Fu et al., ‘Guanyu dui Shandong sheng shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe jiaqiang fenlei zhidao 
de zonghe yanjiu baogao’, 5.
29	  Fu et al., ‘Shandong sheng shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe xian ji fenlei zhibiao tixi yanjiu’, 
[Research on Building a New Socialist Countryside’s indicators at the county level in the province of 
Shandong], 53–54.
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and amenities inside the villages and village officials’ leadership. Unlike 
industrialised counties where the provincial focus had been on integration 
between rural and urban communities, in less developed counties the focus 
was on improving local conditions inside the villages as rural units, in 
the hope that, with time, they would be able to meet ‘the threes and the 
fives’ of the moderately developed counties and, later, even those of the 
industrialised ones.

Table 6.5: The threes and the fives—provincial policies under BNSC

Group 1
(45 strongest 
counties)

Group 2
(60 middle counties)

Group 3
(30 least industrialised 
counties)

Threes Three concentrations 
(san ge jizhong 三个
集中): 
1.	 concentrating 

industries in 
industrial zones

2.	 concentrating 
population in the 
counties’ and 
central townships’ 
seats

3.	 concentrating 
villagers in rural 
communities 
(nongcun xin shequ 
农村新社区).

Three ‘isations’ (san 
hua 三化), promoting: 
1.	 agricultural 

industrialisation
2.	 new types of 

industrialisation 
3.	 urbanisation. 

Three changes (san ge 
zhuanbian 三个转变): 
1.	 from traditional 

agriculture to efficient 
ecological agriculture 

2.	 from traditional 
backward to beautiful 
villages (xiumei 
cunzhuang 秀美村庄) 

3.	 from traditional 
villagers to new-style 
villagers.

Fives Five [integration] 
systems (wu da tixi 五
大体系) integrating 
urban–rural:
1.	 economy
2.	 infrastructure
3.	 employment and 

social welfare
4.	 environmental 

protection and 
development

5.	 social and 
administrative 
management.

Five articles (wu pian 
wenzhang 五篇文章) to 
carry out:
1.	 high-quality 

agriculture
2.	 industrialisation of 

the county seat and 
industrial zones

3.	 urbanisation and 
better integration 
between urban and 
rural communities

4.	 social undertakings 
in the villages, 
townships and 
county

5.	 democratic 
management at the 
village level.

Five processes (wu xiang 
gongcheng 五项工程): 
1.	 establishing a leading 

agricultural industry
2.	 remediating living 

environment inside 
the villages

3.	 preparing, facilitating 
and professionally 
training the villagers 
towards successful 
integration in external 
labour markets

4.	 establishing basic 
infrastructure in the 
villages

5.	 building village-
level organisations 
and increasing local 
leadership’s quality.

Source: Fu et al., ‘Guanyu dui Shandong sheng shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe’, 12–17.
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Allocating different levels of development between industrialised and rural 
counties was important to meet the national government requirement of 
adjusting BNSC to local conditions. However, as discussed in detail in the 
introductory chapter of this book, a county is not a homogeneous unit 
and can encompass a significant level of inequality. As I noted, the level of 
inequality between townships inside Chenggu was higher than the overall 
inequality between Chenggu and Beian. It is unfortunate that the province 
ignored the issue of inequality inside the counties and did not formulate 
policies to tackle this under the agenda of BNSC. Luckily, as described in 
Chapter 3, the province did not impose its vision strictly on the villages 
and the county enjoyed enough discretion to differentiate in its residential 
policies between its industrialised and rural villages.

The bigger obstacle to choosing any but the better off villages came from 
the  prefectural city’s failure to adjust BNSC in other respects to local 
conditions. The prefectural city expected villages under its jurisdiction to 
meet the same targets and judged them by the same criteria as those for 
a demonstration village. The requirements were simply too high for the 
majority of the villages to obtain. Table 6.6 presents the economic standards 
villages had to meet to pass prefectural inspection and the provincial criteria 
to be achieved by 2010. As the lists are different and refer to different units 
(villages versus counties) there were only three mutual criteria available 
for comparison.

Table 6.6: Prefectural and provincial economic criteria compared

Prefectural city’s requirements for 
a demonstration village (2008)

Provincial targets for 
counties (by 2010)

Average per capita 
annual rural income 

More than RMB7,000 RMB5,500

Villages’ annual 
collective income

Villages with less than 500 
villagers: more than RMB100,000

Villages with 500–1,000 villagers: 
more than RMB150,000

Minimum of 50 per 
cent of the villages 
should have more than 
RMB50,000 in annual 
collective income

Villages with more than 1,000 
villagers: more than RMB200,000

Ratio of manpower 
working outside of 
agriculture

More than 60 per cent 60 per cent

Source: For Shandong Province’s targets, see Fu et al., ‘Guanyu dui Shandong sheng 
shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe’, 33. For prefectural targets, see Chapter 4, Table 4.1.
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Both the prefecture and the province expected excess manpower to shift 
away from agriculture to non-agricultural work. This standard was fairly 
easy to meet as villagers’ work migration, as mentioned in previous chapters, 
had already become a national phenomenon, a result of China’s rapidly 
developing economy, the lack of land or work opportunities in most 
villages, and villagers’ need to make a living. The only difference was that, 
in Chenggu, most villagers could leave agriculture and still stay close to their 
homes, while in less industrialised counties, most job-seekers had to migrate 
to more prosperous areas inside or outside the province.

The other two criteria warrant our attention. The first refers to the criterion 
of average annual individual income. The province announced the target of 
RMB5,500 by 2010. The prefectural city, on the other hand, only passed a 
village after inspection if the villagers’ average annual per capita income was 
more than RMB7,000. The criterion of RMB7,000 was very high, even in 
industrialised Chenggu. According to official data, in 2007 the average per 
capita rural income in Chenggu was RMB6,038. Yet only 2.5 per cent of 
the townships’ villages met the standard of RMB7,000, while 42 per cent 
of the villages had an average annual per capita income of less than the 
provincial standard of RMB5,500.30

The second criterion refers to the villages’ collective incomes. The province 
set a minimum level for annual collective income of RMB50,000 and stated 
that at least 50 per cent of a county’s villages should meet this criterion. 
My own interviews in Chenggu revealed that an annual collective income 
of RMB50,000 was fairly low in the county. Most of the villages I visited, 
both those that had started redevelopment and those that had not, met 
this level. Yet, the prefecture had raised the required standards to more 
than RMB100,000 in small villages with a population of fewer than 500 
inhabitants, more than RMB150,000 for medium-sized villages with 500–
1,000 inhabitants and more than RMB200,000 for large villages with more 
than 1,000 inhabitants. Industrialised villages in Chenggu were likely to 
enjoy high collective incomes, and RMB200,000 was fairly low for them. 
But, for many of the non-industrialised villages, where prospects for 
increasing collective income were limited, the prefectural standard was out 
of reach. With inspection standards heavily weighted on high prefectural-
set economic measures, only the better off villages were in a position to pass 
inspection.

30	  Author’s calculation based on Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008. 
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Conclusion
Local officials are rational actors. As such, they are motivated to undertake 
rational actions that will ensure maximum personal gains and benefits and 
minimum sanctions. The unique structure of the Chinese political system 
and the coexistence of patterns of vertical administrative hierarchy (tiaotiao) 
and local regional controls (kuaikuai) as potential determinants for local 
officials’ behaviour have been well discussed in the literature. In reality, 
however, it seems that too often scholars have tended to overlook the basic 
question of autonomy and (genuine) discretion. Indeed, as this chapter 
has shown, a blind attribution of high levels of discretion and autonomy 
to grassroots officials’ conduct and decision-making risks over-simplifying 
a much more complex story. By presenting a series of institutional obstacles, 
my research shows that, although township and county officials have 
indeed selected the better off villages and invested in redeveloping them 
first, pushing rural, remote and poor villages to the bottom of the list, it 
would be unfair to judge them negatively for this. As the lowest ranked 
operatives in the political hierarchy, they were unable to resist the system 
that pushed them towards a single rational solution. That better off villages 
were the easiest to redevelop, giving them guaranteed access to their political 
superiors’ commendation, was a bonus. They were under pressure to 
present quick, quantitative successes; villages were expected to bear most of 
the redevelopment’s costs; and there were no preferential policies to assist 
villages with financial constraints. In Chenggu, villages that did not enjoy 
preferable economic conditions would not have been able to pass inspection, 
no matter how well they redeveloped their physical environment. Together 
with a need to present exemplars, and in circumstances where no-one in the 
hierarchy endured sleepless nights for leaving the poor behind, the die was 
cast: village redevelopment became a subsidised program for richer villages, 
and there was very little that grassroots officials could do about it. Indeed, 
selecting better off villages as demonstration units and creating ‘showcases’ 
was a manifestation of grassroots officials’ weakness and their submission 
to their superiors in a system that sanctifies the politics of command as its 
backbone.

But why was the Village Redevelopment Program constructed this way? 
Why did authorities at the highest level not intervene when government 
subsidies were channelled mainly to prosperous villages? Why would the 
prefectural city in Shandong demand such high standards knowing (after 
surveying its villages in 2005) that they were too high for many of the 
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villages to meet? And why, instead of confronting inequality and economic 
disparities (e.g. by privileging the weaker villages), did the redevelopment 
program do the contrary, exacerbating discrepancies between the best off 
and worst off in each county and region?

This chapter points to a fundamental failure in the implementation 
of the Village Redevelopment Program. Instead of confronting the 
generators of inequality and economic disparities, authorities incorporated 
the redevelopment program into ‘old’ policy lines. What I have called 
institutional obstacles are, in fact, long-practised governing principles that 
have guided policy implementation and superior–subordinate relations in 
rural China since the early days of the People’s Republic. From all indications, 
the local leaders are accustomed to this approach and accept it without 
question. Most notable are mobilisation to present visual successes (even 
when circumstances are less than ideal), the practice of benefiting the strong 
and the already better off, and top-down auditing policies. Indeed, a study 
on the implementation of BNSC found that when provinces abandoned the 
practice of constructing demonstration villages, local governments applied 
more egalitarian methods of resource allocation.31

31	  Ahlers and Schubert, ‘Strategic Modelling’, 831–49.
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