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7
Conclusion

The emergence of a market economy in China in the 1980s was accompanied 
by an expansion of economic and social disparities and inequality between 
rural and urban populaces. The income gap increased steadily; rural services, 
public amenities and village infrastructure were typically significantly worse 
than those of the cities and even rural towns; and, in many areas, relations 
between villagers and grassroots officials deteriorated. In the early 2000s, 
rural China went through a governance crisis and a deterioration in social 
stability. This unfortunate reality was an outcome not only of market forces 
and liberalisation but also of the state’s deliberate discrimination against 
rural areas and their inhabitants through the persistence of socialist-era 
discriminatory institutions and, since the mid-1980s, a state policy to 
develop cities and urban economies while deliberately neglecting rural areas.

Inequality was also followed by a significant change in the official narrative. 
During the Mao era, the state perceived villagers as spearheading the 
revolution and its goal of establishing a new society. Following this view, 
officials exalted rural austerity as fostering revolutionary consciousness. 
This view of rural settlements and society, however, changed dramatically 
during the reform era. Now authorities criticised villages as ‘dirty 
(zang 脏), chaotic (luan 乱) and poor (cha 差)’. They saw inadequate rural 
infrastructure and public amenities, poor access to low-quality services, 
poor hygiene and a lack of planned development as detrimental to China’s 
project of modernisation. Many criticised villages as habitats of ‘low quality’ 
(suzhi di 素质低)—people who suffered from backward thinking and 
old-fashioned customs and behaviour. Under such perceptions, the entire 
structure of the countryside was a problem. Traditional rural housing was 
too large and wasted too much land, and villages were too dispersed to allow 
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improvements in infrastructure, public amenities and services due to the 
high cost of upgrading each and every village. The die was cast: if China 
was to succeed in its modernisation project, the government had to change 
its rural areas.

The Village Redevelopment Program was announced as a central component 
of China’s vision of converting rural areas into a ‘new socialist countryside’. 
Its importance lay in its ambitious attempt to reshape rural lives and introduce 
permanent changes into the living environment. This was most notable in 
areas that had started implementing the centre’s policy of constructing rural 
communities (nongcun shequ 农村社区), such as in Chenggu. Under this 
program, local officials led a total reshaping of the countryside, merging 
villages together into city-like residential compounds, often dominated by 
multistorey apartment buildings. In these new residential areas, China’s 
central planners expected villagers to enjoy a modern living environment 
with high-quality infrastructure and highly accessible basic services; modern 
apartments; commercial services; cultural and leisure-time activities; high-
standard hygienic conditions; better transportation and accessibility; and 
communal services such as welfare support, civil mediation, social security 
and policing. Equally importantly, the construction of apartment buildings 
was expected to save land, an essential resource for development.

Officials in industrialised Chenggu welcomed this policy as an important 
step towards further boosting the local economy and better integrating the 
county’s rural and urban populaces. In line with these aims, local officials 
placed many of the new rural communities adjacent to rural towns where 
they served as de facto suburbs, sharing the towns’ services and infrastructure. 
The county also invested in development of its excellent road networks and 
public transportation services, with buses running regularly from all the 
villages and new-style rural communities to the towns and the county’s 
economic zones.

While planners expected increasing numbers of villagers in Chenggu to 
eventually move to new residences, most notably to multistorey buildings 
in large residential communities, the officials in predominantly agricultural 
and economically drowsy Beian were more sceptical about how appropriate 
such restructuring was to their local economic circumstances. Consequently, 
villagers in Beian were likely to stay in their original villages and housing. 
Yet the Village Redevelopment Program introduced significant changes in 
Beian’s rural areas. Paving roads was a major project: in just four years, the 
county was able to establish a comprehensive rural paved-road network, 
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with all the administrative villages in the county having, for the first time, 
at least one paved access road. Installation of running water was another 
major project, and the number of villages and villagers enjoying running 
water increased steadily. Villages that were chosen to participate in the 
redevelopment program experienced significant upgrading of their physical 
living environments, which included paving the village’s entire road system 
and alleys, introducing garbage disposal facilities, building cultural and 
sports facilities, greenification and more. The number of rural households in 
the county with home biogas pits also steadily increased, providing villagers 
with cheap energy for lighting and cooking as well as hygienic toilets.

While Chenggu and Beian counties implemented the Village Redevelopment 
Program very differently, important aspects of the outcomes were ultimately 
similar. In both counties, officials diverged significantly from the program’s 
original goal of decreasing social disparities and inequality, instead 
channelling government resources to those who were not lacking, while 
leaving behind those with greater need. To reconcile the puzzle of different 
implementation resulting in similar outcomes, this book has shown how 
the implementers were embedded in a larger economic-political-social 
environment that shaped much of their decision-making and conduct.

Variance in Policy Implementation
It may not be surprising to detect variance in local governments’ modus 
operandi in a country as large as China and under a political regime that 
has welcomed decentralisation as part of its rule, that values the importance 
of experiments and the need to adjust local undertakings to reality, and 
in which power fragmentation and lack of accountability are prevalent. 
Yet, without systemic research, the extent of divergence between localities in 
China remains indistinct. The case of the Village Redevelopment Program 
shows that, at least in some contexts, divergence is significant.

Apart from different interpretations of the policy (whether villagers should 
be pushed to move to new housing or not), we have also seen that, in the 
two counties, different levels of the local state played very different roles 
during implementation. In Beian, the provincial government played a 
significant role in providing subsidies to support redevelopment projects 
and was directly involved in supervising the implementation, while in 
Chenggu, grassroots officials perceived the province as being detached 
from implementation (apart from providing subsidies for road paving). 
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The prefectural city, however, played a very significant role in supervising 
and monitoring implementation in Chenggu, while local officials in Beian 
tended to disregard the prefecture as an insignificant player (partly because 
provincial involvement overshadowed the prefecture).

Chenggu and Beian also presented distinct approaches to local 
implementation. Chenggu took a government-oriented approach that 
emphasised formalism, hierarchical relations between supervisors and 
subordinates, and transparency. In this approach, local officials valued 
standardisation as a means of guiding and controlling villages’ redevelopment 
and allocated subsidies in a way that increased the accountability of both the 
implementers and the recipients. They attached subsidies to specific items 
and allocated them in accordance to publicly known criteria. Inspection 
was highly institutionalised with several governmental levels conducting 
strict and standardised on-the-spot inspections in every village under 
redevelopment.

In Beian, on the other hand, implementation was less hierarchical and less 
formal. The county took a more village-oriented approach and was more 
welcoming to local initiatives. Officials did not attach subsidies to specific 
items and villages received financial credit for everything they constructed. 
Subsidies, however, were calculated mainly based on the total investment of 
the villagers, a clear advantage to better off villages to grab larger parts of the 
government subsidies’ pie.

At the heart of these changes lay significant differences in officials’ perception 
of villagers and of their role in implementation. The prominent attitude 
among township and county officials in Chenggu was that the Village 
Redevelopment Program was, first and foremost, a government project, and 
many pointed towards the government as the most important player in the 
operationalisation and implementation of the policy. They openly distrusted 
the villagers’ integrity and tightly regulated their conduct. In their view, the 
villagers were mainly expected to approve and to implement a generic list of 
targets and performance standards, dictated by the prefectural city, which 
they inspected and subsidised. In cases where the construction of rural 
communities and multistorey buildings had begun, attentiveness to the 
villagers’ vantage point declined even further. Local officials and even village 
leaders in Chenggu disparaged households who were reluctant to participate 
due to economic distress. They had little tolerance for villagers who desired 
not to spend so much of their own money on new residences, or for villagers 
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who refused to leave their familiar living environment and change their 
familiar rural lifestyle. Officials considered these as nothing more than 
manifestations of rural ‘backwardness’, which needed to be rectified.

Conversely, in Beian, local officials tended to point towards the villagers as 
the most important players in implementation. Some township and county 
officials even referred to them as partners. They were less critical regarding 
the villagers’ integrity (at least publicly). Provided redevelopment met the 
higher-level authorities’ basic demands, they were willing to accommodate 
villagers’ self-perceived needs and their preferred investments. And, as long 
as the villagers’ reconstruction efforts were reasonable, they cared less for 
fixed standards.

Divergence was also noticeable in the way the two counties handled the 
same governing principles and institutions. Although both counties 
supported the strategy of developing ‘demonstration villages’, and although 
both diverged significantly from genuine modelling and decentralised 
experimentation, Chenggu and Beian differed significantly from each other 
in their articulation of ‘demonstration villages’. Officials in Beian walked 
a more traditional path by assigning an active modelling role to such 
villages. Their hope was to present exemplars to influence the rest of their 
communities, and there was an absence of clear and stiff criteria to recognise 
a village as a ‘demonstration village’.

By contrast, in Chenggu, the prefectural city routinised the creation of 
demonstration villages by imposing quotas from above and articulating 
clear and measurable targets for a village to become a demonstration unit. 
As part of this perception, officials viewed the title ‘demonstration village’ 
as a bureaucratic title and did not really expect any modelling qualities 
to emanate from their shining examples, while hoping that eventually all 
villages would become ‘demonstration villages’.

Similar Outcomes
Prioritising the better off in the selection of villages for redevelopment was 
not undertaken in a clandestine manner. It was transparent and explicit in 
local official documents and was openly discussed during my interviews. 
Thus, officials in both counties totally ignored the Village Redevelopment 
Program’s original goal of decreasing economic disparities and inequality. 
This was most noticeable in Chenggu, where a significantly larger number 
of villages participated in the program. Even when redevelopment was 
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expanded to include more than a quarter of the county’s villages, local 
officials continued to redevelop villages mainly in the county’s most 
industrialised areas.

Redeveloping the Villages:  
The Main Shapers
What influenced local officials in each of the counties to operate in the ways 
they did? Why did each of the counties take a different implementation 
approach and why were outcomes in each of the counties ultimately similar? 
The claim of this book is that officials’ conduct in both counties, as well 
as their overall attitude towards rural society, was primarily an outcome of 
two main shapers that influenced their decision-making and conduct: local 
economic conditions and the politics of command.

Economic conditions played a significant role in local officials’ support 
of the idea of creating new ‘rural communities’ and merging villages in 
Chenggu. In such an industrialised county, officials perceived that villagers 
could afford to buy new apartments or townhouses. Moreover, Chenggu 
had already reached a level of development where officials could see benefits 
in urbanising rural areas by constructing rural communities to save land; 
in better integrating rural and urban areas; and in providing a modern, 
city-like living environment for the villagers. Yet, although officials 
supported the idea of moving villagers into multistorey buildings, they 
did not impose residential models in most townships in the early years 
of implementing the redevelopment program (2006–8). The result was a 
large variety of different housing between villages. In the most prosperous 
villages, inhabitants moved to multistorey buildings (in a few cases, as noted 
in Chapter 3, this was also a result of direct instructions by the township 
government), while other villages built multistorey housing side by side with 
new townhouses. In a few villages, residents deemed multistorey buildings 
not desirable (due to perceptions of inconvenience or due to the high costs 
involved in the construction of these buildings) and housing construction 
consisted of new townhouses only. Yet, in 2009—two years after the county 
was included in the Ministry of Civil Affairs’ national list of counties 
chosen  to experiment with the construction of rural communities—
attentiveness to local desires was pushed aside in favour of the politics of 
command when the county government drew up its plan to concentrate 
all villages in 173 residential communities. Very soon thereafter, several 
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townships changed their housing regulations to support the county’s master 
plan of constructing rural communities, forbidding any form of construction 
other than apartment buildings. Construction of rural communities gained 
high momentum, especially in the industrialised townships.

Local officials in Beian, on the other hand, could not see many advantages in 
moving villagers. In their view, relocating residents would impose significant 
expenses on them and on the county government, which would find it hard 
to pay compensation. They also perceived that being forced to purchase 
new housing was contrary to the interests of many of the local people who 
migrate away from the villages for most of the year. For county officials, the 
most urgent need was to strengthen the rural towns’ economies. Only then 
would they consider reshaping the rural areas.

The interaction between higher-level officials’ intervention (or lack thereof ) 
on the one hand, and local economic conditions on the other, also played 
an important role in shaping local approaches towards implementation. 
In Chenggu, the decision of the prefectural city to circulate a list of 
quantitative targets and detailed performance standards, and its tight 
supervision of redevelopment, resulted in a paucity of local discretion. The 
whole system was shaped around meeting the prefectural city’s list. Even if 
not intentionally, the existence of a list of targets from above pushed the 
county towards standardisation. I used the term ‘politics of duplication’ to 
describe the tendency of lower levels to emphasise the hierarchical nature 
of the political system by almost blindly embracing and institutionalising 
higher-level policy interpretations and targets. The monetary strength of 
villages in Chenggu and their ability to finance redevelopment expenses out 
of collective income, as well as inherent distrust in the villagers’ integrity and 
their grassroots leadership, also contributed to redevelopment in Chenggu 
becoming a highly supervised inter-government project.

In Beian, high-level officials did not involve themselves in the redevelopment, 
and the county government took the leading monitoring role. Yet the 
province expected success and only gave subsidies on condition of proven 
successful redevelopment. Under these circumstances, and when townships 
lacked finance and villages lacked collective income, county officials 
needed provincial subsidies and villagers’ investments in their homes 
and infrastructure to meet provincial expectations. As I demonstrated in 
Chapter 4, the need to spur local investment without provoking social 
unrest and discontent served as an important shaper of the program’s 
implementation in Beian. To encourage villagers’ investments, the county 
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officials introduced two mechanisms: 1) attentiveness to local needs and self-
investments and 2) fostering competition between villages over resources. 
Under these circumstances, ignoring the villagers’ desires and alienating 
them from decision-making processes regarding the redevelopment of their 
own villages was less of an option in Beian than in wealthy Chenggu.

State intervention and local economic conditions also played a role in 
regulating the creation of ‘demonstration villages’. In industrialised 
Chenggu, the prefecture set higher quotas of villages for redevelopment 
than the province of Anhui, and the creation of demonstration villages fell 
into a routine. By 2010, the prefectural city had already recognised about 
a quarter of the villages as ‘demonstration villages’, and officials expected 
this number to continue rising in the coming years.

Walking different paths of implementation, however, was arguably less 
important than the fact that both counties prioritised the better off villages 
over others. Ironically, both counties shaped a national policy that initially 
proclaimed its intention to decrease inequalities into a program that left 
the poor behind. Explaining this irony, I concluded that higher levels of the 
regional and local states, by their instructions and expectations, crafted 
a governing environment in which grassroots officials, as rational players, 
had no option but to choose the better off first.

Policy Implementation in Contemporary 
Rural China: Studying Discretion
The question of discretion can assist in understanding policy implementation 
by enabling us to view implementation through the eyes of the 
implementers. It helps explain the special position of the implementers and 
offers a paradigmatic view of the entire process of policy implementation. 
By doing so, it becomes evident that while many scholars have, in fact, 
touched the elephant, as in the story of the blind men and the elephant,1 
it is only at the aggregate level that the elephant itself can be revealed.

1	  The story of the ‘Blind Men and the Elephant’ is about several blind men who encountered an 
elephant for the first time. Since they could not see it, they touched it to understand its shape. However, 
each one of them touched a different part of the elephant and therefore concluded a different shape. 
When they discussed what the elephant looked like they fell into quarrel, not being able to realise the 
complex shape of the elephant. When applied to social science, this story implies that social phenomena 
are often complex and scholars in their debates may touch various aspects of a complicated reality but 
often fail to see the aggregated whole.
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To conceptualise discretion, let us briefly observe the structure of the Chinese 
political system and the position of the implementers in linking state and 
society. In contrast to other regimes (most notably a federal regime) in 
which the central/national level and local/municipal levels are distinct 
in  their responsibilities—formulating policies and executing them (as long 
as the municipal/local level does not violate national principles, rules and 
regulations)—this distinction is very blurred in China. While every level in the 
political hierarchy is responsible for managing its own jurisdiction according 
to local needs and circumstances, it is also responsible simultaneously for 
executing higher-level policies and regulations. For the higher levels, this dual 
position of enactor and executor is not a real day-to-day matter, as they are 
detached from rural reality, and the higher level’s responsibility as executor 
may be summed up as formulating policy documents and circulating them 
to the level beneath. But, this becomes a real dilemma for grassroots officials, 
especially when policies from above stand in contrast to local needs and 
interests. It is this triangle—the need to execute policies and demands from 
above; the need to manage and regulate their own area of jurisdiction, and to 
sustain the local bureaucratic machine; and the need to serve the people and 
local communities—that forms the most basic framework for understanding 
and evaluating grassroots officials’ decision-making and conduct.2

The presumption when studying discretion is that each of these factors make 
separate demands on grassroots officials that they must reconcile during 
implementation. Only after reconciling these pressures can grassroots 
officials exercise genuine discretion—if there is any space left for them—to 
shape implementation (and therefore its outcomes). From this view, policy 
implementation is a delicate contexture of subjection to pressures on the 
one hand and genuine discretion on the other.

A thorough understanding of policy implementation must refer to three major 
questions: 1) why are policies implemented, 2) how are they implemented and 
3) what outcomes and impacts have they achieved? Discretion relates directly 
to the first two questions and indirectly to the third question. In the following 
I will elaborate on each of the first two questions. When added together, this 
can be viewed as a two-step model for analysing policy implementation. After 

2	  Thomas Bernstein and Xiaobo Lü have depicted this well. In their words: 
A good many village cadres felt trapped by their situation: ‘We are all peasants, our families 
contract for land, we understand the peasants, but who understands us? … We get blamed 
by both sides. The higher levels demand money from us … each year we have to ask several 
times, causing the elders and our relatives to feel offended.’ It is quite plausible that some of 
these cross-pressured cadres might have led collective protest.

See Bernstein and Lü, ‘Taxation without Representation’, 758.
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discussing discretion, I will show that applying this perspective to analyse 
the case of the Village Redevelopment Program teaches us some new lessons 
about China and the operation of its state bureaucracy. 

Step 1: Why Do Grassroots Officials Implement 
Policies?

The question of why grassroots officials implement or refrain from 
implementing policies has attracted much attention from scholars. Based 
on the literature and the case of the Village Redevelopment Program, 
Chart 7.1 offers a general mapping of the main influences on the decisions 
of grassroots officials about whether to implement a policy or not.
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Chart 7.1: Why are policies implemented?
Source: Compiled by author.
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It is common for scholars to point to power relations and means of coercion 
to explain why some policies are implemented while others are not. This 
is not entirely surprising, as most studies of policy implementation focus 
on cases of selective implementation of unpopular policies. A general 
typology of the body of knowledge would entail what we can call ‘pressures 
from above’, ‘pressures from below’ and ‘implementation feasibility’. 
Scholars who have studied pressures from above have tended to focus on 
the hierarchical nature of the Chinese political system and the politics of 
command as the main explanatory factors. Some have focused on several 
policy questions, for example: To what extent has the national party-state 
succeeded in conveying a message that a policy is high priority and must 
be obeyed? Are messages regarding the policy and its targets clear? Does 
the message conveyed by the centre suggest unanimous support at the top 
for the policy? Do the policy goals clash with other policies and does this 
decrease (or increase) the prospects that it will ultimately be implemented 
by grassroots officials?3 The question of funding is also seen as an important 
factor that may have an impact on local officials’ decisions. This is especially 
important when remembering that most localities in China are in heavy 
debt.4 Others have suggested focusing on the immediate relations between 
superiors and subordinates, giving special attention to mechanisms such as 
the ‘one-level-down management’ and the ‘Cadres’ Responsibility System’, 
which the central government introduced in the 1980s in its attempt to 
control local agents and secure their loyalty.5

Local communities may also pressure grassroots officials to influence the 
implementers to carry out popular policies and refrain from taking on 
unpopular ones. Formal mechanisms, such as grassroots elections, and less 
formal mechanisms, such as rightful resistance, writing letters of complaint 
and petitions, protests and appeals to social affinity, are examples of 
what rural communities can undertake in their attempt to influence the 
implementers.6 Local capacities also play a role in deciding local officials’ 

3	  Rosen, ‘Restoring Key Secondary Schools’, 351; O’Brien and Li, ‘Accommodating “Democracy”’, 
478–81; Lieberthal, ‘China’s Governing System’, 6–7; Zweig, ‘Context and Content’, 255–83; White, 
‘Implementing the “One-Child-Per-Couple”’, 284–317; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 36; Wright, ‘State Capacity 
in Contemporary China’, 185–86; Kennedy, ‘State Capacity and Support’, 383–410; Harding, Organizing 
China, 350–51.
4	  Zhao, ‘The Debt Chaos’, 36–44; Zhao, ‘Hard-Pressed Township Finances’, 45–54; Göbel, 
The Politics of Rural Reform, especially ch. 2. 
5	  Ho, Rural China in Transition, 221–25; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52; Whiting, Power and Wealth, 
ch. 3; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 171–74.
6	  See, for example, O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 176–80; O’Brien and Li, Rightful 
Resistance; Bernstein and Lü, Taxation without Representation; Tsai, Accountability without Democracy.
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approach towards a policy. For example, whether or not a local government 
has the professional ability and equipment may be crucial to its ability to 
meet required goals.7

Of course, we should not assume that every time officials are required to 
implement a policy or meet a certain goal they are likely to confront all of 
these pressures. Depending on the context, various pressures may or may 
not be present. But, even when pressures are applied, local officials may still 
have a wide range of options to defy them according to their own interests. 
The  question of the magnitude of existing pressures and of grassroots 
officials’ ability to defy them, therefore, is essential to understanding 
local officials’ priorities. The most notable examples are the goals of social 
stability and adherence to family planning, for which any violations may 
endanger local officials’ professional careers. In such cases, the magnitude 
of superior–subordinate relations are so strong that it obscures all other 
considerations. After the officials have reconciled all of the pressures, they 
are then likely to decide a policy’s destiny.

The Village Redevelopment Program fits poorly into this body of policies 
that has so far dominated the literature. This is because it represents a group 
of policies that scholars have paid insufficient attention to while researching 
policy implementation in China. These are policies that officials do not 
implement because of coerciveness but (mainly) because they welcome 
them as coinciding with local needs and interests.

To be sure, commandism and subjection to superiors are indispensable parts 
of the implementation of any policy in China. In the case of the Village 
Redevelopment Program, almost none of the villages in Beian and Chenggu 
had redeveloped themselves before the announcement of BNSC. Officials 
from both counties made it perfectly clear that superiors expected them 
to implement this program, which was among the foci of the Chinese 
Communist Party’s and State Council’s national agenda. The involvement 
of higher levels and the act of institutionalising the program by establishing 
designated offices and leading groups, headed by the most senior political 
figures in the county party/government, and the incorporation of villages’ 
redevelopment into performance evaluations of the townships’ work, all 
conveyed a clear message to grassroots officials that rejecting or ignoring the 
redevelopment program was not an option.

7	  See, for example, Swanson, Kuhn and Xu, ‘Environmental Policy Implementation’, 486–87.
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However, county and township officials in both counties did not refer to 
commandism or coercion to explain the reasons for implementation in their 
localities. From their viewpoint, the state was not implementing this policy 
against their will and they did not perceive their superiors as coercive figures. 
On the contrary, officials often expressed great support for redeveloping 
their villages, and praised the centre for announcing the BNSC policy. They 
perceived higher government levels as partners for achieving a common goal 
despite their role as inspectors and monitors.

Local support was an aggregated outcome. First, grassroots officials in both 
counties agreed that solving social disparities and decreasing inequality 
between rural and urban populaces, two main goals of BNSC, were 
needed not only for the sake of China’s social stability and a prosperous 
national economy but also, more concretely, to boost the counties’ local 
economy and their residents’ wellbeing. Second, local officials did not 
experience implementation as burdensome. Most important was the fact 
that many villagers, similar to local officials, supported the policy and its 
goals. As those who were located on the inferior side of the urban–rural 
disparities equation, they shared the desire and were willing to contribute 
to introducing significant changes into their rural reality. The allocation 
of government subsidies to support the redevelopment project facilitated 
further local support. Although covering only a small part of the total 
expense, even in wealthy villages where redevelopment costs did not impose 
any economic burden on local coffers, villagers expressed their gratitude to 
the central and local government(s) for their material support. From the 
villagers’ viewpoint, this was another facet of the larger picture of a new stage 
of state–society relations that had emerged following the announcement of 
the BNSC program. Significant government investments in rural areas in 
education and healthcare insurance, as well as direct subsidies8 to agriculture, 
strengthened this view.

Another important factor that influenced local views was the expectation that 
local communities would bear most of the redevelopment cost and not the 
government. Although there was an implicit expectation that governments 
at all levels would support redevelopment projects financially, in both 
counties, superiors paid attention to townships’ and village governments’ 
economic conditions, and poor townships were largely exempted from 
bearing this financial cost. Moreover, since in both counties redevelopment 

8	  On the central government allocating direct subsidies to rural areas in the 2000s, see Lin and 
Wong, ‘Are Beijing’s Equalization Policies’, 23–45. See also Chapter 1 (this book).
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did not involve all villages, local officials had not (yet) had to confront cases 
of reluctance. Last, by delineating only the general lines of the policy, the 
centre left enough room for the local state’s bureaucracies to interpret and 
operationalise the policy according to their perception of local conditions.

Step 2: How Are Policies Implemented?

After a decision to carry out a policy has been made, officials organise 
implementation. As noted, local government modus operandi has not been 
subject to systematic research, and this book meets this gap in the literature. 
By integrating the questions of why and how policies are implemented into 
a unified model for analysing the entire process of policy implementation, 
I am suggesting that the modus operandi of the local state should also 
be analysed from the same theoretical perspective as the question of why 
policies are implemented—that is, as a culmination of reconciling pressures 
on the one hand and genuine discretion on the other hand. Locating the 
modus operandi in between discretion and coercion applies to popular 
and unpopular policies alike, leading to the question of how to ensure 
successful implementation.

Since policy implementation normally occurs at the lowest ranks of  the 
political system, we can expect the main possible shapers to involve 
the  immediate superiors (as the link between grassroots levels and higher 
levels of the political hierarchy) and/or local communities as recipients of 
the policy (although factors such as whether a local government has the 
professional ability and equipment may influence modes of implementation 
as well). Chart 7.2 presents a general mapping of the main shapers of the 
modus operandi of grassroots officials.

While studies of implementation have observed the significant role 
supervisors play in setting targets and pushing their subordinates to meet 
them, they have not taken the further step to question the role supervisors 
play in deciding how these targets are to be met. The case of the Village 
Redevelopment Program shows that supervisors can play a very significant 
role in how policies are eventually carried out on the ground. Practices 
of setting quotas and quantitative targets, operationalising the policy, 
delineating clear criteria for inspection and supervising have all reinforced 
loyalty to superiors’ instructions and significantly decreased implementers’ 
discretion regarding the implementation strategies and modus operandi. 
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Legend:
Continuous-line arrow = pressures on implementers 
Broken-line arrow = grassroots officials’ capacity to defy pressures  
M = magnitude of pressures and local officials’ capacity to defy or ignore them  

Chart 7.2: Possible shapers of the modus operandi of grassroots officials
Source: Compiled by author. 

Regarding local communities, scholars have blurred the questions of how 
and why local officials implement policies as against general questions about 
these communities’ ability to curb local officials’ discretion and predatory 
behaviour. Researchers have discussed mechanisms such as electing 
grassroots officials, writing letters and lodging complaints to the media or 
the ‘letters and visits offices’ (xinfang bangongshi 信访办公室), learning 
relevant laws and suing officials for malpractice, ‘resisting rightfully’, 
protesting and using violence, and appealing to social affinity as possibly 
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influencing implementers’ decisions and their modus operandi. In addition, 
in the village redevelopment case, as we saw in previous chapters, avoiding 
social instability and taking account of the financial capacities of the 
different communities played a significant role in shaping conduct and 
implementation approaches.

Looking at ‘discretion’ in the modus operandi, the case of the Village 
Redevelopment Program teaches us significant lessons about contemporary 
China. First, it testifies to the vitality and importance of a politics of 
command, in shaping implementers’ decision to go (or not to go) ahead and 
how to do so. One of the differences in modes of implementation between 
Chenggu and Beian was the manifestation and magnitude of a politics of 
command in each of the counties. As we saw, officials in Chenggu expressed 
high levels of loyalty and conformity to their superiors. This was also true 
of officials in Beian in cases where higher levels intervened with clear 
instructions (such as the provincial demand to redevelop 25 ‘demonstration 
villages’; although the county could have chosen to redevelop more, it chose 
to follow the exact original quota as imposed from above). Conformity to 
local commands and governing principles also pushed local officials in both 
counties to choose the better off first and bolstered their notion that there 
was nothing they could do to assist the poorer communities. When they 
had to decide between conformity with superiors’ views or attentiveness 
to communal needs, the implementers’ choice was clear: loyalty to superiors 
came first.

Shifting away from issues of unpopular policies and selective policy 
implementation, the Village Redevelopment Program presents a new 
kind of accountability that, to date, has attracted much less scholarly 
attention. In  this kind of policy implementation, the ‘traditional’ top-to-
bottom coercive structure to impose unwanted policy targets from above 
diminished, in favour of cooperation and attentiveness, creating symbiotic 
relations between residents, villages and local governments in which each 
player was dependent on the others for successes and benefits. This was 
a direct result of the delicate social-political-economic construction of 
the redevelopment program. Its desire to meet a real need was what 
facilitated its welcome by grassroots officials and villagers. Subordinating 
redevelopment to avoidance of resentment and social instability served as 
a buffer against ‘crash-campaign implementation’.9 The lack of unrealistic 

9	  The notion of a ‘crash campaign’ is taken from Greenhalgh and Winckler, Governing China’s Population.
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targets from above created a  relaxed implementation atmosphere in both 
counties, and the existence of government financial support to distribute 
to villages encouraged grassroots participation. Unlike cases of unpopular 
and/or extractive policies, or even previous developmental policies that were 
often used to justify ill-conceived investments and wasteful construction,10 
successful implementation was not perceived as a zero-sum game, but 
instead as a win-win situation.

Moreover, the case of the Village Redevelopment Program shakes one 
of the most common conceptualisations of hierarchical relations in the 
Chinese political system—the paradigm of principal–agent relations.11 As a 
top-down approach, a main assumption of this model is that successful 
implementation of a policy is dependent on the ability of the principal 
to control his/her agent. However, the Village Redevelopment Program 
presents a very different situation. Choosing the better off first, thereby 
sabotaging the original goal of the policy, was not a consequence of the 
principal’s inability to control the agent. Grassroots officials did not 
shun their superiors’ understanding and operationalisation of the policy 
in either county. On the contrary. Officials in both Chenggu and Beian 
were obedient and loyal to their superiors’ commands and expectations. 
The problem was that the principal himself issued governing directives that 
significantly narrowed the prospects of local officials meeting the BNSC 
policy’s original goals in one of its most central aspects. The understanding 
that superiors, at all levels of the political system, have the power not only 
to decide a policy but also to sabotage it and reduce its prospects of success 
by their own commands and governing principles provides an alternative, 
yet complementary, understanding of state capacity in post-Mao China. 
Indeed, when this happens, even in cases of popular policies in which all 
players share the will for success, there is very little that implementers can 
do to change the fate of the policy.

So what are China’s prospects of succeeding ultimately in its ambitious project 
of village redevelopment and in decreasing social disparity and inequality? 
On the one hand, this book is optimistic. No doubt, by announcing the 
BNSC program, China has entered a new stage of state–society relations. 
This is a stage in which the state, at its highest levels, is willing to take 
responsibility for rural areas and to allocate significant amounts of resources 
to support rural problems.

10	  I thank Professor Li Lianjiang for highlighting this point.
11	  The principal–agent relations framework is discussed in Chapter 1.
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The sense of urgency in decreasing rural–urban disparities and improving 
rural wellbeing has continued under the current leadership of Xi Jinping 
and Li Keqiang, with an ambitious goal of completely eradicating absolute 
poverty in rural areas12 and establishing a ‘moderately prosperous society’ 
(xiaokang shehui 小康社会) by 2020. New national policies were announced 
to further guide rural development nationwide, including (to note a few 
examples) policies of constructing ‘beautiful villages’ (meili xiangcun 美
丽乡村),13 ‘rural vitalization’14 (xiangcun zhenxing 乡村振兴) and the 
‘three clean-ups (san qing 三清), three transformations (san gai 三改), 
three constructions (san jian 三建) and “three-isations”’ (san hua 三化).15 
Meanwhile, the BNSC ostensibly began losing momentum.16 Yet, a close 
observation of these (and other) recent policies reveals many similarities in 
their vision of a developed Chinese countryside in the twenty-first century. 
Policies have continued along the lines introduced and developed under 
the BNSC paradigm, including rural urbanisation, urban–rural integration, 
rural inhabitants’ relocation, improving rural infrastructure and social 
services, ecological and environmental protection, improving the local rural 
economy and fiscal government prioritisation.17

This paradigmatic continuity at the national level was reflected in continued 
efforts to redevelop villages in Chenggu and Beian.18 In Chenggu, a new 
policy called san hua (三化, the three-isations) was introduced to guide 
villages’ redevelopment, focusing on three large areas of improvement: 

12	  Eradication of absolute poverty refers to guaranteeing the population of China’s poorer rural areas 
with food, clothing, safe housing, free education and basic medical care. See, for example, ‘China Near 
to Eliminating Poverty’, China Daily, 27 December 2019, www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201912/27/WS5​
e04ebbaa310cf3e35580e33.html, accessed 31 October 2021. Some have criticised the CCP for ignoring 
urban poverty and for targeting only low standards of wellbeing in the rural areas. See, for example, 
Westcott and Wang, ‘Xi Jinping Is Determined’.
13	  This policy has gained momentum, particularly since 2014, under the guidance of the Ministry of 
Agriculture.
14	  See, for example, Li, ‘Road to Rural Vitalization’, 18–20.
15	  The three ‘isations’ refer to: 1) greening (lühua), 2) lightening (lianghua) and 3) beautifying the 
villages (meihua). For more detail on the policy see, for example, zgxncw.cn/News/n3292.html, accessed 
21 October 2021.
16	  Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation, 216.
17	  ‘The “Three Cleansing, Three Reforming, Three Building and Three Modernization” Plans in Rural 
Areas Will Help the Construction of New Rural Areas and Develop Beautiful New Villages!’, Yuwei Life 
Encyclopedia, 24 July 2019, www.360kuai.com/pc/9dedb52c96d79d2d5?cota=3&kuai_so=​1&​sign=​360​
_7bc3b157, accessed 31 October 2022. On the central authorities’ perception of the construction of rural 
communities under the leadership of Xi Jinping and their implementation at the grassroots levels, see 
Meyer-Clement, ‘Rural Urbanization’, 187–207.
18	  As noted in Chapter 1, since I left Beian and Chenggu I lost my contacts in both counties due 
to personnel transitions and I have not been able to return. The following is based mainly on available 
written resources.

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201912/27/WS5e04ebbaa310cf3e35580e33.html
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201912/27/WS5e04ebbaa310cf3e35580e33.html
http://zgxncw.cn/News/n3292.html
http://www.360kuai.com/pc/9dedb52c96d79d2d5?cota=3&kuai_so=1&sign=360_7bc3b157
http://www.360kuai.com/pc/9dedb52c96d79d2d5?cota=3&kuai_so=1&sign=360_7bc3b157
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paving (or hardening) additional roads, sanitation and beautifying the 
villages. According to local sources, a sense of competitiveness and a will 
to excel in implementation has guided the Chenggu government, which, 
in 2015, became the first county in the prefecture to implement basic 
standards of the san hua in its villages.

Side by side with the implementation of the san hua policy, the prefecture 
has continued to promote and regulate the ‘advanced’ redevelopment policy 
of restructuring villages into new ‘rural communities’ (nongcun shequ 农村
社区). In 2016, the prefecture announced an ambitious goal to have more 
than 500 ‘well-constructed’ and ‘fully functioning’ ‘service centres’ (nongcun 
shequ fuwu zhongxin 农村社区服务中心) within its jurisdiction by 2018 to 
facilitate accessibility and consumption of basic services by rural residents.19 
To support this goal, the prefecture earmarked RMB6 million and, in 2017, 
conducted inspections of entire counties and districts to investigate the 
implementation and progress of this project.20 A local document published 
by the prefecture that year described the importance of the construction 
of rural communities:

With the acceleration of new (xinxing 新型) industrialisation, 
informatisation (xinxihua 信息化), urbanisation, and agricultural 
modernisation, rural society is undergoing profound changes while 
traditional villages are ‘disappearing’ one after another and the 
villagers’ networks of daily life are breaking down. In this process, 
many new situations and problems in grassroots social governance 
are slowly surfacing. The rural community is the basic unit of rural 
social and governance services. Construction of rural communities 
is constructive not only for promoting integration and interaction 
between government administrative management, public services and 
villagers’ self- management and self-services, but also for enhancing 
the rural communities’ autonomy and service (provision) capacity, 
laying solid foundations for farmers’ wellbeing, sustainable agricultural 
development and rural harmony and stability.

In Chenggu, where construction of new rural communities had gained high 
support all along, new land use policies have continued to be implemented, 
such as the policy of ‘linking increases and decreases of urban and rural 
construction land’ (chengxiang jianshe yongdi zengjian guagou 城乡建设

19	  Service centres are compulsory institutions that the central authorities (most notably the Ministry 
of Civil Affairs) demand to be constructed in each ‘rural community’. 
20	  Unfortunately, the inspection’s outcomes were not published publicly. 
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用地增减挂钩). 21 This further increases local governments’ motivation 
to restructure the countryside, as a means to facilitate land transfers 
between rural and urban settlements, to further consolidate rural–urban 
integration and development of the county’s rural towns.22 According to 
local documents, 90 rural communities involving 136 villages and almost 
600 rural service points (nongcun shequ fuwu wangdian 农村社区服务网
点) were already under construction by 2014, and the total accumulative 
investment exceeded RMB4 billion. Twenty-thousand rural households had 
already moved into new residences by that time.

In 2017, Chenggu gained an important achievement with the inclusion 
of Village A4—one of Chenggu’s most prosperous villages and a shining 
exemplar for the construction of new rural communities—in a national 
list compiled by the Ministry of Civil Affairs of the 100 most successful 
demonstration villages. By 2020, projects to relocate villagers into new rural 
communities had expanded to nearly all townships, including the previously 
excluded rural ones (though still on a minor scale compared to the county’s 
industrialised and urban centres).

Endeavours to redevelop villages have also continued in Beian. In 2014, 
the policy of constructing ‘beautiful villages’ was announced in Beian as 
a  comprehensive framework to guide rural development in the county. 
Village redevelopment, as before, included better sanitation; paving rural 
roads; beautifying villages; constructing sporting, cultural and leisure 
facilities; and renovating service-provision infrastructures etc. Yet, unlike 
in prosperous Chenggu, where redevelopment (either the ‘simple’ model 
of  redeveloping villages individually or the more ‘advanced’ model of 
merged rural communities) has affected practically all villages in the 
county, in Beian, implementation has occurred much more slowly and has 
continued to affect mainly the central hamlets (zhongxin cun 中心村) of 
administrative villages in the county hinterland.

Apart from poorer economic conditions, a main reason for Beian’s 
slower pace of implementation was a significant change in the county’s 
interpretation of the redevelopment program in terms of the ‘beautiful 
villages’ policy. The emphasis shifted from simple improvement of the 
physical living environment within villages to a more comprehensive 
integration of physical redevelopment with broader aspects of ‘rural 

21	  This policy is discussed in Chapter 3.
22	  Chenggu was selected as an experimental site for this policy by the Shandong provincial government.



197

7. CONCLUSION

ecology, environmental protection, and improvement of agriculture and the 
local rural economy’. In many villages, this translated into projects of rural 
eco-tourism (shengtai lüyou 生态旅游), for example: developing ecological 
agriculture (particularly blueberries, strawberries and plum blossom, for 
self‑picking and sightseeing); establishing ‘leisure tourism villages’ (meili 
xiuxian lüyou xiangcun 美丽休闲旅游乡村); building fishing centres; 
organising festivals during the fruit picking months; and organising sports 
activities and competitions. To  support this positioning of the county 
as a tourist centre, the prefecture and provincial governments held several 
conferences in the county on issues such as fitness and rural leisure.

Yet, despite its claims of shaping a new countryside, village redevelopment 
has failed to break the most basic rules of the system that supports 
the perpetuation of inequality and disparity. A decade and a half of 
implementation has resulted in significantly more villages enjoying the 
benefits of rural redevelopment in industrialised Chenggu than in agricultural 
Beian. In both counties, the villages that were already prosperous remain the 
program’s main beneficiaries. Ironically, it seems that the redevelopment 
program has turned into another state mechanism to support and benefit the 
better located and better off rural areas over the ‘periphery’ (the agricultural, 
remote and poor rural areas). 

The discriminatory nature of this is demonstrated by another model of 
implementation I encountered when I researched South Field, a rural 
community in a recently urbanised district north of Qingdao City, Shandong 
Province, in 2016. At the heart of this model, which mostly prevails in rural 
areas with lucrative land and developed local real estate markets (usually 
due to urbanisation and industrialisation and/or commercialisation), are 
contracts signed with construction companies in exchange for construction 
rights in ‘development zones’ (kaifa qu 开发区). In South Field, construction 
of a new rural community began in 2008 and was completed within a year 
and a half. A construction company was contracted to build the entire new 
community: six-storey apartment buildings, public buildings, recreation 
areas and infrastructure. In return, the company received construction 
rights on more than 6.5 hectares of the village’s land and built multistorey 
buildings of up to 16 storeys, which it sold at market prices. As part of the 
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deal, each of South Field’s households were allocated two to three apartments 
within the new community23 in exchange for their old village houses and 
tiny agricultural plots (less than 1 mu per household).

The contrast between South Field, Beian and Chenggu is telling: in 
agricultural Beian, even ‘simple’ redevelopment had to rely on villagers’ 
investment; in richer Chenggu, villagers were expected to buy their new 
residences by themselves; yet villagers in South Field (who, despite their old 
village’s underdevelopment enjoyed higher incomes than their counterparts 
in Chenggu and Beian due to their proximity to industrialised Qingdao’s 
developed labour markets) 24 were completely exempt from any expense as 
part of their village reconstruction. So lucrative was the village land that the 
villagers could enjoy a well-constructed community (at higher standards 
than any new community I witnessed in Chenggu) and two or three 
apartments for free.25

Village redevelopment was announced as a central part of Chinese leaders’ 
efforts to solve rural problems and decrease inequality and disparity. Yet, in 
reality, it achieved the opposite. The cases of Chenggu and Beian demonstrate 
not only that this is an outcome of divergence in local economic capacities 
but that it also reflects the fundamental failure of the entire political 
bureaucracy to adjust politics of command to varying social-political-
economic circumstances at the local level. If China is to appropriately tackle 
rural problems, new priorities and new modus operandi are desperately 
needed. These can be introduced by only the highest levels of the political 
hierarchy. With very little leeway for genuine discretion, grassroots officials 
are simply too weak to do so.

23	  Each household received two apartments. Those who had a son received a third apartment, to better 
ensure the son would reside within the community and support the parents.
24	  According to local statistics, when the BNSC was announced average per capita rural incomes in 
the rural areas administered by Qingdao City were 80 per cent higher than the national rural average, 
compared with 46 per cent higher in Chenggu and only 11 per cent higher in Beian.
25	  On this model, see, for example, Chung and Unger, ‘The Guangdong Model’, 33–41. This 
model often entailed additional financial benefits for the villages and its residents; however, a thorough 
discussion of this point exceeds the scope of this book.
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