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As China realizes its deteriorating envi-
ronment is one of the dividends of the 
over-exploitation of natural resources 

in the name of development, various conser-
vation projects sponsored by either the central 
government or international organizations have 
mushroomed across the country, with mixed 
results. 

Eco-migration, the all-but-forced relocation 
of indigenous communities, ostensibly to pro-
tect water sources, grasslands, forests, or wild an-
imal populations have become a popular prac-
tice among local officials in remote areas. The 
recent 18th National Party Congress empha-
sized the importance of promoting “ecological 
civilization,” and Guizhou, Shanxi and Xinjiang 
provinces have all made ambitious plans to fur-
ther expand the relocation of millions of people 
in the name of improving their livelihoods and 
protecting the environment. 

In mid-March, NewsChina interviewed Wang 
Xiaoyi, a research fellow with the Center for Ru-
ral Environmental Social Studies at the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences. Hailed in domestic 
academic circles as an expert on pastoral policy, 
Wang started to follow the much-lauded “eco-
migration” policy, personally visiting dozens of 
local project villages, particularly in China’s west-
ern regions including Inner Mongolia and the 
Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau since early 2000. He 
has formed a different opinion to that expressed 
by the government think tanks who argue that 
indigenous communities are unable to take the 
lead in conservation.

In Wang’s opinion, “ecological civilization” is 
“the harmonious relationship between human 
beings and nature.” 

“The human ambition to conquer nature has 
replaced respect and awe of it, thus leading to 
greater and greater ecological problems,” he told 
our reporter.

In his article “The National Role in Pasture-
land Environment Protection,” Wang states: “It 
is not correct to blame natural resource losses 
on local communities. The purpose of most 
ecological compensation policies aims to restrict 
locals’ behavior, i.e. herding, hunting etc… We 
have seen many contradictory phenomena, for 
example, the relocation of the Evenki people 
for the sake of ecological protection despite the 
Evenki reindeer herding not being a contribut-
ing factor toward environmental degradation in 
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Wang Xiaoyi: 
“There is no 
Vacuum”   
relocating historic communities and welcoming developers, rather 
than protecting the environment, is almost guaranteed to lead to 
devastation. NewsChina talks to sociologist Wang Xiaoyi about the 
continued efforts to remove nomadic and subsistence populations 
from China’s few remaining pristine wildernesses in the name of 
conservation
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the Greater Khingan Mountains.”
“Again, in Inner Mongolia, falling ground-

water levels and their subsequent impact upon 
plant life were not the result of local herders’ tra-
ditional herding activities,” the article continued. 
Wang has become famous in anthropological 
circles for essentially debunking the govern-
ment’s justification for removing indigenous 
communities from the areas they have inhabited 
for centuries.

Bespectacled and with a broad smile, Wang 
met with our reporter to reveal the true moti-
vation behind the government’s policy of “eco-
migration.”

NewsChina: What is the background to the 
current eco-migration policy?

Wang Xiaoyi: Flooding in 1998 brought 
land erosion and environmental protection to 
the attention of the central government. It was 
followed by the launching of policies of “re-
forestation” and the repurposing of agricultural 
land into grassland. Beijing was also suffering 
from sandstorms, and as the city was to hold the 
2008 Olympics, the National Forestry Bureau 
initiated a few projects to improve air quality. 
These projects included reforestation, grassland 
protection in the nearby provinces and cities in 
Inner Mongolia, Hebei, Liaoning and Tianjin. 
Sporadic relocation projects, later termed “eco-
migration,” were also launched in those places. 

Since the end of the 1990s, the ecological 
value of grasslands was noticed by the decision 
makers, as desertification has severely impacted 
the lives of both nomads and city residents in 
northern China. The degradation of the grass-
lands was taken by authorities as the result 
of overgrazing. Inner Mongolia thus started 
to move herders from large areas of pasture, 
encouraging them to abandon their herding 
practices and settle in cities. This soon spread to 
larger regions, and local governments can easily 
apply for funds from the superior or central gov-
ernment to fund relocation projects. 

As far as I know, eco-migration was never pro-
moted as a national policy. Many eco-migration 
projects were concurrent with poverty alleviation 
or conservation efforts. 
NC: Is the policy of eco-migration based on ad-
equate planning and research? 
WXY: As you mentioned, the general plan for 
relocation and infrastructure construction is easy 

to prepare and to realize. As eco-migration is a 
whole new issue, although earlier plans formu-
lated on a case-by-case basis might have been 
very thorough, in some cases planning is hur-
dled in favor of implementation. 
For example, planning for communities’ welfare 
once they have been relocated may not be effec-
tive as such situations are fluid. Work and living 
arrangements in the new environment might 
not be sustainable. I think a small-scale reloca-
tion… providing those relocated with a buffer 
zone and some time to adjust… is preferable. 

NC: Overgrazing is one of the major justifica-
tions for eco-migration. How do surveyors de-
termine the grazing capacity of pasture?
WXY: Traditionally, the core issue for pasture-
land ecology is to calculate how many livestock 
can survive respective to the growth rate of the 
grass. Local grassland monitoring institutes or 
grassland supervision centers have scientific cal-
culations based on combined information ob-
tained through satellite statistics and on-site visits.  

Newly-emerged academic research, how-
ever, criticizes this approach. Some European 
ecologists state this calculation might work well 
for oceanic climates such as Europe or North 
America, yet in arid and semi-arid areas such as 
Mongolia and western China, a continental cli-
mate with extreme fluctuations in temperature 
and variable precipitation makes this figure hard 
to predict. Thus, some ecologists are reconsider-
ing the ecological value of traditional nomadic 
herding. Herders can drive their livestock to rich 
grazing grounds, naturally protecting vulnerable 
areas. This can be done by local nomads, and 
community-based local participation can thus 
link up with environment protection. 

NC: It is said that eco-migrants, ten years after 
being relocated, have the freedom to choose 
whether to return to their native regions. Is this 
true? 
WXY: For some places which launched eco-
migration initiatives at the beginning of 2000, 
it is time to consider this issue. The policies are 
unclear and since there is no unified stance on 
eco-migration, the question of whether or not 
such people can genuinely return to their homes 
can only be answered by local government.  

There are think tanks that have proposed re-
strictions on new farms and pastoral operations 

designed to upgrade the agriculture and herding 
industries. Such proposals are widely seen by 
traditional rural communities as an attempt to 
capitalize on the countryside. 

NC: What do you think of the relationship be-
tween government, communities and scientific 
research institutes? 
WXY:  It’s highly important to set up a negotia-
tion platform to allow different sides to sit down 
together. For example, the attempts of “Agree-
ment Protection” in Cuochi in Sanjiangyuan 
(see: page 20) show that local knowledge com-
bined with expert guidance under government 
supervision can make conservation very effec-
tive.

Thus, I think, strengthening collective action 
appears to be the only possible approach to con-
trol and reverse pasture degradation and sustain 
or improve rural livelihoods. I’ve been promot-
ing pastureland protection plans through nego-
tiations with village-level communities. A gen-
eral plan for all circumstances might cause a lot 
of problems, while small-scale planning is more 
flexible.

NC: Is eco-migration a logical concept?
WXY: Eco-migration is reasonable areas which 
are inhabitable, and the locals are willing to leave. 

However, in terms of the large-scale ecologi-
cal degradation of pastureland, I believe urban-
ization, industrial development and climate 
change together with unsound management 
are the causes – not local nomads. The error of 
current eco-migration policy is to assume every 
local community is a destructive force. Thus the 
government tries every means to relocate people, 
forgetting that there is no vacuum, that new 
people will inevitably flow into abandoned areas. 

The government’s initiative is an ideology-
based judgment regarding modern lifestyle as 
better than a more traditional rural way of life. 
In the eyes of government, the general public’s 
living standard is measured by income rather 
than quality of life.

Another reason for local governments’ zest 
for eco-migration is the “project economy.” 
Through various projects, local government can 
draw funds from different sources. Eco-migra-
tion is so attractive because it is high-cost, and 
thus large scale relocation project can therefore 
draw more funding. 


