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As people band together to
.try to improve their lives,
they’re spawning thousands
of grassroots organizations.
A wary Beijing is tolerating
some, but mowing many
others down.

/

By Matt -ﬁ;mey in Beijing/

The\}divorced Women’s
Teahouse was a cosy place
to drown broken mar-
riages in cups of jasmine
tea. Members of the Bei-
A jing self-help discussion
group ranged from distressed women on
the verge of leaving abusive husbands to
divorcees looking for help finding dates. In
a society notoriously inattentive to the
plight of women, “we gave them a place to
talk,” says founder Shi Jianping. “It had
nothing to do with government or policy.”

Not according to the government. In
late 1996, a year after the divorcee asso-
ciation was formed, officials demanded it
register. That was no easy task. First, the
group needed a government sponsor. Then
it needed $24,000 in capital reserves—an
astronomical sum for Shi, who once found
it difficult to scrounge together $20 to treat
members at McDonald’s. Unable to muster
the necessary sponsors or funds, the tea-
house closed last year.

Civic organizations like the teahouse
are emerging across China—much to the
consternation of a government deeply sus-
picious of any group outside its control.
As the Communist Party reluctantly with-
draws from people’s daily lives, a multi-
tude of new associations are forming to
represent the interests of their members.
The new groups are helping the poor, pro-
viding health tips to homosexuals, pro-
tecting the environment, safeguarding the

i >n and migrant workers—

egistered “mass organizations.”
There are surely at least that many un-
registered groups that are technically ille-
gal, including anything from a sewing cir-
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cle to a triad society. Jude Howell, a spe-
cialist in Chinese civil society at Britain’s
University of East Anglia, compares the
desire to set up new groups to “a boiling
pot, and it’s difficult for Beijing to keep
the lid on.”

Indeed, civic organizations like the tea-
house are struggling against a government
that still wants to stay in charge. That ten-
sion is likely to intensify. A fearful Bei-
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One-man band: Property-law expert Luo Qichun lost a battle over his home . . .

CHINA

Voice of the

jing has set up a Byzantine registration
system to weed out any organization it
deems threatening—and that includes just
about every independent civic group.
For a party that once controlled every-
thing from coal production to what peas-
ants ate for dinner, organized gfoups
beyond its control constitute a clear chal-
lenge. China’s leaders recall_yith dread
how quickly the independenY Solidarity
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~ Colourful Crusaders

The media speak out for social causes
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By Bay Fang in Beijing

Mao Yin was a chubby-
cheeked two-year-old
when kidnappers snatched
him from his father in a
hotel lobby in Xian. For a
decade his  parents
searched the country for him, but found
government officials unable—and some-
times unwilling—to help.

Then they read an article titled “Rescue
the Children” in the China Women’s News
by reporter Wang Lingshu, a well-known
advocate for China’s growing numbers of
abducted women and children. On behalf
of Mao Yin’s parents, Wang asked an
American organization to produce a
computer-generated photograph of what
the boy would look like as a 12-year-old.
Wang plans to publish the picture along
with a plea for information about the miss-
ing child in his daily newspaper. “The
media need to give a voice to the people,”
he says. “The government alone can't pay
attention to everyone’s problems.”

Like the self-help groups and civic
organizations springing up around the
country, the Chinese media have begun
lending a voice to the voiceless. Journalists
help locate missing children, expose egre-
gious environmental damage, bring corrupt
officials to justice and, cautiously, push
for political reform. Once merely the Com-
munist Party’s mouthpiece, the media
today are increasingly testing the bounda-
ries of what is allowed. But, as with the
civic groups, there are limits to the media’s
activities, and therein lies the potential for
tensions. Press coverage still dovetails fre-
quently with government interests, and is
never directly critical of China’s top lead-
ership or party ideology.

For the media, the metamorphosis has
been necessary to be commercially com-
petitive in China’s_new, market-driven

as an entertainment supplement, this
Guangzhou-based paper now breaks more
social and political scoops than anyone
else—within the permitted parameters. It
documents the Aids problem in southwest
China and criticizes the government tele-
communications monopoly, once consid-
ered “sensitive” topics.

Some weeks ago, the paper ran an
unprecedented spread on gay life in China.
Soon after, homosexual callers began clog-
ging up the newspaper's telephone lines
because, the editor explained, they “just

wanted to get in touch with other gay
people in their area,” treating the article as
a community service. With 1 million read-
ers countrywide, the paper’s reach is far.

ewspapers have begun exposing
Nofﬁcial malfeasance. “Media super-

vision is a new and trendy concept,”
says Zhang Hongchao, a reporter for the
Yangcheng Evening News. In March,
Zhang uncovered a story that shocked the
country: Police in Guangdong province
had kept a peasant illegally chained inside
a two-square-metre iron cage for five years
as punishment for attacking an officer. The
entire village knew abqut the “Cage Man,”
but were too afraid to take on the police.
The day after Zhang broke the story, how-
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The ‘Cage Man’ of Guangdong: He was set free
after a newspaper reported his illegal detention.

ever, the “Cage Man" was sct free. The
Guangdong government has since set up a
special commission to investigate the inci-
dent and action against the offending po-
licemen is expected soon. “If I hadn’t writ-
ten the piece, they wouldn't have resolved
the matter so quickly,” observes Zhang.

Increasingly, public outcry over stories
in the press can influence government
action. Last year, a senior policeman in
Henan province driving on the wrong side
of the road ran over and killed an 11-
year-old boy, and dragged his screaming
father beneath the car for more than a
kilometre before stopping. Southern Week-
end broke the normal media silence sur-
rounding police misdeeds and described
the incident and its aftermath in graphic
detail. The media’s influence on the trial
was undisputed, so much so that the
defendant—sentenced to death in Janu-
ary—reportedly proclaimed that the press
had killed him.

Despite its brashness, Southern
Weekend has clear limitations.
Besides steering firmly away from
taboo subjects, it has also failed to
publish letters that censure its own
coverage. For example, it didn’t run
a letter from a Beijing professor
who pointed out that the newspaper
should have been equally critical
of the government’s decision to
execute the officer in the Henan
hit-and-run case—a punishment that
the professor found excessive.

Most media also have shied
away from urging political reform,
although that seems to be changing
slowly. The Beijing-based China
Business Times ran a two-page
editorial on April 3 casting Presi-
dent Jiang Zemin as an enemy of
Maoist leftism. Although Jiang is in
power, open discussion of reform-
ist thinking is still too radical a con-
cept—especially for the media.
Indeed, the writers had been unable to
get their editorial printed in other news-
papers.

The question for these crusaders is how
far is too far. Dai Qing, one of China’s
most famous journalistadvocates, has spent
years writing articles and books opposing
the controversial Three Gorges dam
project. She was jailed for 10 months in
1989 for her first collection of essays on
the dam. Now considered a dissident by
Beijing, she can’t get published in the coun-
try, and the domestic media avoid her.
But despite her experience with censor-
ship, Dai is optimistic about progress in
media freedom. “You have to make some
compromises,” she says, “but controls
have loosened significantly.” ]
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Thorns in the Flesh

Across Asia, grassroots groups test state control

By S. Jayasankaran in Kuala Lumpur,
Margot Cohen in Jakarta, Ben Dolven

in Singapore, Shim Jae Hoon in Seoul and
Julian Baum in Taipei

They have long been awk-
ward partners in a com-
plicated dance that both
want to lead. But non-
governmental organiza-
. tions and Beijing are not
the only ones treading on each other’s toes.
The grassroots groups blossomingin China
are also springing up elsewhere in Asia—
and are arousing similar official ambiva-
lence in those countries.

At one level, NGOs can be a cost-free
means for Asian governments to monitor
and solve local social and cultural prob-
lems. At times the groups can even serve
as safety valves that defuse troubling situ-
ations before they swell into crises. But
they can also be “thorns in the flesh,” as
a Malaysian minister in 1986 described
seven of them in his country. Indeed, many
governments worry that they could serve
as a source of independent political power:
Because they address people’s grievances,
they could become a potential rallying
point for discontent.

As a result, most Asian governments
seek to control NGOs with strict rules,
monitoring everything from their registra-
tion to the scope of their activities. In Indo-
nesia, for example, the Suharto admin-
istration deploys a wide range of tools to
keep the lid on the NGOs. Gatherings of
more than five persons require a police
permit, for example. Seminars, workshops,
even informal discussion groups are
covered by this rule.

To secure the permits, NGOs must
often submit a host of seemingly unneces-
sary information, such as the names of
speakers, advance copies of papers or a
list of participants. Jakarta also curbs
freedom of movement in its villages by
requiring all visitors to report to the vil-
lage chief or the neighbourhood “captain”
within 24 hours. That puts a severe crimp
in the NGOs' community-based work.

Another key area of control is financ-
ing. Donor agencies which operate out of
Jakarta—such as the Ford Foundation—
must report all donations to the State
Secretariat, the office that handles presi-
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dential paperwork. In order to operate in
Indonesia, such agencies must be approved
by the government before their donations
are released to NGOs.

As a last resort, the government can
opt, of course, for familiar hardball tactics:
raids, arrests and the like. These have seen
an alarming resurgence in recent months,
activists say, as law and order took on the
highest priority to ensure a smooth re-
election for President Suharto. Between
February and late March, at least 12 NGO
workers and student activists had dis-
appeared.

Hendardi, executive director of the
Indonesian Legal Aid and Human Rights
Association, a Jakarta-based NGO, ob-
serves that the economic crisis has renewed
government pressure on the NGOs, rather
than led to an ac-
knowledgement of
their help in solving
problems at the grass-
roots. “The pressure
on NGOs is becoming
more intense,” he
says. “This is creating
a climate of trauma
and anxiety.”

n neighbouring
I Malaysia, there has

been no such crack-
down, but the govern-
ment’s patience with
outspoken  NGOs
seems directly propor-
tional to the state of

amendments to the Companies Act, now
being debated in parliament, the registrar
of companies can reject applications from
NGOs wanting to register as firms to get
around the bureaucratic minutiae involved
in declaring themselves human-rights or
public-interest groups.

If the bill goes through, the NGOs can
simply be wound up if their actions “are
contrary to the nation’s principles and
jeopardize the public interest.” Notes
Sivarasa Rasiah, a lawyer and activist with
Suaram, a human-rights group: “It’s virtu-
ally impossible for any human-rights group
to register as a society.”

Activists in Southeast Asia now must
look hopefully to the north for examples
of a healthier relationship between NGOs
and governments. South Korea and Tai-
wan once kept NGOs under tight control,
but such groups are flourishing today in
both countries, helped by the advent of
greater democratization in the early 1990s.

Choi Yul’s life neatly mirrors that trans-
formation. In South Korea in the 1970s,
Choi, then a university student, spent four
years in prison for criticizing President Park
Chung Hee’s dictatorship. Choi used the
time behind bars to
read about civil diso-
bedience and environ-
mental protection.
Today in his late 40s,
Choi is one of South
Korea's most power-
ful NGO activists,
leading the Federation
of Environmental
Protection, a nation-
wide group with 34
local units supported
by 44,000 dues-pay-
ing members.

Choi's outfit con-
stitutes one of five
national NGO um-
brella groups in the
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the economy—an at-
titude that seems to
be mirrored in most
other Asian countries.
Federal Territory Minister Abu Hassan
Omar made his infamous “thomns in the
flesh” accusation a year after Malaysia’s
economy had skidded into recession. Yet
in 1992, when the country was booming,
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad was
reconciled with the Environmental Pro-
tection Society of Malaysia. Gurmit Singh,
then president of the society, recalls
Mabhathir telling him “we are no longer
enemies.”

Now that Malaysia’s economy is on the
skids again, there is a discernible harden-
ing of official attitudes. Under proposed
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NGO pressure against a Malaysian dam
project: Government patience depends
on the state of the economy.

country, covering
everything from con-
sumer watchdogs to
anti-nuclear organiza-
tions. Other NGO bodies too have climbed
to power through sheer numbers, and their
membership and activities are growing
rapidly. South Korea has more than 20,000
NGOs registered nationwide, dealing with
a range of issues from equal rights for
women to corruption-free elections.

Soh Kyung Suk, secretary-general of
the National Council of Citizens Organi-
zation, sees a similar blossoming of NGOs
in the rest of Asia. There is one vital
ingredient for this to happen, however.
Notes Soh: “Democratization is essential
for NGOs to grow and develop.” »
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