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Our fieldwork at S Banner in Inner Mongolia reveals that the implementation of the ecological
migration policy is a social process involving joint participation of multiple social agents including the
central government, local governments, market elites, and farmers and herders. Behind these complex
interactions is a network of power and interest constituted by government power, market power and the
local people. Local governments function as a node joining different linkages in top-down ecological
governance. Their dual role as “agent-managers of political power” and “profit-seeking managers of
political power” leads to great uncertainty in the realization of environmental protection goals.
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I. Background

The temperate grassland region stretching over the three northern areas (China’s northeast,
north and northwest) with Inner Mongolia as the main part constitutes an important ecological
protective screen for the north of China. In the latter half of the 20® century, Inner Mongolian
grassland was in a process of steady degradation and desertification. In the spring of 2000,
strong sandstorms hitting Beijing and the entire northern region brought the degradation and
desertification of the Inner Mongolian grassland into the spotlight. The pressure of ecological
crisis forced the national government to quickly introduce a series of projects for ecological
control and related policies and measures such as the “Project for Bringing the Source of
Beijing and Tianjin Sandstorms under Control” and the “Project for Giving Up Cultivation and
Restoring Forest and Grassland.” The central government provided an unprecedented increase in
investment for ecological reconstruction on the Inner Mongolian grasslands. It is worth noting
that during this top-down campaign for ecological management, the term “ecological relocation,”
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originally little known, soon came into vogue and became a practice of extensively pursued
environmental policy in Inner Mongolia (especially in areas covered by ecological reconstruction
projects). The basic logic of the ecological relocation policy is as follows: under government
guidance, the residents move out of the areas affected by serious ecological degradation and
then these areas are sealed off for more than five years. No grazing will be allowed in these areas
during this period so that the ecology of the pastureland will recover; their former residents will
resettle around small towns, where they will raise their herds in sheds or covered pens, or take up
jobs in secondary and tertiary industry in order to speed up urbanization and accelerate economic
development.

This paper sees the ecological relocation as a social process. In the following two parts the
authors will first of all bring to light the pluralistic interactions among the government, market
and local people and the environmental and socio-economic consequences of the ecological
relocation policy, then provide interpretative analyses of the above phenomena in connection
with the characteristics of institutional structure in China.

Data used in this paper are from on-the-spot investigations carried out by the authors in the
ecological relocation area of S Banner of Inner Mongolia' in July and August 2004 and August
2005. The methods used for gathering data consisted of participation and observation, in-depth
interviews, semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire. S Banner is a border pastoral banner
in central-west Inner Mongolia with the dominant part of the population being of Mongolian
ethnicity. The Hunshandak Sand Belt runs southwest to northeast across the center of the banner.
This is semi-desertified and desertified grassland, i.e., a transition from grassland to desert,
with a very dry climate. There is almost no surface water throughout the banner while the
groundwater is unevenly distributed and deep under the ground. The ancient river course running
from north to south is the most vital source of water for S Banner. Natural disasters like drought,
snowstorms, insect plagues and strong sandstorms came one after another in the period from
1999 to 2001. This banner is the focal area of the “Project for bringing the source of Beijing and
Tianjin sandstorms under control” and one of the first banners and counties in Inner Mongolia
that carried on ecological relocation.

I1. The government, market and households during the ecological relocation

1. The “experiment” that failed

In November 2001, in accordance with the intention of higher authorities, the S Banner kicked
off the “Experimental Project for Helping the Poor through Relocation.” The herders involved in
this project all moved into settlements to raise their herds in sheds or covered pens. The banner
government then sealed off the grasslands and prevented livestock from grazing there. The
government provided houses, sheds or covered pens, water, electricity and fodder, and also built

1 In the administrative organization of the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, league, banner, sumu and gacha
correspond to city, county, township and village in the provinces. Further annotation of these terms will not be
provided in the text.
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