
The increasing emphasis on the environment, rather than the economy, 

must be both heartening and liberating to conservationists and 

environmental civil society at large. However, due to the trans-national 

nature of ecology and climate (they do not begin and end at national 

borders), the most effective ways to tackle such problems are in 

themselves through trans-national cooperation. China’s environmental 

problems have historically been addressed in cooperation with 

international actors. Active in China since 1980, the World Wide Fund 

for Nature (WWF) worked in partnership with the Chinese government in many different areas such as 

developing an environmental education curriculum, protecting the well-known Panda species after it was 

declared nearly extinct and contributing to the government's climate change-related decisions. Thus, the 

essential expertise, capacity and resources from international collaborations have been significant in China’s 

fight against environmental degradation. Still, the government’s increasing grip on the work of foreign non-

governmental organisations (NGO) operating within China, will inevitably hinder its own professed goals of 

environmental transformation.     

“Nationally led” problems and solutions 

China has a vast protected areas system covering about 18 per cent of China’s total land territory, including 

nature reserves, forest parks, world heritage sites and scenic spots. Due to many regulatory weaknesses and 

inefficient management, these protected areas are not sufficiently safeguarding China’s biodiversity and 

critical ecosystems. Nature reserves are considered the most important type of protected area in China, with 

the highest protected status and a regulatory framework. However, if you speak to conservationists or NGO 

representatives in China, many of them will tell you about “paper park” syndrome where on paper, nature 

reserves exist but in actuality very little protection takes place. Large numbers of reserves have no physical 

structures, signs or boundaries while others are run as commercial businesses. The main objective is profit 

and getting as many visitors into the area as possible.  

Realising the need to strengthen the protected areas management system in 2013, the Chinese government 

established a national park pilot project as part of its 13th five-year plan. So far, 10 trial national parks have 

been established involving 13 provincial regions such as Qinghai, Sichuan and Heilongjiang. After undergoing 

assessments in the next few years, the pilot projects could be named national parks. The national parks will 

The Chinese government’s favouring break-neck development at the expense of environmental 

protection is a view which is increasingly challenged in China today. This is not only because, following 

the United States’ (US) announcement to withdraw from the Paris climate agreement, China is now the 

world’s largest power spearheading the way forward. Additionally, domestic shifts have been long in 

the making. During the opening address of China’s recent 19th National Congress of the Communist 

Party of China (CPC), Bloomberg showed that President Xi Jinping used the word “environment” and 

other related terms 89 times. Announcements related to environmental policy included: the creation 

of a new environmental body to regulate natural resources; China’s desire to become an “ecological 

civilisation” with economic and social growth prioritised alongside building a “beautiful” China by 

2035 and the promotion of green development and the intensification of protecting ecosystems.  
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receive the strictest protection. No construction or exploitation of resources is allowed inside national parks, 

and any violation, including illegal mining or discharging pollutants, will be punished.  

International partnerships  

Environmental NGOs and other organisations (including foreign organisations) have each taken on the task 

of establishing the pilot projects. International NGOs with the necessary conservation experience and 

technical know-how include, for example, the Paulson Institute, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and WWF 

China. In partnership with the National Development Reform Commission (NDRC), the Paulson Institute for 

instance did its own research by exploring ideal national park models and practices for the Chinese context 

which also reflects international standards and best practices. In other countries, national parks are often 

viewed as environmentally, culturally and even spiritually important areas where the public can enjoy 

recreation. Thus, these areas are treated with pride and respect. This is the kind of ideal system China aims 

for. After inviting leading US experts to provide technical support to the research and planning projects and 

facilitate training and capacity building activities for Chinese officials and park managers, the Paulson 

Institute believes that a regulated and well-managed national park system will help China achieve its 

“ecological civilization” and “beautiful China” goals. 

Other NGOs, such as US-based TNC, have not been as successful. The Yunnan provincial government, in 

partnership with the TNC, developed a national park system for the province, as well as a regulatory 

framework to manage parks. TNC and the Yunnan government established the Pudacuo National Park as 

early as 2008 but the Chinese government rejected this system as it did not materialise from the national 

government. Still, TNC works in partnership with the Chinese government and local environmental bureaus 

across the country in the creation of well-planned and managed protected areas. 

The compromised participation of foreign NGOs  

The participation and partnership of environmental NGOs in the national park pilot project is significant, 

especially because of China’s political system and the government’s attitude towards civil society. Last year 

the government introduced strict regulations for foreign organisations operating in China. The government 

views these regulations and strict control for the good of the country - keeping western ideologies out of 

China and harm from their national security. The new law, implemented on 1 January 2017, requires all 

foreign NGOs operating in China to be registered and regulated by central or provincial-level police 

authorities. Many NGOs and foreign organisations operating in China view it as a hindrance, with their work, 

finances and projects scrutinized by the government and the Ministry of Security (where they have register). 

Many commentators believe that this increasing “Big Brother” role by the CPC will affect the work and 

financing of foreign organisations as well as them opting to work in less restrictive settings.  

For now, China enjoys a partnership with foreign environmental NGOs like the TNC and the Paulson Institute 

in implementing projects that for the most part do require international expertise and models. However, the 

government does not appear to trust these organisations completely. Xi Jinping making positive statements 

on environmental protection is beneficial only in so far as environmentalists are able to carry out their work. 

It is no secret that most of the technical expertise in the national park project comes from outside China. So 

why the need for strict control over organisations that have for decades operated in China and contributed to 

addressing environmental challenges? One can only hope that with the tightening of the Chinese 

government’s control of foreign organisations or civil society at large, that the environment does 

not suffer further.  
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