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Abstract
Protests in post-Mao China not only indicate citizens’ increasing dissatisfaction but 
also challenge the regime to act and take appropriate measures. This article discusses 
local government response to environmental activism within China’s decentralized 
political structure. Anti-incinerator protests in Beijing and Guangzhou are used 
to illustrate the emergence of public participation in municipal policymaking on 
waste management. The Beijing and Guangzhou governments’ different attitudes 
and responses to citizens’ grievances are analysed, particularly in light of a new 
public-consultative waste management mechanism implemented in Guangzhou, 
the Guangzhou Public Consultation and Supervision Committee for Urban Waste 
Management (广州市城市废弃物处理公众咨询监督委员会). Changes in policies on 
waste management and disposal are examined through documentary analysis and in-
depth interviews with stakeholders involved in anti-incinerator protests. The main 
goal here is to demonstrate that policy change is not only determined by protest 
outcomes, but that it is also greatly affected by the responses of local governments 
and actors within a framework of advocacy coalition. This study throws new light 
on Chinese policymaking on environmental issues and it re-appraises studies of 
environmental management in China.
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There was much controversy over the construction of incinerators in Beijing and 
Guangzhou in 2006 and 2009, respectively. In 2006, Beijing residents staged several 
demonstrations against plans to build an incinerator in Liulitun (六里屯) district. Three 
years later, in 2009, residents of Guangzhou’s Panyu (番禺) district protested the planned 
construction of an incinerator near their homes. The protesters expressed not only their 
concerns about the environmental impact and health risks, but also their dissatisfaction 
with being excluded from the decision-making process. The governments of both cities 
eventually suspended their plans for Liulitun and Panyu and relocated the incinerators.

The relocation of the planned incinerators marked a victory for the protesters and 
revealed the increasing power and involvement of Chinese citizens in municipal-level 
waste policymaking processes. The responses of local governments to such protests have 
changed gradually. Against this backdrop, anti-incinerator activism in Liulitun is com-
pared with that in Panyu by examining the relationship between environmental activism 
and environmental policy change at the local level. More importantly, this study focuses 
on why and how local governments respond to protests and examines the conditions 
under which concessions are made.

Protests against incinerators, especially their proposed siting, also reflect the persis-
tent lack of public participation in environmental policymaking. The Chinese govern-
ment has established an environmental impact assessment system, providing public 
hearings for citizens involved in environmental decision-making. However, citizen par-
ticipation is limited by fragmented authoritarianism, under which local governments 
enjoy conditional autonomy and are responsible for local governance and tasks, such as 
local legislation and public policymaking. They may become the primary targets of pro-
testers1 when citizens’ rights are violated. Local governments are often held responsible 
for citizens’ grievances2 and they have responded in different ways to minimize the polit-
ical and economic costs of mounting protests, one of which involves policy change. The 
heightening level of environmental activism therefore sheds light on the responses of 
local governments.

Existing studies on environmentalism mainly focus on two topics in China: environ-
mental policymaking and activism. Studies of environmental policymaking in China 
have frequently used the fragmented authoritarian model to explain policies in terms of 
outcomes of negotiations and compromises between conflicting state agencies.3 However, 
the model may no longer provide adequate explanations for the complicated dynamics 
between state and non-state actors in the decision-making process.4 Apart from policy-
making on environmental issues, studies on social activism in China also focus on the 
patterns and limitations of activism and the evolution of Chinese civil society and democ-
ratization: the survival of ‘green groups’; the rise of environmental protests among citi-
zens; the limitations of environmental activism under an authoritarian Chinese 
government; and the inferior status of environmental authorities within the decentralized 
political structure.5

Scholarly explorations of the links between environmental activism and environ-
mental policy change have almost exclusively been confined to cases from advanced 
industrialized democracies.6 There is therefore a lack of such studies in the context of 
authoritarian regimes because these regimes usually suppress opposition. Disparities in 
environmental activism across Chinese provincial and local politics should also be 
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addressed.7 Given that local governments enjoy a certain level of autonomy in decision-
making, they often respond to environmental activism by introducing innovation or 
abolishing policy.8 During policy adjustment, they focus on political and social open-
ness at the local level.

Competing groups of protesters and governmental agencies also play a role in shaping 
public policy, which influences local governments’ policy adjustment choices. Studies 
on political opportunity discuss variables that affect public policy on social activism.9 
The advocacy coalition framework explains the factors that affect policy change, and it 
also illustrates mechanisms through which actors can change policies within a public 
policy subsystem.

The advocacy coalition framework

The advocacy coalition framework helps to explain the relationship between protests 
and policy change in the Chinese context. According to Paul Sabatier, who introduced 
this framework, policy actors operating from their belief systems form coalitions and 
compete with each other in policy subsystems. Coalitions, which have different policy 
belief systems, comprise actors from both public and private organizations (for instance, 
government officials, scientists, and the media) seeking consensus on major policy 
change.10 The use of scientific and technological information is a precondition for pol-
icy change. A broader political environment comprising stable parameters and external 
factors will facilitate the formation of subsystems and increase their influence on policy 
change.11

Stable parameters concern basic social, cultural, economic, physical, and institutional 
structures in a policy subsystem. External subsystem factors such as socio-economic con-
ditions, public opinion, and governing coalitions are both dynamic and prone to change.12 
A coalition opportunity structure either constrains or promotes the actions of coalitions 
and mediates the relationship between the stable parameters and external factors to reach 
consensus on a policy change.13 Scholars have used coalition opportunity structures to 
explain how factors such as resources, institutional arrangements, and historical prece-
dents shape interactions between policy actors and cause variations in policy change out-
comes. Political openness interwoven into sociocultural structures is also relevant. 
Political openness refers to ‘the possibility for organizations to participate formally in 
political procedures’,14 such that a variety of actors can engage without constraints in poli-
cymaking processes. A sociocultural structure reflects a country’s economic development 
and political culture, including its history,15 identity, and ideologies, all of which are for-
mulated at the level of society.16 Although coalition opportunity structures may change 
over time in different policy contexts, they provide insight into the complicated interac-
tions between structure and agency during the policymaking process.17

Paul Sabatier and Christopher Weible argue that in an authoritarian regime the degree 
of consensus required for major policy change is low because of the relatively low level 
of political openness.18 However, others contest the applicability of the advocacy coali-
tion framework to a non-pluralist regime such as China.19 They argue that this is a case 
of ‘framework stretching’, making it inapplicable in a different political context such as 
China’s. Nevertheless, this framework has been applied to a number of cases of 
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environmental activism in China. The variables affecting environmental policy change 
and policy change mechanisms have not, however, been discussed in these cases.20

Although accessing information about China’s policy process is fraught with diffi-
culty, there are two reasons why the advocacy coalition framework can be used in this 
study. First, this framework is useful for showing the formation of policy coalitions and 
explaining policy change. Second, and more importantly, the outcomes in this study are 
expected to be applicable in other cases and will facilitate a better understanding of 
policy change in China. By examining political openness and changes in socio-economic 
conditions and sociocultural values which led to different outcomes in the two case stud-
ies, variations in local environmental management in de facto decentralized structures 
are revealed.

This study is based on semi-structured, in-depth qualitative interviews carried out in 
2013 with key informants including protesters, journalists, environmental lawyers, 
street-level bureaucrats, academics, and staff of environmental NGOs engaged in anti-
incinerator building projects in both Beijing and Guangzhou. The interview data were 
supplemented with an archival examination of documents, such as Internet documents 
released by the Chinese government, and newspapers, which provided background infor-
mation for a better understanding of both cases. Government documents facilitated our 
understanding of decisions made by both central and local governments. These docu-
ments also served as counter-evidence to the assumptions made in this study. In addition, 
social media platforms such as online discussion forums provided a significant channel 
for collecting data related to organizing activism in Beijing and Guangzhou.

After introducing the advocacy coalition framework, including a discussion of the 
framework for explaining the relationship between protests and policy change in China, 
the rest of this article is structured as follows. First, anti-incinerator protests in Beijing 
and Guangzhou are discussed. The formation of coalitions and their beliefs and inter-
actions are also identified in this section. Second, factors involved in policy change are 
examined by comparing both cases. Finally, the conclusion summarizes this article’s 
findings and discusses the applicability of the advocacy coalition framework to different 
political regimes, such as authoritarian China.

Anti-incinerator activism in Beijing

Liulitun is a community of 30,000 located in Haidian district (海淀区) in the north-
western part of Beijing.21 Several residential estates and schools are located in this com-
munity, and there is an aerospace town just 3 km away. In 2007, an incinerator was 
proposed for construction at a site about 800 km away from the surrounding poor vil-
lages and heavily polluting factories and 5 km away from several new middle-class resi-
dential areas. A landfill site was next to the planned incinerator site. On 29 August 2006, 
middle-class residents of the community learned of the plan for an incinerator on a 
homeowners’ online forum,22 which subsequently became a primary communication 
channel for their protest. This piece of information sparked discussion among the resi-
dents. One month later, the Beijing municipal government launched a one-month consul-
tation exercise to collect opinions about preparations for the 2008 Olympic Games. 
Liulitun residents took the opportunity to send letters to the municipal government. They 
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expressed their worries about the odour from the landfill and incinerator but did not 
receive any response.

Public concern about the smell from the landfill attracted the attention of other par-
ties. At the first plenum of the 8th Beijing Haidian District Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference (中国人民政治协商会议北京市海淀区委员会) held from 
14 to 18 December 2006, members submitted two proposals to counter the effects of 
landfills on the health of citizens, the ecosystem, and district development, as well as 
to find a solution to get rid of the stench caused by the landfill and municipal waste 
disposal.23

In response to inquiries from members of the Beijing Haidian District Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative Conference, the district government confirmed the con-
struction of the incinerator by March 2007, but it promised that the landfill would be 
closed in 2010.24 Homeowners were angry and planned to take action to oppose both the 
incinerator and landfill plans.25

The angry homeowners26 launched a protest against the landfill and incinerator on 22 
December 2006. They emphasized that the protest should occur within the current legal 
framework.27 Protesters also used the mass media and met with other official agencies to 
express their grievances.

A few days later, protesters submitted a letter of complaint with 600 signatures to the 
State Environmental Protection Administration (国家环境保护总局, former Ministry of 
Environmental Protection) and Beijing Municipal Environmental Protection Bureau  
(北京市环保局). Beijing Chamber (北京议事厅), a current affairs television pro-
gramme, reported that the mayor of Beijing, Wang Qishan, had met with Beijing 
Municipal People’s Congress members on 30 December 2006. One of the members told 
the mayor about the odour produced by the landfill and questioned the purpose of the 
project given the residents’ opposition. Wang replied that it was difficult to find an appro-
priate location for an incinerator because communities everywhere would oppose it and 
that there was no way to stop the increasing volumes of waste. He also pointed out that 
the government constantly monitored the effects of the landfill and incinerator on the 
local community.28 His speech and response again aroused the dissatisfaction of home-
owners who planned another protest.

The homeowners concerned organized an exhibition in the community from 1 to 3 
January 2007. They exhibited posters illustrating the problems created by locating the 
incinerator in their community. They also collected more signatures for a petition and 
pledges of financial support from other homeowners. This activity was supported not 
only by the residents of the two residential estates but also by their property management 
company and other nearby estates. They also came to the attention of Lu Anhuai, a pro-
fessor at Peking University and a member of the National Committee of the Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) member, who promised to raise the 
issue during the CPPCC meeting.

On 17 January 2007, the district government invited representatives of the residents 
to attend a meeting about the incinerator project. The chief of the Beijing Municipal 
Commission of City Administration and Environment (北京市市政市容管理委员会), 
the directors of landfill and incinerator companies, and the chief of the Haidian Local 
Taxation Bureau also attended the meeting. The government also invited environmental 
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scientists to attend, and these scientists reiterated that incinerators were safe and effec-
tive in managing municipal waste. The chief of the Beijing Municipal Commission of 
City Administration and Environment divulged that the location of the incinerator had 
been chosen following the comprehensive plan in 2004. His speech aroused further anger 
from the residents, who were unhappy because the district government had not disclosed 
any information about the planned location before they had moved into the area. They 
decided to launch another petition.

The day after the meeting, the residents submitted complaint letters to various govern-
ment agencies, including the Beijing Municipal Environmental Protection Bureau, the 
Beijing Municipal Commission of Urban Planning (北京市规划委员会), and the Office 
of Letters and Calls of the Beijing Committee of the Communist Party of China and the 
Beijing Municipal People’s Government (中共北京市委北京市人民政府信访办公室). 
In the process of submitting the complaint letters to the Beijing Municipal Commission 
of Urban Planning, the residents discovered that a land use permit and administrative 
licence had already been issued for the incinerator project, but not a building permit. The 
residents hung banners opposing the building of an incinerator near their homes, but a 
day later the Beijing Municipal Bureau of City Administration and Law Enforcement  
(北京市城市管理综合行政执法局) ordered that the banners be removed.

Because of opposition to its plans for the incinerator, the district government held a 
post-protest press conference about the incinerator project. At the press conference, the 
government did not mention the project commencement date, but stated that it expected 
operations to begin in 2008. In addition, it emphasized that the incinerator would be 
safe.29 The angry protesters conducted an opinion survey about the building of the incin-
erator in March. They also contacted a solicitor and environmental litigation expert, Xia 
Jun, for legal advice.

On 3 April 2007, the Beijing Municipal Environmental Protection Bureau sent a repre-
sentative to defend its decision to build the incinerator. The decision had been made care-
fully according to legal procedures.30 The government’s response sparked another round of 
protest, and residents launched additional action against the incinerator. Liulitun Landfill  
(六里屯填埋场) held an open house to provide people with an opportunity to learn more 
about waste management operations and the technology used at the landfill. Three hundred 
residents took the opportunity to launch a campaign on the landfill site itself, holding a 
banner that said ‘Opposing the building of the incinerator’ and blocking the main entrance.31 
They also sent individual letters of complaint to the Deputy Chief of the State Environmental 
Protection Administration Pan Yue (who was in charge of environmental impact assess-
ment), opposing the 3 April response to the Administrative Reconsideration Law (行政诉
讼法) and asking for a re-evaluation of the effects of building the incinerator in Liulitun.32 
This time, their actions produced results. On 10 May 2007, the Beijing Municipal 
Commission of City Administration and Environment announced the postponement of the 
incinerator’s construction due to the residents’ opposition.33

The residents did not end their campaign there, but launched another rally on Earth 
Day (5 June). One thousand residents wore T-shirts emblazoned with the slogan 
‘Against the incinerator in Liulitun’ and went to the offices of the State Environmental 
Protection Administration to demonstrate. Two days later, its deputy chief suggested 
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the postponement of the incinerator’s construction,34 following which an official 
announcement was made.

Anxiety surrounding the incinerator’s construction disappeared temporarily, but it 
revived after the 2008 Olympic Games. SinaNews reported that the Haidian District City 
Municipal Management Committee (海淀区市政市容管理委员会) had chosen the 
location of the Liulitun incinerator and completed the first stage of the environmental 
impact assessment and that it would seek public opinion about the project. The district 
government planned to build a food-waste processing plant the following year.35 This 
news again roused homeowners into action. They launched a petition in mid-October 
2008 and sent letters to the mayor of Beijing and several governmental departments. The 
residents also visited the municipal government offices 10 times, but none of the govern-
mental agencies responded to their request for a meeting.

On 19 February 2009, the residents launched a discussion forum. Dozens of residents 
attended the forum, and environmental scientists such as Zhao Yuanzhang, an expert in 
municipal waste management, were invited to speak and provide consultation. The 
forum primarily focused on the problems of waste burning and possible solutions for 
managing waste in the city. Zhao noted the challenges of burning waste in China, includ-
ing deficient monitoring, multiple interests behind such projects, and non-comprehensive 
waste sorting. He encouraged the residents to continue their actions. In February 2009, 
they sent a petition letter with 10,000 signatures to the same government agencies they 
had previously contacted to express their dissatisfaction and to appeal to the district gov-
ernment to listen to the people’s voice.36 As a result, the Deputy Chief of the Haidian 
District City Municipal Management Committee met with protesters to discuss the build-
ing of the incinerator in Liulitun in July 2009. He denied that the location of the incinera-
tor had already been confirmed and claimed that the agency was still assessing the risks 
of building an incinerator.37

A breakthrough came on 19 January 2011. The Haidian district government announced 
that a new location for the incinerator had been found in Sujiatuo (苏家坨), and that it 
had abandoned the plans for Liulitun.38 The four-year campaign in Liulitun finally ended 
and the residents themselves disbanded the anti-incinerator group.

The significance of this protest was not lost on activists in other parts of China. It 
represented China’s first anti-incinerator activism and the first time that the government 
had responded to citizens by relocating an incinerator.39 Since then, anti-incinerator 
activism in Beijing has emerged in Gao’antun (高安屯) and Asuwei (阿苏卫), and in 
cities nationwide, including Guangzhou, Nanjing, and Shanghai.

In addition, the municipal government actively implemented measures after the pro-
test with the intention of decreasing the city’s volume of municipal waste. For example, 
there were trial waste-sorting programmes in dozens of communities. Although the local 
government halted construction on the incinerator in Liulitun in response to the resi-
dents’ demands, governments elsewhere continue to manipulate waste management poli-
cies without public involvement. Citizens remain disadvantaged by a lack of channels 
(other than environmental impact assessment) through which they can participate in the 
waste management decision-making process. In addition, neither citizens nor environ-
mental NGOs (ENGOs) can monitor the work of the government.
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Anti-incinerator activism in Guangzhou

Panyu, a highly urbanized district in the south-eastern part of Guangzhou, was the pro-
posed site for an incinerator project. Several new residential complexes such as the 
Riverside Garden and the Clifford Estates and Huanan Country Garden40 are located in 
this district, within 6 km of the proposed site for the incinerator. The closest residential 
area to the incinerator is just 1 km away. In February 2009, the Panyu district govern-
ment posted its plan for the incinerator project on its official website with the expectation 
that construction would be completed in 2010. The proposal initially received little atten-
tion from local residents.41

In September 2009, Panyu residents came across a government website about plans 
for a waste incinerator power plant in Panyu. They posted the information on a major 
residential online discussion forum, the Jiangwaijiang forum (江外江论坛),42 in an 
attempt to gather support to oppose the incinerator project. As news spread widely and 
quickly, several online discussion forums reposted the same protest messages against the 
building of the incinerator. From the information on the government website, Panyu resi-
dents learned that their district government had already proposed and approved the con-
struction of a waste-to-energy incinerator in 2004 and that the Guangzhou Land 
Resources and Urban Planning Committee (广州市国土资源和规划委员会) had 
approved the location in 2006. This sequence of events showed that the government had 
not consulted the public between the implementation and approval stages. In the days 
that followed, Panyu residents met to study the effects of the incinerator and discussed 
whether or not to take action. One month later, in an effort to obtain public support, they 
took to the streets with a petition and distributed handbills about the problems associated 
with incinerators.

At the same time, local residents organized a visit to the Likeng waste-to-energy plant 
located in Baiyun district (白云区, a northern suburb of Guangzhou). The Likeng incin-
erators was the first in the city and the municipal government hailed it as an outstanding 
example.43 However, Panyu residents discovered that the incinerator produced a noxious 
odour, and they expressed worries about the technology that was used.44 They expressed 
their sympathy for the villagers living in Likeng and reiterated their belief that banning 
the Panyu incinerator project was necessary. They made a documentary Who Can Save 
You, People of Likeng? (谁來拯救你, 李坑人民) and uploaded it to the Internet to pub-
licize the hazardous effects of incinerators.45

Some days later, a group of residents carrying a letter stating their concerns and signed 
by 1000 individuals visited the Guangzhou Municipal Bureau for Environment and 
Hygiene (广州市市容环境卫生局) (now a part of the Guangzhou Municipal Urban 
Management Committee 广州市城市管理委员会). In their letter, residents expressed 
their dissatisfaction with plans to build the incinerator without prior public consultation 
and requested that the project be cancelled. In the following days, the residents also vis-
ited the Panyu district government, the South China Institute of Environmental Sciences 
(环境保护部华南环境科学研究所, the agency responsible for performing the environ-
mental impact assessment of the incinerator) and the Guangzhou Municipal Bureau of 
Gardens of Panyu District (广州市番禺区市政园林管理局, the agency responsible for 
choosing the location of the incinerator). In addition, the group of residents contacted 
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members of the CPPCC, the National People’s Congress (NPC), and the mass media to 
seek their support.

On 25 October 2009, dozens of protesters wearing surgical masks and T-shirts bearing 
the slogan ‘Against toxic air’ collected signatures from the public at a supermarket 
entrance, with some protesters holding banners with words such as ‘anti-burning’ and 
‘anti-dioxin’. Their actions attracted the attention of the police, who arrested some pro-
testers on the charge of ‘alleged unlawful assembly’. A few days later, government rep-
resentatives held a press conference at which both the municipal and district governments 
announced that they had not changed their position, and they emphasized the necessity 
of the incinerator in the district. This aroused anger among Panyu residents. The follow-
ing morning, 1000 residents ‘strolled’ with banners to the headquarters of the municipal 
government and the Guangzhou Municipal Bureau for Environment and Hygiene, where 
they shouted slogans and sang the national anthem.46 Although the local police were 
present and the protesters posted their banners on their patrol cars, the officers remained 
on standby and did not take further action. After lunch, municipal government officials 
suggested that the protesters select a representative to allow for better communication. 
This suggestion was rejected by the protesters, who shouted that they were representing 
themselves. At 2 p.m., the protesters dispersed peacefully.

In the face of such opposition, the government attempted to change its position on the 
building of the incinerator. A breakthrough came on 10 December, two weeks after the 
‘stroll’. The district government announced that the construction of the planned incinera-
tor would be postponed until 2011 (one year after the 2010 Asian Games, of which 
Guangzhou was the host). The district government simultaneously released a document 
about waste management solutions and sought public opinion. Finally, the party secre-
tary of the district was invited to attend a meeting with the residents of Riverside Garden 
on 20 December 2009. During the meeting, the party secretary announced that the pro-
ject had been suspended due to mass opposition, that public opinion on waste manage-
ment would be considered in the future and that a feasibility study on introducing waste 
sorting in a small residential community would be conducted.47 The four-month cam-
paign by activists had finally reached its conclusion.

A few months after the suspension of the incinerator project, Eco-Canton (宜居广州), 
a green group in Guangzhou formed by activists, mobilized themselves and demon-
strated the determination and will to uphold their fight on behalf of those supporting zero 
waste. This green group advocated waste recycling in local communities and believed 
that such a plan would result in a fundamental change in municipal waste management 
in Guangzhou. Seventy families joined the waste-sorting action in Riverside Garden.

At the same time, the group recognized that assistance from a professional ENGO 
was essential for the functioning and success of Eco-Canton. At the conclusion of the 
anti-incinerator activist efforts in 2009, one of the founders of Eco-Canton, Luo Jingming 
(Internet pseudonym 巴索风云), travelled to Beijing, where he met Zhang Boju, the 
Chief Executive Officer of Friends of Nature (自然之友), a Beijing-based ENGO and 
the oldest environmental grass-roots movement in China, to exchange information about 
campaigning and waste management experience. Since 2008, Friends of Nature have 
been assisting the residents of Liulitun in their anti-incinerator campaign by launching 
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community recycling projects. Thus, Eco-Canton had an opportunity to learn from its 
experiences.48

With help in funding, knowledge, and human resources from Friends of Nature, Eco-
Canton became more institutionalized and registered as an NGO with the Bureau of Civil 
Affairs of Guangzhou Municipality (广州市民政局) in June 2012.

In the meantime, Guangzhou’s government suspended the incinerator project in 
December 2009 and implemented a series of new instruments for municipal waste man-
agement, such as plans to promulgate waste-sorting regulations in Guangzhou.49 After 
the protests, the mayor learned to improve communication with the citizens in solving 
municipal waste issues and instituted a participatory mechanism in the policymaking 
process: the Guangzhou Public Consultation and Supervision Committee for Urban 
Waste Management (广州市城市废弃物处理公众咨询监督委员会) was established 
under the Municipal Urban Management Committee in August 2012.50 The new commit-
tee was composed of 19 people from different sectors of society who were selected by 
the Municipal Urban Management Committee, including citizen representatives, busi-
ness representatives and representatives of social organizations. In addition, the 11 mem-
bers of the expert group were selected from within the recycling industry and from 
various universities and professional institutes. One of the leaders in the anti-incinerator 
campaign, Eco-Canton founder and CEO Luo Jingming, was a member of this commit-
tee in both the first and second cohorts.

After the establishment of the consultative committee, its members actively engaged 
in promoting waste management in Guangzhou. Members discussed waste management 
solutions and made suggestions, such as waste charging, to the municipal government in 
an April 2013 meeting. Moreover, the Guangzhou government launched two public 
forums on municipal waste management to discuss effective measures for managing 
waste in the city and the prospects of waste sorting. The local government had apparently 
learned about the importance of listening to the public to maintain both social stability 
and the legitimacy of rule.

Discussion

Conflicts between the ‘pro-burn’ and ‘anti-burn’ coalitions for and against incineration 
have contributed to the decision of the governments of Beijing and Guangzhou to sus-
pend and relocate the proposed incinerator plants. These are considered successful cases 
of anti-incinerator activism. A comparison of these two cases reveals two possible expla-
nations for the policy change concerning the construction of incinerators in the two cities: 
policy-oriented learning and external shocks.

As suggested by the advocacy coalition framework, the competing coalitions sought 
consensus by providing new information for policy revisions.51 In both cases discussed 
here, opposition to the building of incinerators in nearby communities laid the ground for 
protests. In these communities, the residents had good educational and professional 
backgrounds, including journalists, teachers, and business executives. They were highly 
aware of their rights, and through their personal networks they formed coalitions against 
the construction of incinerators. Many among the protesters were retired cadres, civil 
servants, and journalists with access to various channels of communication with higher 
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levels of authority, NPC and CPPCC members, and the mass media, through which they 
could mobilize help and support for their protest. For example, the Southern Metropolis 
Daily (南方都市报), a Guangzhou-based newspaper, widely reported the controversies 
associated with the construction of incinerators and municipal waste management 
because most of their journalists lived in Riverside Garden, one of the residential com-
plexes affected by the Panyu incinerator plan. The news increased discussions about 
waste management and it pressured the local government to take further action.

In addition to personal networks and the mass media, cyberspace played a crucial 
role in the cases of activism under study here. Despite tighter laws and policies to moni-
tor Internet use, activists continue to use the Internet. In the two case studies, the cam-
paigns largely relied on online forums to recruit volunteers and discuss their plans. 
These online forums, such as the homeowners’ online forum, supported information 
exchange between homeowners in the residential complexes. In addition, SinaWeibo-
based advocacy gained the support of many citizens for the homeowners’ actions and 
provided opportunities for the public to engage in discussions. Because of the likeli-
hood of monitoring and suppression by the authorities (who deleted sensitive messages 
or removed webpages), the protesters had to post their messages carefully or resort to 
tactics to avoid detection.

The protesters acquired the technical and legal knowledge necessary to counter top–
down information presented by the government and incinerator experts. This makes 
them ‘citizen experts’, as they are commonly known in campaigns. Citizen experts study 
the environmental cost of government decisions.52 In the case studies, Panyu residents 
organized and learned from a visit to the Likeng waste-to-energy plant so that they could 
better understand the effects of incineration on the health of the local populace. Some 
protesters, such as Luo Jingming, visited Beijing and met with both Liulitun residents 
and Zhang Boju, the chief executive of Friends of Nature, to learn about their activism 
tactics.53 Both Liulitun and Panyu residents acquired legal and technical knowledge 
through self-study and from legal and scientific experts, which helped them defend their 
rights and counter the information provided by the government and incinerator opera-
tors. Furthermore, residents presented the findings of comprehensive studies to gain pub-
lic support and increase their bargaining power with the government. For their litigation 
process, the residents of Liulitun collected evidence of the problems associated with 
incineration. They also learned about landfills and waste management so that they could 
determine whether their municipal government had violated national pollution control 
standards. After the protest, Panyu residents used their knowledge in the newly formed 
ENGO, Eco-Canton, to launch municipal waste education and advocacy work. In his 
discussion of Beijing residents in their activism against incinerators, Thomas Johnson 
commented that they adopted a depoliticized strategy to promote a recycling society and 
they portrayed themselves ‘as concerned citizens supportive of the public interest’.54

Because of the increasing amount of municipal waste that both Beijing and Guangzhou 
have had to process, their governments sought the most effective solution to waste man-
agement. Both governments considered incineration to be an alternative solid waste man-
agement strategy in their cities and decided to implement incineration projects. In the face 
of pressure from residents and other parties such as local NPC members and the mass 
media, the district governments formed coalitions with scientists and sub-governmental 
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agencies to defend incineration technology. The municipal-led pro-burn coalitions held 
several press conferences and responded to questions from anti-burn coalitions. The 
Beijing and Guangzhou governments initially maintained their positions on the building 
of the incinerators, and officials relied on scientific data to emphasize the safety of incin-
eration technology. But in the face of protests, both local governments made concessions 
to minimize costs, political (e.g. social stability and signs of weakness in local govern-
ance) and economic. Thus, both the Beijing and Guangzhou governments chose to make 
concessions and meet the demands of citizens.

After both governments had suspended the projects, more measures were imple-
mented to solve the cities’ municipal waste problems. The Beijing municipal govern-
ment promulgated the Regulations on Domestic Waste Management in Beijing 
Municipality (北京市生活垃圾管理条例) in November 2011, and waste charges were 
proposed. The Guangzhou government used similar measures. Moreover, the Guangzhou 
government established pilot points for waste sorting in Guangzhou, and it organized 
public forums related to municipal waste management. The government invited experts 
and the public to discuss effective measures for managing waste in the city and the pos-
sibilities for waste sorting.

The setting up of the Guangzhou Public Consultation and Supervision Committee for 
Urban Waste Management of Guangzhou City (consultative committee) cast a spotlight 
on the policymaking processes in authoritarian China. The consultative committee was 
attached to an agency known as the Municipal Urban Management Committee. Members 
of the consultative committee engaged in discussions with both experts and the public. 
The committee was considered a landmark achievement in urban management and gov-
ernance, because the municipal government appeared to have learned the importance of 
listening to the public on environmental management.

Overall, both cases of activism in Beijing and Guangzhou were successful in pressur-
ing local governments to suspend the incinerator projects. However, the outcomes dif-
fered. Panyu residents went on to promote a zero-waste society and influenced government 
decisions by forming an ENGO, but Liulitun residents did not take any further action after 
the actual protest. In addition to learning about policy, external factors caused a difference 
in the outcomes of incinerator building policies in Beijing and Guangzhou. The variation 
in policy outcomes is attributable to the de facto decentralized structure of China. The 
political environment of Guangdong Province has led the Guangzhou government to 
implement this new participatory mechanism. The historical background and geographi-
cal location of the city initially provided an open political environment which remained 
the same during economic reform in the late 1970s. Indeed, the province was a ‘testing 
ground’ for China’s economic reforms, which had implications for the mode of govern-
ment. In terms of political development, the government of Guangzhou, the capital city of 
Guangdong Province, has been a model of administrative reform for other governments in 
China, for example in legal reform and foreign investment.55

The degree of political openness of the Guangzhou government made it possible for 
the government to implement a participatory mechanism. As mentioned previously, coa-
lition opportunity structures explain the dynamics between social movements and the 
state, and the degree of political openness affects the development of social movements.56 
The Guangzhou government’s open political opportunity structure obviously allows 
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groups of citizens to participate in mechanisms such as the consultative committee and 
to affect decision-making on environmental issues.

Besides political openness, the new participatory mechanism introduced by the 
Guangzhou government has facilitated active civic engagement and public involve-
ment. Voluntary groups and activists in Guangzhou are the most developed in 
China.57 Guangzhou is ‘a place of social activism’ where people defend their rights 
enthusiastically.58 In contrast, Beijing has stricter criteria for registering social 
organizations (half of the NGOs in Beijing are registered as business entities under 
business regulations, which is an easier means of obtaining legal status) and a ‘thick’ 
political atmosphere. Political caution exercised by both Beijing’s municipal bureau-
crats and citizens has not led to any significant change in the relationship between 
local government and civil society organizations.59 This situation was also apparent 
in the Beijing case study, where the municipal government maintained ‘collaborative 
relations’ with civil society organizations as part of its waste management policy, 
which is to say that while the municipal government welcomed the assistance of 
green groups to promote recycling, it did not provide a participatory mechanism for 
decision-making processes.

In Guangzhou, consultative committees, which allow ordinary citizens to become 
involved in decision-making, are an innovative attempt in the Chinese policymaking 
arena. To some extent, this institutionalized organization has both solved social disputes 
and enhanced communications between citizens and local government. The Guangzhou 
local government’s open political structure and Guangzhou’s active civic engagement 
account for this policy adjustment in Guangzhou. Allowing Eco-Canton’s registration 
despite its status as a former protest group is another example of the political openness 
of the Guangzhou government.

In summary, the interaction between coalitions in incinerator-building debates and 
external factors seems to have resulted in the suspension of the proposed incinerator 
construction. Two external factors also affected policy change: political openness and 
sociocultural structures. These factors have encouraged the establishment of a participa-
tory mechanism for waste management. These changes in waste management policy also 
show that policy actors have the ability to seek consensus for major policy change in an 
authoritarian regime like China.

Conclusion

This study adopted the advocacy coalition framework to examine the decision-making 
processes that led to policy change, and it has looked into the relationship between envi-
ronmental protest and policy change in China, particularly at the municipal level. The 
two cases of anti-incinerator protests in Beijing and Guangzhou advance our understand-
ing of the political interaction between local governments and protesting groups as well 
as of influences that impact on the commitment of local governments to municipal waste 
management. Scholars have deployed coalition opportunity structures to explain how 
certain factors such as resources, institutional arrangements, and historical precedents 
shape the interactions between government and activists and affect protest outcomes.60 
Although coalition opportunity structures may change over time and vary according to 
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policy context, they can help us understand the various interactions between structures 
and agencies because they relate to protests and their outcomes. This study also exam-
ined the significance and interwoven nature of political openness and sociocultural struc-
tures. Both pro- and anti-burn groups were formed in Beijing and Guangzhou to influence 
policymaking processes and to seek consensus for policy change.

Having said that, the advocacy coalition framework can be generalized and applied to 
non-pluralist regimes.61 Chinese citizens’ shared grievances and the growth of collective 
resistance have led to questions about conflict resolution between the state and citizens. 
The findings of this study reveal that local governments’ efforts to build conflict–resolution 
mechanisms are highly significant developments in the Chinese public policy research.
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