
Project Considerations 

The Three Gorges Project 
& Sustainable 
Development in China 

This examination of the 
project reveals a number of 
deficiencies that argue against 
its efficacy in developing 
sustainable modernization. 

DAIQING 

From the mountains of Tibet, the Yangtze 
River stretches 6,300 kilometers through 
China until it reaches the East China Sea 

at Shanghai (see Figure 1). Along its way, the 
Yangtze carves through the mountain ranges in 
Sichuan Province, and heads northeast 
through Yunnan Province before reaching the 
spectacular 200-kilometer reach of the deep, 
narrow canyon known as Three Gorges. Fur
ther down, the river widens and meanders 
through fertile plains to the sea. The Yangtze 
River is called "the Golden Waterway" and has 
always been essential for transportation and 
agriculture in the central region of China. The 
total drainage area of the Yangtze is 1.8 million 
square kilometers. Roughly 400 million people 
live in this region. The Yangtze valley is China's 
agricultural and industrial heartland, produc-

ing 70 percent of its grain and 40 percent of the 
total industrial output. The Three Gorges is an 
area that has long been tied to China's fate. 

The Three Gorges Project 
Official Statistics & Dissenting Views. On Decem
ber 14, 1994, on behalf of the Chinese Commu
nist Party and the State Council, Premier Li 
Peng formally announced the beginning of 
construction of the Three Gorges Project, which 
will be the largest hydroelectric project in the 
world and one of the highest dams. It is to be 
built on the midstream of the main current of 
the third largest river in the world. The planned 
duration for construction of the project is about 
20 years. Table 1 provides the official govern
ment statistics on the project. 

The first question one might ask concerns 
the possible pros and cons of this project. In 
early 1989, before the authorities pushed 
through the decision to go ahead with the proj
ect, a number of journalists in China, including 
myself, managed to edit and publish a volume 
of dissenting opinions on the Three Gorges 
Dam entitled Yangtze! Yangtze!1 After the sup
pression of the Tiananmen Square democracy 
movement on June 4, 1989, the government or
dered that book destroyed and banned its fur
ther dissemination and publication. That ban 
remains in force to this day. What harm had the 
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FIGURE 1. Location of the Yangtze River. 

book done? According to the government it 
had "contributed to creating the atmosphere of 
public opinion that led to the turmoil and riots" 
in Spring 1989. For this "crime" I was jailed 
from July 1989 through April 1990. 

If the Three Gorges Project is such a fantastic 
idea and such a "unique" feat of engineering, 

then why is the Chinese 
government so unwilling to 
allow a public debate on the 
subject? And if a public de
bate is not allowed, then 
why not at least allow scien
tists and specialists to dis
cuss the pros and cons of the 
project? 

Total Project Cost. How 
much will the Three Gorges 
Project cost? Table 2 shows 
different cost estimates pro
vided by the government 
over the years, but without 
incorporating interest 
charges and without taking 
into account inflation. As 
early as 1989, Qiao Peixin, 
president of the China Fi
nancial Society, made the 
following comment: 

"Since the very begin-
ning, the Special Topic Dis

cussion Group has consistently understated 
the true cost of the project. The project cost 
was originally estimated to be 15.9 billion 
yuan ($4.3 billion) and today [1989], it is esti
mated to be 36.1 billion yuan ($10 billion). In 
reality, this figure is still dishonest." 

TABLE 1. 
Official Statistics of the Three Gorges Project 

Reservoir Normal Pool Level 175 m 
Surface Area 1.084 x 106 m2 (600 km long) 
Volume 393 X 108 m3 

Dam Height 185 m 
Dam Length 2,000 m 

Flood Control Designed for 100-year flood in middle reaches 
Tested for 1,000-year flood 

Electricity Generation Capacity 17,680 (26 x 680) MW 
Yearly Production 84 bi II ion kWh 

Cargo Shipping Surface Raised 10-100 m 
10,000 ton cargo vessels can reach Chongqing 

Flooded Area 632 km:.1, 19 cities, 326 villages, 430,000 mu fertile soil 

Population to Be 1.13 million (by 2008) 
Resettled 
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TABLE 2. 
Estimated Project Costs Without Interest & Inflation 

Cost Cost Exchange Rate & 
Year Source (billion yuan) (billion$) Prices/Year 

1983 Feasibility Study Based on a High 15.9 4.3 3.6/1982 
Water Level Design of 150 m 

1988 Assessment Report 36.1 

1990 Report to the State Council 57 

1992 Preliminary Design 75.1 

1994 Official Report to U.S. 110 

According to the "Report on the Three Gorges 
Project" circulated at the 1992 National Peo
ple's Congress, the total cost of the project 
based on outdated 1990 prices was estimated to 
be 57 billion yuan ($12.7 billion). After the re
port was approved, the cost was recalculated 
on the basis of 1993 prices, producing an in
crease to 110 billion yuan ($19.6 billion). To this 
day, this amount is the largest figure publicly 
announced by the government. 

Not only was the 1992 budget flawed be
cause it was based on outdated prices from two 
years earlier, it also failed to take into account 
estimated interest charges on incurred debt 
and the effects of inflation over the next twenty 
years. Table 3 provides project. cost estimates 
factoring in interest and inflation. When Presi
dent Jiang Zemin and Vice-Premier Zhu 
Rongji, who is in charge of finances, inspected 
the project site last summer, Zhu Rongji in
quired of the person in charge: "Now, I must 
have an honest answer. Exactly how much is 

10 3.6/1986 

12.7 4.5/1990 

13.7 5.5/1992 

19.6 5.6/1992 

this all going to cost?" The answer given, a 
shocking 600 billion yuan ($73 billion) was ten 
times the cost figure approved in 1992 by the 
National People's Congress. Apparently this 
official was so confident that the project could 
no longer be halted that he felt it was perfectly 
safe to divulge the real cost. Unfortunately, this 
figure of 600 billion yuan has never been pub
licly announced. 

Another question concerns just exactly how 
much has already been spent on the Three 
Gorges Project since it was formally approved 
in 1992 by the National People's Congress. As 
far as is known, in 1994, the amount was 5 bil
lion yuan; in 1995, 7 billion yuan; and in 1996, 
an expenditure of 8.4 billion yuan was planned. 
These costs, moreover, will continue to escalate 
in the future. These funds come principally 
from the following sources: 

• The income generated by a nationwide 
rate increase levied on electricity consum-

TABLE 3. 
Estimated Project Costs With Interest & Inflation 

Cost Interest 
(billion Rate Inflation Cost Exchange Rate & 

Year Source yuan) (%) (%) (billion$) Prices/Year 

1988 Estimate by Qiao Peixin at 560 16 10 156 3.6/1988 
the 9th Assessment Session 

1994 Preliminary Design 224 8.28 6 40.7 5.5/1992 

1995 Statement to Jiang/Zhu 600 73.2 8.2/1995 
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ers (0.003/kilowatt hour in 1994 and 
0.004/kilowatt hour in 1995), which has . 
been applied across the board to establish 
the "Three Gorges Construction Fund" 
and without consideration of whether a 
region will benefit from the project or 
whether people there support it; 

• National capital construction investment 
loans; and, 

• Apportioned "mutual assistance," such 
as the millions of yuan that a children's 
beverage company in Zhejiang spent to 
"mutually assist" Wanxian, an area in the 
Three Gorges region that will be pro
foundly affected by the construction. 

The fact that huge sums of money have been 
sunk into a project whose benefits will not be 
realized for at least 10 years has had serious ef
fects on China's hydropower development. 
Many other hydropower projects, such as the 
Longtan power station in Guangxi Province 
and the Pubugou power station in Sichuan 
Province, have had their construction sched
ules delayed for lack of funds. In addition, me
dium and small-scale power stations in critical 
need of repair have suffered even more devas
tating blows. According to estimates by Chi
nese experts in the field, the Three Gorges Pro
ject has affected the entire scale of China's 
hydroelectric power construction: in 1995, the 
pace of hydroelectric power development de
creased from 6 to 5 percent from the previous 
year; and, starting in 1996, the nationwide hy
droelectric installed capacity growth rate will 
decrease sharply. The original goal was to pro
duce 80,000 megawatts of electricity at the end 
of the century, but now it will be difficult to 
reach a level of 70,000 megawatts. 

With regard to the total project construction 
funds, according to the government these will 
come from the following sources: 

• Direct investment from the government; 
• Income generated by the Gezhouba hy

droelectric power station and [future in
come] from the Three Gorges dam; 

• Domestic and international loans; 
• "The Three Gorges Construction Fund" 

established through electrical rate in
creases; and, 
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• Three Gorges Project bonds that will be is
sued just before the station starts generat
ing electricity. 

Current Status & Projected Schedule of the Pro
ject. As of mid-1996, construction of the dam's 
foundation and digging of the diversion chan
nel had begun. Concrete is being poured. The 
current government slogan is "Work extra hard 
to ensure that the river is dammed in two 
years!" [i.e., by 1998]. However, it appears that 
construction is now somewhat behind> sched
ule since in previous years the prevailing slo
gan was "Welcome a double happiness in 1997 
- the return of Hong Kong and the damming 
of the Yangtze." Yet, despite all this official 
hoopla surrounding the project, the problems it 
will bring can no longer be ignored. 

Once the river is dammed, project support
ers believe it will be absolutely irreversible and, 
therefore, its opponents can then be totally ig
nored. The plan for construction is as follows: 

• After the river is blocked, a diversion 
channel will be opened for navigation, 
and after a year a temporary shiplock will 
be utilized for navigation. (According to 
this plan, by the year 2003, when water be
gins to accumulate in the reservoir and the 
water level reaches 135 meters, the dam 
will start low power generation of elec
tricity and the river will be opened up to 
navigation.) 

• By 2009, the installation of 26 hydroelec
tric turbines will be completed. 

• By 2013, the water will be raised to the nor
mal pool level of 175 meters, and the dam 
will enter its normal operational stage. 

In the official version, after twenty years if 
all goes well: 

"The birth of a vast lake among spectacu
lar mountains will only add to the beauty of 
the Three Gorges ... Once completed, the 
Three Gorges Project itself will become a 
new wonder of the world. The giant dam 
will stand upstream to hold back Wushan 
Mountain's clouds and rain ... The hydro
power station, as dazzling as a palace, will 
shoot out its mighty current through an ex-



tensive power-grid. Like the ancient Temple 
of the Yellow Emperor not far from the dam, 
the modern building complexes are bound 
to draw flocks of travelers from all over the 
world."2 

Problems With the 
Three Gorges Project 
Opponents of the Three Gorges Project in 
China believe that even if all the above
planned targets are met, the project will be 
faced with unresolved problems that the gov
ernment has concealed from the general public, 
five of which are very serious. These problems 
deal with: 

• Sedimentation; 
• Population relocation; 
• Environmental damage; 
• Destruction of archeological sites and cul

tural treasures; and, 
• War-time danger. 

Sedimentation. With an annual sediment vol
·ume of 540 million cubic meters, the Yangtze 
River is the fourth largest river in the world in 
terms of sediment load. Because the highest 
level of sedimentation and the highest level of 
flood waters occur at the same time of year, it 
raises the question: How can a serious flood be 
handled? Stated differently, how can the reser
voir serve its primary function of alleviating 
flood conditions by storing flood waters with
out also causing a major and uncontrolled 
build-up of sediment? 

Initially, the problem of sedimentation was 
not even mentioned in the official feasibility 
studies. The government then appointed a 
committee of 412 experts divided into 12 expert 
teams. The team dealing with sedimentation 
offered as its solution the method known as 
"Shuiku Diaodu Xuqing Paihun" - i.e., "replen
ishing water during the dry season when the 
sediment level is relatively low and flushing 
out flood waters along with the sediment dur
ing the flood season." 

Lu Qinkan, one of 10 experts who in 1988 re
fused to sign off on the feasibility study, urged 
the government to run a sedimentation model 
simulation test based on the 1954-type flood
which would be a 100-year flood [see "The 
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FIGURE 2. Model test results of the sedimen
tation at the upstream end of the Yangtze. 

Limited Benefits of Flood Control: An Inter
view With Lu Qinkan" on pages 99 to 104].The 
Three Gorges Investigation and Leadership 
Committee of the Ministry of Power thus ran a 
water retention test simulating a major flood. 
Figure 2 shows the model test results of sedi
mentation at the upstream end of the Three 
Gorges Reservoir that will accumulate after the 
dam is in operation for a only few years. 

These results show that when large amounts 
of sediment have been deposited at the up
stream end of the reservoir, the major river 
channels of Chongqing harbor will be almost 
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TABLE 4. 
Population Resettlement Figures (Public Information) 

--

Year Population Situation Source 

1985 750,000 Water level under 1 75 m 1992 Report to Central Committee 
of People's Congress 

1993 800,000 Water level under 175 m Preliminary Design 

1988 1,133,000 In 2008, factoring in population growth Assessment Report 

completely blocked. The sediment will form a 
wide and high beachhead along the wharfs, 
which will be detrimental both to navigation 
and to the wharfs' functioning. The situation at 
Shaba and Chaotianmen piers at the mouth of 
the Jialing River will be especially severe. 

The second solution to the sedimentation 
problem that has been proposed by dam sup
porters is to flush out the sediment through 
sluiceways at the base of the dam - a method 
that was used in the Three Gates Gorges Dam 
(Sanmenxia) on the Yellow River. However, the 
situation at the Three Gorges Dam is different 
in two respects. First, unlike the Yellow River, 
the bed of the Yangtze, plus the beds of all its 
tributaries upstream of Chongqing, are de
grading reaches composed of cobble and 
gravel. When a large-scale flood occurs, flood 
waters will flush everything through the only 
available route, that is, through the Three 
Gorges. Second, the Three Gorges Dam will 
create a valley-type reservoir of more then 600 
kilometers in length. This type of reservoir will 
make it difficult to flush out the cobble-gravel 
sediment from the upper and middle reaches 
through the sluiceways at the base of the dam. 

The Lake Mead Reservoir along the Colo
rado River in the United States provides ales
son in this regard. This reservoir is only 177 
kilometers long, one-third the length of the 
Three Gorges Dam, and its sediment load is 
only 190 million cubic meters, 35 percent that of 
the Three Gorges Dam. Yet, after the Lake 
Mead Reservoir began operation, sediment 
ended up being deposited in the active reser
voir pool, rather than the dead storage pool 
where the design engineers had hoped it 
would go. The result is that the delta at the up
stream end of the reservoir has overflowed 
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with sediment. But since the Colorado River is 
not used for navigation, the problem has not 
caused widespread concern. 

In China, the test results from the simulation 
model run by the Ministry of Power and the ex
perience of the Lake Mead Reservoir have both 
been kept a secret from the public and the Na
tional People's Congress. There are even people 
(such as the former Minister of Water Conserva
tion) and a major supporter of the Three Gorges 
project (such as Qian Zhengying) who have 
warned anyone aware of this information to 
avoid discussing it, for fear of causing any 
"negative influences." (This fact came out of a 
discussion between the Three Gorges Prepara
tion Committee chief engineer, Mr. Ha, and a 
close friend of his, which was held at the Third 
Exhibition Hall of the Zhongnanhai State Coun
cil, First Conference Center on July 6, 1990.) 

Forced Resettlement. The number of people 
slated for relocation has been subject to widely 
different estimates and some of these estimates 
represent public information (see Table 4) and 
others represent restricted information (see Ta
ble 5). In 1992, when the plan for the Three 
Gorges Project was formally approved by the 
National People's Congress, the estimated 
number was put at 725,500 people. But in a re
stricted meeting of the State Council held in 
1992, it was indicated that the number would 
rise to 1,980,000 when the project is completed 
in the year 2013. The data in Tables 4 and 5 do 
not account for: 

• Population growth; 
• Population relocated twice; 
• Population affected by temporary eleva

tion of the water level from 175 to 185 me
ters; and, 



TABLE 5. 
Population Resettlement Figures (Restricted Information) 

Year Population Situation Source 

1991 1,303,600 In 2008 Restricted Meeting 

1991 1,314,400 In 2012 Restricted Meeting 

1992 1,500,000 In 2000 State Council Resettlement Meeting 

1992 1,980,000 In 2013 Estimate based on data from State Council 
Resettlement Meeting 

• Resettlement of people from a higher wa
ter level brought about by accumulation 
of sediment. 

In fact, the total number of people who will 
have to be resettled is not difficult to calculate. 
It consists of anyone who currently lives below 
the planned water retention level plus the 
population increase that will occur over the pe
riod of construction. The mayor of the city of 
Yichang, located on the Yangtze, has said that 
by the year 2000, about 200,000 people in Hubei 
Province alone will have to be resettled. In 
neighboring Sichuan Province, the vice gover
nor has said that upwards to 1.3 million there 
would have to be resettled in the same time pe
riod. This total of 1.5 million, however, only in
cludes the people who have to be relocated up 
until the year 2000, whereas resettlement will 
continue until the normal pool level in the res
ervoir reaches 175 meters in the year 2013. 
Given an annual population increase of 2.19 
percent per year, the number to be relocated in 
Hubei will reach 265,000, and in Sichuan, 
1,724,000, for a total of 1,980,000. 

Li Boning, the official in charge of resettle
ment, has issued the following warning to his 
colleagues: "You should not publicize this 
number. Our position is that the number to be 
relocated will come to a little over 1 million." In 
reality, as early as December 2, 1986, Li Boning 
informed others that: 

"[T]he issue of resettlement has emerged as 
the key element in the entire Three Gorges 
Project and, therefore, the evaluation we make 
concerning relocation will become the deci
sive point in determining the feasibility of the 

entire project. We will frighten people away 
from approving the project if we act according 
to past principles and propose a large com
pensation package. So, I hope nobody will be 
inconsiderate enough to submit such a large 
and impractical compensation plan. This 
would amount to providing the bullet to those 
opponents who wish to kill the project." 

Next, there is the very real problem of just 
how to go about resettling over 1 million peo
ple. The policy proposed by dam supporters of 
"Shangyi Houkao" - i.e., to "move people up 
the mountains and resettle them in nearby ar
eas" - has its limitations. The fact that 95.6 per
cent of the land in the Three Gorges region is 
mountainous, with population densities of 
over 1,000 people per square kilometer, makes 
it highly unlikely that the promise of dam sup
porters - namely that everyone will be pro
vided with one half mu (0.0334 hectares) of 
crop land and one mu of orange orchards -
will be met. 

How to Resettle the Displaced Population? 
Given that every inch of land in China suitable 
for habitf1tion is already fully settled, and that 
the 8,600 reservoirs constructed since 1949 
have resulted in the relocation of approxi
mately 10 million people, the government has 
proposed a policy of "moving people up the 
mountains and resettling them in nearby ar
eas" and "developmental resettlement." 

Officials argue that the Three Gorges area 
has "sufficient land and other resources for re
settlement." The reality of the situation, how
ever, is quite different. Officials have promised 
farmers, who constitute 45 percent of the total 
number of relocatees that: 
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TABLE 6. 
Arable Land in the Three Gorges Region 

Measurement & Estimation Methods 

Infrared Photography 

Suitable for Agriculture 

Comply with Environmental Regulation 

Actual Available 

Return to Private Owners 

"Everyone will have one half mu of 
highly productive farm land capable of pro
ducing stable yields and one mu of orchard 
land, for a total of 500,000 inu.. In addition, 
considering that 30 to 50 percent of the land 
will be returned to local residents, this 
means that 800,000 to 1 million mu will be 
available for cultivation in the region. Thus, 
both family income and provision of grain 
can be guaranteed." 

Before answering the question whether the 
newly cultivated land and orchards can pro
duce high and stable yields, its best to consider 
just where the 800,000 to 1 million mu of land 
will come from. According to the top official re
sponsible for the project, "infrared aerial pho
tos indicate that there are 3,890,000 mu of bar
ren mountains and grass slopes available for 
cultivation in the Three Gorges region." 

Anyone· who has recently visited the Three 
Gorges region knows that the area is mountain
ous, short of arable land and densely popu
lated. The entire area bears the effects of culti
vation (as evidenced by the destruction of 
natural vegetation), while the cultivated areas 
are generally very fragmented and slant down 
along the mountain slopes. According to some 
sources, 95.8 percent of the region consists of 
mountains and hills, and the population den
sity is 1,000 per square kilometer. Such a popu
lation concentration in an area so short of ar
able land is exceptional, even in China. Years of 
forest destruction and thoughtless plundering 
of natural resources to clear farmland and 
make a living has resulted in a cultivation in
dex as high as 41.5 percent. Even so, per capita 
farmland now under cultivation in the area is 
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Available land for Agriculture ( x 104 mu) 

389 

120 

60-80 

53-61 

37-42 

still substantially lower than the national aver
age. To overcome the shortage of land, farmers 
over-cultivate, forcing two or three yields out 
of the land, which has created a record high 
multiple cropping rate for such a barren area of 
191 percent. These statistics prove that rather 
than being an underdeveloped area, the Three 
Gorges region is, in fact, over-cultivated. Forest 
cover over the past 40 years has decreased 50 
percent, contributing to serious soil erosion on 
80 percent of the land - a situation that is get
ting worse. 

Each year, as 40 million tons of silt are 
washed into the river, geologists have con
cluded that even without construction of the 
dam and the submersion of large areas, the 
population in the region already exceeds the 
sustainability of the natural environment by 15 
percent. The vice director and chief engineer of 
the State Council Three Gorges Relocation 
Planning Committee - a man with consider
able professional knowledge in this field - has 
commented that of the 3,890,000 mu of land in 
the area, only roughly one-third (about 
1,200,000 mu) can be developed. A meeting 
held as early as 1988 on the resettlem,ent issue 
concluded by agreeing with that finding. 

A new Water and Soil Protection Act has 
been enacted in China. First, it prohibits culti
vation on any land with a slope excee.ding 25 
degrees. Under the old law, farmers were al
lowed to cultivate any piece of land with a 
slope of up to 30 degrees. Second, land can only 
be farmed if it contains a certain amount of soil. 
Third, only when 70 percent or more of the land 
is covered by vegetation can it be developed. 
Given these new restrictions, of the original 
1,200,00 mu in the Three Gorges region, only 



TABLE 7. 
Land Available to Farmers (45 Percent of Resettled Population) 

Total Resettled Population Resettled Farmers Land per capita (mu) 

1,130,000 518,000 

1,310,000 602,000 

1,500,000 687,000 

1,980,000 907,000 

600,000 to 800,000 mu can be utilized if the law 
is obeyed. 

According to the calculations of one experi
enced farmer,. since farmland has to be carved 
out of the mountain slopes or by leveling hills, 
1.3 to 1.5 mu of land area is needed to produce 
one mu of cultivatable farm land. Thus, 800,000 
mu will, in fact, yield only 530,000 to 610,000 
mu of cultivatable farm land (see Table 6). 

Since the majority of land in this area is 
owned by local farmers and not the govern
ment, 30 to 50 percent of any newly opened 
farm land has to be returned to the original 
owner, leaving, at the very most, only 370,000 
to 420,000 mu for resettlement. 

Among the relocated population, how many 
are farmers? And, how much land will they 
really be allocated? In reality, farmers will ob
tain less than one-third of the amount they 
have been promised (see Table 7). This amount 
of land is without considering land for urban 
and factory construction, land for farmers' resi
dences and land that must be set aside for peo
ple resettled a second time. 

Is the 40 billion yuan ($5 billion) resettle
ment fund sufficient to meet the goals of "de
velopmental resettlement"? Originally, every-

0.77 

0.66 

0.58 

0.44 

one agreed that fully one-third of the project's 
cost would go to funding resettlement (see Ta
ble 8). Yet, even if officials desired to follow this 
principle, would the available funds be suffi
cient? On this issue, one top official has said: 

"Whether or not the money is sufficient 
depends on how it is spent. If you don't do as 
I say, the money won't be sufficient. If, on the 
other hand, you follow me, the funds will be 
more than enough, with some left over." 

The admonition "if you don't do as I say" 
means that people should not be compensated 
for each house and piece of land lost. Adequate 
compensation would not only lead to a short
age of funds, but also to what has been de
scribed as "unthinkable consequences." In this 
sense, this official is right, since serious prob
lems have confronted the 10 million persons re
settled due to previous reservoir projects in 
China. 

So what method does this official suggest for 
dealing with resettlement in the Three Gorges 
region? In his own words, "turn one penny into 
two, three, five ... " - i.e., compensation funds 
should be turned into a form of investment. 

TABLE 8. 
Estimated Resettlement Costs 

Year Total Project Cost Resettlement Funds Resettlement Funds 
(billion yuan) (billion yuan) (billion $) Exchange Rate 

1990 57 15.8 3.5 4.5 
1993 95.4 30.9 5.5 5.6 

1995 ? 40 (Government set price) 4.9 8.2 
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Yet, the value of money can be increased in 
one of several ways. One way is for the govern
ment to provide very little in compensation 
and let the farmers compensate their losses by 
their own labor. What should happen is this: 
compensation should be in the form of concrete 
things - i.e., "for one mu of farm land that is 
submerged, you will be given one mu of ma
ture oranges trees, plus one half mu of farm 
land with a stable yield, and thus you are not 
losing a thing as a result of being relocated." 
However, the problem with this solution, ac
cording to Chinese law, is that the land belongs 
to the peasant community and, with few excep
tions, most of the land in the Three Gorges area 
(including mountains and hills) is owned by 
the village and production collectives, and not 
by the Three Gorges Construction Committee 
or the government. 

Since 1986, supporters of the project have 
been experimenting with resettlement and 
they have come to the conclusion that with 
every 1,000 yuan of investment by the govern
ment, relocatees can obtain the right to use one 
half mu of land (with the other half going to the 
original owner); therefore, resettlement that 
originally was slated to cost 3,940 yuan per cap
ita can be accomplished with only 1,000 yuan. 
Given that the price of local farm land in this re
gion is approximately 4,000 to 7,000 yuan per 
mu, how would it be possible to "purchase" 
one mu with 1,000 yuan and settle an immi
grant on that piece of land? 

Farmland cannot be made out of nothing; it 
is created by transforming existing land. This 
transformation not only requires money, but 
also an enormous amount of labor of the local 
farmer who gets paid very little or even noth
ing for leveling the hills, chopping down the 
vegetation and carrying off the rocks. In other 
words, these farmers are, in effect, compensat
ing their own losses with their own land and 
sweat; what they obtain from the government 
is very little. 

Many countries around the world have ex
perienced difficulties in dam construction as a 
result of conflicts of interest with local resi
dents. As a result, some of these countries have 
decided to treat the will of the local residents as 
the decisive factor in their decisionmaking pro
cess. China has its own approach. In fact, for 
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the past half century, when the government has 
called for the construction of a dam, all local 
people have had to subordinate themselves to 
the "overall interest," and. demonstrate their 
"love for the country." However, once careful 
calculations are made (knowing that the locals 
have to be paid for their labor, despite the fact 
they have been relocated), officials have great 
difficulties in carrying out their plans. 

Another way to increase the value of money 
is to compensate people in advance. The key to 
"increasing the value" of the resettlement fund 
is to "start early" - i.e., to have the funds allo
cated in one lump sum so that it can be used as 
capital to invest in land and factory construc
tion. According to the government, "this will 
ensure a continuous flow of oranges produced 
from the land and industrial goods from the 
factories" and the 40 billion yuan ($5 billion) 
compensation fund will be more than enough 
to meet the needs of the resettled population. 

What these officials are doing is simply util
izing the value of the capital investment as well 
as the time value associated with it. However, it 
is also true that the value of the money can be 
increased by investing in other places with 
more favorable conditions than exist in the 
Three Gorges area. Therefore, if the govern
ment were to decide that these monies should 
go elsewhere, there would be no "start early" 
investment at Three Gorges. Thus, the claim 
that "the compensation fund will be more than 
enough with some left over" might be safe to 
assume only because investors and those who 
have been relocated will be subsidizing the 
project in some form. 

Resettlement Results to Date. Since the ex
periment in carrying out resettlement in the 
Three Gorges areas has been going on for 
seven years, what conclusions can be 
drawn? The fact is that- due to corruption, 
incompetence and shortage of funds - the 
concept of "developmental resettlement" 
under the aegis of the State Council has 
faced numerous obstacles. And, in 1994, ma
jor changes were made in resettlement poli
cies, effectively transferring the overall task 
to the two most affected provinces, Hubei 
and Sichuan. Moreover, the 40 billion yuan 
($5 billion) allocated for resettlement is now 
being dispersed according to the old method 



of compensating for actual losses that result 
from submersion. 

However, it must be noted that in the case of 
the Three Gorges both the number and scale of 
the affected factories and cities is unprece
dented; In addition, the awareness of the locals 
has changed dramatically as well. After only 
one year, a local official charged with resettle
ment made the following comment: 

"Currently, there are several difficult 
problems concerning resettlement. First, the 
fixed amount of funds available for invest
ment makes it hard to requisition land for 
urban and rural relocation and reconstruc
tion. Second, the actual process of enforcing 
immigration itself becomes difficult after 
land is requisitioned and reconstruction is 
complete ... Fourth, since resettlement 
funds are allocated according to a plan, it is 
difficult to appropriate the necessary mo
nies during construction. Fifth, resettling 
farmers is very difficult, due to their general 
incapacity and excessive expectations of 
what they will receive." 

Recently, some students from the Chinese 
University in Hong Kong visited the Three 
Gorges region and met with some of the people 
who had been resettled. The conclusions 
drawn by the students were as follows: 

"The propaganda techniques of the gov
ernment are finely honed. Prior to reloca
tion, the government instilled the villagers 
with great hopes for their future by making 
grandiose promises. However, after they are 
moved, the villagers soon realize that they 
have been deceived, for their lives have not 
only not improved, but have actually wors
ened. The farmers were willing to give up 
their homelands built after years of hard 
work to benefit development of the entire 
nation, only to discover that they are not 
only not being given proper compensation 
or job opportunities, but that their liveli
hood is also threatened. How on earth could 
they have ended up in such a wretched con
dition? Is it because the government lacks an 
adequate resettlement plan, or because it 
does not have any plan at all? Is it the re-

sponsibility of those corrupt officials who 
have embezzled the compensation funds, or 
the factory managers who swindled the 
farmers to reap profits? Does the country 
have a right to exploit people during con
struction of the dam?" 

Even before the project was begun, the natu
ral environment of the Three Gorges area was 
already one of the most depleted and vulner
able in China. A huge wave of relocatees will 
inevitably aggravate soil erosion and pollution 
even under the most ideal conditions. In addi
tion, there are the social problems that have to 
be considered that will result when one million 
people cannot be adequately resettled. 

Environmental Destruction. The most criti
cized aspect of the Three Gorges Project has 
been the environmental destruction that it will 
inevitably produce. The Three Gorges Reser
voir, which will have a life span of only a few 
decades, will have to absorb sediment deposits 
from hundreds of miles of a river that has been 
an eternal lifeline for the people. It is a project 
that will certainly only worsen what is already 
a lamentable environmental situation. In this 
respect, we can inquire whether the govern
ment conducted an evaluation of the environ
mental impact of the dam before making its de
cision to proceed with construction. 

The truth is that in 1986, the State Science 
and Technology Commission and the State 
Planning Commission concluded that "after a 
comprehensive and systematic evaluation of 
the project, the negatives outweigh the posi
tives," but if the project were to go forward, it 
was important to "pay serious attention" and 
"take effective measures" to address environ
mental problems created by the project. Fol
lowing the issuance of this statement, the Three 
Gorges Leadership Committee in the Ministry 
of Power, arguing that "the ecological and en
vironmental problems were not so severe as to 
affect the undertaking of the Three Gorges proj
ect," called on these experts to reexamine and 
reevaluate their conclusions. · 

As for the current situation along the 
Yangtze, consider this quote from the "Envi
ronmental Report on the Key Hydro Resources 
Project on the Yangtze River" submitted by the 
Yangtze Hydro Resources Protection Science 
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FIGURE 3. Children swim in the Three Gorges region of the Yangtze, oblivious to the dangers. 

Research Institute and the Environmental 
Evaluation Department of the Chinese Acad
emy of Sciences: 

"There exist over 3,000 mines and facto
ries, and each year over 1 billion tons of 
waste water is dumped into the river, con
taining 50 kinds of pollutants, and this is 
without counting the pollution produced by 
township enterprises. The primary source of 
this pollution is industry, followed by agri
cultural runoff, residential sewage, urban 
sewers and discharges from ships." 

Since construction of the Three Gorges Pro
ject was begun long before it was formally ap
proved by the National People's Congress in 
1992, to what extent did those in charge actu
ally "pay serim,is attention" and "take effective 
measures" to address the environmental prob
lems created by the project? Again, according 
to the Environmental Report: 

"Currently, there is no treatment of the 
residential water pollution along the reser-
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voir area. Very little treatment is also 
provided to industrial effluents and so the 
primary method for waste disposal is one 
that relies on the natural purifying capac
ity of the river itself. The current release of 
wastewater is presently so serious that a 
belt of pollution has already formed along 
the banks of the river. Following construc
tion of the dam, water flow in the Yangtze 
will be reduced and with it the dissipation 
capacity of the river will decline. If we as
sume no net reduction or increase in 
wastewater release into the river, COD 
concentrations in the water off the cities of 
Chongqing, Changshou, Puling, and 
Wanxian will be greater by a factor of 2.08, 
8.2, 10.36 and 3.5, respectively. The com
prehensive pollution index of the dam re
gion will increase from a relatively low 
level of 2.31 to the relatively high one of 
3.45; pollution will rise substantially in 
Chongqing from 2.5 to 3.6." 

In the fourth volume of the Monitoring Re
port published by the Three Gorges Environ-



TABLE 9. 
Endangered Marine Animals 

Type Existing Number Living Environment 

Silver Fin Porpoise > 100 Reduced area, possible extinction 
Silver Sturgeon 
China Sturgeon Reduced spawning area, noise 

disturbance from navigation 
Yangtze Sturgeon ? Changed habitat 
Four types of popular fishes > 15% of 1960 population 

mental Monitoring Center, it was disclosed 
that as of mid-1993: 

"After sample monitoring and evalua
tion, the water quality of the mainstream of 
the Yangtze from Fengjie to Yichang is at 
Category Three, the left bank of Yichang 
City is at Category Four, while the Three 
Gorges construction area suffers from very 
bad water quality, and exceeds the stan
dards of Category Five." 

Currently, the average discharge at the Three 
Gorges Control Station is 327,000 cubic meters 
per second. Just imagine what condition the 
river will be in after the dam has been con
structed and industrial effluents containing 
heavy metals, pesticides and fertilizers are all 
dumped into a much slower-moving river, 
whose "pollution disposal capacity has de
clined" (see Figure 3). 

In China, the environmental protection pol
icy is one in which "whoever pollutes bears the 
burden of cleaning up." However, funds for 
pollution reduction were never incorporated 
into the overall budget for the Three Gorges 
Project. The budget was divided into only three 
major parts: dam construction, purchase and 
installation of electrical generating equipment, 
and human resettlement. Up until now, neither 
the 2.8 billion yuan ($0.3 billion) that will be 
needed to clean up the polluted water, nor the 
650 million yuan ($79 million) needed for re
ducing pollution discharge levels have been in
corporated into the project's budget. 

For example, since no environmental plan 
for the district exists in the newly-established 

Wuqiao district of Wanxian, any facility that 
can afford to move has already done so - in 
this case, eleven factories. Then there is the case 
of the Eastern Sichuan Chemical Company that 
is slated for construction with a projected cost 
of 2 billion yuan. Estimated annual production 
will consist of 60,000 tons of caustic soda, 
100,000 tons of methanol, and 100,000 tons of 
polyvinyl chloride. In addition, the plant will 
employ 20,000 relocatees. In terms of its impact 
on the river, it is obvious that the plant will add 
to the problems of pollution. 

In addition, there are those township enter
prises that are dangerously out of compliance in 
terms of meeting environmental standards. Their 
pollution emission figures have never been in
cluded in the national total. Yet, in the eyes of the 
dam planners, these facilities will play a crucial 
role in employing relocatees, creating economic 
prosperity and enriching the personal wealth 
and political clout of local officials. 

Other potential environmental problems in
clude: 

• Endangered Species: A number of species 
will experience habitats that are . altered 
and/ or reduced in area, stressing certain 
populations (for example, marine animals) 
that are already endangered (see Table 9). 

• Landslides: Landslides will be exacerbated 
by construction of the dam. After the res
ervoir starts to store water and soaks local 
rock formations, the probability of land
slides will increase (see Table 10). 

In response to the "concerns over the envi
ronmental problems that the Three Gorges 
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TABLE 10. 
Recent Landslides in the Reservoir Area 

Volume losses 
Date Reach (m3 X 104) (yuan x 104) Effect on Navigation 

April Wu River 530 980 110 m long barrier delayed naviga-
1994 tion for 3 months; took 8 months to 

clear barrier 

April 118 km upstream 45 
1995 near Wushan 

October 61 km upstream near 128 2,000 Landslide protuded 80 m into 
1995 Badong 

project might bring," the Director of the Three 
Gorges Project Committee, Lu Youmei, wrote 
an article titled "The Three Gorges Project Will 
Improve the Ecological Environment." Con
cerning the problems of sedimentation, hear
gued that" the natural geographical condition 
of the reservoir and its shape will facilitate dis
posal of sedimentation" while in terms of 
landslides he asserted that "the reservoir bank 
is stable." As for the potential for excessive ac
cumulation of sediment, he indicated that 
even "after 100 years of operation, the effec
tive storage capacity of the reservoir will still 
be retained." On other matters, such as over
taxing the region's environmental capacity, he 
did not mention a word; while on the issue of 
water quality and pollution in the reservoir, he 
emphasized that "one should insist on the 
principle of whoever pollutes should clean 
up." 

The Destruction of Archeological Sites & Cul
tural Treasures. The fate of archeological sites 
and cultural treasures in the Three Gorges area 
is perilous - if not fatal - due to the intention 
to flood the middle Yangtze within the next 10 
years. Archaeologists, historians and scholars 
are forced to scramble to preserve what they 
can of the past without adequate provision by 
the government for funding, expertise, tools or 
time. Of the nearly 1,300 known sites along the 
river bank, archaeologists have determined 
that between 400 to 500 are worthy of preserva
tion. There are two major types of sites: 
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Yangtze; flow veloc"ity increased to 
6-7 m/sec; civilian engine-driven 
boats could not move upstream 

• Those sites that stand above ground and 
that are primarily architectural monu
ments; and, 

• Those that are below ground and that re
quire excavation. 

Meaningful below-ground sites range in 
date from the upper Paleolithic (50,000 to 
12,000 B.C.) through the Warring States period 
of the Eastern Zhou (481 to 221 B.C.). Above
ground monuments date from the Han period 
(206 B.C. to220A.D.) through the Ming (1368to 
1644) and Qing (1644 to 1911) dynasties. Ar
chaeologists have unearthed more than a 
dozen sites in the Three Gorges area from the 
middle and late Paleolithic. One great discov
ery is the so-called Ba-Shu culture, including 
excavations that are not yet complete near the 
dam site at Sandouping. This area was the re
gion of some of the earHest civilized develop
ments in Chinese history. The Ba people were 
skilled warriors and artisans who helped top
ple the Shang Dynasty about 1100 BC. Some an
cient graves and cultural relics have already 
been destroyed by giant earth-moving equip
ment. Another Ba site is located next to the 
river bed on the upper reaches of the Daning 
river at Shuangyantang. This site alone covers 
10 square kilometers. According to conven
tional practice, to properly excavate this site 
would take at least several decades, but every
thing must be done in 10 years, because after 
that time, the area will be submerged. 



FIGURE 4. Petroglyphs called kushuitike historically served as reference points for low water 
on the Yangtze. 

The town of Danchang will be flooded. 
There, residents live in houses that are the best 
examples of Ming dynasty architecture in rural 
China. Another relic unique to the middle 
Yangtze and its gorges is the "low-water callig
raphy" (kushuitike) engraved along the 
Yangtze's limestone walls, beginning at 
Chongqing, but most numerous in the Three 
Gorges region (see Figure 4). These engravings 
are reference points for recording low-water 
and, thus, safe or unsafe levels of passage for 

· boats and cargo. The earliest Tang period (618 
to 906) engraving shows two profile "stone 
fish" whose eyes, when exposed, indicate a 
safe water level. There is also a rich array of 
monuments and temples - Zhang Pei Temple, 
Qu Yuan Temple, Wuming Tower, Shibaozhai 
Temple and Dingfang Temple. These and many 
others have long been known through Chinese 
history. 

How is it that such valuable sites have but 
one future, namely inundation? It appears that 
the phrase "national-level preservation " (gui-

jiaji baohu) is nothing but empty words. Plans 
for preservation have been hampered by se
crecy and the non-appropriation of funds ear
marked for that purpose. Because of this, in an 
unusual recent challenge to the Communist 
Party, 56 eminent scholars and cultural figures 
(led by Yu Weichao, director of the National 
Museum of Chinese History, and including Jia 
Lampo, a discoverer of the Peking man, Chai 
Zemin, former Ambassador to the United 
States, Wang Meng, former Minister of Culture, 
and professors from Beijing University and 
other leading academic institutions) have sent 
a petition to save these sites to President Jiang 
Zemin, Prime Minister Li and the other six 
members of the Politburo's Standing Commit
tee. 

Yu Weichao is the director of the work group 
assigned responsibility for underground sites 
in the Three Gorges region. In early 1996, he su
pervised the work of 300 scholars and technical 
experts in drafting the 30-volume rescue plan 
for historical and archeological relics that was 
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• Constructed & Under Construction 

= Proposed 

.Id- Sediment Retention Dam 

D ingshan 
1, OMW -...--.-.... 

Jinsha River: 10 Projects 64,000 megawatts 
8,000 megawatts 
6,840 megawatts 
2,400 megawatts 
5,680 megawatts 

Yalong River: 3 Projects 
Dadu & Min Rivers: 4 Projects 
Jialing River: 3 Projects 
Wu River: 6 Projects 
Total: 26 Projects 86,920 megawatts 

FIGURE 5. Alternative hydropower plants. 

presented to the Three Gorges Construction 
Office. This plan called for spending $230 mil
lion over 10 years. However, this plan has re
mained in limbo. Money has yet to be allocated 
for rescue operations, even though the dam 
construction project itself races forward. What 
is needed is a rescue operation many times the 
size of the effort in Egypt 30 years ago to save 
the temples of Ramses II and Queen Nefertiti 
behind the Aswam Dam. The removal of the 
Abu-Simbel Temple at Aswam alone cost $40 
miUion. Yet, the sites in the Three Gorges region 
are far more varied and extensive than those of 
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the Aswam. If massive attention is not focused 
on this problem, this portion of ancient civiliza
tion - which belongs not just to China, but to 
all of humankind - will be lost forever. 

War-Time Danger. Anyone concerned about 
China's national defense would not approve of 
the Three Gorges Project. In response to those 
who suggest that the dam would be a primary 
target during war-time, dam supporters argue 
that "the water level can be drastically lowered 
to a safe level in only seven days, thus reducing 
the potential damage to a minimum." However, 
since in modern warfare it takes only ten min-



TABLE 11. 
Comparison of Five Smaller Projects to the Large Three Gorges Project 

Flooded 1990 Static 
Installed Annual Resettle- Cultivated Cost 

Capacity Generation ment lands (billion 
River Project Purpose* (MW) (TWh) Population (hectares) yuan) 

Jinsha Xiluodu H,C,N 12,000 54.4 30,000 2,100 18,000 

Dadu Pubugou H,C,N 3,300 14.6 77,100 2,800 5,500 

Min Zipingpu H,C,l,W 760 3.4 17,159 500 2,100 

Jialing Tingzekou H,C,N,I 800 3.5 32,500 2,800 2,300 

Wu Goupitan H,C,N 2,000 9.2 25,304 1,800 4,300 

Subtotal 18,860 85.1 182,063 10,000 32,200 

Yangtze Three H,C,N 18,200 84.7 725,500** 28,800 48,300 
Gorges 

Notes:* H = Hydropower; C = Flood Control; N = Navigation, I = Irrigation, W = Water supply 
** 1985 survey of human resettlement number living below high water level 

utes for a missile to reach its target, a seven-day 
notification period to discharge water would not 
constitute a viable option. In light of this fact, 
supporters have now changed their argument: 
•after the dam is hit, "the maximum amount of 
water surging out will be no more than 60,000 cu
bic meters per second, which only equals a 10-
year flood" and since flood waters would have to 
"pass through more than ten kilometers of nar
row and meandering canyons," the impact will 
be limited to "those areas above Shashi city that 
will suffer a partial disaster." 

Opponents of the project, in contrast, believe 
that if the dam were destroyed, the rate of flow 
would reach 210,000 cubic meters per second, 
which would be more than twice the flow of the 
biggest flood in the history of the Yangtze 
River. In addition, the supply of electricity to 
industry would be cut off, bringing industrial 
production to a halt. Moreover, to shut down 
the dam, a missile need not be launched since 
once such a threat is even hinted at, who would 
dare continue to store water behind the dam? 
In short, the Three Gorges dam would become 
the most vulnerable link in China's defense. 

Alternate Plans 
Opponents of the project argue that the tradi
tional flood prevention methods that have 

been in use in China for thousands of years 
should not be discarded. These measures in
clude maintaining and fortifying the dikes and 
existing dams along the river, and dredging the 
waterway- something that can be done better 
than ever with modern technology and materi~ 
als. Thus, at a fraction of the cost of the Three 
Gorges Project, the flood waters of all the up
per, middle and lower reaches could be con
trolled. 

These opponents do agree that hydroelectric 
power is a potentially clean and cheap source 
of energy and they are aware of the fact that 
only 10 percent of the 200 million kilowatts of 
potential hydroelectric power in China is cur
rently being utilized. However, they maintain 
that the hydropower potential of the upper 
reaches and the tributaries should be devel
oped first (see Figure 5). A series of small and 
medium-sized dams would produce an 
amount of eJectricity equivalent to that of the 
Three Gorges Project (see Table 11). They could 
be built in a shorter period of time at less ex
pense and would involve less of a problem of 
population relocation and less destruction of 
the natural environment. They would also util
ize more advanced technology and would win 
the support of the local government and popu
lace. 
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TABLE 12. 
Interview Responses on Sustainability 

Group Response 

Workers Correct policies. Large companies should not owe employees back pay. 

Farmers We should be asked to bear only a reasonable level of burdens. Don't make our live-
lihood impossible to achieve. 

Students Make laws & enforce them. 

Engineers Political democratization & economic liberalization. 

Scientists Treasure the nation's natural resources & protect the environment. 

Entrepreneurs Opposition to the Chinese Communist Party should be allowed. 

Intellectuals Exploit the biggest resources in China - freedom of thought & speech. 

Officials We cannot repeat the big mistakes of the past. 

Sustainable Development 
Since the inauguration of economic reforms in 
the late 1970s, the Chinese economy has be
come the fastest growing economy in the 
world. Can such growth continue in this nation 
of 1.2 billion people? And, what is the relation
ship between the Three Gorges Project and sus~ 
tainable development in China? To answer 
these questions, a series of interviews was con
ducted. Interviewees were asked: "What do 
you think is the key to sustainable develop
ment in China?" Table 12 presents a sampling 
of the responses by group. 

One conclusion that can be drawn from the 
responses in Table 12 is that the Three Gorges 
Project is opposed to the people's will in every 
respect. The Three Gorges Project does not ap
pear to be a sustainable development. 

The project consumes large amount of capi
tal and resources, making it difficult for the 
government to carry out industrial reforms un
der conditions of less central control. 

The costs will be almost exclusively borne by 
the government. Therefore, where will the gov
ernment get the money? It is hoped that it will 
not be acquired from exploiting the far:mers, 
who, although poor, constitute a staggering 1 
billion people. The exploitation of the farmers 
has been the fundamental national policy of the 
Communist Party since its establishment. 

The legal system in China is not fully estab
lished and the Three Gorges Project has been 
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put in operation by authorities in violation of 
the law. In this regard, the following points are 
important: 

• The departments responsible for carrying 
out the Three Gorges Project (and, thus, the 
departments that profit from it) have forci
bly repudiated the investigations and re
ports produced by the State Economic 
Commission, the State Planning Commis
sion and the Chinese Academy of Sciences 
- all of which opposed the project. Instead, 
these various departments have carried out 
their own investigations and studies. 

• The project was pushed through by the 
hardliners after the Tiananmen Square 
Massacre, in violation of the resolution 
passed by the State Council in 1989 that 
stipulated that "the Three Gorges Project 
should not be put on the agenda for five 
years." 

• The departments responsible for carrying 
out the Three Gorges Project control the 
media and refuse to allow the airing of op
posing opinions. Before the project was 
formally approved by the National Peo
ple's Congress, construction of the project 
had already begun under the aegis of 
these departments. When the National 
People's Congress decided to incorporate 
the project into the "Ten-Year Plan," they 
went ahead and inserted it without 
authorization into the "The Eighth Five-



Year Plan." The resolution passed by the 
National People's Congress insisted that 
"all problems should be examined and 
only when solutions have been developed 
can construction begin." These people re
sponded by refusing to answer questions 
raised by opponents (such as sediment 
build-up, forced population relocation, 
environmental destruction and defense of 
the dam during war). Indeed, they never 
gave opponents the chance to speak. 

• They suppressed opposition opinions by 
utilizing China's one-party system (its se
curity and police departments, as well as 
the media and publishing houses - all of 
which are controlled by the Communist 
Party). This violates freedom of speech 
and the right to assembly that are both 
guaranteed by the Chinese Constitution. 

• Without notifying and/ or obtaining 
agreement from consumers, the govern
ment is forcibly appropriating funds by 
raising electrical rates. 

If the government is allowed to do all these 
things for the sake of the Three Gorges Project, 
what other things can be done? During the Mao 
era, the disastrous Great Leap Forward (1958 to 
1960), the Anti-Rightist Campaign (1957) and 
the Cultural Revolution (1966 to 1976) were all 
started in such a fashion. This past experience is 
being duplicated in the present (and could be 
continued in the future). The same authoritarian 
and undemocratic measures can be used to de
cide when and how to use nuclear weapons, sell 
weapons abroad and deploy troops. Moreover, 
the Three Gorges Project is setting a dangerous 
precedent in today's China when the nation is 
working hard to perfect its judicial system. 

Although there have been recent setbacks, 
political democratization and economic liber
alization are key in maintaining and furthering 
reform. The construction of the Three Gorges 
dam runs against this democratic trend. It is the 
Communist Party's decision solely, making it a 
product of political authoritarianism and of a 
command economy. Many important people 
have kept silent about this highly politicized 
project because their positions in the Commu
nist Party do not depend on merit, but on how 
much they are favored by the leaders. 

Freedom of thought and speech is indeed 
the biggest unexploited resource in China. 
When it is utilized, authoritarianism will be 
hard to maintain and disastrous projects like 
Three Gorges will not be forced into operation 
through political means. The principal reason 
why China -with all its natural and human re
sources - has remained in an underdeveloped 
state since World War II is that dictators con
stantly make bad policy decisions. The Three 
Gorges Project is the latest bad policy in this 
authoritarian tradition, whose burden China 
can no longer bear. 

Can the earth sustain the disaster Three 
Gorges will bring? Even if wastewater from 
Chongqing does not eventually reach Hawaii, 
and even if missiles cannot be fired to every cor
ner of the earth, who will accept those hundreds 
and thousands of illegal emigrants who cannot 
live in a nation without freedom and that is con
taminated by polluted air and water? 

Conclusions 
Now we know that the Three Gorges Project is 
not a hydroelectric engineering project. It is a 
political project exhibiting all the characteris
tics of a centrally controlled socialist economic 
system. It is the product of a system of dictator
ship - a one-party system. It is a central gov
ernment decision that all provinces in China 
must support. There is no freedom to express 
opposition to this project in China. All of these 
characteristics are meant to show how strong 
the Chinese Communist system really is. 

It is this kind of project that reflects the high 
level of struggle within the Chinese Commu
nist Party, which is why Li Peng has done his 
best to support this project. Once the river is 
dammed, the authorities believe the project 
will be absolutely irreversible and its oppo
nents in the highest circles will then be si
lenced, even though Li Peng' s term as premier 
ends in 1997. 

The voice of the opposition in China is quite 
weak and has no outlet for expression. But 
these few voices of opposition reflect the new 
society that is emerging in China. This new so
ciety will allow independent voices in public 
decision-making. And this society will make 
the Chinese people, not tools of the Communist 
Party, but a people knowledgeable of their ba-
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sic rights and able to protect their own inter
ests. 

NOTES - This article was translated by Xiaobing 
Song, Harvard University, and Lawrence R. Sulli
van, Adelphi University. 

DAI QING leads the opposition, both 
in China and internationally, to the 
construction of the Three Gorges Pro
ject. A newspaper columnist for the 
Guangming [Enlightenment] 

Daily from 1982 to 1989, she was the first Chinese 
journalist to publicize the views of dissidents such · 
as Fang Lizhi. The daughter of a revolutionary mar
tyr executed by the Japanese, Dai was adopted at 
three years old by her father's comrade-in-arms, 
Marshal Ye Jianying, who by 1980 had become one 
of the five most powerful men in China. Although 
her first love was literature, she trained as a missile 
engineer and worked in military intelligence. Long
ing for other work, she was able to gain admission to 
the People's Liberation Army's foreign language 
school and given a "cover" as a foreign liaison officer 
in the Communist-controlled Chinese Writers' As
sociation. The exposure to an international commu
nity of writers she gained in this career led to a grow
ing disenchantment with the draconian policies of 
the Chinese government. She subsequently gained a 
job at the Guangming Daily, where she requested 
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but was refused permission to write about the Three 
Gorges Project. Unable to persuade her colleagues to 
expose the project, she instead interviewed dissent
ing scientists and published their views in the book 
Yangtze! Yangtze!, released in March 1989 just 
prior to the events in Tiananmen Square. Jailed for 
ten months after the June 4th massacre, Dai was also 
fired from her job and prohibited from publishing in 
China. She has not relented in struggle for public de
bate on the Three Gorges Project,for freedom of the 
press and for governmental accountability. In recog
nition of her contributions, she was awarded Har
vard University's Nieman Fellowship for journal
ists in 1991, the International PEN Award for 
Freedom in 1992 and the prestigious Goldman En
vironmental Award in 1993. Today, Dai works as a 
freelance journalist from her home in Beijing, writ
ing on a variety of subjects, and she is releasing a 
second volume a/Yangtze! Yangtze! 
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