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Go West, Young Han 

 THE authorities compare it to the opening up of the American west, or of Siberia, and their campaign to develop the vast but poor western regions of China promises to become the chief domestic obsession of the country's rulers over the coming years. If the late Deng Xiaoping is remembered for bringing prosperity to China's coastal regions, President Jiang Zemin wants to be remembered for developing its farthest reaches. 

By the government's definition, the "west" consists of the provinces of Sichuan, Gansu, Guizhou, Yunnan, Qinghai and Shaanxi, the municipality of Chongqing, the tiny, "autonomous" province of Ningxia and the two vast ones of Tibet and Xinjiang. Together, they account for just one-quarter of China's population of 1.3 billion, but more than half its land. Prosperity has passed by great swathes of this region. Well over half of China's poorest 80m live in the west. A farmer there earns about a third of a coastal farmer's average of 3,600 yuan ($435) a year. This half of the country has attracted less than 5% of the foreign investment committed to China in the past two decades. The case for bringing more prosperity to the west, then, is a strong one, but the official campaign was cranked up only this year. That is testimony to the huge political and economic influence that China's coastal provinces have long brought to bear. Who, after all, would dare argue with Deng Xiaoping's theory of the "two overall situations": that the coastal regions should be given free rein to develop first, and that only when they had reached a measure of prosperity should the west be given special help? With little sign that eastern prosperity has trickled west, it is hard these days for China's leaders to ignore western backwardness. 

Yet there are worrying aspects of the government's "go west" campaign. For a start, it is not clear how much money the central government is able to spend. Some $13 billion is said to have been made available during 2000, and it is suggested that equal, or larger, sums will be available for the years to come. That seems implausible. The central government collects revenues equivalent to a mere 14% of GDP, which greatly constrains its policy options. A large part of the central government's efforts lies in cajoling better-off provinces, and state banks, to help with its western plans. Foreign investors and even banks are now being courted. 

Second, there is curiously little emphasis on one of the notable features of the western region--and a central cause of its backwardness--the dominance of the state in the economy. Nowhere is this clearer than in Xinjiang, where four-fifths of the province's industrial assets remain in state hands. In addition, its farm output is dominated by a huge paramilitary organisation that reports directly to the central government: the Xingjiang Construction and Production Corps, popularly known as the bingtuan. The bingtuan was set up to settle the border areas and to make land available for soldiers demobilised at the end of China's civil war. Today, with a string of agricultural colonies, processing plants, schools, hospitals and its own police force and prisons, the bingtuan has 2.5m members, or one-seventh of Xinjiang's population. It loses money, which the central government makes up. 

Which leads to a third worry: there is little emphasis in the "go west" campaign on measures to alleviate poverty. Some of the biggest bangs for the development buck lie in spending on schools and health, and cheap, local roads that tie isolated communities to the broader market. But rather than choosing such basics, the government is obsessed with gigantic, and correspondingly expensive, infrastructure projects. 

Gangs of workers are rebuilding the Beijing-to-Lhasa road that crosses the Qinghai and Tibetan plateaus: a government minister says China will build 150,000km (about 94,000 miles) of new highways in western China over the next decade. Work is about to start on a railway to Lhasa. A 1,000km railway along the edge of the Taklamakan desert now runs from the capital of Xinjiang, Urumqi, to the western oasis town of Kashgar. Yunnan wants to see a railway going all the way to Singapore. A $15 billion pipeline is planned to take natural gas from Xinjiang's Tarim basin 4,200km to Shanghai. Hydropower is being explored, particularly in Sichuan and Tibet. 

The suspicion, then, is that the central authorities are keener on exploiting the west than on alleviating its poverty. The region, after all, has plenty of natural resources. Coal, China's chief fuel, is plentiful. Tibet has gold and other metals. The Qaidam basin in Qinghai has quantities of natural gas, and the Tarim basin holds both oil and gas. Roads and railways make a lot of sense if the central government want to take resources out. It is less clear how the local communities will benefit. 

From an economic point of view, there is lots about the "go west" campaign that does not make sense. But from a security point of view, it is perfectly logical. The western regions have the highest proportion of non-Han minorities. (Uighurs and Tibetans outnumber the Han in Xinjiang and Tibet respectively, where they chafe under Chinese rule.) The regions have the least-secure parts of China's long borders. Xinjiang alone has 5,500km of frontiers, neighbouring eight, mostly Muslim, countries. China has bullied and bribed these neighbours not to offer sanctuary to any of Xinjiang's Uighurs whom China deems to threaten stability. 

But concerns about stability in Xinjiang remain. There are sporadic, if small, armed rebellions in Xinjiang's southern region, where the Han presence has historically been slight. The impressive highway, now five years old, that crosses the previously uncrossable Taklamakan was ostensibly built to allow the development of oilfields. But southern Xinjiang is now less remote, and the state's security apparatus has been able to crack down more harshly on "splittism". 

Besides, the same roads and railways that take natural resources out also bring Han migrants in. Migrant workers are everywhere: girls from Anhui serve in Urumqi restaurants, and tough, tiny Hunanese put up pylons high in mountain passes. In Xinjiang, officials have a policy of fervently denying any increase in the Han population. Yet more and more are coming to Xinjiang (as well as Tibet), and they never leave. "Look," says a young Uighur in Urumqi, "I am a strong man, and well-educated. But Chinese firms won't give me a job. Yet go down to the railway station and you can see all the Chinese who've just arrived. They'll get jobs. It's a policy, to swamp us." 

The emphasis in the western campaign on "hard" infrastructure betrays China's colonising instincts. Roads and railways make it easier for police to be dispatched in times of "minority" restiveness, for Han settlers to seek a new home, and for the centre to control its empire. As Kai-Alexander Schlevogt, from the Australian Graduate School of Management, puts it, this is China's way to "ram its own posts into the ground". 



