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Environmental justice based on a new idea of community:
The Ecological Migration Policy in Inner Mongolia, China

Sumiya (Kyoto University)

We investigated from the perspective of environmental justice how the
Ecological Migration Policy by the Chinese National Government influenced the life
of people who left their original land and led to the creation of an intrinsic community.
The policy was implemented in 2001 to prevent desertification in Inner Mongolia and
the consequent damage of yellow sand in large cities such as Beijing and Tien-tsin.
Historically, since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949,
nomadism has been replaced with pasturage in restricted areas. In addition, grassland
was changed into arable land in Inner Mongolia, which drastically caused
desertification. The government, however, attributed this drastic deterioration of land
to excessive pasturage and thus forbade it by enclosing green land with wire while
forcing people there to leave and live in a restricted area of a city.

In this study, fieldwork was carried out in two villages, Bainuul, the author’s
home village, and Orikke. In Bainuul, during 2002, all the villagers moved to a city
thirty kilometers away and started to raise several Holstein cows instead of the dozens
of Mongolian cows which they had previously farmed. Monetary concerns became so
crucial that they had to sell all their milk, including what they normally would have
consumed at home. When they were forced to leave their homes, they not only lost
their individual stability but the close relationships with neighbors which they had
formerly maintained in their original village. They continued to hope to return to their
original life. In 2004, some people who migrated from Orikke dared to resume
pasturage in their original land aware that it was a violation and illegal. They went
back to their original village with Holstein cows. Their attempt was interpreted as
‘sergehu’, meaning (in Mongolian) the creation of what was lost. The resumption of
pasturage was not solely returning to their original life, but the creation of new life
with a few Holstein cows, rather than many Mongolian cows. Moreover, they had to
create a new community whose membership was only partially composed of the
original villagers. Their attempt reflected a sense of justice based on ‘intrinsic’
community. This concept differs from the “artificial’ community, one that the migrated
people had to organize in a city, and a ‘natural’ community, one that the people enjoyed
in their original land until migration.

Key words: Ecological Migration Policy, environmental justice, Inner Mongolia,
pasturage, intrinsic community
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