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From SARS Epidemic to Sichuan Earthquake:
Chinese Civil Society’s Responses to Disaster

Director, Centre for Civil Society Studies
Associate Professor, Chinese University of Hong Kong, PRC

The massive earthquake measured at 8.0 Ms occurred
on May 12, 2008 in Sichuan province of China killed an
estimated 68,000 people. Many more were injured and
millions of people were left homeless. However, 2008
was also named as the beginning of the “era of civil
society” in China when people witnessed a great number
of NGOs and volunteers participating in the rescue and
disaster relief right after the earthquake. It was particularly
impressive when comparing to the minimal response from
civil society during the SARS epidemics in 2003. Why the
reactions were so different in these two disasters?

Civil society response to the Sichuan Earthquake
Within a month after the earthquake, around 230 NGOs
and one million volunteers from all parts of China
scrambled into the stricken area. Donation amounted to
147.4 million US dollars was solicited. These groups and
volunteers assisted in distributing daily necessities such as
food, water, tents and medicine. Ten temporary platforms
were also formed by these NGOs to coordinate their
efforts in soliciting donation, procurement and distribution
of goods. After the first month of relief, they began to
participate in the post-disaster reconstruction. Though
the government took up the major role in providing
housing and rebuilding infra structures, many foundations
and NGOs were involved in rebuilding schools, clinics,
service facilities, sewage system etc. They also provided
social services to the most disadvantaged survivors such
as parents who lost their child, widows, orphans and
handicapped. They also established social enterprises,
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usually by organizing women to make handicrafts, to
improve people’s livelihood. Some NGOs also encouraged
public participation in managing the temporary housing
areas.

Employment center for the minority women
(established by the Jet Li One Foundation)

Civil society response to SARS

It was a stark contrast to the situation in 2003 when
major cities such as Beijing and Guangzhou were badly
hit by the SARS epidemics. Only a tiny number of NGOs
were able to respond to the crisis. According to a survey
by Prof. Qiu Haixiong of Sun Yat-sen University, most
organizations participating in the relief of the crisis had
party-state backgrounds. Only 6.5% of groups were NGOs.
Prof. Deng Guosheng of Tsinghua University commented
that it was due to insufficient legitimate channel for NGOs
to solicit donation and organize volunteers to tackle the
crisis.

Some observers may argue that it is difficult for NGOs
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and citizens to respond to a public health crisis like
SARS. My study in Hong Kong, however, found that
this argument was not substantiated. Many groups in
Hong Kong were able to respond to SARS crisis in 2003
by distributing masks in the community, handing out
pamphlets to promote personal hygiene, writing cards to
support medical workers and SARS patients etc.

Structural change in Chinese civil society

I believe that it is the structural change in Chinese civil
society during 2003-2008 that explains the tremendous
difference in its responses to crisis.

In terms of resources mobilization, more and more
local charity foundations were established by Chinese
corporations and individual business people in the past
few years. Some of these foundations such as Narada
Foundation, One Foundation and SEE Foundation
exhibited a clear direction to foster the development
of civil society in China. More than a dozen of “peak
organizations” such as Institute for Civil Society in Sun
Yat-sen University and Non-profit Incubator (NPI) were
also established in that period of time providing capacity
building programs to grassroots NGOs, enhancing
information exchange, and coordinating collective actions.
Overseas grant-makers such as Rockefeller Brothers
Fund and Oxfam Hong Kong not only channeled funds to
grassroots organizations but also helped their local partners
to improve their financial management and capacities
in participating local governance. The best practice of
civil society in Hong Kong also created a “diffusion
effect” in China. Many volunteer associations run by the
Youth League of the Chinese Communist Party adopted
a more participatory model of volunteering after visiting
NGOs in Hong Kong. They even adopted the Hong Kong
translation of volunteer as Yi Gong (£ T.) instead of
the official Chinese translation Zhi Yuan Zhe CEHFEE)
as a gesture to decline the top-down mobilization model.

Changes in civil society: volunteer association in China
adapting more participatory model of volunteering

Obstacles for civil society in China

Notwithstanding these positive signs, there are still
tremendous obstacles for NGOs in China to participate
in local governance in a meaningful manner. The laws
regulating social groups and non-profit organizations in
China are still unreasonably stringent. Many NGOs are
unable to acquire legal status as “government sponsor”,
which is still required in the registration process while
not many government departments are willing to take up
this role. The right for soliciting donations from public
is reserved for a small number of official foundations
such as Red Cross China. Tax incentives for donation
are inadequate. While government funding to NGOs is
limited, groups receiving funds from overseas government
or foundations are suspected and closely scrutinized by the
government.

The tension between local government and NGOs can
be illustrated by the life and death of an NGO in Sichuan.
This group was established right after the earthquake in
Sichuan providing counseling service to women whose
children were killed during the earthquake. At first,
the group was welcomed by the local government as
professional service of this kind was desperately needed
while the party-state had no expertise in this area.

However, after the exposure of "tofu-dregs
schoolhouses" scandal, a catch phrase mocking the
substandard school buildings that killed many school
children, the existence of this NGO became controversial.
Since thousands of parents accused local officials and
builders of cutting corners in school construction and
demanded a thorough investigation, any information on the
death toll of students in the locality became sensitive. But
for a group providing counseling service to the earthquake
survivors, they naturally would have information of
this kind. Besides, the NGO concerned also established
network of parents (many of their children were killed in
schools) and volunteers (many were from big cities like
Beijing and even Hong Kong). Local government then had
strong concern whether these networks might facilitate
mobilization of grieved parents in protest actions as well
as leaking information to media.

The NGO was finally asked to leave by the local
government regardless the fatal consequences that may
bring when stopping the counseling service to women
badly traumatized by the loss of their children. This
illustrates how the Chinese state may perceive a potential
threat from civil society when NGOs develop an extensive
network of citizens even though their service may be an
important supplement to the state.
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