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Of Multiparty Democracy

Report Concedes Change 
Is Needed but Emphasizes
Communist Party's Value
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BEIJING -- China's government declared that it won't pursue political changes that might reduce the power of the ruling Communist Party, in effect rebuffing calls for democratic change that have been particularly strong in the Westernized city of Hong Kong.
In a white paper titled "The Building of Political Democracy in China," the government defended the accomplishments of Communist rule in bringing unity, stability and some prosperity to the massive nation after the chaos and civil war of the first half of the 20th century.

But it firmly rejected the idea that China might ever adopt the sort of multiparty democracy now practiced in most major countries, including former communist ones. China can "learn from the experience and achievements of the political civilization of other countries. But it must not copy any model of other countries," the white paper says.

The document concedes the need for reforms to reduce corruption and curb the arbitrary power of some officials. Chinese officials have also starting giving greater priority to addressing inequality and improving social services. But effectively, the vision outlined in the paper is for China to become a better-run authoritarian state: one in which the Communist Party rules unchallenged, albeit through laws and established institutions rather than ad hoc edicts.

"More efforts are being made to build socialist democracy so that it is institutionalized, standardized and in line with prescribed procedures," the paper states.

Mao Shoulong, a professor of public policy at Renmin University in Beijing, said the document is notable for its increased emphasis on administrative reforms. But he added, "I don't think the white paper has many breakthroughs, as it has avoided discussing competitive elections."

Advocates of political change think that is a mistake, arguing that the economic progress that has given ordinary Chinese people more scope to live and work as they please are also raising expectations for political freedom.

"It is better for [the Chinese government] to think of a long-term plan, to let people participate in the election of officials, maybe step by step -- from village, to city, to province. I think they should speed up the whole process," said Lee Wing-tat, chairman of Hong Kong's Democratic Party. Though local in focus, his party is the only organized political opposition inside China's territory.

Apparently by coincidence, the white paper was issued on the same day the Hong Kong government made a proposal for changes to the city's system of local elections. The proposed measures were denounced as inadequate and unacceptable by Hong Kong pro-democracy activists.

Hong Kong was promised direct elections for its leader and lawmakers when it was returned to Chinese rule in 1997. That pledge wasn't mentioned in China's white paper, and Beijing has said it won't permit such elections to be held. Mr. Lee and others have demanded, unsuccessfully, a commitment to introducing full democracy in Hong Kong at an announced date.

The changes proposed yesterday instead center on increasing the power of Hong Kong's district councilor -- local-level officials who handle civic matters in the city's neighborhoods. The councilors will now get additional seats in the 60-member legislature, and greater representation on the election committee that nominally chooses Hong Kong's chief executive.

Even the limited electoral reforms pursued in Hong Kong are in contrast to the more purely administrative reforms that have been favored elsewhere in China over the past few years, and which were endorsed by the white paper. Common initiatives include more petitions, public hearings and the publication of government information on the Internet.

It's still unclear whether those sorts of procedural changes will ease popular frustration with China's bureaucracy, which has found it difficult to respond to the number and complexity of disputes in an increasingly market-driven economy. In recent months Chinese villagers have taken a series of increasingly bold public actions to bring attention to local grievances such as pollution, corruption or illegal land seizures. And smaller-scale protests are also becoming commonplace.

Yesterday, outside the State Council Information Office, the government agency in Beijing that published the white paper, a small group of people sought action on complaints that their local governments had ignored. They unfurled handwritten banners and called out to passers-by.

The petitioners included Zhao Xiuzhen, a woman from southwest Sichuan province who is still seeking compensation after being hit by a military vehicle 15 years ago; and a couple from coastal Fujian province asking for an investigation into the disappearance of their son after he was taken into police custody three months ago.

--Cui Rong contributed to this article.
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