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Chinese People’s 

Congress session 

under twin domes 
 

 

 

 

 

The annual session of the National People’s Congress in 

March played out as a tightly orchestrated event aimed 

at rubberstamping important political and legislative 

initiatives, while projecting the image of power 

stability, uniformity of opinion and bright visions for the 

future development of China. Yet, the Chinese political 

scene is probably more unstable and uncertain than 

has been the case for long. 

By Invitation 

Insightperspectives regularly invites experts to write on 

“special” issues of importance to the financial market. In this 

context, Joergen Delman, professor, PhD, China Studies, 

Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies, University 

of Copenhagen, has been invited to make his assessment of 

the just closed annual session of the National People’s 

Congress (NPC).  

Joergen Delman works on China’s political economy, politics, 

civil society, climate policies and environmental issues. He is a 

frequent public speaker and media commentator on these 

topics and has lived in China for ten years, working as a 

consultant for international development organisations, as 

well as Danish and international businesses. He has worked 

extensively with and within Chinese government 

organisations at central and local level. Joergen Delman is Co-

coordinator of ThinkChina.dk.  

http://forskning.ku.dk/search/?pure=da/persons/115128
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://forskning.ku.dk/search/?pure=da/persons/115128
http://forskning.ku.dk/search/?pure=da/persons/115128
http://www.thinkchina.dk/
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No peace for NPC members  

Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign is taking its toll. 

There were some no-shows at the NPC session since 

some high-level delegates from the military, from local 

governments and a big state-owned enterprise (SOE) 

were taken out for anti-corruption investigation by the 

Communist Party of China (CPC) just before or even 

during the NPC. One highly profiled provincial leader 

was allowed to attend, but was taken out of circuit 

when he left the session. There seems to be no free 

time for China’s party-state officials and the optimistic 

atmosphere of the NPC and its smiling members 

depicted by the media could not conceal that China’s 

highest leadership echelons met under a dome of 

uncertainty about their future, if not fear or paranoia. 

Documentary garners attention 

On 28.2., just before the session, a well-known former 

CCTV journalist, Chai Jing, managed to publish a 

masterpiece of critical journalism on state owned news 

sites. It was a one and a half hour feature film about 

China’s smog problem. Titled “Under the Dome”, the 

film depicts China’s environmental crisis through 

thorough factual analysis, clips from interviews and 

hidden camera shootings, all perfectly visualized and 

framed as a TED-like talk with a calm, natural and well-

rehearsed Chai Jing taking centre stage.  

 

The film was proclaimed to be self-produced and self-

financed and debated the structural constraints and the 

vested interests that prevent the Chinese government 

from dealing effectively with the smog crisis. It refers to 

how Los Angeles and London dealt decisively with 

similar problems years ago and argues that China’s 

economy could move to a new, more innovative stage 

if China dared tackle the challenge decisively in a 

similar manner.  

http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://english.cpc.people.com.cn/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://english.cntv.cn/
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/mar/05/under-the-dome-china-pollution-chai-jing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T6X2uwlQGQM
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The film was praised by China’s new Minister of the 

Environment and it immediately went viral and was 

seen by about 200 million people. Then, it was 

censored and taken off the net on 7 March. While the 

Beijing sky was covered by smog during most of the 

NPC session, Chai Jing’s film managed to deflect 

attention from the proceedings of the session while 

accentuating that the NPC was sitting not only under a 

dome of political uncertainty but also under a dome of 

smog that it needs to tackle through breaking away 

from the current development model based on fossil 

fuels. 

Political program endorsed 

As expected, the NPC endorsed the political program 

gradually laid out by Xi Jinping’s leadership since they 

took over power in 2012. The key elements are: 

Adaptation to slower growth, called “the new normal”, 

a shift towards more consumption driven development, 

a strong focus on the need to combat pollution and 

climate change, a stronger and more forceful approach 

to implementation of government programs, a more 

business friendly environment, and more strict 

discipline to prevent corruption. The annual target for 

economic growth is now set at 7%, but Prime Minister 

Li Keqiang warned that even that target could be 

difficult to reach due to the downward pressures on 

the economy. However, he was adamant that the 

government still has stimulus instruments at hand to 

sustain growth at the desired level, if need be.  

A platform for the super-rich 

All in all, the NPC was conducted as if business were as 

usual. But the political atmosphere was clearly unusual. 

The anti-corruption campaign is targeting people close 

to former leaders, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, and huge 

networks of power and capital built by powerful people 

throughout their careers under Communist rule are 

being disclosed. Effectively, the campaign is getting 

dangerously close to the roots of the Chinese political 

economy, the marriage between political power and 

wealth at all levels of government and society, a 

situation that is copiously reflected in the composition 

of the NPC membership.  

A Chinese newspaper reported that 15 of China’s 100 

richest people are NPC delegates and 21 sit on the 

much less prestigious advisory body, the Chinese 

People’s Political Consultative Conference, which held 

its annual session simultaneously. The combined assets 

of these 36 delegates amount to 1.2 trillion RMB which 

is more than the GDP of Vietnam. Altogether, Financial 

http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://chinaworker.info/en/2015/03/11/9640/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015twosession/2015-03/03/content_19702598.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015twosession/2015-03/03/content_19702598.htm
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/ae5c731a-a3bb-11e3-aa85-00144feab7de.html#axzz3UXXbzCeI
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Times identified 86 Yuan RMB billionaires from the 

Hurun China Rich List among the delegates of the NPC 

and showed that these members are likely to see 

significant increases in their assets when sitting on the 

NPC. Furthermore, Financial Times found that the 155 

billionaire delegates attending the two sessions this 

year were worth an average of RMB 9.7 bn, compared 

to an average of RMB 6.4 bn held by the 1,000 people 

on the entire list published by Hurun Research Institute.  

 

A tight-fisted, yet friendly “Uncle Xi” 

While the CPC has opened the doors wide for the 

super-rich to participate in national politics, Xi’s anti-

corruption drive will continue to press political and 

administrative leaders at all levels to consider their 

relationships with the business sector. Nobody seems 

safe anymore. This calls for siding with the right people, 

i.e. Xi Jinping and his allies at the top level. Xi has not 

wasted time to cynically consolidate his power while, 

somewhat paradoxically, he is increasingly cast by the 

media as a “shining”, father-like figure, the patriarch of 

the nation, even as “Uncle Xi”. While this may not be 

completely out of tune with China’s traditional political 

culture, there will be eyebrows raised amongst his 

peers who are troubled by his brutal anti-corruption 

campaign and who fear a return to Mao-style politics.  

Imminent collapse of the CPC regime? 

While the government’s program presented by Li 

Keqiang signalled that politically the party-state system 

is not moving down the Maoist alley, the well-known 

China Expert, David Shambaugh recently contended in 

The Wall Street Journal that China’s Communist regime 

is facing its endgame. Shambaugh argued that: China’s 

rich are fleeing the country with their money; Xi Jinping 

has intensified political repression significantly; the 

support to Xi’s line is largely false pretence; China is 

thoroughly corrupt and the anti-corruption drive is run 

as a selective political purge; key economic reforms are 

stalling and there are no prospects for political reform.  

While Shambaugh was criticized from many corners for 

not being attentive to the resilience and specific 

dynamics of the Chinese political system, he 

subsequently insisted on elaborating his analysis in an 

interview with The New York Times. He argued that 

under the Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao leaderships, one of 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/ae5c731a-a3bb-11e3-aa85-00144feab7de.html#axzz3UXXbzCeI
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/news/
http://english.cpc.people.com.cn/
http://elliott.gwu.edu/shambaugh
http://www.wsj.com/articles/the-coming-chinese-crack-up-1425659198
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1742325/more-wealthy-chinese-set-flood-us-investor-visa-scheme-think-tank-report
http://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/03/15/q-and-a-david-shambaugh-on-the-risks-to-chinese-communist-rule/?partner=rss&emc=rss&_r=1
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the key top leaders, Zeng Qinghong, brokered a 

political reform strategy that allowed the CPC to 

develop into a less authoritarian party that could be 

“proactive and dynamic, ruling through opening and 

trying to guide and manage change”. This stopped after 

Zeng Qinghong retired in 2007 and more specifically 

after September 2009 when the CPC leadership again 

turned towards more harsh political repression and put 

political reforms on hold. 

While Professor Shambaugh’s analysis is both radical 

and controversial, it reminds the reader of the need to 

engage with front-line political risk analysis in relation 

to China. The regime may not collapse, but Xi may 

eventually overplay his cards. If he antagonizes his 

closest allies thorough strategic anti-corruption moves, 

his position may be at risk, while the regime is likely to 

continue. 

Stumbling stones ahead? 

This year’s NPC session demonstrated that the Chinese 

regime is steadfast in pursuing its course of 

development as explained by the Prime Minister in his 

report to the NPC and at his annual press conference at 

the conclusion of the NPC session. The CPC will insist on 

maintaining its power monopoly and expend the 

resources necessary to do so. But the twin ‘domes’ of 

smog and political paranoia have created specific 

difficulties for the incumbent top leaders. On the one 

hand, they must deliver on their promises to meet the 

7% growth target and simultaneously deal with the 

environmental crisis. On the other hand, Xi must make 

sure that the Party’s internal police department, The 

Discipline Inspection Commission, does not go astray 

and create a regime of extreme fear across the Party in 

the wake of his ambition to clean up the leadership and 

the entire party-state system.  

Irrespectively, Xi now seems to be targeting Zeng 

Qinghong, an even “bigger tiger” than former security 

czar Zhou Yongkang, who is already charged with gross 

violations of party discipline and criminal corruption. 

Jiang Zemin, the former top leader who was personally 

appointed by Deng Xiaoping, lingers just behind Zeng. 

Would Xi dare hunt such a “big tiger”? Nobody can 

predict what the consequences of such a bold move 

would be. For the time being, Xi still seems to be in 

control, his power is fairly well consolidated, and his 

political program is not unreasonable.   

Article received on March 16, 2015 
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