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On Earth Day 2011, Taiwan’s president, Ma Ying-jeou, held a press conference. He

stated that the Chinese Petroleum Corporation of Taiwan, the state-owned enterprise

that holds a majority stake in Kuokuang Petrochemical Technology, would withdraw

its support of Kuokuang’s plan to build a petrochemical industrial zone that was to

include the island’s eighth naphtha cracker in Changhua County’s TachengWetlands.

The announcement marked the victory of a campaign environmentalists had led

against the project. Two months later, a social scientist and an engineering scholar

completed Ba jing you Taiwan: Guoguang shihua de gushi. Shieh Jyh-Cherng is a

scientist in bioindustrial engineering who had been active in the successful movement

in the 1990s to halt development of the Binnan Industrial Zone (which was to include

the island’s seventh naphtha cracker), and Ho Ming-sho is a sociologist who has

established his reputation with studies of environmental politics and social move-

ments. Based on archival documents, newspaper articles, and interviews (most of

these conducted with activists), the book is written in the style of a historical story,

with the authors’ views present only between the lines. It traces the changes in the

proposed site of Taiwan’s eighth naphtha cracker, which was renamed Kuokuang

Petrochemical in 2005. Through a historical review, the authors describe how the

state-led plan for this development was shaped by political, economic, and social

forces over two decades. This book is a must-read for those who are interested in

development studies, the environmental movement, and politics in Taiwan.

The book starts with a brief historical review of Taiwan’s naphtha crackers,

assigned ordinal numbers by the government since the 1960s. Under what the authors

call “developmentalist authoritarianism” (kaifa ducai 開發獨裁), naphtha-cracking

plants 1–4 advanced thanks to edicts from the central government; local governments

and the public played no part in the decision-making process. However, as the book
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shows, the authoritarian regime found it difficult to proceed in this fashion after the

late 1980s because of political democratization, environmentalism, and economic

liberalization. The expansion of the petrochemical industry, including plans for

naptha-cracking plants 5–8, has gradually encountered various objections from

local residents, environmental activists, and local politicians, including in some

cases even the local government as a whole. Plans to build naphtha-cracking plant 5

were delayed for three years in the late 1980s because of strong resistance from

residents of the Huogin area of Kaohsiung City. Plant 6, a private project, was built

in Yunlin County after plans to build it in Ilan County and Taoyuan County were

abandoned thanks to strong local objections. As to the seventh plant, after an eleven-

year-long campaign, it failed to receive approval from the regional planning

committee. As the autonomy of the developmental state weakened, the dynamism

of local politics, the environmental movement, and the significance of private capital

increased. Like previous plans, those for naphtha-cracking plant 8 encountered strong

resistance, and the project had to “travel” for eighteen years before its supporters

began to think about taking the project abroad.

The book is divided into six parts discussing the changes of proposed sites in

different counties, covering the period from 1994 to 2011. Plans for plant 8 were

initiated by Taiwan’s economicminister in 1988when proposals for the fifth and sixth

encountered strong local resistance. However, no site was selected until 1994, when

the Chinese Petroleum Corporation signed an agreement with eighteen privately

owned chemical enterprises. Since then, plans have been drawn up to locate the

naphtha cracker in six different cities in central and southern Taiwan, as a series of

complex political struggles have been waged.

Retrospectively, it feels like the central government did not select a proper location

for the naphtha cracker until 1999. As soon as local officials in Pingtung County heard

the decision, they launched a challenge, complaining about the pollution and vast

energy consumption that such a facility invariably entails. It is notable that Pingtung

was ruled by the political opposition—the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). From

the late 1980s through the 1990s, DPP politicians had a history of collaboration with

environmentalists to stem the expansion of the petrochemical industry. When Ping-

tung proved refractory, the governments of Chiayi, Yunlin, and Changhua counties

competed to host the giant industrial park.

As a result Chiayi County was selected as the location of naphtha-cracking plant 8

by the Kuomintang (KMT) government in 1999. Although the plan was opposed by

some local residents and environmentalists, the county was home to the KMT vice-

presidential candidate in the 2000 election, and the campaign latched onto the issue. In

a showy ceremony, theChinese PetroleumCorporation signed the development agree-

mentwithmembers of the county government. Ironically, the proposal turned out to be

a political fraud: when the KMT lost the election in 2000, the Chinese Petroleum

Corporation shelved its plan for a plant in Chiayi County, citing “insufficient eco-

nomic effect,” due to a number of shortages, including an insufficient water supply, the

need to reclaim land from the sea, and a small harbor. There would also be high costs

involving compensation to local fishermen, ecological destruction, and objections

from the local fishermen’s association and environmental organizations.

Shieh and Ho devote only four pages to the subsequent efforts to identify another

potential site for the naphtha-cracking plant 8. The location settled on was the Hougin
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area of Kaohsiung, already the location of plants 1, 2, and 5. It is well known that the

government promisedHougin residents that plant 5would operate for only twenty-five

years—a compromise arrived at after protests held from 1987 to 1990. In 2001, soon

after local residents and politicians learned of the plan to build another plant in their

neighborhood, the backers of plant 8 denied everything.

This book shows that theDPP government began evaluating potential sites for plant

8 in 2002. It is not surprising that the KMT plan for the expansion of the petrochemical

industry was adopted by the DPP. Since Taiwan achieved full democratization in the

1990s, the opposition has shown itself very keen to shed its antibusiness reputation.

This effort became all the more pressing when a global economic recession set in soon

after the DPP victory in the presidential election of 2000.

Where to locate the giant industrial park? Three possible sites were announced in

2003: property belonging to state-owned Tai Sugar in Pingtung County, an offshore

industrial zone in Yunlin County, and the Tacheng Wetlands in Changhua County.

While, true to form, Pingtung’s government declared its opposition to the first, the

governments of the other counties expressed strong interest. The outbreak of SARS

that took place in 2003 convinced many who had been investing in China to shift their

capital to Taiwan, stimulating efforts to drum up private investment for the eighth

naphtha cracker.

So tight is land in Yunlin’s offshore industrial zone that talk of building naphtha-

cracking plant 8 there sparked competition with the steel plant proposed by the For-

mosa Plastics Group. In 2005 the central government decided to build both plants. The

massive land reclamation that would have been needed would have had a huge en-

vironmental impact on a county already suffering from pollution caused by the For-

mosa Plastic Group’s naphtha-cracking plant 6.

That same year, the Chinese PetroleumCorporation formed a new corporationwith

other private investors to promote the project, which came to be formally known as the

Kuokuang Petrochemical Industrial Zone.

Conflicts over the needs for land and natural resources between the Kuokuang

Petrochemical Industrial Zone and Formosa Plastics Group’s steel plant were severe.

Both experienced setbacks when their environmental impact assessments were

released. The reshuffling of the cabinet in 2005 saw the scholar Chang Kuo-long,

an environmentalist veteran, appointed as head of the Environmental Protection Ad-

ministration; he named several fellow environmentalists to the committee charged

with reviewing environmental impact assessments. Over their two-year term, they

challenged all efforts to expand industries they viewed as real threats to the island’s

well-being. In response, DPP loyalists painted the agency as a worrisome obstacle to

investment. In 2008, after the environmental impact assessment committee ordered

Kuokuang to undergo a second round of reviews, the corporation gave up its bid to

build in Yunlin and focused its efforts on the Tacheng Wetlands.

Almost half of the book is taken up with Kuokuang’s campaign to win approval to

build in Changhua, a measure of the intense and dramatic developments that made up

this episode. Localswho long dreamt of developing the TachengWetlands overlooked

the area’s fecund biodiversity. When the proposal underwent environmental review, a

number of pressing issues arose, from air pollution to the greenhouse effect, water

resources, health risks, the protection of dolphins, and changes in coastal ecology.

The KMT, which returned to power with the 2008 elections, did all in its power to
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minimize the fallout from the review, and the newly appointed head of the Environ-

mental Protection Administration, Shen Shu-hung, championed the Kuokuang plan,

routinely confronting the groups that opposed it. But the grassroots foes of the project

successfully mobilized various social actors, gaining enough momentum to maintain

pressure on the government.

According to the authors, local residents formed alliances with national environ-

mental groups. Scholars who joined helped develop a counterdiscourse while offering

scientifically sound evidence to challenge the reports issued by the government and

private entities funded by Kuokuang. Various social groups, including scholars,

artists, writers, and physicians, took it upon themselves to circulate petitions, organize

press conferences, line up fund-raising concerts, and run online campaigns. Those

who set up a trust to protect the TachengWetlands presented it as ameans of saving the

endemic dolphins: more than eighty thousand citizens signed one of their petitions.

Several creative actions conducted by university and high school students attracted

considerable media coverage. The clamor of oppositional voices rose to a roar as the

environmental impact review neared completion. President Ma finally visited the

wetlands in March 2011, holding, as previously mentioned, a press conference on

Earth Day to announce that the government would no longer back Kuokuang’s project

in Tacheng Wetlands.

This book provides invaluable material for those who are interested in understand-

ing how different social actors have shaped the path of state developmentalism since

the late 1980s. In the following remarks, I address for future discussions two points

that relate to the roles of the developmental state and the environmental movement.

The first point relates to the changes and contradictions of the developmental state.

Since the late 1980s, the state has gradually adopted a seemingly contradictory pair of

policies, encouraging industrial development by direct investment while calming

public concerns about environmental degradation. Relying on economic arguments

and a seemingly scientific rationality, the state has routinely persuaded the public to

accept yet another expansion of an industry that demands vast energy resources while

producing great volumes of pollution. However, when the state itself became the

developer, protests from groups concerned with environmental and social justice

began to increase. A state that has failed to provide an alternative industrial strategy

now faces a dilemma; this is as true of the expansion of the electronics industry as of

the petrochemical industry studied in this book. How capitalists and civil society react

to the new role of the state will shape the future of industrial development.

The second point regards the capacity and strategies of the environmental move-

ment. One of the main themes of this book is that the relations between the environ-

mental camp and politics are crucial to understanding the history of the protest

movement. Unlike the previous campaigns against other naphtha crackers, which

were led mainly by local politicians and endorsed by the local government, the oppo-

sition to Kuokuang Petrochemical achieved its goal without help from politicians. The

success of the campaign proved that such a group can employ diverse strategies on

social, political, and scientific battlefields, obviating the need to rely on political

parties or politicians. The authors conclude that “the number of people mobilized,

the strategies, and the discourse have gone far beyond the campaigns against naphtha

crackers numbers five and six, and opposition to Binnan Industrial Park. It has become

a new paradigm of the environmental movement in Taiwan” (338).
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However, to what extent is this successful model new? For example, the campaign

against naphtha-cracking plant 5, waged twenty years earlier, was also accomplished

without the support of established political entities. In both cases, a group of energetic

local activists played a crucial role in mobilizing different social networks against the

official plan. Yes, the anti-Kuokuang campaign developed several novel strategies,

but how many of them can be duplicated in other settings?

It is notable that the struggle against Kuokuang Petrochemical not only mobilized

citizens to join direct actions but also intensively exploited institutional channels.

Since being introduced in 1994, the use of environmental impact reviews has become

the inevitable battlefield for protest groups. Still, that forum is not yet likely to produce

big wins for grassroots groups or even well-established public interest groups. Since

the nonofficial seats of the review committee (normally filled by scholars and other

experts with science background) are assigned by the head of the Environmental

Protection Administration, and the official members normally vote according to the

will of the central government, the outcome of a review is generally preordained.

Activists have therefore worked to expose the uneven power structure that makes

the environmental impact review a pro forma device rather than a democratic mech-

anism. Ba jing you Taiwan shows that both KMT and DPP governments have pushed

review committees to approve plans, using arguments with a veneer of scientificity to

legitimate industrial expansion. In this sense, winning the competition over the defi-

nitions of environmental knowledge is vital for the environmental movement. As the

debate surrounding Kuokuang Petrochemical showed, environmentalist scholars can

play a vital role by producing research findings and a discourse that challenges the

official and corporate line.

Overall, participation in institutional channels will remain the heart of environ-

mental campaigns.Whether the environmentalmovement can enhance the democratic

character of the environmental impact review and challenge the scientific rationality

built up by the government, as the anti-Kuokuang movement did, will determine the

potential and limitations of the movement.

Finally, resistance to plans to build yet another naphtha cracker has protected the

TachengWetlands from the threat of industrial pollution, but the project has not been

completely abandoned; investors are hoping to get permission to build elsewhere,

possibly in Malaysia. This reveals the real challenge of mounting local environmental

campaigns in the era of globalization: national boundaries are soon dissolved. To

prevent ecological and social catastrophes, the environmental movement must

develop feasible and vigorous strategies at the transnational level, strategies that

will emerge from the sort of grassroots struggle described in this book.
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