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The party still fears the voter
GRASSROOTS democracy in China, which began to show faint signs of life three years ago, is struggling. On November 8th millions of voters in Beijing took part in largely stage-managed local elections. The authorities seem to have had second thoughts about encouraging more combative contests. 

In 2003 elections to district people's congresses, the lowest legislative tier in urban China, inspired a glimmer of hope that the Communist Party was ready to relax its tight control of these rubber-stamp bodies. In Beijing, for the first time in more than two decades, people got their names on the ballot papers without official backing. A handful campaigned on the streets (not normally allowed). A few were even elected. Some state-controlled newspapers eagerly reported these developments. 

If allowed to flourish, this experiment could have been important. District congresses (or county congresses in rural areas) elect local-government chiefs and select members of higher-level legislatures. But this year the mood has been very different. Independent candidates were still permitted in Beijing, but the official media gave no encouragement. A government-backed candidate in one district says he was instructed by staff of the legislature not to give interviews. Xu Zhiyong, a law lecturer who won a seat in 2003, says he advised fellow independents to avoid the media for fear of provoking party conservatives into blocking their election bids.

Between July 2006 and the end of next year, elections to fill some 2m seats are being held in all of China's urban and rural districts. Beijing chose to hold them this year, apparently to avoid having the elections close to a five-yearly party congress late next year and the Olympics in August 2008. President Hu Jintao is expected to tighten political controls in the build-up to the congress to avoid any disruption by the party's critics. Officials also worry that activists might be emboldened by international attention focused on the games. 

Outside Beijing, the authorities in some areas appear to have gone to greater lengths to discourage independent candidates. Yao Lifa, a pioneer of independent campaigning who won a seat in his hometown of Qianjiang in central Hubei province in 1998 only to lose it in 2003 (he says the polls were rigged), stood again this year but did not make it to the final ballot sheet. In the run-up to Qianjiang's polls, held on the same day as Beijing's, Mr Yao says he was detained for several hours by the police, who questioned him about a letter he wrote to President Hu complaining about the harassment of several independent candidates by security agents. 

Political reform is still officially on the party's agenda. A Central Committee resolution last month called for an expansion of grassroots democracy, as well as respect for human rights and greater democracy within the party itself. In one hopeful development at the end of last month, a court in Shandong province overturned the conviction of a blind activist, Chen Guangcheng, whose case had attracted international attention. But there are few signs that President Hu is in a hurry to put his democratic pledges into practice. 

