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“Although it is evident that service markets in China will remain closed as long as national industrial policy and domestic political considerations define the agenda, it is not clear whether trade policy will trump these concerns.”

Mueller and Tan (1997)

Written not so long ago by two prominent scholars on China's information technology, this quote illustrates the evolution that has taken place during the last couple of years. Through the process of China's accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO), trade policy seems indeed to have trumped domestic concerns, relegating national policy to the closet. But has such a simple, straightforward shift really taken place? Can the WTO accession be heralded as the "New Dealer" or is the evidence slightly harder to come by and a much more complex phenomenon being overlooked?

Since its opening to the outside world in 1978, the People’s Republic of China economic development has been phenomenal. GDP per capita (PPP) has been growing from $160 to $780, representing an average annual growth of more than 8%. Measured in terms of its total GDP, China is now a medium-sized or large economic power, the seventh biggest in the world
. In parallel, and potentially fuelling this development, China’s telecommunications and information infrastructure have seen almost identical changes over the past twenty years. Telephone lines per 100 people have reached 11.2 in 2000, up from 0.40 in 1978 (CAGR of 14%) while the latest statistics on Internet users in the mainland range between 25 and 35 millions and the mobile market, with more than 165 million subscribers, became the largest in world, at the end of 2001. 

The impressive growth rates are most often traced back to the wave of economic reforms that China has embarked upon in the 1980's while staying away from political reform, unlike the Soviet Union after the fall of communism. The reforms have touched most, if not all, of China’s economy including information technology and telecommunications. Although major developments in those sectors can be roughly circumscribed to the last ten years, their origin can be traced back to large programmes, such as Torch, in the middle of the 1980’s. In addition to a step toward further liberalisation of its markets, joining the WTO is commonly understood as the institutionalisation in a supra-national regime of those domestic reforms
.

Much literature has been devoted to China's reform process both from the economic and political perspective but, surprisingly, relatively little consideration has been given to the country's information and communication technology developments. Apart from the works of Lovelock, Tan, Mueller, or Ure, research on the development of China's information infrastructure appears scarce.  In addition, little research has been devoted to the information infrastructure policy-making issues. Finally, the impact of China's accession to the WTO, widely discussed in academic and non-academic circles, has been almost totally confined to market issues, e.g. the opening of the telecommunications sector or the markets awaiting foreign players, leaving aside the crucial dimension of how the accession process has over time impacted the ICT policy-making.

In fact the literature review has revealed a series of gaps: first, no research has offered a comprehensive description of China's National Information Infrastructure (NII) since 1999. The most extensive and informative works were undertaken by Lovelock (1999) as well as Mueller and Tan (1997). Nevertheless their coverage suffers from preceding the major restructuring of the Ministry of Post and Telecommunications and the ensuing policy changes: 

“As far as China is concerned, all talk of a 'post-industrial' or 'information' economy is absurdly premature.”

Second, Tan's subsequent publications (1997, 1999) addressed partially the literature on China's Internet regulation and infrastructure but then failed to include telecommunications and link both to policy-making issues. Third, although Drahos and Joseph (1995) argued that “the future evolution of telecommunications would be profoundly affected by the emerging supra-national order”, most scholars have failed to recognise the importance of the WTO accession process on China's current and future domestic policy-making process and much has yet to be said on the process that has surrounded the bilateral "concessions". More specifically, except for Mueller and Lovelock (2000), no research seems to have been conducted on the impact of the accession on China's NII policy-making (and underlying processes). Notwithstanding the omission of the WTO accession, efforts are often confined to listing the changes that took place in the 1990s but little consideration is given to placing those changes in a wider policy-making context. A recent report by the World Bank (2001) provides an interesting summary of recent developments in ICT but fails to link it with the WTO accession process. 

Given the track record of China to reform its economy around a socialist market economy, the significance of the institutionalisation in a supra-national regulatory regime needs to be further explored. As put by Keohane (1984):

“The question is whether the value of the constraints imposed on others justifies the cost of accepting regimes rules in place of rules of thumb that the country would have adopted on its own.”

The thesis proposes to fill theses gaps. Under the title of “China's National Information Infrastructure Policy-Making in the Framework of the World Trade Organisation Accession” it proposes to present a comprehensive view of both the national information infrastructure per se and of the policy-making process that crafts it. In addition, it intends to develop a framework of policy-making for the Chinese Information Infrastructure sector.

The research will cover the period between 1978 and China’s formal accession to the WTO
. 

Tan (1999) notes that "three generation of regulatory regimes could be identified regarding Internet regulations in China: before 1994, 1994-1998 and after 1998". Although the idea of generation of regulatory regimes sounds intellectually pleasant, it is necessary to replace Internet regulations, together with telecommunication regulations in the broader perspective of a national information infrastructure drive.

But does China have a national information infrastructure policy at all? In Wilson’s definition (1997) a National Information Infrastructure (NII) is “an inchoate, multidimensional phenomenon, a turbulent and controversial mix of public policy, corporate strategies, hardware and software that shapes the way consumers and citizens use information and communications”. Rivalling definitions from the GAO (1995) or Drake (1995) do not particularly improve upon the rather vague notion leaving us with two contending approaches. The first one tries to encompass all elements pertaining to a NII. The best example is Wilson (1997) and his definition of a NII as a combination of elements: technical systems, sectors, government policy, institutional structures, sub-national groups and individuals, cultures, communications and media. Out of this broad mix, he selects the institutional and political aspects at a national level, arguing that “outcomes will express preferences negotiated by national governments”. Taking an identical approach, Melody (1996) includes the following as fundamental components of a country’s information infrastructure: telecommunication facility systems, information content sector and new added-value communications services, the equipment sector (hardware/software), special skills, and coordinated national and international policies by government and industry. The second one includes a notion of finality as expressed by Talero (1997): “The telecommunications networks and strategic information systems necessary for sustainable economic development”. 

Although not explicitly formulated as a NII policy like in other Asian countries (e.g. in South Korea or Malaysia), the creation in 1996 of the State Council's Steering Committee on National Information Infrastructure exemplifies the concern of the Chinese government to join the mid-1990s "information highway" bandwagon.

“The guideline for the development of a NII is to have an overall plan, to put the State in the forefront, to unify the standards, to construct by joint efforts, to carry out mutual connection, and to share common resources.”

While the Committee was later absorbed by the newly merged Ministry of Information Industry (MII), it appears that the Chinese leadership does more than utter a rhetorical discourse on the "digital age". A series of laws and regulations have been passed in the years preceding the WTO accession, finally starting to fill the legislative vacuum that characterised the telecommunications and Internet sectors. Interestingly enough, of one the foremost advocates seems to be Jiang Zemin himself:

“None of the four modernizations can be achieved without the application of information.”
 and “We should deeply recognise the tremendous power of information technology and vigorously promote its development. The melding of the traditional economy and information technology will provide the engine for development of the economy and society in the 21st Century.”

whereas the Minister of Information Industry, Wu Jichuan, takes a much more reserved attitude:

“Networking does not mean that all information will be allowed to flow in. As a sovereign nation, China must strengthen information management.”

Even more relevant to the research are the developments that occurred in the past 24 months. First a leading group on informatisation was set up. Second, a telecommunication commission was formed and is headed by the Premier Zhu. Third, and as a direct result of the WTO accession, two important pieces of legislation addressing ICT have been passed.  While only the latter bears an obvious direct connection with the WTO, it is our claim that all three developments are linked with the WTO accession and the government’s desire to move China’s policy-making toward international norms.

Research on China's National Information Infrastructure Policy-Making at the dawn of the "knowledge era" deserves a broad audience: academics in the IS field, political economists and policy-makers interested in developing countries' national information technology policies as well as sinologists. To quote Wilson (1997):

“At this stage of our analysis, the greatest benefit for intellectual and applied purposes will come from posing tough institutional, political and distributional questions about national information systems in a variety of countries, rather than reproducing specialised technical studies for narrow audiences… At a minimum, we badly need rigorous single cases. These cases should go beyond telecommunications to include descriptions of what Talero calls strategic information systems that encompass not just technology, but people, work processes, incentives, data, transactions, constraints and outcomes.”

Previous research in Greater China
 has convinced me that the Asia-Pacific region undergoes tremendous changes and plays an increasingly important role on the world scene. Moreover China will emerge sooner than later as a power able to seriously counterbalance the United States' hegemony in the field of technology.

Looking back at China six hundred years ago, the country is said to have been on the verge of an industrial revolution. Scholars happen to disagree on the exact cause (if there is one) that stopped China from undergoing its industrial revolution four hundred years before Europe but often cite “the imperialistic bureaucracy that promoted an extremely intolerant politico-ideological environment”
. Although we have to be vigilant with historical comparison, China might well be one more time at such a turning point. As North (1990) has argued:

“When there is radical change in the formal rules that makes them inconsistent with the existing informal constraints, there is an unresolved tension between them that will lead to long-run political instability.”

Has the government truly embraced the informatisation revolution or is it still trying to control and hinder its “natural diffusion”? The question is more than rhetorical in an era of globalisation where the impact of a country of the size of China can potentially affect a whole continent if not the whole world. In this framework, the thesis shall not only act as a building block in improving our understanding of China’s Information Infrastructure Policy-Making but also in refining our ability to discern forces at play in National Information Infrastructure.

Methodology

Unfortunately the traditional frameworks of policy-making (Cahn, Kingdon, etc.) as well as some more recent ones (Sabatier) seem of little help in “un-blackboxing” China’s policy-making processes.

Given the nature of the subject under investigation, a promising way to answer our research question (i.e. how did China’s National Information Infrastructure policy-making evolve in the framework of the WTO accession) is to draw mainly on the contextualist approach advocated by Pettigrew (1985). However, as contextualism “operates” at the organisational level, the research intends to bridge an “enlarged” contextualist approach with international political economy theories as put forward by Gilpin, Keohane and Strange and institutional theories (North).

As suggested by Pettigrew, contextual research is done in two dimensions, the horizontal and the vertical. The horizontal component of the analysis is time, i.e. the time between the beginning and the end of the investigated process or event and also parts of the future and the past. In our case, we will cover the period between the beginning of reforms in China and its accession to the WTO, which translates to the period between 1978 and 2001.

The vertical component is concerned with the depth of the context in the analysis. It deals with the number of context levels in the analysis and the relationships between the levels. In our case, the levels include the domestic and international context.

	Context variability
	Process variability
	Outcome variability

	Accession to the WTO
	
	Laws, regulations, policies

	
	National Information Infrastructure policy
	

	Reforms
	
	Laws, regulations, policies, projects, development strategies


Table 1: Context, process and outcome
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� Measured by GDP per head, China tumbles down the rankings to about number 150. For all its might, it is still a desperately poor country


� China has been trying to gain access to GATT since the mid-1980s, hoping to be a founding member of the World Trade Organisation in 1995


� China has concluded the accession process in November 2001.


� Quote by Zhu Jiahua, former Vice Premier of the SC, in Yu (1999) on p.149


� Quoted in Mueller and Tan (1997)


� Quoted in Dai (2000)


� Laperrouza, Marc (1997), Electronic Commerce in Hong Kong and the Prospects of Integration with South China, Lausanne: Swiss Asia Foundation, December 1997, 34p.


� Quoted in Qian (1985)
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