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INTRODUCTION
It is widely acknowledged that “the water crisis is essentially
a crisis of water governance” (WWAP, 2006). Indeed, in both
developed and developing counties, water governance appears
to be “in a state of confusion, with a lack of water institutions,
or fragmentation of authorities and decision-making structures”
(Grigg, 2010). This contributes to the shortage and pollution
of water resources. Poor water governance has greatly affected
China. Despite ranking fifth in the world in total water
availability (World Bank, 2016), China’s per capita availability is
75 percent below the world average (Water and Solutions, 2011).
Addressing the water crisis has become a priority for the Chinese
government, as the water crisis is inextricably linked to other
major policy concerns, such as public health and sustainable
development (Economy, 2010). After acknowledging the
convoluted delegation of authority in water governance, China
initiated a “river chief system,” which tasked the heads of local
governments with formulating and implementing water policies
in their administrative areas (Cheng and Hu, 2011).
This essay critically analyses how different actors influence
water policy making and implementation through the river
chief system. This discussion is of great importance, as China’s
previous water governance model was characterised by unclear
responsibilities and inefficiencies, much like the United States,
where there is no coordinated national effort for regional water
planning (Grigg, 2010). China’s river chief system, which generated visible water quality improvements, provides a feasible and
replicable framework, although it still has obvious weaknesses.
The river chief mechanism was first developed by local governments and then put on the national agenda. The central government reserves the right to impose the river chief framework on
all local governments through administrative mandate. However,
the river chief system is still regarded as a temporary solution
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whose sustainability is questionable. Local governments play a
key role in implementation, although they are under the supervision of the state, which evaluates their performance. Common
critiques of the system are the limited capacity of local officials,
the excessive burden on local governments, and the lack of public
participation. This essay will first consider the challenges China
faced, and continues to face, with regards to water governance.
It will then elaborate on how the river chief system has evolved
and how the outbreak of water incidents allowed policy makers
to place water governance restructure on the national agenda.
Finally, the essay will examine the main actors in the river chief
system and will analyse their influences on the policy-making
process. This essay will explore whether the central government
has helped local residents reclaim their water-related rights by
delegating them power over water governance. The viability and
legitimacy of the system will be discussed to assess whether it is
sustainable in the long term.

CHALLENGES CONCERNING CHINA’S
FRAGMENTED WATER GOVERNANCE
Global policy efforts have been inadequate in addressing
problems of environmental sustainability (Jordan and Lenschow,
2010). Some scholars have found that environmental policy
regimes have shifted from government to governance and
dispersed state hierarchical power across multi-level and transsectoral networks (Leach and Percy-Smith, 2001; Rhodes, 1996).
In this vein, China seeks to adopt an integrated water resource
management regime (IWRM) where horizontal networks
are constructed under the current top-down institutional
arrangement (Ma and Suo, 2010). Feiock (2013) however, has
argued that adopting a system that integrates both horizontal
and vertical governance may create a fragmented system and
cause institutional collective action problems (ICA). China’s
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water governance regime suffers from this very fragmentation,
where multiple actors often operate with different spatial scales,
competing agendas, and overlapping policy roles (Huang et al.,
2017).
There is evidence that vertical governance ensures effective
responsibility distribution among different water authorities
(Jiang, 2017). Centralised power systems also ensure that waterrelated interests are governed by national water legislation,
such as the Water Pollution Prevention and Control Laws
(WPPCLs). However, national plans are often poorly enforced
at the local level. There are several factors which contribute
to ineffective policy enforcement. First, according to China’s
hierarchical institutional structure, several parallel departments
are responsible for water management, leading to “a lack of
coordination and poor delineation of public duties” (Carmody,
2010: 14). Cosier and Shen (2010) identified two reasons for
this poor coordination: the independent establishment of
each department without coordinated planning, and a lack of
communication between water authorities. They offered the
example of Beijing Water Affairs, where two government divisions
had overlapping responsibilities, but conflicting mandates and
interests. Often the funds given to these departments are scarce.
For example, the financial resources allocated by the Guangzhou
Government for environmental protection represent about 1.52.5 percent of Guangdong Province’s GDP in 2000 (Lo and Leung,
2000). In horizontal management, this can lead to departmental
rivalries, where each department attempts to secure more waterrelated responsibilities in order receive funding and ensure its
own survival.
Further obstacles to horizontal management are
transboundary water governance and public participation
problems. Xie (2009) argued that policies initiated by regional
authorities tend to focus solely on the interests of specific
jurisdictions, rather than the interests of the region as a whole.
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Although River Basin Commissions (RBCs) are designed to
designate river basins, they are equipped with no additional
power to exert influence on local governments (He, 2016).
Moreover, there is a need to establish public engagement and
supervision in order to hold local authorities accountable
and disrupt government dominance. China’s administrationdriven governance framework has created limited space for
stakeholders to participate. However, attempts to adopt western
patterns of water management, such as privatisation and publicprivate-partnerships, have failed, as they are incompatible in
the Chinese context. China needs a more effective solution to
address the fragmentation of vertical (tiao) and horizontal (kuai)
relationships in water governance.

EVOLUTION OF THE RIVER CHIEF SYSTEM
Because of China’s expansive territory, national governments
have largely delegated water regulation and implementation
responsibilities to local governments. This is based on the
assumption that delegating resource management results in
improved outcomes (Ribot, 1999). However, it is unclear whether
local governments have the capacity to achieve nationally-set
targets within the required timeline, particularly when water
governance involves transboundary and interdepartmental
complexities. The trend of worsening water quality and the
increase in water pollution accidents in the past decade were
a direct consequence of governance mismanagement. In 2007,
the outbreak of blue algae devastated Wuxi City in the Jiangsu
Province and provoked a public outcry; nearly two million
residents lacked access to clean tap water for five days (Tai
and Ellis, 2008). The need to tackle the Wuxi City water crisis
prompted entrepreneurial policy makers to intervene. Kingdon’s
(2014) concept of a “policy window” (a window of opportunity to
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change policy) can be used here to explore how water pollution
was framed as an exigent issue and how treatment solutions were
formulated. Local governors, who were policy entrepreneurs,
took advantage of this opportunity to change policy and set out
to reform water governance (Kingdon, 2014). It was here that
the river chief system was first introduced by Wuxi City’s local
government (Dai, 2015).
When developing the river chief system, the Wuxi City
government realized the need to clarify the responsibilities
of various river chiefs. They drew up responsibility contracts
and appointed the heads of Wuxi City’s local government
- at all administrative levels (city, county, and district) - as
chiefs responsible for 79 distinct waterways (Dai, 2015). Their
responsibilities involved reducing Lake Tai’s water pollution,
protecting its water resources, and restoring its ecology.
Because Lake Tai crosses more than one jurisdiction, the chiefs
in Wuxi City were encouraged to cooperate with other chiefs
beyond Wuxi City. To date, each part of Lake Tai’s waterway is
managed by an individual chief, and the lake’s average water
quality has risen from below Grade V to above Grade IV (Xing,
2017). Under this form of governance, the heads of provincial
governments are the chiefs of major rivers within the province
while city government officials manage other smaller rivers.
After witnessing the efficiency of this system, the neighbouring
provincial governments of Jiangsu and Shanghai have begun to
follow suit. The implementation of this system was so successful
that it was regarded as an exemplary model by the Ministry of
Water Resources, which currently has plans to expand the system
nationwide by the end of 2018.
Dai (2015) argued that the success of local-level management
was the result of a Government Objective Responsibility System
(GORS), which assigned water governance targets and assessed
local government performance based on a set of predetermined
environmental indicators. However, Shin (2017) believes that
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this form of “mandatory, punishment-based” assessment is
insufficient to “understand local regulatory outcomes” (Shin,
2017). While the river chief system is an innovative strategy for
effectively protecting waterways, it is unlikely that any of the river
chiefs alone can solve the myriad water governance issues that
exist. Therefore, a collaborative platform was created where other
actors could help negotiate specific pollution reduction targets
and monitor outcomes. The roles of these various actors will be
analysed in detail in the next section.

MAIN ACTORS IN THE POLICY PROCESS
As mentioned above, the river chief system has shifted the
focus from a state-centric water monopoly to a complex, multiactor system. Specifically, central authorities have distributed
some of their water management power to local governments,
enabling them to carry out policy-making and implementation.
This system has allowed local governments, particularly leading
officials, to identify local needs, formulate policies, and focus on
water issues specific to their area. This system is unique and places
authorised officials as the central coordinators between central
and local governments and the public. A greater understanding
of the role each actor plays within the river chief system will
ultimately lead to greater coordination between them.

Central governments
The river chief system is based on the idea that water is a
public property and should be owned by the state (WLPRC,
2002). This has justified the leading role of central government in
providing water access, framing water management, developing
generalisable policy advice, and establishing a common code
of conduct (Matland, 1995; Cerna, 2013). However, Howell
(2006) claims that there is an enforcement gap between national
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mandates and local implementation. The author notes that local
governments are able to “subvert central regulatory policies”
(Howell, 2006: 284). To illustrate the underlying reasons behind
this subversion, Birney (2014) emphasizes the “rules of mandate,”
which enable local authorities to pick and choose which state
policies they adhere to. Compared to economic growth,
environmental protection does not receive the same priority
by some local governments. Therefore, central government
imposes environmental targets on river chiefs and uses these
targets to supervise their behavior. When disagreements about
water governance arise between local government officials,
river chiefs are empowered to transcend their local authorities
and collaborate directly with national administrators such as
the Minister of Water Resources (MWR) and the Minister of
Environmental Protection (WEP) (He, 2016).
Because local government performance is evaluated based on
economic development indicators, economic growth targets are
often prioritized over environmental targets. Therefore central
government must intervene in order to ensure environmental
and economic targets are being pursued in tandem (CCICED,
2013). However, this centrally-led initiative often fails to be fully
understood by untrained local officials. Central government thus
mandated that the river chief system should be a higher priority
for local officials and set out the obligations of river chiefs in a
hierarchical structure to ensure various levels of enforcement and
monitoring. According to the guidelines, “higher-level heads are
responsible for drafting protection tasks, tailoring protection
measures, and clarifying lower-level chiefs’ responsibilities”
(Hou, 2018). Furthermore, an accountability system was created,
which employs sanctions against government officials at all levels
who do not meet water pollution targets.
Although the river chiefs are pivotal players in the system,
there are various concerns surrounding the subordinate role they
play in relation to central government. First, there are legitimate
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concerns regarding the top-down imposition of targets on local
officials. As He (2016) illustrates, an emerging trend within
authoritarian regimes has reshaped China’s approach to water
governance, and equated water control with political hierarchical
control. He (2016) notes that although this has resulted in
improved efficiency in the short term, it is unclear whether this
success will be sustainable in the long term. Second, this topdown model relies on the enthusiasm and competencies of local
officials, making it difficult to predict a unified result. Sometimes
turnover of officials can result in inconsistencies with former
policies. Another problem lies in the potential overburdening of
leading local officials. Dia (2015) explains the risks associated
with overburdening these officials who are tasked with a
multitude of issues simultaneously. The prioritisation of water
pollution may conflict with other equally important mandates.
This is especially acute when local economies are slow. In these
instances, local governments often reprioritize and favour
reaching economic targets over environmental ones. He (2016)
cites the example of local governors manipulating environmental
indicators as a method of tackling “overwhelming pressure” (Dia,
2015). This is evident in the case of the falsified emission data
from Guangdong Province in 2012. However, Dia (2015) does
not take into account the fact that many officials are not experts
in this field and are merely trying to meet assigned targets.

Local governments
Successful water management is based on the premise that
needs must be identified at the local level (Grigg 2011). In this
sense, local officials play a key role in identifying the water planning needs of their jurisdictions. Because China’s local government heads have direct control over governmental departments
across the whole region (Gao, 2017), they often use the river chief
system to combine interdepartmental and transregional resourc-
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es to combat water pollution (Dia, 2015). Joint conferences are
hosted by these officials when there are poorly clarified responsibilities or unresolved problems with water governance. The system also requires each local government to share information
into a reporting system that tracks metrics and ensures redundant mandates are avoided. Joint planning can also ensure that
consensus is reached on water-related decisions and actions (Neil
2011). However, joint planning requires “competent authority” to
oversee the planning process. This task is delegated to the river
chiefs. In the case of Xinshui County, it was reported that the
joint planning process led to a comprehensive plan in which former livestock farms were relocated and sewage-disposal facilities
were newly installed. This success was largely due to the influence
of the Xiushui County head, who was able to mobilise almost all
the resources in the county (Hou, 2017).
Local chiefs also have the advantage of formulating more
site-specific policies (Dai, 2015). The “One River, One Policy”
programme, introduced by the river chief system, was designed
to remedy micro-level river problems. This approach is vastly
different than that standardly taken in national and provincial
development, which tends to pursue one overarching, macrolevel problem. To some extent, the delivery of local water services
can also result in new partnerships between chiefs and other
actors from the private sector and civil society. According to
Leach and Percy-Smith (2001), the engagement of both partners
and citizens in the design and delivery of local policy can create
additional resources and capabilities. An example of this is the
Folk River Chiefs programme, whose members come from the
government, the private sector, and a range of environmental
NGOs. These folk chiefs are appointed to supervise river water
quality, regularly report to official river chiefs and pursue the
rights of civilians who have been poisoned by polluted water.
In addition to interacting with governments, folk chiefs work to
engage the public through awareness campaigns.
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At the local level, there are criticisms surrounding the
development and implementation of the river chief system. First,
because this system is centrally planned, local governments and
civil society had little say in deciding whether or not to adopt the
system in the first place. Second, the theory of policy transfer
states that successful implementation of the system in one area
does not necessarily guarantee successful implementation of
the system in another area. In this sense, the imposition of the
river chief system can hardly guarantee the desired results in all
contexts in which it is applied. Third, sustained water quality
improvement requires the reallocation of financial resources at
the local-level. However, the central government does not offer
additional financial support, but instead encourages local officials
to find their own sources of revenue. This disproportionately
affects poorer areas, where funds are already scarce. Fourth, the
system deals only with needs voiced by local officials, rather than
needs voiced by other local stakeholders. An institutionalised
participatory mechanism must be established to empower local
stakeholders and community-based civil society groups to
participate in water management. Lastly, the greatest problem is
the temporary nature of the river chiefs’ appointment. Once river
chiefs have fulfilled their role in meeting water quality standards,
it is unclear who will take over water resource management in
the long term.

CONCLUSION
The river chief system was initiated by the Chinese
government because water laws were often poorly enforced
at the local level. This essay has explored how the system was
shaped, by critically analysing the roles of its main actors, namely,
the central government and various local governments. The
development of the river chief system typically consists of two
stages: the bottom-up approach, in which local governments
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develop and implement the system, and the top-down approach,
in which the state imposes control on local governments.
During implementation, local governors are largely in charge
of the process, but are subject to monitoring and enforcement
by the state. This discussion reveals that this approach to water
governance is only a temporary, mandate-driven solution and
fails to confront the complexity of existing institutional problems.
The system is characterised by authoritarian governance, but
can be enhanced by introducing a water partnership approach.
Instead of managing water resources at the governmental level,
a partnership approach would enable water resources to be
managed and delivered at different levels of society (Rogers
and Hall, 2003). Such an approach would go beyond the topdown imposition of controls, and empower individuals and
organisations to work together in a collaborative manner. In this
shared governance structure, all relevant stakeholders would need
to be involved in the water policy process. Similarly, critics have
contended that the river chief system is patriarchal and does not
fully consider citizens’ rights. It is important to note the numerous
obstacles that hinder efforts to stimulate participation of local
citizens, particularly within the current institutional arrangement.
In conclusion, it is clear that effective water governance
requires a combination of political, technological, and structural
factors. The river chief system has touched on the political
attributes of water allocation and management, and highlighted
the importance of local leadership and central enforcement.
However, the river chief system can only address short-term
issues. For sustainable water improvement, it is imperative
that China’s policymakers move toward a system with greater
transparency and accountability.
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