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Abstract: In the process of implementing the River Leader System, some problems have emerged regarding its 
progress and effects. From the perspective of historical institutionalism, the historical change process of the River 
Leader System was revealed in this paper. There were two key nodes in the historical change progress of the River 
Leader System. In 2014, the river leader system promotion was transferred from the local government to the Min-
istry of Water Resources. In 2016, the River Leader System was recognized by the central government and im-
plemented nationwide. The historical change process of the River Leader System can be divided into three periods: 
the creation and formation period, the pilot and diffusion period, and the promotion and strengthening period. The 
change in the river and lake problems was an important driving force for the historical change of the River Leader 
System. A path dependent phenomenon was mainly reflected in the policy diffusion scope, problem orientation, 
main tasks and management methods. At present, there are some shortcomings in the River Leader System, such 
as a lack of inter-provincial coordination, imperfect evaluation mechanism, poorly coordinated management tasks, 
and insufficient public participation. To solve these problems, some policy recommendations are put forward. In the 
short term, the River Leader System will be continuously improved and strengthened. In the long term, it will be 
transformed into the integrated watershed management system. 
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1  Introduction 

Implementing the River Leader System (RLS) is an effec-
tive measure to solve China’s complex water problems and 
maintain the ecosystem of rivers and lakes. The core of the 
RLS is the system of responsibility of the CPC and the gov-
ernment leaders—especially the main leaders(Chen, 2017). 
The main leaders of the CPC and governments at all levels 
are the river leaders for the rivers and lakes in their jurisdic-
tions. According to the laws and regulations on rivers and 

lakes, the management targets are set step by step and the 
management tasks are assigned to governments at different 
levels. In addition, related subjects of the RLS will be re-
warded or punished based on their performance(Xiong, 
2017). As it relates to the people’s sense of gain, the RLS 
becomes a focus of the society. After being proposed in a 
specific historical background, the RLS has constantly 
changed. What is the main historical change process of the 
RLS? What problems does the RLS now face? How should 
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the RLS be adjusted? What is the trend of the RLS, and why? 
The answers for these questions are not only related to un-
derstanding the RLS, but also will have a great impact on 
the management and protection of rivers and lakes in China. 

2  Literature review 

At present, the existing studies on institutional analysis of 
the historical changes of the RLS are organized from three 
aspects. Firstly, the development periods of the RLS are 
divided from different perspectives. Jiang (2016) summa-
rized the development and effectiveness of the RLS over the 
past ten years. Liu et al. (2016) summarized the historical 
change process of the RLS from the perspectives of its be-
ginning, implementation and effectiveness. Based on the 
practices of provincial governments, Zhou (2017) divided 
the RLS into three periods: absorption and promotion by the 
provincial governments, the autonomous diffusion among 
prefecture-level cities, and compulsory promotion by pro-
vincial governments. According to the importance of the 
RLS, Liu (2017) divided the RLS into two periods: the pilot 
exploration period of the local governments and the top- 
level design period of the central government. Based on the 
theory of institutional diffusion, Wang et al. (2018) divided 
the development process of the RLS into a policy estab-
lishment and promotion period, a policy diffusion period, 
and an accelerated policy diffusion period. From the per-
spective of institutional economics, Shen (2018) divided the 
development of the RLS into three periods: an individual 
initiative period, a local diffusion period, and a comprehen-
sive advancement period. According to the promulgated 
policies, Li (2019) divided the RLS into three periods of a 
creation period, a local diffusion period and an implementa-
tion period. 

Secondly, the problems of the RLS have been analyzed 
and corresponding suggestions were put forward by several 
authors. Ren (2015) analyzed the dilemma of the RLS in 
terms of effectiveness, organizational logic and responsibil-
ity. Liu et al. (2016) pointed out that related laws and regu-
lations of the RLS should be improved in the future to ad-
vance the modernization of China's governance system and 
capacity. Liu (2016) pointed out that the RLS depended on 
the government. Therefore, it was necessary to create new 
water-related administrative systems, improve water-related 
administrative capabilities, improve the legal system, and 
establish an upstream and downstream dialogue mechanism. 
Liu et al. (2016) believed that the difficult aspects of the 
RLS were the non-integrated planning of the watershed and 
insufficient capital input. In order to solve these problems, 
they suggested we should attach importance to systematic 
decision-making, implement different policies for different 
rivers, and improve the system and mechanism. Li (2017) 
held that the RLS suffered from imperfect top-level design 
and inadequate coordination in the process of implementa-
tion. Therefore, it was necessary to provide multi-channel 
guarantee methods in terms of the theoretical system, re- 

sponsibility implementation mechanism, supervision and 
law enforcement, and participation of multiple governments. 
Based on the operation of the RLS, Li and Hu (2017) 
pointed out the predicaments of the RLS in terms of vertical 
subcontracting governance, horizontal function integration, 
and the degree of public-private cooperation; and he put 
forward suggestions for deepening reforms and expanding 
public-private cooperation. Li (2019) believed that the RLS 
had deficiencies in the institutional logic and laws, making 
it necessary to improve the legal system and enhance 
multi-participation. Zhan (2019) summarized the hidden 
troubles of the RLS in the assessment system, and advised 
improving the RLS from the aspects of the internal mecha-
nism and constructing related systems. In order to solve the 
problems of ambiguous legal status and the lack of regional 
cooperative governance, Cai et al. (2019) put forward sug-
gestions related to law-making, watershed management and 
regional collaborative water governance. Wang et al. (2019) 
believed that the RLS still had problems in the legal system, 
responsibility division, and cooperation between different 
departments, and suggested that China should improve the 
RLS in terms of laws, rules, management, and public par-
ticipation. 

The third aspect is the development trend of the RLS. 
Most scholars believed that the RLS would develop in har-
mony with other systems, and that it would continue to be 
improved and strengthened. For example, Huang (2015) 
believed that the power characteristic of the RLS would be 
decreased in the future, and the legal and moral system 
would be strengthened. Fu et al. (2019a; 2019b) discussed 
the development trend of the RLS from five aspects: legal 
system construction, information countermeasure, market 
incentive, environmental policies, and technical support. 
Meanwhile, they also analyzed the future trend of the RLS 
from the aspects of improving the legal system construction, 
removing the information barrier, expanding the scale bene-
fit and improving the public supply. Based on the perspec-
tive of coordinated governance, Yan et al. (2019) investi-
gated the development trend of the RLS, and believed that 
the RLS was becoming more legalized. However, some 
scholars believed that the RLS is a product of a specific 
historical stage, and that it may be terminated eventually 
(Shen, 2018). 

In fact, the RLS is a Chinese phrase which does not exist 
internationally. In terms of river and lake management co-
ordination systems and mechanisms, similar international 
experiences are mainly integrated watershed management 
(Xu et al., 2016). Globally, different countries and interna-
tional rivers have various watershed management models 
according to their actual conditions. The main models of 
integrated watershed management include the watershed 
authority (such as the Tennessee Watershed Authority in the 
United States), the watershed coordination committee (such 
as the Murray-Darling Watershed Coordination Committee 
in Australia), and the comprehensive watershed institution 
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(such as the Rhine Management Council in Europe) (Yang 
et al., 2004). The watershed authority is a centralized man-
agement model. It absorbs all organizations and institutions 
related to water resource management in the watershed, and 
operates under national laws and regulations. Taking over 
the functions and responsibilities of relevant government 
departments functioning in the watershed, this model is 
beneficial to water resource development (Millington, 2016). 
The watershed coordination committee model consists of 
representatives of relevant government officials and other 
stakeholders in the watershed. It focuses on cross-regional 
coordination and cooperation, and uses economic leverage 
to allocate resources (Department of the Environment and 
Energy, 2016). The comprehensive watershed institution 
model is applicable to water environment governance and 
water ecological restoration in transnational watersheds. By 
setting common goals, making water framework directives, 
and implementing dynamic supervision, it ensures the sus-
tainable development of the watershed (US Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2016). 

On the whole, although existing research has obtained 
many results, it needs to be further improved, which is 
mainly reflected in three aspects. Firstly, the fundamental 
reasons for the necessary changes in the RLS need to be 
further studied. Secondly, a more standardized logical anal-
ysis framework is needed to analyze the problems and 
countermeasures of the RLS. Thirdly, the factors driving the 
development trend of the RLS still need to be explained, 
and the development trend should be extrapolated in the 
short term and long term. 

In summary, based on the existing research, we intend to 
interpret the historical change process of the RLS, describe 
the problems of the RLS, and propose countermeasures. On 
this basis, the possible future development trends of the 
RLS are analyzed. This analysis is helpful for providing a 
new thinking mode and point of reference for the adjust-
ment of the RLS and the management system of the rivers 
and lakes in China. 

This article has two innovation points: 1) In this article, 
we intend to interpret the historical change process of the 
RLS based on Historical Institutionalism, and to reveal the 
path dependent phenomenon of the RLS and the historical 
veto points from this perspective. 2) In this article, we also 
analyze the development trend of the RLS and its causes 
from the short- and long-term perspectives, and make rele-
vant suggestions. 

3  Research method 

Since the 1980s, New Institutional Politics has developed 

rapidly in the study of western politics. New Institutional 
Politics has increasingly become a most advanced and inter- 
pretive analytical paradigm, and Historical Institutionalism 
is an important branch of it (Hall, 1996). It overcomes the 
disadvantages of Organizational Institutionalism and 
Rational Choice Institutionalism, and builds an analysis 
framework that includes macrostructure, middle system and 
micro objects. In contrast, Historical Institutionalism at- 
tempts to explain socio-political phenomena from the per- 
spective of historical evolution and institutional effects. It 
attaches great importance to the special significance of his- 
torical events in driving the changes of systems, and the 
combinations of system factors and other factors. Therefore, 
it is extremely persuasive. The analysis based on Historical 
Institutionalism contains three core points: the path de- 
pendence in the process of system historical change, the 
“Historical Veto Point1” in the process of system historical 
change, and the multiple motivations of system changes. 
Through the analysis paradigm of Historical Institutionalism, 
the historical change process of the RLS is analyzed here, 
and the path dependent phenomenon is revealed. The key 
nodes2 in the historical change process are analyzed. On this 
basis, we point out the “Historical Veto Points” and put 
forward some countermeasures. Finally, the short-term and 
long-term development trends of the RLS are analyzed from 
the perspective of the system subject and the system 
environment (Fig. 1). 

4  The historical change and path dependence 
of the RLS 

From the perspective of Historical Institutionalism, the du- 
ration period and imbalance period constitute a cyclical 
process of the system of historical change. The emergence 
of “key nodes” is the cause of breaking the system balance. 
After the system was established, the path dependence ap- 
peared due to the four factors of “higher fixed costs”3, 
“learning effects”, “coordination effects” and “adaptive ex- 
pectations” 4 (North, 1990). Path dependence constantly 
improves a system and continues to increase the effect of 
the system, thus the system develops stably. After a period 
of stable development, the original balance of the system is 
broken because of the emergence of the key nodes, which 
forces it to change. The historical change of the RLS also 
conformed to this law. With the development of the econ- 
omy and the society, the water pollution problems, relevant 
management departments, and the main tasks and manage- 
ment methods of the rivers and lakes in China constantly 
changed. With the emergence of key nodes, the system 

                                          
1 Negative factors of the system dramatically increase the failure possibility of that system in the process of implementation. 
2 In a relatively short period, the diffusion scope, problem orientation, main tasks, and management methods drastically increased the possibility of system change. 
3 Various costs invested in the formulation and implementation of the system hinder the termination of the system, making the system tend to remain on the 

original path. 
4 Because of the benefits from the implementation of the system, the subject of the system expects that the system will exist for a long time and will con-

tinue to adapt to the new environment. 
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Fig. 1  The analysis framework of the RLS based on the Historical Institutionalism  
 

began to change. In this process, the problems of water pol-
lution in China were important driving forces for the his-
torical change of the RLS. Taking the changes in four key 
factors (the diffusion scope, problem orientation, main task, 
and management method) that triggered key nodes as parti-
tioning standards, the historical change of the RLS could be 
divided into three periods (Table 1). 

4.1  Creation and formation period 
In 2007, the water pollution caused by cyanobacteria in Tai 
Lake led to a lack of drinking water in the nearby city of 
Wuxi. This event rapidly became the focus throughout Chi-
na and the world.  

The monitoring results of river water quality began to be 
included in the assessments of the main party and govern-
ment officials in 2007. In that year, the Decision of the 
Party Committee and Government of Wuxi Municipal on 
Establishing the RLS and Strengthening River Management 
clearly required implementation of the RLS in Wuxi. In 
2008, the General Office of Jiangsu Provincial Government 
issued the Notice on the Implementation of the Dual RLS in 
the Main Tributaries of Tai Lake. These two executive 
orders made the provincial and municipal administrative 
leaders serve as the river leaders of the 15 major tributaries 
of Tai Lake. The main responsibilities of the river leaders 
were prevention and control of water pollution. The pro-
posal of the RLS in this period effectively solved the prob-
lems of coordination at different levels, in different areas 
and between different departments. It was not only a re-
sponse for solving complicated local water problems, but 
also a mechanism to overcome the system of obstacles to 
water management. 

The emergence of the RLS was not achieved overnight, 
but it was created according to China's river and lake man-
agement and the local political environment. The emergence 
of the RLS reflected the “learning effect” and the “coordi-
nation effect”. Before the emergence of RLS, China had 
implemented an administrative leadership responsibility 
system in some aspects of water management such as flood 
control (National People’s Congress Standing Committee, 
1997), drought resistance (General Office of the Ministry of 

Water Resources, 1997), reservoir dam safety (State Council, 
1991), and drinking water safety (General Office of the 
State Council, 2005). The administrative leaders were re-
sponsible for coordinating various water management de-
partments. This management method achieved good results. 
In addition, based on the most essential feature of socialism 
with Chinese characteristics, the leadership of the Commu-
nist Party of China, the Party's centralized and unified lead-
ership, should be upheld and strengthened in the manage-
ment of rivers and lakes. The RLS not only learned from 
and inherited the water management experience of China, 
but also reflected the inevitable requirements for the coor-
dination of river and lake management and protection work. 

4.2  Pilot and diffusion period 
As the successful experiences of water management in Wuxi 
were learned by those in other areas, the RLS was gradually 
promoted in other cities of Jiangsu Province and most cities 
in the country. In 2014, the Ministry of Water Resources 
issued the Guiding Opinion on Strengthening Rivers and 
Lakes Management, encouraging local governments to im-
plement the RLS. In the same year, the pilot work for the 
river and lake management system was carried out (Ministry 
of Water Resources, 2014a; Ministry of Water Resources, 
2014b). By the end of 2016, 25 provinces had carried out 
the exploration of RLS. Among them, Beijing, Tianjin, Ji-
angsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Jiangxi, Anhui, and Hainan prov-
inces had issued related regulation orders to implement the 
RLS in their jurisdictions, and other provinces carried out 
pilots at the municipal, county, and watershed levels (Jiang, 
2016). 

In 2014, the RLS was developed from independent ex- 
ploration and exchange of experiences between local gov- 
ernments to unified promotion and pilot testing by the Min- 
istry of Water Resources. This was the first key node in the 
historical change of the RLS. In this period, the diffusion 
scope, problem orientation, main tasks, and management 
methods of the RLS jointly promoted the historical change 
of the RLS, and the path dependence phenomenon could be 
seen during this period. Firstly, driven by the Ministry of 
Water Resources and other departments, the RLS had dif- 
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fused from Jiangsu Province to the other 25 provinces. 
Secondly, the key tasks of the RLS had gradually increased 
from prevention and control of water pollution to include 
flood control, water ecological restoration, and water supply 
security. Thirdly, the main tasks of the RLS were gradually 
increased. Fourthly, the management method developed 
from administrative management into various management 
methods such as legislation, administration and market su-
pervision. 

During this period, the RLS was initiated and explored at 
different levels, from local governments to the central 
government, and it developed into being promoted from the 
central government to local governments. Under the promo-
tion of the Ministry of Water Resources, the RLS would be 
developed more rapidly. In addition, the “adaptive expecta-
tions” greatly increased the possibility of further change of 
the RLS. These had allowed the foundation of the RLS to 
rise to the national level. 

4.3  Promotion and strengthening period 
In December 2016, the General Office of the CPC Central 
Committee and the General Office of the State Council is-
sued the regulation orders “Opinions on the Implementation 
of the RLS”. And these orders stated that the main tasks of 
the RLS included prevention and control of water pollution, 
water ecosystem treatment, protection of water resources, 
river and lake shoreline management and water law en-
forcement and supervision. The party and government lead-
ership responsibility system was taken as the core of the 
responsibility system of the RLS. Since then, the RLS had 
officially risen to the national level. In 2017, according to 
the revised Law of Water Pollution Prevention and Control 
all provinces, cities, counties, and townships were required 
to establish the RLS. The work on the protection of water 
resources, shoreline management, the prevention and con-
trol of water pollution, and water environment treatment of 
rivers and lakes was hierarchically and sectionally organized. 

In January 2018, the General Office of the CPC Central 
Committee and the General Office of the State Council is-
sued the Opinions on the Implementation of the Lake Leader 
System in Lakes, which incorporated the water space man-
agement of lakes into the tasks of the RLS. Since then, with 
the efforts of various departments such as the Ministry of 
Water Resources and the Ministry of Ecology and the Envi-
ronment, as well as local governments, establishing the RLS 
has been continuously advanced. This is mainly reflected 
from five aspects: the organizational system, supporting 
systems, localization and modification, information plat-
forms, and research institutions (Zhang et al., 2019). 

Rising to the national level became the second key node 
of the RLS that facilitated its historical change. During this 
period, the RLS was further strengthened and improved, and 
the path dependence phenomenon was still significant and 
mainly reflected from four aspects. Firstly, the CPC Central 
Committee and the State Council decided to implement the 
RLS nationwide, and the RLS was diffused to 31 provinces. 
Secondly, various water problems were solved by the RLS. 
Thirdly, the range of main tasks of the RLS was made more 
extensive. Fourthly, the management methods were more 
diversified and people were encouraged to participate in the 
management of rivers and lakes. 

Overall, the historical change process of the RLS was  
initiated from local governments, and then gradually recog- 
nized by the central government and promoted from the 
central government back to local governments. This invol- 
ved a dynamic process of interactions between the central 
government and local governments. Since 2007, with the emer-
gence of these two key nodes, the historical change process 
of the RLS has gone through three periods: the creation and 
formation period, the pilot and diffusion period, and the 
promotion and strengthening period. In terms of the diffu-
sion scope, problem orientation, main tasks, and manage-
ment methods, the RLS has been continuously improved, and 
the path dependence phenomenon was relatively obvious. 

 
Table 1  Changes of the RLS in different periods 

Period Diffusion scope Water problem Main task Management methods

Creation and 
formation  

Wuxi City,  
Jiangsu Province 

Water environment 
problem 

Organizing and leading the implementation of water environment 
comprehensive treatment plan, coordinating and resolving contra-
dictions and problems in work, and implementing plans, projects, 
funds, and responsibilities 

Administrative 
method, including: 
planning, supervision, 
management, etc. 

Pilot and diffusion 25 provinces 

Water resources, 
water environment, 
water ecology and 
water disaster 
problems 

Improving the system of laws and regulations, establishing the re-
straint mechanism of planning, innovating the management mecha-
nism of rivers and lakes, registering rights of shorelines, establish-
ing the compensation system for occupied shoreline, regulating the 
approval of river-related construction projects and activities, prohib-
iting river-related illegal activities, strengthening daily inspections, 
cracking down on illegal behaviors, and strengthening dynamic 
monitoring of rivers and lakes management 

Legislative, executive 
and market methods 

Promotion and 
strengthening 31 provinces 

Water resources, 
water environment, 
water ecology and 
water disaster 
problems 

Strengthening the water resources protection, strengthening the 
shoreline management and protection of rivers and lakes, imple-
menting space management of rivers and lakes, strengthening water 
pollution prevention and control, improving water environment 
treatment, strengthening water ecological restoration, strengthening 
law enforcement supervision 

Legislative, executive, 
market and public 
participation methods
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5  “Historical Veto Points” of the RLS 

Although the RLS has played an important role in the pro-
tection of rivers and lakes in China, it also has some prob-
lems, such as slow progress and unexpected results (Zhang 
et al., 2018). Compared with the targets of fundamentally 
improving ecology and environment of rivers and lakes, 
for the targets of eradicating illegal activities including 
river occupation, lake reclamation, illegal sand mining, 
and excessive emissions, there is still a long way to go (E J 
P, 2018). Some problems have been exposed in water-
shed/cross-regional management and protection, coordina-
tion of tasks, management methods, and assessment 
mechanisms. During the period of historical change of the 
RLS, the accumulation of “Historical Veto Points” may 
lead to the failure of the RLS. Therefore, in order to im-
prove the RLS, we should identify the “Historical Veto 
Points” accumulated during the period of historical change 
of the RLS, and put forward reasonable suggestions to 
solve the existing problems. 

5.1  The imperfect assessment mechanism 
During the promotion and strengthening period, the RLS 
was established in China. Up until June 2018, there were 
more than 300000 river leaders at the provincial, city, 
county, and township levels. The provinces, cities, and 
counties of 31 provinces had established River Leader Sys-
tem Offices. According to the responsibility division, the 
relevant departments at all levels completed various tasks in 
a coordinated manner. Therefore, it is necessary to improve 
the assessment mechanism on the basis of clarifying the 
responsibilities of all subjects. However, the current RLS 
has problems which may complicate this, such as an inade-
quate responsibility system and insufficient evaluation au-
thority. Firstly, River Leader System Offices in 30 provinces 
are in the water administrative departments, so the authority 
and deterrence of supervision, inspection and notification 
need to be improved. Since some departments believe that 
the RLS is the work of water administrative departments, 
the joint efforts of relevant departments need to be further 
strengthened. Secondly, a complete and clear responsibility 
system is needed in the RLS. Lack of a clear division the 
of responsibilities of river leaders, river leader offices and 
related departments leads to difficulties in accountability. 
Thirdly, the assessment subject of the RLS is relatively 
singular. At present, there is a top-down assessment of the 
system, but third-party participation and an independent 
scientific evaluation system are still needed. The neutrality 
and transparency of the assessment system need to be 
strengthened, otherwise this system is not conducive to 
increasing the participation and satisfaction of the public 
(Zhang et al., 2019). 

5.2  Unclear realization mode of watershed/ 
cross-regional RLS 

From the perspective of problem orientation, the watershed 
and cross-regional characteristics of problems of China’s 
rivers and lakes will become more obvious in the next pe-
riod. While it is necessary to take certain measures, such as 
watershed and cross-regional management to protect rivers 
and lakes, the RLS cannot yet fully meet this requirement.  

Firstly, from the perspective of inter-provincial regions, 
the RLS is implemented in various provinces. The realiza-
tion mode of watershed/cross-regional RLS is not complete, 
including work targets, basic tasks, the organization system, 
and the operation mechanism. Therefore, it is difficult to 
effectively coordinate the management and protection work 
of cross-provincial rivers and lakes. Secondly, from the 
perspective of the seven major watersheds, the connections 
between the RLS and the current watershed administrative 
management system needs to be further strengthened. Al-
though we have established the watershed RLSs in some 
watersheds (such as the Tai Lake Watershed), these RLSs 
are mainly limited within the water administration system. 
Thus, the cooperation mechanism between the RLS and 
China’s current watershed/cross- regional management in-
stitutions, especially the Watershed Supervision Bureau of 
the Ministry of Ecology and Environment, and the Regional 
Inspection Bureau of the Ministry of Ecology and Environ-
ment, needs to be established and improved. 

5.3  Unplanned management and protection tasks 

In the process of the historical change of the RLS, the types 
and numbers of management and protection tasks have been 
constantly increasing. Related tasks need to be coordinated 
and systematically planned. However, the RLS sometimes 
cannot meet this requirement in practice. Firstly, when river 
leaders at all levels complete management and protection 
tasks, the order of the tasks is usually determined by the 
difficulty of the tasks. Because of this, it is possible to ig-
nore the organic connections between different tasks. At the 
end of the annual reform cycle, the implementation of basic 
tasks such as delineating the shorelines of rivers and lakes, 
compiling management strategies of rivers and lakes, and 
optimizing monitoring networks tends to lag behind, affect-
ing the overall management and effectiveness of protection 
of the rivers and lakes. Secondly, under the background of 
RLS implementation, governments at all levels have shown 
unprecedented efforts in water management, but there are 
also activities in violation of objective laws. There is even a 
tendency to manage the water at any cost, turning profes-
sional governance into political goals. Pursuing work rap-
idly without paying attention to quality often ends up with 
less success. Third, the lack of a funding mechanism has 
become an important bottleneck for RLS implementation in 
various regions. Due to the lack of funds in some areas, 
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projects such as compiling management strategies of the 
rivers and lakes cannot be implemented as scheduled. 

5.4  Insufficient participation scope and depth of  
enterprises and the public 

The participation of enterprises and the public plays an im-
portant role in improving the governments’ ecology and 
environment decision-making, decreasing the overall cost of 
ecological and environmental protection, and improving of 
ecological and environmental quality. At present, the deci-
sions related to the RLS are made by governments. Al-
though it plays an important role in protecting rivers and 
lakes, this management model has problems such as higher 
management costs and insufficient protection effectiveness. 
The current participation of enterprises and the public in the 
RLS is seriously inadequate. Enterprises and the public 
mainly take part in the end links, especially in the end 
treatment of water pollution, and public decision-making, 
planning, policy making, river leader meetings, assessment 
and accountability are all insufficient. Regarding the eco-
logical and environmental problems put forward by the pub-
lic, officials of some regions do not verify, expose, and rec-
tify in a timely manner. This phenomenon has damaged the 
enthusiasm of enterprises and the public. There is no clear 
procedure or system to encourage enterprises and the public 
to take part in water protection, and their participation in 
water protection depends on the willingness of the River 
Leader System office. 

6  Discussion 

The RLS has changed in the past, and it may change further 
in the future. As it is affected by the subject and environ-
ment of the system, the short-term and long-term develop-
ment trends of the RLS will be different. 

6.1  Short-term development trends 
In the short term, the RLS will continue to generate path 
dependent phenomenon during the implementation process. 
The increasing effect and self-reinforcing trend of the RLS 
will become more and more obvious for several reasons. 

From the perspective of the system subject, the first point 
is the “learning effect” on the system makers. The water 
administrative department will improve several aspects of 
the RLS: 1) refining relevant regulations and systems, and 
standardizing and refining the RLS; 2) refining regulations 
about the RLS in the Water Pollution Prevention and Con-
trol Law, and incorporating the RLS into water-related laws 
such as the Water Law and local water regulations; 3) fo-
cusing on the problems exposed during the implementation 

of the RLS, and 4) improving the system arrangements of 
the RLS. The second point is the “collaborative effect” of 
the system implementers. Since the RLS has been imple-
mented for a time, related parties can only maximize their 
own interests through cooperation in the framework of the 
RLS. Thirdly, related parties have formed “adaptive expec-
tations”. Since the implementation of the RLS, though the 
system costs a lot, it has changed many rivers, turning them 
into managed rivers. The improvement of the water envi-
ronment and water ecological qualities have enhanced a 
sense of gain among the public. 

As the RLS has been enshrined into law, department 
regulations and local regulations, it has gradually become 
more well-known to the public. Due to the “high fixed cost” 
paid for the promotion and establishment of the RLS, the 
possibility of the RLS being terminated in the short term is 
greatly reduced. However, the possibility of path depend-
ence of the RLS is greatly increased. 

6.2  Long-term development trends 
In the long term, implementing the integrated watershed 
management5 system is an international consensus. The 
transition from the RLS to integrated watershed mana-
gement meets the requirements of the future management of 
rivers and lakes for several reasons. 

In terms of the system subject, firstly, from the perspec-
tive of CPC and government leaders, the work of the RLS 
costs river leaders a lot of time and energy. But since the 
officials of the CPC and governments who serve as river 
leaders have many other responsibilities and daily tasks, it is 
difficult to invest a lot of time and energy in RLS. Secondly, 
from the perspective of market subjects, due to the insuffi-
cient participation of enterprises, there is a lack of sufficient 
and continuous funding for the management and protection 
of rivers and lakes. This undermines the long-term man-
agement and protection of rivers and lakes. Thirdly, from 
the perspective of the public, if the public does not get the 
chance to participate in the RLS, they fail to realize their 
responsibility of river and lake protection, and their enthu-
siasm for the protection of rivers and lakes will disappear. 
Eventually, the management and protection efforts for rivers 
and lakes will be affected. 

From the perspective of the system environment, firstly, 
with the changing problems of rivers and lakes, the man-
agement of rivers and lakes must be constantly adjusted 
over time. To solve the problems of rivers and lakes, all the 
factors of a watershed, such as the natural, social, eco-
nomic, and cultural factors, should be considered. The re-
lationship between protection and economic growth  

                                          
5 At the watershed level, through coordinated management cross departments and cross administrative regions, comprehensive developing, utilizing, and 
protecting water, soil, and biological resources in the watershed, maximized adapting to natural laws, making full use of ecosystem functions to realize the 
economic, social, and environmental welfare maximization and the watershed sustainable development. 

 
 

should be thoroughly coordinated, otherwise half the results will be obtained with twice the effort. Secondly, we need to 
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uphold and implement the concept of ecological civilization 
for a long time if we want to resolve the problems of the 
resources and environment, and change the development 
mode. In the background of the ecological civilization sys-
tem reform, resource development and environmental pro-
tection should be considered in the units of the watersheds. 

7  Conclusions 

From the perspective of Historical Institutionalism, the his-
torical change of the RLS is described in this study. This 
analysis reveals two key nodes in the historical change 
process of the RLS, and divides the progress into three pe-
riods: the period of creation and formation, the period of 
pilot and diffusion, and the period of promotion and 
strengthening. The path dependent phenomenon was ex-
plained from the aspects of diffusion scope, problem orien-
tation, main tasks and management methods. In the histori-
cal change process of the RLS, the “Historical Veto Points” 
accumulated constantly. They were mainly reflected in the 
unclear mode of watershed/cross-regional RLS, uncoordi-
nated management tasks, and insufficient participation of 
enterprises and the public. 

The management and protection of rivers and lakes is a 
systematic, dynamic and complex project that will take a 
long time. In the future, China should balance short-term 
and long-term goals. In the next period, the key points to 
solve for the “Historical Veto Points” of the RLS are as fol-
lows: making the maintenance of river and lake health the 
main tasks; implementing watershed management and pro-
tection; strengthening assessment and accountability; carry-
ing out coordinated tasks; implementing collaborative gov-
ernance; and upgrading the RLS. Only in these ways, can 
the modernization of China’s water management system and 
capacity be promoted. 

7.1  Short-term suggestions 
7.1.1  Exploring the realization of watershed/cross-regional 

RLS, and making RLS a useful supplement to  
China’s current watershed management system 

At the watershed level, communication and consultation 
mechanisms should be built between the watershed man-
agement agency of the Ministry of Water Resources, the 
Watershed Supervision Bureau of the Ministry of Ecology 
and Environment, the Regional Inspection Bureau of the 
Ministry of Ecology and Environment and the river leader 
offices of provincial administrative regions. The cooperation 
should be strengthened from the perspectives such as mak-
ing laws and regulations, planning compilation, standard 
formulation, information sharing, joint prevention and con-
trol, monitoring and evaluation, and work supervision. 
Based on the above tasks, the RLS and the watershed man-
agement system of China will be well integrated, and a new 
pattern of watershed management with central, watershed 
and provincial level interactions, mutual coordination and 

good connectivity will be formed. 
7.1.2  Coordinating management and protection tasks, and 

establishing and improving funding mechanisms 
Firstly, at the national level, fixed fiscal subjects should be 
established for watersheds, and they should be managed and 
protected by the central government. We should plan a se-
ries of river and lake management and protection projects, 
and specific financial support should be given. Secondly, at 
the regional level, we need to comprehensively consider the 
connections between various management and protection 
tasks, and their difficulties. The five-year implementation 
goals and task lists should be made scientifically. These 
goals and tasks should be aligned with the five-year plans in 
the resources and environment field. On this basis, the an-
nual reform goals and action plans are determined, and re-
sponsible persons are appointed. Throughout this process, 
we should fully respect the laws of nature and financial af-
fordability, do what we can do, and do our best to ensure 
that the relevant work is carried out in an orderly manner 
and to achieve tangible results as scheduled. Thirdly, at the 
level of rivers and lakes, the status of each river and lake 
should be investigated from six aspects: water resource pro-
tection, shoreline management, prevention and control of 
water pollution, water environment treatment, water eco-
logical restoration, and law enforcement supervision. Based 
on the existing planning of the rivers and lakes and eco-
nomic and social conditions, specific and operable man-
agement objectives, key tasks and safeguard measures will 
be formulated. To improve the organizational, system, 
funding, team, and mechanism guarantees of the manage-
ment strategies of the rivers and lakes, dynamic adjustments 
should be made in accordance with the development trends 
of the rivers and lakes. Fourthly, in terms of the fund alloca-
tion mechanism, the top-down and bottom-up approaches 
should be combined to allocate funds properly. The coordi-
nation function should be played by the river leader system 
offices, and the subjective initiatives of relevant regions and 
departments should be respected. The connection between 
fund allocation and task lists should be strengthened, and 
private capital investment should be encouraged through 
public-private partnerships. The governance structure of 
funds should be improved to ensure that the funds are used 
reasonably. 
7.1.3  Strengthening public participation and promoting 

multi-agent governance 
In the process of making relevant laws and the system of the 
RLS, all localities should make institutional and procedural 
arrangements for stakeholder participation in legislative 
hearings, idea solicitation, citizen observation, problem re-
flection, and information sharing. In the process of making 
and revising relevant policies, planning, programs of the 
RLS, and the opinions of stakeholders should be fully con-
sulted to make appropriate amendments and improvements. 
Representatives of relevant stakeholders should be invited 
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to the meetings held by river leaders and encouraged to 
submit comments and suggestions. The River Leader Sys-
tem Office should promptly disclose the evaluation results 
of the river leaders, and encourage inquiries from the public. 
In the relevant regulations of the RLS, the work links that 
require public participation should be clearly defined in 
various places. The basic procedure of public participation 
should be regulated, including: information release, infor-
mation feedback and collection, information exchange and 
management decisions (Zhang et al., 2018). 
7.1.4  Promoting officials of the RLS Office and  

optimizing assessment mechanism of the RLS 
Firstly, officials of River Leader System Offices in all areas 
should be promoted. In order to give river leaders more 
power and enhance their authority, the River Leader System 
Office should be set in the offices of the governments. Sec-
ondly, according to the relevant regulations of the RLS, the 
functions, organizations and staffing of relevant departments 
and the actual situations of each region, the responsibilities 
of river leaders, river leader system offices, and relevant 
departments should be classified and refined. Minimum 
requirements should be set to establish a more scientifi-
cally-based responsibility and assessment system of the 
RLS. Thirdly, we need to moderately expand the assessment 
subjects. In addition to the assessments of superiors to 
subordinates in the system, in order to ensure the independ-
ence, accuracy and objectivity of assessments, more 
authoritative and impartial third-party institutions or experts 
in related fields should be invited to contribute to the 
third-party evaluation of the RLS. In terms of some indica-
tors related to the people’s sense of gain, in order to make 
the assessment process more transparent and the assessment 
results more objective, stakeholders could be invited to lis-
ten to the river leaders' work reports and score them 
anonymously. 

7.2  Long-term suggestions 
7.2.1  Constructing the watershed ecology and  

environment governance system 
In order to protect watershed ecology and the environment, 
a watershed governance system that consists of overall co-
ordination, management implementation, scientific evalua-
tion and social participation mechanisms should be con-
structed. The overall coordination mechanism is a council 
system involving various stakeholders such as the central 
government, provincial and municipal governments, com-
munities, industry associations, and non-profit organizations. 
The council has decision-making and supervision rights. 
The management implementation mechanism is undertaken 
by the watershed agencies sent by various departments, the 
relevant departments of relevant provincial administrative 
regions, and the river leader system offices of relevant pro-
vincial administrative regions. Under the supervision of the 
Watershed Supervision Bureau of the Ministry of Ecology 

and Environment, the stakeholders implement relevant laws, 
regulations and comprehensive planning of watershed ecol-
ogy and environmental protection. The scientific consulta-
tion and assessment are implemented by an independent 
scientific committee, whichcan provide scientific support, 
such as for making strategies and planning, performance 
assessments of protection and development. The social par-
ticipation mechanism focuses on ensuring the effective par-
ticipation of enterprises and the public to protect the basic 
interests of various stakeholders. 
7.2.2  Establishing and improving the coordination  

mechanism for watershed governance 
The relevant institutions and mechanisms of watershed 
ecology and environmental protection should strengthen 
communication and coordination. Relevant efforts should be 
unified in four aspects. Firstly, unified coordination: The 
Watershed Supervision Bureau of the Ministry of Ecology 
and Environment should coordinate relevant watershed/ 
cross-regional ecological and environmental protection 
agencies/mechanisms for comprehensive consultation. Sec-
ondly, unified monitoring: The unified watershed ecology 
and environmental monitoring network should be built, and 
the existing relevant monitoring points in the watershed 
should be integrated and optimized. The monitoring should 
be carried out according to unified standards. Relevant data 
should be reasonably open and shared among stakeholders. 
Thirdly, unified supervision: The joint enforcement of 
mountains, rivers, forests, fields and lakes in the watershed 
should be promoted. The connection between administrative 
law enforcement and criminal justice should be strength-
ened to increase the deterrence against illegal acts involving 
the watershed ecology and environment. Fourthly, unified 
assessment: As authorized by the Ministry of Ecology and 
Environment, according to relevant laws, planning, and 
policies, the Watershed Supervision Bureau of the Ministry 
of Ecology and Environment conducts the implementation 
performance assessment of the stakeholders. On this basis, 
the application of the assessment results should be streng-
thened. 
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摘  要：在全面推行河长制过程中，暴露出部分工作进展缓慢、效果不如预期等问题。借鉴历史制度主义的视角，剖析河

长制的历史变迁过程，可以发现：2014 年河长制由地方自主探索并相互借鉴经验发展为由水利部向全国推广、2016 年河长制正

式上升至国家层面，是河长制历史变迁的两个关键节点。其历史变迁过程可据此划分为创新与形成、试点与扩散和推广与强化三

个阶段。中国河湖问题种类的增多和复杂化是其历史变迁的重要推动力，路径依赖现象主要体现在扩散范围、问题导向、主要任

务和管理手段四个方面。目前，河长制在流域/跨区域管护、任务统筹、多元参与、考核机制等方面尚有不足，本文提出了对策

与建议。从短期来看，河长制将不断完善强化；从长远来看，河长制将向流域综合管理转型。 
 

关键词：河长制；历史制度主义；历史变迁；发展趋势 

 

 

 

 

 




