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Authoritarian Environmentalism and

River Leader System in Kunming, China

Shiuh-Shen Chien

Professor, Department of Geography

National Taiwan University
Abstract

Since 1978, China has witnessed rapid urbanization and economic
development at the cost of environmental degradation. In recent years, the
Chinese Communist Party ( CCP) initiated the river leader system, through
which local leading cadres are assigned to be responsible for water quality of
certain rivers. In this system, results of river quality control are connected to
cadres’ political promotion. I argue that the river leader system presents
certain characteristics of authoritarian environmentalism under CCP,
including (1) hierarchical operation through subcontracting performance,

(2) inter-jurisdiction competition motivating local leaders, and (3) quota-
oriented territorial management. The case of river leader for Dian Lake,
Kunming of Yunnan province, is empirically examined to discuss detailed
mechanisms and effectiveness of the river leaders system. Along with the
improved water quality of Dian Lake is a forced displacement and production
of alleged land-related corruption. I conclude that the river leader system in
China may enhance better environment for the short term at the expense of

social and political unsustainability in the long run.

Keywords: water pollution, River Leader System, authoritarian environmentalism,

Kunming, Dian Lake
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