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Abstract 

Cross-jurisdictional environmental governance has gained political importance in light of 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ǇƭŀƴΦ Yet the processes of how local actors collaborate to 

resolve transboundary pollution during regional integration is understudied. This thesis 

investigates the development of a specific arrangement of environmental governance: local 

collaborative networks for water and air pollution, to understand how they transcend 

administrative boundaries and realize institutional innovations. Using a demonstration zone 

that sits at the junction of three provincial-level administrative units in the Yangtze River Delta 

as a case study, the analysis finds there is considerable room for collaborative and reflexive 

forms of governance at the local level to generate institutional change despite the tightened 

central control. Various modes of political steering coexist to optimize the process-design of 

the network so power can flow to the center. This study also engages in a wider discourse on 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ reconciliation of environmental protection and economic growth during regional 

development. It finds that governmental practices have extended to local culture and 

aesthetic sensibility under the Ecological Civilization paradigm. They not only instill 

entrepreneurial spirit among local decision-makers but also shape the subjectivities of local 

people to regulate their interaction and enable them to self-government.  
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1. Introduction 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ environmental policies have transformed rapidly under the vision of Ecological 

Civilization ( , shengtai wenming), a new development paradigm promoted by the 

CPC (Communist Party of China). Recent studies have highlighted the tightened, top-down 

style of environmental governance under tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ·ƛΩǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ όYƻǎǘƪŀ ϧ ½ƘŀƴƎΣ нлмуΤ 

Qin et al., 2019; Li & Shapiro, 2020; Van der Kamp, 2020); while άregulatory pluralismέ and 

explorative environmental governance are also observed at the local level (Ahlers & Shen, 

2018; Shin, 2017; J. Teets, 2018; van Rooij, Stern, & Fürst, 2016). How do we understand the 

seemingly contradicting interpretations of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ-making? In 2018, 

China elevated the integration of the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) as a national strategy. The 

objective is to transform it into a άǿƻǊƭŘ-Ŏƭŀǎǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέ, a green and innovative engine for 

global growth. Therefore, environmental stewardship in large urban systems is assigned with 

more political significance in /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƻǎǘ-industrial era. 

Previously neglected cross-jurisdictional border areas have become the test beds for 

integrated environmental policies, and more importantly, to realize ·ƛΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ 

of άŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ.έ1 It is time to take a fresh 

look at how these aspirations are being realized through local collaborative actions.  

 

1 ·ƛΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ .Ŝƭǘ ŀƴŘ wƻŀŘ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ άextensive consultation, joint 

contribution, and shared benefitsέό ̓̀ ῍ ῍֣) has been frequently adopted for domestic projects that 
require cooperation in national policies. In the case of the YRD and the Demonstration Zone, see for example: 
http://www.qstheory.cn/llwx/2019-12/28/c_1125398078.htm and http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-
12/01/content_5457442.htm 

http://www.qstheory.cn/llwx/2019-12/28/c_1125398078.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-12/01/content_5457442.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-12/01/content_5457442.htm
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мΦм /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ /ƛǘȅ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ tƭŀƴΥ CǊƻƳ aetropolis to Megalopolis 

When French geographer Jean Gottmann proposed the concept of Megalopolis in the 1970s, 

he described it as a άǾŜǊȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇƻƭȅƴǳŎƭŜŀǊ ǳǊōŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŜƴŘƻǿŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέ όDƻǘǘƳŀƴƴΣ мфтсΣ 

p.103). Gottman identified the existing systems. Following the Great Lakes, Tokaid, and Rhine-

Ruhr, he ǿǊƻǘŜΥ άΦΦΦ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƛȄǘƘ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ȅŜǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǊōŀƴ 

ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƳŀƛƴƭŀƴŘ /Ƙƛƴŀ ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ {ƘŀƴƎƘŀƛέ όǇΦмлпύΦ bǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ studies on 

Megalopolis flourished in Chinese academia since. The concept evolved into the term άǿƻǊƭŘ-

Ŏƭŀǎǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέ όCŀƴƎ ϧ ¸ǳΣ нлмтύΦ !ƴŘ the relatively unknown urban system has grown to 

be the YRD (see Figure 1), a region that comprises 26 prefecture-level cities with an urban 

area as large as a few European countries. As of 2019, the YRD has over 154 million residents 

and generates more than a quarter of the national GDP (China Statistical Yearbook, 2019). 
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Figure 1  

Major cities in the YRD city cluster 

 

Note. Historic expansion of completed areas of the Yangtze River delta urban agglomeration in 1980, 

1990, 2000, and 2010. wŜǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ά{ǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ¸ŀƴƎǘȊŜ wƛǾŜǊ 5Ŝƭǘŀ ǳǊōŀƴ 
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ŀƎƎƭƻƳŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΣέ ōȅ Z. Zhu and B. Zheng, 2012, Journal of 

Urban Planning and Development, 138(1), 78-89, p.83. 

City clustering has become /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǳǊōŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ό.ŀōƻƴŜǎΣ нлмфΤ DǊƻŦŦ ϧ 

Rau, 2019; Yeh & Chen, 2020). This shift of focus from developing large monocentric cities to 

Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ 

hub to an advanced service economy. The rationale behind city clustering is to establish a 

clearer division of functions among the neighboring cities to overcome industrial 

isomorphism, resolve the crisises caused by urban entrepreneurialism, and enhance regional 

developmental capacity in a coordinated manner (Liu, 2015; Wu, 2016; Groff & Rau, 2019). 

Hall & Pain (2006) suggest functionally networked cities connected by dense information and 

human flows could be prominent sites for sustainable development. Scholars believe 

coordination and collaboration across administrative boundaries hold great potential for 

generating institutional coherence alongside social, economic, and environmental benefits 

(Groff & Rau, 2019; Li, Wang & Zhang, 2017).  

Lƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ нлмп bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ bŜǿ ¦ǊōŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ¸w5Σ ǘƘŜ .ŜƛƧƛƴƎ-Tianjin-Hebei 

region (JJJ), and the Pearl River Delta Greater Bay Area (PRD) were chosen to spearhead 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ¸w5 ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ high profile. It covers four 

provincial-level governments: Shanghai, 2  Zhejiang, Jiangsu, and Anhui. It is the most 

economically significant, equipped with the most developed intercity infrastructure and 

international airports and ports (Preen, 2018). Its regional integration was άǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ 

 

2 Shanghai is one of the four direct-administered municipalities of China (the other three are Beijing, 
Tianjin, and Chongqing). Being under the direct administration of the State Council of China means it enjoys 
ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ 
Shanghai also ranked higher than other city governors for the its strategic importance.   
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ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘΣ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘέ ōȅ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ·ƛ WƛƴǇƛƴƎ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ.3 By 2030, the YRD is 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ άǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪŜŘΣ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ 

lead the country in institutional innovation, scientific and technological progress, industrial 

upgrade, urban-rural integration, and all-ǊƻǳƴŘ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ 

(National Development and Reform Commission, 2019a, p.9). άIntegrationέ ŀƴŘ άƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ 

are two keywords of this national plan, and the YRD aims to secure its developmental goal by 

opening up a new landscape for ecological protection and development. 

1.2 New Arena for Environmental Protection?  

Accomplishing anything important or innovative in a highly complex, networked system 

cannot be done by one single player. In what ways is city clustering beneficial for the 

environment? The YRD is currently facing a wide range of environmental issues; decades of 

rapid economic growth have threatened its biodiversity, water bodies, with carbon emissions 

and ecological risks on the rise (Han et al., 2017; Peng et al., 2018; Lu et al., 2020). Major cities 

like Shanghai are suffering from serious urban diseases such as traffic congestion and air 

pollution (National Development and Reform Commission, 2019b). Growing pressure on land 

use and natural resources is also reinforced by the mismatch between management units and 

the movement of environmental flows, and the lack of cross-border administrative 

coordination and evaluation mechanisms (Cui, 2020). Many scholars have called for 

 

3 Xinhuanet . (2020, October 14). Zhashi tuidong changsanjiao yitihua fazhan buduan qude 

chengxiao [Solid promotion of the integrated development of the Yangtze River Delta continues to achieve 
results] http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-10/14/c_1126603686.htm 
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comprehensive ecological planning and joint-action mechanisms to resolve transboundary 

pollution in the YRD (Bu, 2014; Xie et al., 2018; Huang & Xu, 2019; Fang, Wang & Tian, 2020).  

Following the footsteps of regional economic integration, a plurality of actors in the YRD 

has engaged in collective actions to resolve environmental pollution. The three provinces and 

one municipality in the YRD city cluster and regional-level environmental commissions have 

been actively pushing for new coordination mechanisms to facilitate cross-jurisdictional and 

cross-sectoral environmental governance ( , kuajie zhili). In 2019, a Green and 

LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ 9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 5ŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ½ƻƴŜ όƘŜǊŜƛƴŀŦǘŜǊ ά5ŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ½ƻƴŜέύ 

was launched. It situates at the junction of Shanghai, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang (see Figure 2) and 

it was jointly planned by stakeholders from these administrations. Its overall spatial plan was 

widely promoted ŀǎ άChina's first cross-provincial territorial spatial plan.έ  

The goal of the Demonstration Zone is to take the lead in transforming ecological 

advantages into economic and social development advantages, in addition to making a leap 

from regional project-based coordination to a full-fledged regional integration. One of its key 

objectives is to άmake collaborative efforts to protect and manage the ecological environmentέ 

( ῍Ḡ , shengtai huanjing gongbao lianzhi) (National Development and Reform 

Commission, 2019b). Local actors have been taking new policy measures to jointly regulate 

transboundary pollution undeǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ ƻŦ άōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

breaking administrative affiliation.έ Informational-based policy instruments such as 

environmental quality monitoring platform and environmental social credit system4 are also 

 

4 JiŀƴƎǎǳ ǿŀǎ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ŀ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 
Companies that have low environmental credit ratings are charged higher wastewater treatment fees and 
electricity rates.   
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being built (National Development and Reform Commission, 2019b; Davies & Westgate, 

2019). Placing a Demonstration Zone that had been neglected by three provincial-level 

jurisdictions has significant policy implications. As a national strategy, it is expected to 

generate scalable and replicable experience for the whole region, including integrative 

environmental management.  
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Figure 2  

Location and spatial planning of the Green and Integrated Ecological Development Demonstration  

 

Note. The map displays the Green and Integrated Ecological Development Demonstration Zone (in 

orange), major passenger transportation corridors (yellow), and cargo corridor (navy blue). 
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Reprinted from: The Overall Spatial Plan of Green and Integrated Ecological Development 

Demonstration Zone (Draft) by Planning and Land Resources Administration of Shanghai 

Municipality, 2019, retrieved from 

http://ghzyj.sh.gov.cn/cmsres/bc/bc13fd2cb2bc49fdaca4a9e4eb05a015/e0548fc582ab35fc9d0b325

abbca2df6.pdf  

Among the literature, empirical analysis of local-local relations established to resolve 

transboundary pollution is rather inadequate (Eaton & Kostka, 2018). So far, studies on 

environmental governance at the regional scale mostly center around interjurisdictional 

relations in the PRD (Hartley, 2018; Hills & Roberts, 2001; Ma & Tao, 2010; Yang, 2005), and 

air pollution and energy use in the JJJ (Fang et al., 2019; Wong & Karplus, 2017; Xu & Wu, 

2020). The YRD has received less attention. Overall, these studies on /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ regional 

environmental governance have offered valuable insights into inter-jurisdictional conflicts 

and the unintended spillover effects of regional environmental policies, but few of them 

investigated the dynamic interactions among bordering provinces.  

1.3 Collaborative Actions in /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ Changing Environmental State 

In addition to the limited attention paid to /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ inter-regional dynamics, we also need an 

updated account on local actors address environmental pollution more specifically. /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 

environmental state changes greatly at each development stage (Xie, 2020). Recent 

institutional reforms in the environmental sector, including the vertical management reform 

and the establishment of the Ministry of Ecology and Environment (MEE) have given more 

power to environmental authorities (Kostka & Zhang, 2018; Y. Ma, 2017). GDP-based 

ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƭŀȄ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

implementation, has also been dropped by Shanghai and a few cities in China since 2015 

(Wildau, 2014; He, 2015). Energy and emission reduction and ecological protection are 

http://ghzyj.sh.gov.cn/cmsres/bc/bc13fd2cb2bc49fdaca4a9e4eb05a015/e0548fc582ab35fc9d0b325abbca2df6.pdf
http://ghzyj.sh.gov.cn/cmsres/bc/bc13fd2cb2bc49fdaca4a9e4eb05a015/e0548fc582ab35fc9d0b325abbca2df6.pdf
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weighted more in cadre assessment. New policy instruments and institutional arrangements, 

such as the River Chiefs System (RCS), Central Environmental Inspection, Ecological Redlines, 

and Ecological Compensation Mechanism are employed nationwide to overcome institutional 

barriers and facilitate environmental cooperation across departments and jurisdictions (Pan, 

2016; Chien & Hong, 2018; Li et al., 2020).  

Inter-regional environmental coordination in China has been mainly ad-hoc and 

happens after environmental pollution disputes had occurred (Pan, 2016). Will city clustering 

spur new institutional change to improve pollution prevention? The emphasis on high-quality 

growth requires more collective efforts in regulating, consensus-building, and orchestration 

among various local actors. And the launch of the Demonstration Zone serves as an ideal case 

for studying. Therefore, this thesis adopts the conceptual lens of a broadly defined framework: 

collaborative governance, to investigate how pluralistic modes of governing are manifested 

during environmental integration processes in the Demonstration Zone. Two types of 

transboundary pollution are addressed here, namely water and air pollution, with the former 

being the most prominent pollution issue in the YRD. I apply an integrated conceptual 

framework to analyze each stage of the development of local networks. I also employ the 

governmentality theory to supplement the governance theory in order to understand the 

governmental logics that underpin the reconciliation between environmental protection and 

economic growth in contemporary China. The justification for using these two strands of 

theory are elaborated in the next chapter. 

The aim of this study is twofold: first, to analyze the dynamic interactions of cross-

jurisdictional coordination and collaboration for transboundary pollution at the local level; 
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second, to explore the embeddedness of these collective actions within regional 

development. In the scope of water and air pollution, this study asks: 

1. How do local actors coordinate and collaborate so as to realize institutional 

innovations?  

2. How is environmental protection and economic growth being reconciled during these 

processes?  

The study contributes to the understanding of regional environmental governance 

integration in contemporary China. It shows the political significance of regional integration 

and the devolution of power have increased local actorsΩ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ commitment and creativity 

on curbing cross-jurisdictional pollution. A few of these efforts are unprecedented in China. 

Despite the tightened central control, there is still space at the local level for policy 

experiments to flourish. During the development of local networks, the central government 

mainly steers policy diffusion through mediation and recognition, instead of coercion and 

mandates. The study also finds that, ǳƴŘŜǊ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ /ƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ, 

governmental practices have extended to local cultural conditions ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ 

sensibility. By framing nature as a productive force for economic development, authorities at 

different scales have made Demonstration Zone a domain to shape the subjectivities of those 

who are being governed and enable them to self-regulate. The space for bottom-up initiatives 

have grown, but so as the sophistication of state interventions.  

This essay is organized in the following way: chapter two lays out the conceptual 

frameworks regarding the institutional settings of local collaborative networks for 

environmental governance, followed by the conceptualization of this governing arrangement. 
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To operationalize the conceptual framework, chapter three explains the methodology and 

the analytical framework. Chapter four and five present the analysis and address the research 

questions in turn. Chapter six makes concluding remarks and reflects on the limitation of the 

study. The study ends with policy recommendations and directions for future research.  

2. Conceptual Frameworks 

The arguments proposed in this study draw on a number of concepts and theoretical 

approaches. The first section of this chapter concerns the contextualization of local 

collaborative networks for transboundary pollution. It explains the definition of a άǿƻǊld-class 

Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ justification for studying it under two imperatives of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 

environmental politics, namely Ecological Civilization and άtop-level designέΦ Both concepts 

ŀǊŜ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ·ƛΩǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ. The purpose of contextualization is to 

provide the necessary background in regards to 1) why local collaborative networks have 

emerged and 2) under what institutional setting they are operating. The second section 

synthesizes concepts related to collaborative networks for cross-jurisdictional environmental 

protection ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ. An integrative framework is 

outlined to focus on the dynamic interactions within the networks: how they configure, 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘŜ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ environmental state.  

2.1 The Making of άWorld-Class City Clusterέ 

World-class city cluster (ҕ , shijieji chengshiqun) is a relatively new term in 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ нлллǎΣ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

development goal of constructing the YRD into a world-class city cluster. According to its 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƭŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ¸w5 ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ άŀ ƪŜȅ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎŀǘŜǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !ǎƛŀ-
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Pacific region, an important global center for the modern service industry and advanced 

ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅέ (Ministry of Commerce, 2010). άWorld-classέ not only refers to 

certain criteria (population, number of cities, and level of development, etc.) of an urban 

agglomeration in its physical form but also high international competitiveness (Harrison & Gu, 

2019), as in the YRD is expected to compete with other world-class city clusters in its future 

development.5 The term has also been frequently associated with innovative and green 

development (Hu, 2014).  

City cluster is often used interchangeably with άurban agglomeration,έ άmetropolitan 

interlocking region (MIR)έ and άmega-city regionέ. Studies on urban agglomeration in China 

stemmed from the theoretical foundation of άMegalopolisέ and have surged since the 1980s 

(Gottmann, 1957; Zhang & Nin, 2011; Fang & Yu, 2017; Yeh & Chen, 2020). In recent years, 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀŘƻǇǘ ǇƻƭȅŎŜƴǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŦƻǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

development, and scholars also use άpolycentric mega-city regionsέ or  

άmega-regionsέ to describe the rapid, large-scale urbanization processes in areas like the YRD. 

Chinese geographers and urban scholars have reached a consensus that a world-class urban 

agglomeration is the ultimate form of urban agglomeration.6 The YRD should serve not only 

as a national but also a global growth center (Fang & Yu, 2017; Fang, Wang & Ma, 2018). To 

 

5 Hu Qinggang, the deputy chief planner of the Zhejiang Institute of Territorial Spatial Planning, said in 
an interview that άǿƻǊƭŘ-Ŏƭŀǎǎέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ And the competition of the future will 
be the competition of city clusters. The YRD with its developed economy and relatively concentrated 
industries, will participate directly in the competition and cooperation of world city clusters in the process of 
future development. It is because of its location and stage of development that the Demonstration Zone has to 
aim for "world-class". Source: http://www.chinacace.org/tech/view?id=11668 

6 According to Fan Hengshan, former deputy secretary general of the b5w/Σ άǳrban agglomerations 
are the highest level of spatial organisation of cities, and world-class urban agglomerations are the most 
superior form of urban agglomerationsΦέ {ƻǳǊŎŜΥ http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2020/0213/c40531-
31584502.html 
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avoid confusion, this thesis adopts ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŎƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƻŦficial 

documents and media in more recent years. In other occasions, the concept remains 

consistent with the way originally addressed by the authors whose works are referenced. 

Hall & Pain (2006) described a (polycentric) mega-Ŏƛǘȅ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ŀǎ άŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀnything 

between 10 and 50 cities and towns, physically separate but functionally networked, 

clustered around one or more larger central cities, and drawing enormous economic strength 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǊέ όǇΦпύ. Inspired by their works, many Chinese scholars 

consider the three main coastal megaregions, the PRD, YRD, and JJJ, as emerging Chinese 

counterparts of mega-city regions in Europe like the Randstad and the Rhine-Ruhr (Zhao & 

Chen, 2011; Cheng & Shaw, 2017; Chen et al., 2019; Lu et al., 2020). While Harrison & Gu 

(2019) argue megaregions in China are not only just urban-economic reality but also: 

an always evolving politicalςeconomic project orchestrated by the CPC [The Communist 

Party of China] through a combination of spatial development strategies and urbanization 

policies to manage the complex relationship between increased exposure to external 

global capitalist market forces while maintaining tight authoritarian control over internal 

domestic matters (p.2). 

.ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ άǿƻǊƭŘ-Ŏƭŀǎǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀn evolving, 

large urbanized system that contains a number of cities, with one or more mega-cities at its 

core. These cities are economically, socially, culturally, and ecologically integrated. They are 

jointly planned by multiple jurisdictions to secure high strategic importance and 

competitiveness in the global market. In the following sections, I discuss the 

conceptualization of ŀ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƛƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜxt and its application for the YRD.   
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2.1.1 The Criteria of a World-Class City Cluster 

The dynamic nature of urbanization processes means it is almost impossible to reach unified 

ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ŀ άόƳŜƎŀύ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀƎƎƭƻƳŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻǊ άƳŜƎŀ-city 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴέΦ Lƴ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀƎƎƭƻƳŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ century, 

renowned Chinese urban geographer Fang Chuanglin and his colleagues observed a few 

common themes: fƛǊǎǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ άŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ǳǊōŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ 

highly urbanized and commercialized large cities that attract population and industries and 

ŀǊŜ ŘŜƴǎŜƭȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘŜŘέ όCŀƴƎ ϧ ¸ǳΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦмонύΦ Moreover, it Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ άƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ о ƭŀǊƎŜ 

cities with populations exceeding 20 million (and one of the three large cities ς the core ς has 

over 5 million urbanites). Second, the growth and strengthening of its networks (people, 

cargo, capital and information) and the integration of socioeconomic ties among the nodes 

όŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭ ŎƛǘƛŜǎύ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ ¢ƘƛǊŘΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ άŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ǎŜƭŦ-sustaining 

ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜέΣ while each city has its own specialized industries that enhance 

individual and regional competitiveness. Finally, there must be strong driving forces behind 

its formation and future development, such as economic globalization, increased population 

and labor quality, and diversity of consumption.  

A άtrueέ urban agglomeration in their view needs to realize co-planning and 

programming of urban and rural areas, industrial chains, transportation networks, finance, 

information services, marketization, science and technology development, environmental 

protection and remediation, and ecological construction. The regional integration plan 

suggests these highly ambitious and comprehensive functions are indeed what the YRD city 

cluster trying to realize. 
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нΦмΦн /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ bŜǿ {Ǉŀǘƛŀƭ ¦ƴƛǘ for Green Urban Development 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ bŜǿ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¦ǊōŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴ in 2014 officially embraced the notion that instead 

of solely focusing on the development of metropolis, it is the more inclusive and coordinated 

Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘǊƛǾŜ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƴŜǿ ǳǊōŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ (see Figure 3). Meanwhile, since 

cultural and ecological factors play an important role in attracting and concentrating 

international labor and high-value firms (Hall & Pain, 2006), mega-city regions in China have 

engaged in branding practices (de Jong et al., 2018)Φ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άƘƛƎƘ-quality living 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ, άŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾŀōƭŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέΣ άƎǊŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊǎέ ŀǊŜ 

frequently mentioned in regional plans. With respect to environmental governance, Chung & 

Xu (2015) argue that the άregionalέ scale is also deployed as a framing device for how the 

environment should be regulated. It pivots cities away from their individual interests and 

situates them on a politically more important scale, which is characterized by a high level of 

environmental aspiration.  
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Figure 3  

The national new-type urbanization plan which features key megaregions (dashed orange lines) and 
their core cities (red dots).  

 

Note. Reprinted from the 13th Five-Year Plan for national economic and social development (p.64), 

2016, Edition 8, Chapter 33, Section 1. Beijing: NDRC.  

A key objective of city clustering is to institutionalize coordinated development and 

cooperation mechanisms among local administrations (Groff & Rau, 2019). Recent studies 

show regional development in China is going through a more relationally-networked and 

function-dominated transition (Cheng & Shaw, 2017; Li & Wang, 2019). And coordinated 

development in the YRD has improved duǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ 

adjustment (Chen & Feng, 2017). City clusters in China are often operating on a scale 

unprecedented in the globe. Aside from the large population and fast economic growth, the 

political, economic, and cultural characteristics of regions like the YRD have a long-lasting 

effect on its present-day development. For instance, the established prefecture and county 
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hierarchy of the Yangtze Delta could be traced back to the Song Dynasty (960 ς 1279). 

Individual cities in the region, even within one province, often have noticeable unequal 

economic and development conditions. In relation to its geographic location (the middle and 

lower reaches of the Yangtze River), the YRD also has a distinctive regional culture. As 

elaborated in later sections, these characteristics are essential to local actors who are 

involved in the planning and governing of local ecological conditions.  

In terms of global competitiveness, Chinese scholars consider the YRD city cluster is 

falling behind its Western peers. Its economic density (the ratio of regional GNP to the 

regional area) is less than one-third of that of the Northeast megalopolis in the US; and its 

industrial structure is dominated by middle and low-end manufacturing industries (Ye & 

Huang, 2017). Industrial structure and low resource efficiency are considered by scholars as 

the root cause of persistent pollution and high energy consumption in the YRD. Highly 

unbalanced development and intra-regional inequality also further worsen regional 

environmental problems (Yeh & Chen, 2020).  

2.2 The Construction of Ecological Civilization 

The construction of Ecological Civilization (EC) is an essential concept to the making of world-

class city clusters. Under ·ƛΩǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ Sustainable Development (SD) has given way to 

9/Σ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴƻǿ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ 9/ 

emphasizes the harmonious coŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ Lǘ άŀƭǎƻ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ 

production patterns, economic foundation, and governance systems based on the shared 

ǾŀƭǳŜέ όtŀƴΣ нлмсΣ ǇΦотύΦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜ 9/ ǎŜŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ όǿƘƛƭŜ 

not a complete negation) of industrial civilization (Gare, 2012; Pan, 2016). 
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Conceptually, EC encompasses not only the three pillars of SD, namely economic, 

environmental, and social, but also political and cultural dimensions of development. Similar 

to SD, the discourse of EC is also subject to various and contesting interpretations (Gare, 2012; 

Hansen & Svarverud, 2018; Goron, 2018; Gare, 2020). Some scholars consider it criticizes the 

logic of capitalism while maintains a nationalistic and socialism edge (Hansen & Svarverud, 

2018; Zhou, 2020; Gare, 2020). For instance, in terms of creating ecological rationality and 

political modernization, EC highly resembles the Ecological Modernization theory, yet it 

deliberately distances itself from Western social theories due to the national and political 

identity associated with the CPC (Wang, He & Fan, 2014; Goron, 2018). Studies on the 

philosophical foundations of the EC paradigm implied the influence of Confucianism, Daoism, 

9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ aŀǊȄƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ !ƭŦǊŜŘ bƻǊǘƘ ²ƘƛǘŜƘŜŀŘΩǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǇƘilosophy on its formation (Wang, 

He & Fan, 2014; Clayton & Heinzekehr, 2014; Pan, 2016; Gare, 2020). Though this school of 

thinking originated in the Soviet Union and was proliferated by scholars at the Claremont 

{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜƻƭƻƎȅΣ 9/ ǿŀǎ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ άǘŀƪŜƴ ǳǇ, developed, and vigorously and successfully 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘέ ƛƴ /Ƙƛƴŀ όDŀǊŜΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦмлύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ CƛǾŜ-in-hƴŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ ƻŦ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳ ǿƛǘƘ 

/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎέΣ 9/ ƛǎ Ǉǳǘ ǎƛŘŜ ōȅ ǎƛŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

construction. In 2018, the construction of EC was written into the national constitution, 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ to resolving environmental issues (Zhou, 

2020; Gare, 2020).  

The selection of EC as the /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ ǎƛƎƴƛfies the 

political, technological, and cultural orientations of the CPC (Hansen & Svarverud, 2018; 

Goron, 2018; Zhou, 2020). The reform of governmental administrative system is also 

imperative to its connotation (Zhou, 2020; Gu et al., 2020). Thus, the construction of EC in the 
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/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ !ƴŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŎŜƭ ǘƻ ·ƛΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΦ 

! ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ŎŀǎŜ ƛǎ ·ƛ WƛƴǇƛƴƎΩǎ ŎŀǘŎƘǇƘǊŀǎŜΥ άƭǳŎƛŘ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƭǳǎƘ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ 

ŀǎǎŜǘǎέ όƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άTwo Mountains Theoryέ), which is widely perceived as the 

essence EC construction in China. The term has become ubiquitous in planning and policy 

documents, frequently referenced by party members as well as ordinary people. 

2.2.1 /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ Changing Environmental State  

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9/ ǎŜŜǎ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǊŀǇƛŘ ǊŜŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

in the last decade. Environmental state here refers to the organic makeup of instruments, 

laws, institutions, and authorities in the state structure intended to achieve ecological 

metafunction (Mai & Francesch-IǳƛŘƻōǊƻΣ нлмпύΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƛǎ άǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ 

it engaged in economic decision making, considerations of ecological impacts would have 

equal weight with any considerations of private-ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǘŀȄŜǎέ 

(Schnaiberg & Weinberg, 2000, p.9).  

Since 2013, the modernization of the national governance system and governance 

capacity to incorporate EC has been heavily promoted by CPC. Earlier studies on /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 

άŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳέ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

among localities in the pursuit of local economic interests (Mol & Carter, 2006; Wang & Lin, 

2010). The central regulatory authority was deconcentrated among different administrative 

entities and environmental ministries suffered from insufficient coordination and budget 

allocation. EƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōǳǊŜŀǳǎΩ (EPBs) lack of power over local governments 

also creates implementation gaps. In recent years, large reforms in ecological and 

environmental institutions and management systems have taken place to eliminate these 
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institutional flaws (Wang, 2018; Kostka & Zhang, 2018) (see Table 1). First, GDP-based 

indicators are weighed less in local cadre performance assessment than environmental 

indicators. Such a shift has been found to have promising effects on improving the local 

environment (Wang & Lei, 2021; Xin Wang & Lei, 2020). Regional GDP assessments are 

canceled for regions under restrictive ecological development or are ecologically fragile 

(Kitagawa, 2017). άResource consumption, environmental damage and ecological efficiencyέ 

are included in ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΩ ŀǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭ ƛƴŘŜȄ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ.7 !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ άƻƴŜ-ǾƻǘŜ ǾŜǘƻŜǎέ όѿ ‗, yi 

piao foujue,) system for environmental protection targets has been applied to political 

assessment at all levels of the government, which entails failure in accomplishing an 

environmental one-vote-veto indicator will result in the banning of all promotions and awards, 

no matter how well a given cadre does on other tasks. 8 More stringent rules have been 

placed on accountability mechanisms ǘƻ ŀƭǘŜǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎŀŘǊŜǎΩ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ-oriented mindset and their 

tendency to shirk their responsibilities (Kostka & Zhang, 2018). In 2015, the State Council 

approved a lifetime accountability rule ( ᴋ└ , zhongshen zerenzhi). 9  This rule 

particularly affects environmental issues as it addresses their time-lagging impact. Local 

officials could be held criminally accountable for environmental mismanagement, even after 

 

7 In December 2016, the Evaluation and Assessment Measures for the Construction of Ecological 
Civilisation was released, followed by the Green Development Indicator System and the Assessment Target 
System for the Construction of Ecological Civilisation. The above documents have set up a new development 
orientation for economic and social development ŀƴŘ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘέ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ-oriented mentality among 
local cadres. 

8 The National 12th Five-Year Plan for the first time explicitly includes environmental protection in the 
performance appraisal of local governments at all levels as a one-vote veto audit item.  

9 The Ecological Civilization Construction Target Evaluation and Assessment Methods, the Party and 
Government Cadres Ecological and Environmental Damage Accountability Methods, and On the Comprehensive 
Implementation of the River Chief System are among a series of important documents that stipulate and specify 
the party and government cadres to be held accountable for ecological damage. The renewed environmental 
protection accountability system traces ecological damage down to a specific person. 
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they departed or retired from their positions. In 2018, the MEE replaced the Ministry of 

Environmental Protection (MEP) and unified many functions previously shared by other 

ministries to reduce institutional fragmentation. EPBs in China have since changed their 

names to Ecological and Environmental Bureaus (EEBs), as a reflection of this new integration 

of responsibilities. Another change concerns the vertical management reform in the 

environmental sector (Ma, 2017). This reform strengthens the authority of provincial EEBs, 

centralizes environmental monitoring and inspection from municipal and county-level to the 

provincial level so to address local protectionism and lax law enforcement. The Central 

Environmental Inspection Teams were also established and have full coverage of mainland 

China.   

Table 1  

Major reforms and institutional innovations for environmental protection in the construction of EC 
(2013-present) 

Institutional Innovation Examples 

Accountability mechanisms Ψ[ƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǊǳƭŜΤ the River Chiefs 

System 

Vertical reforms Establishment of MEE; Central Environmental 

Inspection Teams 

EC-based cadre assessment  Green development index; "Resource 

consumption, environmental damage and eco-

efficiency" are included in the comprehensive 

assessment index system 

Collaboration mechanisms The YRD Regional Air and Water Pollution 

Prevention and Control Cooperative Team; Xin 

Ψŀƴ WƛŀƴƎ eco-compensation mechanism 

Environmental credit system Memorandum of Cooperation on the 

Implementation of Joint Credit Rewards and 
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Punishments in the Field of Environmental 

Protection in the Yangtze River Delta Region 

 

Perhaps the most relevant accountability mechanism to address transboundary water 

pollution is the implementation of RCS. In 2018, the RCS was implemented in all 31 provinces 

in mainland China. The system designated the main leaders of the party and government at 

all levels (provincial, city, county, township, and village) the role to personally supervise and 

manage water bodies within their jurisdictions, and coordinate cross-department, cross-

jurisdictional water affairs through the River Chiefs Offices ( Ⱳ, hezhangban). River chiefs 

help reduce the transaction costs for EEBs during coordination as the latter have limited 

administrative power to navigate across different departments. Municipalities are required 

ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀ άƻƴŜ ǊƛǾŜǊΣ ƻƴŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅέ όѿ ѿ , yihe yice) approach, which aims to break 

the fragmented mode of governance and provides a basin-wide system of river and lake 

management. Public participation is another important aspect of this system (Chien & Hong, 

2018; Y. Wang & Chen, 2020). Actors from civil society and private sector have participated 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǊƛǾŜǊ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ άCivic River CƘƛŜŦǎέ ( , minjian hezhang) 

ŀƴŘ άEnterprise River CƘƛŜŦǎέ (ᴑҙ qiye hezhang).  

In the last decade, seven major river basins in China including the Yangtze River have 

established joint working mechanisms for water pollution prevention and control. In 2016, 

the YRD Regional Air Pollution Prevention and Control Cooperative Team, which consists of 
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three provinces and one municipality and a total of 12 ministries,10 integrated water pollution 

and control in their operation. However, under /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ these basin-level 

entities and regional commissions do not have authoritative power over provincial 

governments, hence they are insufficient for mobilizing local governments (Wang & Chen, 

2020). In more recent years, diversified horizontal ecological compensation mechanisms for 

water and air pollution have been explored by local governments. The eco-compensation 

mechanism establishes relationships between ecological beneficiary areas and ecological 

protection areas, such as the lower reaches and the upper reaches of river basin through 

financial compensation, counterpart collaboration, industrial transfer, and talent training 

(Sheng, Qiu, & Han, 2020).  

Albeit these institutional reforms and new instruments have received mixed results and 

raised concerns for their long-term impact (Chien & Hong, 2018; Shang, Gong, Wang, & 

Stewardson, 2018; Wang & Chen, 2020), they have considerably affected the dynamics 

among local actors. In what ways do they manifest in the YRD require closer examinations. 

2.2.2 Demonstration Zone as a Policy Experimentation for Green Governmentality 

The construction of a Demonstration Zone ( , shifan qu) could be seen as local policy 

experimentationΦ Lƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ is άŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

 

10 The ministries include the former MEP, the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), 
the Ministry of Science and Technology, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, the Ministry of 
Finance, the former Ministry of Land and Resources, the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, the 
Ministry of Transport, the Ministry of Water Resources (MWR), the former Ministry of Agriculture, the National 
Health and Family Planning Commission and the State Oceanic Administration. The group is connected to the 
air pollution prevention and control coordination mechanism in terms of operation mechanism, and the 
agencies and deliberations are integrated and united.  
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central policy makers encourage local officials to try out new ways of problem-solving and 

then feed the local experiences back into national policy formulatioƴέ (Heilmann, 2018, p.45). 

The άŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅέ mode of governance is fundamentally different from 

conventional policy-making process in which policy analysis, formulation, and legislation 

embodiment precede policy implementation. Iǘ άƳŜŀƴǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƭŀǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭŀǘŜǊέ (Heilmann, 2008, p.8).  

The Overall Plan for Building a Yangtze River Delta Ecological Green Integrated 

Development Demonstration Zone (hereafter the Overall Plan) stipulates that the 

5ŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ½ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƻ ōŜ άŀ ǇǊŜŎǳǊǎƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƛƭōƭŀȊŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘe 

¸w5 ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦέ tƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ are 

implemented by local actors under the principle of άpolicy in accordance with the bestέ (

 ᴨ, zhengce congyou). 11 These innovations will then be scaled up and generalized at the׆

regional scale. Some scholars have made the distinctions between policy experimentation 

and policy innovations in China (Göbel & Heberer, 2017).12 In the case of the Demonstration 

Zone, it appears to have characteristics of both concepts. As in, the Demonstration Zone itself 

is a policy experimentation and its desired outcomes include policy innovations.  

 

11 According to Party Central CommitteeΩǎ /omprehensive Deepening Reform since the 18th Party 
Congress, initiatives that can be tested first at the local level will be implemented at the demonstration zones 
to make breakthroughs and realize systemic integration. Any reform or innovation that had been implemented 
in two provinces and one municipality (individually) can be promoted and shared in the Demonstration Zone. 

12 ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ άIn contrast to policy experimentation, where desired policy outcomes are 
clearly defined, local officials engaging in policy ΨinnovationΩ need to decode central government documents and 
directives to assess whether their planned innovation is likely to meet with the approval of the highest 
leadership stratum. Instead of being told what to do, they are led to judge by themselves whether their project 
will earn them praise or criticismέ (Göbel & Heberer, 2017, p.474). 
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 ά9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ-ōŀǎŜŘΣ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ǿŀǎ Ǉǳǘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ in the 

Overall Plan, what follows isΥ ά!ƴŎƘƻǊ ǘhe ecological base, build up ecological advantages and 

develop ecological economy; highlight the natural ecological beauty of the water towns in 

JiangnanΦέ13  This emphasis on governance subjects and their values could be better 

understood through governmentality in comparison with governance theory (Jessop, 2011). 

Extended from aƛŎƘŜƭ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ (Dean, 1999; Foucault, 1977), 

the logics of green governmentality have not only emerged in the Western liberal context but 

also in China. Green governmentality is reflected in new green practices and institutions that 

affect the production of truth on nature, and increase the market value of environments and 

natural resources (Goldman, 2001). Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ άƴƻǾŜƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜΣ 

regulation, self-policing, participation, and so on through which nature is governedτthe ways, 

in other words, in which the environment is rendered governableτand the sorts of citizen-

ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ (Watts, 2002, p.1316).  

Describing /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǊ ǘƻ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜ 9/ ƛƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΣ Pow (2018) 

ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ άŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŜƴǎŜƳōƭŜ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

categorization that coalesced around particular sets of ΨgreenΩ urban practices and 

governmental assemblages through which diverse (contested) meanings relating to urban 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎέ όǇΦнύΦ LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ tƻǿΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ two 

coevolving and complementary green governmental logics: eco-technical and eco-aesthetic 

are highlighted in this study. In the context of the Demonstration Zone, eco-technical strategy 

refers to technical-calculative practices such as maps, statistics, and various forms of technical 

 

13 Jiangnan ( ), a distinctive regional culture in the south and lower reaches of the Yangtze River 

known for its river canals and ancient water villages.  
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solutions; eco-aesthetic governmentality refers to aesthetic normativity and visual codes for 

concepts such as άJiangnanέ and άworld-classέ, and more importantly the internalization of 

appropriate conducts and eco-aesthetic sensibility expected from actors who are being 

governed (Pow, 2018). The explanatory power of green governmentality helps to illustrate 

how EC is internalized by those who are participating in the governing and self-governing 

processes of achieving environmental goals, so as to allow the state to άƎƻǾŜǊƴing at a 

ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜέ(Rose & Miller, 1992). Moreover, it helps to illuminate the interplay between 

ecological and economic rationalities in the making of a άworld-class city cluster.έ   

2.2.3 Top-Level Design as the Logic for Metagovernance  

This section describes the current institutional setting of environmental governance in China, 

which is highly complex and often characterized by contradicting features. The 

aforementioned institutional reforms under unified leadership represent what often dubbed 

the άtop-level designέ ( , dingceng sheji), a trend that has been emphasized under 

·ƛΩǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ (Yang & Yan, 2018). Previous scholarship ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

miracle in the Reform and Opening Up era to the intense economic and political competition 

όάǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ tournamentέύ and experimentation among local governments as they enjoy 

relatively high autonomy and bargaining power in regards to planning and policy making 

(Montinola, Qian, & Weingast, 1995). To respond to this άǉǳŀǎƛ-ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭƛǎƳέ account on 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ Ƴany scholars consider top-level design a (re)centralization of political power 

and a reconfiguration of central-local relations (Ahlers, 2018; Schubert & Alpermann, 2019; 

Yang & Yan, 2018). This trend is characterized by increased streamlining of policy formulation 

and monitoring, and the deepening of comprehensive reforms at all levels of the state 

hierarchy.  
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The emphasis on top-level design also deemed the ƘŜǳǊƛǎǘƛŎ άŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳ нΦлέ ƭŜǎǎ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘe. Fragmented authoritarianism 2.0 suggests that the policy 

process in China has become more horizontal and pluralized since the reform era (Mertha, 

2009). There is space for negotiation and bargaining within the political system and there is 

also more room for non-state policy entrepreneurs. In the era of top-level design, however, 

the negotiation mode could be seen as one of several steering modes that coexist (Schubert 

& Alpermann, 2019). {ƛƴŎŜ /Ƙƛƴŀ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎƛŜǎΩ 

trajectory towards horizontal governance, Schubert & Alpermann (2019) argue άǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎέ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ-making process. And both 

άŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳέ ŀƴŘ άǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴκŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅέ 

are different modes of political steering.  

These steering modes are on the spectrum of hard steering, negotiation, competition, 

and soft steering (Schubert & Alpermann, 2019). 14  In this study, the concept of 

άƳŜǘŀƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜέ όƳŜǘŀ-steering) is also applied ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ άŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩǎ 

efforts to rebalance the use of different steering modes (the steering of steering) (Schubert 

& Alpermann, 2019, p.207). Metagovernance can be understood as the άƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜέ (Torfing, 2016, p.525)Σ ƻǊ άǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ-like interaction within 

governance networks, and interaction among actors to influence parameter changes to the 

ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ (Jessop, 2011, p106). Metagovernance resembles the institutional logic of 

 

14 ά{ƻŦǘ ǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎέ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǎŜƳƛ-hierarchical guidance, discursive practices of steering, and vertical 
metagovernance. It can be understood as the steering of self-steering in the shadow of hierarchy.  
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top-level designςςit is often the central government that facilitate the collaborative actions 

and design their procedures among local actors (Gjaltema, Biesbroek, & Termeer, 2020).  

In /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-level steering, άƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ 

ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ΨǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǊƛƎƘǘ Ǿƛǎ-à-vis 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎέ (Schubert & Alpermann, 2019, p.208) (Figure 4). The changing 

roles parallels the principal-agent problem in Chinese bureaucracy (Zhou, 2010; Zhou & Lian, 

2020). The central government and provincial government are the άprincipalέ who enjoys the 

highest and formal (symbolic) authority in agenda-setting and institutional design; the 

county-level governments are agents, responsible for the actual policy implementations. The 

metropolitan-level government simultaneously plays the role of supervisor and principal. It 

supervises lower-level governments to ensure implementation, while also enjoys certain 

discretionary power in localized goal-setting and incentive provision, as a form of real 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘκ άǎǳōŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ  
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Figure 4  

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-level steering structure.   

 

Note. Reprinted from ά{ǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ tƻƭƛŎȅ tǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9Ǌŀ ƻŦ Ψ¢ƻǇ-[ŜǾŜƭ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΩΥ ǘƘŜ 

/ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨtƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ {ǘŜŜǊƛƴƎΩ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΣέ ōȅ Schubert, G., and Alpermann, B., 2019, Journal of 

Chinese Political Science, 24(2), 199ς224, p.214.  
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¢ƘŜ άǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ-supervisor-ŀƎŜƴǘέ dynamics help explain why under a subcontracting 

mode of environmental governance, information asymmetry and incongruence of goals 

between agents and principal are the most likely to induce counter-steering strategies in 

environmental policy implementation such as collusion (between agents and agents, and 

agents and supervisors), selective policy implementation, and manipulation of targets and 

data to compromise state policies and make environmental performances harder to evaluate 

(Kostka & Nahm, 2017; Zhou, 2010; Zhou & Lian, 2020).  

Greater central-level demand means "the system has arguably become even more 

ΨǇǊŜǎǎǳǊƛȊŜŘΩ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ·ƛ WƛƴǇƛƴƎ ŜǊŀέ (Schubert & Alpermann, 2019, p.202). 

The άpressurized systemέΣ ŘǳōōŜŘ άŘƻǿƴǿŀǊŘ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ 

lŜǾŜƭ ōȅ ƭŜǾŜƭέ όⱴ , cengceng jiama), describes the long-lasting organizational system 

(ᵣ└, tizhi) of Chinese local bureaucracy (Yang & Yan, 2018; Zhou & Lian, 2020). On one hand, 

there is an asymmetry between the workload and the authority lower-level governments are 

able to exercise.15 On the other hand, the supervisor might impose higher goals upon the 

agent to ensure policy outcomes do not fall short (Ran, 2013; Zhou & Lian, 2020). This often 

results in local governments overachieving their targets by adopting a blunt, clear-cut 

approach for environmental policy implementation, data manipulation, and other moral 

hazards. The pressurized system concept is useful to ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ 

behaviors in collective actions. As Schubert & Alpermann (2019) suggested, under higher 

 

15 ¢ƘŜ ΨƛƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ ό) between higher-level party secretary and 

local-level EBPs is considered as one of the main reasons behind environmental implementation failure in China 
(Ran, 2013)Φ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨhukouΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ΨǾƻǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ŦŜŜǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ άǊŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳέ ǿƘŜƴ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ 
these behaviors have improved in certain areas of environmental protection in recent years (Z. Zhang, Jin, & 
Meng, 2020). 
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ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ άǊƻǿέ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǊŘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ 

άŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜΣ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀl actors may resist central or local level policies by applying 

different counter-ǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέ (p.218).  

Studies have shown a mixed effect of strengthened central control on local policy 

experimentations and innovations. Chen (2017) finds local actors are more constrained by the 

central government; while the central government άprimarily focuses on rule by law and on 

environmental protection in their top-level designsέΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ prefer to explore effective 

channels for public participation to resolve local social conflicts (p.667); Teets, Hasmath, & 

Lewis (2017) find ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ 

to experiment with policy; ŀƴŘ άƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣ ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ 

ǇŜŜǊǎΩ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴέ are more significant factors 

(p.514). Shen & Ahlers (2018) find local environmental bureaucracy has been more 

ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ άŜƴǘŜǊ 

the previously sacrosanct areas of economic interests and government-ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǘƛŜǎέ όǇΦоспύΦ  

2.3 Local Collaborative Networks for Transboundary Pollution 

In light of regional integration, transboundary pollution has made institutional flaws much 

more visible. The Reform and Opening Up era gave rise to local protectionism, industrial 

isomorphism, and vicious political competition among local governments, which have 

hindered regional environmental collaboration (Zhou, 2010; Cui, 2020). The mismatch 

between the biophysical environment and administrative units is also a major barrier. Unlike 

many federal countries, in China there is no formal governmental body at the regional level 

to facilitate coordination among provincial-level governments. There is also limited room to 
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establish such an authority, as it requires the establishment of a comprehensive legal system 

to supports it (Cui, 2020). Proponents of authoritarian environmentalism might believe that 

a strong centralized political authority can transcend jurisdictional boundaries and internalize 

negative externalities, while in reality this mode of governing has been proven to be rather 

insufficient (Huang & Xu, 2017). Cross-jurisdictional environmental governance thus requires 

sufficient legislation support, institutional coherence, and the mobilization of relevant state 

and non-state actors.  

2.3.1 The Institutionalization of Regional Collaboration: Forms of Interlocal Agreements 

aƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ 

interƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΣ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ /Φ CŜƛƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

Collective Action (ICA) framework has been widely applied and ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƻ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

(Chen, Ma, Feiock, & Suo, 2019; Yi, Shen, Zhang, & Feiock, 2016; Yi et al., 2018). The ICA 

framework is built on the research of interjurisdictional collaboration, collaborative 

governance, and network governance (Yi et al., 2018). It focuses on externalities of choice in 

fragmented systems (Feiock, 2013). ICA studies employ quantitative methods to investigate 

how regional collaborations in China are institutionalized through interjurisdictional 

agreements (IJAs). The forms of IJAs range from informal meetings to formal agreements (Suo, 

Kan, & Tu, 2018; Yi et al., 2016, 2018) (see Table 2). IJAs are ties and links in local government 

networks; and policy and administrative choices are accounted for in terms of transaction 

costs and collaboration risks. Taking into account the features of Chinese administrative 

system, Yi et al., (2018) categorize three common forms of IJAs for environmental 

sustainability: informal agreement, formal agreement, and imposed authority. The first two 

mechanisms are employed by self-organizing governmental entities to overcome horizontal 
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collective action dilemmas; the last one indicates imposed requirement of city collaborations 

by higher-level authorities. In the YRD, informal and formal IJAs are both commonly used, 

while imposed authority is less prominent (Yi et al., 2018).  

Table 2  

Forms and Main Functions of IJAs 

Forms of IJAs Examples Functions 

Informal 

agreements 

Site-visiting, joint meeting, 

forum, conference, 

memorandum; collaboration 

suggestions 

Information sharing, trust and capacity 

building, problem solving, and service 

delivery (self-organizing and flexible) 

Formal 

agreements 

Framework agreement, joint 

planning agreement, 

collaboration statement, 

binding mutual contracts 

Coordinate and delegate 

responsibilities, work lists, (the most 

formal, standardized and targeted act 

of cooperation) 

Coordination 

Office 

Regional Pollution Prevention 

and Control Cooperative 

Team 

Facilitate cross-jurisdictional, cross-

departmental coordination and 

collaboration 

 

From the perspective of regional public administration, Yang (2015) provides two 

alternative mechanisms: large administrative unit-led and equal and mutually beneficial. 

Most of the collaborations in the two provinces and one municipality fall into the category of 

led by large administrative unit. Higher-level authority like Shanghai advocates and promotes 

cooperation with nearby local governments and bears the initial costs of the collective action. 

They also benefit more from the collaboration than other partners. An ideal type of local 

government network is composed of members that are equal and άƳǳǘǳŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

key: even if no one benefits, at least all can reduce costs through the collective action. The 
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most common IJAs employed in this ideal type are joint meeting, intergovernmental 

agreements, and (coordination) office.  

2.3.2 Factors that Influence Collaborative Actions 

The above studies showcase the complex balance between interventions from higher-level 

authority (central and provincial governments) and local self-organizing actions. Other studies 

on this subject find that strong horizontal metagovernance16 and leadership are the necessary 

preconditions for more intensified inter-organizational activities; environmental status 

disparity and autonomous capacity disparity were sufficient conditions, while strong vertical 

metagovernance is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition (Mu, Jia, Leng, Haershan, & 

Jin, 2018). The YRD exhibited strong horizontal metagovernance, strong leadership, and weak 

environmental status disparity. In a comparison study on the effectiveness of cooperation 

environmental governance between the JJJ and the YRD, Mu & Spekkink (2018) find the 

ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǊƻƻƳ ŦƻǊ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

intervention. The national initiatives hence mainly built on existing cooperation and provided 

more legitimacy for local policies.  

The political tournament explanation offers complementary insights, in which local 

ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ȊŜǊƻ-sum political competitions with their 

neighboring administration with the same ranking (Zhou, 2004). In /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ 

earlier studies show political incentives for promotion have led to two situations. First, local 

ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ for economic cooperation 

 

16 Horizontal metagovernance refers to self-organizing mediation and facilitation at the same authority 
level. 
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to happen between a fiscally weak government and a fiscally strong government, as they are 

not in the same political competition group, their relative rankings would not be hindered by 

cooperation (Zhou & Tao, 2011; Cui, 2020). For this reason, cooperation is less likely to 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άǿŜŀƪ Ҍ ǿŜŀƪέ ƻǊ άǎǘǊƻƴƎ Ҍ ǎǘǊƻƴƎέ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ The YRD case falls into the 

άǎǘǊƻƴƎ Ҍ ǿŜŀƪέ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ {ƘŀƴƎƘŀƛΩǎ άōƛƎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊέ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ; second, local governments 

are less inclined to cooperate to provide public goods that have positive spillover effects (such 

as improving environmental quality). Pressure from the central government has led to 

strategic polluting as provincial governments tend to allocate the most lenient environmental 

regulation enforcement in its most downstream counties when trying to meet the pollution 

reduction mandates (Cai, Chen, & Gong, 2016).  

Fewer studies have taken a broader scope in which the local government networks are 

nested within a regional context that involves private interests and the general public. Eaton 

& Kostka's (2018) preliminary analytical framework for interjurisdictional collaboration on 

transboundary pollution included factors from the industry and civil society that shape local 

governments behaviors (see Figure 5). They go beyond the political tournament paradigm 

and characterize interjurisdictional relations via the interactions between four categories of 

variables: political institutions (top-Řƻǿƴ ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎύΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΩ 

characteristics and personal networks, bottom-up factors (business interests and civil society), 

and structural factors (geographic density, group size). Westman & Broto (2018) provide a 

more refined outlook on bottom-up factors through the lens of governance networks and 

sustainability partnerships. Under a top-down model of environmental policy making, local 

partnerships do emerge ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ άŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ-ƭŜŘέ. 

These partnerships often are built for technology development and profit generation; 
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sustainability was used to legitimize investment decisions. Furthermore, the inclusion of 

actors was based on their technical expertise and economic leverage (Westman & Broto, 

2019).  

Figure 5  

Framework for analysis of interjurisdictional environmental interactions 

 

Note. Reprinted from άWhat makes for good and bad neighbours? An emerging research agenda in 

the study of Chinese environmental politicsΣέ ōȅ {ΦEaton, & G.Kostka, 2018, Environmental Politics, 

27(5), 782ς803, p.793.  

Multijurisdictional collaboration requires a higher level of trust, mutual understanding, 

and commitment than bilateral local-local relations, which entails increased transaction costs, 

opportunistic behaviors, and complexity of collaborative structures (Andrew, 2008). 

Moreover, reducing the iterative processes of a collaborative system to top-down and 

bottom-up forces would leave out some important elements, such as how the history of 
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cooperation (Mu & Spekkink, 2018) and counter-steering measures (Schubert & Alpermann, 

2019) might influence top-down factors and feed into the system. /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ-making 

process, as Heilmann (2018) aptly described, is άŀƴ ƻǎŎƛƭƭŀǘƛƴƎ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-level interaction rather 

ǘƘŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳƛȊŜŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ŘŜŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦфмύΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

iterative components of collaborative dynamics could be further analyzed.  

2.3.3 Synthesizing Concepts and Frameworks 

Mai & Francesch-Huidobro (2014) integrate governance network theories and collaboration 

theories and ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜ ǘƻ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǎŜƳƛ-authoritarian, hybrid political 

system.17 They incorporated mobilization as an important tool for collaborative networks that 

engage private and voluntary sectors. Mobilization in this context is about assemble financial, 

material, and personal resources, also securing consent and engaging actors from epistemic 

community and civil society, which often requires local governments broadening mobilization 

beyond their own administrative jurisdictions. The framework for collaborative municipal 

networks proposed by them is based on Ansell & Gash's (2008) and Emerson, Nabatchi, & 

Balogh's (2012) integrative framework on collaborative governance (see Figure 6) which 

broadly defined collaborative governance as:  

the process and structures of public policy decision making and management that engage 

people constructively across the boundaries of public agencies, levels of government, 

 

17 Mai & Francesch-Huidobro (2014) reflected on the theoretical limitation of existing frameworks such 
as multi-level governance, network governance, and governance networks. They pointed out the foundations of 
these frameworks, for instance, democratic theory and reflections on federalism, might constrain their 
explanatory power when being applied to the case of China. 
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and/or the public, private and civic spheres in order to carry out a public purpose that 

could not otherwise be accomplished (Emerson et al., 2012, p.2).  

Figure 6  

The Integrative Framework for Collaborative Governance 

 

Note. wŜǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ άAn integrative framework for collaborative governanceΣέ ōȅ YΦ Emerson, T. 

Nabatchi and S. Balogh, 2012, Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 22(1), 1ς29, 

p.6. 

This study follows the works of these authors as they extend the scope of collaborative 

governance to more a diverse range of entities and focus on the institutional design of the 

networks. This collaborative governance framework also offers a comprehensive set of 

elements to analyze, and is more relevant to institutional innovaǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƛǘ άǇǳǎƘŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ 

task integration to deliver break-ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ (Keast, 2016, p.446). Components of this 

framework encompass variables outlined by authors such as Mu et al. (2018) and Eaton & 

Kostka (2018) and overlaps with the ICA framework (see Table 3). Furthermore, it depicts how 
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collaborative networks for a public purpose are nested in larger systems, namely the 

collaborative governance regime (CGR) and the system context. These components operate 

in an iterative manner. They generate intermediate outputs (network actions) and end 

outcomes (impacts and adaptation) of collaboration (Emerson et al., 2012) which then feed 

into the system itself. Though the actions and impacts of the LCNs are premature in the case 

of the Demonstration Zone, these components are analyzed in this study to interpret 

potential implications of collaborations. 

Table 3  

Common elements that influence cross-jurisdictional collaborative environmental governance  

Components Variables  Authors 

System Context Political institutions; structural 

factors 

(Eaton & Kostka, 2018; 

Schubert & Alpermann, 

2019) 

Historical interactions (existing 

coordination mechanisms) 

(Mu & Spekkink, 2018) 

Common interests; resource 

attributes (see Chapter 2.3.5) 

(Cui, 2020; Suo, Kan, & Li, 

2020) 

Drivers Imposed authority (Suo et al., 2018; Yi et al., 

2018) 

Metagovernance (various modes of 

steering); leaderships 

(Mu et al., 2018; Schubert & 

Alpermann, 2019) 

Business interests; technology 

development;  

(Eaton & Kostka, 2018; L. 

Westman & Broto, 2018) 

Principled 

Engagement 

Local coordination and collaboration 

mechanisms; Forms of IJAs 

(Suo et al., 2018; Yi et al., 

2018) 

Shared Motivation Historical interactions (mutual trust) (Mu & Spekkink, 2018) 

Capacity for Joint 

Actions 

Power asymmetries  (Zhou & Tao, 2011; Cui, 

2020) 
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Leaderships (Mu et al., 2018) 

Local officials' characteristics and 

networks 

(Eaton & Kostka, 2018) 

 

2.3.4 Defining Local Collaborative Networks for Institutional Innovation 

One main function of local collaborative networks (LCNs) is to institutionalize coordination 

and collaboration mechanisms for cross-jurisdictional environmental management. 

Coordination precedes collaboration, it partly constitutes interactions during the initial stage 

of collaboration (Mai & Francesch-Huidobro, 2014). The initial stage involves άƳǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŎǊƛǎƛǎέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ άǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻŦ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘΣ ƻǊ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǘȅέ (Hartman, 

Hofman, & Stafford, 2002). In the YRD, a long history of cooperation in the economic sector 

could also be a contributor to sustainability partnerships (Mu & Spekkink, 2018). Coordination 

interactions can be divided into intergovernmental and intragovernmental dimensions (Mai 

& Francesch-Huidobro, 2014). The former concerns the interactions within the structure of 

vertical hierarchy (governments of different ranks) and horizontal relations (governments of 

similar ranks); the latter deals with the interaction between different departments or 

agencies within one government. For instance, the aforementioned IJAs situate in the 

intergovernmental dimension, while the RCS is more concerned with the intragovernmental 

dimension. 

These interactions serve functions such as resolving conflicts and building consensus 

through active networking among participating jurisdictions and other entities that have 

authority, resources, and information. Governmental departments and local officials are key 

actors in these interactive processes. They have the decision-making capacities and 
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responsibilities to resolve conflicts (i.e., through negotiation and bargaining) and foster 

meaningful relationships among a diverse range of network members. Ideal types of LCNs for 

regional integration are not ad hoc or piecemeal arrangement, but long-lasting and evolving.  

Collaboration occurs when autonomous stakeholders progress from underorganized 

systems to tightly organized systems (Hartman et al., 2002). Through coordinated decision-

making, stakeholders develop interdependency, compromise and handle differences, and 

have joint ownership of decisions and collective responsibility for environmental outcomes. 

Collaborative actions are produced through interactive and iterative processes that include 

principled engagement,18 shared motivation, and capacity for joint actions (Emerson et al., 

2012). These components generate internal legitimacy among participants, which confirms 

άǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǊ ŀǊŜ ǘǊǳǎǘǿƻǊǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛȊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜǎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ ό9ƳŜǊǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

p.14). Together they constitute the collaborative dynamics which is nested within CGR and 

general system context.  

¢ƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ but 

not identical. They are the underlying political, socioeconomic, environmental and cultural 

factors that influence the dynamics of the networks, and in turn, affected by the collaborative 

actions. Emerson et al. (2012) further separated initial drivers from contextual factors. These 

drivers are ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ άǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŜǘǳǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ 

 

18 !ǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΣ άtǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 
stakeholders at different points and take place in face-to-face or virtual formats, cross-organizational networks, 
ƻǊ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΦέ ό9ƳŜǊǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦмлύΦ 
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ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ǳƴŦƻƭŘέ όǇΦф). Elements within these drivers are leadership, consequential 

incentives, interdependence, and uncertainty. 

Institutional innovation ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ άŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ 

contributed to a larger solution by recombing inherited practices, technologies, and 

institutions to address their oǿƴ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέ (Hargrave & Van De Ven, 2006, 

p.865). In China, IJAs has been considered as institutional innovation in regional governance 

(Chen, Ma, & Suo, 2015). In combination with the general ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ growing concerns for the 

environment and demands for higher living standards, technological advancement, especially 

the widespread information technology is also a main component in institutional innovations 

(Hsu, Yeo, & Weinfurter, 2020; Kostka, Zhang, & Shin, 2020). In the environmental sector, 

public participants have long been marginalized in the policy-making processes (Feng, Wu, 

Wu, & Liao, 2020; Kostka & Zhang, 2018). Hence, institutional innovations entail a new 

mixture of market, voluntary, and informational instruments, in addition to making the 

collaborative networks more open to the general public and social supervision (Feng et al., 

2020; Guo & Bai, 2019).   

Deriving elements from the works of Emerson et al. (2012) and Mai & Francesch-

Huidobro (2014), LCNs in this research is conceptualized as: the iterative and interactive 

processes among a plurality of local actors, while maintaining their autonomy and 

administrative affiliations, achieving the shared objective of resolving cross-jurisdictional 

environmental pollution through a range of activities that involve formal and informal 

agreements, collective decision-making, and resource mobilization.  
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2.3.5 Shortcomings and Differences of LCNs in Transboundary Pollution  

Although collaboration is often framed as a normative strategy for complex environmental 

issues, it is not without shortcomings. It tends to marginalize politically weaker groups, as 

άǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴefits might be skewed toward the advantage 

of relatively powerful social groups, and inhibits fundamental changes in social values and 

forces that contribute to environmental destruction (Hartman et al., 2002, p3). Westman & 

Broto's (2019) findings on urban environmental politics in China echoes this notion, inclusion 

in policy-making favors those who have technical expertise and economic leverage. Feng et 

al., (2020) also find environmental decision-making in China mainly involves participants with 

professionalism or an affinity with the environmental departments due to the vague scope in 

the legislation. In China, the line between state and non-state actors is also rather blurred. 

The space of non-state actors in Western context is dominated by public service units19 (Ԋҙ

ᵝ , shiye danwei) and state-owned enterprises; and ENGOs are not completely 

independent of the government (Guttman et al., 2018). In the case of environmental 

governance, relevant public service units include the China Academy of Environmental 

Planning and the local environmental monitoring and inspection bodies entrusted by the EEBs 

(Guttman et al., 2018; Y. Ma, 2017).  

There are also distinctions in transboundary environmental collaboration according to 

specific environmental issues. When comparing the differences between air and water 

pollution collaborative management in the YRD from 2009 to 2018, Suo, Kan, & Li (2020) 

 

19 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎέ ƻǊ άǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎέΦ Lǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
service organizations affiliated with state agencies or other organizations that use state-owned assets for the 
purpose of social welfare. 
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shows the level, methods, and network structures of collaboration vary significantly. Using 

the ICA approach, they find that these differences are rooted in asset specificity and service 

measurability.20 Air pollution demonstrated low asset specificity as its fluidity and spatial 

spillover made governance subjects and stakeholders less certain about the geographic 

boundaries and the beneficiaries of collaborative actions. Thus, the forms of collaborative 

governance on air pollution are more flexible and the networks are more loosely organized. 

Water pollution management, on the contrary, has high asset specificity and high service 

measurability, so it is easier for local governments to enter into agreements and clarify the 

division of rights and responsibilities of the parties. This explains the large number of basin-

level ecological compensation agreements signed in recent years. These distinctions are taken 

into consideration when examining LCNs in the Demonstration Zone.  

3. Methodology and Analytical Framework 

3.1 Methods 

This thesis uses a case study approach as it is explorative by nature. As described in previous 

chapters, environmental collaborative governance and institutional innovations in China are 

multifaceted and quantitative studies often show contradicting results. A case study has 

ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƛƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƘƻǿέ ŀƴŘ έǿƘȅέ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

questions in a contemporary phenomenon (Yin, 2009). Through qualitative modes of enquiry, 

this study investigates policy initiatives surrounding two key transboundary environmental 

 

20  !ǎǎŜǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
production of one service can also be used foǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέΤ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƛƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ(Andrew, 2008)  
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issues: water pollution and air pollution. The main research subject is a pilot site launched in 

2019: the Yangtze River Delta Green and Integrated Ecological Development Demonstration 

Zone ( , referred to as the ά5ŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ½ƻƴŜέύΣ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ 

by three provincial-level administrative units: Shanghai, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu. The most 

directly involved administrative units are three district/county-level local government: 

Qingpu, Jiashan, and Wujiang.  

The subject of this study is selected for several reasons. First, these neighboring 

jurisdictions have a long history of relations built on shared culture, economic integration, 

industrial structuring, and joint planning of infrastructure. In light of the YRD integration plan, 

extensive collaborative networks in the region have emerged as the flows of material and 

immaterial elements intensify. Affiliated with three of the most affluent 

municipalities/provinces in China, the local governments involved in the Demonstration Zone 

enjoy a relatively high degree of autonomy and have more potential in introducing trailblazing 

initiatives. Their strategic importance also allows them to have a strong influence through 

world city networks.21 Secondly, in recent years, actors within these networks have been 

proactively engaged in interjurisdictional and interjurisdictional collaborations in various 

issue areas. Many new environmental policy instruments have been explored in the YRD and 

industries in the Demonstration Zone are subjected to the most stringent pollutant discharge 

 

21  According to GaWC 2020, Shanghai is classified as alpha+ (highly integrated cities, filling advanced 
service needs); Suzhou is classified as Gamma+ (cities that link smaller economic regions into the world economy) 
Source: https://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/world2020t.html 
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and emission standards in China.22 The Demonstration Zone is constructed as a testing ground 

for localities to break administrative boundaries and promote institutional innovations. In fact, 

the policy-making processes in the Demonstration Zone has its significance in ChinaΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ 

governance: two provinces and one municipality jointly introduce policies for adjacent 

jurisdictions with different administrative affiliations; nearly 40 departments are involved in 

the co-planning and implementation of these policies.  

In order to operationalize the conceptual framework of LCNs and build the empirical 

case studies, data were collected from multiple sources in both Chinese and English. These 

sources include governmental reports, news publications, meeting summaries and 

environmental inspection disclosure on official publications (i.e., WeChat handles of the 

Demonstration Zone, local EEBs, River Chief Offices, and relevant environmental 

departments). Due to COVID-19, on-site fieldwork was substituted by semi-structured 

interviews with scholars who study interjurisdictional environmental relations in the YRD city 

cluster and informants from major stakeholder categories, including one environmental NGO 

dedicated to water protection on Taipu River Basin, one journalist from a major Shanghai-

based newspaper, and one business employer of a local enterprise in the Demonstration Zone 

(see Appendix A). Each interview were roughly one to two hours in length, conducted 

between November 2020 to January 2021. Other secondary data include relevant urban study 

and environmental study literature on regionalization and inter-city cooperation, in addition 

 

22 According to the joint action plan issued by three provincial-level EEBs: the Pioneer Zone will 
implement the most stringent emission standards issued by the State, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
industries, and specific regions for pollutant emissions from new industrial projects. The relevant requirements 
will be extended to the whole area of the Demonstration Zone. Source: 
https://sthj.sh.gov.cn/hbzhywpt2025/20201026/b2cb6957601141408b3e5c1944cb1ae1.html 
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to policy documents, grey literature published by think tanks and research institutes that are 

involved in the YRD integration plan and projects in the Demonstration Zone.  

3.2 Analytical Framework 

This thesis follows the analytical framework proposed by Mai & Francesch-Huidobro (2014) 

propose. It focuses on the governance-design process and structural configuration of the 

collaborative governance framework (see Figure 7). The authors use two analytical tiers to 

represent the external and internal processes of collaborative networks. The external tier 

consists of four stages of network development. They are the varied forms of institutional 

design during the lifecycle of LCNs: 1) network prototype: initial drivers and principled 

engagement; 2) network formation: shared motivation and joint capacity building; 3) network 

in action: initiatives and new practices that are carried out by the actors in joint efforts; 4) 

network outcomes: impacts and adaptation of the network. The internal tier is the network 

dynamics embedded in LCNs. These are the coordination mechanisms and collaborative 

functions that create external changes in the overall network design. The legitimation process 

is also included in this framework, which is part and parcel of any collaborative governance. 

Input legitimacy is understood as the practical and adequate representation of those who are 

governed, including the inclusion of non-state actors to participate in the rule-setting 

processes (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen, 2016; Mai & Francesch-Huidobro, 2014). Taking into account 

the scope and time frame of this study, network outcomes and output legitimacy are 

discussed interpretatively in the study as they deal with the effectiveness of partnership 

agreements. Nevertheless, important elements in all four stages are analyzed. 
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Figure 7  

Analytical framework for the development of collaborative network 

 

Note. This framework focuses on institutional design of the life cycle of collaborative networks. 

Reprinted from Climate Change Governance in Chinese Cities (Routledge) (p.54), by Q. Mai and M. 

Francesch-Huidobro, 2014, Routledge. 

4. Case Study 

This chapter provides the empirical context for the analysis of LCNs for transboundary 

pollution in the Demonstration Zone. Each stages of network development of LCNs are 
































































































































































































































