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Water pollution is one of the most pressing issues in China, with a substantial 

number of river systems rated as unfit for any human use. Due to massive industrial wastewater 

discharges and the extensive use of agricultural fertilizer, approximately 70 percent of China’s 

rivers and lakes are deemed unsafe for human consumption. While environmental governance in 

China has been largely based on command-and-control regulation, more space has opened in 

recent years for citizen participation and local governments are explicitly tasked with being 

responsive to concerns expressed by citizens about environmental quality. Because both central 

and local leaders have come to realize that environmental degradation causes significant 

discontent with government and is potentially destabilizing, efforts are shifting away from 

simply implementing top-down targets to formally including social participation in 

environmental governance. In this project, we aim to test whether new forms of citizen 

participation in governance have led the the improvement of water quality in urban waterways in 

a large-scale, two-year randomized field experiment of an NGO-lead “rivers guardian program.” 

In particular, we worked with the NGO Mochou Ecological Environmental Protection 

Association to organize citizen monitoring teams for 80 of 160 urban waterways in Jiangsu 

Province. These teams measure various aspects of water quality twice each month. The 

information they collect is then disseminated in two cross-randomized experimental treatment 

arms:  (1) dissemination to local communities in the form of posters; and (2) dissemination to 

local Environmental Protection Bureaus in the form of quarterly reports. Using water quality 

measures from professional, third-party environmental monitoring company in May 2019, along 

with surveys of 8,000 residents who live near urban waterways, we will assess whether citizen 

monitoring and dissemination of environmental quality changed water quality, government 

responsiveness, and citizen attitudes about pollution. While results of this experiment are not 

available at the time of writing, we expect this field experiment to produce formative knowledge 

about both the effect of citizen participation in environmental governance and the mechanisms 

by which governments become more responsive to citizens’ concerns.


