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Environmental Governance in China 
Recommendations of a Task Force 

XUE LAN / UDO E . SIMONIS / DANIEL J. DUDEK 

For 15 years the China Counc i l fo r In ternat ional Coope ra t i on on Envi ron 
men t and D e v e l o p m e n t ( C C I C E D ) has b e e n advis ing the Chinese govern 
ment on envi ronmenta l pol icy and sus ta inable deve lopmen t . In 2004 , the 
Counc i l establ ished a T a s k Force on Env i ronmen ta l G o v e r n a n c e , cons is t ing 
of six internat ional and seven Chinese exper ts . T h e in ternat ional costs of the 
T a s k F o r c e were to be b o r n e by the G T Z  G e r m a n Techn ica l Coopera t ion . 
O n the basis of a deta i led compara t ive eva lua t ion of the structures , proces 
ses and ou tcomes of envi ronmenta l pol icy in China , the U S , J a p a n and the 
E U , and af ter var ious Workshops and site Visits in China and Europe , the 
T a s k Force prepared its repor t which was presen ted to the Chinese Premie r , 
the g o v e m m e n t and the genera l publ ic in Bei j ing in N o v e m b e r , 2006 . T h e 
repor t consis ts of 25 m a j o r r ecommenda t i ons , which are d o c u m e n t e d here in 
a much Condensed vers ion in order to s t imulate s tudy and c o m m u n i c a t i o n on 
an impor tan t task of our t ime  env i ronmenta l governance . 

T h e T a s k Force was convened because C h i n a is f ac ing unpreceden ted 
chal lenges in its effor t s to protec t the env i ronmen t and natural resource base 
(cf. E d m o n d s 1994; B r o w n & Halwi l 1998; W o r l d B a n k 2001 ; E c o n o m y 
2004, 2006; Bai & Shi 2006; T h o m p s o n et al. 2006) . T h e rapid deteriorat ion 
of the nat ion 's environment and deplet ion of its natural resources are threaten
ing the l ives and heal th of the largest popu la t ion in the world and the very 
potential for sustained growth of the economy (cf. Smil 1993; E d m o n d s 1998; 
Development and Change, No. 1, 2006). In response, the Chinese government 
has recently elevated the importance of envi ronment protect ion in its national 
development strategy, especially since the Sixth National Confe rence on 
Envi ronmenta l Protec t ion in 2 0 0 6 (cf. State Counc i l 2006 ; S E P A cons . ) . 

T h e Task Force found that a dramatic and comprehens ive stuft in approach 
to these prob lems is requi red . In essence , China must r e f o r m impor tan t 
e lements in its approach to env i ronmenta l governance . T h e cha l lenges the 
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country faces are no less vexing and important than the challenge of economic 
reform, the restructuring of State owned enterprises, and the effective manage-
ment of the financial assets that are the key to the economic aspirations of 
the nation. The environment and natural resources of China are no less vital 
assets of the nation, representing the patrimony of the people, and no less 
deserving of good governance. 

The Chinese government has set the goal of achieving harmonious 
Xiaokang Society by the year 2020. This goal is primarily to be achieved by 
quadrupling the gross national product (GNP) whilst maintaining social 
coherence and intergenerational equity. However, material wealth and social 
equity without a healthy environment could not be considered satisfactory. 
Therefore, the Task Force was of the opinion that a set of measures and 
institutional innovations should be adopted to ensure that the environment 
and natural resources of the nation will be preserved and enhanced in Sup
port of the welfare of the people. To guarantee such innovations, a triangulär 
concept of environmental governance was conceived, in which government, 
business, and civil society are major actors, and their interactions to be inte
grated and optimized (on environmental governance concepts in general, see 
Durant et al. 2005). 

At the Sixth National Environmental Conference in April 2006, Premier 
Wen Jiabao emphasized the importance of three transitions: the transition 
(1) from a focus on economic growth to one on environment and develop
ment; (2) from environment as a secondary objective to one of equal impor
tance with economic growth; and (3) from the primary use of administrative 
methods of environmental management to a more comprehensive System. 

Some moves have already been made in this direction (cf. Ma & Orto
lano 2000; OECD 2005; NDRC 2005; Mol & Carter 2006). The govern
ment has begun to consider evaluating the Performance of local government 
leaders on environmental Performance rather than focusing solely on eco
nomic growth categories. To aid this evaluation, there have been experi
ments with measuring Green GDP of a number of cities and provinces. 
These are extremely interesting Steps. However, if China is to embark on 
these transitions, further significant institutional changes are necessary (cf. 
Murray & Cook 2002; SEI & UNDP 2002; Day 2005). 

The Task Force noted that to be successful, the process of reform should 
be systematic and driven by the imperative of improving environmental 
governance. Specifically, it suggests that China would greatly strengthen its 
environmental governance by changes in four major areas: 
(1) Improving the government's capacity to enforce environmental laws and 

oversee the implementation of environmental programmes; 
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(2) Engaging the business sector to take a proactive role in environmental 
management; 

(3) Engaging civil society by providing greater transparency of information 
concerning environmental decision-making by the government; and 

(4) Establishing greater policy coherence and capacity vis-ävis both domestic 
and international environmental issues. 

To put China firmly on the path towards greater sustainability, the following 
specific action items are recommended by the Task Force in the four major 
areas. 

1. Government 

The first major challenge identified by the Task Force in this area is the 
insufficient administrative authority and capacity accorded to the present 
State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) in policy planning, 
implementation, and coordination with related agencies. The second major 
challenge comes from a policy approach that tends to be reactive, rather than 
proactive and preventative. A third major challenge is the development of 
multisector and multiactor policymaking. Accordingly, the Task Force 
makes the following specific recommendations. 

1.1 Executive Branch 

(1) Elevate SEPA to füll cabinet rank in the government (Ministry of Environ
ment  MOE). 

(2) Establish a leading group on national environmental issues chaired by 
the Premier, with membership comprised of the ministers of all relevant 
agencies (the Green Cabinet model). 

(3) Reforming the institutional Status of the ministry will place new burdens 
on it. In particular, MOE will need to develop internal mechanisms for 
coordination across departments in order to build more comprehensive 
policy regimes and integrated databases. A mechanism for identifying new 
and emerging environmental threats also needs to be developed. 

(4) Improve multilevel governance by realigning local environmental manage
ment directly with provincial environmental protection bureaus (EPBs). 
In addition, MOE should enhance the Performance of local management 
by providing support to those provinces in greatest need, and by establish
ing Performance requirements for environmental outcomes. 
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(5) Enhance the science and technology capacity of MOE, by establishing 
independent advisory commissions in particularly salient and complex 
areas. The work of these commissions should be documented in publicly 
released reports. Resources should be provided in supporting research in 
universities and research institutions improving scientific and societal 
underStanding of emerging environmental problems. 

(6) Enhance the capacity of the environmental administrative System of China' s 
central government, and fund the costs of demonstrating innovative en
vironmental management programmes in Cooperation with local EPBs. 

1.2 Legislative Branch 

(7) Strengthen the legal foundations of environmental management, and en
sure that all environmental policy tools have an appropriate legal basis. 

(8) The capacity of the National People's Congress to oversee the imple
mentation of the nation's environmental laws should be strengthened. In 
particular, the Committee on Environment and Natural Resources should 
get a Standing professional staff and budget. 

1.3 Judicial Branch 

(9) Train judges and public prosecutors in environmental problems and Sol
utions to make them aware of the extensive damages to human health and 
the environment caused by various types of pollution. 

2. Business 

The Task Force is of the opinion that the immense power of the market to 
address environmental problems should be harnessed to create a resource
efficient and environmentally friendly society (cf. Weale et al. 2000; Kanie 
& Haas 2004). In view of the knowledge and capital accumulated in the 
nonpublic sector, every effort should be made to mobilise these resources 
to facilitate the implementation of environmental management. Performance
based environmental responsibilities either required by the government or 
selfimposed by companies will create additional opportunities for Innova
tion towards ecological modernisation of China. Economic incentives can 
help energise business and harmonise economic and environmental goals. 
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(10) Establish clear, legally enforceable environmental responsibilities for 
enterprises. Reinforce compliance by establishing penalties for non-
compliance with environmental laws and regulations. Use the penalty 
structure to create a deterrent to pollution. Additionally, provide incen-
tives for companies to improve environmental management and thus 
move towards cleaner technology and products. 

(11) Establish reporting requirements for data to assure comparability of 
data across facilities and over time. Establish an internet-based report
ing System, with source by source data publicly available to all stake 
holders. 

(12) Establish civil and criminal liability laws for damages caused by Opera
tors of facilities responsible for environmental pollution and accidents. 
Provide a rigorous methodology for the calculation of environmental 
damages. 

(13) Require companies to report the presence of chemicals and other haz
ardous substances, and establish respective emergency mechanisms. 

(14) For the special case of the management of hazardous wastes and toxic 
substances, establish a Hazardous Substances Response Fund for clean
ing up emergency spills, financed by a tax on companies using hazardous 
substances. 

(15) Enhance corporate environmental responsibility by requiring the de
signnation of a corporate officer as the individual accountable for en
vironmental compliance. Encourage environmental audits and annual 
public environmental reporting commensurate with the annual financial 
reports. 

(16) Develop publicprivate partnerships and dialogues among government, 
business, and nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) to leverage the 
resources, perspectives, and capacities of these stakeholders to find 
commonly agreed Solutions. 

3. Civil Society 

The complexity and quantity of the environmental issues confronting all 
nations today has overwhelmed the capacity of even the strengest and best 
prepared of governments, acting alone. Most developed countries have, as a 
result, opened their societies to greater environmental NGO participation. 
They have removed many of the legal, political, and financial obstacles pre
venting the füll realization of the capacity of nongovernmental groups (cf. 
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Mazmanian & Kraft 1999; Imura & Schreurs 2005). The Chinese govern-
ment is responding and has become increasingly open to civil society parti-
cipation in environmental decision-making and implementation. The Task 
Force is of the opinion that strengthening this reform through various 
measures is necessary to achieve effective environmental governance. 
(17) Enhance the legal Status of Citizens and NGOs, clarifying their rights in 

environmental controversies and providing them with legal standing in 
the courts on behalf of persons injured, of social groups and the en-
vironment. 

(18) Conduct outreach and education of the public about the possibilities 
and opportunities to participate actively in environmental decision-
making. 

(19) Establish public advisory bodies convened around specific issues for 
the purpose of broadening government consultation with civil society 
(in line with the German and/or Japanese model of advisory boards). 

(20) Improve public access to environmental Information concerning emis-
sions and their consequences (in line with the "Aarhus Convention") in 
order to empower meaningful public participation. 

(21) Mitigate any barriers limiting Citizen and NGO participation by stream-
lining the procedures for NGO registration, appointing NGO represent-
tatives to advisory boards and commissions, and informing non-govern-
mental groups about the government's strategy and measures to enable 
participation. 

(22) Enhance NGO capacity by clarifying the regulations concerning the 
qualifications necessary to achieve tax advantaged Status. 

4. International Cooperation 

The Task Force concentrated its focus on the domestic elements of en
vironmental governance. Increasingly, however, environmental problems are 
beyond the scope of any one nation (cf. Kato 2001; Harris 2002; Knill & 
Liefferink 2006; Hyun & Schreurs 2006; Worldwatch Institute 2006). 
Global environmental threats such as stratospheric ozone depletion, climate 
change, biodiversity loss, persistent organic pollutants, water shortage, and 
soil degradation require coordinated international action. The Task Force 
recognised that effective international action is dependent on the capacity to 
act effectively. The recommendations on improving environmental govern
ance will enhance this capacity. China's rise in the global economy (cf. 
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OECD 2002) has made the nation vital to the international efforts to conserve 
the global ecology (cf. Schreurs & Pirages 1998; Weber 2004; Day 2005). 
(23) China should propose to other nations in the region the establishment 

of an environmental commission to promote a comprehensive regional 
approach to environmental protection and sustainable development. This 
commission should include mechanisms for environmental dispute reso-
lution and participation by civil society from the participating nations. 

(24) China should prepare for playing a more active role in the implement-
ation and further development of ratified UN environmental Conven
tions and multilateral environmental agreements, especially on climate, 
biodiversity, desertification, persistent organic pollutants, water and 
forests. 

(25) Enhance the effectiveness of China's environmental diplomacy and 
participation in global environmental governance by improving and 
strengthening the environmental training of the diplomatic corps. 

Conclusion 

China is at a crossroads. Environmental expectations are rising among its 
Citizens along with impatience at the persistence and magnitude of environ
mental damage. World attention is focused on China as a result of its rapid 
economic growth and emergence on the global scene. Yet, increasingly the 
image of China is as the world's factory with rampant pollution blanketing 
the landscape, urban areas clogged with cars, skies filled with the emissions 
from innumerable smokestacks, and rivers too polluted to sustain either life 
or productive use. While this is a caricature, it contains too many elements 
of contemporary reality to ignore. 

China has many good environmental laws on the books. Its environ
mental Professionals are dedicated and serious about their responsibilities. 
Considerable progress has been made in managing environmental problems. 
However, the fundamental problem facing China is the mismatch of the 
speed of change driven by global market forces in the business sector and 
the relatively slow pace of institutional change to cope with the unwanted 
and damaging byproducts of rapid economic growth. Of special importance 
therefore is the need for institutional reform in environmental governance. 
The Task Force has attempted to identify the key elements of such a reform 
by focusing on changes in institutional arrangements and processes that  if 
adopted  could significantly enhance the effectiveness of China's environ
mental governance. 
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Products of the Task Force 

Füll Report 
The Füll Report was produced both in Chinese and English, and can be 
obtained through: http://www.cciced.org. An English Version (80 pages) has 
been published in form of a Discussion Paper (P 2007001), and can be down
loaded from the WZB Website: http://www.wzberlin.de/publikation/ 

Series of Occasional Papers 
The series of Occasional Papers elaborated by the International Task Force 
members consists of the following papers (in English only), that can be ordered 
at: gtzchina@gtz.de: 

No. 1 Miranda A. Schreurs: Perspectives on Environmental Governance 

No. 2 Ryokichi Hirono: Environmental Governance in Asia 

No. 3 Duncan Liefferink: New Modes of Environmental Governance - The 
Experience of the European Union 

No. 4 Daniel A. Mazmanian: Achieving Air Quality - The Eos Angeles Ex
perience 

No. 5 Mischa Bechberger & Danyel Reiche: Good Governance for Renew
ahle Energies  The Example of Germany 

No. 6 Ryokichi Hirono: The Environmental Advisory System in Japan 

No. 7 Dorit Lehrack: Environmental NGOs in China  Partners in Environ
mental Governance 

No. 8 Mary A. Gade & Cynthia A. Faur: The United States Environmental 
System  An Evolution in Federal vs. Local Control 
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No. 9 Robert Percival & Miranda A. Schreurs: Environmental Crisis Manage-
ment - A Comparative Analysis 

No. 10 Jiang Yu-lin & Mark Major: Environmental Governance for Sustain-
able Transportation in China 

Series of Case Studies 
The series of Case Studies elaborated by the Chinese Task Force members 
consists of the following papers (in Chinese only), that can be ordered at: 
xuelan@tsinghua.edu.cn 

No. 1 Lu Xin-yuan, Daniel J. Dudek, Qin Hu, Zhang Jian-yu, Lin Hong, Yang 
Zi-jiang & Wang Yu-hong: China 's Environmental Enforcement Ca-
pacity 

No. 2 Yang Zhan-li & Ge Yong-de: Locol Environmental Governance - A 
Case Study on Nantong City 

No. 3 Li Wan-xin & Eric Zusman: Institutional Capacity and Environmental 
Regulation in China 

No. 4 Hu Tao, Zhang Ling-yun, Zhang Jian-yu & Qin Hu: Urban Environ-
mental Governance in China 

No. 5 Hu Tao, Wu Yu-ping & Zhang Ling-yun: Analysis of China 's Solid 
Waste Management 

No. 6 Yang Zhan-li: How to Improve Environmental Governance in China 

No. 7 Daniel J. Dudek, Qin Hu & Zhang Jian-yu: S02 Control and Emis-
sions Trading in China 

No. 8 Qi Ye, Su Yang & Chen Jing-hua: China's Biodiversity Governance 

No. 9 Hu Tao, Zhang Ling-yun & Sun Bing-yan: Analysis of the Root Causes 
of Sandstorms in China 

No. 10 Qi Ye & Ma Li: Towards a Proactive Climate Policy 

No. 11 Hu Tao, Li Li-ping, Zhang Ling-yun & Tian Chun-xiu: Analysis of the 

Yuanmingyuan Park Project 

No. 12 Mao Shou-long, Li Wen-zhao & Li Mei: Analysis of the Songhuajiang 
Crisis 

Bimonthly Journal - Supplement 
The Occasional Papers and the Case Studies were published in Chinese with 
English abstracts in a Supplement to the bimonthly journal Research of Environ-
mental Sciences, Vol. 19, Beijing, November 2006. 
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