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Abstract

Why did the Chinese central government use very different experimentalist strategies in different
environmental and/or ecological domains? To establish plausible explanations, this research
proposes a typology and four hypothetical propositions that focus on how different policy
conditions (i.e., policy goals and policy instruments) affect the timing and content of central
government’s deployment of experimentalist interventions in different environmental and
ecological policy domains. This dissertation tests these four hypotheses using a wide array of
qualitative evidence from four different cases (national park, carbon trading, river chief, and
comprehensive zone for ecological civilization construction) respectively. This disssertation
argues that in the past two decades of ecological civilization construction, the central government
has used four different experimentalist strategies (i.e., strict hierachical experimentation, cautious
comparative experimentation, selective political recognition and pragmatic phased integration) on
different policy occasions. These main findings have theoretical relevance and policy implications
for China’s environmental policy process and current environmental politics.

Key words: Experimentalist Governance, Environmental Politics, Experimentation, Political

Recognition, Pragmatic Phased Integration
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1.0verview of the Dissertation

“An experimentalist turn” has been adopted in many areas of the contemporary social sciences. It
is well known that experiments are becoming increasingly popular not only in behavioral
economics, but also in sociology, politics, planning, and architecture (Huitema, Jordan, Munaretto,
& Hildén, 2018; McDermott, 2002). In practice, local and regional policy experiments are a
transnational and global trend in public policy processes. The potential advantages of the

experiments are of growing interest.

Policy trials, initiated by the western liberal democracies, aim to achieve local adaptation and
collective learning by combining discretion in front line, regular reporting, information pooling,
and comparison. For example, in the United State (US), experimentalism in nuclear power and
food safety indicate that technological and economic changes have surpassed the capacity of
established markets and governments to protect public interests; while the emergence of
experimentalist architectures in public education or child protection services reflect that all parties
in decades of debates have accepted interventions learned from promising local experience (BUrca,
Keohane, & Sabel, 2014; Galle & Leahy, 2009; Karch, 2007; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a,
2012b; Zeitlin, 2015b, 2016). In emerging economies, regional policy experimentations have
traditionally involved promoting economic growth, improving living conditions, and more
recently, governing environmental (and more specifically climate) issues (Greenstone & Hanna,
2014; Heilmann, 2008a, 2008b; Mei & Liu, 2014; Vreugdenhil, Taljaard, & Slinger, 2012; Zhao,
Zhu, & Qi, 2016; Zhu, 2013; Zhu & Zhao, 2018, 2021). In some policy domains, experimentalist
interventions with characteristics similar to those of the western countries seem to be developing
globally or transnationally (Zeitlin, 2015a). The Montreal Protocol regime, which is committed to
reducing and eliminating of ozone-depleting substances (ODS) and thus protecting the ozone layer,
and other international environmental regimes (such as the forestry certification and the
international standards for Dolphin Safe tuna) demonstrate that experimentalist intervention is not
limited to the regulatory system within sovereign states (Armeni, 2015; Burca et al., 2014;

Campbell-Verduyn & Porter, 2014; Zeitlin & Overdevest, 2020).

In this dissertation, | raise several questions about policy experimentation. In the environmental

and ecological policy domains of China, are there unique mechanisms that facilitate
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experimentation? If yes, what policy goals, instruments and mechanisms/procedures have the
central authority employed to govern the environmental impacts of its unprecedented economic
expansion? In national policy experiments, how did different policy conditions (i.e. policy goals
and policy instruments) affect the timing and content of central government’s deployment of
experimentalist strategies in different environmental/ecological policy domains? Why did the
Chinese central government use very different experimentalist strategies in different

environmental/ecological policy domains?

Policy experimentation generally means the policy process, in which the experimenting
organization tries various methods, tactics, and processes in order to find a proper solution to
achieve stated goals or to tackle emerging (social and/or natural) challenges. If an experiment is
designed by social scientists as a publicly or privately-funded pilot program, it is usually limited to
fine-tuning operational technicalities, and there will be little in the way of complex bargaining
processes or consideration given to political matters (Jowell, 2003). In the context of
contemporary China, (transformative) economic policy experimentation or reorganization
experiments (Heilmann, 2008b) are a purposeful and continuously coordinated process. They do
not challenge the current political system, pattern, and order. Rather, they are injected into official
decision-making under the strict control of the ruling party. Successful experiments may be copied
at various scales and levels, and/or even officially incorporated into instructions issued by organs
at different levels of the ruling party and the government. In some very successful cases, they may
directly become laws passed by national legislative. In some bad cases, they may be partially

adjusted. In very bad cases, they were terminated (such as the People’s Commune).

I examine the Chinese style experimentalist environmental governance model in order to improve
understanding of the dynamics of what could be called “Shengtai Wenming Jianshe” (Ecological
Civilization Construction)®. The proposed analytical framework combines four political elements
or institutional arrangements, namely, multilevel governance in the determination of policy goals
and policy instruments, directional leadership from the central authority, local discretion in
performance evaluation, and gradualism in the reform and international responses. First and

foremost, the experimentalist environmental governance framework applied to the Chinese policy

! The “Jianshe” (construction) here differs from construction in the usual sense. It refers to the grand social
project under socialist planning. In his political report made at the 17th National Congress of the Communist Party
of China (CPC) in October 2007, Hu Jintao, the former General Secretary of the CPC and the former President of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), said: “To construct ecological civilization . . . the quality of the ecological
environment has improved significantly”. Since then, the term “Ecological Civilization” has become an umbrella
concept, which is used to refer to the CPC’s manifesto, guidelines, and policies on ecological and environmental
issue. Therefore, the term “Ecological Civilization Construction” is the synonym of China’s environmental
governance or environmental policy.
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situation means that two policy condistions (goals and instruments) are formulated and developed
not only at one level, but often also jointly by different organs at the central and/or local
government levels.? This can be referred to as multilevel governance in the determination of

policy goals and policy instruments.

Second, in view of China’s environmental authoritarianism, a successful policy experimentation
designed by the national government helps to maintain authority over local authorities (Zhu &
Zhang, 2016; Zhu & Zhao, 2021; Zhu, X., 2016). For example, after 40 years of experimentation,
the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone (SEZ) was upgraded to a Demonstration Zone for
Promoting the Socialism with Chinese Characteristics domestically in 2019 (under the background
of the Hong Kong protests). This factor can be referred to as directional leadership from the
central authority, even though the concept of directional leadership is usually described as
intentional exemplary leadership when used in the context of Western demaocratic systems (Gupta
& Grubb, 2000; Wurzel, Liefferink, & Torney, 2019). | argue that Beijing’s directional leadership
also had a constructivist push component. Any demonstrative move by the local government must

be approved by the central government before it can be implemented in other regions.

Third, local discretion, which is the other side of central-local relations, was subject to the last
round of recentralization. In China, the central government or its commissioned public institutions
evaluate the results and quality of local experiments through different scales and types of surveys
or research, and use the obedience (complete and partial) or resistance (strong and moderate) of
the local government as a criterion for judging whether the policy experimentation has

successfully fulfilled the stated goal (and is therefore worth promoting elsewhere), needs to be

2 In this dissertation, China’s administrative levels are divided into six formal levels. (1) The first or highest level,
is the “Guojia Ji” (national level), such as the CPC (represented by its central committee or central political
bureau), the State Council of the PRC (government), the National People’s Congress (NPC, legislature), the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC, consultative body) and the Central Military
Commission of the CPC and PRC (supreme Command of the National Armed Forces). Since 1993, the General
Secretary of the CPC and the President of the PRC, often held by the same person, are referred to here as the
supreme leader. The Premier of the State Council is also sometimes referred to as the top leadership. (2) The
second level is the “Bu Ji” (ministry level), corresponding to province-level, for example, the administrative level
of a central ministry is the equivalent to that of a provincial government. The secretary of the provincial party
committee and the governor of the provincial government are both referred to as provincial leaders. (3) The third is
the “Ting Ji” (bureau level), corresponding to prefecture-level, e.g. the administrative level of a department/bureau
of a ministry is equivalent to that of a prefecture under a province. The head of such a department/bureau has the
same administrative level as the mayor of a prefecture. (4) The fourth is the “Chu Ji” (division level),
corresponding to county-level, e.g. the administrative level of Groundwater Division, Soil Bureau, Ministry of
Ecology and Environment is equivalent to that of Changxing County, Huzhou Prefecture, Zhejiang Province. Such
a division is at the same level as the government of a county. (5) The fifth is the “Ke Ji”* (section level),
corresponding to town-level, e.g. the administrative level of any office under the International Policy and
Negotiation Division, the Climate Change Department, the Ministry of Ecology and Environment is equivalent to
that of any town in Changxing County. Such an office is at the same level as the head of a town. (6) In many cases,
there is also a sixth level that is not incorporated into the formal administrative hierarchy, namely urban
communities or rural villages.
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adjusted or should be abandoned (Mei & Pearson, 2014; Zhu & Wu, 2018; Zhu & Zhang, 2019;
Zhu & Zhao, 2021). This factor can be referred to as local discretion in policy evaluation. The
recentralization which occurred during the restructuring of environmental policy in the middle and
latter 2010s has weakened the resistance of local authorities, and strengthened their obedience.
Under the deterrence of strict political discipline, local defiance was reduced to a minimum. Thus,
increasingly, local authorities cooperate with the central government to achieve the latter’s policy

intentions.

Fourth, China’s domestic environmental (and especially climate) policy outputs (including goals
and instruments) resulted from a complicated policy process that involved two levels of policy
engagement (or disengagement). China took a relatively recalcitrant political position at the
international/global level designed to protect itself from outside interference in its development
decisions (Economy, 1994). Yet at the same time, it pursued a relatively proactive response
accepting some foreign assistance, learning selectively from advanced foreign experiences, and
itself contributing to addressing international/global environmental problems through a growing
number of incremental institutional innovations (Naughton & Tsai, 2015). This factor can be

referred to as pragmatism or gradualism in domestic reform and related international responses.

This framework of CPC-style experimentalist environmental governance suggests a typology of
experimentalist environmental governance with Chinese characteristics which can be presented in
a matrix composed of two dimensions: policy goals and policy instruments. Base on this
preliminary typology, four (new) patterns are generalized and conceptualized: Strict Hierarchical
Experimentation, Cautious Comparative Experimentation, Selective Political Recognition and
Pragmatic Phased Integration. Specifically, | argue that the Chinese central government adopts
very different experimentalist tactics to solve problems to be addressed by the so-called Socialist

Ecological Civilization Construction.

I chose to focus on environmental policy or Ecological Civilization Construction in order to
demonstrate the proposed topology and four hypotheses, because the ecological civilization
construction are among the most challenging and diversified policy domains in China’s
contemporary public policy. They are built on mutually interdependent relationships and the joint
efforts of the central and local governments. Therefore, this policy domain presents the public
policy process in a more comprehensive and detailed manner than is normally done. The

unfinished industrialization and urbanization process means many challenges remain. How China



deals with these challenges of environmental governance is of tremendous significance. The cases
focused on in this dissertation include four main domains found in the Ecological Civilization
Construction: national park system (NPS) pilot program, carbon emission trading (CET) pilot
scheme, river chief system (RCS) experiment and comprehensive experimental zones for
ecological civilization construction. Research data are mainly collected from official and local
policy documents, and interviews and informal exchanges with university experts, officials and
researchers working in environmental protection departments, and staff of professional

associations and enterprises.

In the Socialist Ecological Civilization Construction, most of the regional and local policy
experiments aim to achieve the goal of “fit”. Unlike “testing for errors”, fit sees experimentation
as a means to test the match of policy instruments prepared by the central and/or local government.
Experiments which aim to test the policy correctness may be slightly modified over time to
compensate for any imperfections (Cai & Treisman, 2006; Chen, 2011; Lin, 1980; Lin, 1983; Ning,
2014; Pei, 2012; Ren, Sun, & Liu, 1980; Sung & Chan, 1987). This dissertation only focuses on

the “testing for correctness” approach with the four empirical cases.

The adaptability of the Chinese governance system’s trial and error mechanism is very important
because China, with its largest population and vast territory, has been in a period of dramatic
social transformation over the past four decades (Wang, 2008; Wang, 2009; Zhu & Wu, 2018). It is
well accepted that China’s political system allows for more diverse and flexible inputs than its
formal structure would predict. This dissertation also supports the famous argument that the
long-term revolutionary tradition of the CPC makes its guerrilla-style policy making, which
emphasize continuous experimentation and timely adjustment of both policy goal and instrument,
a creative way of dealing with ubiquitous uncertainty (Perry & Heilmann, 2011). The dissertation
argues that this is the most important historical experience of the CPC-style experimentalist

environmental governance.

My dissertation consists of seven chapters, which together address the four patterns of
experimentalist environmental governance. Although there are many studies of China’s climate
change policy from the perspective of policy experimentation, there are still few studies that
simultaneously explore these more nuanced domains in China’s environmental policy or consider
the diversified approaches to experimentalist governance. This research attempts to trace and

assess the evolutionary path and current status of several environmental policy experiments in



China, and explore how the central-local relations have adapted with time, how they pursue policy
goals and make use of different policy instruments. Chapter two develops a preliminary typology
of experimentalist environmental governance and further derives four research hypotheses based
on the modified framework, and also explains the methodology of the entire research. The
framework and topology shows that China’s experimentalist governance has both universal
characteristics and its own strong style. And in view of the subject of this dissertation, this chapter
also briefly explains the political tone and institutional reform background of the ecological
civilization construction. In the four empirical chapters, the development context and policy
changes of each environmental policy experiment are presented. Some of the sections are obvious
research gaps. The discussion section revisits each experimental system, and then analyses them
comparatively with the proposed typology presented above. Hypotheses are presented and tested.
In the conclusion, contributions to comparative environmental policy research, experimentalist
governance research, and China’s policy process research are explored, and possible future
research directions are considered. The empirical evidence highlights one main finding: the
trajectories of experimentalism found in other policy fields also exist in the field of environmental
protection to varying degrees. Therefore, the reality of China’s environmental governance
illustrates the need for more nuanced exploration of environmental democracy, ecological

democracy, and environmental politics.



2. Experimentalist Environmental
Governance in China: Framework, Topology,

Hypotheses and Research Design

This chapter unpacks the theoretical, empirical, and methodological tools necessary to develop a
typology of experimentalist environmental governance with Chinese characteristic. First, it
reviews the classic definition and typical architecture of experimentalist governance as portrayed
by western scholars. It argues that we are in need of deeper insights into regional variations of
experimentalist governance in China-- the largest emerging economy. Second, it examines a set of
empirical institutional arrangements and proposes a CPC-style experimentalist environmental
governance framework. This framework, | argue, can be used to help understand variation in
experimentalist governance between countries and across time. Finally, the chapter situates the
dissertation at the boundary of public policy and environmental politics and shows how a typology

can contribute to the analysis of contemporary China’s environmental governance.

2.1 Experimentalist Governance: Original Definition,

Typical Architecture, and Policy Mechanisms

“Governance” has been called many things, such as “a buzzword, a framing device...... a bridging
concept, an umbrella concept, a descriptive concept, a slippery concept, an approach, a theory and
a perspective” (Levi-Faur, 2012, p. 4). Academic interest in governance soared in the 1990s and
has continued to grow. One well known definition of governance refers to it as “a complete set of
institutions and its actors that are drawn from but also beyond government”; the author however
also argues that “there is a divorce between the complex reality of decision making associated
with governance and the normative codes used to explain and justify government” (Stoker, 1998,
pp. 18-19). Governance is not a set of rules, nor an activity, but a process; the basis of the
governance process is not command and control, but coordination and reconciliation; governance
involves both the public sector and the private sector; governance is not a formal system, but

continuous interaction (Yu, 2002). Various normative, empirical and theoretical contributions to
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the study of governance have led to substantial differentiation so that we now refer to: deliberative
governance (Joerges & Neyer, 1997), informal governance (Christiansen, 2003; Kleine, 2013;
Windhoff-Hé&itier, 1999), network governance (B&zel, 1997; Kohler-Koch & Eising, 1999;
Rhodes, 1997, 2017), transnational governance (Hale & Held, 2011; Zeitlin, 2011), global
governance (Commission on Global Governance, 1995; Rosenau, 1997; Weiss, 2013; Zirn, 2018),
multi-level governance (Enderlein, Wati, & Zirn, 2010; Hooghe & Marks, 2003; Schreurs &
Tiberghien, 2007), polycentric governance (Ostrom, 1990, 2006; Wurzel, Andersen, & Tobin,
2020), interactive governance (Torfing, 2012), innovative governance (TéGmmel & Verdun, 2009),
adaptive governance (Brunner, 2005), and soft governance (Oberth(r, 2019). These perspectives
within different functional areas and mechanisms of governance are not only important for
understanding the internal politics of a given nation state and its domestic policy process, but also
valuable for the analysis of international and transnational relations and world politics in an era of

globalization.

Charles Sabel and Jonathan Zeitlin argue that the EU and US has been developing a new pattern
of governance whose essence has not been seized by the above categorizations of modern
governance. From the reform of local public services, such as education and child welfare, to the
regulation of global trade in food and forest products, this governance pattern, which could be
called “experimentalist governance”, can be seen at humerous levels, sites and scales. Although
experimentalism does not have a very high-profile in political science or policy discourse, it is
widespread and prominent (if often imperfect) in regulatory and social welfare initiatives in the
western countries. It refers to “framework rule-making and revision through a recursive review of
implementation experience in different local contexts” (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012b, p. 170). To what
extent is experimentalist governance distinct from other kinds of governance patterns and
corresponding practices? In writing about public regulation by private firms and the provision of
services (e.g. education) by public institutions, Sabel and Zeitlin have portrayed experimentalist
governance as “a recursive process of provisional goal-setting and revision based on learning from
the comparison of alternative approaches to advancing them in different contexts” (Sabel & Zeitlin,
2012b, p. 170). The term “recursive” can be understood in the sense familiar in computational
science, a method of problem solving, where the final solution depends on the effective solution of
smaller instances of the same problem (Epp, 2011). Effective public intervention requires local
variations and adaptation to changing conditions; public administration can integrate front-line
discretion and stakeholder participation in a disciplined manner. For these reasons, experimentalist

governance is unique and has obvious advantages (Sabel & Simon, 2011).



The most mature shape follows a multi-level architecture (see Figure 2.1), where ideally four
aspects are integrated in an iterative cycle (BUrca & Scott, 2006; Overdevest & Zeitlin, 2014, 2018;
Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a, 2012b; Zeitlin, 2011, 2015a, 2016). First, the central
government and local governments listen to the opinions of relevant civil society stakeholders,
establish a general open framework goal and an indicator system for evaluating the achievement
of set goals (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a, 2012b; Zeitlin, 2015a, 2016). Second,
lower-level government units are given greater discretion to pursue these goals based on local
conditions. In the context of regulatory systems from western countries, the local units typically
refer to firms or territorial authorities, such as regulators at the state level in the US, or authorities
of the member states in the EU (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a, 2012b; Zeitlin, 2015a, 2016).
Third, as a prerequisite for this discretion and autonomy, subordinate units should regularly report
on their governance performance and participate in a peer review process where their results will
be compared with other units that use different means to achieve this goal (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008,
2010, 2012a, 2012b; Zeitlin, 2003, 2015a, 2016; Zeitlin, Pochet, & Magnusson, 2005). Finally, if
the lower-level unit does not make good progress, it should propose a reasonable improvement
plan based on the experience of the peers and adopt corrective measures. Governance goals,
indicators, and decision-making processes will be revised repeatedly and regularly based on the
problems and possibilities revealed by the review feedback. The above process is then regularly
repeated in this logic of experimentalist architecture (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a, 2012b;
Zeitlin, 2015a, 2016).

Figure 2.1 Architecture of experimentalist governance, cited and adapted from “EU experimentalist governance as

an iterative, multi-level architecture” (Zeitlin, 2015a, p. 2).
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Experimentalist governance takes its name from democratic experimentalism advocated by
philosopher John Dewey (Sabel, 2006, 2012; Sabel & Simon, 2011; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012a,
2012b). Dewey was a leader of the American pragmatism school, which viewed inquiry as a
process that will continue to actively manipulate the environment to test hypotheses and re-adapt
human organisms to the changing environment. In this way, successful human actions can be
carried out again. Solutions are examined for incompleteness and deficiencies so that
readjustments or re-calibrations of goals and means can be made. This often occurs through a
comparison of different approaches to advancing generally declared goals (Sabel, 2006, 2012;

Sabel & Simon, 2011).

Experimentalist governance aims to improve the effectiveness of policy practices through
experimentalist thinking and methodology. Experimentalist architecture embodies several
institutional characteristics (Liu & Deng, 2020). The first is vertical decentralization. In
experimentalist intervention, higher levels of government endow lower-level governments with
greater autonomy and action space, so that the latter have the time and energy to explore suitable
governance approaches to complex and practical problems. The second is participatory
cooperation. Original experimentalist governance emphasizes the construction of a pluralistic,
open and interactive governance system, which to a certain extent makes up for the deficiencies of
the traditional bureaucratic model. The third is progressive exploration. Experimentalist

% (trial and

governance adopts the gradual exploration of “crossing the river by feeling the stones
error), that is to say, policy units and departments first conduct experiments on a small scale, then
sum up these experiences, and finally promote successful or effective experiences. The goals set
by experimentalist governance and the means to achieve them can be revised, enhanced, and

improved continuously based on practical needs.

There are three main operating mechanisms linked to experimentalist governance architecture:
goal setting, differential exploration, and performance evaluation (Liu & Deng, 2020). (1) Goal
setting. In the EU context, as Sabel and Zeitlin noted, the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) is
an important decision-making method. It aims to include more and more stakeholders during the
policy making process, so that goal setting and rulemaking are both open processes. Different
from the traditional community method of policy making, where the policy planning and

decision-making process is concentrated in the central authority, the OMC policy planning is

® This is the typical expression that Deng Xiaoping, the core of the second generation of CPC leaders, liked to say.
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decentralized. The variability of the policy environment and the strategic uncertainty of new social
issues mean that decision makers (often the central authority) cannot predefine their precise goals
and the specific means to achieve them. As Sabel and Zeitlin illustated, the Water Framework
Directive (WFD) and its Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) are the good examples of
environmental policy to illustrate the goal setting mechanism within experimentalist governance
architecture. In this outstanding example, with a single, comprehensive regulatory framework, the
WEFD, which was enacted in 2000, aimed to require member states to achieve “good water quality”
by 2015. This general framework goal was clearly open, and its evaluation tools, metrics and
values were developed through an implementation process guided by the above CIS (Sabel

& Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a, 2012b).

(2) Differential exploration. Experimentalist governance is seen as a rejection of and response to
centralized decision-making and hierarchical governance. Experimentalist governance adapts to
diversity by adapting framework goals to different local environments, rather than seeking a
solution that applies to all situations. In other words, under the guidance of the framework goals
set by a higher level of government, local governments can explore the differentiated governance
approaches linking them to specific practical conditions. In these cases, they have higher
autonomy and shared responsibility. Under the WFD framework, the CIS, conceived by member
states’ water authorities and approved by the European Commission, is a non-binding technical
guidance document. The indicators and values in the document, which was pragmatically
developed based on existing practices, needs to be continuously reviewed and updated after
further practice (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012a, 2012b). Furthermore, though it is not a pure
case of experimentalist arrangement, the No 1907/2006 of the European Parliament and of the
Council on the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH)
contains some experimentalist arrangements. The most obvious experimentalist characteristic of
the REACH regulation lies in its inclusiveness and flexibility which helps to deal with the political
complexity and ever changing (scientific) nature of the problem (Biedenkopf). Public power is
shared among many participants in the private and public spheres at different levels of this
fragmented governance system; no actor has the right to make arbitrary decisions without

consulting others (Scott, 2009b).

(3) Performance evaluation. In experimentalist governance, the prerequisite for the autonomy of
lower levels of government is to regularly report on governance performance and perform

comprehensive evaluations. Likewise, the peer review incorporated in policy experimentation is
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also an open process. Governance methods, tools, metrics, and values are evaluated during the
implementation process, rather than being set by the regulator in advance. Based on a
measurement benchmark and indicator system provided by the overall framework goal, lower
levels of government evaluate the governance experiments, looking into the innovativeness of
their ideas, specific practices, governance processes, actual results, cost of gains and other aspects.
The evaluation process involves longitudinal inspection, peer review, and third-party evaluation.
The purpose of the evaluation is mainly to summarize and compare local experiences in a timely
manner. In this way, successful solutions can be selected out of trials made in diverse localities,
and then promoted in other regions. Under the WFD, for example, member states are obliged to
submit regular reports on the implementation of the directive (such as river basin management
plans). The European Commission formulates its own regular performance report based on the
scoreboards and benchmarks subordinated to the issued CIS (Homeyer, 2010; Sabel & Zeitlin,
2012b; Scott, 2009a; Scott, J. and Holder, J., 2006). Also, in the above REACH structures and
processes, as policy coordinator, the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) evaluates compliance
registrations; member states’ authorities evaluate selected substances to clarify concerns about
their use for human health and the environment; and national authorities and the ECHA’s scientific

committee evaluate whether the environmental/ecological risks can be managed.*

In addition, there are also policy iteration mechanism and policy learning mechanism within the
typical experimentalist governance architecture (Liu & Deng, 2020). As for the iteration
mechanism, since the goals themselves and the means to achieve them are all considered
temporary and can be corrected based on diversified local experience, problems identified in a
certain stage of experimentation can be corrected in the next stage. As for the learning mechanism,
experimentalist governance architectture can be regarded as a knowledge-sharing governance
model, seeking the best solutions to common concerns through the well known “learning by doing”

and “learning from difference” tactics.

* For more information about the REACH’s operation and the ECHA’s function, see “Understanding REACH?,
available at: https://echa.europa.eu/requlations/reach/understanding-reach.
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2.2 Experimentalist Environmental Governance with

Chinese Characteristics: A Theoretical Framework

Policy experimentation can be an effective mechanism for generating institutional innovations that
are conducive to economic growth and social progress (Mukand & Rodrik, 2002; North, 1990;
Roland, 2000; Zweig, 2002). Sectoral and local policy experiments can be considered a unique
and intrinsic property of China’s economic miracle over the last four decades (Cao, Qian, &
Weingast, 1999; Coase & Wang, 2012; Jefferson & Rawski, 1994; Naughton, 2007; Naughton
& Tsai, 2015; Nee & Swedberg, 2005; Parris, 1993; Qian, 2003; Rawski, 1995; Woo, 1999).
Policy experimentation generally means the policy process, in which the experimenting
organization tries various methods and processes in order to find suitable solutions to achieve
stated goals or to tackle emerging challenges. If an experiment is designed by social scientists as a
government/corporate-funded pilot program, it is usually limited to fine-tuning operational

technicalities, and there will be little in the way of power relations (Jowell, 2003).
CPC-style Policy Experimentation

In the context of China, (transformative) economic policy experimentation or reorganization
experiments are a purposeful and continuously coordinated process (Heilmann, 2008b). They do
not challenge the current political order. Rather, they are injected into official decision-making.
Successful experiments may be copied at various scales and levels, or even officially incorporated
into universal law, sector and/or local regulations, rules and technological specification. As early
as the mid-1930s, the CPC had initially formed a set of procedures for carrying out land reform
experiments (Heilmann, 2008a, p. 6; Zhou, 2012b, p. 53). The first was to select favorable sites.
Then a task force led by competent cadre was sent to these sites to conduct small-scale
experiments. Next, potentially capable cadres were trained in relation to the experiment, cadres
and people from other localities were brought to see the results of the experiment, and then
leading cadres in the local experiments reported on their results to their superiors. For example,
Xingguo County, which had been recognized and praised by central government of the Chinese

Soviet Republic®, was designated as a demonstration area for land reform in the early 1930s. The

® The central government of the Chinese Soviet Republic (1931-1934) once existed in the Central Soviet Area, a

vast mountainous area located in southern Jiangxi and southwestern Fujian. Mao Zedong (1893-1976), then a

member of the Political Bureau of the CPC, served as chairman of this government. At this time, Mao was not the

supreme leader of the party. This local separatist regime was not recognized by the central government of the ROC
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Soviet governments at the Jiangxi Soviet region often organized cadres from other localities to
visit experimental sites in Xingguo, emphasizing that “advanced sites should move forward, and
other localities that were backward should catch up with advanced ones” (Mao, 1991, p. 140).
Fourth, superiors were welcomed to inspect the experiment and summarize methods considered
beneficial to the party. Finally, new capable cadres who emerged from the experimentation were

sent to new sites to promote the experience.

From 1939 to 1942, the Taihang anti-Japanese Base, led by Deng Xiaoping, further refined these
above-mentioned experimentalist steps and techniques (Heilmann, 2008a, p. 7; Zhou, 2012b,
pp. 55-57). The first was to refine the overall goal of policy experiment in stages to determine the
phased tasks, responsibilities and assessment standards. The second was to introduce a
competition mechanism between experimental “jidian” (basic point, usually based on the village
and party branch)® in the whole process. The third was that superior needs to regularly check the
experimentation and find out the shortcomings in time to adjust the goals and instruments for the
next stage. The policy experimentation in the revolutionary era was mainly used to determine
policy instruments and adjust their pace, while those in Taihang period were also deployed to

calibrate phased goals.

The traditional practice of nationwide policy making is set by the CPC and the PRC Government.
They may form policies or programs that involve local policy experiments. This may be at the
provincial, prefectural, county, town, and village level. In national policy formulation, instead of
immediately issuing mandatory directives, the CPC’s central committee (CPCCC) and State
Council may allow or encourage regional or sectoral experimentation.” In successful cases, they
may then promote local experiences that meet economic and/or political expectations “from point

to surface”® (Heilmann, 2008b; Landry, 2008; Montinola, Qian, & Weingast, 1995; Woo, 1999;

controlled by the KMT.
® The basic point is the predecessor of the term “experimental point” or “pilot” (Shidian) commonly used in the
reform era. With these leaders of the base area represented by Deng Xiaoping playing a pivotal role in the
post-Mao era, the policy experiment concept and specific methods of Taihang period (1939-1942) naturally had a
direct impact on the experimentalist style in the reform era, for more analysis, see Goodman (1994).
" The competent agencies of policy experimentation were mixed. In the early days of reform, the central ministry
responsible for general policy experiment was the National Economic System Reform Commission (NESRC),
which was established in May 1982. In March 1998, it no longer served as a ministry, and was replaced by the
State Council’s Economic System Reform Office. Some of its functions were merged into the former National
Planning Commission to form the new National Development and Planning Commission (NDPC). In March 2003,
the State Council established the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) by merging the
functions of the Economic System Reform Office and the NDPC. And then, the NDRC became the central agency
for organizing and supervising the policy experiment for economic and social system reform (the specific work is
undertaken by its System Reform Division). Therefore, the NDRC appears many times in the empirical chapters
when it comes to institutional reform.
8 It has the same meaning as the Chinese expression “You Dian Dao Mian” mentioned later. The term indicates
most major reform initiatives in contemporary China were introduced and tried out by means of experimental
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Xu, 2011). The CPCCC and the PRC Government have formed a set of relatively stable

° These can be

procedures and coherent practices for “policy experimental points and zones
divided into “two phases” with several linkages. The two stages refer to trying the experiments
first in the selected site(s) and then scaling up. Linkages include selecting, organizing, supervising,
propagating, evaluating, expanding, communicating, and summarizing. This kind of
experimentalist tactics can be traced back to the revolutionary experience of the CPC before the
founding of the PRC, and some of the local/sectoral/third party™® experiences and practices in the
Republican era (1912-1949) (Heilmann, 2008a; Heilmann & Perry, 2011; Perry, 2007; Zhou, 2011,
2012b, 2012a; Zhu & Zhao, 2021). The experimentalist epistemology and methodology had been
passed down from generation to generation by different Chinese governments and had gradually

become a unique but generally employed policy process on the Chinese mainland.

In post-Mao era, Deng Xiaoping and Xi Jinping had repeatedly asked the whole party to attach
importance to the experimentalist approach in reforms. Deng repeatedly described the reform and
opening up as a large-scale policy experimentation: “before the national unified plan is released,
reforms can be started in one region or one sector and then gradually promoted” (CPCCC
Document Editing Committee, 1993a, p. 150); “try boldly, venture out into the outside world
boldly” (CPCCC Document Editing Committee, 1993b, p. 174); “in all reforms, we must focus on
experimentation and encourage (local) exploration” (Literature Research Office of the CPCCC,
1991, p. 47); “experiment boldly and sum up experience in time” (Literature Research Office of
the CPCCC, 1996, p. 40). Xi repeatedly emphasized that policy experimentation is essential to
advance reform. “Paying attention to systemicity, integrity, and synergy are the inherent

requirements and important methods for comprehensively deepening reforms™ (Xi, 2017, p. 109),

points or zones (see next foot note) before they were scaled up in the way of national laws/regulations or just
promoted into other localities. A series of experimental terms were finally formed in the early days of PRC, and
they still appeared everywhere in the reform era. In 1951, Primer Zhou Enlai, summed up six terms for the land
policy experiment on a session of the First National Committee of the CPPCC: “Dongyuan Ganbu” or “Xunlian
Gongzuo Dui” (training and mobilizing task forces and cadres to the rural area), “Dianxing Shiyan” (typical
experimentation), “Zhongdian Tupo” (key breakthrough), “You Dian Dao Mian” (from point to face), “Dian Mian
Jiehe” (point and face combination), and “Wenbu Kaizhan” (steady promotion), see Zhou (1951).
® Experimental point indicates “experimentation with new policies or institutions limited to a certain policy area or
economic sector and carried out in limited experimental units”, while, experimental zone means “geographical
units and jurisdictions that are provided by the central authorities with broad discretionary powers, for example, to
streamline the economic bureaucracy or to promote foreign investment and thereby generate or test new policy
approaches”, cited from Heilmann (2008b, p. 7). During the reform and opening up period, the content, form and
scope of various policy experiments (both experimental point and experimental zone) expanded. These large scale
experimental points/zones which were directly approved and supervised by the CPCCC and State Council were the
most conspicuous: SEZ (1980), Economic and Technological Development Zone (1984), Coastal Economic Open
Zone (1985), “stock market” pilot program (1990), pilot program of “establishing modern enterprise system”
(1994), National Experimental Zone for Comprehensive Supporting Reform (2005), pilot program of ‘Urban
Residents’ Basic Medical Insurance” (2007), pilot program of “New Rural Social Pension Insurance”(2009), China
Pilot Free Trade Zone (2013), and National Ecological Civilization Experimental Zone (2016).
10 The third party is a collective term for other political parties other than the KMT and CPC.
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at the same time, “we should continue to encourage policy experimentation and make
breakthrough” (Xi, 2014, p. 68). “Top-level design and grass-roots exploration” should “give full
play to the demonstration, breakthrough, and leading role of policy experimentation in overall
reform”; “for some reform experiments with many contradictions and difficult problems, we must
carefully organize and promote them based on summing up experience”; “according to reform
needs and pilot conditions, the scope and level of pilot program shall be flexibly set”; “reform
experiment must be closely integrated with the grand developmental strategy determined by
central authority”; “for reform pilot programs involving risk factors and sensitive issues, it is

necessary to ensure that the risks are controllable”; “it is necessary to strengthen the overall

coordination and regular supervision of pilot projects” (Reporter of Xinhua Agency, 2015a).

China’s Policy Environment in Terms of Central-local Relations

There have always been two distinct views on China’s macro political economic institutions in
which the policy experiment mechanisms operate (Xu, 2011). The first is the decentralized
perspective (Landry, 2008). The most famous in this camp is “fragmented authoritarianism”
(Lampton, 1987a; Lieberthal & Lampton, 1992; Lieberthal & Oksenberg, 1988). This model holds
that although social forces are still excluded from the policy-making process, the power within a
closed decision-making system is shared from top to bottom by decision-making departments and
platforms that are highly divided vertically and horizontally. Unlike the early “bureaucratic
pluralism”, “fragmented authoritarianism” discovered the efforts within the Chinese political
system to return to the tradition of collective decision-making during the reform era. However, it
emphasizes the structural division of decision-making power between horizontal regions and
vertical departmental systems in China’s administrative system. Nevertheless, using this single
terminology to describe the nature and characteristics of the Chinese political system would miss
the observation of its complexity (Oksenberg, 2001). Likewise, the concepts of “plutocratic
authoritarianism” and “elite authoritarianism” (Cabestan, 2004, 2014) put forward by French
scholars believe that the emerging social and economic elites have begun to increase their control

over the political system and process in various ways since the period of reform and opening up.

Some political economy scholars hold the idea that the political drive for China’s sustained
economic progress is “market preserving federalism” (MPF) (Montinola et al., 1995). As a special
kind of federal system, the MPF contains a set of conditions that determine the distribution of

authorities and responsibilities between various levels of government: “a hierarchy of
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governments with a delineated scope of authority (for example, between the national and
subnational governments) exists so that each government is autonomous within its own sphere of
authority”; “the subnational governments have primary authority over the economy within their
jurisdictions”; “the national government has the authority to police the common market and to
ensure the mobility of goods and factors across sub-government jurisdictions™; “revenue sharing
among governments is limited and borrowing by governments is constrained so that all
governments face hard budget constraints”; “the allocation of authority and responsibility has an
institutionalized degree of durability so that it cannot be altered by the national government either

unilaterally or under the pressures from subnational governments” (Montinola et al., 1995, p. 55).

Nevertheless, the central authority’s substantive control over personnel matters makes China’s
macro political system completely different from the federal system. Based on the inductive
analyses, a comparative economics scholar has proposed the idea of “regionally decentralized
authoritarianism” (RDA) (Xu, 2011). This camp emphasizes the causal link between decentralized
economic systems and the rise or fall of the political status of local comrades, especially those
governing regional competition and regional experiments in some major (economic and social)
reforms (Florini, Lai, & Tan, 2012; Landry, 2008; Xu, 2011; Yang, 1997; Zheng, 2007). “The
RDA system is characterized by highly centralized political and personnel controls at the national
level, and a regionally decentralized administrative and economic system. Both decision-making
and policy implementations in the RDA regime, from national strategic issues to concrete local
matters, are deeply influenced by this combination of political centralization and economic
decentralization”; “these features qualitatively differentiate China’s regime from a federal state, a

unitary state, and a totalitarian regime” (Xu, 2011, p. 1082).

Compared with the MPF, the RDA emphasizes differences between the Chinese and Soviet
systems. China’s centrally planned economy was regionally based (the block feature, Kuaikuai in
Chinese), while the Soviet Union’s centrally planned economy was sector-based (the bar feature,
Tiaotiao) (Qian & Xu, 1993; Qian, Xu, & Dong, 1993). Although China’s central government has
ministries and commissions, the main real (operational and executive) power were in localities,
and each local authority was relatively self-contained (Xu, 2011). This difference in institutional
arrangements led to differences in the reforms introduced between China, on the one hand, and the
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, on the other. As a result, under the transition period (1978-),
local officials in China were strongly motivated to reform, while under the Soviet system, it was

difficult for local officials to motivate reform (Maskin, Qian, & Xu, 2000; Qian, Roland, & Xu,
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2006; Qian & Xu, 1993; Xu, 2011).

Other decentralized perspectives, such as “consultative authoritarianism” (Tsang, 2009),
“responsible government under authoritarian condition” (Li, 2009), “authoritarian yet
participatory” (Geisslern, 2006), “local state corporatism” (Oi, 1995) and “economic localism” (Oi,
1999; Walder, 1995), are also quite helpful for understanding China’s central-local relations, as

they more or less capture the oscillating dynamics of the policy process.

The opposite view is the centralized perspective, which holds that the political foundation for
promoting regional or local policy experimentation is ‘“authoritarian centralization” (Cai
& Treisman, 2006; Shirk, 1994; Woo, 1999). This camp challenges “the claim that
decentralization had much to do with the success of China’s reform and its dramatic growth.”
They argued that “grassroots initiatives did, of course, occur, and considerable administrative
centralization took place in the mid-1980s. But the key reforms that reshaped China’s economy
began in the late 1970s and early 1980s, before any significant decentralization had occurred”; “in
fact, China’s authoritarian centralization helped speed the geographical spread of policies found to
work well” (Cai & Treisman, 2006, p. 506). This model is clearly different from totalitarianism,
which imagines the Chinese political system as a completely closed system. Some scholars of
Chinese politics supported the centralization approach and further conceptualized it as
“experimentation under hierarchy” (Heilmann, 2008a, 2008b, 2009; Miao & Lang, 2015; Roland,
2000). There were also theoretical debates about how China’s restructuring of state power
reshaped hierarchy (Xu & Yeh, 2012), but these discussions go beyond the topic here and thus are

not further elaborated upon.

In addition, an intermediate perspective has taken hold in recent years. Supporters of this
viewpoint collectively argue that China’s political system, structure, and process have a certain
degree of adaptability, flexibility, or resilience. The more famous perspectives are “bargained
authoritarianism” (Lee & Zhang, 2013), “resilient authoritarianism” (Nathan, 2003), and “adaptive
authoritarianism” (Shambaugh, 2008). While the concepts and models discussed above have
captured different aspects or dimensions of China’s policy environment, this dissertation adopts an
eclectic perspective and proposes a relatively new analytical framework -- “CPC-style
experimentalist environmental governance”. This framework synthesizes empirical elements
found in the China politics literature and the mechanisms extracted from the typical

experimentalist governance architecture discussed in the previous section. My aim is to improve
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understanding of the dynamics of local and sectoral experimentation in environmental governance,
or more specifically, central-local relations in the process of ecological civilization construction.
The trajectory of China’s environmental policy reform, reform strategies, and outcomes are mainly
determined by these political economic institutions. The analytical framework covers and
integrates four political elements or institutional arrangements -- multilevel governance in the
determination of policy goals and policy instruments, directional leadership from the central
authority, local discretion in performance evaluation, and gradualism in domestic reform and

international responses.

The CPC-style Experimentalist Environmental Governance

Chinese public policy scholars have taken and reshaped the framework of experimentalist
governance and applied it to different Chinese policy domains. This scholarship demonstrates that
policy goals and instruments can be formed and then developed separately and/or interactively by
different departments both in the central and local governments (Li, Miao, & Lang, 2011; Zhu
& Zhang, 2019; Zhu & Zhao, 2021). This is very different from studies that usually only consider
the decisions regarding policy objectives and tools made by a government agency (Heilmann, Shih,
& Hofem, 2013), and is more in line with the complex process of China’s (national) policy
formulation. The central government does sometimes decide policy goals and may design a range
of policy instruments, but in many cases it has to formulate policy objectives without explicitly
finalizing preferred policy instruments. In such cases, local governments are often required to
conduct various policy experiments to provide the central government with a policy toolbox to
choose from afterwards (Zhu & Zhao, 2016). In other words, the central government “used its
multi-tiered administrative structure to test out new ideas at lower levels of government and then
to scale them up after improvements have been made and lessons have been learned” (Schreurs,
2017b, p. 164). In other cases, the central government does not have a very clear policy goal or a
decided policy instrument; rather it may only have a general policy direction or intention (or a
policy image that is more blurred than the clear target which was quantified). Previous
environmental policy studies on the role of local governments in China’s environmental
governance show that interactions between local activism and temporary central interventions in
some eco-city initiatives occurred (Li et al., 2011; Mol & Carter, 2006). This can be referred to as
multilevel governance in the determination of (environmental) policy goals and policy instruments;
this is similar to the shared responsibility in the goal setting mechanism and differentiated

exploration mechanism found within a typical experimentalist governance architecture.
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Second, the role of central-local relations in the PRC’s entire policy process is crucial; most of the
time, in this unitary country, the initiative of central-local relations is in the hands of the central
government (Chung, 1995, 2009; Gong & Wu, 2012; Holbig, 2004; Huang, 1996; Jacobs & Li,
2000; Lampton, 1987b; Li, L. C., 2010; Naughton & Yang, 2009; Sheng, 2010; Tao-chiu, 2010;
Zhong, 2003; Zhu, X., 2016). Previous research suggested that local governments have very
different preferences, different policy problems that they need to address, and different
performances (He, Galligan, & Inoguchi, 2009; Lampton, 1987b; Landry, 2008; Moore, 2014;
Shin, 2017a, 2017b; Solinger, 1996; Tsai & Dean, 2014). This risks creating distorted or simplistic
empirical descriptions and theoretical generalizations of how central-local relations work. The
de-ideologization and marketization of post-Mao China drastically altered the overall context of
local governance (Chong, 2007; Chu & Hsu, 1983; Li & Bachman, 1989; Shirk, 1993). Over time,
changes in the central government’s means of controlling local governments have been influenced
by the enhancement of the CPC’s adaptive governance capabilities. In order to maximize the
manipulation of the social situation and maintain political stability, the central government has a
strong concern with policy performance (Zhu & Zhao, 2016, 2021). The relationship between
central and local governments has involved “complex and flexible dynamic adjustments” (Zhu
& Wu, 2018). It has required adaptability in policy adjustments, heterogeneity of policies in
different domains, and a diversity of policy instruments. This is a governance structure that can be
described as having Chinese historical and cultural characteristics. It embraces decentralization of
economic and social affairs but tight central control in relation to political and personnel affairs
(Coase & Wang, 2012; Florini et al., 2012; Heilmann & Perry, 2011; Montinola et al., 1995;
Walker, Avellaneda, & Berry, 2011; Wang, 2009; Xu, 2011; Yang, 2006; Zhu, 2014). The kind of
interaction offers a solid institutional foundation for CPC-style environmental governance. This
directional leadership emanates from central authorities in Beijing. When it comes to
environmental matters, success in local environmental policy experimentation initiated by the
central government can bring Beijing political benefits. In contrast, local experimentation failure
will not cause huge damage to the authority of the central government; in such cases, local

comrades become the scapegoats.

Third, the other side of central-local relations is local discretion. Ideal experimentalist intervention
emphasizes that the performance of local authorities is subject to mutual monitoring and
continuous peer review (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008, 2010, 2012b; Zeitlin, 2015a). As aforementioned,

a policy learning mechanism that emphasizes mutual supervision and peer review is embedded in
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the experimentalist architecture. However, in reality, the Chinese government’s evaluation process
only makes limited use of assessment methods in evaluating alternative instruments used in local
policy experiments. High level authorities in Beijing try to stay abreast of developments in
local/sectoral policy experiments but leave evaluation of these pilots to local/sectoral leaders and
their affiliated expert surveys. The ministry level departments, entrusted associations and research
institutions obtain information about the effectiveness of policy experiments directly or indirectly
from local officials and/or the public, thereby determining whether policy experiments should be
further developed (Zhu, 2017b; Zhu & Wu, 2018; Zhu & Zhao, 2016, 2018, 2021). This increases
the bargaining power of localities and departments relative to the central authority (Cai, 2004; Cai
& Treisman, 2004; Mei & Pearson, 2014; O'Brien & Li, 1999; Shirk, 1993; Tsai, 2004). These
review and monitoring processes are usually invisible to the outside world, and the public can only
judge performance evaluation through the results of pilot project (such as continuation, revision,
promotion and termination). There is thus a degree of local/sectoral discretion when it comes to

performance evaluation.

General Secretary Xi began a new round of deepening reforms in 2013 mainly in an effort to
strengthen the political authority of the central government and its ministries (for the details, see
Section 2.3). In terms of the environmental policy domain, the Central Ecological and
Environmental Protection Inspections (Zhongyang Shengtai Huanjing Baohu Ducha in Chinese),
officially launched in early 2016 by the CPCCC and State Council, and implemented mainly by
the Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP)™, has gradually covered all 31 provincial level
regions (see Appendix Ill). The central authority hopes to break the bureaucracy of the local
departments with these “campaign-style” (Fan, 2021, p. 33) inspections. These inspections have
weakened the resistance of local party committees and governments and therefore strengthened

their obedience (Wu, 2019; Zhou, H., 2016). To a certain extent, the central authority has

11 At the beginning, the Central Environmental Protection Inspection Group was set up by the Ministry of
Environmental Protection (MEP), with the participation of relevant comrades of CPC’s Central Commission for
Discipline Inspection and Central Organization Department. It carried out environmental protection inspections of
party committees and governments of the provinces (autonomous regions, municipalities). The inspection
experiment was initially conducted in Hubei Province between December 2015 and February 2016. Later, in the
summer of 2016, the inspection was officially promoted, and the first round of central environmental protection
inspections was launched. In the spring of 2018, as the Ministry of Ecology and Environment (MEE) replaced the
MEP, its name was also changed to Central Ecological and Environmental Protection Inspection. The MEE serves
as its office. In the summer of 2019, the second round of central ecological and environmental protection
inspections was launched. The second round was more standardized and rule-based, given that the Central
Ecological and Environmental Protection Inspection Regulation were issued in June 2019. According to the
regulation, the members of leading group for the inspection come from the General Office of the CPCCC, Central
Organization Department of the CPC, Central Propaganda Department of the CPC, the General Office of the State
Council, the Ministry of Justice, the MEE, the National Audit Office, and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate. For
the inspection process, see “Inspection group stationed”, available at:
http://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/zysthjbhdc/dcjz/index.shtml.
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strengthened its ability to act according to its own wishes-- centralization was consolidated during
the past eight years. The attendant result is that, during environmental policy experimentation,
local officials lived “in fear of retribution for veering off the officially sanctioned path” (Stepan,
2016). Despite this, some (environmental) policy experiments can still be found; but, these
“tinkering changes” can usually only be carried out after the approval of the central government
(Hasmath, Teets, & Lewis, 2019; Teets & Hasmath, 2020; Teets, Hasmath, & Lewis, 2017). In
other words, in recent years, local discretion has always been under the shadow of recentralization.
Therefore, the third point here only emphasize some limited horizontal peer review or evaluation,
which were different from the third step in the typical experimentalist architecture (see Figure 2.1

and section 2.1).

Finally, China’s domestic environmental policy outputs (including goals and instruments) can be
understood as a multi-level response. This multi-level game perspective constitutes a unigque
approach to environmental policy analysis, helping to reintegrate the sub-fields of comparative
environmental policy and international environmental politics (Schreurs, 2010; Schreurs, 2017b;
Schreurs & Tiberghien, 2007; Zeitlin & Overdevest, 2020). There is a relatively recalcitrant
political response from the Chinese central authority at the international level in response to
matters involving sovereignty and political security. This is designed to protect the PRC from
outside interference in its political development (Economy, 1994). In contrast, there is often a
more proactive response from localities (provinces, prefectures, counties/county level districts)
which are eager to accept foreign assistance and learn selectively from advanced foreign
experiences (Gallagher & Xuan, 2018). In this way, China can contribute to addressing
international environmental problems through a series of concrete technical measures and “a
growing number of marginal institutional reforms in an incremental manner” (Naughton & Tsali,
2015, p. 12). This can be referred to as the fourth institutional element-- gradualism or pragmatism

in domestic reform and international responses.

As will be discussed below, the ideas behind the national park system pilot, carbon emission
trading pilot and comprehensive ecological civilization establishment cases analyzed in this
dissertation originally all came from Western countries. All these policy practices are examples of
policy learning, policy diffusion or policy innovation across nation state borders. Therefore,
although this dissertation mainly focuses on the domestic domain, it must explain in advance the

dimensions of environmental foreign policy that are also implicitly important.
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2.3 Intensification of Environmental Intervention in the

Latest Recentralization

In 2012, the Constitution of the Communist Party of China (Amendment), adopted by the 18th
National Congress of the CPC, included “Communist Party of China leads the Chinese people to
build socialist ecological civilization”. This marks that the top leadership put ecological and
environmental issue into the so-called “Five-in-one Layout” (Wuwei Yiti)*?. It was one year after
the new collective leadership (Xi-Li leadership) took power that the environmental policy making
was started with a real jump (see Appendix Il and IV). In the spring of 2014, the Environmental
Protection Law of Prople 5 Republic of China, approved in 1989, was revised. The revision placed
“a stronger emphasis on environmental monitoring and enforcement”, introduced “a system of
cumulative daily fines for not meeting environmental standards™; called on “all levels of
government to expand their financing for environmental protection and environmental
awareness-building efforts”, “establishes a new environmental national day and requires local
governments (county level and above) to incorporate environmental protection into economic and
social development plans” (Schreurs, 2017b, p. 168). Moreover, this new sector law also pointed

out the neccesity of reviews for local officials’ environmental performance.

In April 2015, the Opinion on Accelerating the Construction of Ecological Civilization carried out
a comprehensive deployment of environmental policy reform. In September 2015, the Overall
Plan for Ecological Civilization System Reform detailed the Opinion on Accelerating the
Construction of Ecological Civilization, making it more operational. In the same year, the revised
Environmental Protection Law of the People’s Republic of China was implemented, and the Air
Pollution Prevention and Control Law and the Water Pollution Prevention and Control Law were
also successively revised. On August 24, 2016, General Secretary Xi Jinping stated when
inspecting the pilot project of National Park System in Qinghai Province: “Now, we have reached
the time when we must increase ecological and environmental protection efforts”; “the ecological

and environmental problems accumulated over the years of rapid growth have become very

12 The “Wuwei” (Five Aspects) includes (socialist) material civilization, political civilization, spiritual civilization,
social civilization, and ecological civilization. This is the standard statement of the official ideology.
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prominent, and the common people have many complaints”; “now the food and clothing problem
has been steadily solved”, “(so) we have the conditions and ability to solve (environmental)
problem” (Xi, 2017, p. 392). In the past, great efforts had not been made to solve the problems of
environmental pollution and ecological destruction because the central authority holds that

economic growth and improvement of material life are the top priorities.

The most noteworthy thing at this stage was the Central Environmental Protection Inspection (for
its details, see Appendix II1). Such high-intensity in environment related disciplinary inspection
was unprecedented. These developments were fundamentally altering traditional marginal position
of environmental policy making in China. In March 2018, at the First Session of the 13th NPC,
“ecological civilization” concept was enshrined in the PRC Constitution. At the same time, the
NDRC’s responsibility for addressing climate change and emission reductions, and the
environment-related functions of other ministries were integrated into the newly formed MEE.*
Previously, the MEP scrambled to improve its capacities to participate in climate matters, but it
was too weak to push climate change mitigation (and adaption) on its own. The MEE succeeded in
winning support from the ruling party. Moreover, as elaborated in the third chapter, the newly
formed Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) and National Forestry and Grassland
Administration (NFGA) were entitled to more natural resource management and nature
conservation authority. In this year, the newly promulgated Environmental Protection Tax Law and

Soil Pollution Prevention and Control Law were also adopted.

In October 2016, the expression “the CPC Central Committee with Comrade Xi Jinping at its core”
appeared for the first time in the communiquéissued by the Sixth Plenary Session of the 18th
CPCCC. This marks that President Xi has become the most powerful national leader after Mao
Zedong (1949-1976) and Deng Xiaoping (1978-1992). In May 2018, Xi delivered a long speech at

the latest National Ecological and Environmental Protection Conference' (Reporter of Xinhua

¥ In 1973, the Office of State Council’s Environmental Protection Leading Group (referred to as the State
Environmental Protection Office) was formed. It was first placed in the State Planning Commission and later in the
State Construction Commission. In 1982, the Ministry of Urban and Rural Construction and Environmental
Protection was established. An Environmental Protection Bureau was set up within the ministry. In 1984, the
Environmental Protection Bureau was elevated to the status of State Environmental Protection Agency. It was
initially placed under the newly formed Ministry of Construction. In 1988, the State Environmental Protection
Agency was placed directly under the State Council. The Office of the State Commission of Public Sectors Reform
(SCOPSR) approved its administrative status be elevated to deputy ministerial level. In 1998, the State
Environmental Protection Agency was expanded into the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA),
which enjoyed full ministerial status. In 2008, the SEPA was elevated and extended to the Ministry of
Environmental Protection (MEP), which had a full cabinet rank. In 2018, the MEP was renamed as the MEE. In
the later chapters, most of these organs appear many times.
4 From 1973 to 2019, a total of eight national environmental conferences were convened. The first six were called
National Conference on Environmental Protection, the seventh was renamed National General Meeting on
Environmental Protection, and the eighth time was renamed National General Meeting on Ecological and
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Agency, 2018c). This meeting announced the birth of what could be called “Xi Jinping Thought
on Ecological Civilization™". One month later, Opinion of the CPCCC and the State Council on
Comprehensively Strengthening Ecological and Environmental Protection and Resolutely Fighting
the Tough Battle of Pollution Prevention and Control was issued. For the first time, it clarified
what Xi Thought on Ecological Civilization is: “why to build an ecological civilization, what kind
of ecological civilization to build, and how to build an ecological civilization” (CPCCC & State

Council, 2018).%°

With the slowdown of economic growth in the second half of 2010s, strengthening environmental
protection is undoubtedly one of the most important ways for the CPC to consolidate its popular
support and respond to international pressure. In view of the fact that environmental concerns are
more common in China, climate change and other pollution control issues are not only supported
by the economic planning and environmental departments as hot issues, but have also received
repeated attention from the supreme leader of ruling party. Xi’s career did suggest he is a man with
much of an interest in the environment (Xi, 2014, pp. 207-212, 2017, pp. 389-400, 2020,
pp. 319-330)."" The stricter political disciplinary inspections and anti-corruption campaign that
began in 2012/2013 have improved the executive power of central authority. Therefore, drastic
policy change occur when these windows of opportunity open, policy sponsors exist, and there is
enough energy in the institutional system for the strong sponsors to push their solutions onto the
political agenda. At this stage, the initiative in the central-local relations is in the hands of central

government.

Recentralization in the Environmental Policy Domain

In the later empirical chapters, many of the policy documents were reviewed and approved by a

Environmental Protection. While the first and the second meetings were separated by 10 years, the following six
meetings were held every 2-6 years. The name change and frequency of these meetings reflects the growing
significance of environmental protection undertaking in China.
5" In the manifesto of the CPC, it is part of what could be called “Xi Thought on Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics in the New Era”. It is a summary of a series of ideas, strategies, and policy programs put forward
by the supreme leader since the 18th National Congress of the CPC on the ecological civilization. Its goal is to
ensure that by 2035, the quality of the “Shengtai Huanjing” (ecology and environment) should have been
fundamentally improved.
161t was specifically divided into several points: “ecological prosperity means cultural prosperity”; “harmonious
coexistence of man and nature”; “lucid waters and lush mountains are invaluable assets”; “good ecology and
environment is the most inclusive people’s livelihood and well-being”; “mountains, rivers, forests, fields, lakes and
grass are a community of life”; “use strictest institutional system to protect the ecology and environment”; and
“adhere to national action”. For the details, see CPCCC and State Council (2018).
7 When he was young, he lived for a long time in the Loess Plateau, where the ecological damage was severe.
During his administration in Fujian and Zhejiang province, he was in charge of environmental affairs in rural areas
for a long time.
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new high level organ -- the Central Commission for Comprehensively Deepening Reform
(CCCDR), which has been at the center of the recentralization. The CCCDR has been the
top-level deliberative and coordinating body of the CPCCC on comprehensive deepening reforms
in party-state institutions. In November 2013, the Central Leading Group for Comprehensively
Deepening Reform (CLGCDR), the predecessor of CCCDR, was established at the 3rd Plenary
Session of the 18th CPCCC. This group consists of more than twenty central leaders, and General
Secretary of the CPC served as its monitor. There are six special groups under the CLGCDR. The
first and foremost is the Special Group for Reform of Economic System and Ecological
Civilization System'®. Close supporters of Xi have been the leader of this special group. After the
establishment of the new body, each province has established its own corresponding agency. In
March 2018, in order to strengthen the centralized and unified leadership on major work involving
the party and the state, to strengthen decision-making coordination, the Deepening Party and State
Institutional Reform Program stated that “the Central Leading Group for Comprehensively
Deepening Reform was changed to the Central Commission for Comprehensive Deepening

Reform”.

The construction of ecological civilization is essentially the collapse of previous superficial
environmental regulations and the generation of more comprehensive environmental interventions
rooted in economic and industrial structure policies. This is why the Special Group for Reform of
Economic System and Ecological Civilization System emerged in the recentralization. The
strengthening of environmental institutions and policies has been an integral part of
comprehensively deepening the reform. To understand the political background of environmental
policy experiments in the past decade, there is a need to clarify the recentralization, which has

been deeply involved in ecological and environmental domains.

As of October 2017, among thirty eight CLGCDR meetings, twenty of them discussed problems
and issues related to the ecological civilization construction (Reporter, 2017i). For example, the
second meeting reviewed and approved the Report on Major Reforms of the Special Group on
Economic System and Ecological Civilization System; the fourteenth meeting deliberated and
formulated the Eco-environmental Monitoring Network Construction Plan and Rule for the
Investigation of the Responsibility of Party and Government Leading Cadres for Environmental

Damage (Trial); the twenty first meeting heard the Report on the Implementation of the Overall

18 Since 2015, Liu He, the Office Director of the Central Finance and Economics Committee of the CPC, served
as the monitor. The work of this special group was led by this Office. In March 2018, Liu served as a vice premier.
He has been one of Xi’s main supporters in the recentralization, see Wang, Y. (2015b).
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Plan for Ecological Civilization System Reform; the twenty seventh meeting deliberated and
approved the Rule for Evaluation and Assessment of Ecological Civilization Construction Goals;
the twenty ninth meeting deliberated and issued Several Opinion on Delineating and Strictly
Observing the Red Line of Ecological Protection; and the thirty fifth meeting passed the Several
Opinion on Establishing a Long-term Mechanism for Monitoring and Early Warning of Resource

and Environmental Carrying Capacity (Reporter of Nanfang Daily, 2017).

This high intensity reflects that the top leadship of the ruling party hoped to break the bureaucracy
of environmental department through the channel of the campaign-style governance, so as to
achieve better results than ever. In the recentralization, the central authority developed consistent
roadmap and timetable that integrates local diversities to unified national program. Through the
recentralization, local experiences have been communicated, learned and diffused at national
conferences, training platforms, administrative instructions, and even formal legislations.
Therefore, the CPC-led recentralization has also served as a policy diffusion, policy learning, or
policy innovation mechanism, which features experimentalism (Zhu, 2017b; Zhu & Zhao, 2018,
2021). It is in this sense that the theoretical framework is named “CPC-style experimentalist

environmental governance”.

2.4 CPC-style Experimentalist Environmental
Governance Model: A Preliminary Typology and

Hypotheses

This dissertation develops the typology of CPC-style experimentalist environmental governance
(Table 2.1) by theoretically modifying and empirically synthesizing the diversified experimentalist
patterns found in China’s policy experiments related to rural reform, technological
commercialization, social pension, local budgets and environmental management (Heilmann et al.,
2013; Shin, 2017a, 2017b; Wang, G., 2019; Zhu, 2017b; Zhu & Zhao, 2021). These previously
proposed patterns do not fully tap into some obvious empirical elements characterizing China’s

policy environment. The “hierarchical experimentation” pattern identified in pension experiments
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(Zhu & Zhao, 2021, p. 24) and the “principle-guided” pattern found in rural reform experiments
(Wang, G., 2019, pp. 40-42) do not consider the ever expanding (geographical or economic)
representativeness of site selection. The “comparative trial” pattern (Zhu & Zhao, 2021, pp. 25-26)
and the “designation” pattern (Zhu, 2017b, p. 278) unearthed in urban pension pilot schemes are
not mainly used to test for correctness. The “recognition” pattern found in the urban
poverty-alleviation pilots (Zhu & Zhao, 2018), the “community-driven” pattern in nature
conservation experiments (Shin, 2017b, pp. 610-612), and the “selective integration” pattern
discovered in technological innovation experiments (Heilmann et al., 2013, pp. 899-900) do not
capture the dimension of deliberately guiding public opinion. The elements and processes of
experimentalism do not mean that this kind of recognition is free of politics, or power tensions.
The typology proposed here takes care of these easily overlooked political elements or power
relations. Although it is indeed inspired by the above outstanding research, this typology has made
obvious amendments to them to better conform to the reality of ecological civilization

construction.

Were there clear policy goals in the documents issued by the
CPCCC and/or the State Council at the very beginning?

Yes No
Did the central government have the Yes Strict Hierarchical ~ Selective Political Recognition
policy instruments needed to promote Experimentation
the local experiment at the very e.g. National Park System e.g. River Chief System (RCS)
beginning? (NPS)  Pilot  Program, Promotion, 2013-2018
2013-2019
No  Cautious Comparative  Pragmatic Phased Integration

Experimentation

e.g. Carbon Emission e.g. Comprehensive

Trading (CET) Pilot Experimental Zones for

Scheme, 2011-2017 “Ecological Civilization”,
1995-2017

Table 2.1 Typology of the CPC-style experimentalist environmental governance

The vertical or hierarchical experimentation pattern is the most common mechanism in China’s
public policy experiment. But what this typology proposes can be regarded as its subtype, that is,
strict hierarchical experimentation. In the strict hierarchical experimentation pattern, the central
government first determines policy goals, and then delineates policy instruments and rough plans.

In order to establish power over local governments and legitimacy in a new domain, the national
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government gives priority to regional or local experimentation to prove the rationality of policy
goals and the correctness of policy instruments. The central government will specifically inspect
such local policy experiments. Agenda setting is firmly in the hands of the central authority. At the
first stage, the area of the pilot scheme chosen by the central government is mainly based on its
uniqueness. In cases where experiments prove to work smoothly, the central government deepens
the implementation in the pilot areas, and prepares to launch other pilot projects in accordance
with the original plan. The central government at times also expands the number of pilot projects,
considering the broadly representative nature of the selected site. When a pilot project proves to be
a failure, the central government considers transforming it in other types of experiments, so that
the deployed policy resources will not be wasted. The special consideration given to the
geographical and ecological representativeness of the pilot project and the dynamic adjustmet of
the pilot project itself improves the chance of success, expands the influence of the experiment,
and consolidates the legitimacy of the central government. Therefore, this pattern is different from

other vertical or hierarchical subtypes.

The second pattern of experimentalist environmental governance can be called cautious
comparative experimentation where the central government designs a broad policy goal, but does
not set uniform policy tools because of a lack of understanding of their likelihood of success. This
pattern is a subtype of the famous comparative experiment. It is used to meet foreign expectations
and fulfill international commitments. In order to test policy programs and select the best
approaches for possible promotion, the central government specifically designates representative
places for policy experiments. Among a group of more or less mutually comparable policy
experiments, local governments and the pilots they are responsible for must basically follow the
policy goals and directions determined by the central authority. Local government and its pilots do
not simply implement the detailed requirements from the central authority, and the latter does not
just supervise in a high handed manner. The central government has the responsibility to provide
local pilots with relevant supportive policy frameworks. It allows them to introduce their own
initiatives and innovations. This is very similar to the usual practice involving economic policy
experiment. Some local pilots that have made breakthroughs in implementation steps or policy
tools may then become models for future promotion. Local governments have certain autonomy
and can decide to either participate in the pilot program or postpone their participation (or even
not participate) according to their own conditions and interests. Unlike the first pattern of
experimentalist environmental governance, which does not consider representative issues from the

outset. Here, the central government chooses a larger number of representative locations in order
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to clearly and comparatively test the correctness associated with unfamiliar policy tools or weed
out policy tools that are inappropriate to a particular locality or problem. It is precisely because of
this effort to “test for correctness” that the second pattern is different from the comparative trial
pattern and designation pattern used to test errors in other policy domains. When conducting
cautious comparative experimentation, the central government pays more attention to a pilot site’s
representativeness from the very beginning. Therefore, during the experimentation, the central
government does not think it needs to adjust the number of pilot schemes. This may be the another

difference from other subtypes of comparative experiment.

The third pattern of experimentalist environmental governance is called selective political
recognition. This is the subtype with the most political implications in this typology. It usually
appears in domestic environmental problems, where international expectations are not urgent and
policy direction are clear. The central government frames a very broad policy vision, not knowing
if it can achieve the vision. There is no focus on specific policy instruments or implementation
steps. In contrast, local (or grass-roots) governments that are directly facing rapidly changing
conditions and public needs are likely to try different small policy innovations based on
established policy directions and local preferences. As long as the central authority is not
challenged or the political order disrupted, the central government is open and tolerant of various
local experiments which explore for suitable policy tools. The central authority typically reviews a
substantial number of local policy initiatives and selects one as a national model. A basic
necessary condition for a local program to be selected as a national benchmark is that the plan
must be consistent with the central government’s broad visions and policy directions. Another
prerequisite is that this selected local program be tested and implemented in a place where the
incumbent supreme leader was previously in power. This helps enhance the directional leadership
of the authoritarian government. Unless the central ministry realizes the potential advantages of
such political connections with incumbent supreme leader, it will not fully promote this regional
experience. It is precisely because of this political implication that the third pattern is essentially
different from other forms of policy experimentation. It is also important that the selected local

model be quite successful in addressing the environmental conditions causing public displeasure.

The fourth pattern is called pragmatic phased integration. When the central government is
unfamiliar with a new situation or is confronted by a new environmental issue, it may at first be
unable to determine policy goals and delineate policy instruments. In such situations, local

governments and/or ministerial-level departments independently initiate policy experiments.
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These local and/or departmental efforts are not usually opposed by the central authority. These
kinds of local and departmental experiments may be inconsistent or conflict with each other due to
a lack of top-down coordination or horizontal reconciliation. The standards of ecological
protection and environmental regulation vary from place to place and from sector to sector. In
such cases, the central government and its powerful ministries have to determine relatively clear
policy objectives and delineate applicable policy tools to remediate the situation and address the
local and/or sectoral conflict. In this process, environmental considerations have been adopted by
more and more central ministries, and existing experimental indicators have gradually been
standardized and unified. As a variant of experimentalism, several rounds of experimental policy
integration may result in recursive goal setting and revisions. These rounds of policy integration
can be considered to be pragmatic because the decisions made were largely intended to minimize
strategic uncertainty and local resistance. More importantly, these rounds of policy integration all
belong to the so-called “environmental policy integration”'. In the literature on environmental
policies of OECD countries, environmental policy integration refers to the efforts to incorporate
environmental considerations into decision-making in non-environmental policy sectors, while
minimizing inconsistencies between environmental policy and other sectoral policies by
prioritizing environmental goods in principle (J&nicke & J&gens, 2000; Lafferty & Hovden, 2003;
Lenschow, 2002). In this pattern, several rounds of integration constitute a spiral or wavy
evolution from “horizontal environmental policy integration” to “vertical environmental policy

integration” (Jacob & Volkery, 2004).

Based on this typology of CPC-style experimentalist environmental governance, the following

four research hypotheses are formulated.

Hypothesis |I: In cases where policy goals are clear and policy instruments are established, the
more guidance and intervention that comes from the central government level, the more likely it is
that environmental policy experimentation will follow a strict hierarchical experimentation

pattern.

Hypothesis II: In cases where policy goals are clear but there is a lack of established policy
instruments, the more guidance and intervention that comes from the central government level, the

more likely it is that environmental policy experimentation will follow a cautious comparative

19" Although some international and supranational organizations had called for and made more integrated effort to
facilitate environmental protection and improvement, the environmental policy integration is still a terminology
that has hitherto been mainly applied to domestic context. For more explanation of this term, see Tosun and Lang
(2017); Adelle and Russel (2013).
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experimentation pattern.

Hypothesis 111 In cases where policy instruments are established but there is a lack of clear policy
goals, the more guidance and intervention that comes from the central government level, the more
likely it is that environmental policy experimentation will follow a selective political recognition

pattern.

Hypothesis IV: In cases where there is a lack of clear policy goals and established policy
instruments, the more guidance and intervention that comes from the central government level, the
more likely it is that environmental policy experimentation will follow a pragmatic phased

integration pattern.

2.5 The Strategy of Evidence

The importance of China to the future of the ecological environment in Asia and at the global level
is self-evident. China accounts for almost one-fifth of the world’s population. As a result of rapid
economic development and social progress, the demand for modern conveniences has been
steadily rising. Similarly, the general public’s attention to environmental pollution and ecological
damage is also increasing rapidly. China became the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases in
the latter 2000s. The unfinished industrialization and urbanization process means many challenges
remain. How China deals with associated environmental governance challenges is of tremendous
significance. China’s environmental governance system and its ecological civilization construction
are o