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Abstract: The rapid process of urbanization has led to water pollution, reduction of space areas and
channel deposition. However, current river protection and management levels are not suitable for
city development level and human demand. Therefore, these problems have not yet been solved.
China is still in an era of rapid urbanization, which means that the influence of urbanization in
rivers will increase in the future—and the task of river protection and management will be more
arduous. In order to meet the challenges and opportunities brought by urbanization and promote
the sustainable use and management of river, this study puts forward relevant suggestions on river
protection and management, such as river management mechanisms, economic incentive instruments,
technical support, transformation of development concepts, improving laws, regulations and policies
and stimulating public participation.
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1. Introduction

China is one of the countries with the most rivers in the world. There are many great rivers with a
long history in China, of which there are more than 2000 rivers with a basin area over 1000 km? and
about 45,200 rivers with a basin area over 500 km? (Figure 1) [1]. From time immemorial, people have
realized that rivers make great contributions to human existence and development [2]. Cities—as the
place of population gathering and economy humming—are mostly distributed near large rivers, thus,
they are more closely related with the river [3,4]. The river has many functions, such as water supply,
flood discharge, shipping and ecological service [5,6]. The diversity of its function determines that
river will play an increasingly important role in urban development.

Urbanization refers to the transformation from a rural to an urban way of life [7]. According to the
characteristic of its speed, urbanization is divided into four phases in China: starting phase (1949-1957),
stagnation phase (1958-1978), steady development phase (1979-1996) and fast development phase (after
1996) [8]. Importantly, based on a comparison of spatial metrics between China (developing country)
and other developed countries, urban agglomeration in China is more compact and dense [9]. With the
acceleration of urbanization and the rapid development of social economy in China, sustainable use
of rivers is seriously threatened and challenged. Changes in population structures have brought
about transformations of landscapes, which have had many serious impacts on river ecosystems.
Generally speaking, the increase of impervious surface coverage in cities changes the hydrology and
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topography of rivers, which will lead to changes in river habitats. In addition to impermeability,
urban surface runoff has increased the load of nutrients, metals and pesticides due to urban and
industrial emissions. These changes have caused the process of river ecosystems to be affected by
urbanization [10]. Moreover, previous studies show that urban areas are becoming increasingly subject
to and vulnerable to water-related natural disasters [11]. Natural water disasters can have huge
social and economic impacts on megacities; they are part of a general upward trend in hydrological
disasters affecting urban areas and cities’” vulnerability to water-related risks [12,13]. In the accelerating
phase of urbanization in China, these problems are more prominent, which have affected the normal
development and use of rivers and become the bottleneck of urban development [14,15]. A series of
problems brought about by urbanization have put forward higher requirements for river protection and
management. However, the level of river protection and management does not adapt to the increasing
demand of river function, making these problems become more prominent. If these problems cannot be
solved effectively, they will bring adverse effects to urban development and even become an important
factor restricting urban development. Therefore, study on effect of urbanization is very important for
sustainable development of rivers.
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Figure 1. Distribution map of the main rivers in China.

In order to address the severe situation brought by rapid urbanization and promote the sustainable
use and management of rivers, it is necessary to attach more importance to study on the comprehensive
function of urban river. This study analyses the urban development, design the questionnaire and
explore the detrimental effects of urbanization to river. On this basis, summarize the problems existing
in river protection and management and then put forward comprehensive countermeasures.

2. Urbanization Development Level

In the past, the quantitative indicators of urbanization mostly focused on the changes of urban
population, however, with its connotation increasing, urbanization indicates not only the quantitative
change of cities and urban population, but also the impact of the economy, urban forms and land
use [16,17]. Therefore, the main characteristics of urbanization are the increase of urban population,
the development of non-agricultural economy and the expansion of urban land. We select three
indicators,-including.-population urbanization level (Up, the ratio of urban population to total
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population), economic urbanization level (Ue, the ratio of non-agricultural GDP to total GDP) and
spatial urbanization level (Us, the ratio of urban land area to total area, of which urban land area
includes area of urban and designated town) to describe urbanization development level. As shown
in Figure 2, from 2000 to 2018, Up, Ue and Us have increased at an average rate of 3.12%, 0.25% and
4.20% per year, respectively.
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Figure 2. Changes of urbanization development level in China from 2000 to 2018.

With the deep propel of urbanization, problems brought by exclusive urban construction and
narrow pursuit of GDP growth regardless of environmental carrying capacity becomes increasing
obvious [18]. In addition, lack of foresightedness in urban planning and poor execution lead to
incoordination of urbanization development among different regions, thus, waste of resources,
deterioration of environment and other issues that need to be solved [19]. Among which, the impact
on water resources is especially prominent. Some studies have indicated that drainage density, surface
water ratio, water quality parameters, floods, river fragmentation and other indicators of river systema
are in high correlation with urbanization [20-23]. To date, most cities in China are still in the accelerating
stage of urbanization. According to the National New Urbanization Plan, it is expected that the
population urbanization level will increase to 60% in 2020. By then, the urban population of China will
increase by nearly 100 million people, which will set higher demands for water supply security, flood
control and water environment regulation. River, regarded as the symbols of a city, is an important part
of urban environment. Therefore, the task of river protection and management will be more arduous
and even become a great challenge in the process of rapid urbanization.

3. Effect of Urbanization on River

Under the background of rapid urbanization and science and technology developing, river
function is also evolving. Specifically, the functions of urban river can be summarized as follows
(Figures 3 and 4) [24-26]: (1) hydrological function, which has nothing to do with human activities,
includes water storage, water delivery and substance circulation and energy exchange; (2) ecological
function, which can be divided into habitat function, corridor function and water quality purification
function according to different ecological benefits; (3) social service function, including urban water
supply, flood control, power generation, shipping, fishery breeding and landscape function. With the
increase of urbanization’s demand for river functions, the use pressure of urban rivers and the intensity
of human interference continue to increase, which affects effects of river comprehensive function and
even lead to a function decline in some areas.
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Figure 3. Classification of urban river function.
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Figure 4. Effect of urbanization on rivers.

3.1. Shrinking of River Area

According to the Bulletin of First National Census for Water issued by the Ministry of Water
Resources and the National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s Republic of China in 2013 [1], there are
only about 23,000 rivers in China with a basin area over 100 km?2, which is 40% lower than that
before 2013. The reduction of rivers coincided with the period of rapid urbanization; thus, urban
development is considered to be an important cause. The surface water ratio is an important parameter
to characterize the variation of river spatial range, which refers to the proportion of the area of rivers
and lakes to the total area of the administrative region. Studies have shown that, river land is being
encroached and river spatial range is reducing with the area of urban commercial district, road traffic
and river engineering facilities expanding gradually, so the surface water ratio is inversely proportional
to indicators of urbanization [27,28]. Moreover, this reflects that the urbanization process is not fully
coordinated with the protection of the river network structure [29]. Taking Shanghai as an example,
in the process of economic and social development, the river network is destroyed and the surface
water ratio shows the downtrend. From the early 1980s to the end of the last century, the surface water
ratio of Shanghai had come down from 11.1% to 8.4%, which means that rate of decline is about 25%.
Enter the 21st century, Shanghai is adopting tighter control on water resource protection, easing the
situation, however, rally of the surface water ratio is still difficult.
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3.2. Water Pollution

According to China statistical yearbook from 2010 to 2018 (Figure 5), the discharge of sewage
show a rise in most provincial capitals, except Yinchuan, Urumgqi, Harbin and Xining. Reduction
of industrial sewage could be due to the implementation of the sewage charge, the improvement
of wastewater treatment efficiency and recycled water utilization. Among them, the growth rate of
domestic sewage discharge in Xi’an and Guiyang is more than 100%, while the ratio to total sewage
discharged has increased greatly. Moreover, sewage discharge in areas with higher urbanization level,
including Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou, Chongqing, Hangzhou and Shanghai.
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Figure 5. Comparison of sewage discharge between 2010 and 2018 from each provincial capital in China.

The discharge of industrial and domestic sewage continuously increases with rapid
industrialization and urbanization. However, the lag of construction of sewers and sewage treatment
facilities in urban areas leads to industrial and domestic sewage being discharged directly into the
river, causing deterioration of water quality and aggravated eutrophication. In addition to traditional
pollution sources, river is also polluted by other pollutants, such as oil pollutants leaked by ships in
navigable watercourses and solid waste dumped along the river. On one hand, the urban river faces
the pressure of increasing pollutant quantity. On the other hand, the pollution types are increasingly
complicated, which makes it more difficult to manage and protect urban river.

According to the China environmental state bulletin in 2016 and China environmental quality
standards for surface water in 2002 issued by the Ministry of Environmental Protection [30],
among the monitoring stations of ten major watersheds in China, 9.1% are seriously polluted (up to
Grade V water quality), and the most polluted rivers and lakes are distributed in cities. In addition to
domestic sewage, high concentrations of Hg, volatile phenols are also having an impact on urban river.
The water quality in Shanghai from 2001 to 2015 is shown in Figure 6 Since 2001, the water quality of
rivers in the city has been seriously polluted and there is no river up to Grade I surface water standard,
meanwhile, the proportion of rivers under Grade V has increased significantly. From 2004 to 2007,
the river up to Grade V and under Grade V even accounted for nearly 70%. Although the condition
started improving in 2007, there is still a large gap compared with the level in 2001. The natural river
has been deeply affected by human activities.

3.3. Channel Hardening

In the urban construction in recent years, human intervention has become increasing serious,
which has changed its natural form [31]. Channel hardening is an important measure that paving
natural riverbed with concrete slabs or boulders in water conservancy projects. Since the 1980s, channel
hardening has been used for river regulation in many cities, which is considered as the measure
beneficial to urban flood control and economization on land. However, in the long run, impacts of
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channel hardening on human and cities is more negative than positive [32]. On one hand, channel
hardening prevents the river from leaking, which will reduce groundwater recharge, affect the urban
water supply and make the urban water shortage more serious. Meanwhile, it could isolate the link
between the aquatic and terrestrial ecosystem, causing rivers to evolve independently. The habitats are
destroyed, and river function is weakened accordingly.
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Figure 6. Water quality of inland rivers in Shanghai from 2001 to 2015.

Since the 1990s, many developed countries, including Germany, the United States and Japan
extensively dismantled hard materials laid on river beds before. In fact, the cost of removing lining is
much more expensive than paving, but these countries generally believe that preserving the natural
nature river is essential to protect animal and plant resources. In recent years, with enhancing
consciousness of protecting ecological environment, demolition work has begun in Beijing and some
other cities. However, it will take some time to dismantle nationally.

3.4. Severe Channel Sedimentation

To date, a large number of water conservancy and hydropower projects in our country are
constructed, and the river channel sedimentation has become a prominent problem in its operation and
maintenance. The wading engineering has changed runoff mode of the urban stream, the water gate
intercepts the upstream water, and the sediment particles are deposited in front of the dam. Moreover,
buildings along the banks, wharfs, ships can cause parts of rivers deposited. Simultaneously, due to
the increase in diverted water volume and irrigation water on urban river, runoff in the upstream
decreases and waste increases, thus, making the river continuously silt up and reduce its flood control
function [33,34]. Taking Shenzhen as an example, the rivers in Shenzhen are distributed in the five
major watersheds, four major bay and 151 rivers in planning, in which varying degrees of siltation
exist. It is estimated that the total amount of silt in the whole city is as high as 55 million cubic
meters. Among them, the sediment deposition of the main stream of the Maozhou River is very
serious. Volume of sediment deposition in Weilu section was up to 4.8 million cubic meters, and the
average sediment thickness is 2-3 m. The total amount of sedimentation in the Shenzhen River is about
4.15 million cubic meters, and the accumulated sediment thickness for 8 years of the main channel is
0.49 m. The siltation not only affects the navigation and flood discharge capacity of the river, but also
affects the ecological function.

3.5. River Ecosystem Destruction

There are two main reasons for the destruction of urban river ecosystems, one is the internal heat
island effect [35], and the other is the external climate change [36]. The phenomenon of urban heat
island means that the air temperature in urban areas is higher than that in nearby non-urban areas [37].
The increase in air temperature is mainly due to the thermal storage capacity of urban building materials,
the interruption.of the energy-transfer process (i.e., airflow), and the change in evapotranspiration rate
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caused by highly impervious surfaces [38]. As the urban water system absorbs and stores additional
heat in spring and summer, the increase in air temperature in the non-urban-to-urban gradient is also
the cause of the increase in water temperature [39]. Although the sensitivity of water temperature
to air-temperature rise varies from season to season, the increase in air temperature is usually the
main driving force for the increase in water temperature [36]. Regarding external climate changes, it is
expected that the earth will experience relatively rapid changes in temperature and precipitation this
century, which is mainly due to the increase in the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere
caused by human activities [36]. This change has a more significant impact on urbanization. Changes
in temperature and precipitation may have a significant impact on the temperature and hydrology of
the urban water system, which in turn affects species that adapt to specific hydrological systems, water
temperatures and related physical characteristics of aquatic habitats [40,41].

4. Problems in River Management System

The river faces many problems, such as water pollution, siltation and channel hardening [42-45].
The level of river protection and management does not adapt to the increasing demand of river
function, making these problems become more prominent. If these problems cannot be solved
effectively, they will bring adverse effects to urban development and even become an important factor
restricting urban development.

4.1. Unclear Management Functions

In china, fragmentation exists between management of water resources and water environment.
Although the Water Conservancy departments are responsible for integrated management, river
management also involves other departments such as Environmental Protection, Transportation and
Forestry Departments (Figure 7). In this case, the differentiation of stakeholder and conflicts of interests
lead to ineffective river management. In addition, there is no obvious cut division of the terms
of reference and the degree of responsibility of various departments. As a result, the functions of
various departments overlap and the relationship of interests is complicated cause low management
efficiency [46—49].
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Figure 7. Management system of river management and protection.
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In general, Water Conservancy Departments are responsible for water resources protection and
Environmental Protection Departments are responsible for water pollution prevention. However, in the
practical work, the two parts involves in two departments. For example, in protection of water quality,
environmental protection departments are responsible for water environmental monitoring, statistics
and information publishing and the water conservancy department is working on the same things,
which will not only lead to duplication of work, but also lead to different data versions. Therefore,
the division of departments results in some conflicts of interest, and it is difficult to form an efficient
and comprehensive decision-making mechanism of river management.

4.2. Imperfect Planning System

Before the 1980s, the problems related to river were not prominent, so there were fewer policies
and regulations related to river management. Along with its progress in reform and opening up, urban
economy is advancing by leaps and bounds, and the river is facing much more problems such as flood,
drying up and water pollution, which has aroused public great concern [50,51]. Therefore, China has
increased its input in river management, relevant policies and regulations have been preliminarily
established. The law on prevention and control of water pollution, the water law and the flood
control law cover all aspects of environmental protection, water pollution prevention, water resources
management and flood control.

The special law, which refers to Regulations of river administration of the People’s Republic
of China, promulgated by the State Council in 1988, have played a positive role in promoting the
development of river. However, its provisions are mainly based on given management system and flood
protection, and lack of regulation on ecological protection, which are not suitable for the multifunction
and management demand of rivers.

On account of limitations of laws and regulations on the national level, some cities have established
local regulations to meet the needs of local river management. However, a considerable number of cities
have not yet formulated or issued river management policies, and the relevant laws and regulations
still need to be further improved. On the whole, the planning of urban river management lags behind
the actual river development, which leads to many problems including disorderly occupation of river
land and severe water pollution in the process of urban construction.

4.3. Ignore the Coordinated Development of River Functions

Urban River, including many kinds of functions such as water supply, flood control, shipping,
ecological function to maintain urban ecosystem and economy stable, may cause the river out of
balance and stability. Therefore, different functions should complement and reinforce each other and
develop at the same pace. However, in current process of urbanization, the local government attaches
too much importance to the growth of GDP and maximize the function that is directly related to
economic development, which leads human interference with natural river course to a larger range and
deeper degree. From the angle of ecology, wading engineering affects the ecological system of river.
For a long time, administrative departments care more about direct service function than ecological
protection and then affects the performance of comprehensive functions [46,47].

4.4. Imbalance in Management Level

In recent years, with the construction of ecological civilization, the idea of low impact development
(LID) has been applied in river management, especially in developed areas [50,52-55]. The concept
of “sponge city” originated from low-impact development and river is an indispensable part of the
sponge city construction [56].

Pilot projects for “sponge city” have been started in Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Shenzhen, etc.
Much time, energy and financial resources are invested to improve the water quality in relatively
developed areas. The management system is more mature and effective, and the environmental index
are gradually brought into the urban evaluation system. However, river management in small cities and
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economic backward areas is neglected. Moreover, the current management level of local management
personnel is still relatively backward, and the concept of urban planning and management is far behind
the objective needs of urban development, resulting in a series of problems to be solved, such as serious
water pollution and artificial seizure of river courses. These problems are the difficulties in improving
river management especially in some small cities with high industrialization. These cities could be
the breakthrough in reforming our river governance system. Therefore, in addition to major cities,
river management mechanisms in small cities and economic backward areas should be strengthened
to avoid the short board effect and then affect the overall development of river management.

Taking Nanjing as an example, Nanjing has a long and horizontal river network with abundant
water systems. However, with the development of the city, the river network has been intermittent
and rapid population growth has exacerbated water pollution. To date, nearly 70 percent of the
rivers in Nanjing are malodorous and black. Although since 2009, the city has made the treatment of
malodorous and black river a priority, effective measures are lacked in river management. Then, it is
difficult for all departments and citizens to work together. In general, in terms of river management
and regulation, large cities are better than small cities, economic developed areas are better than poor
areas, and water shortage areas are better than areas rich in water resources.

4.5. Lack of Public Awareness for Participation in River Protection

In order to realize the public’s cognition degree of the river status and river management,
we designed and sent out 2000 questionnaires to both Beijing, Tianjin and Nanjing. A total of 1283
valid questionnaires were collected. The questionnaire included some basic questions, such as the
primary pollution sources of urban river and which problems face urban rivers (Table 1). According to
the survey, 89% of people think that industrial pollution is the main source of pollution of rivers; 32%
do not realize that domestic pollution has also become the main pollution source of rivers with the
progress of urbanization and the increase of population. Ninety-two percent of responders think that
the rivers are now facing serious threats, and nearly 80% of the people think that the most prominent
problem is the deterioration of water quality. The findings related to river management show that
69% of people are not satisfied with the current river management situation and 52% think that the
government needs to raise the level of river management. When it comes to participation, only 8% of
people have been involved in river management supervision. Moreover, only 21% of people have an
understanding of the current river management policy. As the capital, Beijing has significantly higher
degree of public participation and awareness of river protection than Tianjin and Nanjing. Because
Nanjing is rich in water resources, awareness of water conservation and public participation is the
lowest. While most citizens know that urban rivers are under serious threat, they do not know what
individuals should do.

As the ultimate consumer, governor and the governed of the urban ecological environment,
the public plays an important role in urban river management. In addition, public participation
and supervision can also make up for drawbacks in government management. All over the world,
the successful experience of river management is calling for more public participation in water
affairs [57,58]. The Ontario River, for example, launched the Adopt-A-Stream Project since 1995, aimed
at encouraging local people to join ecological restoration activities. Any local community, enterprise,
environmental group, school, and family with more than 5 people can apply to become a team and
“adopt” a section of the river nearby. However, public participation in environmental protection
in China is completely different from the “bottom—up” approach in western countries. Top—down
management scheme is being forced upon people, whether in urban planning or river pollution
control. Hence, the public awareness of river management is not enough, and they cannot make
their position clear to government, seriously hampering the enthusiasm of the public participation.
Therefore, how to arouse the enthusiasm of public participation becomes the key to solving problems
in river management.
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Table 1. Questionnaire of the public’s cognition degree of the river status and river management.

Problem Attributes Specific Problem
Age
.. . Gender
Basic information .
Profession
Education

Do you know the functions of rivers
Are the rivers under threat?
What are the main pollutants in the river
What do you think are the most prominent problems in the river?

River knowledge

Are you satisfied with the current management status of rivers?
Does the government need to improve river management
Do you know the current river management policy
What do you think are the most pressing issues in river management

River management

Have you participated in river governance supervision?
Have you participated in the publicity work to protect the river
Are friends around you more involved in river protection?
Do you think it is necessary to participate in river management

Participation

5. Countermeasures and Suggestions

Regarding the issues raised in the Section 4: unclear management functions, imperfect planning
system, ignore the coordinated development of river functions, imbalance in management level and
lack of public awareness for participation in river protection, this study has constructed targeted
countermeasures and schemes to strengthen the protection and management of river functions: establish
a long-term river management coordination mechanisms, improve the relevant laws and regulations,
change development ideas for priority of ecology, take effective economic measures and encourage
public participation and strengthen public supervision. In addition, since river management involves
the integrated and cross management of water conservancy, transportation, urban construction, land
and other departments, it has a huge impact on the actual operation of river management. Therefore,
continuous research and a series of measures will be combined to further promote river management.

5.1. Establish a Long-Term River Management Coordination Mechanisms

For unclear management function of river systems, river chief system is an innovation of river
management, which requires officials at every level of government to take full responsibility for the
rivers in regions under their jurisdiction. It was first established in Wuxi City, Jiangsu Province, in order
to push anti-pollution efforts. With regard to river management, China has made it a priority to promote
river chief system—but how is river managed through the system? Taking Chaoyang District of Beijing
as an example, responsibilities are divided based on watershed division and jurisdiction. The river
network in this district is compartmentalized into four parts by watershed, including Qinghe-Wenyu
River, Ba River, Tonghui River and Xiaotaihou River, and more than 200 rivers are classified according
to watershed. More than 600 river chiefs per district, township—or village level—are managing rivers.
The division of responsibility system is shown in Figure 8. In the short term, remarkable results
have been obtained and water quality is improved. The management system of water resources in
many foreign countries has basically undergone a transformation from the decentralized model to the
centralized one, so river chief system is an essential stage of river management in China.

Although the work is refined by river chief system, the problems of intersection and interregion
river management are still unresolved. The main problem of river management mechanism is the
lack of specialized coordinating bodies to link the various departments and regions. We recommend
establishing an institution as the link between various departments and regions to take charge of the
integrated coordination and be responsible for releasing water quantity. The institution unifies the
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river management work of various departments and establishes a long-term river management system
suitable for China’s river chief system.

-
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Figure 8. Responsibility division system for river chiefs at different levels in Chaoyang district.
5.2. Improve the Relevant Laws and Regulations

For the imperfect planning system, there is only one specialized regulation for river management
at state level at present, which refers to regulations of river administration of the People’s Republic
of China. River harnessing is regulated in this regulation, but there are no specific requirements for
the management of power generation, irrigation. In the rapid process of urbanization, people’s living
standards are constantly improving and demand for power generation, irrigation and other functions
of rivers also increase. Although the water conservancy departments of the provinces and cities have
made specific provisions based on the actual planning requirements, these provisions apply only
to administrative areas. Therefore, some modifications and supplement are necessary. In addition,
the regulation have only been amended twice and the contents have hardly changed, so it can no longer
meet the needs of river management under the new situation. It is suggested that the experiences and
lessons of river management be summed up, and that the regulations be comprehensively revised. It is
also necessary to match the requirements of the latest water policies such as the Action Plan for Water
pollution Control.

The biggest drawback of the river chief system is relying on the “rule of man”, lacking the support
of a sound legal system. In the short term, it is indeed possible to strongly promote the “river length
system” and achieve immediate results. However, in the long run, there is absolutely no benefit.
The river chief policy depends on laws, regulations and technical standards to take the path of virtuous
circle management, thus, the further institutionalization of “river chief system” through legislation is
the key to the reform and innovation. In the legal system, “river chief”, the responsibility of all kinds
of river governance subjects, and public participation in supervision should be taken into account. In
the process of promoting the river chief system in a general way, it is supported by supporting laws
and regulations.

5.3. Change Development Ideas for Priority of Ecology

River is an important part of urban ecological civilization, and it is very important to coordinate
the relationship between urban development and river protection. With the accelerating process
of urbanization, the river facing increasingly affect the urban development. In some cities, local
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governments take the indicator of economic development as the main consideration and carry out
economic development activities that are not conducive to the sustainable use of river. The State
Council’s “Water Pollution Prevention and Control Action Plan” puts forward new development ideas
in terms of water resources and environmental carrying capacity based on water resources, cities, land,
population and production. Changing the development mode is the key to solving the contradiction
between urban development and river protection. The evaluation system of urban development must
include not only economic indicators, but also environmental indicators. Xiong’an New area, the
newly established national new area, is the part of advancing the coordinated development of the
Beijing-Tianjin—Hebei region. In order to improve the its water environment quality, Xiong’an New
area is being built into a special zone of ecological civilization at present, which indicates that China
attaches great importance to the construction of ecological civilization. The idea of development should
be extended to the whole country as soon as possible.

To date, China is promoting the construction of “sponge city”. River is an important component
of “sponge”; thus, comprehensive management of urban river should be the focal point of “sponge
city” construction. Many development opportunities brought by “sponge city” construction should be
taken advantage of in river management to improve the ecological environment of urban river and to
achieve coordinated development between economy-society and environment.

5.4. Take Effective Economic Measures

For the imbalance in management level, green credit and green-bond are good solution. Green
credit is an economic mean put forward by the Ministry of Environmental Protection, the People’s Bank
of China and China banking regulatory commission in order to curb the blind expansion of high-energy
and high-pollution industries. When banks approve enterprise loans, the pollution discharge is brought
into assessment standards and increase stringent limits on lending for high-energy and high-pollution
industries. This policy has a pronounced effect on regularizing enterprise environmental behavior.
Green-bond is another economic policy, which differs from green credit in that it limits pollutant
emissions and restrain development of high-pollution industries in terms of capital financing. Green
credit and green-bond are effective economic means to control pollution and protect the environment
and they should be vigorously promoted in river management. Enterprises environmental behavior
should be regulated through green economic means, especially for high-pollution and high-emission
enterprises, such as paper mill and steel plant, to curb polluting investment and reduce pollutants
emissions fundamentally.

In addition, political and financial support should also be given to environmental and low-pollution
enterprises. Since January 2018, China has been changing the charge for disposing pollutants into
environmental tax. According to estimates from the Central University of Finance and Economics,
the annual environmental tax can reach 50 billion yuan. However, China intends to unify this
fund into national financial budget, which may not be conducive to the investment of protecting
environment. The income from environmental tax should be earmarked for environmental protection,
river protection, low-pollution enterprises and develop new technologies. Facing increasingly serious
pollution problems, environmental protection work attracts national attention. Since 2006, China’s
total investment in treatment of environmental pollution generally shows a steady growth trend,
but in recent years, the ratio to GDP was slightly lower. There is a gap between the improvement of
water quality of urban river actually made and the expected target, and the lack of investment for
water pollution prevention is the main reason. In 2016, the issue that the proportion of investment
in environmental protection to GDP cannot be less than 3.5% (Figure 9). It is not enough to increase
the investment only relying on the government, society capital should be guided to participate in
water management.
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Figure 9. Total investment in environmental pollution control.

Public—private partnership (PPP) is a new mode of investment and financing to encourage private
enterprises and private capital to cooperate with government [59,60], which can effectively solve the
problem of insufficient investment in river management. Therefore, the government needs to open
up the water market to social capital and promote PPP model in river management, which cannot
only can ease the financial pressure on local governments, but also can ensure the investment of
river improvement.

5.5. Encourage Public Participation and Strengthen Public Supervision

Based on the lack of public awareness in river protection, China’s Ministry of Housing and
Urban-Rural Development and the Ministry of Environmental Protection have launched an information
publishing platform for releasing water quality data of malodorous and black river, and a WeChat
official account has been set up in the meantime to release the list of malodorous and black rivers.
However, the level of public participation is low. On one hand—as a vulnerable group—much of the
public does not dare to voice in these government-led reporting platforms. On the other hand—because
some of the public awareness of environmental protection is not strong—they feel irrelevant about the
work of environmental protection.

In order to empower the public play a bigger role in water protection and management, efforts
should be made to cultivate public participation awareness and improve public participation capacity.
Specifically, on one hand, the Ministry of Environmental Protection should expand publicity regarding
river protection and related laws and regulations with opportunity offered by World Water Day
and other activities. On the other hand, public opinions should be sought for the formulation and
revision of river laws and regulations. Only through public participation in river management can
a series of problems urban river facing in China be solved fundamentally. It should take advantage
of Chinese political system and unites public strength and government strength to participate in
river management.

6. Conclusions

In the rapid process of urbanization in China, the degradation of river function is becoming
increasing serious, which is bringing great pressure on the sustainable utilization of rivers and further
restricts the healthy development of cities. China is still in an accelerating period of urbanization;
the impact of urbanization on the river will increase, and the task of river protection and management
will be more onerous. In the face of a more serious situation in the future, China should raise the
standard of river management from the aspects of management mechanism, economic incentives,
technical support, change the concept of development. To realize the coordinated development of
urbanization and river utilization, China still has a long way to go. The government and the public
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must first attach importance to river management and regard river protection as a primary task of the
sustainable development of the city.
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