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ABSTRACT

Zhu Qingping, the interviewee, is a prominent expert in China’s watershed
management. Starting with the modes of China’s watershed management
and the changes of water management philosophy, Zhu emphasizes that
watershed management often involves various factors, including public
resources, infrastructure construction, ecosystems, historical and cultural
traditions, and population, all of which shall be taken into consideration as
a whole. The interview then goes to the management of the Yellow River
Basin, where Zhu explains the impacts between river flows and urban
development, suggests a great opportunity for development the cities in the
lower reaches of Yellow River Basin have, and proposes an idea of building
a national ecological and cultural belt along the river. He further argues
that watershed management requires collaborations across industries,
disciplines, and administrative regions and divisions. He also believes that
public engagement and maintenance plays an important role in watershed
management and an intelligent water / watershed management system
needs to be established by networking integrated big-data platforms to
facilitate a more intelligent and coordinated water resource management
while better ensuring water security at varied scales.
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1 Progress of Watershed Management
in China

In China, a combination of watershed-
zoning and administration-zoning
regulations has been adopted in river
management. Although the both zoning
regulation modes are coincide in some
cases of natural resource management
— especially water resources — it
is more recommended to employ a
zoning regulation and management
that identifies natural watersheds, be it
large basins like Yellow River or small
watersheds only covering a few square
kilometers.

An entire watershed is often under
several administrative regulations at
varied levels, relating with different
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in Zhengzhou, one of
the key cities on the
Yellow River National
Ecological and Cultural
Belt.

properties, and other aspects, all of
which shall be taken into consideration
as a whole.

China’s water management
philosophy has seen a profound change
over the past half of century. In the
early years of New China, the country
was financially limited and all water
conservancy infrastructures were
constructed in an economical way as
long as ensuring the safety of people’s
life and properties. In recent decades,
along with the growth of China’s
economy, it is exciting to see that such
infrastructure projects have begun to
further take social, historical, ecological,
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and environmental factors, as well

as local urbanization processes, into
considerations. For example, the
design of widening embankment and
grading mild-slope integrates flood
control measures and landscape
elements, which not only creates
diverse habitats for wild animals but
also meets people’s living, recreational,
and aesthetical needs.

2 Reflections on the Management of
Yellow River Basin

Rivers need space to flow and
grow. A natural river with a width of
mere dozen meters can shape a flood
plain of several hundred or a thousand
meters wide. This is the trace of swings
and changes by nature. If we, humans,
keep and preserve such flood plains,
our life and production activities
would not be much impacted, and not
a lot of dams or embankments would
be needed.

Cities need space to grow as well.
Human beings prefer to get close
with water, with riversides being a
particularly ideal place to live. Cities’
sprawl encroaches river courses
and humans build embankments to
prevent floods. The Yellow River,
for example, is well known as a
sediment-laden river with a rising
riverbed, and a series of dams in the
lower reaches have been constantly
built and reinforced since the Ming
and Qing dynasties, making the river
increasingly elevated of meters higher
than the North China Plain. The New
China government attached much
importance to the flood control of
the Yellow River Basin mainly by
employing traditional methods of
regular embankment construction and
reinforcement.

Such passive control methods are
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ended until now because we are in a
“watershed” of the management of
Yellow River Basin: beside concept
changes in watershed management, the
success of water and soil conservation
and ecological restoration of the Loess
Plateau, as well as the outstanding
performance of water and sediment
regulation by the Xiaolangdi Reservoir,
has resulted in a huge reduction of the
sediment in the river by billions of tons
each year — at present the sediment
amount of downstream is only about
one tenth of that of before and the
course height in the lower reaches is
also lowering. What an unbelievable
change!

Unlike Shanghai, Wuhan, or
Nanjing which locate their downtowns
along the Yangtze River, the cities
in the Yellow River Basin, such as
Zhengzhou, Kaifeng, and Ji’nan,
always keep a few kilometers away
from the main course, leaving locals
enough time to escape when floods
occur. Few historical or cultural
heritages, nor constructed properties,
remain in such barriers, the so-called
“blank riverfronts in China’s Central
Plains.” Today, cities along the lower
reaches enjoy an excellent opportunity
to develop such blank areas. An idea
of building a national ecological and
cultural belt along the Yellow River
is proposed: A number of new urban
districts would be developed to drive
local economic, ecological, social, and
cultural development by reconnecting
the riverside cities with ecological
corridors, water systems, and landscape
networks; a green valley would be
formed which integrates constructed
infrastructures and urban fabric with
improved ecosystems of rivers, forests,
and farmlands, celebrating historic and
cultural traditions and characteristics
of the Yellow River.
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3 Envisioning a More Intelligent and
Coordinated Future

Watershed management needs
systematic and sustainable solutions,
which requires collaborations
across industries, disciplines, and
administrative regions and divisions.
However, conflict happens sometimes.
Flood control and water supply
often cause big conflicts in particular.
To supply water for lower reaches,
reservoirs in upper reaches are expected
to store water; but the reservoirs
must be sluiced during rainy seasons.
Industrial distribution among cities
causes another conflict in watershed
management. If every city simply
focuses on their individual interests,
such conflicts would never be solved.
A healthy watershed management can
be only realized by communicating and
compromising among all parties.

It is worth emphasizing that
watershed management cannot only
rely on financial investments, but
also requires public engagement
and maintenance to ensure long-
term economic, social, and ecological
benefits. In future, urban development
and watershed management that
includes protective river development
shall be planned and carried out in
a synergetic way. Concepts such as
sponge city construction shall be
adopted in the early stage of planning,
envisioning a greater harmony between
humans, rivers, and cities. An intelligent
water / watershed management system
needs to be established by networking
integrated big-data platforms to
monitor and offer real-time information
of rivers nationwide, facilitating a
more intelligent and coordinated water
resource management while better
ensuring water security at various
scales. LAF



