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Abstract

What is the role of the local community and its institutions in resource
management during the process of decentralization currently happening in China
today? In covering this question this study applies to the case of Dong people’s water
resource management in Zengchong village, Congjiang County, Guizhou Province,
P.R. China for practical information. In this village, there was a traditional Kuan
institution for water resource management in the past, which was eventually destroyed,
but now local people have constructed the “Cun Gui Min Yue” the local resource
management institution based on the old Kuan law to manage water. So study on this
village’s water resource management can increase the understanding of local
institutional processes through history. This study can be divided into sections dealing
with four objectives: 1) To study local water institutional arrangements in different
stages of this village’s history. 2) To analyze the interrelationship of institutional
practices in different stages. 3) To analyze the impact of external factors on the local
water resource management institution. 4) To understand the principles of local
institutional change and local institutional sustainability.

This study focuses on three levels of local water interactions: among local people
on the horizontal level, between local leaders and local users vertically and between
the local community and upper-level government vertically. Four hierarchical
elements of legitimacy, which are structure of power and interests, rules making,
performance and accountability, are conceptualized here to study local water
interactions. The interaction of these four elements with each other, created the
legitimation process for water resource management.
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This study has divided this village’s history into four stages (clan stage, class
stage, collective stage and household stage) for study. Through both quantitative and
qualitative analysis, this study has found that there were four different water
institutions dynamically constructed in these four stages by local actors based on their
power and interest structures. Water institution in each stage was sustainable through
the interaction of the four levels institutional practices (four hierarchical elements of
legitimacy). And they have changed from one stage to the next due to being impacted
by government policy, market mechanisms and other factors. All these changes are
first manifested in the fundamental element, the structure of power and interest.
Although the water institutions in these four stages have different characters in
relation to the four elements, from a holistic point view institutional sustainability
through all the stages can be found: The “Cur Gui Min Yue” which is used at the
present was derived from traditional Kuan law through it’s introduction by the local
elders who had had experience of the original Kuan. The reasons given by this study
are that Kuan institutional practices in the past cultivated the fundamental factors for
institutional sustainability today such as, cultural identity, symbolic capital, social
memory, local experience and local self-confidence. Present-day local institutional
sustainability has also benefited from the decentralization policy implemented
recently. '

This study recommends that the Chinese government should cultivate downward
accountability which devolves water management power to the local people and
obtains local consent on water institution. It also recommends that upward
accountability to build local capacity in water resource management needs to be
strengthened. Besides these two factors, it recommends that the present land policy,
which has built a strong basis for local equality of power in water access, will be
continued for along time.
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