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The  Metaketa  In i t ia t i ve  i s  a

col laborat ive  research model
with  a  miss ion  to  improve

knowledge  about  cr i t ica l

governance  i s sues  through

r igorous f ie ld  exper iments .  In

each  Metaketa  " round , "  the

in i t ia t i ve  coord inates  mult ip le

s tudies  on  a  spec i f ic  top ic  or

intervent ion  in  a  var iety  of

countr ies  and  contexts .

The  th i rd  Metaketa  round  focused

on  natural  resource governance ,

with  s tudies  in  s ix  countr ies

explor ing  the  ro les ,

respons ib i l i t ies ,  and  resources  of

community -based  monitors  on  the

quant i ty  and  qual i ty  of  renewable

resources .  Here  we  share  the  s tory

of  an  exper iment  in  China  where

c i t i zens  are  monitor ing  the  loca l

waterways  in  an  ef for t  to  in form

and  encourage  water  resource

managers  to  improve  the  water

qual i ty .

The  Metaketa  In i t ia t i ve  i s  led  by

Ev idence  in  Governance  and

Pol i t ics  (EGAP )  at  the  Univers i ty  of

Ca l i fo rn ia ,  Berke ley .  I t  i s  part ia l l y

funded  by  the  UK 's  Department

for  Internat iona l  Development

and  invo lves  a  global  network  of

researchers  conduct ing  s tudies  in

countr ies  around  the  wor ld .

P R O J E C T  t IMEL INE

BASELINE :  JULY  2017

INTERVENTION :  SEPTEMBER  2017

ENDLINE :  MAY  2019

p r o j e c t  c o u n t ry :  Ch ina

Bing  Zhang  and  Mark  Bunta ine ,  the

study 's  Pr inc ipa l  Invest igators ,  pose  in

f ront  of  a  waterway  whi le  sport ing  t -

sh i r t s  made  fo r  the  enumerators .  



Water  pol lut ion  i s  one  of  the  most

press ing  i s sues  in  China .  Due  to

mass ive  indust r ia l  wastewater

d ischarges  and  the  extens ive  use  of

agr icu l tura l  fe r t i l i zer ,  approx imate ly  70

percent  of  China ’s  r i vers  and  l akes  are

deemed  unsafe  fo r  human

consumpt ion  (World  Bank  2007 ) .  

In  J iangsu  Prov ince ,  these  chal lenges

are  part icu lar l y  pronounced .  Hav ing

undergone  rap id  urbanizat ion  in

recent  decades ,  smal l  urban  waterways

suf fe r  f rom  poor  water  qual i ty ,

pol luted  by  munic ipa l  sewage  and

garbage .  Unl ike  l a rger  watersheds  and

r ivers ,  which  are  subjected  to

automated  government  monitor ing ,

smal l  urban  waterways  are  not  wel l -

monitored  and  have  not  rece ived  much

attent ion  f rom  water  resource

managers .  

Since  2015 ,  the  Mochou  Ecolog ica l

Env i ronmenta l  Protect ion  Assoc iat ion

(MEEPA ) ,  has  monitored  the  water

qual i ty  of  urban  waterways  by

conduct ing  s imple  chemica l  analyses

that  are  car r ied  out  by  t ra ined

vo lunteers  in  J iangsu .  This  inc ludes

assess ing  odor ,  tak ing  pH  readings

f rom  waterways ,  and  measur ing

Chemica l  Oxygen  Demand  (which

prov ides  a  measure  of  organic

pol lutants  in  waterways ) .  However ,

under  the i r  ex i s t ing  program ,  data

f rom  soc ia l  monitor ing  i s  not  disc losed

or  disseminated  sys temat ica l l y .
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t h e  challenge

c a n  c i t i z e n  m o n i t o r i n g  i m p r o v e

t h e  q u a l i t y  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  o f

u r b a n  w a t e rw a y s ?

A  waterway  in  J iangsu  Prov ince  that

was  inc luded  in  the  in tervent ion .
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Mark  Bunta ine  (Univers i ty  of

Ca l i fo rn ia ,  Santa  Barbara )  and

Zhang  Bing  (Nanj ing  Univers i ty )

partnered  with  MEEPA  to  implement

a  randomized  contro l led  t r ia l  (RCT )

that  sys temat ica l l y  monitors  the

waterways  and  shares  the  resu l t s  of

these  reports  with  loca l  author i t ies .

The  goal  of  th i s  RCT  then ,  was  not

only  to  s tudy  water  qual i ty  in  a

contro l led  set t ing ,  but  to  f ind  a

sca lab le  so lut ion  to  the  problem .  

 

Spec i f ica l l y ,  the  in tervent ion

inc luded  three  aspects :

 

1 . )  Random  ass ignment  of  urban

waterways  in  J iangsu  prov ince

to  be  monitored  over  the  course  of

15  months

2 . )  Recru i tment  of  a  monitor ing

team  of  three  res idents  that

l i ved  near  each  waterway  who  f i l led

out  a  water  qual i ty  scorecard  (e .g . ,

about  odor ,  color )  twice  a  month

and  col lected  a  water  sample  fo r

tes t ing  by  MEEPA

3 . )  Random  ass ignment  of

in format ion  col lected  by  the

moni tors  to  be  disseminated  to  loca l

government  agenc ies ,  the  publ ic ,  or

both

r e s e a r c h  des ign

INTERVENTION  INCLUDED  RANDOM

ASSIGNMENT  OF  WATERWAYS  AND

DISSEMINATION  OF  INFORMATION ,  AS

WELL  AS  RECRUITMENT

OF  MONITORS  WHO  RECORDED

OBSERVATIONS  TWICE  A  MONTH

Enumerator  t ra in ing  ahead  of  the

base l ine  survey .  
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This  s tudy  found  that  when  c i t i zen

groups  monitor  the  water  qual i ty  of

urban  waterways  and  supply  that

in format ion  to  loca l  author i t ies ,

pol lut ion  decreases .  However ,  they  did

not  f ind  the  same  ef fect  when

monitor ing  i s  disseminated  to  the

publ ic .  In  fact ,  when  in format ion  f rom

monitor ing  was  disseminated

to  the  publ ic ,  the  researchers  found  no

ef fect  on  water  qual i ty ,  l i t te r ing ,  or

the  att i tudes  and  behav iors  of

res idents  l i v ing  c lose  to  the  waterways .  

 

This  s tudy ’s  resu l t s  are  most  s imi la r  to

the  Costa  Rica  s tudy  that  fo rmed  part

o f  th i s  Metaketa   round .  The  Costa  Rica

pro ject  focused  on  monitor ing

groundwater  in  rura l  v i l lages .  The

intervent ion  inc luded  t ra in ing  loca l

res idents  as  community  monitors  who

observed  the  groundwater  connect ions

in  the i r  neighborhoods  fo r  any  l eaks  or

i l l i c i t  water  connect ions ,  and  recorded

aspects  of  the  water  i t se l f  (e .g . ,  color ,

odor )  and  shared  th i s  in format ion  with

loca l  water  author i t ies  and  other

res idents .  

 

Whi le  these  two  s tudies  look  at

d i f fe rent  water  sources ,  the i r  resu l t s

are  s imi la r .  In  both  contexts ,  when

informat ion  was  shared  with  loca l

o f f ic ia l s ,  community  monitor ing  was

ef fect i ve  in  reduc ing  the  degradat ion

of  the  water  resource  being  observed

and  increased  c i t i zen  sat i s fact ion  with

the  management  of  waterways  and

groundwater .  Addit iona l l y ,  in  both

studies ,  disseminat ion  to  the  publ ic

d idn ’ t  work  as  wel l ,  which  shows  the

importance  of  NGOs '  need  to  work

with  governments  to  achieve

outcomes .

r e s u l t s

Number of monitors

trained to observe

waterways on a bi-

monthly basis.

160

Number of waterways

assigned to the

monitoring condition.

80



One  of  the  most  important  lessons

learned  f rom  th i s  pro ject  i s  that

hold ing  loca l  resource  managers

accountable  matters .  That  i s ,  fo r

intervent ions  to  work ,  community

moni tors  must  prov ide  in format ion  that

makes  loca l  of f ic ia l s  accountable  to

h igher  author i t ies  and  thus ,

incent iv izes  them  to  act  on  the

in format ion  shared .  In  the  case  of

China ,  community  monitor ing  improves

resource  management  when  i t

addresses  misa l igned  incent ives

between  author i t ies  that  set  ru les  and

that  enforce  ru les .  

As  a  next  s tep ,  researcher  Bing  Zhang

and  his  team  at  Nanj ing  Univers i ty

a long  with  MEEPA  of f ic ia l s  plan  to  use

the  monitor ing  reports  and  resu l t s  f rom

this  s tudy  to  set  up  a  ser ies  of  round

table  discuss ions  with  government

of f ic ia l s  and  NGOs ,  as  wel l  as  loca l

c i t i zens  and  companies  operat ing  in

the  prov ince  to  f ind  susta inable ,  long -  

 

te rm  so lut ions  to  the  water  qual i ty

i s sues  that  plague  the  area .  

Key  takeaways  f rom  th i s  pro ject  and  the

other  s tudies  that  fo rm

this  Metaketa   round  suggest  that

community  monitor ing  can  be  ef fect i ve

at  y ie ld ing  less  resource  consumpt ion

and  more  empowered  communit ies  but

can  be  cost ly  and  requi res  susta ined

support .  Furthermore ,  susta in ing

community  monitor ing  over  t ime  may

lead  to  l a rger  gains  as  c i t i zens  become

more  fami l ia r  with  the  program  and

monitors  become  more  conf ident  in

the i r  ef for ts  to  observe  the  natura l

resource .  F ina l l y ,  and  perhaps  most

important ly  in  the  case  of  China ,

cons ider ing  who  should  be  the  pr imary

targets  of  monitor ing  disseminat ion ,

communit ies  or  management

author i t ies ,  wi l l  go  a  long  way  in

determin ing  the  success  of  a

community  monitor ing  program .
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l e s s o n s  +  Impact

q u e s t i o n s  f o r  f u r t h e r

c o n s i d e r a t i o n

What  are  the  ef fects  of  natura l  resource  governance  when

communit ies ’  capac i ty  i s  enhanced  to  monitor  resource  use ?  

What  are  the  costs  and  benef i t s  to  communit ies  to  susta in

community  monitor ing  ef for ts ?  

Do  the  costs  outweigh  the  benef i t s ?

What  ro le  can  loca l  NGOs  and  CSOs  play  in  increas ing  natura l

resource  governance ?  

As  researchers  and  pract i t ioners  cont inue  to  s tudy  how  to  manage

natura l  resources  ef fect i ve ly ,  here  are  a  few  quest ions  fo r  fu r ther

cons iderat ion :
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For  addi t iona l  in format ion  about  th i s  s tudy ,

v i s i t  the  pro ject  webpage .    

Explore  other  pro jects  in  the  Metaketa  I I I

round .  

LEARN  MORE

Mark  Bunta ine ,  Pr inc ipa l  Invest igator

Univers i ty  of  Cal i fo rn ia ,  Santa  Barbara

bunta ine@bren .ucsb .edu  

Bing  Zhang ,  Pr inc ipa l  Invest igator

Nanj ing  Univers i ty

zhangb@nju .edu .cn  

Jac lyn  Leaver ,  Director  of  Research

EGAP

j leaver@berke ley .edu
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https://egap.org/project/citizen-monitoring-of-urban-waterways-in-jiangsu-china/
https://egap.org/our-work/the-metaketa-initiative/round3-natural-resource-governance/

