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The Changing Role of Government in China’s
Arid Region Water Management:

Using the Hexi Corridor as a Long-duration Case Study
ZHANG Jing-ping WANG Zhong-jing

( School of History and Culture Collaborative Innovation Center for Western Ecological Safety Lanzhou University Lanzhou 730020 Gansu;

Department of Hydraulic Engineering State Key Lab of Hydro-science and Engineering Tsinghua University Beijing 100084)

Abstract: In the Hexi Corridor as China’ s major irrigation farming zone in an arid region water man—
agement has always been one of the most important government functions since ancient times. By investiga—
ting the role of government in Hexi Corridor water management from the Han Dynasty to the Tang Dynasty
from the Ming Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty from the Late Qing Dynasty to the Republican period and into
the PRC the government’ s level of involvement in water management reveals a “total involvement-selective
involvement-return to total involvement” pattern of historical progression. In each historical period the gov—
ernment constantly viewed water management as a key component of social management in the arid region
and the status of irrigation management in the reformation and control of society post-1949 was further
strengthened as the PRC no longer abided by the logic of its predecessors in the pursuit of minimizing the
cost of water management. Instead of other social institutions the government is forever the main player in
the contest for water in the arid region and government behavior has long impacted on the motivation meth-
od and effectivity in arid region water management.

Key Words: water management; the Hexi Corridor; arid region; government’s function; long-duration



