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Abstract 

Some students think the authoritarian regimes have better performance than democratic 

regimes in the environmental issue because of the exclusion of civic participation. However, 

some environmental-social scientists address that environmental problems may incite society 

more modernized, especially deepen the development of civil society; this theory is called 

“ecological modernization.” In brief, two different theories reveal the opposite way to explain 

environmental governance. The article thinks two theories explain phenomena partially, 

authoritarian environmentalism leans on political vision and ecological merely takes focus on 

economic-sociological view.  Instead, the research tries to combine two theories as a whole 

framework including political, economic, and sociological view to study the environmental 

performance among authoritarian regimes. Further, this research attempts to compare three 

authoritarian regimes with different level of economic development in environmental governance 

to examine two theories. Refer to most of literature discussing authoritarian environmentalism 

focuses on China; besides China, this article picks Singapore and Vietnam to represent three 

different types of authoritarian regimes. In selecting environmental issues, the article chooses 

water management in these three Eastern Asia authoritarian states to compare the environmental 

policies and examine the two theories. We find that authoritarian environmentalism does not 

explain the environmental performance sufficiently. On the other hand, ecological modernization 

helps us to understand the gap in environment policy among autocracies. 
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Introduction 

Does the authoritarian regime has better performance than democratic regimes in the 

environmental issue? This is an emerging debate drawing more and more attention soon after the 

environmental issue attracts more and more concern nowadays. That is, some scholars assert that 

authoritarian regimes deal with environmental issues with excluding civil participation, make the 

environmental policy more efficient. In other words, authoritarian governments can cope with 

the free-rider problem in environmental issues which democratic governments hardly 

accomplish. However, some environmental, social scientists address that environmental 

problems may incite society more modernized, especially deepen the development of civil 

society. This kind of modernization usually tends to occur in industrialized countries; that is, 

scholars call this theory as ecological modernization. In brief, two different theories reveal the 

opposite way to environmental governance. Interestingly,  when it comes to a country which is 

authoritarian regime and industrialized or has high-speed economic development, which theory, 

authoritarian environmentalism or ecological modernization can best explain it? In order to 

explore which theory fits to explain the phenomenon, this research attempts to compare three 

economic developing and authoritarian regimes in environmental governance.  

 Authoritarian environmentalism refers to specific environmental governance which is 

different from democratic countries. That is, authoritarian regimes enforce the environmental 

policy without concern public opinion. Thus, the authoritarian regimes make efficient and 

effective policy outcome in environmental issue.  In other words, the pattern “authoritarian 

environmentalism” is made for distinguishing the environmentalism in democratic countries.  

The main difference between the authoritarian environmentalism and democratic 
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environmentalism is the strength of civil participation in the environmental policy process. In 

brief, most environmental issues are the issues of externality.   

Take one step further, the issues of externality usually suffer from the collective action 

dilemma; it means that more players join does not make better outcome certainly,  it probably 

becomes worse.  In theory, authoritarian environmentalism perhaps makes a better policy 

outcome than democratic environmentalism. It is still a long way to compare the authoritarian 

environmentalism and democratic environmentalism whereas it is more feasible for us to 

compare the authoritarian environmentalism by different types of autocratic regimes. According 

to several studies reveal that the ruling type or institution of authoritarian regimes is more 

diverse than democracies. Therefore, it is interesting to look into authoritarian environmentalism 

in different kinds of authoritarian regimes.  

 Comparing the cases of authoritarian environmentalism is a new attempt, whether in the 

discipline of environmental policy or comparative authoritarianism. To build this framework 

deliberatively, this article uses the qualitative method to explore a case study. The article uses 

data such as official reports, news, and academic articles to draw the characteristics of three 

cases. The study expects to build an original framework of comparing authoritarian 

environmentalism by comparing three cases.  

This research is separated into three sections to compare three autocratic states with 

different performance in authoritarian environmentalism.  In the first part, the researcher 

addresses the reason why the essay focuses on water management and the reason for selecting 

Singapore, China, and Vietnam. Then, the research analyzes three cases of water management in 

each country in depth. Third, the essay compares the benefits, shortcomings, and challenges of 

three cases. Also, the essay will mention the contributions and limits of this article in conclusion. 
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Although authoritarian environmentalism and ecological modernization have 

accumulated considerable literature, this study needs to address three points to remind the 

complexity in comparing the environmental policy among the authoritarian states. First, despite 

debate in authoritarian environmentalism and ecological modernization, these two theories are 

exclusive even not binary. These two theories somehow may be complementary to each other in 

some environmental cases. Second,  environmental issues are too diverse to consider as unitary. 

For example, air pollution control, wildlife protection, watershed management, and climate 

change prevention are very different in policymaking and goal. Thus, when we discuss the 

stories in environmental issues, we should perceive what kind of environmental issue we discuss, 

not to conclude all environmental issues by merely a single environmental issue. Third, the 

economic development in authoritarian states is diverse, so the modernization is. Therefore, we 

also need to separate different level of modernization among the authoritarian states in studying. 

In brief, the study will state in detail later in the literature review.  

Literature Review 

Authoritarian Environmentalism 

 In general, people usually consider the character of the authoritarian rule including 

complimentariness, rapidity, and exclusion of civic participation, so the authoritarian 

environmentalism is.  Authoritarian environmentalism means that authoritarian regimes tackle 

environmental problems with high efficiency. On the one hand, authoritarian governments 

exclude civil participation when making policy to avoid discrepancy. On the other hand, 

authoritarian states, particularly technocrats deal with environmental challenges with high 

professionalism.  For example, Egypt government under Mubarak ruled established nature 

preservations fast and completely after some foreign environmental organization mentioned the 
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concern about the biodiversity in Egypt. Egypt’s protection then became a model in natural 

preserving in the Arabic world (Sowers 2007 ).  Moreover, in East Asia, several Chinese cities 

reveal high efficiency in controlling urban air pollution (Ahlers and Shen 2018, Lo 2015). Also, 

the Singapore government’s successful experience in building a garden city is another model in 

authoritarian environmentalism (Han, Singapore, a Garden City: Authoritarian 

Environmentalism in a Developmental State 2016).   

 The main reason for the authoritarian regimes have strong willing to deal with 

environmental problems is performance legitimacy.  Unlike democratic states, the legitimacy of 

authoritarian states is not authorized by real popular election. Thus, one of resource which 

authoritarian regime can gain legitimacy is performance, which commits a stable society and a 

comfortable life for citizens.  According to performance legitimacy, authoritarian regimes face 

environmental challenges after economic development. In other words, environmental problems 

accompanied with economic development become so critical that authoritarian regimes must 

take them seriously (Nathan 2003, Gilley 2012).        

 The debate on the utility of authoritarian environmentalism comes after the scholars 

define authoritarian environmentalism as a theory in comparing environmental governance. 

China and Singapore, the biggest authoritarian state and the most advanced authoritarian state,  

both two states face environmental challenges after high-speed economic growth. Therefore,  

most researchers use these two states as case study to examine the performance of authoritarian 

environmentalism. Some scholars assert that authoritarian environmentalism enforces policy 

with top-down and non civic participation, actually solves the free-rider and prisoner dilemma in 

environmental problems (Benson 2010, Han, Singapore, a Garden City: Authoritarian 

Environmentalism in a Developmental State 2016).  However, there are more scholars doubt 
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authoritarian environmentalism as an effective policy process. In China case, some research 

states that even authoritarian environmental shows high efficiency in policy making, its 

efficiency becomes weak in policy outcome because of two reasons. One is a lack of 

transparency to monitor policy enforcement. The other is a lack of participation from 

stakeholders, citizens. Generally speaking,  these scholars who doubt the efficiency of 

authoritarian environmentalism think authoritarian environmentalism probably performs quite 

well in the short term, but it may deteriorate in the long term due to the reasons mentioned above 

(Lo 2015, Ahlers and Shen 2018, Eaton and Kostka 2014). Refer to those articles including 

approving and doubting authoritarian environmentalism. There are three points worth us to 

gouge. First of all, even the research approves the efficiency of authoritarian environmentalism; 

the research reminds the readers that there is some mechanism with authoritarian 

environmentalism causes to high efficiency. Second, even the study which doubts authoritarian 

environmentalism may fail in the long term, they point out the local autonomy in authoritarian 

environmentalism. That is, although one of the main characters of authoritarian 

environmentalism is a top-down policy-making style, local government plays an important role 

in the performance of environmental policy outcome.  Third, these research all takes focus either 

China or Singapore; it may get biased to examine a theory depending on two states. Overall, this 

article is trying to make up the lack of the\ory in studying authoritarian environmentalism.    

 Ecological Modernization 

 Ecological modernization refers to a model which integrates environmental problem into 

the existing economic- social network to pursue sustainable development. In other words, 

ecological modernization thinks environmental problem such as pollution or depletion of natural 

resources does not always contradicted to economic development but stimulates the economic 
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develops sustainably. Originally, ecological modernization was introduced in German to discuss 

the strategy enterprise uses to reconcile profit and environmental cost (Fisher and Freudenburg 

2010).  Then ecological modernization was studied in the same way in English in the 1990s, but 

ecological modernization was used to analyzed from private sector to public sector, to explore 

the strategy the economic system or society deal with economic development and environmental 

problem (Editorial 2000). As a result, ecological modernization in social science is to gouge the 

malleability of the institution and technological capacities of industries, particularly achieved in 

environmental science and engineering (Buttel 2000).  

 Since ecological modernization has become popular in environmental-social science, 

there are some critics to argue that ecological modernization is feasible or not. First, some 

scholars criticize ecological is originated from Germany and the Netherlands, where it is highly 

industrialized, well self-organized in society and capitalism, so this research can not extend out 

of western Europe (Anderson and Massa 2010). Second, although ecological modernization 

takes focus on a whole system, it seemly to neglect the role of state (Fisher and Freudenburg 

2010). Third, ecological modernization is too comprehensive to standardize even though 

ecological modernization seemly assumes that environmental problem is calculable to be 

integrated into economic-social system (Ornuff 2010).  In short, ecological modernization is 

popular in recent years, but it has not standardized enough to study comparative cases. Most of 

the studies mention ecological modernization merely focus on a single case study. Also, it is hard 

to see the power of explaining of ecological modernization in studying social phenomenon; 

somehow it seems to be a policy goal or advocation.  

 Instead of the weakness of ecological modernization as a social science theory, this 

research still considers ecological modernization can be useful in explaining the environmental 
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performance after filling some lacks. At first, if we see modernization as a general phenomenon 

that happened in most regions around the world, then ecological modernization can be 

generalized out of western Europe as well. That is, modernization is consist of three key terms: 

function differentiation, rationalization, individualization, and holism (Ornuff 2010), and 

ecological modernization is another kind of modernization which specifically concerns 

environmental issues with sufficiency and efficiency (Huper 2010). Next, when using ecological 

modernization in political science research, it should not ignore the influence of state. Moreover, 

state probably plays a major role in the process of ecological modernization. Third, some critics 

say ecological is too comprehensive to explain social phenomena effectively. To deal with this 

weakness, we can set some indicators to gauge the level of ecological modernization. For 

example, according to the four main characters of modernization, we set high, medium, and low 

to exhibit different levels. 

AE or EM? A combination 

 Although the debate between authoritarian environmentalism and ecological 

modernization continues in studying environmental policy, more and more research finds that 

every single theory is unable to explain phenomena or policy sufficiently (Rooij 2006, Oelofse 

and Scott 2011, Yee Wai-Hang and Shui-Yan 2013, Han, Singapore, a Garden City: 

Authoritarian Environmentalism in a Developmental State 2016, Lo 2015). On the one hand, 

authoritarian environmentalism is unable to explain that some cases success but some cases fail 

in the same authoritarian regime.  On the other hand, existing literature discussing ecological 

modernization somehow weakens the role of state in modernization, but it is hard to imagine 

state does not have a major influence in modernization. Therefore, this article tries to combine 
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two theories to build a more comprehensive framework to realize the environmental policy in 

various types of states.  

 To build an authoritarian environmentalism-ecological modernization framework, there is 

three reasons to support this framework. First of all, the vision of authoritarian environmentalism 

is political; it may be biased for neglecting economic-sociological view, and ecological 

modernization fails in ignoring political factors (Moore 2014). In other words, two theories 

hardly explain current phenomena uniquely, but two theories are supplementary to each other.  

Second, in general, we realize that there is a gap of modernization that exists among states. Thus, 

we can set levels to categorize ecological modernization of states.  Setting levels help ecological 

modernization to be an effective theoretical instrument to explain the environmental 

development of states. Furthermore, we can compare the environmental politics among states.  

Third, there is a puzzle of the comparison between authoritarian environmentalism and 

democratic environmentalism. It becomes feasible to compare two environmentalism with this 

framework. 

 The main difference between authoritarian environmentalism and democratic 

environmentalism is public participation. In authoritarian environmentalism, the authoritarian 

regime excludes public participation in the process of policy-making; the authoritarian regime 

only gives a limited room for public participation in policy evaluation. Contrast to authoritarian 

environmentalism; democratic environmentalism emphasizes civic participation. Thus, public 

participation plays an important role in policy-making and policy evaluation (Gilley 2012). 

Adding another dimension, ecological modernization, we can compare two different 

environmentalism by cases of states. 
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Research Design 

According to the framework mentioned above, now we can compare the difference 

between authoritarian environmentalism and democratic environmentalism. Table 1 reveals the 

framework of the interaction two different types of environmentalism and three levels of 

ecological modernization.  This research separates ecological modernization into three levels, 

high, medium, and low. Gilley (2012) compares the environmental performance between China 

and some democratic regimes with weak states. Gilley finds that authoritarian regime with strong 

state performs better than democratic regime with weak state in environmental policy. Based on 

Gilley's research, this research contradicts the framework. Look at East Asia; we can figure out 

that Japan and Singapore, one is the democratic environmentalism with high ecological 

modernization and the other is authoritarian environmentalism with high ecological 

modernization. Next, even though Taiwan and South Korea are democratic environmentalism, 

they are not high ecological modernized yet because of legacy of authoritarian history (Han, 

Authoritarian Environmentalism under Democracy: Korea's River Restoration Project 2015).  On 

the other side, authoritarian environmentalism with medium ecological modernization are two 

states which experienced high economic growth, China and Malaysia. Then the last column is for 

democratic environmentalism and authoritarian environmentalism with weak ecological 

modernization, such as Philippine and Indonesia in democratic row and Vietnam, Myanmar and 

Cambodia in authoritarian row.  
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                        Regime     

                            Type 

Level of  

Ecological Modernization   

Democratic 

Environmentalism 

Authoritarian  

Environmentalism 

 

High 

 

Japan 

 

Singapore 

 

Medium 

 

Taiwan  

South Korea 

 

China  

Malaysia 

 

 

Low  

 

Philippine 

Indonesia 

 

Vietnam 

Myanmar 

Cambodia 

Table1: The comparison of regime types with different levels of ecological modernization. 

 Because this frame is so new that it needs to be examined with caution, this article firstly 

compares the authoritarian environmentalism with different levels of ecological modernization. 

It is interesting to compare two states by different regimes with same level of ecological 

modernization, but it is more complicated than comparing states by different level of ecological 

modernization with the same regime type. Therefore, as an original attempt, this research 

compares three levels of ecological modernization in the same regime type to fulfill the theory of 

leveling ecological modernization. 

Case Selection 

Although the concept of authoritarian environmentalism in autocratic countries may be 

similar, the different level of ecological modernization probably varies due to the different 

institution and culture. Ecological modernization is a theory to describe that environmental issue 

does not always impede economic development; solving environmental issue may increase the 

economic development in contrast (Mol 1992).  Take a step further, states around the world can 

be categorized by different levels of ecological modernization. This research categorizes the 
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ecological modernization into high, middle, and low. Originally, ecological modernization is 

made to analyze the developed or industrialized countries, and most of these countries are 

democracies (Mol, The Refinement of Production, Ecological Modernization Theory and the 

Chemical Industry 1995), so the indicators to classify the level of modernization are related to 

democracy. Several scholars criticized ecological modernization is merely feasible in developed 

capital states (Anderson and Massa 2010, Fisher and Freudenburg 2010). The scholars criticized 

that environmental issue is a general problem which all states face, but ecological modernization 

cannot explain comprehensively. In order to meet this gap between the theory and the developing 

states, the scholars refine the ecological modernization’s indicators to be feasible to analyze the 

developing states (Frijns, Phuong and Mol 2013). They modify the eight binary indicators such 

as open and democratic political system, a legitimate and interventionist state with an advanced 

and differentiated socio-environmental infrastructure, and well organized environmental non-

governmental organizations to three more general indicators. The general indicators include 

state-market relations, technology development, and environmental awareness. The research 

agrees that this refinement is more feasible to fit most states in the world. The original binary 

indicators are so arbitrary that may omit too many observations. However, the scholars transform 

the indicators from binary to non-binary, they do not define the new non-binary indicators are 

ordinary or continuous, even not to mention how to use the new indicators to evaluate the 

performance of ecological modernization of the states. The authors only use these three 

indicators as comprehensive concepts to discuss the case of Vietnam. This kind of framework 

hardly compares the states because the indicators are not quantified.  

Quantifying the indicators is another topic that this study will talk in the next article,  this 

article uses their classifications by cases which are written in several case studies. In order to 
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make an effective comparison, this study attempts to choose three authoritarian states each 

symbolizes different levels of ecological modernization. The study considers that an effective 

comparison must hold other variables constant, so the study selects Singapore, China, and 

Vietnam to do the case study. There are three reasons to make these three states comparable. 

First, when it comes to the regime type, all three states are ruled by one single party. Although 

Singapore’s party system has several minor parties which are not rubber stamps, their political 

influence is too trivial to compete with the ruling party in the policy-making process.  Second, all 

three states share a similar culture. It is still identical to see the importance of order and 

community in these three societies. Even Vietnam does not take Mandarin as common language 

now, the Vietnamese culture and social order are similar to China because of history.  Third, 

according to the levels of ecological modernization, the three countries represent three different 

levels of ecological modernization. As a developed state with efficient bureaucracy,  Singapore 

is in the high level of ecological modernization for sure (Whitford 2002).   Next, China 

nowadays is in the middle level of ecological modernization after three decades of high-speed 

economic growth.   In other words, whether state-market relations or environmental awareness, 

China’s situation today is very different from the past and different from other Communist party 

regimes as well. China’s state-market relations becomes more open, and environmental 

awareness continues growing,  but China still may restrictions in these two spheres (Mol, 

Environment and Modernity in Transitional China: Frontiers of Ecological Modernization 2006) 

On the other hand, Vietnam is in the low level of ecological modernization. Vietnam’s 

development has left behind China and Singapore for more than one decade, so their Vietnam’s 

performance in ecological modernization is at the beginning (Frijns, Phuong and Mol 2013).  As 
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a result, this study chooses these three states to compare the authoritarian environmentalism by 

three different levels of ecological modernization.  

Table1. The Comparative Background of Singapore, China, and Vietnam 

 As the previous study mentions, environmental issues varies in the benefit and cost for 

society. For example, air pollution is an issue that its benefit is diffused because everyone 

breathes, and its cost is diffused too because almost everyone pollutes air by driving motor 

vehicles. On the other hand, watershed management is an issue which both benefit and cost are 

concentrated. That is, the influence of watershed management is mainly concentrated on the 

residences who live in the watershed. Although we cannot assert that the performance of 

watershed management does not affect the whole society, the influence of watershed 

management to the whole society is indirect.  Hence, the study selects watershed management 

for the case study.  We can see more detail about the causal mechanism by doing a case study.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Singapore China Vietnam 

Regime Type  Single Party 

Dominant  

One Party 

Dictatorship 

One Party  

Dictatorship 

Main Culture  Chinese Chinese  Traditional 

Chinese 

Ecological 

modernization  

High  Medium Low 
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                              Benefit 

Cost 

 

Concentrated 

 

Diffused 

 

Concentrated 

 

Watershed management 

 

Nuclear plant 

Hazardous waste 

(All NIMBY issues) 

 

Diffused 

Water pollution 

 

Air pollution 

Climate change 

Table2. The Category of Environmental Issues 

 

Case Analysis 

This case study will compare the watershed management in two steps, the institution and 

a typical case. The institution is a special arrangement for players to reduce the transaction cost 

and maximize the benefit (North 1990). Refer to North’s definition for the institution, analyzing 

the institution and institution change in watershed management is a preferable way to study 

profoundly.  The study finds that all three states have a special institution to managing water and 

watershed. In Singapore, Public Utility Board (PUB) is an official department to integrate all the 

policies related to water. China establishes an exceptional system named “River Chief” to 

manage watershed and maintain the quality of water. The last case, Vietnam combines several 

departments to establish a department Ministry of Nature Resource and Environment(MoNRE) 

to manage water and watershed. Additionally , Vietnam introduces the system “Build, Operate, 

and Transfer ”(BOT) to manage water by private sectors.  Besides the institutions, the study 

chooses the typical watershed management cases in each country to analyze, the Kallang river in 

Singapore, the Taihu Lake in China and the Red River delta in Vietnam.   
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Figure 1 The Framework of Case Study 

The Case of Singapore 

 While the Singapore government is not so harsh to the non-governmental organizations 

like China and Vietnam, the Singapore government still restricts the NGOs in environmental 

policy-making process, as authoritarian environmentalism assumes (Hesp 1995).  Singapore 

faces two tough challenging in water management. One is that like all the developed states’ 

experience, the serious water pollution followed the economic development in the 1980s to the 

1990s. The other challenge is that the water in Singapore is not sufficient for all Singaporean, so 

Singaporean depends on the water from Malaysia. In order to manage water efficiently and solve 

water pollution, the Singapore government established the Public Utility Board to integrate all 

the issues about water from monitoring water quality to greening the watershed. PUB not only 

reveals the high efficiency in managing water but also leads the research and public education in 

water issue (Ong 2010)Moreover, PUB makes a series of policy plans to integrate all the relevant 

department and private sectors to maintain the water. 

 Kallang River is the mainstream in Singapore, and once became seriously polluted by 

economic development. The former Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew proclaimed to provide a 

clean river for citizens in 1977. Then, the Singapore government established the PUB to integrate 

Singapore PUB
Kellang 
River

China
River 
Chief

Taihu 
Lake

Vietnam MoNRE
Red River 

Delta
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this complicated issue. PUB showed high efficiency to remove all the pollution sources from the 

Kallang river in five years. Then PUB greened the river bank of the Kallang River, the livelihood 

increased enormously.  We need to pay more attention that PUB has maintained the excellent 

condition of the Kallang River for more than three decades with continuous research and plans 

(Chou 1998).  

The Case of China 

 China faces water problems not only pollution caused by industrialization but also the 

shortage of water supply because of urbanization. Furthermore, China has an asymmetry 

relationship between power and responsibility in environmental governance. The party secretary 

is the final decision maker in environmental policy whereas the party secretary does not take 

responsibility in environmental governance, this asymmetry structure seems like two inverted 

pyramids (Ran 2013).   

 

                      

  Figure 2 Power / Responsibility in Environmental Governance (Adapt Ran 2013) 

      River Chief (河長, He Chang) is a special institution for China government to solve 
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this asymmetry problem in water management. There are three characteristics in river chief 

system. First, the river chief is as hierarchical as the local government. That is, the Party 

Secretary or the Mayor is the river chief of the mainstream in his/her city, and the Party 

Secretary of one province is the total river chief of the province. Second, every river chief makes 

policy especially for the river it's own, so-called “One river, one policy” (一河一策, Ii He Yi 

Tse).   Third, because managing water is the top priority of the central government, the 

performance of river management is the most important part of evaluating government officials. 

In some provinces, the performance of river chief determines the promotion of this official 

(Chien 2016, Zuo, et al. 2017).  

 Taihu is the main river system in Jiangsu Province.  The Wuxi city government which 

manages Taihu watershed originated the river chief system to solve the severe water pollution of 

Taihu in 2007. According to the official report, the Taihu watershed and water quality maintain 

excellently since 2007 because of river chief (Sun and Zhu 2017, Li, Cao and Mao 2017). 

However, other case reveals that the good condition last in a short turn in Yunan (Chien 2016). 

In brief, as an original case in river chief, the Taihu lake seems to be a model for river chief and 

authoritarian environmentalism, but there is a failed case in Yunan Province contracdicts to the 

Taihu case. 

The Case of Vietnam 

 The situation of water and watershed management in Vietnam seems to be the 

combination of Singapore and China’s problems. Besides the water pollution with economic 

development, Vietnam faces the one challenge like Singapore has and one challenge China faces. 

On the one hand, two third of primary river system in Vietnam originated out of its territory. On 

the other hand, growing water usage with rapid urbanization threats the agriculture. Moreover, 



 

- 18 - 

 

the infrastructure in Vietnam is too laggard to support rapid economic development, the 

departments of managing water and watershed are fragile as well.   

For solving the problem of manage water, the Vietnam government introduces foreign 

capital to invest the utility and management of water. Vietnam government sets the BOT model 

in order to regain the utility without charge after thirty years. However, this cooperation between 

the private and public sectors causes the situation even worse. As a private company, 

maximizing the profit and minimizing the cost are always the top concerns.  Consequently, the 

water price continues to rise and some residences who live in remote areas do not get tape water. 

Furthermore, the government is unable to monitor and modify the problem in BOT due to 

fragment of management (Kukk 2010).  Even the Vietnam government integrated several 

departments relating to water management into the new department, Ministry of Natural 

Resource and Environment(MoNRE), the severe situation remains.  

Red River delta is near the capital Hanoi and the major agriculture area which produces 

rice in northern Vietnam.  Therefore, the Red River Delta faces the most severe problem of water 

and watershed management in Vietnam. The MoNRE and local government establish some 

cooperation projects to balance the water usage between farmers and city residences. 

Nevertheless, the government fails to monitor the cooperation and hard to provide enough 

financial support to the irrigation system (Fontenelle, Molle and Turral 2007).  Therefore, the 

problem of water management is still disturbing the Vietnamese society.    

Conclusion 

Based on the three cases in three states in different levels of ecological modernization, 

this study provides various pictures in authoritarian environmentalism. Although both Singapore 

and China have an integrated department to manage the water, their paths are different. The PUB 
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in Singapore is a “Plan-driven” approach to integrate all the sectors in managing water, but River 

Chief in China is a “Human-driven” way to manage the water. Thus, River Chief can reach the 

policy goal fast by party dictatorship, but it depends on the chief’s motivation and personality. 

On the other side, the PUB makes plans to lead the management of water; even it is slower than 

River Chief in China, PUB establishes the institution of cooperation. Therefore, the PUB enables 

to maintain the excellence of water management for decades.  Vietnam is a typical case in a low 

level of ecological modernization. As a result, the Vietnam government excludes civic 

participation, but the Vietnam government cannot manage water by itself. Eventually, the 

problems become worse after the government intervenes.   

There are two limitations constrain this study. One is the potential bias in second-handed 

data; the other one is the validity of selecting cases. It is preferable for a  qualitative to do 

interviews and make participative observation in studying cases rather than reading second-

handed data. Further, the official report from authoritarian regimes always has the problem of 

manipulating. However, it is the first step to explore the cases, the researcher may study in depth 

in the future. All in all, this study still provides a new framework to analyze the environmental 

policies in authoritarian countries. It is possible to use this framework to study other 

authoritarian types.    
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