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Water Management and Environmental Interaction:

Early-Qing Governance of the Yongding River

(Abstract)

HOI Wai-hang

This paper explores the competition among different approaches and ideas in the
governance of the Yongding River during the early Qing dynasty, as well as the
fundamental reasons behind the gradual decline in the effectiveness of these water
management efforts. Since the thirty-seventh year of the Kangxi reign (1698),
the Qing court had adhered to the principle of “building dykes to confine water,”
establishing a river management framework that centred on dyke construction as
a once-and-for-all solution to flooding. However, by the Qianlong era, as
sediment build-up at the river’s outlet worsened, this framework came under
increasing criticisms from officials. Nevertheless, the dyke-centred framework
was maintained, and the local population was extensively cultivating the silted
land along the banks of Yongding River thanks to the dike’s protection. These
factors largely constrained the Qing court’s development of a new river governance
framework. As a result, the court could only adopt temporary measures, such as
relocating the river’s outlet and dredging, to slow down sediment accumulation.
In other words, the river management framework that centred on dykes and
embankments established during the Kangxi era had, by the Qianlong period,
become an obstacle to the development of new approaches to water governance.
This was also the fundamental reason behind the reduced effectiveness in the

management of the Yongding River during the Qianlong era.

Keywords: Yongding River silted land cultivation  river outlet relocation

dyke construction  dredging





