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Abstract: The Road to Rio+20 is the journey of countries in the world pursuing the sustainable development. As the 
first country to release the national Agenda 21, China′s experience and lessons are of great significance for both China 
itself and other countries. The paper reviews the progress made and problems remained in pursuing the sustainable de-
velopment in China with regard to policy formulation, institutional arrangements, planning and management. In the 
past five years, the mandatory targets-driven approach, which focused on energy efficiency and key pollutants reduc-
tion, played a very important role and made China comprehensive outcomes for sustainability. In order to achieve the 
targets, China adopted an integrated policy package including legal, administrative, economic and technology instru-
ments. During the 12th Five-Year Plan period (2011–2015), China will continue and strengthen the approach above 
and mainstream the transformation of economic development pattern through realizing the idea of green and 
low-carbon development. By summarizing policy trends in the world, the paper points out two directions, i.e., integra-
tion approach and taking prioritized and concrete actions for a sustainable future beyond 2012. The paper also presents 
policy approaches and recommendations for sustainable development in the next 10 years in China. 
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1  Sustainable Development: Milestone of 
Human Development and Constantly Evolving 
Development Framework 

 
1.1  Progress of sustainable development in world 
and challenges it faces 
It is already 20 years since the concept of sustainable 
development was created. In 2012, the United Nations 
will hold a conference on sustainable development for 
summarizing the progress made in sustainable develop-
ment since the United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development (UNCED) in 1992 in Rio. This 
is a period in which humans have made constant pro-
gress in reviewing their own development. The World  

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), 
in its 1987 report ′Our Common Future′, defined sus-
tainable development as ′Development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs′ (WCED, 
1987). This definition has remained a classic one, and 
this principle was universally accepted by more than 
100 countries, including China, at the 1992 UNCED. 
The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) 
in 2002 made it clearer that the economic development, 
social development and environmental protection be 
three pillars of sustainable development at local, na-
tional, regional and global levels, which are interde-
pendent and mutually reinforcing. Sustainable develop-
ment stresses fairness, equity and integration of  
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the above-mentioned three pillars. It took poverty 
eradication, changing consumption and production pat-
terns, and protecting and managing the natural resource 
base for economic and social development as the over-
arching objectives, and essential requirements for sus-
tainable development (WSSD, 2002). Sustainable de-
velopment is therefore realized as managing broader 
portfolio of assets to make them grow for long-term 
benefits (World Bank, 2003). 

Over the past 20 years, we have, on the one hand, 
seen the progress made in sustainable development in 
the world, with the United States, Canada and European 
Union and other developed countries and regions as well 
as China and Brazil and other developing countries 
formulating their own sustainable development strate-
gies and relevant policies, and on the other hand, we 
have also seen that, due to the lack of compulsory laws 
and standards, there has been limited substantial pro-
gress in sustainable development in some countries, es-
pecially developing countries with the overreaching ob-
jectives set hard to realize, thus making them unable to 
steer off the trajectory of non-sustainable development. 
In the meanwhile, most of developed countries have not 
fully honored their commitments to supporting devel-
oping countries in 2008 (UN, 2009). The conflicts be-
tween environment and development are exacerbating 
and it remains arduous to eradicate poverty. In United 
Nations Environment Programme's Global Environment 
Outlook (GEO), Environment for Development (GEO-4), 
which has been published recently, admits that the world 
has made progress only in tackling some relatively 
straightforward problems and the humanity is still fac-
ing unrivaled challenges by environmental changes 
(UNEP, 2007). Some experts even hold that the concept 
of sustainable development has fallen prey to a collec-
tion of special interest groups that have both hollowed 
out the concept and lost track of what they can best do 
to implement it. When it has been applied, the theory 
has often distorted the real priorities of development. 
The environmental issues have not been sufficiently 
mainstreamed in policymaking process in much of the 
world. If it recovered its original meaning, it is neces-
sary to make a priority of alleviating poverty, dropping 
the environmental bias that has hijacked the entire 
movement, favoring local decisions over global ambi-
tions, and tapping into new technologies to spur sus-
tainable growth (Victor, 2006). 

1.2  Policy progress on sustainable development in 
China and new background for development 
China is one of the countries that were the earliest to get 
involved in the compiling of ′Our Common Future′ and 
signed in 1992 the ′Rio Declaration′ and ′Agenda 21′. In 
the following, the contents of some reports are referred 
(Compilation Group of the People′s Republic of China 
National Report on Sustainable Development, 2002; 
Connor and Stephen, 2004; the State Council of the 
People′s Republic of China, 2006; European Commis-
sion, 2007; Sustainable Development Strategy Research 
Group of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, 2006; 2008; 
2009; 2010; 2011; AASA, 2011). In 1994, China was 
the first to issue the ′Agenda 21′, China′s Agenda 
21—China White Paper on Population, Environment 
and Development in the 21st Century. In 1996, sustain-
able development was officially fixed as one of the ba-
sic development strategies. The concept of sustainable 
development has been turned from scientific consensus 
into an important part of government work and concrete 
action. The ′10th Five-Year Plan′ had set the goals of 
sustainable development in all areas for that period of 
time and the key special plans had been developed and 
implemented. Up to the present, China has formulated 
30 laws in such areas as population, resources, energy 
and environment, including the ′Environmental Protec-
tion Law′, the ′Water Law′, the ′Cleaner Production 
Promotion Law′, the ′Renewable Energy Law′, and the 
′Energy Conservation Law′. The State Council has for-
mulated more than 100 administrative rules and regula-
tions on sustainable development. In addition, there are 
several hundred regulations and standards worked out 
by government ministries and commissions. China has 
ratified or signed more than 50 multilateral environ-
mental agreements and has made a series of institutional 
arrangements for implementing the sustainable devel-
opment strategy. The Standing Committee of the Na-
tional People′s Congress has set up an Environmental 
and Resources Conservation Committee, which has 
played a major role in drafting laws and overseeing their 
enforcement and implementation. 

Organizationally, in 1992 the Chinese government set 
up a leading group and its office for the compilation of 
′China Agenda 21′, which was led by the former State 
Planning Commission and the State Commission for 
Science and Technology. Then, it went on to set up the 
China Agenda 21 Management Center. In 2000, the  
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′China Agenda 21′ Compilation Leading Group was 
renamed as ′National Leading Group for Promoting 
Sustainable Development Strategy′ to coordinate vari-
ous departments and organize the implementation of 
projects. In 1998, the former National Environmental 
Protection Agency (NEPA) was elevated to the ministe-
rial level to become the State Environmental Protection 
Administration (SEPA) with the enhanced administra-
tive status and functions. At the same time, all govern-
ment departments have been orderly advancing work 
relating to sustainable development. Despite the fact that 
sustainable development has unveiled a scene of clean, 
safe, just and more competitive and vigorous develop-
ment, and in view of the great differences between is-
sues and development context we are facing at present 
and what we were facing more than ten years ago, to 
realize sustainable development, we have to remove 
many threats that are present or are in the making, and 
the threats are as follows. 

(1) China has entered the middle stage of industriali-
zation marked by rapid development of heavy and 
chemical industries. The consumption structure has 
gradually been upgraded. China is experiencing an ob-
jective historical process featuring the intensification of 
resources and energy consumption and pollutants dis-
charge. We are facing the dual pressure of how to seize 
the important strategic opportunities to rapidly realize 
industrialization and how to restructure and change the 
growth pattern. 

(2) The massive population has come into sharp con-
flicts with the availability of natural resources. With the 
transition in demographic structure, the problems have 
become more and more acute as to how to raise the 
general quality of the population, relieve the pressure of 
the aging population and provide more jobs. The task of 
eliminating poverty remains arduous even China has 
made great progress in the field.  

(3) The situation is stern in the demand and supply of 
such strategic resources as petroleum, natural gas, water, 
land and major minerals, etc. The dependency on the 
import of oil and gas and other resources has been rising 
steadily, presenting increasingly serious problems of 
sustainable utilization of resources and resources secu-
rity, which are likely to threaten gravely the social and 
economic development and sustainability.  

(4) We are facing the complex, trans-boundary envi-
ronmental pollution issues that are different from the 
traditional ones and hard to cope with; the regional air 

pollution and river basin water pollution are becoming 
more and more serious with each passing day.  

(5) A growing number of evidence shows that the 
greenhouse gases generated by human activities are 
causing global warming that will bring about a series of 
systemic changes, thus exacerbating the risks. As the 
second largest country with regard to greenhouse gas 
emission, China is facing a tremendous pressure from 
the international community with regard to emission 
reduction, which is likely to retard the progress of mod-
ernization.  

(6) China has not paid enough attention to sustainable 
development of cities. The high-speed urbanization, 
increasingly expanding consumerism and the negligence 
or ignorance of the environmental and resource prob-
lems in city construction will narrow the space for real-
izing sustainable urbanization. 

(7) As all government departments, enterprises, civil 
organizations and other interest groups are being diver-
sified, they have become stronger in expressing their 
appeal, bringing about all kinds of contradictions and 
even conflicts. However, the interests of vulnerable 
groups and disadvantageous regions are often ignored. 
Improving the governance of sustainable development 
are receiving more attention. 

The scientific approach to development and the prin-
ciple of building a harmonious society, the enhancement 
of the economic and science and technology strength, 
the mainstreaming of resources conservation and envi-
ronmental protection—all have become an indispensa-
ble part for changing the development pattern and pro-
moting national economic and social development. Spe-
cifically, the energy conservation and emission reduc-
tion targets and the plan of action to cope with climatic 
changes set in the ′11th Five-Year Plan (2006–2010)′ 
have brought about real opportunities for realizing sus-
tainable development. A number of institutional ar-
rangements have been set up for achieving the manda-
tory targets. In the past five years, China made genuine 
progress in energy conservation and emissions reduction. 
Energy consumption per unit GDP fell by 19.1%, 
chemical oxygen demand by 12.45% and sulfur dioxide 
emissions by 14.29%.  

 
2  China′s Sustainable Development Policies 
in Retrospect: Experience and Lessons 

 
It takes a process of learning to formulate policies and 



384 Chinese Geographical Science 2012 Vol. 22 No. 4 

improving institutional development. As the resource 
and environment issues are becoming increasingly com-
plicated and constantly changing and we are still not 
very clear about the law governing sustainable devel-
opment, we have to learn from the past experience and 
lessons in improving the policies related to sustainable 
development, identify problems in policy implementa-
tion and, by constant practice and summing up, chart the 
course for future policy development. 

 
2.1  Major changes in sustainable development 
policies 
Looking back, it is already more than 30 years since 
China had its policies concerning population, resources 
and environment. The development of these policies is 
also a process of transition from planned economy to a 
market economy and a change from satisfying the basic 
needs to sustainable development. But the real major 
change comes from the introduction of the concept of 
sustainable development. Starting from the late 1990s, 
with the growth of the economic strength and the strong 
retaliation by nature for our improper development be-
havior, we have been undergoing fundamental changes 
in our knowledge of resources and environmental pro-
tection, line of thinking in pollution control and devel-
opment strategy in the general context of reform and 
opening up and the across-the-board transition. The 
major changes over the past decade in the area of sus-
tainable development are as the follows:  

(1) A change from population control to human re-
sources development (China Education and Human Re-
sources Project Group, 2003).  

(2) A change from engineering water conservancy to 
resources water conservancy, modern water conser-
vancy and sustainable development water conservancy 
(Wang, 2005). 

(3) A change from timber-oriented production to 
ecology-oriented construction (Zhou, 2001), with the 
′National Ecological and Environmental Construction 
Program′ and ′National Outlined Program for the Pro-
tection of the Ecology and Environment′ being formu-
lated and a series of the most important yet ecological 
protection and restoration projects being started. 

(4) Three historic transitions in environmental protec-
tion: 1) Transition from ignoring environmental protec-
tion in the singular pursuit for economic growth to 
strengthening environmental protection and optimizing 

economic growth, making environment management as 
a major means to promote economic restructuring and 
change economic growth pattern; 2) change from envi-
ronmental protection lagging behind economic growth 
to synchronizing environmental protection and eco-
nomic development; and 3) transition from protecting 
the environment mainly by administrative means to re-
solving environmental problems by the combination of 
legal, economic and technical means, plus administra-
tive means, if necessary (Wen, 2006).  

(5) Transition from traditional industrialization to a 
new type of industrialization, striving to give full scope 
to the development of products with a high technical 
content, good economic benefit, low resources con-
sumption and less environmental pollution and to the 
advantage of human resources (Jiang, 2002). 

(6) Putting forward the ′people-oriented′ principle and 
the approach of comprehensive, harmonious and sus-
tainable scientific development (Report to the Third 
Plenary Session the 16th Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China), making energy conserva-
tion and emission reduction the binding targets that must 
be realized in the ′11th Five-Year Plan′ so as to build an 
resource-efficient and environment-friendly society.  

 
2.2  Problems of sustainable development policies  
Despite the great achievements in sustainable develop-
ment, there are still some problems that can not be ig-
nored and need to be addressed through greater efforts 
in the future, and the problems contain the following 
major aspects.  

(1) There is a weakening in the abilities of overall 
coordination abilities in environmental protection and 
sustainable development. Before 1998, the former En-
vironmental Protection Committee of the State Council 
played a big role in coordinating the efforts of all de-
partments in environmental protection. But, with the 
reorganization of the State Council, the committee was 
dismissed. Furthermore, the functions of environmental 
protection of the industrial departments had been dele-
gated to various industrial associations due to the can-
cellation of those government departments, thus weak-
ening the work on environmental protection. The minis-
terial joint meeting system of the State Council is hard 
to play its due role due to the limited status of the State 
Environmental Protection Administration. 

(2) Though advanced the idea of new type of indus-
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trialization is, there is no successful experience and op-
erable model to go by. As a big economy, it is hard to 
alienate itself from the general law governing industri-
alization. Although there is the advantage as a late 
comer, it is hard to leap over the process of developing 
heavy and chemical industries. The new type of indus-
trialization lacks specific path guidance and effective 
transfer of sustainable technologies from developed 
countries. It is, therefore, not easy to restructure the 
economy, change the development pattern, and evolve a 
sustainable production model.  

(3) We have not decided what path to follow toward 
sustainable urbanization. We do not have effective su-
pervision and management means and assessment in-
dictors in city construction and development; there is no 
demand and supply management policy; local protec-
tionism, the stubborn pursuit for GDP growth, and 
seeking things big, high and new are prevailing; and fail 
to mainstream resources and environmental protection 
in city development—all of these have resulted in the 
lagging of the construction of urban environmental in-
frastructure. The newly added industrial capacities, en-
ergy-consuming city facilities and excessive consump-
tion demand will become new pressures on resources 
and environment.  

(4) We have adopted two different policy approaches 
with regard to energy conservation and emission reduc-
tion. In the area of energy conservation, we have adopted 
the efficiency indicators in conformity with the strategy 
of decoupling economic growth and material consump-
tion, marked by high resource productivity; but in the 
area of emission reduction, we have employed the total 
amount indicators, which have to be paid at a high price 
for a developing country that has not reached the mature 
stage of economic growth. Under the condition in which 
the environment for policy implementation is not sound 
and institutions are lacking, it merits further exploration 
as to what emission reduction policy is more cost effec-
tive.  

(5) Many of our current policies lack the backing of 
sound basic data and information and solid scientific 
study. The process of setting policy goals is too simplis-
tic, lacking real independent argumentation system and 
reasonable procedures, unable to make the limited 
amount of funds serve the purpose of realizing priority 
policy goals. For instance, the current principal pollut-
ants cannot reflect the real situation of composite pollu-

tion and we are still not very clear about the non-point 
pollution which accounts for an increasingly big share 
of the total pollution, thus making the real effect of 
emission policy goal greatly discounted. Besides, evi-
dences show that the consumption of energy and major 
minerals and pollution discharge are far from arriving at 
the downward inflexion point of the total growth. Any 
radical policy without the support of scientific data will 
have limited results, thus leaving in the end a growingly 
long list of problems to be tackled.  

(6) The general design of ecological protection and 
construction projects over the past ten years conforms to 
the general orientation toward sustainable development. 
But, the absence of long-term plan, too high a subsidy 
standard and narrow departmentalism have resulted in 
undue expansion of ′grain for green′ project, so much so 
that it has simply been reduced to unitary afforestation 
project. In addition, the overlapping of project manage-
ment organizations has also added to the management 
cost and reduced the policy efficiency. Besides, the 
ecological restoration has not been well integrated with 
the long-term alternative means of subsistence of farm-
ers. At the end of projects, the risks of disafforestation 
and land reclamation have remained, thus reducing the 
effectiveness and sustainability of projects and policies.  

(7) There is a lack of basic institutional arrangements 
and policy guarantee for realizing sustainable develop-
ment and building a resource efficient society. This is 
mainly manifested in the unsound property right system, 
pricing mechanism and economic incentive policies, 
thus unable to provide the motive force for saving re-
sources and reducing emission. Neither is it possible to 
effectively encourage technical innovation. Some of the 
policy means (especially part of the market-based means) 
still lack the preconditions for effective implementation.  

(8) It is different from the series of sustainable de-
velopment problems in transition that the corresponding 
laws, management systems and policy means are still 
lagging. The asymmetry between the trans-sectoral and 
trans-administrative regional nature of resource and en-
vironment problems and the administrative jurisdictions, 
as well as the incomplete governance structure have 
made it hard for the existing institutional arrangements 
and policy measures to play their roles effectively, thus 
unable to revolve the above complicated systemic prob-
lems. The future sustainable development policies also 
need transition at the same time. 
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In a certain sense, sustainable development is not 
merely a technical issue, but rather, in the first place, a 
matter of governance. Solution to the governance issue 
requires the change in management thinking, prioritiz-
ing the reform of management system, institutional 
building and innovation, and the mutually supportive 
comprehensive policy means, strengthening effective 
coordination and cooperation among different sectors, 
administrative regions, and stakeholders, and giving full 
scope to the functions and roles of all stakeholders. 
Good governance is highly associated with the insur-
ance of resource security and improvement of environ-
mental quality. Effective institutional arrangements, 
comprehensive policy options, and incremental policy 
goals provide the basic guarantee for simultaneously 
realizing economic growth and improving resource and 
environment performance. 

 
3  Policy Approach and Priority Actions 

 
In order to accomplish the objectives and tasks set for 
sustainable development, we need to strengthen the 
leadership and coordination of various government de-
partments, foster broader cooperative partnership for 
promoting sustainable development and, on the basis of 
summing up historical experience and from a long-term 
objective view, pay attention to institutional building, 
improve the policy implementation environment, raise 
policy efficiency, strengthen resource and environment 
management, and adopt effective priority actions to 
overcome difficulties and bring the modernization onto 
the orbit of a benign cycle. The followings are the rec-
ommendations and priority actions with regard to re-
form and development in laws and regulations, man-
agement organizations, policy means and public par-
ticipation related to sustainable development. 

 
3.1  Improve legal system for sustainable develop-
ment 
The principles of sustainable development should be-
come the basic principles for making and amending 
laws and regulations. At present, there are conflicts and 
contradictions among the laws and regulations for sus-
tainable development, lacking comprehensiveness, co-
ordination and unified management. The participation 
and the responsibilities and obligations of all stake-
holders are not clearly defined. It needs in-depth study, 

taking into consideration of corresponding laws. 
(1) To give an overall consideration to the amend-

ment of laws and regulations. At present, in view of 
such outstanding problems as the tendency of depart-
ment dominating law making, the lack of coherence and 
complementarity among different laws and regulations, 
lack of trans-sectoral and trans-regional management 
rules, inadequacy of procedural legislation, and laxness 
in law enforcement (Wang et al., 2007), it is necessary 
to adjust the current laws and regulations under the 
framework of sustainable development to make them 
adapt to the comprehensive requirements of sustainable 
development so as to resolve the difficulty in trans-sec- 
toral and trans-regional sustainable development. 

(2) To add the provisions on stakeholders in the laws. 
There are still no legal provisions on stakeholders of 
sustainable development. The contents to be added to 
laws should include departmental coordination mecha-
nisms, functions and responsibilities of stakeholders 
(including government departments) in ecological com-
pensation, the procedure of public participation, infor-
mation disclosure system, the procedure for identifying 
pollution accidents and settlement procedures.  

(3) To clearly define the responsibilities of manage-
ment departments in sustainable development. For in-
stance, the functions and responsibilities are not clearly 
defined among environmental protection departments, 
water resources departments, watershed management 
organizations and other related government organs in 
the management of watershed water environment. This 
has made it difficult to carry out related work. The re-
lated laws should be amended to clarify the functions 
and responsibilities of each government departments. 

 
3.2  Set up comprehensive management organiza-
tions in related areas of sustainable development 
Organizational reform is one of the core contents of 
sustainable development. Without rational management 
mechanism, it is impossible to realize sustainable de-
velopment. At present, such government functions in 
energy, environmental protection and communications 
associated with sustainable development are dispersed 
among different government departments, industrial 
associations and even state-owned enterprises. There is 
a lack of coordination mechanism among stakeholders, 
resulting in half the results with double the efforts. It is, 
therefore, necessary to have the unified and comprehen-
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sive management departments in related areas. Exercis-
ing comprehensive management does not necessarily 
mean centralizing power in a single government de-
partment. It simply means to unify the management 
functions dispersed among different departments and 
give full scope to the advantage of central authorities in 
resolving pressing problems in sustainable development, 
and at the same time to form a good governance struc-
ture, make policy decision making more scientific, de-
mocratic and institutionalized, display effectively the 
functions of the unified management department, set up 
coordination and cooperation mechanism among differ-
ent departments, gradually intensify the participation of 
all stakeholders and better realize the objectives of sus-
tainable development. 

The organizational reform of government touches 
many aspects and it requires the integration of long-term 
and short-term interests and the relations between the 
whole country and localities. It is, therefore, necessary 
to advance the reform in the step-by-step manner taking 
into account the differences of different management 
areas and accumulating experiences by undertaking re-
form on the pilot basis. 

(1) To give priority to the establishment of ′big de-
partment system′ on the pilot basis in such core areas of 
sustainable development as energy, environmental pro-
tection and communications, merging the governmental 
functions dispersed in different departments in order to 
resolve the problems of function overlap, management 
duplication and low efficiency in administrative work. 
At the same time, it is necessary to set up a unified su-
pervision and management mechanism, coordination 
mechanism, integrated policy making mechanism and 
public participation mechanism to ensure the normal 
operation of the management system and the realization 
of objectives, thus manifesting the unity, comprehen-
siveness and coordinative nature of the work of sustain-
able development so as to realize the priority objectives 
in energy conservation, emission reduction, in coping 
with climatic changes and the shifting of development 
pattern (Wang, 2006). 

(2) To complete the comprehensive coordination 
mechanism at the national level. Due to limitations in 
nature, status and authorities, neither the inter-ministerial 
joint meeting system nor the leading group for sustain-
able development strategy can undertake the high-level 
coordination regarding sustainable development. Even 

the proposed comprehensive administrative departments 
of energy, environmental protection and communica-
tions do not have the ability of coordinating different 
departments. It is, therefore, necessary to set up a com-
prehensive coordination mechanism at the State Council 
level. 

 
3.3  Improve coherence of sustainable development 
policies and exert role of policy portfolio 
(1) To make ′low carbon development′ an important part 
of sustainable development and build a resource-   
efficient and environment-friendly society with low 
emission of carbon dioxide. The challenges brought 
about by climatic changes cover all areas and it has be-
come one of the development orientations to develop a 
low carbon economy. But such development path in-
volves complicated policy objectives. It requires a cau-
tious attitude, comprehensive studies and a trade-off of 
different policy objectives concerning development and 
climatic changes, making proper choices and acquiring 
practical knowledge from the government policy for-
mulation and actions of enterprises so as to enable the 
strategic adjustment to have a great positive impact. 

(2) In order to display the role of policy portfolio and 
prevent different departments from making their own 
policies, we should conduct a comprehensive assess-
ment of the existing policies and their implementation 
environment and analyze the advantages, disadvantages 
and preconditions of different policies from a long-term 
point of view, carefully sum up successful experience 
and lessons from failure and handle well the relations 
among growth, environmental protection, employment, 
alternative means of subsistence and enterprise competi-
tion, get clear about policy objectives, reduce repeti-
tiveness of policies and adopt the most cost-effective 
and operational economic incentives. 

(3) To implement the integrated watershed manage-
ment on the pilot or demonstration basis. The integrated 
watershed management is an import policy measure for 
addressing the resource and environmental issues in 
river basins and balancing the objectives for watershed 
economic development and ecological conservation. It 
requires a management framework based on legislation, 
planning and policies and according to actual situations 
of the localities. It also requires timely summing up and 
spreading of the successful experience in integrated wa-
tershed management through pilot or demonstration im-
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plementation. 
(4) To improve the information system and set up a 

comprehensive information platform. The basic infor-
mation for sustainable development is the basis for for-
mulating policies. The basic state of resources and en-
vironment can be acquired through information moni-
toring, system assessment and corresponding research 
thus helping us see the risks and uncertainties so as to 
provide the scientific basis for seeking solutions to 
problems and for formulating policies. 

 
3.4  Improve governance structure and promote 
public participation 
Public participation is of great significance in environ-
mental protection and sustainable development. China 
has its particularities in promoting the public participa-
tion in the process of policy making and decision mak-
ing on sustainable development. It has to proceed from 
multiple levels and take actions in a gradual manner. It 
is recommended to do the following work well: 

(1) The rights and interests of civil organizations, 
citizens, and other non-governmental entities in partici-
pating in the management related to sustainable devel-
opment should be further provided by relevant legisla-
tions and the specific procedural provisions should be 
established for that purpose. 

(2) To actively encourage the environmental public 
interest litigation. Any citizen and social group may take 
legal action against any management organ for failure to 
perform legal responsibilities or any entity or individual 
that pollutes the environment or damages the environ-
ment, and the reversion of burden of proof should be 
adopted. 

(3) Support the development of National Geographic 
Organizations (NGOs) by multiple means. For instance, 
related laws should be revised to make easier the regis-
tration of NGOs; relevant laws concerning tax exemp-
tion for donations should be made so as to encourage 
Chinese enterprises and individuals to donate to NGOs. 
Attention should be paid to the capacity building of 
NGOs. 

(4) To extend the public right to know. This requires 
the openness of administrative affairs and the introduc-
tion of the public announcement system with regard to 
environmental policies and laws, project examination 
and approval and case handling. It also requires the im-
provement of government websites and publishing of 

information about environment quality and environ-
mental management to keep the public and NGOs well 
informed on resources and environment management, 
decision making, and the implementation of plans. To 
make enterprises disclose environmental information 
according to laws, e.g., making the list of toxic materials 
used be available to the public. 

(5) To give full scope to the media in supervising re-
lated management departments over their administration 
according to law and enterprises over their environ-
mental behaviors. To intensify the publicity about the 
importance of public participation and enhance the ini-
tiatives and stewardship of the public in participating in 
the affairs concerning resources and environmental 
management, thus creating pressures and driving force 
for the cooperation among stakeholders. 

 
4  Conclusions 

 
Since 1992, China has made great progress in various 
fields of pursuing sustainable development including 
institutional arrangements, policy making, technological 
advance, taking concrete and comprehensive actions. 
Entering the 21st century, China is facing a series of 
development challenges under a new global context. As 
a great emerging economy, China has to explore its own 
development path and there is no ready formula. During 
the 11th Five-Year Plan period (2006–2010), China 
gradually mainstreamed the energy conservation and 
pollution reduction into economic restructuring process 
by adopting an integrated and mandatory approach. By 
reviewing China′s development in the past 20 years, 
experience and lessons are coexisting for sustainable 
growth. In the 12th Five-Year Plan period, Chinese 
government will continue the approach and mainstream 
the transformation of economic development pattern for 
a green and low carbon future. China′s practice for sus-
tainable development will be beneficial for both itself 
and other countries. 
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