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Abstract: The effective deployment of policy tools is critical to achieving the objectives of Happy Rivers and Lakes construction. Guided
by a two-dimensional analytical framework of ‘governance stage-policy tool’, this study examines the 2024 Outstanding Cases of Happy
Rivers and Lakes through content analysis to investigate empirical patterns in their construction. The main findings are as follows:
(1) Policy tool application shows clear stage-specific variation. Command tools dominate wastewater treatment (33 times); learning and
capacity-building tools prevail during ecological restoration (33 times), alongside frequent use of command (24 times) and systemic
change tools (15 times); and symbolic/persuasive (31 times) and incentive tools (17 times) are most prominent in the cultural affinity stage.
(2) Structurally, command (63 times) and symbolic/persuasive tools (44 times) are the most frequently used primary tools, whereas
incentive tools are applied less often (25 times). Among secondary policy tools, project implementation (53 times), demonstration
leadership (24 times), and operational mechanism reform (22 times) are most prevalent, while measures such as cultural heritage capacity
building (1 times) and spiritual motivation (2 times) were significantly underutilized. (3) Three replicable governance models emerge: the
Authority-Driven Model, which primarily employs command tools, the System-Empowerment Model, centered on learning and capacity-

building tools; and the Industry-Integration Model, which relies on the synergy between symbolic/persuasive and incentive tools. Each
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model exhibits clear operational characteristics and holds significant potential for broader application. The application of policy tools in

Happy Rivers and Lakes construction shows clear stage preferences and structural imbalances. These findings underscore the need for a

differentiated and context-sensitive tool mix that is closely aligned with specific governance stages and local conditions.
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Table 1 Profiles of 24 outstanding cases
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Table 2 Taxonomy of policy tools (Y dimension)
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Table 4 Policy tool application by governance stage in happy rivers and lakes construction
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