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Villages Managed by the Rich, Institutional Restriction and Public Goods
Provision: An Examination of the Case of Irrigation in Rural China

Zhang Zhiyuan Liu Xianchun Wang Yahua

Abstract: After the reform and opening up, the phenomenon of villages managed by the rich has emerged and become nationwide.
However, scholars hold different views towards the effectiveness of villages managed by the rich. Using the survey data collected
from 756 villages in 27 provinces from 2014 to 2016, this article examines the impact of villages managed by the rich on rural
public irrigation provision. The result shows that the rich village leaders can improve the frequency of maintenance on irrigation
system, but have limited impact on the overall irrigation situation and collective action organizations. The study further analyzes the
interactive effect of institutional constraints. The size of the clan network as an important informal institution does not affect the
governance performance of the rich village leaders. Nevertheless, the formal community-level democracy can significantly increase
public goods supply of the rich. In the context of labor outflow and rural governance decay, the wealthy cadres gradually surpass the
traditional clan network and become the dominant impetus for public goods provision. The findings also denote that formal
democratic institutions can restrict the extended power of rich cadres, and motivate them to provide better public goods.

Key Words: Village Managed by the Rich; Rural Elite; Public Goods; Clan Network; Grassroots Democracy
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