NGOs, Public Participation and Urban Community Development: 

Social Reform in Local Urban Governance in China*
[Author]

Yuan Ren, PhD 

Associate Professor in Institute of Population Research, Fudan University

email: yuan_r@hotmail.com

[ABSTRACT] The paper describes there is a social reform after 1980s in wakes of economic reform in local urban China. The research focuses on the new and evolving local governance model and its three salient features, those include autonomy in residents committee, development of NGOs, public participation and volunteering. The social reform is at the turning point from vertical administrative pattern to civil society based local urban management pattern. The paper suggests the key issue to advance social reform is that government relaxes its control and empowers to the society, and it is needed to make institutional breakthrough with bottom up community development.
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Recently, there are many investigations of local urban administrative development in china cities, and most of the researches are under the framework of local politics, that is, they focus on transferring power from upper government to lower level government through “two levels’ government, and third levels’ administration”. My research will take a sociological point of view. What I will discuss is the social system in urban China after 1980s, and how to build up a social system outside and parallel with government administrative system through grassroots community development. This process shapes the ongoing social reform in urban China. 

1.     The New and Evolving Pattern of Local Urban Governance

Before the reform and opening policy was taken, Chinese urban management took a “totalitarian government” pattern, which meant an almighty government covers all fields of society and economy. It took a vertical ‘district --subdistrict--residents committee’ hierarchic management system in local urban governance. The subdistrict was the representative organizations of district government, and residents committee became practical representative organization of subdistrict. Enterprises were owed by governments with different levels’ ownership, and there was almost no private enterprise. Social members were involved in work units, and so they were embedded within the hierarchy administrative system. Work unites took the functions of social resource distribution, and were burdened with great deal of social functions (Li, et als. 1996; Zhou and Yang 2000). In general, urban China took an upside down pyramid-like administrative system, that the upper government controlled almost all socioeconomic resources, made decisions, and pushed forward urban development with a ‘command—obedience’ pattern. 

After China embarked on market-orient reform, large numbers of non-state-owned enterprises were set up. State owned enterprises are becoming independent market entities during economic reform. Enterprises are gradually broking away from the vertical administrative system, and the market system is gradually set up during the process. Marketization leads to the collapse of “Unit Society” (Cao & Chen 1997; Liu 2000), and enterprises unburden the substantial social responsibilities, the most important is that, the work units are waiving the responsibility of social security and housing welfare. Meanwhile, under the background of increasing population immigrants, uprising occupational mobility, exacerbation of unemployment, improving of life quality, citizen’s social demanding is increasing, so that it urgent needs a carrier to take these expansive social functions after economic reform. The traditional vertical government system cannot satisfy the social demands, and an independent social mechanism is urgently needed. Therefore, a social reform is taken place in wakes of economic reform. Large numbers of social organizations are built up, social organizations have more capability to solve social problems and to deal with social affairs, and it is shaping a plural entities network for urban development. The new and evolving urban governance system could be shown in below figure.

Figure -1: The New and Evolving Local Urban Governance Pattern


The local urban governance pattern is changing from vertical administrative pattern toward a civil society based horizonal network pattern. This transition includes some obvious characteristics.

First, the new pattern is different with a simple totalitarian system, it emphasizes plural social strengths, and the counter interactions are much more complicated. Meanwhile, it is a horizonal network structure, different with the previous vertical pyramid structure.

Second, urban development is changing from the “command-obedience” model with upside down advancement to a “consultative Interaction” model.  Enterprises are independent market entity, residents committee is autonomic organizations, and NGOs are taking self-management. There are floating new socioeconomic resources outside the political government system.

Third, citizens were adjunct within work unit before reform, and were object of upside down management. After reform, citizens are adjunct to local community, and are becoming owners of the society. They are more and more positively participating residents committee’s construction and public affairs organized by NGOs.

Fourth, different organizations within the network take different functions to jointly constitute a local governance system, and the relations between different organizations also take changes. (1) Government is not an “almighty government”, and it takes the responsibility of designing macro policies for economic and social development. The power of government is limited, it gives back the responsibility of production to enterprises, and the responsibility of social affairs operation to local community, and such a reform processes are regarded as ‘separation between government and economy ’, ‘separation between government and society’. (2) Enterprises do not take the burden of many social functions as it do in “Unit Society”, they make efforts to produce and circulate products, and they aim to the optimal benefits through market competition. They become self-decision, self-development market entity. They have waived most social responsibilities, and advance social development through donation to social organizations and community involvement. (3) NGOs, sometime called NPOs, are main organizers and providers for dealing with social affairs, and are serving as mediate organizations between government and the public. They are providing professional service, and are supported by public financing, government grant and business donations. (4) Residents committee changes from local government to autonomic local organization, and it will have more function in future development. It helps to express the demanding of local citizens and solve problems collaborating with NGOs.

Fifth, it is constructing a “third sector” based on residents committee and social NGOs. As espressed by Habermas and some other scholars, the third sector, or the public sector, takes more functions outside government and market sector, and the jointly constitutes the structure of modern society.  The “Third Sector” is rising after in urban China after 1980s, while Qin(2001) holds the opinion that the development process of social system in China is different with which occurs in western society. The social development in west countries is to solve shortcoming of state welfare through multi-welfare provision, and is to solve shortcoming of economic liberalization through public communalism. In western countries, the independent social development is based on comparative better operating government and market system. However, the development of “Third Sector” in urban China is based on immature government and market operation. 

2.    Features of urban social reform

The ongoing social reform in urban China consists of three closely related features, including autonomy in local residents committee, development of NGOs, citizen’s participation and volunteering. 

2.1 Autonomy in local residents committee

We could divide the development process of autonomy in local residents committee into 4 phases. (1) 1950-1958, urban resident committee was established throughout the country. (2) 1958-1978, in the background that central government control and “Unit Society”, residents committee gradually extended itself to a derivative tool of government management under the “district – subdistrict - resident committee” administrative system. (3) 1978-1989, with economic reform and collapse of “Unit Society”, demanding for autonomy of residents committee was growing up in context of expansion of social affairs. (4) From 1989 till now, autonomy of residents committee was guaranteed by law, that National People’s Congress enact “law of resident committee in People’s Republic of China” in 1989, some different patterns of autonomy were well practiced in different cities. 

A real question is the autonomy degree of local residents committee is not so much in practice as it is shown in law. Based on the survey in Shanghai, according to its practical operation, 38.4% citizens evaluates residents committee as “government”, 34.9% citizens evaluates the residents committee’s function is “managing residents with empowerment of government”, and only 13.3% citizens agree the residents committee serves as an “autonomic local organization”. Meanwhile, 50.7% residents “do not know the names of residents committee staffs”, 27.5% citizens “just know the name of residents committee staffs but have no contact with them”, and only 7.7% citizens express they are “very familiar with residents committee staffs”.  The reason of low degree of local autonomy lies in that, the residents committee still locates itself inside the administrative “district–subdistrict–resident committee” system, and its main function is to carry out government tasks. It faces dilemma contradictions between upside down government branches and and bottom up residents representative, and it also makes local residents committee heavy burden in practice and shows unclear of its autonomic essence. To improve the local autonomy, it could not be achieved by enhancing residents’ consciousness of independence and self-administration, as many scholars have advocated, it should only be obtained by reforming the traditional urban administrative system, making residents committee out of the 3 level hierarchical system, and reconstructing its autonomic operation at the local bottom level.

Since mid 1990s, there are many reforming explorations on breaking through traditional “district – subdistrict – resident committee” system with focuses on constructing an autonomic resident committee in urban China, these reforming include 3 contents. (1) Reconstruct local resident committee. The “Shenyang Pattern” is comparatively successful that it has built up a local residents conference, community council and community social work assembly. Some similar reform explorations like “ Jianghan Pattern”, “Nanjing Pattern” also have achieved great success. (2) Reconstruct equal relationship between subdistrict and local residents committee. It is the core step to break the vertical pyramid to make residents committee have an independent and equal position collaborating with subdistrict. In Shanghai, government supported professional social workers to carry out public affairs, so that it makes resident committee being able to becoming a self-administrative organization. The relationship and operation method between subdistrict and resident committee is reshaped. (3) Reconstruct relations between residents committee and local resident. It is changing from “manager/be managed” relation toward ‘deputy/client” relation. In 1999, democratic election for local residents committee leaders is pervasively practiced in Shanghai, and there are big progresses in democratic decision-making, democratic administration and public superintendence. These reforms enable residents committee to transform from government representative to autonomic organization. 

2.2 Promoting Development through NGOs

From international experience, it becomes an important trend that the third sector is growing up based on NGOs. Salmon (1999) puts forward the idea that the rapid development of social associations in late 20 century makes a global trend, and its significance might be as important as what the uprising of ethnic nations in late 19 century. The development of NGOs after reform and opening in urban China is not only a kind of response to the global social association development, but also it has its unique background and has its special impetus. During planned economy period in China, the almighty government monopolies all socioeconomic resources. NGOs almost don’t exist, and the very few NGOs serve as substitute organizations of government. After the reform and opening policy was adopted, similar with government’s returning economic resources distribution power to the market, government also empowered social organizations to handling social affairs. NGO’s Development in urban China is the result of interaction of comprehensive forces, such as NGO’s legislation, increasing of social financing and enterprise’s donation, changes of government responsibility, and etc. 

The rapid rise of NGOs (or NPOs) in urban China is of great significance to advancing socioeconomic development. Firstly, they help to solve the difficulties of financing shortage through collecting all kind of socioeconomic resources, e.g. government endowments, enterprises donations, oversea financing, public supports and etc. Secondly, as Osborne and Gaebler (1992) has described in “Reinventing government”, NGO is much closer to citizen, and can provide much cheaper, much effective, and much direct social service. Thirdly, NGOs aim at solving all kinds of public affairs, such as economy, education, depoverty, environment protection, social culture, public sanitation, and so on, those involve almost every aspect of development. In particular, they provide important attention for those disadvantaged population in society, such as laid-off workers, the aged, the disabled, women and children, immigrant population, and etc. Development of NGOs is already not a dispensable force in urban society, it constitutes an important force to keep social equality, to provide social service, to solve social conflicts, and to maintain social stability.

Objectively, most NGOs are highly dependent on government support, and sometime still are imbedded within government administrative system. The author makes categories of NGOs according to their relationship with government into 3 types, those are government organized NGO (GONGO), government sponsored NGO (GSNGO), and pure Civilian NGO (CNGO). With anthropological fieldwork and case studies, the author concludes different characteristics among three types of NGOs, those include their decision making, management, human resources, treasury management, government supporting, non profit condition, measurement facing difficulties, and so on. The differences are shown in below table, and the author suggests we should take different policies for different NGOs, meanwhile, we could also take these three types of NGOs as an evolutionary sequence of NGO’s development in urban society, and could have some implications for better advancing NGO’s development in the future.

Table-1: general comparison of three types of NGOs

	
	GONGO
	GSNGO
	CNGO

	Non-profit
	Very strong 
	Strong
	Weak

	Financing
	Almost all from government
	Plural financing channels
	Mainly from enterprises

	Association management
	Nonstandard
	Standard
	Nonstandard

	Governmen support
	Very strong
	Strong 
	Very weak

	self- development
	Very weak 
	Strong
	Very strong 

	human resources  
	Very weak 
	Strong
	Strong

	Strategy designing
	Very Weak 
	Strong
	Very Strong 

	Inside Management 
	Administrative system
	Committee system
	Board system

	Inside regulations
	Lack 
	Complete
	Very Complete 

	Public participation
	Strong
	Strong
	Weak

	Community integration
	Very strong
	Strong 
	Weak

	Social competition
	Very weak 
	Strong
	Very Strong 

	Measures to difficulties
	Government
	Government / Society
	Market 


There are some common problems existing in external environment and internal operation for NGO’s development in urban China. The problems in external environment include three aspects. Firstly, NGO development confronts lack of relative legislations. As China now is a member of WTO, it faces even more difficulties in lack of necessary regulations for NGO development. Secondly, There are some problems in NGO’s registration and management. Many NGOs cannot be registered in public association bureau for over rigid conditions, so that they have to register themselves as an enterprise in Industrial and Commercial Bureau, which leads to nonstandard management for NGOs. Meanwhile, there is lack of necessary management during NGO’s operation process comparing to the over rigid registration. Thirdly, there is short of social financing for NGO’s programs, and is short of social supervision for NGOs. Public supervision, especially supervision from social media, is still quite weak.

The Problems existing in NGO’s internal operation include following issues. Firstly, NGO’s financial condition is strongly relying on the government. Secondly, government has strong influence and intervention of NGOs, and that weakens self-management of NGOs. Thirdly, most NGOs are in great shortage of human resources, material equipments, and etc., especially professional staffs are urgently needed. Fourthly, the management institutions inside NGO are very incomplete. Fifthly, great efforts are needed to conduct to improve capacity construction of NGOs, including making strategic designing and competitive development strategy in the future. In general, these external difficulties and internal shortcomings show NGOs in urban China are still very closely influenced by governmental administrative system at present. NGOs’ development constitutes the key issue of social reform in urban China, and it is of great significance to properly dealing with the relations among NGOs, government and enterprises. Government should take the function as a macro-manager, NGOs should become an independent social entity and the society should keep the function of supervising and supporting NGO’s development. These jointly construct an overall framework for NGO’s development in urban China.

2.3 Citizen’s Participation and Volunteering

Modern social development advocates participatory development. It calls for citizen’s public decision and democratic administration, and that is an important feature to show the social development degree. Volunteering activity is the most important pattern for citizen’s participation, and it shows people’s consensus on public benefit and social responsibility. Volunteering is the service provided by citizens who are voluntary to contribute personal time and energy without salary to benefit the others and to improve social welfare. Volunteering springs up rapidly in urban society after late 1980s. It consists of two main groups, one is community based voluntary service, which is organized by community service department of government’s Civil Affair Bureau, and is linked closely with local communities. The other is youth volunteering, which is organized by the Communist Youth League. Besides these, the Labor Union, some social associations also have their volunteers and volunteer activity. International volunteers are also growing up significantly.  Citizens’ participation takes the community as its main field, and constitutes main forces for NGOs’ development. The importance of citizen’s participation to social development has been widely accepted by government and scholars so far. 

Citizens’ participation and volunteering are still very limited at present. We conducted a community development survey early this year in Shanghai
. Based on the survey, it shows a low motivation for citizen’s participation. 17.2% residents think community participation is very necessary and are willing to participate, and only 3.4% residents practically participate volunteering activity in the community. 56% residents express they are willing to participate community activity if there is a good social organization method, and the service activity is necessary. Other 6.1% residents show very little interest to community participation. 

According to the table below, we have examined some factors influencing to community participation. Age has a negative influence, that shows young people have more social responsibility than the elders. Education and income have a negative impact to participation motivation. Social factors, including community conditions, community consciousness, residents social relations, efficiency of community organizations, have much more influence to people’s participation motivation than individual factors, so that we might make a conclusion that it will greatly improve citizen’s participation motivation through making a good community environment, enhancing social communication among residents, strengthening residents reliability to community, and so on.

Table-2: Citizen’s participation and influencing factors

	
	Correlation coefficient
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	N

	Age
	-0.112*
	0.012
	497

	Gender
	0.092*
	0.039
	500

	Education
	-0.045
	0.331
	474

	Monthly Income
	-0.075
	0.133
	407

	Community Life Environment
	0.176**
	<0.001
	495

	Community Consciousness
	0.180**
	<0.001
	485

	Residents’ Social Relations
	0.103*
	0.021
	501

	Efficiency of Community  Organization
	0.282**
	<0.001
	478


*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

At present, there are still many problems existing in advancing citizens’ participation and volunteering in urban Shanghai. (1) Volunteering is organized by government. Government takes upside down procedures to enroll volunteers, and to organize volunteer activities. It distorts the essence and understanding of citizen’s participation. (2) It is an obscure definition of volunteering activity, and that constrains the deepening for its future development. (3) The contents of volunteering activity are too simple so far, mainly include community cleaning, aged care and public safety. Volunteering has not closed related with different aspects of public affairs. (4) Underdevelopment of NGOs makes it difficult to organize volunteering activities, and difficult to produce community leaders through public participation. In the future, it needs more construction to advance citizens participation and volunteering activity, and it will helpful to shape the consciousness on contribution and social responsibility in local society.

3.     Problems during Social Reform and Institutional Breakthrough
Although we are optimistic to see above-mentioned progresses in social development, local urban society is still at the turning point during social transition, that is, the traditional vertical administrative pattern still exists, and the new civil society based local urban management pattern has not been built up. Practically, the current urban social is taking place inside the vertical  “district – subdistrict – resident committee” administrative system, and it has the characteristic as “government builds up the society”. Some scholars call the process as  “Local Power Construction”, or “Administrative Community Construction” (Zhu 1997). However, the question lies in, how the society growing up within the traditional pyramid system could break through vertical structure, and how a upside down reform could lead to a bottom up success in the end. It is also difficult to produce socioeconomic resources outside the traditional political administrative system during a reform within it. This logic contradiction will inevitably lead to some problems during urban social reform.

3.1 Transition Problems during Social Reform

(1) There are contradictions between strengthening local government and increasing local autonomy. The current local urban development advocates “two levels of government, and 3 levels administrative”, that is, strengthening the power of local government to improve its capacity of distributing socioeconomic resources. In some cities like Shanghai, the government also advocates the concept of “the fourth level operation”, that is to strengthen the power of resident committee to deal with government tasks. It is obvious the transformation of power structure is still under the vertical administrative system, and it does no naturally lead to development of local society, and as a result, the subdistrict and even the resident committee are strengthening their roles as local governments. Residents committee are burdened with too much government tasks, and it greatly weakens the autonomy effectiveness and deviates its autonomy target.

(2) There are dilemmas between NGO’s development and governmental intervention. With limited socioeconomic resources outside government administrative system, NGO’s development strongly relies on socioeconomic resources from government, and it usually leads to the over interventions from government. An obvious example is that NGO’s development is strongly constrained Bian Zhi, which is a typical concept in planned society to determine how many standard staffs a NGO could have. Most NGOs have no Bian Zhi or just one or two Bian Zhi. As Bian Zhi is linking to government financial support and connection to social security system, so that Bian Zhi constrains most NGOs to enroll professional staffs, to design and to practice an effective development strategy, those all weakens the capacities of NGOs.

(3) There are contradiction and blurring between volunteering activity and government organizing. There is an obvious characteristic that government organize volunteering activity in local urban areas, for example, there is a demanding from Chinese Civil Affairs Ministry (1995) to make the proportion of volunteer in community to obtain 1%, and more than 80% volunteers should provide two times volunteering service in every month. Different cities also have different tasks for volunteering, and take it as a criterion for work assessment. Local government pays a lot attention to organize volunteering activity, and it distorts the essence of volunteer objectively.

(4) There are confusions of advancing community development. Community development under administrative framework is always transforming to local government construction. In practice, local government is still confused that community means residents committee or subdistrict area, or it means an area smaller than subdistrict and larger than local resident committee. Therefore, community development usually ends with a pure name, or to make community as administrative unit and it leads to expansion of government.

The current urban reform could be regarded as reform with traditional institutions. The current “Administrative Community Construction” process within the framework of vertical “district – subdistrict –resident committee” pyramid constrains social reform, and it has the risk of integrating local society within the governmental administrative system. 

3.2 Institutional Breakthrough with Community Development

The successful urban social reform should make the transition from traditional vertical administrative pattern to the civil society based local urban management pattern. To make the transition and to achieve the institutional breakthrough, we should advance social reform with another framework of adjusting the relations between government and society. The reform could not accomplish its target through transferring power within traditional administrative structure. It could only be achieved through separating government and society, and constructing an independent social system through bottom up community development.

To separate government and society, it means government should retract its administrative power, and empowers enterprises and social NGOs to deal with concrete business and public affairs. The local government needs not strengthen the power, but weaken the power and strengthen the power of social organizations. Government should just take the responsibility of administrative management and macro-policy decision, and it needs great development of autonomy in residents committee and social NGOs to carry out social responsibilities. To advance community development, it means to make institutional breakthrough with bottom up community development. All NGOs, enterprises, residents jointly participate in community affairs, make self-management and self-development, and government, including its extension department subdistrict, should just take the responsibility of guidance and consultative.  

To separate government and society, and to construct a system of community based social development, the key issue here is how far the government is willing to relax its control and to give the administrative power to the community, that is also the essence of social reform, and it determines whether government serves the function of pushing forward social reform or hampering it. Meanwhile, the related issue is whether the administrative power transferring should be the first step, or the development of civil society be the first? Practically, these two processes are integrated as a whole, the social reform needs to push forward reforms in political and social structure simultaneously, and to explore to construct an independent community based social development system in local urban China.
Some approaches are needed to discuss and practice to advance urban community development in China. For example, community center should be designed according to population density, regional scope and community functions. There should be some difference for community development system in metropolitan cities and middle-scaled cities. It needs to take approaches to reconstruct organization structure of community center. It should have a functional separation between government and community center. The municipal government needs to have more maneuverability to follow a different course of local development and growth than that preferred by the central government. It needs to reform “city – district – subdistrict” government management structure, which will also involves a great deal of legislation reforms, and so on.

Before reform and opening policy is taken, urban development takes a pattern of almighty government, and the government covers all the economic and social fields. After reform, a new civil society based local urban management system is emerging with characteristics of public participation, autonomic decision, democratic consultation and self-development. Economic reform pushes forward social reform, and it is shaping a modern urban governance structure with 3 independent pillars of government, market and society. Economic reform has already taken the first step, and the social reform is still at the important turning point. The ongoing of social reform, its significance will be proved by history not less than the economic reform begins from late 1970s. We have the confidence that, a continuous social development in local urban community, accompanied by the market-oriented economic reform and political reform, will make the urban China getting out of traditional political administrative system shaped in planned economy, and will lead urban China toward a modern society. 
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� This survey is three levels randomly sampled. First, we selected 4 districts in metropolitan Shanghai. Second, in every district, we selected 5 local communities. Third, we randomly sample 30 households to conduct interview in every community. The final database includes 517 valid cases. 
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