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Institutional Innovation at the Grassroots Level:
Two Case Studies

Joseph Fewsmith

The emergence of new inditutionsout of the old Leninist ingitutionsof
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is critical if the CCP is to trandorm
itself from atraditiond Leninist paty, exercising highly concentrated
authonty and nobilizing popuétions to amore modean, adlministrative
paty that (largely) follows procedures and adheres to rules. Efforts in this
direction ae dowly reshaping power a thelocal level in China Although
thar success is far from guaanteed, these efforts have the potential to
reduce socia conflict and make local govenance more effective. In the
interest of better understanding the transformation of local govenance,
this article looksa two ingances of inditutiond innovaion: the“one
mechanism, three trandormations’ adopied in Handan, Hebe Province,
and the “permanent representative system” as adopted in Ya an, Schuan
Province.

There is an enomousliterature in poltical science abouthowingitutionsbehave and
change the“new inditutiondism,” in its variousforms, has contributed hugdy to our
undestanding of politics.! But thereis very little on howinstitutionsare created; indeed,
many commentators note this dearth and nove on, as there really is notmuch to say in
this regard. And the notion of “path dependency,” which is frequently invoked in the
study ofinditutions seems difficult to goply in aplace that is changing as rapidly as
China But China, precisely because it is rapidly changing, sems an idedl place to gudy
the emergence of inditutions

Thereis, of course, much talk about“ingitutiondization” in the Chinafield these
days, both in Chinaand anong foreign obgrvers of China The Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) itself called for “ingitutiondization, sandadization, and proceduralization”
(zhiduhua, guianhua, tiengxuhug a the 16t Party Congress. Observers differ
dramatically in ther gppraisals of Chind s ingitutiond development. This is notthe place
for an oveall evaluation of ingitutiondization in China, butrather for looking & specific
case studies that can let us beter undestand the sort of ingitutiond innovdionstha are
going on n Chinaat thelocal level.

“One Mechanism, Three Transformations”

In 1999, he county-level city of Wu’an, subardinae to Handan municipality in southern
Heba Province, selected party secretaries for the 22 townshipsand 502 vilagesin
Wu’'an. The following year, the villages undetook thar fifth round ofelections ther first
unde the“Organic Law for Village Committees’ (Nongmn welyuanhuizuzhi fa),
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promulgaed in 1998, vhich revised and made more democratic the eection procedures
first outined in the organic law for trial use tha had been promulgaed in 1988. The new
regulationsreflected a growing popuér consciousess across the county, induding in
Handan, butclashed with the authoritarian methods party cadres had traditiondly applied
in Wu’'an and many other localities. Indeed, the new regulationsaso dashed with the
“CCP Regulationson he Organization of Grassroots Work in Rural Areas’ (Zhongguo
gongdhiandang nongan jiceng a1zhi gongzio tiaoli), dso promulgaed in 1998, vinich
emphasized the authority of party secretaries. Thus, the sSage was set for conflict.

When the dectionsfor village committees took place in 2000, Wi'an made no
effort to encourage village paty secretaries to run for village head (the idea of paty
secretaries running & village heads combining thetwo chief offices at thevillage level—
known asyi jian tao, or “oneshoulde pole”—has been encouraged in many areas of the
county to reduce friction beween village committees and paty committees). There was
obvioudy tenson in Wu'an. When the election results came in, it was gppaent tha over
hdf of dl village committee cadres had los thar pods. Of the 1,900 nevly elected
village committee members, more than 1,000were unde theage of 35, $gnding a
rejection ofthe old leadership and therise of a new generation. & more concern to the
CCP, 480 nevly dected committee members (nearly 25 pe&cent) were not members of
the CCP. In the502 vilages unde WU’ an city, there were 102 rewly eected village
headswho were not members of the CCP. Immediately, as in other areas, newly dected
village heads claimed a mandae and began to dash with village paty secretaries.

Conflict in Wu’an, asin many aeas, revolved around tural finances. Over hdf of
the pditionsreceived by Wu'an’s Letters and Visits Office accused village cadres of
finanda malfeasance or unfair management of public affairs. Conflict broke outin
Paihui Village when thelocal paty secretary, in an dfort to increase collective income,
ordered the sale of idle materials a the village steel factory. Tragically, in the course of
dismantling the material, there was an accident in which onepeasonwas killed and
another injured. The village secretary sold the scrap material for 50,000 yan, butpad
100,000 yur in compensation for the death and injury. Of course, hewanted the village
to make up heextra 50,00 yuan. But hehad notconaulted the village committee before
deciding on dsmantling and lling the scrap, 0 the village committee argued that the
secretary had acted on hs own and it was not thevillage s responsbility.?

These sorts of conflicts were notrare in Wu'an (or across Ching); more than 10
percent of the villages there were judged “chaotic” or “difficult” (luanain, nanain).® So
it was notjug amatter of solving oneconflict in onevillage

In March 2000, he Wu’an leadership sent people to sudy @mndtionsin 23
villages where the relations beween the party committee and the village committee were
tense. The party committee quickly concluded:*

After the appearance of direct dectionsfor village committees, viewed

from the paspective of deep levels, it was a problem of the old village

leadership system, work regulations and decision-making gyle conflicting

with ruling the country according o law, the acceleration of democratic

condrudtion, and the unpgrecedented development of the democratic

congiousess of the masses unde the new circumstances. Thefact that

the fundionsof the village committee and the party branch were notclear,

thar relationsare not smooth, the work lacks democracy, there is little
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trangparency in handling things the supavision of the masses lacks force,
etc., is directly relevant, but the mog basic reason for thetense relationsis
tha the opeaationd mechanism of work in the countrysideis serioudy
backward and is not gppropriate to the paty’s leadership methodsin
villages and the style of aruling paty.

TheWu’an paty committee dso sent agroup b Shandong 6 dudy tha
province' s experience with “joint meetingsof thetwo committees’ (liangwel
lianxhui). In April, the paty committee called together the Organization
Department, rural work department, people’s congress, the civil afairs office, the
work committee (gong wei), and thejudicial office to discuss howto resolve the
conflicts. Findly, in May, the Wu’an City Organization Bureau produced a
doaument laying outprovisiond regulationscalled the “Standard management
method for the ‘one mechanism and three trandormations in thetwo committees
in villages” and beyan to implement it on atrial basis. After revision, it was
formally promulgated in December 2001°

Local innovaion received apowerful pus from thetop ofthe system
when Guone dongti gingyang (Domestic trends draft), a highly restricted
publication generated by the XinhuaNews Agency for thetop leadership,
published areport on WU’ an’s experiment in its 19 Bnuay 2001 @ition. Aweek
later, on 26 dnuay, CCP genga secretary Hu Jntao wrote a note (pishi) on his
copy ofthereport, indructing peple to serioudy sum up eperiences, resolve
existing pioblems, and pefect the opeating mechanism of village self-
govanment unde the leadership of the party branch. Shortly thereafter, Yu
Yunyao, dguty head of the Central Organization Department, indructed the
Hebe provinda organization bueau to carry outHu Jntao’s indructions On 28
April 2001 he Heba Organization Work Bulletin disseminated the modd of the
“onemechanism, three trandormations’ throughaut the province, and on D dune
2001 he Central Organization Department issued Document 29, pomoting the
system throughoutthe county.®

Whatls “ One Mechanism, Three Trandormations' ?

The*onemechanism” refers to the “operationd mechanism of village self-
govanment beng unde the leadership of the paty branch.” In this sense, the
“onemechanism, three trandormations’ system reaffirmed the leading role of the
paty committee and paty secretary at thevillagelevel. The new regulations
explicitly confirmed the authority of the village party secretary as the “number
onehand” (yiba shou);” to have doneotherwise would have condituted apdiitical
revolution in Chinds countyside Indeed, this reaffirmation was intended to
attenude challenges coming from village heads by letting them know that if push
came to shove the system would back the paty secretary.

Even as the new regulationsbolstered the authority of the party secretary,
they subjected him or hea to new checks and bdances that consderably reduced
theroomfor thearbitrary exercise of power. The*“three trandormations’'—the



Fewsmith, China Leadership Monitor, No. 18

standadization ofthework of the paty branch, the legdization of village self-
govanment, and the adoption of procedures for democratic supervision—have
attracted the attention of observers. It is these changes tha make the postion of
the“numbe one hand” unde this system different than the “number one hand” of
old.

Thecritica link is the establishment of a“joint conference of thevillage
paty branch and thevillage committee” (cun danghibu yu aun welyuanhuilianx
huiyi), which draws on e experience of Shandorg. According o theregulations
“Thejoint conference of the two committees is the mos important form of
decision meking & thevillagelevel, and it has awideranging function of
decision making. Thejoint conference is composed of dl members of thevillage
paty branch and the village committee. The nunber attending mus be more than
hdf of thos digible to atend. The conference is called by and presided over by
the paty secretary. Normally, [a conference] should becalled ornce amonth,
though t can becalled on an ad hocbasis if work demandsit.”®

Wha this joint conference does, of course, isto open up vilage affairsto
thewhole paty committee (not jus the paty secretary) and, more important, to
the dected representatives of thevillagers. Unde this system, decision meking
mus be more open and more indusve.

At the same time, resporsibility over finanda affairs—the point of
contention in many villages—has been divided into three bodies: the paty
committee, the village committee, and thevillagefinanda affairs small group
(licai xiaoau). The three groupscheck and bdance oneanother. Moreover, as the
“onemechanism, three trandormations’ were implemented, Handan implemented
the*village accouning ayency system” (nongcun kuaiji weituo dali zhi), unde
which accounts are kept at the township level. The villages no longe keep
accouniants butonly an assistant accountnt.® Such mechanisms make corruption
and the arbitrary use of fundsmuch more difficult.*

The Development of the Permanent Representation System in
Ya’an, Sichuan Province

A previousaticlein CLM looked a the changrenzhi, or pemanent representation
system, in the Taizhou aea of Zhgjiang Rovince, paticularly the Jaojiang
District, oneof thefirst placesin Chinato implement the system.™* That article
looked primarily a theimplementation of the changrenzhi there, and less at the
impetusfor innovdion. Recent information on he implementation d the
changrenzni in Ya an dty, Schuan, gives afuller picture of the process of
innovdion a well as theissues raised by implementation.

The stimulusfor innovdion in Schuan semmed directly from the poor
showing ofleading cadres who ae party members in the township and village
electionsin late 2001 n the Ya an area, which ha been on teforefront of reform
efforts. At tha time, theYa an City Organization Depatment promoted the
“public recommendation, pubic eection” (gongui gongxan) systeminthe1,110
villages unde the 174 bwnshipsin Ya an. Thegongii gongransystemis a
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system of “inne-party democracy” tha expandsthe number of people involved in
selecting paty leaders, including paty secretaries and oher leading cadres, a the
village and ownship levels. At the same time, Ya an promoted the so-called sa
elections(haixuan) for village heads Under the haixuan system, anyonecan be
nominaed &s village head. Theresult was tha 64 township-leading cadres, 181
village paty secretaries, and 215 vilage headslog their dections™ Tha isa
turove rate of beween 10 and 20 pecent at different levels, suggesting
congderable popubr dissatisfaction with local governance. Oneresult was the
ingallation of agroup ofrelatively younge cadres who hal more of a popuar
base and were willing o carry outfurther reform.

That reform started with thetrial implementation of the pamanent
representative system in Beijiao township in Yucheng District of Ya an in Augug
2002. On the basis of this experiment, Ya an promoted the changrenzhi more
widdy in thefall asthetime for selecting nev paty ddegaes was approaching.
This was aso thetime of the 16th Party Congress in Beijing, which endorsed
inne-party democracy and thereform of the party congress system. Central to
Ya an’s implementation ofthe changrenzhi was the direct dection of paty
representatives, something that did notoccur in Jaojiang District, Taizhou.

Direct Election of Representatives

Ya an slected two places to implement the changrenzni, Yucheng District, a
more urbanized, wealthier place with more party members (13,677) and Rongjing
County, arural area with fewer paty members (5,456), and weaker party
branches. In Yucheng District, it was deermined tha there would be150 party
representatives for the first 10,000 paty members and oneadditiond
representative for each 100 paty members above tha number, giving atotal of
186 epresentatives. In Rongjing County, it was determined tha there would be
160 paty representatives for thefirst 5,000 paty members and oneadditiond
representative for each additiond 100 paty members, for atotal of 164
representatives. Nominaionsfor paty representative took plce in three ways:
self-nominaion, joint peition of 10 ormore party members, and recommendation
by the paty organization a therelevant level. The eectoral unit was the paty
branch.™

Thereis no quetion tha in the selection of party representatives, the
changrenzhi achieved ore of its gods—incareasing paty member involvement. In
Yucheng District, 1,380people—12 pecent of all paty membersin the district—
were nomnaed as representatives. 764 by €lf-nomindion, 376 by petion, and
240 by paty recommendation. In Rongjing County, 736 were nomnated, 13
percent of total paty members and 4.4 tmes the number of postionsavailable.
All 82 dectoral districtsin Yucheng hal direct eectionsfor representatives.
Perhgps because of the weaker party sructure in Rongjing, onl four of the 32
electoral units had direct elections the others were indirect.**

In Yucheng District, acombination of voting by cret ballot and
examinaion of credentials (potential representatives had to meet criteria
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regarding age, education, and work experience, anong other things reduced the
number of candidaes to 242 “preparatory candidaes’ (houxuanren yubea
renxuan) for the 186 pogtions—30 pecent more candidates than postions
Rongjing County aso winnowed thefield to 241,45 pecent more than the
number of podtionsavailable. The credentials of preparatory candidaes were
then scrutinized by heelection mmmission. In the case of Yucheng District, two
were found b beunquaified, and they were replaced by hos who hed the next
highest vote totals in thar eectoral units.

Thenext gep was to pos candidates names pubicly for three days. In
Y ucheng District, no rgjor problems were discovered and the candidates were
declared “formal candidates’ (zhengshi houuanren). In Rongjing County,
however, the paty secretary of Miaogang Village was accused of having a
“supeficial and hrowy” style of work as well as eating and diinking excessively
and beng arogant. Theelection mmmission found he charges difficult to
subdgantiate and did notdisqudify him from the eection.

At the meeting that formally eected the delegaes, to which dl paty
members were invited, the candidates each hal to give a three-minute speech.
Leading cadres paticipaed in the dection a ordinay paty members,; speeches
were given in the order of the nunber of strokes in the candidates’ surnames.

Theresult was tha six leading cadres, induding the paty secretary of
Miaogang, failed to ge elected. In aprovision tha gppaently soughtto save face
(and o avoid difficult issues aboutwhether aleading cadre who failed to get
elected could continueto srvein his or he postion), such loang andidates were
still dlowed to atend the paty congress as “specia representatives.” But six
months after the dection, the Organization Department organized gecia pollsin
thelogng @ndidaes’ districts; failure to achieve the suppot of two-thirds of
paty members would mean loss of postion—asiit did for the Miaogang Village
paty secretary.’

Thefirst annud meeting ofthe new party representatives convened in
Yucheng District 29-31 December 2002. h thethree-day course of this meeting,
representatives raised 46resolutions 23 ofwhich dealt with paty-building work
of onekind oranother.*® This was unprecedented. Party representative meetings
previoudy were solely for the pumpo< of ratifying pe'sonnéd decisionsconcerning
the compostion of the paty committee a tha level. At aminimum, the scope of
involvement in paty affairs had been dgnificantly expanded, though t was, of
course, far from beng democratic in any Western sense.

At the second annual meeting ofthe Yucheng District paty
representatives, three nev committees were established: an ingpection wmmittee,
awork committee, and a policy advisory committee. The ingpection @mmmittee
was chosen throughacha’e dection ha is, onewith more candidaes than pogs)
of representatives who were themselves noton hedistrict paty committee or
disciplineingpection mmmission. Members of the party committee and discipline
ingpection ammmission who received more than 30 percent negaive votes and
were deemed urfit for office by the district sanding cmmittee would beasked to
resign voluntarily. Those who received more than 20 pecent negdive votes two
years in auccession were subject to recall.
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As might be expected, there was congderable controversy in Ya an aout
the establishment of this ingpection mmmission. After dl, the party dready has a
disciplineingpection ommission. Butit has long keen recognized that discipline
ingpection mmmissionsat dl levels have avery difficult time supavising the
work of party committees at the same level. Establishing the new committee was
intended to fill this ggp. Thefact tha party representatives are chosen in amore
democratic fashion, rom the botom up, mght give such acommittee more
freedom But paty members are dways subject to paty discipline (and pehaps
other forms of pressure), so we will have to e if thisingitutiond innovadion
proves meaningful.*’

Problems

One problem with the changrenzhi as it has been implemented in Ya an and
elsawhere is tha the proportion ofleading cadres among paty representatives
hoveas around 60 6 70 percent. This, of course, enaures tha the paty
representatives will not become too indgoendent, but at the same time it undecuts
the pumpose of the changenzhi, nanely to beter supevise the exercise of
authority. It dso undemines the ability of the party representatives to develop
expetise; by mmparison, he people' s congresses at variouslevels have greater
speciaization.

Thechangenzi isintended to changethe relationship baween the
standing committee, the whole committee, and the paty representatives, giving
thelatter greater authority to supevise theformer two. But how much authority?
For ingance, should paty representatives have the authority to goprovethe
appointments and removals of cadres? If they had this authority, the paty
representatives would become quite powerful, o there is inevitably acontest in
different localities to work outthe bdance of power anong diferent party bodies.

Similarly, if the party representatives are to exercise meaningful
supevision and gprova of pasonnéd appointments, there needsto bea
permanent organ, such as astanding cmmittee. At the present time, some
localities have established “party representative liaison offices” (dangdabiao
lianluo bangongsi), butthese are usudly located in an oveworked sction ofthe
paty’s organization department and notas a separate office. Without sufficient
size and independence, it is difficult for these offices to do nuch.*®

Implications

Theimmediate cause for inditutiond innovaionin Handan was direct conflict
between the village paty secretaries and their village chiefs. Each claimed
legitimacy unde adifferent set of rules. Under these circumstances, the
involvement of township and daty officials was inevitable. Asit turned out there
was much highe involvement as even Hu dntao and Yu Yunya intervened. The
result uphed the centrality of the party secretary, but condructed an ingitutiond
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framework tha in fact involved the village chief and village committee. New
inditutiond rules were developed for decision meking and depswere taken to
make local finance open—and outof the handsof village leaders.

In Ya an, there clearly were soda tensonsand aloss of faith in thelocal
paty leaders. Although he sources available do ot say so explicitly, the desire of
theloca paty leadership to promote reform is gpparent in therelatively far-
reaching measures that were taken, such as direct election of party representatives
and theindstence tha leading cadres paticipae in these eectionswithoutspecial
privileges (such as being identified as leading cadres or having their names listed
first). Of course, it can be presumed tha mog paty members voting would know
who was and was notaleading cadre, and the nunber of leading cadres elected as
paty representatives—some 60 © 70 pecent—suggests that there was no threat
tha these dectionswould run outof control of the local organization department.
Neverthdess, there clearly was an efort to increase the paticipaion of party
membesin local afairs, to subject leading cadres to amore open process, and
mog significantly to develop ingitutionsthat would shift power away from the
number oneleader and hisinne circle.

These inditutiond innovationssuggest real pressures on local paty
organizationsto develop ingitutiond mechanismstha will re-legitimize the paty
in the eyes of local citizensand local paty members. There clearly isaneed to
curb the arbitrary exercise of power and o develop the sort of feedback and
supeavisory mechanisms tha will dlow the date a highe levels to bdter monitor
its local agents. At the same time, the intengve involvement of highe levels of
the paty makes clear that the sort of inditutiond innovdion tha is occurring is
notsmply abotom-up pocess. The party a higher levelsis carefully designing
and nonitoring these innovdionsto make sure that they do notthreaten paty
control, even as the innovaionsthemselves are changing me of the Leninist
features of thelocal paty organization.
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