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This project studies the issue of accountability
mechanism, civic engagement and bureaucratic
responsiveness in the performance management of local
government agencies in China. Through the case
studies of Wuhan and Guangzhou, this study finds that
China does attempt to establish a public
accountability mechanism without democracy and this
has really helped improve public service quality.
However, the findings also indicate the limits of
this administrative reform. First of all, this reform
1s confined to the frontline government agencies for
service delivery (including law enforcement
agencies). The high-level decision-making bodies are
excluded. Second, the establishment of the public
accountability mechanism is mainly aimed to
strengthen vertical bureaucratic accountability,

1.e., strengthening the ability of the Chinese
Communist Party to monitor government agencies, So
the power of public monitoring is conditional. Third,
as a result, bureaucratic responsiveness to the
public i1s based on the authority and policy of local
leaders. Hence, when the frontline bureaucracy is
really responsive to the public, the latter just
plays the instrument of monitoring for the top state
leaders. Whenever this monitoring goes beyond the



jurisdiction of the authority of the frontline
bureaucracy, the degree of the responsiveness will be

discounted.

#~ M4t . performance management, public accountability, local
government in China, bureaucratic responsiveness,

civic engagement
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Abstract

This project studies the issue of accountability mechanism, civic engagement and bureaucratic responsiveness
in the performance management of local government agencies in China. Through the case studies of Wuhan
and Guangzhou, this study finds that China does attempt to establish a public accountability mechanism
without democracy and this has really helped improve public service quality. However, the findings also
indicate the limits of this administrative reform. First of all, this reform is confined to the frontline
government agencies for service delivery (including law enforcement agencies). The high-level
decision-making bodies are excluded. Second, the establishment of the public accountability mechanism is
mainly aimed to strengthen vertical bureaucratic accountability, i.e., strengthening the ability of the Chinese
Communist Party to monitor government agencies, so the power of public monitoring is conditional. Third, as
a result, bureaucratic responsiveness to the public is based on the authority and policy of local leaders. Hence,
when the frontline bureaucracy is really responsive to the public, the latter just plays the instrument of
monitoring for the top state leaders. Whenever this monitoring goes beyond the jurisdiction of the authority of
the frontline bureaucracy, the degree of the responsiveness will be discounted.

Keywords: performance management, public accountability, local government in China, bureaucratic
responsiveness, civic engagement
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How far is bureaucratic responsiveness established in local China?
Building of half-baked responsiveness in Wuhan

Bennis Wai Yip So
Associate Professor, Dept. of Public Administration
National Chengchi University, Taiwan

Abstract

In the 2000s, the Chinese Communist Party announced to establish a service-oriented and responsible government in

China. It marked the ruling party’s attempt to transform the party-state apparatus into a sort of “responsive government.”
Without substantial democratization, it implies such a government will be realized by the establishment of “bureaucratic

responsiveness.” How far is it possible for the party state to form such a horizontal accountability mechanism without

democracy? This paper is to evaluate the effort by a case study of government-citizen interaction in an online platform

of Wuhan: Work Style On-line. Through a content analysis of dialogues between government agencies and citizens,

which is framed by the concepts of “bureaucratic responsiveness” developed by G. H. Saltzstein and “responsive

administration” of the OECD, this paper will argue that the local government is really establishing “bureaucratic

responsiveness,” but it is a type of half-baked responsiveness caused by disengagement of top bureaucrats and

higher-level governments from public accountability, and lack of social trust and reciprocity.

In the 2000s, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) announced to establish a “service-oriented and responsible”
government in China. It marked the ruling party’s attempt to transform the party-state apparatus into a sort of
“responsive government.” However, without substantial democratization, it implies such a government will be realized
by the establishment of “bureaucratic responsiveness.” How far is it possible for the party state to form such a horizontal
accountability mechanism without democracy? This paper is to evaluate the recent effort of Wuhan, in central China, to
promote the government responsiveness to the public. This paper further gauges the responsiveness by a qualitative and
guantitative content analysis of government-citizen interaction in an online platform of Wuhan: Work Style On-line
(WSOL). This study should help reflect the current situation of bureaucratic problems in Communist China. The
following sections will first review the concept of bureaucratic responsiveness in the western democratic context. And
then its applicability to China will be justified and elaborated. Finally, this paper zeroes in on the recent effort of
building up a responsive government in Wuhan, as a case to evaluate the implications behind the government act.
Concept of bureaucratic responsiveness revisited

There is a long-lasting debate over the issue of a proper role of bureaucracy in a democracy. In a representative
democracy, traditionally, the bureaucracy is an instrument of elected officials to execute the policies these public
representatives make. Bureaucrats are supposed to be only accountable to the elected officials. In other words,
bureaucratic responsiveness refers to a vertical line of accountability through an upward hierarchical chain. There is no
need for the frontline bureaucracy to be directly accountable to the public. This notion goes hand in hand with the

politics/administration dichotomy and the requirement of neutral competence of the bureaucracy. However, as early as



in the 1940s, the seminal debate between Friedrich and Finer revealed a different viewpoint that the bureaucracy should
be directly responsive to “popular sentiment,” where Friedrich advocated that bureaucratic policies should be adopted
“regarding for existing preferences in the community, and more particular its prevailing majority” (Friedrich, 1940: 12),
whereas Finer (1941: 336) maintained the traditional notion that “the servants of the public are not to decide their own
course; they are to be responsible to the elected representatives of the public; and these are to determine the course of
action of the public servants to the most minute degree that is technically feasible.”

As Saltzstein (1985) indicated, therefore, there are two types of bureaucratic responsiveness: to elected officials
and to the public. The latter manifested itself in the US after the World War 11, as the representativeness of the elected
Congress was challenged and the idea of representativeness of the bureaucracy was raised (Long, 1952). The New
Public Administration (NPA) movement in the 1970s further legitimized the independent representational role of the
bureaucracy. The New Public Management (NPM) reform from the 1980s onwards, albeit in a different standpoint from
the NPA, further materialized the direct responsiveness of the bureaucracy by marketization and business-like reform
measures.

Besides “responsiveness to whom,” as Saltzstein (1985) suggested, “to what” and “in what form” are two other
elements of the responsiveness we have to address. According to the Oxford dictionary, “responsive” means “reacting
quickly and in a positive way.” Dictionary.com defines “responsive” as “responding especially readily and
sympathetically to appeals, efforts, influences, etc.” Hence, “responsiveness to the public” can be considered as a
capability to react quickly and positively to public needs. But what do the “public needs” mean (i.e., the issue of “to
what”)? Whatever preferences expressed by the public, or public interest judged by bureaucrats? The former is a
“preference satisfaction” approach or a “consumer” model; the latter is a “professional judgment of needs” approach
(Sharp, 1981). For the former, there exist conflicting, majority and minority preferences among the public; there exist
preferences in conflict with technical knowledge (Mladenka, 1981), so how should bureaucrats react to concurrent
different and infeasible preferences? For the latter, the reaction may do good for the “interests” of a designated
population rather than act as their “desires” (Saltzstein, 1985). It marks the representativeness of bureaucrats to address
public problems independently and may become a way to solve the dilemma of conflicting and infeasible public
preferences.

In addition, bureaucrats can be responsive to the public in many ways (i.e., the issue of “in what form”). This is
concerned with the degree of responsiveness. This ranges from the lowest-level degree in terms of willingness to

listening to citizen voices and providing information, to the mid-level degree in terms of making effort to deal with the


http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/respond

citizen demands, and to the highest-level degree in terms of successfully dealing with the demands (modified from
Verba and Nie, 1972). These can be reduced to three types of response: 1) communication response; 2) action response;
3) outcome satisfactory response.

For the communication response, Strivers (1994) noted that responsiveness begins with listening. A good listening
ability can promote “openness, respect for difference, and reciprocity.” “The practice of skillful listening can help
administrators evolve toward a form of responsiveness that supports both democratic accountability and administrative
effectiveness” (p. 367) Providing information, as suggested by an OECD report, can enhance the “comprehensibility of
the administrative system” - a dimension of a responsive administration - that can make clients better understand how
the administration works and who is responsible for what. As a result, clients can hold definite officials or departments
responsible (OECD, 1987).

The action response refers to the action-taking of government officials to address the issues/demands of clients.
Sharing the concepts of Schumaker (1975), it may refer to “agenda responsiveness” and “policy responsiveness” where
the government officials are willing to put the issues on the agenda and then adopt legislation or policy as a substantial
response. In this regard, a higher degree of response is to adopt the preference or suggestion of the clients. This actually
engages the participation of clients — that is also an element of a responsive administration (OECD, 1987).

To satisfy the needs of clients is the most important dimension of responsive administration (OECD, 1987), but
action-taking does not ensure a satisfactory policy outcome. To make an outcome satisfactory response, this depends on
to what extent a policy is really implemented, so-called “output responsiveness,” and ultimately whether the enforced
policy has produced a desirable outcome, so-called “impact responsiveness” (Schumaker, 1975). Even with much effort
paid to an issue and with enormous resource input, and even adopting the preferences of clients, the outcome may not be
satisfactory, or satisfactory to everybody.

No matter what degree of responsiveness one can achieve, this type of responsiveness is forming a horizontal line
of public accountability that calls for an external control by “third parties” (including semi-autonomous agencies and
clients) to compensate for the inadequacy of vertical accountability whereby democratic accountability is strengthened.
But is this mechanism relevant to an authoritarian regime? Or what are the implications if such a regime adopts the
mechanism?

Applying bureaucratic responsiveness concept to China
“Bureaucratic responsiveness” has never been a subject matter in the literature on China, but how to exercise an

effective control over the bureaucracy has long been a core subject of public governance of China because of the



intractable leviathan of the communist bureaucratic state (e.g., Whyte, 1973; Harding, 1981; Morgan, 1981).
Nevertheless, the major focus usually referred to a top-down party control over the bureaucracy rather than public
accountability. As Harris (1988: 243) stated, “accountability [in China] is a one-way process — from people and state to
party and from party faction to party faction.” The so-called “accountability,” wenze in Chinese, is at best equivalent to
a function of “gotcha,” focusing on the “culpability and punishability” of those officials who commit mistakes.

However, since the 2000s, the CCP party center has initiated to establish a new form of governance, emphasizing
the official “responsibility” for decision making and that the government decision priority should “put people first”
(yiren weiben). In February 2008, the CCP formally announced to establish a “service-oriented and responsible”
government in its 2nd plenary session of the 17th central committee of the CCP. In practice, since the 1990s local
governments have been experimenting with various kinds of participative governance, such as participative budgeting,
deliberative polling and citizen evaluation of government performance (Leib & He, 2006; Chou, 2009). These acts seem
to build up a horizontal line of accountability, i.e., responsiveness to the public. Besides the sense of the “culpability and
punishability,” Pan (2008) justified the possibility for the CCP to establish a mechanism of public accountability in the
sense of “responsiveness.” He argued that there is an implicit contractual relationship between the government and
citizens. Whether citizens accept the legitimacy of the regime is contingent upon government responsiveness and
concession to citizen demands. Hence, “the anticipated reward in loyalty and enhanced legitimacy provides an incentive
for the government to become more responsible and responsive” (Pan, 2008: 58).

Of course, without electoral democracy, the “responsiveness” in such an administrative state, to a large extent,
would not go beyond “bureaucratic responsiveness.” In fact, it is nothing new for the communist cadres to be politically
responsive, as they are all “politicized bureaucrats” (Mogel, 1974). The party in Mao Zedong’s era also used periodic
mass mobilizations to attack the bureaucracy so as to purify their virtue of revolution (Whyte, 1980). However, the CCP
is now appealing more to a “consumer” model to promote the responsiveness. The role of communist cadres is now
redefined as a “public servant” (gongpu) to serve citizens and meet their demands rather than a “revolutionary vanguard.”
To be sure, the promotion of bureaucratic responsiveness is confined to those lower-level executive agencies that have
face-to-face relationships with ordinary people. So (2014) argues that such a civic engagement is to build up horizontal
accountability to enhance vertical accountability, i.e., strengthening the party control over frontline bureaucracy through
the citizen surveillance. This is, to a large extent, a new wave of attacking bureaucratism after numerous failed attempts
before. The critical point now is: how far is the new attempt able to enhance the responsiveness of the bureaucracy?

Remedying Mediocrity and Accountability Movement in Wuhan



Despite the absence of political reform, the CCP has been carrying out a variety of administrative reforms to
improve the government performance (Yang, 2004). Many of these practices are aimed to strengthen the bureaucratic
responsiveness to the public by using external mass forces, somewhat like Harding’s (1981) one of categories of the
CCP’s approach to addressing bureaucratism - “regularized external remedialism,” now sometimes called “third party”
participation in China. When these external control measures doubtless always spur prompt “positive” responses, but
how far do the measures help hasten the re-engineering of the underlying governance institution?

Wuhan is the most populous industrial city in central China, with more than 10 million permanent residents, but it
is far less developed than the coastal areas, so to catch up with more developed areas becomes its current aim.
Improving government performance is one of the vehicles to achieve the catch-up. Since the mid-2000s, the city
government has launched a series of administrative reforms to deal with poor public services. These problems are
reduced to three phenomena: hard to get in the door, hard to deal with the bad attitude of officials and hard to get things
done (men nanjin, lian nankan, shi nanban). These confront the residents dealing with government agencies and are
considered problems of “working style” (zuofeng) of bureaucrats. An external evaluation mechanism with citizen
participation, called “Democratic Review of Administrative and Business Style,” was launched in 2003 to address the
“working style” problems. The Review is organized by Supervision Bureau (an executive branch of the disciplinary
committee of the CCP) to monitor and evaluate the performance of government agencies and public utilities with civic
engagement, including using regular live televised public inquiries to impose pressure upon government officials by
blaming and shaming. The city government also requested agencies to offer service promises to citizens as a benchmark
for evaluation (So, 2014).

However, the top city party-government leaders seemed to be unsatisfied with the effect of the efforts that failed to
turn around the poor “working style.” Ruan Chengfa, who assumed the mayor of Wuhan in February 2008 and then the
party secretary in January 2011, stepped up the momentum in April 2011 to launch “Remedying Mediocrity and
Accountability Movement” (zhiyong wenze) (RMAM) for Wuhan, which rode on the central party policy line that called
for the building of a responsible government, for which some other city governments had already launched the so-called
“Remedying Mediocrity Plan” (zhiyong jihua), such as Shenzhen and Lanzhou. An ad hoc leading group affiliated with
an executive office was set up to take charge of the RMAM.

This movement in Wuhan was claimed to address three root causes of poor “working style” of government
officials, those are “mediocrity, laziness, slackness” (yong, lan, san). The government issued “Provisional Rules for

Launching ‘Responsible Storm’ and ‘Remedying Mediocrity Plan’ for Wuhan” on 8 April 2011 to guide the RMAM.



The rules list 10 bureaucratic problems this movement was going to address: 1) perfunctory attitude; 2) poor executive
power; 3) weak creativity; 4) noncompliance; 5) nonfeasance, underfeasance, misfeasance; 6) mediocre performance; 7)
indulgence in office politics rather than doing jobs; 8) lax discipline; 9)hedonism; 10) absenteeism. If someone is found
to commit one of these mistakes, s/he would, in accordance with the impact of his/her misbehavior, be reprimanded, or
lose promotion opportunities, or be transferred to other positions, or be demoted or even dismissed.

The city government compared the RMAM to a “storm” that would sweep into every corner of the public sector.
Every government agency and public utility was required to carry out self-evaluation and thereby rectification, and to
set up a system to specify responsibility by the end of 2011. Citizens, as done before, were encouraged to actively
monitor the public performance and to lodge complaints if encountering any misbehavior of officials. In May, by
collecting public opinions, the city government further singled out 10 major outstanding problems that needed to be
addressed in a few months, which were mostly concerned with the provision of public services and various common
urban problems, such as traffic congestion and pollution.

The RMAM in Wuhan caught the eyes of mass media nationwide, being built up as a model to learn. The city
government claimed in July 2013 that as a consequence of the movement the satisfactory rate of handling citizen
complaints reached 99.7%; 83.5% for addressing 10 major outstanding problems; 88.17% for optimizing development
environment. During the first two years of the movement, 1,608 officials were held accountable for misbehavior, of
whom 22 were bureau-level officials and 285 were division-level officials. The movement also helped cut government
red tape. The number of administrative approval items was reduced from 748 to 339.*

This paper is not to evaluate the impact of the RMAM. In fact, it may be too early to do so. The author would not
deny the upside of the movement, but what the author is concerned is whether the cause of poor responsiveness of
government agencies can be simply reduced to the “working style” of officials. These causes are only related to officials’
competence and personality without regard to any deficiency of institutions. The following will look into this matter by
analyzing the government-citizen interaction on the online platform, the WSOL.? This platform was established right
after the launching of the RMAM. This analysis is unfolding many episodes under the “storm” that may be able to
project some significant phenomena worthy of more attention.

Gauging responsiveness in Work Style On-line
The WSOL is an online platform for citizens to lodge complaints and give feedback regarding public services and

policies of Wuhan. Each posted message specifies a government agency to respond, and the agency must respond to it.

! See the report from: http://hb.people.com.cn/BIG5/n/2013/0718/c194063-19099292.html
® The website address is: http://hflx.whjjjc.org.cn/



The WSOL was set up by the Style Rectification Office (an ad hoc office under the Supervision Bureau) in April 2011.
There are many similar online platforms set up by various government agencies across China for facilitating the
government-citizen communication such as mayor mailbox (Hartford, 2005), but the WSOL is a minority that all
messages posted by citizens and responses by governments agencies since its inception are kept available online, and
sensitive messages (e.g., accusations of corrupt practices) posted by citizens have not been deleted. For this study, the
author downloaded a one-year length of messages and responses from the WSOL (April 2011 to 31 March 2012, that
was just the first year of the RMAM). This set of data contains 3,901 postings of messages and their official responses.
The messages posted on the platform are divided into three blocks: inquiry, suggestion, and complaint. The majority lies
in the complaint (2,830), then the inquiry (694), and the suggestion the least (377). To be sure, the attributes of the
messages in the three blocks are not well distinct.

The coding of all messages and responses was conducted by the author and his assistant in a “four-eyes” principle.
After the initial scanning of messages and responses, we set up a classification system to sort all messages and
responses, and then read and coded all messages and responses one-by-one. In accordance with the discourse context,
the motives of posting messages are classified into private, group, and public interests. Public interest accounts for
40.1%; group interest (e.g., community or social group) for 20.3%; private interest for 36.6%. The remaining 3% cannot
be classified as the discourse context is unclear.

For the agencies’ responses, in accordance with the initial scanning, we mainly classified contents into
communication and action responses. The former is in a form of information providing to clarify facts and policies or to
offer other feedback to informants’ messages. Sometimes, the respondents provided disagreeing information (12.7%).
That means the government agencies/public utilities had opposite understandings or cognitions to what the informants
did. In many cases, in response to informants’ requests or problems raised, the government agencies/public utilities
expressed that there were barriers to addressing the issues (9.2%). In addition, some government agencies listed legal
codes and regulations to formally legitimize their points and practices (5.9%). If the issues raised were not in their
jurisdiction or covered other agencies, the responses referred them to other agencies (10.3%). Of course, many of them
were passing the buck (particularly regarding pollution problems). The above situations are coded specifically. Other
forms of information are coded as miscellaneous information. Overwhelming majority of responses (82.1%) contain this
kind of information. These usually contain information about the background and context of each case, and what they
already did for the issues raised before the message posted as justification for their responsiveness. It should be noted

that the agencies did not necessarily respond to informants’ all questions (especially accusations). We find that 3% of



the responses parried the informants’ questions (see Table 1).

Table 1: Communication responses in the WSOL

Table 2: (Potential) action responses in the WSOL

The action responses are divided into actual and potential sub-categories. The “actual” means that an agency

INFORMATION PROVIDING PARRYING
QUESTION!
Disagreeing Barrier to Legal codes Referring issuesto ~ Miscellaneous
addressing and other agencies information
issues regulations
INQUIRY (N=694) 28 30 42 129 567 12
(%) 4.0 4.3 6.1 18.6 81.7 1.7
SUGGESTION ((N=377) 66 69 103 218 20
(%) 17.5 18.3 27.3 5.0 57.8 5.
COMPLAINT |(N=2,830) 401 260 86 253 2,419 86
(%) 14.2 9.2 3 8.9 85.5 3.(
TOTAL (N=3,901) 495 359 231 401 3,204 118
(%) 12.7 9.2 5.9 10.3 82.1 3.(

claimed that it had just taken actions to address an issue in response to the message (30.3%). Meanwhile, if the agency

acted as suggested by informants (449 messages offered concrete solutions to address issues), we code it as action as

ACTION AS ACTION PROMISE FOR  PROMISE FOR suggested
SUGGESTED IMPROVEMENT NEW
MEASURES (16.3%).
INQUIRY (N=4) 1 | (N=694) 49 30 5
25% (%) 7.1 43 0.7 Agencies
SUGGESTION | (N=170)26 | (N=377) 59 101 34
15.3% (%) 15.6 26.8 9.0
COMPLAINT | (N=275)46 | (N=2,830) | 1,073 686 174 usually
16.7% (%) 37.9 24.2 6.2
TOTAL (N=449) 73 | (N=3,901) | 1,181 817 213 respond  to
16.3% (%) 30.3 20.9 5.5
informants

by promising to improve their services or performance in future. We coded them as promise for improvement (20.9%).

Some agencies noted that they would formulate new measures to address a specific issue, then we coded them as

promise for new measures (5.5%) (see Table 2). To be sure, these promises always sound a formalistic lip service.

It is justifiable to claim that the WSOL is building up bureaucratic responsiveness to the public alongside the

RMAM in Wuhan, at least in terms of comprehensibility of the government agencies. But to what degree the

responsiveness is enhanced cannot be precisely measured. We should not simply take the above coding results at face

value. It is further impossible to count up the highest degree of responsiveness, i.e., outcome satisfactory response. It is

better to supplement the quantitative with a qualitative analysis.

Although informants are requested to rate the responses and the statistical outputs shown on the WSOL showed a



high satisfaction level for most agencies, this result should be qualified. For one thing, the system automatically rates
those taking no rating in 5 days as “satisfied.” A repeat complainant accused of the automatic rating in his/her message
(C#12240).> The respondents also usually posted the satisfaction level of informants on their responses (The agencies
also made a phone call contact with informants to tell them how they handle problems and asked them for the
satisfaction level). Almost all of them claimed that the informants were satisfied with their responses, or at least
understand or accept their explanation if the agencies cannot positively respond to the informants’ requests. Only in
some controversial incidents, the respondents posted “unsatisfactory ratings” of informants. A repeat complainant
accused an agency of faking a “satisfactory rating” obtained from a phone contact with him/her, in fact s/he never
received any phone call from the agency (C#13797). More interestingly, many response messages read that the agencies
failed to reach the informants as the phone numbers were unavailable, or the phone was switched off the whole day, or
receivers denied any act of posting messages on the WSOL.

Even though the agencies really took action and claimed that they had effectively sorted out the problem or
improved the situations, the positive results were usually ephemeral. Many complaints, for instances, are about illegal
building, and noise and air pollution caused by night markets, garbage and construction sites. The same problems
always re-emerged shortly after the government response actions. These caused repeat complaints.

To be sure, the informants did hasten meaningful responses, especially for some minor technical problems, for
instances, accepting informants’ suggestions for extending green-light seconds of a traffic light (C#1749), for stopping
siren sound of ambulances during the small hours (C#3647), and for prohibiting loaded trucks to use flyovers (S#7245).
Complaints on the WSOL also triggered convenience service responses, like extending service hours, increasing
counters and improving facilities (C#9829, C#11404, C#12782). Complaint postings did spur a prompt administrative
action for somebody who suffered from a red tape or maladministration for a long time (e.g., C#7059, C#8556,
C#10815). In order to strengthen their confidence, a few agencies even invited informants to directly observe the real
situation. An informant was worried about the quality of dairy products. He was invited to visit the production process
of two plants (C#3151). An informant lodged a complaint over rampant illicit electric fishing in the Yangtze River. The
fishery management authority invited the complainant to observe a crackdown action (C#9419).

Instead of judging to what degree the responsiveness can be enhanced by the WSOL, it is more meaningful and
possible to examine the obstacles to the improvement of responsiveness among the agencies. Can it be simply attributed

to the “work style” problem? The dialogues between informants and government agencies reveal some information

* C#12240 stands for the complaint no. 12240. I# stands for inquiry; S# stands for suggestion. The records of all messages and
responses can be retrieved from the website by looking for the number.



about problems behind the unresponsiveness. As suggested by the RMAM, the mediocrity, laziness and slackness was
the cause of some complaints. Some malfeasances were caused by officials’ misunderstanding of administrative
procedures or using obsolete measures (C#11388, C#15182, C#15530). An informant complained that some frontline
officials in a social security service counter stopped offering service to those waiting clients but were chatting with each
other or playing games (C#15777). Some staff charged with poor work attitude or performance in the complaints were
thereby punished (C#14435, C#14783, C#15777) or even dismissed (C#12521).

However, some other causes have nothing to do with such individual malpractices. These causes of
unresponsiveness can be reduced to four dimensions: unfriendly administrative systems, sunk cost of previous
policies/institutions, conflicting preferences, and inadequate higher-level support.

Unfriendly administrative systems: After more than 30 years of reforms, there remain many state institutions that are not

friendly to the people in China. For example, the household registration system still highly restricts population mobility.
Many inquirers still consulted agencies about how to change their household identities for the sake of job change,
marriage or family reunion, the official responses shown on the WSOL remain very confusing and complicated (e.g.,
1#10235, 1#10421). China has already developed its healthcare insurance system, but it is local-based. If one needs to
move to another area, s/he has to clear up his/her account and apply for relocation of the account. An inquirer consulted
the Human Resource and Social Security Bureau about whether she could give up remaining RMB 0.03 in the account
for the relocation. The ridiculous response was: “the account cannot be moved out pending using up all money in the
account” (1#10235).

Sunk cost of previous practices/institutions: Even though the government has formulated more reasonable policies or

removed some obsolete institutions, the previous practices still leave many residual problems. The “work unit” (danwei)
system, as a grass-roots state-cum-social unit, has faded out, but some social welfare provisions remain relying upon the
self-financed business enterprises, which should have no obligation to do so, such as issuing an allowance to the
single-child family (C#9637). Some recently completed construction projects failed to meet the ever-changing
environmental standards, but the government cannot or is unwilling to sort out the legacy, such as the noise caused by
the traffic on the flyover close to the residential houses (C#9546).

Conflicting preferences: As noted above, conflicting preferences always cause the dilemma of responsiveness. In the

crowded urban areas of China, negative externalities always lead to complaints. The response of a government agency
may satisfy one party of citizens at the expense of the others. The government agencies in Wuhan sometimes tried to

mitigate the conflicts by excuses or passing the buck. For example, garbage problems, and noise and air pollution



caused by night markets and food shops always triggered complaints from the residents around the markets and shops.
Sometimes, the response of the Urban Management Bureau took the “social stability maintenance” (weiwen) policy line
as a rationale to avoid or delay the crackdown campaign, especially for the cases that peddlers were ethnic minorities or
the unemployed (e.g., C#82, C#5684). When the conflicting interests cannot be balanced, the response of the agencies
took power relationships into account. A citizen complained that Gree, a corporate giant, occupied some main roads for
a construction project that damaged the road surface and caused much inconvenience for drivers. The response from the
Traffic Management Bureau first acknowledged the damage the corporation caused, but then defended that this was a
key project of Hubei Province and the occupation was officially approved (C#5675).

Inadequate higher-level support: Guo Lixin, a taxi driver in Beijing, grumbled to Xi Jinping on 1 March 2013, saying,

“The present Party’s policies are good. People all support them. But when policies go down to the street-level, they

would be bent, never executed.”

The critical point is whether local agencies are well empowered and steered to
execute those “good” policies. In 2010, there was a national policy to subsidize people to buy environment-friendly
vehicles, but a new vehicle owner inquired in June 2011 how come he had not received the subsidy yet. The Financial
Bureau reply was that the provincial government had no sufficient fund to fully realize the policy so that it had already
asked for the central government to fill the fiscal gap and was still waiting for the central appropriation (C#3151). The
central subsidy to electric home appliances for rural people also faced the same situation (C#4846).
To avoid abuse of levying and fining by administrative agencies, separation of the powers of revenue collection
and spending (shouzhi liangtiao xian) has been executed for a certain period of time. But an informant complained that
there remained a fine sharing system among the law enforcement departments. The Financial Bureau refuted the
accusation:
[we] strictly execute separation of revenue collection and spending ... we do not impose any fine target on the
law enforcement departments, but ... [we] have strengthened the execution of budgetary revenue, effectively put
an end to nonfeasance and misfeasance of law enforcement departments. Once a department budget has been
approved by the people’s congress, the financial department will strictly enforce the execution in accordance with
various benchmark targets (C#9474).

In this sense, the law enforcement departments are still probably tempted to abuse their power to meet the revenue

targets.

Implications: deficiencies behind the building up of a responsive government

* This is a news report by Hong Kong-based Ta Kung Pao, but later Ta Kung Pao denied the news story and apologized for it.
However, most Hong Kong media are puzzled about the false report.



The above account shows that a local government in China is striving to build up a responsive government.
Bureaucratic accountability and responsiveness to the public is being strengthened. It becomes more transparent, at least
as evidenced by the on-line data availability for this study. It is in general conducive to more communication responses
from government agencies and thus enhancing the comprehensibility of the administrative system. The public exposure
of official misbehaviors spurs a prompt response from government agencies. The government agencies occasionally
adopted the suggestions offered by citizens.

Different from the US context, the bureaucratic responsiveness in China is not based on the concept of
representativeness of bureaucracy. Despite sharing the “consumer” model, it is rather part of the function of vertical
accountability to the higher-level authority and the CCP. One can sense from the above account that once there is a
conflict between vertical accountability and horizontal accountability, the latter must be subservient to the former (e.g.,
the complaint about Gree). In a democracy, the bureaucratic responsiveness works in parallel with the political
accountability of elected top officials to the public. A well-functioning horizontal accountability mechanism per se
strengthens the public accountability of elected officials, but it is not the case in China. In fact, the top leaders of Wuhan
and higher-level party-state leaders are part of the bureaucracy, but they are not held accountable by the public. Ruan
Chengfa is an aggressive leader, trying to speed up the development of the city and so launched many big construction
projects in 2011, including expanding the metro system. Many complaints about mid-night noise problems posted on the
WSOL were concerned with the metro construction that was required to complete in a short time. Due to these big
projects, Wuhan became a messy city in 2011. Traffic jam was an everyday life. Rainstorms in June flooded many areas
of the city, which was partly caused by the constellation of construction sites at that time. Ruan was thus dubbed
“digging everywhere” (manchengwa) (close to the pronunciation of his name), referring to his ambitious
across-the-board infrastructural renewal. Is or how is he held publicly accountable for his policies?

The dilemma of bureaucratic responsiveness also lies in the distrust between government agencies and citizens.
The contradictory information offered between informants and government agencies accounts for part of it (see Table 1).
Many of them were accusation of corrupt behaviors of frontline officials, but the government agencies usually denied
them or claimed the informants provided no evidence to prove. Failure of phone contacts with informants to a certain
extent projects the mutual distrust.

Spillovers of private behaviors are the major causes of urban problems to which the bureaucracy respond daily.
The attempts of government agencies to address the conflicting preferences are always futile and they even need to

spend much time to settle some (violent) resistances for some illegal behaviors, such as demolition of illegal building.



Lack of social capital and civic responsibility undercuts the responsiveness of the government, and thus leading to a
poor government performance (Putnam, 1993). China is probably in such a situation that the distrust between the
government and citizens is leading to the lack of trust and reciprocity among citizens that further generates more
negative externalities for the government to settle.

In a word, Wuhan does build up a mechanism of bureaucratic responsiveness to the public, but it is a half-baked
type that conditionally responds to the public demands. The incompleteness is caused by disengagement of top
bureaucrats and higher-level governments from public accountability, and lack of social trust and reciprocity. Such an
external pressure imposed on the lower-level government agencies by the RMAM does not facilitate any overhaul of
underlying institutional flaws (e.g., unfriendly administrative systems and red tape caused by nationwide institutions).

All the above factors are detrimental to the enhancement of bureaucratic responsiveness.
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