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Introduction
Urban community (shequ) elections, together with village elections, have been promoted as institutional elements in China that embody the “socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics”. While village elections have been extensively studied empirically and theoretically, the elections to the residents’ committee, the “mass self-governance organization” responsible of community (shequ) administration in Chinese cities, have received comparatively fewer scholarly attention. This paper thus attempts to highlight and analyze some of the procedural issues facing shequ residents’ committee elections. 


This study is not based on a field observation of a shequ election. Instead it is based on the numerous books, press reports and magazine and journal articles collected during the author’s research trip to China in the Fall of 2007. The issues that will be discussed in this paper include: the composition and functions of the election committee, registration of voters, methods of candidate nomination, and regulation of election campaign activities.
Pre-Election Phase: Organizing Election and Election Committee

The essence of a democratic election is, after all, to have the winning candidate elected in an impartial and fair manner. Thus, it is almost universally accepted that elections have be organized and conducted by an independent, professional, non-partisan organization. Most democratic countries indeed maintain a centralized, permanent, non-partisan body that is responsible for the organization of all national and local elections, keeping and updating voters’ roll, constituency delineation and apportionment, training of election workers, and sometimes also for making recommendations and suggestions to improve the existing electoral system. The 1953 election law of China did establish such body, a central election committee, but it was abolished in the subsequent election law. As a result, election organizing in China is extremely decentralized, nominally with the provincial governments in charge of organizing elections but most likely it would be the base-level governments (district governments or street offices in urban areas and county and town/township governments in rural areas) that provide the leadership work in the implementation and organization of elections.

The drawbacks of this lack of a permanent and centralized election organizing body however are also plentiful. The numerous election committees at the local levels are set up on a temporary and ad hoc basis, making the accumulation of election expertise and experience difficult, as well as contributing to a lack of consistency and ultimately of institutionalization of the electoral system. Since the election organizing bodies are not permanent, they generally dissolve after the elections, making it harder for voters to file appeals or complaints. The decentralized nature of Chinese elections also means that local governments exert great influence and can easily manipulate and determine the electoral process and outcome. Another problem is the lack of uniformity between different types of elections. In China, different laws apply to different elections (a national election law for the people’s congresses, a village committee law for village elections, and a residents’ committee law for shequ elections), and different governmental and bureaucratic systems are responsible for the organization of different types of elections. For example, the organization and supervision of people’s congress elections are the responsibilities of the people’s congress itself, whereas grassroots elections are primarily the responsibilities of the civil affairs officials.
 This lack of uniformity contributes to the extremely diverse nature, as well as the unevenness of the quality of elections in China. 

Although shequ residents’ committee is theoretically a mass self-governance organization, the preparatory work of shequ elections usually involves officials at the higher levels, extending to the city/municipal level
, but generally it is the district level government that plays the pivotal role in the organizing of shequ elections. At both the city and district levels, “shequ election work leadership small groups” (or other similar names) are established during shequ election cycles. The groups include officials from both party and government departments including civil affairs, public security, peoples’ congress, organization, publicity and others, with the civil affairs officials usually being the main coordinating officials, but nominally led by important party and government leaders (such as district mayor or district party head). The organization of the groups thus can be summarized in “dangwei lingdao (leadership of party committee), renda jiandu (supervision by people’s congress), zhengfu shishi (implementation by government), minzheng yunzuo (operation by civil affairs), bumen peihe (cooperation by departments)”.
 The major functions of the small groups are to draw up implementation measures and rules of elections and to provide ideological and political assurance and direction. As repeatedly emphasized in many official writings, without supervision and leadership from the party and government, there is the fear that grassroots elections could be too “unorganized” and “anarchic”, resulting in violations of laws and loss of control.
 
At the street office level, a “shequ election work guidance small group” will be in charge of several more specific responsibilities. For instance, the main tasks of the election small groups at street level in Beijing include the drafting of a working plan and implementation measures for shequ elections, publicity of the relevant laws and election rules, setting up the election date, training of election workers, and receiving petitions and complaints relating to shequ elections.
 The responsibilities of the street level election small groups reported elsewhere basically are more or less the same. 

Presiding over the implementation of elections at the shequ level is the shequ election committee (or sometimes called “election leading small group” in some shequs, there is no apparent or significant differences between these two types of election bodies other than their name, so I will basically use shequ election committee hereafter). Generally speaking, many formal functions and responsibilities of shequ election committee basically overlap those with the election guidance small group at the street level. Some shequ election committees have the added responsibilities of censoring and nominating candidates, examining candidates’ speech, convening candidates’ meetings, and designing and printing ballot papers.
 In most of the election documents that I have seen, the relationship between the election small group at the street level and shequ election committee is always left unspecified, generally summarized in one word: zhidao (guidance). A Shanghai election report does have a more specific clarification of the relationship. According to this report, the street level election guidance small group is to perform the functions of guidance, coordination, supervision, and publicity, and to provide assistance and support, but otherwise will not involve itself in the actual operation of the electoral process, which is to be taken care of by the shequ election committee. Thus, shequ election committee will be responsible for voters’ registration, mobilization of election publicity and other technical issues.
 Nevertheless, division of function between the election bodies at the street office level and shequ level remains ambiguous in most shequs, and the implication is that the street level election guidance small group tends to be the much more crucial organization. 
Unlike its rural counterpart, which Article 13 of the villagers’ committee law prescribes that the members of the village election committee to be elected by the villagers’ assembly and/or villagers’ small groups, the residents’ committee law lacks such provisions. Lacking such legal standardization, the composition of shequ election committee and the way committee members are selected vary considerably from place to place, and both could be sources of election controversy as well. A 1996 handbook on the work of street office and residents’ committee compiled by the Ministry of Civil Affairs proposes that the election committee should consist of members of the residents’ committee of the previous term, leaders of residents’ small groups, and residents’ representatives.
 Nevertheless, this is not an authoritative or binding policy. It is not uncommon for shequ party leader acting as chair of shequ election committee and for a strong party presence and dominance in the election committee.
 A report on the 2003 Shanghai shequ election states that local party bosses were chairing all shequ election committees.
 The election measures of a town-size city in Guangxi (a provincial unit) states that candidates for the election committee have to be drawn from the party branch, the traditional “mass groups” such as communist youth league and women’s association, and residents’ representatives.
 In a Beijing shequ, the election implementation plan specifies that the election committee consists of cadres sent from the street office, retired members of residents’ committee, and shequ volunteers.
 In a Guangzhou shequ, the entire election committee is manned by a local NGO.
 In the 2003 shequ elections in Haishu district of the city of Ningbo, the election committee was established at the street level, whereas at the shequ level was election office staffed by community workers. Representatives from shequ-based work units, community police officers (shequ minjing), delegates of property management companies and homeowners’ associations, and eminent persons and elite within shequs are also reportedly selected as members of the election committee in some other shequs. Members of residents’ committee, either from previous term or from the current term, also tend to be drawn into shequ election committee, despite obvious conflict of interests in cases in which members of residents’ committee of the current term are re-running for another term. As a result, many street offices or shequs also institute the “avoidance” principle in their election documents or directives, meaning that those running for residents’ committee election shall avoid serving in the election committee. 
Another issue is how members of the election committee are chosen. According to a study by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, there are five ways of selecting the election committee. First, the residents’ committee appoints the members of the election committee. Second, the election committee simply consists of the current members of residents’ committee. Third, the street office could play a major role as well, nominating members of the election committee, who then are to be confirmed by the residents’ assembly. Fourth, the residents’ small groups are to decide the composition of the election committee through discussion. Fifth, copying from the rural experiences would be for the members of the election committee to be “elected” by a residents’ assembly (or similar substitute bodies such as residents’ representatives assembly; more discussion on the assembly in Chapter 5) or by the residents’ small groups.
 “Election” by residents’ assembly is prescribed by most of the election documents I have read and appears to be “right” way, since it is also prescribed in the villagers’ committee law for the village election committee, the rural counterpart of shequ election committee. The reason that I put the quotation marks on “elected” is that the Chinese expression is slightly different and more ambiguous. Xuanju is the standard term used to express “election”. But in many election documents, including the villagers’ committee law, when describing the “election” of election committee by the residents’ assembly (or villagers’ assembly), the word in use is tuixuan (although the official English translation is still election). In contrast to xuanju, tuixuan in Chinese language indicates a more informal, causal, consultative process. The inexact nature of this term thus allows some interested parties (party organization, residents’ committee or street office) to play a more directing role in the tuixuan of members of election committee. A thorough account of the whole process of a 1999 pilot shequ election in Shanghai (apparently written by an internal participant) describes the tuixuan process in detail. The residents’ representatives’ assembly was convened by the residents’ committee in order to tuixuan the shequ election committee. After announcing general election rules and regulations as well as the qualifications of election committee members, the presiding chair of the meeting of the assembly (a shequ party leader) proposed to let the attending residents’ representatives to nominate members of the election committee, to be consisted of 7 to 9 people. None of the residents’ representatives made any suggestion. So the presiding chair proposed that all nominations be made by the residents’ committee, and this was agreed by the representatives. The residents’ committee proceeded to nominate and introduce seven people to the election committee. They were all approved by the representatives by simple clapping of hands.
 This is the detailed process of a tuixuan, which is not at all an election, but for people unfamiliar with the difference between xuanju and tuixuan, they might have the impression that tuixuan is basically another term for election.     

The issue of reforming shequ election committee is critical to how shequ elections can be carried out fairly and impartially. It is not difficult to conclude that an election committee that is tightly controlled by the street office tends to be much more restrictive of democratic competition and biased toward certain “preferred” candidates.
 In addition to the street office, shequ party organizations and the residents’ committee of the current term also has strong tendency to control the election committee, usually with strong support from the street office. 

Voters’ Registration


Voters’ registration appears to be a rather straightforward and non-controversial issue. After all, it is a universal electoral practice to register voters in order to differentiate those who possess suffrage from those who do not, to ensure each voter will receive only one ballot paper in elections, and to prevent voters from voting in constituents other than their own. In principle, after the completion of voters’ registration, election authorities are obliged to publish and make public the voters’ roll before elections. Electoral manipulations and abuses can occur by deliberately failing to register certain otherwise eligible voters, or by registering and staffing the roll with “phantom voters”. Public access to the roll of voters is therefore a critical procedure in protecting the procedural fairness and integrity of election.     


Both the villagers’ committee law and the residents’ committee law in China mention nothing regarding voters’ registration. Reference to voters’ registration can be found in the national election law for the local people’s congresses deputies. The election law ascertains those who have electoral rights shall be registered, but is vague in terms of how they should be registered. The prevalent practice in shequ elections in China is “dengji xuanmin” (registering voters), in which the election committee will take a pro-active role in the process of registering voters. A typical way would be for the election committee to first compile a list of voters according to the household registration (huji) book kept by the shequ residents’ committee. The next step is the tiresome process to verify each household on the list, usually through physical visit to these households by members of the election committee, election workers, residents’ representatives, shequ volunteers or activists, sometimes repeatedly if residents are not at home.
 Residents whose political rights were restricted and not yet restored (typically the recently released ex-prisoners) or those with mental illness will be removed from the voters’ roll, while some residents who qualify but not previously included will now be added to the roll.
 The roll will then become the official voters’ roll and be open to inspection by voters. 


Some shequ elections have begun to experiment with another practice of registering the voters –xuanmin dengji (voters’ registration).
 Instead of having the election committee taking the initiatives to register voters, xuanmin dengji requires non-registered residents to register with the election committee to be on the voters’ roll. Xuanmin dengji is thought to be a better practice since it requires the residents to take the initiative to ascertain their own electoral rights, thus in the process also raising awareness of their own democratic rights. Those who fail to register also in a sense exercise their democratic rights not to become voters. For those who voluntarily register, it could be safely assumed as well that these voters would pay more attention to the procedure, candidates, and issues surrounding shequ elections. In this sense, they could be considered as the type of participatory voters more akin to the voters in western democratic societies. In contrast, under dengji xuanmin, residents as political actors are more passive, their electoral rights are imposed from above (thus more an obligation) rather than ascertained through their own initiative (thus more a right), therefore is considered to be discounting the willingness and choice among the residents in the exercise of their own rights. Voters of dengji xuanmin thus are more likely to be passively mobilized with less democratic consciousness. 

In 2000, Pudong New District in Shanghai reported to have tried voluntary registration by voters in some of the shequs experimenting electoral reforms.
 This is probably the earliest reported cases of xuanmin dengji. Under the advice of some foreign election experts (including the experts from the Carter Center), the city of Nanning in Guangxi Autonomous Region became the first city to have experimented on large scale with xuanmin dengji in its shequ elections  in 2004.
 Another city that has made xuanmin dengji a central part of shequ electoral reform is Xi’an. A poll conducted among Xi’an residents in 2006 shocked the city officials in which 40% of the residents reported no knowledge of who were their residents’ committee chairs. After some considerations and analysis the city civil affairs officials decided to promote xuanmin dengji, rather than just direct election, in the coming shequ elections in 2007. Reportedly 50% of all shequs were to use xuanmin dengji and 10% would go for direct election. A district official admits that “[xuanmin dengji], though is not comparable to truly direct election, is still considerably better than election by household representatives and election by residents’ representatives.” Another official concurs that xuanmin dengji greatly expands the democratic choice and autonomy of residents.
 Xuanmin dengji, for some electoral reformers, could be the tentative step toward the more democratic direct election.  
Dengji xuanmin, although a much more cumbersome process, has always been the prevalent practice since it would in effect guarantee a higher rate of voter participation. With xuanmin dengji, the worry is that not enough residents will be interested in shequ elections and thus not fail to register, creating problems for those officials who tend to view that failure to secure a high turnout rate as something damaging to their bureaucratic career. Another potential downside of xuanmin dengji is that with only voluntary registration, residents who were uninterested in shequ affairs before would be even less likely to participate, while only those activists will be drawn into participating elections. Governance of shequ affairs would then consequently be dominated by a group of shequ activist or political elite rather than having a majority of the residents engaged in a democratic process.
 Although dengji xuanmin requires more work, it posts lower risk. For xuanmin dengji, there is always a risk that number of residents voluntarily register could be too low, hence requiring party organizations and shequ activists to mobilize the residents to register. Thus, generally officials are still quite uneasy about the use and implementation of xuanmin dengji. Some shequs experimented with the combination of both these methods. For instance, in a 2004 shequ election in Wuxi, the election committee prepared a three-phase registration process, with each phase taking up to three days to complete. The first phase was voluntary registration by the residents. The second phase was the more traditional type dengji xuanmin, in which election workers would go door-to-door to register the unregistered residents. The final phase is “make-up” registration. Those who failed to register (or be registered) during the first two phases can again register during this phase, and do so voluntarily. The first phase reportedly drew 36.1% of eligible residents to register as voters, indicating a substantial portion of the residents were interested in the election and took the initiative to ascertain their democratic rights. Interestingly, this number was actually higher than the number in the second phase (27.7%). However, if the registration process ended just ended after this phase, this election would not be valid because only less than 50% of the eligible voters would be able to cast their vote, a violation of the standard “fifty-percent” election rule in China. The second phase (dengji xuanmin) therefore allowed the election committee to almost double the number of registered voters (eventually 70.9% of all eligible residents registered as voters).
 This combination approach is considered to be appropriate for the current stage of development of shequ elections in China.
 It is able to let residents to ascertain their democratic rights (the main virtue of xuanmin dengji) at the same time avoid the risk of low participation (the main virtue of dengji xuanmin). Hence, it could be regarded as a good option for those city officials who wanted to proceed on a more cautious pace.
The implementation of xuanmin dengji generally receives less attention from policymakers and scholars alike, especially in comparison to the more critical reforms of direct election and the democratization of nomination process. But it is no less an important step toward a modern and democratic electoral system that is more aligned with accepted election standards practiced in other democratic systems. Xuanmin dengji could also be regarded as the first tentative reform to engage shequ residents to participate in shequ elections. For those city officials who were more cautious about implementing direct election because of their doubt that residents are interested in it, xuanmin dengji is a reform measure that could test the level of enthusiasm among residents as well.            
Nomination: From Preliminary Candidates to Formal Candidates  
The nomination process has been increasingly recognized in China as a critically important part of the whole electoral process and will determine whether an election is democratically conducted or not.
 It usually contains two sub-processes: the nomination of preliminary candidates, and the determination of the final candidates from the list of preliminary candidates the formal candidates. Both of these sub-processes can be easily subject to interference, control, and manipulation from the street office. Without a standardized nomination practice enshrined in the residents’ committee law, different localities have been using different nomination methods. 

For the first sub-process (nomination of preliminary candidates), the traditional way to do so would be for the street office to discuss and consult with the residents’ committee, and come up with a list of preliminary nominees that would satisfy both the residents’ committee and street office. Residents’ opinions sometimes are solicited and taken into consideration, but otherwise they tend to play only insignificant role in the preliminary nomination process. Alternatively the street office (or the election committee) could resume more control by monopolizing the nomination night, such as specifying that only certain organizations, not individual residents, can make the nomination (for examples, party organizations, street office, election committee), or by using its authority to disqualify nominees it deemed unsuitable of the job or unwilling to be obedient toward the authorities.
 

The more democratic methods would be to give residents the right to nominate. Several modes of residential nomination exist in the form of nomination by residents’ representatives, by residents’ small groups, by household representatives, and directly by residents. Two most common methods of resident’s direct nomination are self-nomination seconded by a number of fellow residents and joint nomination by a specific number of residents (usually 10). The most extreme form of residents’ direct nomination is haixuan, or “sea election,” which I will discuss separately in the later part of this section. Nomination by household representatives and by residents’ small groups are in many cases the same, since the leaders of residents’ small groups generally consist of residents’ representatives. Table 4.2 reproduces the most recent data provided by the Ministry of Civil Affairs on the use of different nomination modes during the most recent shequ elections (2003-2004). According to this data, the most common method of nomination is nomination by residents’ small groups, followed joint nomination by voters and nomination by street office. Self-nomination is the least used method of nomination.
 Apparently the Ministry relied on information provided by provincial or local authorities in compiling the data (some figures are quite specific and others are general; the 100% joint nomination by voters in Tibet basically unverifiable, and the 100% nomination by residents’ small groups in Beijing contradicts the known facts that some Beijing shequs have experimented with more direct nomination by residents), and thus not totally unsusceptible. Nevertheless, the data still demonstrate the extremely diverse nomination methods used in different localities. 

Many shequ election rules however permit not one, but two or more nomination methods. For example, the shequ elections in Guangxi in 2001 permitted nomination by election committee, joint nomination of 5 residents’ representatives, and joint nomination by 10 residents.
 Generally speaking, at least one method would involve organizational (street office, shequ party organization, residents’ committee of the present term, election committee, and other “mass organizations”) nomination and the other would be residents’ nomination (including residents’ representatives and household representatives). Unsurprisingly, those nominees on organizational ticket tend to be understood to have received official “blessings” in the election. Shequ election committee is hardly inactive in the nomination process. As mentioned before, in some cities the election committee is responsible of accepting and disqualifying preliminary nominees, sometimes on the ground that they are not “party line followers”. In other instances, shequ election committee plays an active role in the nomination process –in case the list of preliminary candidates shows inadequate “representation” of different social groups. For example, during the 1999 shequ election at the pilot site in Shanghai (mentioned above), the election committee felt that there was not enough “party representation” in the list of preliminary candidates proposed by the residents’ representatives, and sought to “encourage” or “guide” the nomination of party members by several yet uncommitted residents’ representatives.
 Alternatively, the election committee itself can directly nominate the preliminary candidates. 

Nominees recommended or favored by the authorities generally come from three types of background: members of the present term residents’ committee, cadres arranged or sent by the street office to work in shequs, and recruits from the public through a practice known as xuanpin heyi (unity of electing and hiring) or jiepin minxuan (street office hires, residents elect). It means that members of residents’ committees would be first recruited and hired by street office after going through examinations and interviews (not unlike the civil service entrance examinations), and then be subject to election. The recruits in this case need not be residents from the shequ they are running for elections. The purpose of this policy is to recruit capable and qualified people from the general public (and not limited to the residents of a particular shequ) to run residents’ committees. Qingdao, Tianjin, Shanghai, Beijing, Changchun, Xi’an and Nanjing are some of the cities known to have adopted jiepin minxuan or xuanpin heyi. In a shequ election in Nanjing in 2000, all candidates were in fact recruited and hired by the street office after shequ residents failed to nominate any candidate.
 The 2000 Ministry of Civil Affairs document also provides the policy justification for such practice. On the one hand it asserts that members of residents’ committee be elected by the residents. On the other hand it encourages open recruitment of capable and qualified people, especially among college graduates and layoff employees, to work in shequ. After being recruited they would have to go through “lawful procedure” (fading chengxu) to become shequ workers (shequ gongzuozhe).
 Shequ gongzuozhe could refer to the professional community workers, a recent profession created to do governmental work in shequs (more discussion on the community workers in Chapter 6). Nevertheless, an interpretation could also be made that members of residents’ committee be recruited from the general public and not restricted to it residents only, and the “lawful procedure” means shequ election. For instance, a Beijing document on shequ cadres states that the cadres who are recruited by the street office to do residents’ committee work are to be the nominated as the candidates in residents’ committee elections. After being elected, they are to sign employment contract with the street office and to be included in the official public personnel management system.
  
 There is considerable amount of debate on the practice of jiepin minxuan. While it is credited with brining in energetic and talented people into the work of residents’ committee and transforming the hitherto image of residents’ committee being operated by old and uncultured nannies,
 jiepin minxuan is criticized for bringing in many recruits who are not the actual residents of the very shequ they are serving and the residents do not feel close identification with them, contradicting the effort to promote residents’ self-governance and community building. Technically, jiepin minxuan is also against the residents’ committee law since voting right (including the right to stand for elections) is established on the basis of residence. Supporters of jiepin minxuan counters this argument by contending that the idea of shequ can only be well served by their own residents is a rather parochial view. Even though these recruits may not necessarily be the residents of the shequ, their enthusiasm and willingness to work for and serve the residents should not be presumed to be less than the residents themselves. Furthermore, jiepin minxuan allows the street office to recruit the talented people through rigorous examinations, at the same time also let the residents have the final word in an election, combining the methods of official selection in modern government: the meritocratic method of civil servant recruitment and the democratic method of electing officials.
 

Critics point out that this is exactly the problem. They are recruited and hired by the street office (jiepin) and at the same elected by residents (minxuan).
 This dual identity also creates conflicting dilemma for these recruits, as illustrated by a recruit, “We are recruited by the street office and paid by them, and how we are not going to listen to them? We are also elected by the residents, we cannot ignore their interests. Well then, are we only the employees and “legs” of government, or the articulator of residents’ interests, the “head” of residents?”
 Since they are first and foremost hired by the street office, the members would be more inclined to consider the interests of the street office and to follow the instructions coming from the street office. And since they are recruits of the street office, there is strong intention for the street office to interfere and make sure these recruits would win the election. In Beijing, among the 3270 recruits nominated as formal candidates in the 2003 residents’ committee elections, 3204 of them managed to get elected,
 a high successful rate of jiepin minxuan that nonetheless makes people suspicious that the election process was controlled to ensure their victory. Even if the street office refrains from interfering in the electoral process, an electoral defeat of these recruits could also imply the rejection of jiepin minxuan by the residents.
 Another problem of jiepin minxuan relates to the question of the validity in the removal of residents’ committee members, which will be discussed in a later section.
The second sub-process of nomination –the determination of formal candidates from the list of preliminary candidates is also essential for the fairness of the election. In general, every type of election in China (both peoples’ congresses and grassroots elections) has to have a specified number of formal candidates determined by its election committee, especially since “differential election” is introduced to ensure that the number of formal candidates exceeds the number of elected posts (see more discussion below). Therefore, with the opening up of the nomination of preliminary candidates to residents, it is conceivable –in fact it is a common occurrence –that the number of preliminary candidates exceeds the specified number of formal candidates, thus necessitating this sub-process of determining formal candidates.
The traditional approach is the so-called “consultative” (xieshang) approach,
 in which case several rounds of discussion and consultation between residents, residents’ representatives, shequ party organization, street office and election committee would eventually lead to the determination of the formal candidates. Despite some participation from residents, the ultimate authority generally resides in the street office and election committee. Control and manipulation occur when the street office or election committee decides deliberately not to choose certain preliminary candidates it does not like, even those with the backing of most residents, or to make sure certain preliminary candidates will definitely appear on the list of formal candidates, such as party members and the recruits under jiepin minxuan.   

A more democratic alternative is primary election –electing the formal candidates from among the preliminary candidates. From the existing cases of those shequ elections that have used primary election for the determination of formal candidates, such as those in Guangxi, Ningbo, Wuxi and Shenyang, the majority of them chose primary election by residents’ representatives. Typically, the preliminary candidates would be introduced to the representatives in the residents’ representatives’ assembly and they will have a chance there to promote themselves by giving speeches and interacting with the representatives through questions-and-answers session. The residents’ representatives will then elect the formal candidates for each elective position following the number specified by the differential calculation.
 

Primary election by representatives however can still be susceptible to considerable influences by the authorities. Again, the account of the 1999 Shanghai pilot site election by an internal participant is highly informative about the process of formal candidate determination. From the list of 28 preliminary candidates, the election committee asked the residents’ representatives to each nominate 5 to 9 formal candidates (with all members of the election committee also making nomination as well). After tallying these nomination votes, the first 10 preliminary candidates who obtained most nominations would then be tentatively considered as formal candidates. However, out of these 10 candidates, 4 of them declined to stand for election for personal or work reasons. The logical solution for the election committee would be to take the preliminary candidates on the 11th, 12th and 13th place, but then the election committee discovered that in this case there would not be sufficient party members in the list of tentative formal candidates. At the end, it was decided two members of the election committee (also party members) would be included as tentative formal candidates. At a final meeting of the residents’ representatives’ assembly, from this list of tentative formal candidates the residents’ representatives would have to determine the list of formal candidates and the candidates for each position of the residents’ committee through a primary election. The two candidates added by the election committee also appear in the list of formal candidates.
 One can see from the above account that the primary election by residents’ representatives, much like tuixuan of the election committee, was to a certain extent subject to the will of the organizing authorities, exemplified by the insertion of two party members into the list of formal candidates.     

Increasing the number of participants of primary election could be one area of reform, such as a primary election by household representatives or by even by all eligible voters. An example of the former is the election of Yousan shequ in the city of Wuhan. The latter type is also called “sea nomination” (haitui), an example of which is the election of Chang’er shequ in the city of Wuhan in 2003.
 The nomination of formal candidates in Beijing’s Jiudaowan election is also similar to this type of primary election.
 

There is also a type of residents’ direct nomination called “sea election”. “Sea election” was invented in the course of village elections in some villages, and is another vivid example of direct borrowing by the urban areas of an election practice from the rural experiences. There are different types of “sea election.” The most radical type involves no formal candidates at all. Each eligible voter will be given a blank ballot paper, and on the ballot paper the voter will write down the name of the persons he/she intends to elect for each position of the residents’ committee. Although there are no formal candidates, persons interested to stand for elections and promote themselves to get elected can register with the election committee as “contestants” (jingxuanren). After tallying all the ballots, the persons (might or might not be the “contestants”) who have received the most votes will then simply be declared the winners of the election. Nanjing’s Xuanwu district, Changsha’s Tianxin district, and Tianjin’s Hebei district were all reported to have experimented with this type of shequ “sea election” (or a modified version of it) before.
 The less radical type combines preliminary nomination and primary election, in which case each eligible voter will directly nominate the candidates in accordance with the number of each elective positions of the residents’ committee. After tallying the nomination votes, the highest nomination vote getters of each position will then be chosen as the formal candidates. It is similar to the “sea nomination” mentioned above, the difference being that the “sea nomination” still contains the preliminary nomination process.
 In the least radical type, “sea election” will be used for the preliminary nomination process, meaning that each eligible voter will be nominating the candidates, and all those whose names have appeared on the voters’ ballots will be considered preliminary candidates. The determination of final candidates from the list of preliminary candidates will be carried out either through the traditional consultative approach, or more likely a primary election by the residents’ representatives. Most likely the residents’ representatives will elect the preliminary candidates high on the nomination votes. The Sifang shequ in the city of Changsha in Hunan province is known to have used this type of “sea election” during the preliminary nomination process.
      
“Sea election” tends to be confused with direct election, but they are different. The idea of “sea election” is election without formal candidates, or if applied only at the nomination stages, nomination without the necessary approval of the nominees. “Sea election” can be combined with indirect election, as have been the case in a 2004 shequ election in Qingdao
 and the case in Nanjing’s Xuanwu district mentioned above. “Sea election” is not without criticisms among election reformers and scholars. “Sea election” is completely open –the voters can write any name they prefer –so the problem is that it is not concerned about the willingness to serve of those who are nominated or elected. Those nominated or elected in a “sea election” may actually prefer not to be involved in the election at all. Some of them could decline, but sometimes they would feel obliged to serve once they are actually elected, but in a way that is unwillingly and unenthusiastically. Another problem, the critics point out, is that “sea election” tends to favor the incumbents or those who are already well-known by other residents in shequ, and is unfair to those who are interested to stand for elections but have not yet established a strong name in the shequ. Since in “sea election” the nomination process has been collapsed into some sort of direct primary election, offering very little chances for the less well-known to promote their name and formally campaign for votes either as preliminary candidates or formal candidates, the residents will tend to nominate and vote for the “familiar face.”
       
Reforming the nomination process thus has three aspects. Nomination requirements should be made much more flexible, achieving some sort of balance between encouraging young and educated people to be nominated and offering a chance for the old and less-educated but capable cadres to continue to serve. For the preliminary nomination process, self-nomination seconded by the joint support of certain number of registered fellow voters appears to be the best way and is also basically the standard nomination method in most democratic countries. Self-nomination indicates the willingness of the nominees to stand for elections, and the requirement of a joint support of a certain number of voters is meant to demonstrate that the prospective nominees at least have some sort of electoral support from residents. Joint nominations (by a certain number of residents, or household representatives, or residents’ representatives) are also acceptable as long as the nominees are willing to accept such the nomination. Jiepin minxuan has its merits in improving the quality of the members of residents’ committee, but overtime its problems are also becoming obvious, and should be gradually phased out. The street office, residents’ committee and election committee should refrain from making direct nomination. Organizational nomination should be limited to only shequ party organizations, the eight “democratic parties”, or other “mass organizations.” As for the formal candidate nomination process, primary election by residents’ representatives still appears to be the realistically feasible option. For the primary election to be meaningful it is essential for the preliminary candidates to have a chance to promote themselves effectively. In a primary election by all eligible shequ voters, each of the numerous preliminary candidates will have to campaign for the nomination votes of all the voters, in order only to be nominated for formal candidates. Not only this would increase substantially the logistical and financial costs of election, but the election would be quite chaotic and confusing to voters. Primary election by residents’ representatives has its flaws, as demonstrated in the Shanghai case reported above, but could be improved by clarifying the procedural ground that the election committee or street office should refrain from interfering in the primary election process in the election rules.  
Increasing Electoral Competition: Candidates’ Campaigns

“Right of political leaders to compete for support (votes)” is one of the eight requirements defining a democratic system, according to Robert Dahl.
 For voters to make meaningful choice between the contesting candidates, it is vitally essential that basic information about the candidates be made available and accessible to the voters. Introducing the differential principle is only the first step toward creating an effectively competitive election. As an eminent Chinese legal scholar once said, “An election that is not differential is not truly an election; a differential election without competitive campaigning is not truly a differential election.”
 A blind vote is hardly a democratic choice. Securing the voters’ right to know candidates’ information and the candidates’ right to campaign, however, has not been a top priority on the agenda of electoral reforms in many shequs, and not particularly encouraged by the authorities. Overt self-promotion and attacking rivals’ point of view and program, normal expectations of the candidates in the elections in democratic countries, are viewed by officials as not particularly “suitable” to Chinese culture or “national conditions.” The cultural argument has some validity. As a Chinese scholar points out, the traditional cultural emphasis on humbleness and unassuming modesty as a virtue does make some candidates rather shy of self-promotion and fearful of public perception of being “power-hungry.”
 J. Bruce Jacobs also noted the influence of the cultural factor in his analysis of Chinese elections when he cites a saying by a provincial vice-governer that people will feel that “any campaigning candidate [only] wants to be an official.”
 But more critically, the officials are wary that competitive campaigns would eventually develop into organized political contestation, which they deem could be dangerous to the socio-political stability of China and ultimately the power of the communist party. This can especially be seen in the evolution of the national election law on the subject of candidate campaign. 

Originally the national election law (the 1979 version) stipulates in Article 30 that any political party, organization and voter can promote and publicize the candidates in any form. Although the word “competitive campaigning” (jingxuan) does not appear in the law, it is not too stretching of the law to interpret the above stipulation as providing ground for competitive campaigning. This liberal stipulation resulted in the unusually competitive and democratic 1980 local peoples’ congress elections, but caused significant uneasiness among the entrenched conservative elements in the party and bureaucracy. The 1982 amendment to the election law stipulates that candidates shall only be introduced by the election committee to the voters. Parties, organization or voters who nominate the candidates shall introduce the candidates’ background only in voters’ meetings. This amendment removed the freedom to campaign and placed restrictive conditions on the interaction between candidates and voters. The latest, 2004 amendment to the law adds a provision stating that the election committee shall organize meetings and question-and-answer sessions between candidates and voters. The 2004 national election law thus offers a chance for candidates to promote themselves directly to the voters and allows more direct interaction between candidates and voters, restoring some vibrancy to candidates’ campaigning, but organized campaign by the candidates (or the nominating voters or organizations) is still nominally not sanctioned by the law (though not explicitly forbidden as well). In this sense, the 2004 national election law is still comparatively less liberal than the 1979 election law.

Both the villagers’ committee law and residents’ committee law have no provisions regarding promotion of the candidates and their meeting with voters. As mentioned earlier, before the shequ election reforms in the late 1990s, most residents’ committee “elections” were thoroughly controlled by street offices: the candidates were picked by the authorities and voted by residents’ representatives appointed by the street office. It was not necessary for any introduction of the candidates, not to mention campaign activities. Residents might not know who were the candidates, or the information regarding the candidates. With the introduction of direct, differential and other election reform measures, provisions similar to the 2004 national election law regarding candidates-voters meetings (including questions-and-answers sessions) and introduction of the candidates by the election committee have also been incorporated to shequ election implementation laws or measures drafted by city and district governments. The importance of competitive campaigning, or at least the availability of candidates’ information to the voters, is increasingly being recognized in shequ elections. As a Chinese scholar points out, the “right to know” the matters regarding an election is a basic political right a voter naturally possesses. In shequ election, this right includes the right of shequ voters to know the background, working experiences, and attitudes toward serving residents of the candidates.
 Thus, not only it is essential that the candidates’ information be introduced to the voters, candidates’ direct interaction with voters is also an essential condition to establish voters’ knowledge of the candidates. A district official who was instrumental in the introduction of direct elections in the city of Ningbo also points out that high turnout rate (which officials generally like to cite to prove success) would be meaningless if there were “information asymmetry” between candidates and voters. In an election, only when the electors fully possess adequate information of the elected would the electors be able to vote meaningfully and rationally and to supervise the elected effectively.
 A survey reported by the Jianghan district government in the city of Ningbo shows that adding the procedure of organizing meetings between voters and (preliminary) candidates increases candidates’ knowledge of the candidates and thus helpful for them to make a meaningful choice.


Generally there are two forms of candidates’ introduction and promotion: organizational introduction and self-introduction, and both of them could be reformed to increase the availability of candidates’ information and the competitiveness of election. Organizational introduction has been the major way to introduce candidates traditionally, but increasingly a shequ election will now include both organizational and self-introduction.
 Organizational introduction means the candidates are basically passive actors in the election. The election committee is the main publicizing agent and introducer of all candidates. It will be responsible of printing and handing out flyers containing candidates’ information and pictures, putting candidates’ information and pictures on propaganda boards or banners visible around the shequ, and use other mediums (such as loudspeakers and posters) to promote and introduce all candidates, in a neutral way (at least supposedly). The election committee shall also organize voters’ assembly to introduce the candidates to the voters more personally and informally. Candidates’ initiatives are limited to have the election committee publicize on their behalf some of their work-plan, targets, and promises to the voters. There is not much to discuss about the reform of the organizational introduction phase other than gearing up more efforts to publicize the candidates in a fair and neutral way. Some election committees (particularly in Ningbo) have more novel ideas, such as having the candidates parade the shequ streets in celebrity style, and organize performances and shows to attract voters to meet with the candidates.
 Although organization introduction does not generally advance the competitiveness of elections, it does have its useful purpose in situations in which the candidates are unwilling to overtly publicize themselves, possibly due to perceive violation of the virtue of humbleness, in which case organizational introduction becomes the only channel of effective communication between the voters and candidates. 

Self-introduction, on the other hand, would at least have the candidates making campaign speeches and answering voters’ questions at the gathering of residents’ small groups, and at the voters’ assembly in which all eligible voters could participate. There is therefore more direct interaction between voters and candidates, and more opportunities for candidates to vigorously promote themselves. Self-introduction thus could be viewed as the basis of candidates’ campaign activities, albeit to be strictly regulated by the election committee as well.
 For example, the Guangxi shequ campaign speech regulations (jingxuan shizhi yanshuo guize) state that the speeches of the candidates have to be submitted to and pre-approved by the election committee. The speech shall include basic information (age, political affiliation, working experience, education, etc.), a three-year work plan and goal, special ability or strong points, and promises to shequ residents. It is forbidden to contain contents that are in violation of national laws and policies, to attack, vilify, slander the rival candidates, and to make unrealistic promises or deceive the residents. The election committee is responsible of scrutinizing, censoring and approving all campaign speeches. It generally would not alter the text of the speech, but shall do so when “politically incorrect views” (zhengzhi cuowu guandian) are contained in the speech. The election committee shall not leak candidates’ speech to their rivals. The regulation also stipulates that the candidates shall give their speech in voters’ assembly, and in the meetings of residents’ small groups, two days before election, or on the day of election. Voters have the right to question the candidates after their speech, and the candidates shall answer the voters unless the questions are related to national policies and personal privacy. The length of speech shall be limited, with the candidates for the chairpersonship given longer time than the candidates for other two positions of shequ residents’ committee.
       

A number of reform measures could be introduced to the above regulations. The first is the setting of the time and date of election speech. It is normal practice in democratic countries that on the Election Day no campaign activities are allowed. Chinese shequ elections (also in village elections too) however tend to have the candidates give the speech right before the election on the Election Day.
 As Li Fan has argued, this practice would not only make the on-the-spot voting situation difficult to manage (see more discussion below), but more importantly the voters basically have very little time to understand and evaluate the candidates’ speech, to know the candidates. This is especially the case for those candidates who are recruits of jiepin minxuan. These recruits typically do not live in the shequ they are standing for election, and the residents hardly know them.
 Voters’ assembly and meetings of residents’ small groups thus should be convened several days before the Election Day, and several times if necessary so that voters have sufficient time to establish their knowledge of the candidates.

Another reform would be to allow more opportunities for candidates to be more pro-active in the courting of votes. In most shequ elections, direct interaction between candidates and residents generally is confined to the meetings of voters’ assembly or residents’ small groups, organized and supervised by the election committee. The Haishu district in city of Ningbo again was novel in its approach to election campaign here. Article 15 of its shequ election implementing measure stipulates that candidates can “meet voters according to their own ways”.
 This has the effect of candidates introducing and initiating some innovative practices in their campaign activities, such as door-to-door canvassing for votes, a rarity in Chinese elections. More interestingly is the emergence of the election campaign teams (xuanju houyuantuan or xuanju zhinangtuan). These teams were self-organized or put together by the candidates. They were to recommend campaign strategies, remake the image of their candidates, and serve as election observers during election time.
 Not only did these election campaign teams raise the level and quality of electoral competition, more importantly they signify a novel development in Chinese elections –organized political contestation. The campaign teams in a way resemble the political consultants that are common in democratic countries, but also, with a bit of imagination, the nascent form of competing political parties as well. Although the long-term impact of these election campaign teams remains to be seen, absent competitive party politics they were the most likely form of organized political contestation that is tolerated and acceptable so far in China. 

The third reform is to introduce real, substantive election debate. Candidates’ speeches, as mentioned before, are subject to strict regulation by the election committee and generally not allowed to attack other candidates. As a result, most election “debates” are rather timid and insubstantial. The speeches of candidates, as reported in Chinese media and publications, are generally apolitical and service-oriented. Even in Haishu district of Ningbo, a forerunner reformer district, anecdotic collection of the campaign speeches shows that all of them were general and vague promises to serve the residents better.
 Electoral competition in this case is not a competition between rivaling political proposals or programs that are based on different interest demands, representation and aggregation, but rather is a competition based on candidates’ competence and character. This type of electoral competition is considered by some scholars to be democratically deficient. Instead of being a foundation for further political democratization, shequ elections instead constitute an “element of depoliticization”
 This assessment is a bit harsh, considering that local elections in most democratic systems generally also emphasize non-political, daily-life issues and the competence (rather than the ideological stand) of the candidates, and that interest-based approach to shequ election, as witnessed by a candidate vowing to fight for the interest of layoff workers (himself a layoff worker) in a Dalian shequ election
, is not totally absent in China, but the criticism that candidates’ narrow focus on advertising their service capabilities is however valid. 

Allowing more substantial debate between candidates, or to put it more bluntly, allowing candidates to attack their rivals during the campaign, brings forth a number of benefits, such as forcing the candidates to be more specific about their service and work programs, clarifying to the choice the voters have, and training both the candidates and the voters the “game of democratic election.” There might be some concerns over the negative side-effects of a more aggressive campaign debate, such as “negative” campaigning, personal denigration and attacks, and general vulgarity. These are valid worries, but the benefits of more debates between candidates should outweigh these negative side-effects, and the election committee can always intervene and regulate in the situation when the negativities of the campaign become escalated. During the Beijing’s Jiudaowan shequ election, there was an unusual fierce debate between the candidates for the vice-chairpersonship, and one of the candidates was permitted by the election committee to launch attacks on her rival’s speech, as long as she stayed out of personal attacks. The debate, together with some critical and penetrating questions from the voters during the questions-and-answers session, forced each candidate to be more responsive and generated an atmosphere of candidates’ accountability to the residents.
          
Table 4:2 Nomination Methods

	Provincial Units/Nomination Methods
	Street Office(%)
	Residents’ Small Groups(%)
	Joint Nomination by Voters (%)
	Self-Nomination (%)
	Others (%)

	Beijing
	
	100
	
	
	

	Tianjin
	70
	20
	5
	5
	

	Liaoning
	
	15.5
	82
	1.5
	1

	Jilin
	
	
	34
	30
	36

	Heilongjiang
	
	55
	35
	20
	

	Shanghai
	
	95.1
	4.1
	0.8
	

	Fujian
	
	100
	
	
	

	Jiangxi
	40
	34
	89
	
	

	Henan
	69
	13
	7.8
	3.7
	6.5

	Hunan
	
	65
	20
	5
	10

	Guangdong
	3.65
	40.69
	9.76
	4.07
	41.83

	Guangxi
	
	30.7
	69.3
	
	

	Hainan
	
	10
	80
	10
	

	Chongqing
	
	50
	20
	30
	

	Sichuan
	0.4
	53.4
	28.5
	3.7
	14

	Guizhou
	
	40
	50
	10
	

	Yunnan
	32
	25
	38
	4
	1

	Tibet
	
	
	100
	
	

	Shaanxi
	76
	23
	1
	
	

	Qinghai
	
	85
	12
	3
	

	Ningxia
	
	
	38
	
	62
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