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Abstract 
With the development of China’s economy and society, citizens have strong 
will to participate in urban governance, but the failure of public participation 
has occurred occasionally. As one of the central cities in China, Guangzhou 
has taken the lead in embarking urban governance reformation, and set up a 
public advisory committee among the people’s livelihood projects to coordi-
nate the relationship among all interests’ parties. This diversified participatory 
governance model has achieved significant results in practice, but also en-
countered new resistance. The paper explores the reasons why the Public Ad-
visory Committee (CPA) model is hindered in other livelihood projects and 
puts forward some countermeasures to optimize the urban governance reform 
in Guangzhou. 
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1. Introduction 

China is in the stage of rapid urbanization, the urban public problems such as 
problems about transportation, housing and environmental protection etc. hap-
pen frequently, and the increasingly diversified demands for public interest 
make the problem more complicated. Obviously, the traditional urban gover-
nance model in which government is dominant has been powerless, and ex-
panding public participation as well as endeavoring to public opinion has be-
come the inevitable choice for urban governance reform (Sheng, 2012) [1]. 
However, only a small part of the positive people can use limited channels such 
as network, media etc. to express their appeals successfully in reality, leading to a 
minority of views abducting most of the public opinion. Therefore, integrating 
social resources extensively and realizing effective interaction between the gov-
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ernment and the civil have become the only way to resolve the current urban 
management plight. Based on this trend, the Guangzhou government began to 
consider the establishment of public participation platform to explore the trans-
form in governance model. The implementation of this concept has achieved 
actual results in the comprehensive renovation works at Tongdewei area, 
Guangzhou City in 2012. By the leading of the Guangzhou government, the 
“Tongdewei Comprehensive Renovation Work Advisory Committee” was estab-
lished, as the deliberative institution to coordinate relationships among the in-
terested parties. The “Advisory Committee” collects resident issues and opinions 
extensively, and feed them back to the government uniformly; government de-
partments are targeted to hold research meeting and public hearings to conduct 
democratic deliberations, and finally make decisions. 

In the view of the governance effect, the “Tongdewei” case is successful, and 
the key factor lies in the “Tongdewei Advisory Committee” playing an effective 
role. Since then, the Public Advisory Committee began to be promoted in other 
livelihood projects in Guangzhou City. So far, there are more than ten public 
consultation and supervision committees set up in Guangzhou. This kind of ur-
ban governance mode which sets up deliberative institution in livelihood 
projects to coordinate the relationship between the government and the public is 
called the “Public Advisory Committee mode” (Yang, Zhao, & Hu, 2015) [2]. It 
can be said that the “Public Advisory Committee model” has already meet with 
preliminary success in Guangzhou, which is the important criterion to decide 
Guangzhou’s urban governance reform being in the forefront of the country. We 
should continue to explore the “Public Consultative Committee mode”, find out 
the deficiencies in the process of promotion, overcome the shortcomings, im-
prove and enrich its connotation further, and promote the new reform of urban 
governance in Guangzhou. This paper discusses a new model of urban gover-
nance in Guangzhou, which offers the possibility to improve the effectiveness of 
urban governance and to enhance the effectiveness of public participation. The 
paper is structured in sections that discuss the following: the connotation of the 
new model of urban governance, the new model to promote the situation and 
problems, the way to solve these problems, and a conclusion. 

2. Analysis on Typical Case in the Process of Promotion of 
the Public Advisory Committee 

2.1. Establishment of the Jinshazhou Public Advisory Committee 

Guangzhou’s Jinshazhou area is located in the border region of Guangzhou City 
and Foshan City, and more than 100,000 residents are gathered here, who has long 
been suffering from the backward infrastructure. Reference to the successful expe-
rience of Tongdewei’s governance, the “Public Supporting Facilities Advisory 
Committee” was set up at Jinshazhou area in April, 2013; members are divided 
into three parts, including social care person, Jinshazhou residents and local busi-
ness representatives. Its daily work mode is that the chairman and secretary-  
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general of the Public Advisory Committee are responsible for deliberating and 
dealing with not important issues; while meeting the important things, all mem-
bers of the Public Advisory Committee are convened to have a meeting, and 
meanwhile the relevant functional government departments dispatch representa-
tives to attend the meeting, get the situation and make a feedback. When the Jin-
shazhou Public Advisory Committee was established for less than a year, the Con-
trol Detailed Planning in Jinshazhou Area was unanimously approved in Guang-
zhou City Planning Commission, and gained great satisfaction from the residents 
of Jinshazhou area. Such success is inseparable from the field research, exchang-
ing opinion and asking for opinion between the Public Advisory Committee and 
the planning department. The establishment of the Public Advisory Committee 
has promoted the completion of the rectification work in Jinshazhou area. 

2.2. Project of Widening the Guangzhou Bridge 

Influenced by procrastination of the Guangzhou Baiyun Mountain tunnel due to 
public opposition, the Guangzhou City Construction Committee decided to 
change the existing decision-making process of urban construction project, and 
establish the Public Advisory Committee for important urban construction 
projects as a platform to express public opinion. There are a total of 25 members 
in the Public Advisory Committee for important urban construction projects, 
including four NPC members, four CPPCC members, seven experts and scholars 
as well as ten representatives of the public. Five of them are stakeholders. After 
the establishment of the Public Advisory Committee for important urban con-
struction projects, the first discussion topic is the project of widening the 
Guangzhou Bridge. In the meeting discussing whether the Guangzhou Bridge 
should be broaden, 20 present permanent members of the Public Advisory 
Committee voted for project of broadening bridge and the development scheme, 
passing with 12 concurring vote and 8 dissenting vote, but three of the five rele-
vant stakeholders voiced opposition. The validity and fairness of the voting re-
sults have attracted extensive discussion and controversy of the public and me-
dia. First of all, in the urban governance, stakeholders have directly related in-
terests, and should be the representative of having most right to speak. The pro-
portion of stakeholders in the Committee is relatively lower, and the voting re-
sults are not representative. Secondly, this minority-majority vote cannot reflect 
the needs of the minorities. So the government should be aware of the impor-
tance and necessity of decision-making through consultation rather than voting. 
The establishment of other following advisory committees also should learn 
from the experience. When the Advisory Committee is established, the propor-
tion of stakeholders should be appropriately expanded, and the members se-
lected by the government of the Public Advisory Committee should be dis-
carded, replaced by public elections, lottery, recommending by public elections, 
self-recommendation and other means to elect representatives. 

2.3. Temporary Replacement of the BRT Project Issues 

At the meeting of the Public Advisory Committee of Guangzhou Urban Con-
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struction, BRT project issues was temporarily replaced, which encountered dis-
satisfaction and wide denouncement from members of the Public Advisory 
Committee. According to the original plan, the Public Advisory Committee of 
Guangzhou Urban Construction originally planned to discuss the eight sets of 
alternative offer of the second BRT submitted by the Guangzhou Transportation 
Commission. However, before the meeting, members of the Committee and the 
media suddenly received an informing message from the news spokesman of the 
Public Advisory Committee of Guangzhou Urban Construction, saying that be-
cause the materials which the Guangzhou Transportation Commission had pre-
pared was inadequate, BRT issues would be postponed and discussed issues was 
changed to the work summary in 2013 as well as work outlook in 2014 for the 
Public Advisory Committee. The choice of discussed issues determines the initi-
ative of the Committee from the source. As a civilian oversight institution, the 
Public Advisory Committee lacks independence and autonomy. The discussed 
issues are selected by the government, so that “issues that are not conducive to 
government’s decision-making cannot be discussed in the Public Advisory 
Committee, and opinions that are unfavorable to its default position cannot be 
produced”. The temporary replacement of the issue has decided by the govern-
ment in advance, and the Public Advisory Committee is just acting as a form. 

2.4. Overthrow and Re-Discussion about Donghaochong 
Landscape Scheme 

After the government had decided to start the comprehensive renovation project 
for the center-north section of the Donghaochong, the Public Advisory Com-
mittee of the Donghaochong was established by the leading of the Urban Con-
struction Environment and Resources Protection Committee of the People’s 
Congress Standing Committee at Yuexiu district, Guangzhou. This kind of 
process resulted in that the limited scope of the discussion left to the Public Ad-
visory Committee of the Donghaochong was limited to landscape design and 
how to reduce the number of dissenting residents. So the space for the public to 
participate in the discussion was relatively small. The Public Advisory Commit-
tee of the Donghaochong discussed the construction program of the second 
phase of the landscape released by the Bureau of Parks and Woods for many 
times, and The Public Advisory Committee urged the designing institute to op-
timize the design program of landscape for it costed too much and the design 
program of landscape was too cumbersome. Subsequently, at the seventh ple-
nary meeting of the Public Advisory Committee for comprehensive regulation 
project of the center-north section of the Donghaochong, constructing and op-
timizing plan for Phase II Landscape of the Donghaochong was denied once 
again. The Public Advisory Committee of the Donghaochong considered that 
the landscape construction scheme was not the views of the Committee from be-
ginning to end and should be discussed by the Public Advisory Committee and 
the public from the outset to put forward scheme. The meeting finally agreed 
that the Public Advisory Committee and construction unit invited the experts, 
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scholars as well as social elites to discuss the design scheme of Phase II Land-
scape of the Donghaochong, in order to complement the lack of professional 
knowledge and experience of the members of the Public Advisory Committee 
(Yang, Zhao, & Hu, 2015) [2]. This is conducive for the introduction of public 
participation from the source, so that citizen participation can be integrated into 
every aspect of the project proposal, demonstration and decision-making. 

3. Analysis on the Cause of Promotion of the “Public 
Advisory Committee Model” Being Obstructed 

Although the Tongdewei Public Advisory Committee as a promotional example 
is successful, the Tongdewei Public Advisory Committee is a new thing after all, 
which has met a lot of problems in the actual promotion. And many of the pub-
lic advisory committees were questioned for they cannot exert required effec-
tiveness. While the Public Advisory Committee as a public organization, we can 
analyze its shortcomings and deficiencies from the perspective of internal and 
external factors. 

3.1. Internal Factors: The Lack of Independence and the 
Imperfect Mechanism 

3.1.1. Lack of Independence 
The lack of independence is one of the main problems facing by the Public Ad-
visory Committee. As the Guangzhou Public Advisory Committee was estab-
lished under the support of the municipal government, it has a strong official 
background; it would also be affected by the government from all aspects in ac-
tual operation and lack of sufficient independence, mainly for the following as-
pects: 

First, the composition of the staff is led by the government and the behalf for 
public interest is inadequate. In accordance with the requirements of the rele-
vant system, the members of the Public Advisory Committee are composed of 
representatives of the National People’s Congress, experts, scholars and repre-
sentatives of residents. However, it is noteworthy that the members elected by 
the local residents to represent the public opinion are in the lower proportion of 
members, experts, scholars and representatives of the National People’s Con-
gress recommended by the government has relatively high ratio. In essence, the 
situation of “input elite inside, internal elite compromise for politics in deci-
sion-making process” is formed (Hu, 1998) [3]. This has led to that members of 
the Public Advisory Committee become the “voice tube” of the government and 
simply assist the government in making the public responsive to calls and deci-
sions, but ignoring the appeal of stakeholders, so it is biased. 

Second, the funding comes from the Government, so its finance lacks free-
dom. The Public Advisory Committee stresses its commonweal, and all its 
members have “Lei Feng” volunteer service, no wages and other labor subsidies, 
so there is no conflict of interest between members. The Government has also 
advocated such commonweal participation in political affairs. Therefore, in or-
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der to support the Public Advisory Committee and encourage its initiative, rele-
vant departments provide funds for the Public Advisory Committee. But in this 
way, the Committee is financially dependent on the relevant departments, and 
lack of economic independence. With economic independence, the indepen-
dence of the operation also cannot be guaranteed. 

Third, the setting of topics for discussion is decided by the Government, so 
the initiative of the Advisory Committee is lost. The organizational structure and 
the financial resources of the Public Advisory Committee have made it difficult 
to achieve its own functions, and the loss of the initiative of topics for discussion 
also narrows the discourse space of the Committee. Although the relevant provi-
sions stipulate that the Public Advisory Committee need to be set up in discuss-
ing major livelihood projects, however the definition “significant livelihood 
projects” is fuzzy, resulting in that what kind of projects need to set up the Ad-
visory Committee is decided by the government. Therefore, the setting of the 
Public Advisory Committee is not up to the public themselves. Instead, when the 
relevant government departments need the help of the Public Advisory Com-
mittee, they are set up after the project is established. Based on this “need rela-
tionship”, the issues of the Public Advisory Committee are often formulated by 
the relevant government departments, so that space of public participation in the 
discussion is narrower. On one hand, the narrowing of the scope of participation 
has hindered the enthusiasm of public participation. On the other hand, it make 
the public participation is not effective enough, so that public participation is 
absent in the important stage of public policy-making. 

3.1.2. Mechanism Is Imperfect and Lack Institutional Framework 
The inadequacy of the functioning mechanism of the Committee is another im-
portant internal cause of the obstruction in promoting the Committee. 

First, as the typical case for Committee, the reason why the public orderly and 
extensively participated in the process of Tongdewei area’s renovation, is largely 
due to the step-by-step leadership by government departments and the leader 
members of the Advisory Committee, rather than institutionalized advance. 
Compared with the success of regional governance, the operation of the Tong-
dewei Public Advisory Committee relies more on the autonomy of organization 
members and the personal prestige of organizational leaders, and an operationa-
lized and standardized charter is not formed. And there is a certain degree of 
randomness in the consultation of citizens’ opinions and supervision as well as 
participation in public decision-making etc. In the process of copying the model 
of lacking normalization, inherent problems are bound to repeated or even en-
larged (Wei, 2003) [4]. This lack of the critical operational mechanisms has led 
to the loss of the effectiveness of the work of the Committee. 

Second, because the decision-making model and stipulation on proportion of 
voting through are lacking in the rules of procedure, the decisions made by the 
Committee lack of rationality and legitimacy. Generally, the agendas of the 
Committee are sponsored by the leader and freely discussed just like salon rather 
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than formal meeting. As a result, members often express their views in the dis-
cussion but it is difficult to seek common ground while reserving differences. 
Finally, the leader and a number of core members can only be re-negotiated, de-
termined by the individual subjective wishes. One the one hand this kind of de-
cision-making model is not necessarily representative of all members, on the 
other hand, it may be caused the Committee could not represent the interests of 
the public will. Obviously, the above situations lead to the failure of decision- 
making. 

Third, there is a lack of restraint for members of the Commission, so less act-
ing or nonfeasance occurs now and then. The arbitrary nature of the work of the 
members of the Committee make it difficult for the Committee to make deci-
sions and the lack of consensus among the members of the Advisory Committee 
results in a decline in the authority of the Public Advisory Committee, and then 
results in a diminished voice of the Committee. Finally the Committee cannot 
represent public appeal and willingness, so public participation is difficult to 
function efficiently. 

3.2. External Factors: Decreased Public Willingness to Participate 
and Decreased Media Attention 

3.2.1. Public Willingness to Participate Decreases 
In the case of “Tongdewei”, the Public Advisory Committee of the Tongdewei 
and the relevant government departments put a lot of energy and cost in the in-
teraction with the public, and the public around the Tongdewei area are also 
very concerned about the comprehensive rectification work, so the people have 
strong willingness to participate and the effect is better. But in the promotion 
process of the Public Advisory Committee, on the one hand considering the time 
and cost, the Public Advisory Committee and the relevant government depart-
ments do not communicate deeply and extensively with the stakeholders; on the 
other hand, because public representatives of participating in the Committee are 
limited, and they cannot completely represent the views of the public, so the 
opinions of the public representatives become insignificant and lacking substan-
tial effect, resulting in that public’s willingness to participate in the work of the 
Committee is reduced and people lost confidence to the work of the Committee. 
In the meantime, the government leads the agenda of the Public Advisory 
Committee, which can further lead public attitudes and behavior through the 
Public Advisory Committee, so as to enable people to accept and obey the gov-
ernment’s decision, rather than really expressing their views. This kind of pater-
nalistic absolute authority existing in government relevant department is aimed 
at regulating and controlling public participation (Amstein, 1969) [5]. In this 
case, the public participation is more like a gimmick, and whether the people’s 
representatives or the general public, will consider the Commission lacking 
substantive function, so the willingness to participate is difficult to be improved. 

3.2.2. Decline of Media Attention 
In today’s environment of increasingly open and well-developed information, 
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the media public opinion is an important tool for the people to monitor the 
government and participate in governance. And in turn, the media also have a 
great guiding effect on the people, and the guiding role played by the news me-
dia cannot be underestimated in promoting the civic participation (Miller, Gol-
denberg, & Erbring, 1979) [6]. The decline of media attention is also an impor-
tant reason for promotion of the Public Advisory Committee meeting “cold-
ness”. As a successful case, the Tongdewai Public Advisory Committee’s opera-
tion is inseparable from promotion of the “Star Committee member” Han Zhi-
peng. To investigate the status of the Tongdewei, Han Zhipeng moved into 
Tongdewei alone and lived for two years. His personal appeal, acting style and 
extraordinary research story are excellent news material, therefore the media had 
high attention for the Tongdewei. As a director of the Public Advisory Commit-
tee, such a unique and distinctive elite color is extremely accidental, and it is dif-
ficult to be copied to other public advisory committees. So the media attention 
to the other public advisory committees is far less than the Tongdewei. This also 
shows that the successful promotion of the Committee has a high demand for 
the personal quality of the committee members, especially the director of the 
committee. Secondly, as the pilot project of promoting participatory urban go-
vernance in Guangzhou City, comprehensive renovation of the Tongdewei na-
turally attracted widespread concern in the media and the major media reported 
it competitively. However, the later established public advisory committees in 
Guangzhou City, are taking the Tongdewei Public Advisory Committee as the 
blueprint and become more and more mature, no longer owning significant ori-
ginality, so the attention of news media are generally decreased. At the same 
time, the media’s pursuing for the “short, adaptable and fast” news will lead to 
the majority of the media lacking of enough patience to conduct follow-up re-
ports for Committee’s work. In such circumstances, the attention of the whole 
society also will decline. 

4. The Optimization for “Model of the Public Advisory 
Committee” in Guangzhou’s Urban Governance 

The “model of the Public Advisory Committee” provides a direction for the ur-
ban governance and reformation in Guangzhou, but the “model of the Public 
Advisory Committee” is not omnipotent. From the establishment of the Tong-
dewei Public Advisory Committee to the establishment of other a dozen public 
committees, connotation of “the Public Advisory Committee” has been ex-
panded and extended. From that the initial public advisory committees are to 
collect public opinion and reflect the appeal of the masses, to that some latter 
public consultative committees are to help the government to explain to the 
public and convince the public, the nature of the Committee is dissimilated. So, 
how to further improve the Public Advisory Committee and promote reform of 
urban governance 

Firstly, organizational structure of the Public Advisory Committee should be 
reformed, and its reform should be guided by maintaining the representativeness 



J. Qu 
 

15 

and relative independence of the Public Advisory Committee. This requires that 
it should be independent from the functional departments, and intervention of 
the host sector should be diluted as much as possible at the beginning of the es-
tablishment of the Committee so as to avoid interference in the interests of the 
sector and public opinion being “represented” so that the organizational struc-
ture and operation of the Committee can be relatively independent, not subor-
dinate to the government, or it can be established in the street offices and other 
grass-roots organizations. In order to ensure its relative independence, the funds 
of the Public Advisory Committee should be managed uniformly by the Social 
Work Committee, which can avoid the Committee being used as a tool for the 
government from the source. 

Secondly, from the reform of operational mechanism, it should be emphasized 
that the scientificity and democracy of decision-making mechanism. The opera-
tional mechanisms of the Committee should be based on the views and recom-
mendations of stakeholders, not the willing of the government. In the process of 
operating, the issues should be identified by the Public Advisory Committee, 
which seek to be transparent and enable the Public Advisory Committee to enter 
the public eye. Only to change the current situation that “many members do not 
show up, the views formed in the discussion of the Committee members are not 
open to the public in time, and the public can not reflect the views and de-
mands”, let the Public Advisory Committee communicate with the public freely, 
invite the public to participate in the demonstration and decision-making, it can 
truly reflect public opinion and win public opinion. 

Again, how to ensure the right to know, participation right and right of the 
supervision of public participation, is the issue the Public Advisory Committee 
need to pay attention to. In addition to building a good public participation 
platform to make people effectively participate in the development of normaliza-
tion and institutionalization of urban governance, we also should unite with 
multiple forces to co-governance and establish as well as maintain the long-term 
stability of this partnership (Wang, 2006) [7]. This requires the involvement of 
the media and personally participation of social elites. In the selection of per-
sonnel, the proportion of stakeholders should be increased and the NPC depu-
ties and CPPCC members or prestigious public person and representatives of 
relevant social organizations should be invited to participate. This mul-
ti-participatory approach can help form good and continuous cooperation rela-
tions among the government, the social elite and the public. When the interests 
of all parties conflict, they can be furthest reflected, debated and consulted firstly 
in the Public Advisory Committee, and the finally the policy accepted by multi 
parties can be formulated. 

Finally, the fundament to ensure the above three aspects is to maintain the in-
itiative of the Public Advisory Committee, which is the only way to achieve the 
objectives of the Committee. Only to change the situation of “government de-
partments do not want the public to participate in decision-making and not set 
up the Committee” and realize that citizen participation can be integrated into 
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every aspect of the project proposal, executing, supervision and feedback, public 
power can own real credibility (Jiang & Zhou, 2004) [8]. 

5. Conclusion 

There are both many breakthroughs and puzzles in governance and reform of 
Guangzhou city. But the successful governance of the Tongdewei shows that the 
Guangzhou City should seize the opportunity and continue to explore in the 
system of the Public Advisory Committee, so as to promote the governance and 
reform of Guangzhou city. At the same time, in the development of a new type 
of urbanization in Guangzhou city, we should achieve consultative democracy to 
promote interaction between the government and the public, and realize coor-
dination of good governance. 
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