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Pandemic Control in China’s Gated
Communities

Hualing Fu*

Introduction

A key global strategy to contain the coronavirus disease 2019 known as COVID-19
has been the implementation of social distancing measures (SDMs), in particular Stay-
at-Home (SaH) orders. Given the epidemiological consensus at the time that social
distancing significantly reduces transmission and that the ability of a country to contain
the spread of infections depends on the degree to which SaH orders and other SDMs
are enforced and complied with, few countries, if any, have not imposed lockdowns of
sorts to some degree, in particular a range of SaH orders, placing a significant part of
their population, if not all, under quarantine for various durations.' To a large degree,
the success or failure of these measures has depended on citizens’ willingness to change
their behaviours to comply with SaH orders.

The existing literature indicates a range of factors, both subjective and objective,
to explain compliance. Subjective factors include substantive support for the measures,
trust in the government, political values, and obligations to obey regulations, broadly
defined to include the impact of deterrence and the sense of fairness.> Some studies
show that civic and moral education, and the appeal to altruism or a sense of solidarity,
have some short-term positive impact on compliance with SDMs; an invocation of a
degree of fear is also found to have more explanatory power in motivating behaviour
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change.’ Others have pointed out that one’s political views (Democrat or Republican in
the American context) have some predictive power on whether or not one will adhere
to SDMs.*

Compliance with SaH orders can hardly be achieved without coordinated action,
effective enforcement, and adequate material and psychological support on the part of
the government. In the United States, while people generally felt compelled to obey
the law, supported the principle of social distancing, and were concerned with the con-
sequences of non-compliance, ‘only a minority of Americans indicate that they always
follow social distancing measures’® In Italy, public authorities struggled to deal with
significant non-compliance with SaH rules.® Sheth and Wright reported significant
violations of the SaH order in California, concluding that relying on risk aversion or
altruism would not achieve compliance.” Even in Canada, where compliance was high
across all provinces, there was still a substantial proportion of norm-breakers.®

In order to secure adequate compliance, objective factors also need to be fac-
tored in, including people’s capacity to follow SaH orders, opportunities to violate the
measures, costs and benefits of adherence, and social norms in terms of adherence, i.e.,
whether others around are also in compliance. A key factor is the practical capacity to
adhere to SDMs—people do not follow rules that are hard, if not impossible, to follow.
Effective implementation of SaH orders demands support for residents in isolation and
monitoring to enforce the orders.

This chapter examines the unique role that grassroots residential social organisa-
tions in China have played in supporting and enforcing pandemic control measures.
In explaining China’s performance in containing the pandemic before the sudden
reverse of the restrictive policy in November 2022 after a nationwide protest COVID
restrictions,” commentators have attributed this to the Chinese Communist Party’s
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decisive move to lock down cities at a high social and economic cost and to the capac-
ity both to mobilise human and material resources to build hospitals to isolate those
infected with the virus, and to send medics and support to the most infected cities to
treat patients. Another feature that has characterised the Chinese strategy and is receiv-
ing increasing attention is the broad societal participation and the ability of residen-
tial communities to enforce SDMs and, in particular, SaH orders, enabling residents
to respond to the pandemic and to comply with pandemic control measures with
resources and confidence.'® In what was dubbed by the Party as the people’s war against
the COVID-19 pandemic, Chinese urban communities showcased the effectiveness
of the unique governance style in inducing compliance under certain political condi-
tions. What makes Chinese urbanites more willing to participate in pandemic control
enforcement and more compliant with SaH orders? And when will the willingness to
comply and participate be withdrawn?

Emergencies and Authoritarian Advantage

Chinese urban communities are part of the overall political system and need to be
situated in that larger political context.!' China’s political system, with its democratic
centralism, coupled with its ability to shape public opinion and exert discipline and
control, is well-equipped to manage novel crises.'” Chinese commentators have
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confidently and, nearly universally, pointed to that systemic advantage over liberal
democracies. As Gao and Zhang put it:

Because collectivist societies are supposed to cooperate more for the benefit of the
majority, individual interests need to be sacrificed when necessary. Democracies, on
the other hand, advocate for individual freedom, and governments must implement
policies within the limits of what is legally permissible. Such institutional constraints
inevitably cause numerous inconveniences in responding swiftly to disasters and
crises.”

Regime type seems to have mattered less in shaping states’ initial responses during the
crisis as the pandemic has created a global authoritarian movement that witnessed a
sudden surge of executive power and steady weakening of democratic accountability."*
The traditional liberal states have scrambled to impose some emergency measures
suitable to their respective constitutional traditions and made a turn in their govern-
ance towards authoritarianism." In managing the pandemic, the differences between
democracies and statist/authoritarian states have diminished. As Fukuyama points
out:

In the end, I don’t believe that we will be able to reach broad conclusions about
whether dictatorships or democracies are better able to survive a pandemic. What
matters in the end is not regime type, but whether citizens trust their leaders, and
whether those leaders preside over a competent and effective state.®

Yet, as liberal democracies learn to act uncomfortably and often awkwardly in authori-
tarian ways, they encounter formidable political, legal, and social resistance.'” The
legislature may refuse to endorse pandemic control legislative initiatives or act to
dilute the expansion of executive power that may be needed to implement effective
control. Similarly, the judiciary, holding the executive legally accountable, may review
and invalidate some of the executive excesses. More importantly, citizens, frustrated by
continuous lockdowns and SaH orders, may rebel through non-compliance and open
protest, as has been widely observed in democracies.'®
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How to explain the different responses among different regimes to the pandemic
control emergency measures? For liberal democracies in general, the gap between the
normal and the exceptional was sharp, and the restrictions on rights and freedoms
during the pandemic made real differences, both epistemologically and empirically.
Under pandemic control measures, public gatherings were banned, rallies and proces-
sions were barred, and freedom of mobility was curtailed. These restrictive measures,
which may be commonly accepted and even taken for granted under authoritarianism,
may produce shocks, be met with resistance and are, in any event, hard to implement
in democracies.

The Chinese political system is well-equipped to manage novel crises. The authori-
tarian advantage is referred to as democratic centralism, in which a constitutionally
entrenched Communist Party monopolises political power to exercise ‘absolute lead-
ership’ There are no effective checks and balances, and the decision-making process
is, in McCubbins’ terms, ‘decisive’ or even ‘tyrannical’’ Under democratic centralism,
China’s pandemic control efforts are defined as ‘centralization, coercive intervention,
and state paternalism’* The decision to impose a total lockdown on first Wuhan, a city
of over 11 million people, then Hubei, a province of 65 million people, and finally on
most of the other provinces was a decisive moment in China’s war against the virus,*
a move that received initial disbelief, shock, and suspicion in the international com-
munity, but later became a standard preventive measure that was widely adopted.**
The lockdown illustrated the decisiveness and swiftness of the system in sharp contrast
with some of the democratic gridlocks that have been commonly observed. By the time
Shanghai was totally locked down in 2022, what the Party-state is capable of achieving
its policy objectives regardless of the costs was laid bare.>® After all, this is the same Party
that implemented the One Child Policy and other massive projects unprecedented in
human history. Political systems with concentrated political power may be able to act
decisively while others with more fragmented political powers—subjecting decisions
to multiple veto points and excessive checks and balances—may succumb to gridlock
and political paralysis in the process.*
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In addition, the Party-led system can mobilise national resources to launch a sus-
tained political campaign, setting aside legal rules and marginalising legal institutions in
accomplishing its goals,* leading to human rights abuses.? This whole national system,
which has often been referred to when China demonstrates its ability to coordinate
national resources to train athletes,”” has a long history and goes far beyond sports.
Facing a crisis or a challenging task of national significance with limited resources, the
Party is razor-sharp in its focus. It can mobilise all available resources to achieve its goal.
In the process, it does not tolerate doubts, distractions, or disobedience and is ready to
silence and crush, if needed, any sign of resistance.”® This type of multi-functional gov-
ernment with the power of total mobilisation is commonly regarded as a Chinese polit-
ical advantage.” The capacity to mobilise resources, evidenced in the record-breaking
speed in building specialised hospitals; manufacturing and supplying medical supplies,
especially protective equipment, in large quantities; drafting 42,600 medical doctors
and experts to affected areas at short notice;*® and the seamless coordination, vertical
and horizontal, of operations, is regarded as a strength that can barely be matched in
any liberal democracy.*

The Chinese political and constitutional design demonstrates fewer differences
between normal operations and crisis management. One may even argue that part
of the Chinese system has already normalised and routinised exceptional or emer-
gency measures, so it is ready to encounter crises with a high degree of preparedness.
Examples abound. Political rules of the Party have de facto legal effect in normal times
or during a crisis, as Article 1 of the Chinese Constitution declares that ‘Leadership by
the Communist Party of China is the defining feature of socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics’ There are few if any veto points in the decision-making process; the Party con-
trols the press and imposes censorship of news; it routinely punishes rumours through
criminal law and police power; prohibits demonstration and protest at all times; the
routine police monitoring and control of population movement and residence is a
feature of China’s urban management, and the mass surveillance does not spark sig-
nificant privacy concerns from the society; and Chinese courts encourage and subtly
enforce the settlement of disputes expediently through mediation. What is regarded as
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normalcy in China could be possible only under emergency measures elsewhere. Due
to the lack of a clear distinction in the conceptual framework and institutional choices
between normalcy and emergency, China can move into crisis management mode with
far less resistance.

Authoritarian advantages notwithstanding, the political design and the power
to mobilise per se cannot fully explain the Chinese ability to enforce the SaH order
and SDMs. The world is not short of authoritarian leaders who can act decisively and
expediently or political systems that do not admit any checks and balances or exter-
nal accountability. States that are able to pull in national resources to achieve certain
political goals or manage a crisis also abound. This is the ‘despotic power) in Mann’s
terms, to assert control over society, which explains Chinese decisiveness and resource-
fulness.** China’s operation depended, however, on more than despotism and auto-
cratic decision-making. When China launched a people’s war against the pandemic,
the battleground was shifted to residential communities at the grassroots level, and the
despotic power had to penetrate the social fabric and become what Mann referred to as
the ‘infrastructural power’ through society that is manifested through the routine.” The
pre-crisis neighbourhood organisations, as they were mobilised by the Party-state to
combat the pandemic, coupled with a high level of political trust in the government and
the resulting voluntary compliance, proved to be the most crucial aspect of the Chinese
ability to trace, monitor, and control, which in turn further legitimised, solidified, and
reinforced the operating system.

Shequ, Xiaoqu, and Gated Communities

The Chinese residential community (shequ) is the place where SaH orders and other
measures are enforced. It is the site where the Party-state displays its infrastructural
power. A Chinese community is composed of three elements on a long spectrum that
includes government offices, parastate and civil society organisations, and commercial
firms, which together formed the backbone of the people’s war against the pandemic.**
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The government includes the Street Office (SO), the lowest level of Party-state power
in urban China. Within the SO jurisdiction, there is a neighbourhood police station
called a paichusuo (PCS) in charge of population management and public order. Under
the SO, there is a parastate organisation called the Residential Committee (RC), a semi-
autonomous organisation elected by and composed of local residents to manage neigh-
bourhood affairs. Each RC is composed of a number of small communities (xiaoqu),
often in the form of a gated community with walls to mark its boundaries and protect it
from outsiders. The RC may set up a service station at a xiaoqu to maintain contact with
residents in the jurisdiction. Under Chinese law, residents in a xiaoqu are entitled to
form a homeowners’ association (HoA) through an election among the homeowners.
An HoA is a self-regulatory body formed to protect the rights and interests of home-
owners. Each xiaoqu may engage a Property Management Company (PMC) to manage
the residential buildings and provide services for the residents. A shequ is often a high-
density ecosystem with complicated hierarchical and horizontal relations in which the
Party-state, society, and market interact with each other to maximise their respective
interests.

The shequ is a unique political design. At its core, as Read noted, is ‘a dense network
of standardized cells, with state-defined boundaries, covering all or virtually all of the
urban geography’. The structure and designs are inherited from long historical practice
and in significant ways, ‘grow out of a more regimented vision of how society is to be
ordered’* Underlining this unique infrastructure is the Chinese hukou system, which
registers persons by household and assigns each individual, at birth, to a community.
The Party has upgraded the system into a panopticon to allow the state, through the
neighbourhood police, to monitor and control the entire population.* The neighbour-
hood community exists first and foremost for government control over urban societies.

Significantly, control is extended through a parastate organisation, the RC, and a
network of social groups, whose leaders, often endorsed, and from time to time chosen,
by the residents, work for and with government officials on a wide range of matters
concerning the community. Beyond extending government control to the fabric of
the communities, the RC and the social groups also represent local interests in their
interaction and bargaining with the local state. Policing, public health, and poverty
alleviation are concerns of both the government and the community. The dialogical,
‘socialised}*” or ‘associative’® process in which both contention and accommodation
take place,” and through which the state integrates residents into state projects and
residents make their claims, not only allows the state to calibrate its control but also
solidifies and strengthens the social fabric. Through formal and informal links, the
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community structure engenders dynamic state—society synchronisation and mutual
support. Under this structure, citizens’ ‘belonging, participation and entitlement, and
state obligation’ all gravitate towards the residential communities, and the neighbour-
hood becomes the site of political action in China’s urban governance.*

Shequ is a hodgepodge of organisations with different identities, interests, and pri-
orities, which interact hierarchically and horizontally. The RC is legally an autonomous
organisation, the PMC is a commercial entity serving the interests of residents who pay
them, and the HoA jealously guards the interests of the Chinese middle classes. The SO
is the lowest organ in the Party-state system and is staffed by low-ranking bureaucrats
whose duties are to coordinate the bread-and-butter affairs of the urban communities.
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, the Party started to intervene directly in commu-
nity management, connecting the SO, RC, PMC, and HoA into a network to form a
defensible space against the virus.

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, local people’s congresses and city governments
in most provinces have enacted local legislation and rules to require shequ organisa-
tions, especially the PMC and HoA, to follow the leadership of the SO and RC and
to take active steps to implement pandemic control measures, in particular in posting
information flyers, disinfecting public areas, taking the temperature of visitors, moni-
toring residents who returned from other regions, enforcing social distancing rules, and
so on, all contingent on evolving circumstances.* The xiaoqu—the little gated com-
munity—formed the basic unit in China’s people’s war on the pandemic; and China’s
massive SaH order was enforced under the leadership of the SO and RC, with the
active participation of the PMC and xiaoqu residents, all supported and reinforced by
the police in the PCS. Through this particular organisational structure, national pan-
demic control policies were announced and sent to residents, individuals were isolated,
monitored and supported, and those who test positive were sent to designated places
for quarantine. A well-led, resourceful, and well-organised community structure with
disciplined participation is a necessity to make the SaH order practical and enforceable.
However China’s pandemic control strategy is perceived and assessed, the gated com-
munities are an essential part of it.

The Street Office and the Residential Committee

Let us examine these community structures in more detail. The SO and the RC are the
two key institutions in Chinese urban communities. The SO and the RC were insti-
tutionalised in Chinese cities in 1954 according to the particular social and political
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environment at the time. They played an important role in mobilising politically isolated
social groups into a unified leadership, extending administrative control, and offering
a more systematic way of political recruitment.*” An SO is established as a sub-agency
of a district or city government to take charge of an area referred to as an administra-
tive street. To avoid any possible ‘fragmentation of power’, an SO was restricted to a
minimum level in terms of resources and responsibilities.*

Despite the drastic social and economic changes that have taken place in Chinese
cities, the role of the SO remains largely unchanged in that, as the most basic level of
government, its principal function is to enhance the governance capacity at the basic
level, framed as to work with stakeholders to build streets that are ‘civilised’, ‘vibrant,,
‘convenient) and ‘peaceful’, with its work clearly identified as ‘local, ‘social, and ‘mass-
oriented’ In concrete terms, the SO should respond to complaints to the city govern-
ment from local residents and address their concerns; in addition, SO officials should
appear on the frontline in coordinating works and services from different government
departments and solve whatever problems may arise in the locality.** The SO is front
and centre in the Party’s effort to build a responsive state.

The RC is a ‘basic level” parastate organisation that was established directly by
the Constitution and is governed by national law. The RC is designed as a ‘self-man-
agement, self-education and self-service entity’ and is tasked with community public
affairs, such as policing, poverty alleviation, and dispute resolution. It also has a legal
duty to promote the implementation of laws and policies, and to reflect the views and
complaints of residents to the government. As a self-regulatory body, its members are
elected either by all eligible residents and households, or by representatives from small
groups within an RC. An RC receives supervision, guidance and, above all, financial
support from the SO. It is commonly observed that members of an RC maintain ‘affec-
tive connections’ with officials and at the same time build ‘personal relations’ with
residents in the community,* in which ‘an active, proximate, and responsive state’
is interacting and coping with ‘disagreement, contentions, and resistance’ from the
communities.*

Property management companies and homeowners’ associations

The traditional neighbourhood system has gone through a period of renewal with the
privatisation and commodification of residential housing, forming the typical Chinese

42. Janet Salaff, “The Urban Commune in Communist China) The China Quarterly 29 (1967): 82-110; ‘Urban
Residential Committees in the Wake of the Cultural Revolution, in The City in Communist China, ed. John
Wilson Lewis (Redwood City, CA: Stanford University Press, 1971), 289.

43. Franz H. Schurmann, Ideology and Organisation in Communist China (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1968), 379.

44, dbmH ARRERSHE SRR L, ALRIHHIE %), hitp://www.bjtzh.gov.cn/tzzfxxgk/
¢109720/202101/1332302.shtml.

4S. Schurmann, Ideology and Organisation, 346; Read, Roots of the State, 4.

46. Read, Roots of the State, 4.



Hualing Fu 179

gated residential communities. With the rise of the Chinese middle class and the availa-
bility and popularity of privately owned condominiums, Chinese cities have witnessed
a fundamental shift towards clear demarcation, assertion, and protection of property
rights. With this broad background, PMCs emerged to manage residential communi-
ties in high-density, high-rise residential buildings.*’

The PMC, as a commercial entity, operates on a contract basis with the residents
in a community to offer management services on a fee-for-service basis. The PMC is
well-resourced, commercially organised, and embedded in the community to offer
routine services. It is a formidable player in China’s urban community with a staggering
influence on people’s livelihoods. Take Hangzhou, for example, where over 700 PMCs
manage over 4,000 xiaoqu and buildings in the city and where over 50,000 employees
of those PMCs were on the frontline in enforcing SDMs. Another notable example is
Vanke Property Development, a single company that has 2,663 residential projects and
639 business projects. Its more than 50,000 employees participated in the services of
over 5 million households during the pandemic.*

Side-by-side with the PMC is another prominent organisation—the HoA, a com-
panion entity that has grown together with the PMC. Both are products of China’s
bourgeoning residential housing market. As it happens, disputes over property rights
and management issues abound, and the PMC, as a matter of routine, often gets into
disputes with residents. The PMC is often controlled or owned by the developers that
built the housing projects and occupies an advantageous position vis-a-vis the often
disorganised residents. In response, aggrieved residents use the HoA platform to
protect their rights in legal and political ways.*

Ownership of private property in urban condominiums creates a common iden-
tity and shared interest for the owners, who, united under a common cause, demand
the protection of their legal rights, eficient management of their property, and good
governance of the neighbourhood. The government clearly recognises property rights
and has created procedures to form HoAs under the guidance of the SO and the RC,
and with the limited participation of the developers. While the government grants the
right to organise the HoA through a democratic process, a rare situation in the Chinese
political system, and to seek legal and political protection of rights in a collective and
organised manner, these rights are strictly limited to their implementation in the imme-
diate neighbourhood.*

Riding on the tide of social management innovation, the government has become
more interventionist in pre-empting disputes between the two entities. Clearer rules
have been made, and the SO and RC are more proactive in establishing co-governance
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involving all stakeholders and are more ready to take political action to root out net-
working, public protests or other ‘radical actions’” on the part of some of the HoAs.!
In the urban management setting, the HoA is regarded as a potential spoiler of the
established arrangement, whereas the PMC and the developers behind them are able
to build and maintain a close alliance with the government, which is interested in little
more than maintaining stability.*

Beyond giving the SO and RC more resources and mandates to manage urban
communities and, in particular, to improve relations between the PMC and HoA to
maintain local stability, the other step that has been taken is the building of the Party
at the community level and the invocation of Party mechanisms. While the RC does
not have any legal or administrative authority over the PMC, just as the SO does not
have any direct authority over the RC, the political mechanism of the Party serves as
the golden thread to tie all the loose pieces together. While the local government, the
PMC, and the HoA may have their unique interests and concerns, the political interest
of the Party transcends all. Each autonomous unit has a Party cell, which can be used
to exercise political leadership over Party members in the PMC and Party members in
the whole community.*

When the pandemic broke out, the government immediately tapped into the
resources and organisational capacity of PMCs in China and folded them into the
pandemic control mechanisms. PMCs, being a permanent presence in the gated com-
munity, had no choice but to participate. While accusations that PMCs may have shed
their responsibilities from time to time, they worked hand-in-glove with the govern-
ment and the residents and by and large performed extra, out-of-contract tasks at their
own expense for pandemic control purposes. Indeed, they have been treated as if they
were a government entity in performing a wide range of pandemic control responsibili-
ties such as checking the identities and conditions of vehicles and individuals entering
or leaving a community, disinfecting public places, enforcing SDMs, arranging food
deliveries to households, and any other tasks that needed to be done. In order to rec-
ognise PMCs’ contributions, some well-off cities provided them with subsidies for the
additional costs that PMCs may have incurred.**

The institution that is conspicuous by its absence from the entire pandemic control
campaign is the HoA, which has gained much popularity in its fight for property rights
since its inception. As many studies have shown, the government is hostile to the for-
mation of any independent organisations, including HoAs, and has taken steps to limit
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their growth.>> According to some statistics, about 20-30 per cent of eligible residential
communities have created HoAs, and a very small percentage of the established HoAs
(5-10%) operate actively. The difficulty of collective action has prevented them from
expanding as the legislation allows.

Despite their high profile, HoAs have not been able to grow into a formidable
force to reckon with and have played a marginal role, if any, as institutions in enforc-
ing pandemic control rules in their own xiaoqu. In the best-case scenarios where an
HoA has played an active role, it was its members who volunteered their services in
their personal capacities, using their social and political capitals to serve their commu-
nities.*® Two main reasons may explain the marginalisation of HoAs. First, pandemic
control measures are regarded as a highly politicised activity, and SO and RC leaders
are hands-on in directing and organising enforcement and coordinating support. The
heavy presence of officials, including those civil servants or Party members who are
seconded to the communities—to be discussed below—crowded the HoA out, except
for its members’ voluntary participation under government leadership. The democratic
procedure in the decision-making of the HoA is such that participation in pandemic
control work would require the authorisation of the Owners’ Committee with the
support of half of the owners of the units, which may have rendered it impossible for
an HoA to use its resources to support the pandemic control work, given the isolation
and social distancing requirements. The historical image of the HoA as a representative
organ of homeowners standing against the PMC on economic matters and against the
local government on political matters has not helped either.

The neighbourhood police

The neighbourhood police station, the PCS, is at the heart of the system in maintaining
public order in general but has only played a supplementary role in pandemic control
enforcement. Their presence is mainly to ensure compliance, take action when volun-
tary compliance and persuasion of community leaders have failed, and punish delin-
quents when required.*’

The principal duty of the PCS is to maintain order within its jurisdiction, includ-
ing maintaining and updating a population/household database, organising commu-
nity crime control, monitoring suspicious populations, and carrying out other matters
related to law and order within a defined territory. Policing in the neighbourhood is
preventive, aiming to pre-empt potential disorder. In that sense, the police, through
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their deep-rooted, proactive policing, make the community and the people visible and
legible to the state, thus enhancing the state’s capacity to know, monitor, and control.

Chinese police forces, compared to their Western counterparts, are small in size
and have less visibility. One of the key features of the Chinese policing system is the
embedding of policing and maintenance of order in the communities where the police
serve. This mass-line policing, as it is known, promotes the concept of co-governance
and shared responsibility, where the police receive public input and support while at
the same time enhancing the self-policing capacity of the communities. The strength of
the Chinese police lies in the development of a mode of policing by people who know
the community and have routine interactions with residents on non-policing matters,
rather than by strangers who remain at arm’s length from the communities. It is both
‘bottom up’ and ‘inside out)*® making police work subtler, less confrontational, and
often more effective.”

In China, some efforts have been made, especially in the 1980s, to create what was
called dynamic policing—highly visible and quick to respond and adapt to the chang-
ing social and economic environment. With the arrival of migrant workers en masse in
the mid-1990s and the increase in social mobility, traditional community control and
policing styles were placed under great stress and, from time to time, were criticised for
being too static and ill-equipped to control a dynamic society in great social and eco-
nomic transition. Instead of embedding policing in community work to enhance self-
policing capacity, police were asked to withdraw from the community and to launch
swift and effective responses to crimes; instead of visiting households and chatting in
the neighbourhood, police were forced to put their limited resources on the streets so
as to become visible through routine patrols. There was a clear shift from maintaining
order to enforcing the law and from preventive community work to rapid response to
crime scenes and emergency calls. Doubts were even cast on the viability of the PCS
as an institution, and suggestions were made to uproot the police from the community
so as to professionalise the service. This was a paradigmatic shift in strategic thinking
about policing, crime, and punishment in China.®°

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, China was facing new challenges. While the
periodic crackdowns on crime had achieved an impact in terms of incapacitating and
deterrence, suppressing the crime rate to a comparatively low level, social conflict and
protest had increased at speed and to a degree that exceeded the capacity of the exist-
ing institutions. Petitions to Party authorities and public protests were perceived to
be spiralling out of control and posed a threat to the political order. Not surprisingly,
the vast majority of conflicts came from local communities and could have been pre-
vented, resolved, or otherwise stopped at the level where they arose in the first place.
Institutions were required to go back to the basics to halt the further escalation of social
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conflict—courts were forced to settle cases through mediation so that matters would
truly end when the case files closed, and police were ordered to go back to the com-
munities where the root causes of China’s social problems were located.

At that particular juncture, community policing (shequ jingwu) became fashion-
able and was systematically promoted within the police in partnership with other
relevant authorities. Some coastal cities piloted it in the late 1990s, and by the early
2000s, community policing was rolled out nationwide." A contentious issue was why
China resorted to US policing for inspiration in developing community policing rather
than reflecting on its own experiences from the not-so-distant past and whether there
were any meaningful differences between the neighbourhood policing that the PCS
had developed and the newly imported community police.®* Nevertheless, the police
did return to the communities, and when they did so, they encountered residential
communities that had been transformed beyond recognition, with high-rise residential
towers dotting the city landscape and where strangers of different social and economic
backgrounds came together to rebuild their communities, now referred to as ‘little
communities’

The new community police in China addressed the security concerns of the
xiaoqu, and the resulting policing measures, in turn, reinforced the xigoqu identity
and a shared sense of community. The Ministry of Public Security, together with the
Ministry of Civil Affairs, which has jurisdiction over community development, jointly
issued instructions to establish community policing in China.®®

Part of the reform was, in fact, to return to the old-style neighbourhood policing
with which the Chinese police were familiar. Under community policing orders, local
police are required to participate in the RC activities and coordinate the management
of local affairs;* in particular, they are required to give guidance and offer supervision
on community mediation, monitor the rehabilitation of offenders on probation, and
carry out neighbourhood patrols.®® The main thrust of the police reform, especially
since 2003, has been to enhance local and community capacity and, within the police,
to ‘sink’ the workforce and resources all the way down to support the PCS and reengage
the community. A heavy presence of the police on the streets was no longer a priority;
instead, the urgent work was to equip shequ organisations to develop their self-policing
capacity, with the understanding and expectation that disputes mostly arose at a low
level and should be solved, if not pre-empted, at this low level. Not directly related
to the pandemic, the police in 2020 launched a nationwide campaign of one million
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police officers entering households,* in which the police were required proactively to
engage communities to improve police—society relations.

There is a new element to modern community policing, which China learnt from
US criminology. In maintaining order in the new neighbourhoods with a high popu-
lation density in high-rise towers, the police encouraged the creation of a ‘defensible
space’ to control crime and disorder through physical design.” The new design resulted
in a gated community with restricted membership, limited access, and extensive moni-
toring. It is a community with a strong sense of insiders versus outsiders and one that
treats outsiders as strangers with great suspicion, if not outright hostility. In its ideal
form, retired residents are organised to serve as floor monitors, building monitors and
block monitors. All the security measures are also maintained and reinforced by paid
private security working closely with the PMCs, supported by the PCS and enhanced
by surveillance technologies such as high-definition cameras and face-recognition
tools. Thus, the small communities are all fortified against criminals or ‘bad elements’ in
society. When COVID-19 broke out and the government demanded isolation, Chinese
communities were immediately mobilised and prepared for it.

Grids and grid monitors

Perceiving a declining governance capacity at the grassroots level and the potential of
technology-enhanced social management, the Party created a grid system in 2013 to
upgrade and renew shequ management so as to entrench the stability (weiwen) of the
mechanism that had been initiated a decade earlier.®® The new grid system was mapped
onto the existing shequ structure, injecting more resources into the communities and
enhancing the monitoring capacity of the state.”

Under the grid system, each RC is further divided into several zones, or ‘grids),
clearly demarcated and identified, with specific allocations of responsibility. In a pilot
district for grid reform in Beijing, for example, the 17 SOs and 205 RCs were further
divided into 589 grids in 2010, and each was allocated a person living within the grid
as a grid monitor. The grid system was finalised in Beijing in 2014, and by 2017, Beijing
had been able to integrate urban administration, policing, and social services within the
grid system. The grid was introduced as an urban governance reform and designed as
a system of total control: where there is a community, there are grids; where there is a
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grid, there is someone in charge; and when there is someone in charge, that person is
held accountable—a visible return of a technology-enhanced baojia system.

The grid system serves two functions: one is to solidify control, and the other is
to address specific concerns of residents and enhance services. Distinct from the tra-
ditional RC mechanisms that rely on face-to-face contact between community leaders
and residents, the grid offers a digital platform that contains comprehensive personal
and community data. Indeed, a key duty of a grid monitor is the responsibility to collect
and update the data to facilitate control and service. The dataset would create a trans-
parent shequ, exposing individuals and communities to the state. The creation of the
digital grid would be transformative, shifting the control of the old style that is ‘tradi-
tional, reactive, qualitative and diverse’ to a new style that will be ‘modern, proactive,
quantitative and systematic.”® The grid is a sophisticated tool to maximise control by
identifying events promptly, allocating responsibilities swiftly and offering solutions
effectively. In essence, the grid governance system refocuses on pre-emptive control
at the grassroots level. It aims to streamline and rationalise management responsibili-
ties at different levels of government and to enhance multi-institutional coordination
of police, social services, and other government departments—which had previously
operated in isolation—into a single control network. The grid makes rapid and targeted
actions possible.”

The second function is to improve public services and, in so doing, enhance gov-
ernment accountability. Once a request for service is made on the online platform,
it triggers an upward information flow that demands swift and effective action from
those with responsibility. The grid system, while not making the government’s respon-
sibilities transparent and comprehensible to residents, does create a mechanism to hold
officials accountable to the rhetoric of the Party. At the heart of the system is the grid
monitor, who feeds information to the government for action.

Each grid generally has one monitor, who may be assisted by a few other grid
workers. They are supported by SO officials, RC members, and also by PCS police.
The backgrounds of grid monitors vary. When the grid was created, local governments
recruited a large number of full-time grid monitors to work in the communities. For
example, in one district in Changde city, Hunan province, in 2014, the district govern-
ment contracted a technology company to build a grid information platform for the
district. It created 577 grids out of 92 shequ, with an average of 350 to 500 households
per grid.”* It then recruited over 500 grid monitors, who were said to be young and
well-educated. There is a clear trend to professionalise grid monitors, as evidenced by
the use of uniforms, recruitment of recent university graduates, and training before
deployment. Grid monitors see themselves as the chiefs of staft of their respective grids,
giving answers to residents and at the same time monitoring behaviour, entering data,
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solving disputes, and reporting suspicious individuals to the police, all similar functions
to those that RC members used to and continue to play.”> Many grid workers are indeed
recruited from residents in the grids working part-time or full-time.”

It is difficult to estimate how many grid workers there are in China. Legal Daily
reported that four and a half million grid workers went into a ‘state of war’ in China
after the COVID-19 outbreak.” Reports from the grassroots level are more informa-
tive. In one street in Luohu, Shenzhen, there are 81 grids, covering a total of 100,000
people. Another community with 15,000 people is divided into nine grids with six grid
monitors.”

Grid monitors, like other community leaders and volunteers, play an indispensa-
ble role in the pandemic control operation. They serve multiple functions. First, they
are the police within the gated community, checking and verifying the movement of
residents, and especially isolating those who have returned from high-risk areas, per-
suading and forcing residents to comply with social distancing rules, stopping outsiders
from entering their communities, deciding who can leave the community and for how
long, and from time to time physically restraining or even assaulting residents who are
trying to sneak out. Grid monitors and other gird workers may not be government offi-
cials, but they enjoy government powers.

Second, they serve as social workers and medics. They provide public health infor-
mation and remind residents to take preventive measures; they answer questions from
residents, offer comfort and therapies as best as they can, and in any event, maintain
near-constant communications; they facilitate COVID-19 testing as the government
requires; liaise with hospitals and quarantine facilities on behalf of residents who need
quarantine at designated places; and they persuade senior citizens to get vaccinated.””
Finally, they are service providers for residents under the SaH order, doing the tedious
work of receiving food and other daily necessities ordered by residents and organising
and coordinating deliveries and pick-ups.

‘Sinking’ and volunteering

The Party did not leave the shequ alone, of course, to enforce the SaH order. Effective
enforcement of the regulations on the Chinese scale requires direct state support
and also state supervision. China’s President Xi Jinping called on 10 February 2020
for the construction of a people’s frontline and demanded government officials and
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Party members ‘sink’ (xiaochen) to the shequ during the lockdown.” In Wuhan, by 27
February 2020, close to half a million civil servants, employees in public institutes,
and Party members were sent to communities to enforce the lockdown.” When Xi'an
imposed its lockdown in late 2021, it sent 64,000 cadres to monitor and serve the 13
million people in the city.** There was a certain specificity as to who went where and
a degree of stability in the temporary assignments. In a Wuhan example, eight Party
members from a District Bureau of Justice, divided into two groups, were sent to assist
the 9th and 10th grids of a community with a total of 760 households.®' But there was
no clear division of labour among these cadres, which led to complaints from those
who had to perform whatever tasks were presented to them, including getting to know
the communities by memorising the names and addresses of the residents, helping to
check and verify the travel histories of residents, taking temperatures, or simply pur-
chasing and delivering goods for residents.

The ‘sinking’ process is decisive, and even war-like and military in style. Mobilising
cadres and marching them to specific grids requires rigid organisation and careful
coordination. Life as a ‘sinking” official was tough and risky, but working on the front-
lines was a political mission of the highest order and a test of one’s political loyalty.
In addition to civil servants assigned by administrative decisions, the Party has also
mobilised its members in other public sectors to serve in the xiaoqu. For example,
school teachers are not civil servants and are not normally required to work at xiaoqu
even if they are available. But teachers who are Party members were still called upon,
as Party members, to ‘volunteer” at a xiaoqu. Like civil servants, these Party members
were assigned to a specific xigoqu to join the pandemic control teams. The sheer size
of the population under SaH orders necessitates societal support beyond those in the
public sectors, and there were isolated calls by city governments for non-government
organisations (NGOs) to also participate in serving the communities. When a new
wave of the pandemic hit Xi'an at the end of 2021, the provincial government made an
uncharacteristic appeal to social organisations, largely those under government control,
requesting them to reach out to their members to support the pandemic control work.**
In general, the NGO sector did not play any visible role during the pandemic, due both
to the crackdown on NGOs in China since 2013 and the demand for social distancing,
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although the spirit of volunteerism and charitable donations have continued and are
highly visible in Chinese cities.** Through WeChat groups, volunteers in Guangzhou
were assigned to RCs and, after some brief training, helped out at the many COVID-
19 test centres.** Services that volunteers provided included looking after pets while
their owners were placed under non-residential quarantine;* assisting with COVID-
19 testing; providing online psychological therapy; or receiving calls from residents,
registering their requests, and passing them on to xiaoqu leaders for further action.*

Making SaH Orders Work

The pandemic control work, particularly the enforcement of SaH orders at the micro-
level in shequ and xiaoqu, requires a supporting macro environment to succeed. This
includes a high degree of political trust, positive and consistent messaging, and effec-
tive legal enforcement. The disciplined participation of residents in and their support of
SaH orders are often conditioned on the existence of a positive environment. Support
would diminish or even evaporate if the larger environment changes when the govern-
ment no longer has the trust of citizens.

Political trust

The relationship between social/political trust and levels of compliance with SaH
orders and other SDMs is a contentious one. Some studies find positive correlations
between trust and compliance. Thus, trust in decision-makers predicts higher levels
of compliance with lockdown rules, with people in high-trust regions reducing their
mobility significantly more than those in low-trust regions.”” Others find a weak link.
Mebhari’s study finds that people in traditionally high-trust countries behave more indi-
vidualistically in defiance of SaH orders and, on the contrary, countries with low trust
levels outperform their high-trust counterparts in following SaH orders—the fear of
the virus and the mistrust of authorities may have forced people in low-trust countries
to reach the conclusion that staying at home is the safest option.*®
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Trust is an anomalous issue in China. While China is a low-trust society in terms
of interpersonal relations due to the prevailing familism,* political trust is high, and the
Chinese population, in general, has shown a high level of trust in institutions. However,
the trust is hierarchical, and, in China’s vertically fragmented state, people place their
trust predominantly in the central government rather than local government.”® As the
pandemic control narrative and rules, like other rules, come down from the central to
the grassroots level for enforcement, the level of trust in government diminishes. The
Chinese pandemic control experiences both reflect and reinforce Chinese political
trust, though the lockdown in Shanghai and sustained restrictions in the subsequent
months when the rest of the world endeavoured to resume normalcy may have caused a
fresh challenge to the long-held political trust in China, leading to nationwide protests
against government policies.”"

How is trust in government built and sustained? Facing a significant pandemic,
the central government put its heart, head, and hands to work in designing the people’s
war and reiterated the priority of people’s safety, health, and welfare.”> This purposive
mission, crystalised in a clear, positive, and confident tone, promoted solidarity and
builds confidence.”® At the city level, the people’s war was multi-dimensional, combin-
ing paternalistic admonition with patient education, effective services, and punish-
ment. There was close surveillance, but community surveillance was mostly embedded
in and carried out through an interactive and dialogical process within the communities
between sent-down officials, community leaders, volunteers, and residents. Residents
under SaH orders were not mere recipients of a repressive system imprisoned in their
homes just out of fear. They were active parties to a containment strategy that they
shared and have confidence in. Despite the initial failures, dismal in some aspects, the
Wuhan lockdown showcased the faith that people had in the Party and their resilience
to carry SaH orders through regardless of their pains, sufferings, and grievances.**
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There were constant communications between the residents and community
leaders through which concerns and anxieties were expressed, grievances aired, and
suggestions made, all part of the semi-regulatory process of a close-knit community.
Residents and the shequ leaders live together throughout the lockdown, sharing the
same anxiety, fear, confidence and hope.” As the lockdown diaries have powerfully
shown, residents followed and enforced all the pandemic control measures to protect
their homes and their loved ones, and they cooperated ‘out of a sense of civic respon-
sibilities’®® Through the technologies-enhanced communicative process in crisis
management, the communities became more transparent to the government, and
their grievances, claims, and contentions became clear and better known. As a result,
government controls and services became more tailor-made, subtle, and responsive.
In an organic way, the grid system, which effectively embeds government control in
service provisions and merges state surveillance of communities with residents’ par-
ticipation in neighbourhood affairs, offers a platform that has performed multiple and
often conflicting functions in the grass-roots urban management. The grid is perhaps
the most unique, effective, and significant instrument in the Party’s toolkit of order
maintenance.”

Standard and positive messaging

It requires more than adequate food and other daily necessities to maximise compli-
ance and to make the lengthy and harsh SaH orders sustainable. Consistent with best
practices in public health, the ability of a government to communicate with residents
using clear and consistent messaging is indispensable to the effective enforcement
of SDMs.”® Indeed, a standardised and reassuring message was a Chinese strength
unmatched by other countries, as the government was able to shape the tone of offi-
cial and social media, with government officials, epidemiologists, reporters, and other
stakeholders all speaking with one voice to the public.”” President Xi himself reiterated
the importance of strengthening Party propaganda to reinforce the guidance of public
opinion in crisis management.'” Clear messages about the infectious nature of the virus
could create fear, which might then reduce risky behaviours, while guidance for citizens
would reduce anxieties and build confidence at moments of panic, ensuring the smooth
implementation of SDMs.'”! Local media, new and traditional, offered a psychological
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safe house for residents by providing guidance and health education of various kinds by
experts and regular briefings on recent developments.'* For the messages to be effec-
tive, they have to be convincing and credible in the eyes of their recipients.

Standardised messaging requires censorship, and the Chinese government has
achieved this with rigour. It effectively silenced any alternative reporting, curbed
public discussion and, in particular, punished rumour-mongering. Chinese law is well-
equipped to subject anyone who spreads rumours’ relating to the pandemic to police
sanctions and criminal punishment, and police have been aggressive in placing those
who spread rumours in police detention. In Beijing, for example, the police imposed
the penalty of administrative detention, which could last for up to 15 days under
Chinese law, on 610 individuals for violating pandemic control measures, and among
them, 97 were for making or spreading pandemic-related rumours.'”

In the meantime, government propaganda had been in full force to admonish
residents not to generate, spread or believe in rumours, a message accompanied by
regular clarification of facts and policies relating to the pandemic. This combination
of proactive propaganda and education on the one hand, and rigorous censorship and
police punishment on the other allowed the government to generate a single narrative,
convincing people that whatever measures had been taken were absolutely necessary
for public safety and beneficial to individual interests. Whether the official narrative
could be effective and persuasive was largely contingent on the evolving threat that
COVID-19 poses and China’s relative international standing in pandemic control. The
Shanghai lockdown seemed to have created a remarkable decline in the narrative power
of the government as people demanded to follow the prevailing international practices
to resume normal life in spite of pandemic risks.

Rigid enforcement

The rigidity in the enforcement of SaH orders was staggering, often leading to human
tragedies commonly regarded as preventable by exercising discretion. The political goal
to contain COVID-19 and the assignment of designated officials to specific xiaoqu gen-
erated tremendous pressure on local government and community leaders, in particular
sent-down cadres, to enforce SaH orders with little concern for costs, consequences,
or responsibilities. As it happened, officials who were held responsible for even a tiny
COVID-19 breakout by international standards were punished harshly and swiftly,
often with immediate removal from leadership positions if not criminal prosecution,
sending a sharp message that the responsibility to contain the pandemic was absolute
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and that negligence would not be tolerated. The flip side was equally true that no major
officials had been held liable for taking harsh and excessive measures to prevent the
spread of the virus.

Given the zero-COVID-oriented incentives, it would not be surprising that there
was a great deal of local variation with leaders racing to the bottom in competing to
design and enforce the toughest measures to prevent a pandemic breakout or even a
single positive case.'® Thus, while rules made at the central or provincial levels may
balance effectiveness, fairness, and humanity, when the same rules were enforced at
lower levels, fairness and humanitarian concerns were watered down, and more restric-
tions and additional controls would be added. This may be repeated at every stage in
the process, and when the rules were enforced at the grassroots level, excessiveness
and distortion became abundant. Those manning the gates literally decided who was
allowed to leave the compound, who was prohibited from entering, how one should
behave in the community, and what infractions of rules warranted police intervention.
Under the enabling Contagious Disease Control Law, often broadly interpreted and
rigorously enforced, any lack of compliance with a SaH order or SDM:s had the poten-
tial to be regarded as a violation of the law and thus subjected to police and criminal
law sanctions.

New technologies, in particular the use of health codes, have enhanced China’s
capacity to monitor the travel and medical history of residents, track suspect cases for
quarantine, and regulate social mobility in vulnerable times.'” There is also the need
to collect near-total information about citizens to make a sound assessment of public
health risks and countries with different political systems have also used contact-tracing
technologies to enforce pre-emptive and restrictive measures against the pandemic.'*
The Chinese government, working with tech giants, developed a monitoring design
that can be easily and effectively used to determine whether a resident is entitled to
leave their apartment and the degree of personal freedom that they can enjoy in public
spaces. The deployment of the smartphone-based health code, coupled with the use of
a massive surveillance system and Al-enhanced analytics, makes the Chinese xiaoqu
the most closely monitored place in the world, ‘rendering citizens to a state of perma-
nent visibility '’

There are few legal or political constraints on mass surveillance, and govern-
ment surveillance and monitoring of individuals are taken for granted and commonly
accepted if not welcomed. Personal data, in China’s collective society, does not enjoy the
same level of appreciation and protection as has been the case in liberal counterparts,
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allowing the government to monitor citizens, gather their information, and develop a
data-driven pandemic control strategy without giving much consideration to privacy.'®

At the same time, the state has aggressively prosecuted and otherwise punished
residents who may have violated social distancing rules. In 2020, there were 5,474
pandemic-related criminal trials in China,'” and the number rose to 9,653 in 2021,
a 76 per cent increase.''® However, the number of prosecutions that were instituted
by the procuratorate in pandemic-related cases witnessed a 63.7 per cent decline from
11,234in 2020""" to 4,078 in 2021,""* indicating a likely decline in convictions in 2022.

The number of police punishments far exceeded that of criminal prosecutions.
For example, the numbers of criminal detentions (which may lead to prosecution)
and those of administrative detention were: 88 and 3,458 respectively in Heilongjiang
between January and March 2020;'" 74 and 1,910 in Inner Mongolia between January
and February 2020;''* 261 and 278 in Hunan between January and April 2020; 521 and
2,942 in Henan between January and March 2020.'*

Conclusion

China’s earlier success in containing COVID-19 relied on its ability to mobilise the

entire society to participate in the people’s war against the pandemic,"

particularly in
organising residents, through persuasion and discipline, into compliance. The social
structure in place prior to the outbreak involves multiple government departments,
commercial firms, and civil society organisations, combining state guidance and com-
munity volunteerism in developing co-governance at the grassroots urban level. That
structure, energised by the strong will of the Party, has proved indispensable to China’s
containment strategies.''” The same shequ system was used in the past to enforce the

One Child Policy, root out ‘evil cults’ like Falun Gong, and keep suspicious outsiders at
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a distance. City lockdowns and eflicient hospitalisation are strategies that can be repli-
cated in different societies, but the Chinese way of community organising and partici-
pation, based on the unique Chinese urban governance design and social ecosystem, as
demonstrated in this chapter, is hard to transplant.'®

Politics is also local in China, and it is at the basic level of SOs and RCs that mil-
lions of Chinese residents participate in national politics. Through socialised govern-
ance within their own gated communities, they interact with government departments,
air their grievances, and settle their daily disputes. Life in the gated communities is rich,
thick, and largely autonomous, forming what Yang refers to as the ‘moral communities’,
the constant gaze of the state notwithstanding.'”?

Be they elderly residents, retired cadres, or the newly recruited grid monitors, all
are simultaneously agents of the government and representatives of the communities,
continuing to serve as a transmission belt to connect the Party with society. For the
Party, these local agents make the numerous gated communities that dot Chinese
cities observable, comprehensible and manageable. For citizens, their representatives
provide easier access to power to have their personal and community concerns heard
and maybe even addressed. The government, with all its power and resources, is too
important to hide from and definitely not to be pushed away. Through the platform of
the parastate, now actively organised by grid monitors, local welfare is promoted, and
local problems are addressed, but more importantly, promoted and addressed with the
participation and input of the local communities themselves.

China’s pandemic control measures and the SaH orders take place within neigh-
bourhood structures. Community mobilisation forms the core of the Chinese pan-
demic containment strategy and has proven to be the most crucial aspect of China’s
strategy to date. Even the experiences in Shanghai’s lockdown in 2022, when the shequ
system was stretched to a breaking point, proved, in a negative way, that there was no
alternative to the existing urban design, calling for further solidification, reinforcement,
and legitimisation of the existing social and political system of the Chinese neighbour-
hood in the post-crisis era. In coming out of the crisis, shequ governance, with all its
innovation and upgrading, will remain a public-private partnership under the renewed
leadership of the Party at the grassroots level.
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