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Abstract: (1) Background: There is a global trend to stimulate sustainable urbanization by updating
the hardware of the built environment with green technologies. However, simply greening the city
hardware does not ensure a sustainable urban system. In reality, urban communities, as cells of the
city, play a crucial role in the sustainable development of the entire city. (2) Methods: This paper
conducts a case study by investigating a community in Taipei with semi-structured interviews and
other first-hand data. It examines how self-organization, voluntary groups, and the public
participation of community members has successfully institutionalized a governing system for the
sustainable development of communities; (3) Results: This paper identifies the major actors and
mechanisms underpinning the sustainable development of urban communities with a case study in
Taipei. The establishment of this more cost-effective form of community governance will possibly
provide more benefits to community members; (4) Conclusions: This case study will shed light on
the sustainable development of urban community in many other cities, offering possible pathways
and epitome for self-organization of urban community in the coming era. Its cost-effective
institutional design contributes greatly to sustainable community development, partly solving the
current failure to promote urban sustainability.
Keywords: self-governance; public participation; voluntary groups; institutional analysis;
sustainable communities; sustainable urban development

1. Introduction
Sustainable development has become a major global theme in response to the continued
deteriorating environmental conditions in recent decades, engendering constant innovations in
policy instruments, green technologies, and industrial models. These innovations have occurred in
multiple waves to stimulate sustainability, ranging from international cooperation to local
governance, and from advocating greener production models to enhancing people’s awareness of the
need for sustainability [1]. In developing countries such as China, a massive sustainability campaign
has accompanied rapid urbanization, which has also given rise to the construction of conceptual
towns and cities (e.g., eco-cities and low-carbon cities) [2,3]. However, it seems likely that a large
proportion of these projects will not only fail to fulfill their sustainable promises but also that the
tremendous input of resources involved makes them actually good examples of anti-sustainability
development models [4]. While sustainability at the micro level is the key and very foundation of
sustainable development, many projects simply provide new and greener city infrastructure, leaving
local community governance and its members’ way-of-life unchanged [2]. Sustainability at the
community level, therefore, is vital to the realization of sustainable development.
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This paper reports on an intensive investigation into the community governance of Zhongshun
Li, an urban community in Taipei. This involved interviewing the community leaders and
participants of volunteer groups as well as local residents. Together with the analysis of government
statistics, documents, and other materials, we argue that suitably arranged public participation plays
a crucial role in the self-governance of the community and helps to realize sustainable development
within the community at a comparatively low cost. In the following section, we examine the
interaction mechanisms and major players in the local community governance of Zhongshun Li,
focusing on the role of key leaders and voluntary groups. The detailed case study follows this
framework in Section 3 and a discussion in Section 4. The final section contains some concluding
remarks on the implications for local governance of sustainable development at the community level.
1.1. Sustainability at the Community Level
Sustainability is too broad a concept and would lose its foci without a proper definition in
discussion. Mischen et al. gave a very clear and comprehensive definition of sustainability at the
community level. They defined a sustainable community as one in which individuals and
organizations are “functionally and socially connected” to provide various services to improve the
heath, educational conditions, and other material and spiritual well-being of community members
through self-determination with shared collective resources in the community [4].
Sustainability at the community level relies heavily on a robust mechanism for allocating local
resources and delivering services at a comparatively low cost [5,6]. The state and market, and the
combination of the two, are the most important means of resource allocation and service delivery, in
which the former stresses universality and equity with stronger government intervention and the
latter highlights efficiency with an unrestrictive attitude towards the private sector [7,8].
Nevertheless, communities have attributes that are neither suited to direct governance by the
government nor the market because the residents in the same community constantly interact and are
incentivized by a blend of economic self-interest and altruism for the community as a commonwealth
[7,9,10]. Therefore, if the mode of governance incorrectly designed, the market or state can easily
become dominant at the community level, which is not enough to serve needs of the communities.
Moreover, local governance can be many times more costly and less effective without suitable selforganization and public involvement [11–14]. Thus, it is important to determine the community
governance models that best support sustainability at the micro level. When confronted with many
costly failures, as is especially the case in China, this is a matter of some urgency.
1.2. Characteristics of Community Governance
As mentioned earlier, governance at the community level is distinctly different to the
conventional mechanism of state or market. The three types of governance, namely the state (a system
of command), the market (voluntary exchange), and community governance (cooperation) are rarely
mutually exclusive [15]. However, the demands at the community level are so complex and subtle
that a particular institutional arrangement is needed to leave enough room for cooperation between
the community members themselves. According to Bowles and Gintis [7], for example, community
governance is “the set of small group social interactions that, with market and state, determine
economic outcomes”, which is relevant to the both the selfishness and altruism of human nature and
the social capital of the community. The distinctive traits of communities also demand a particular
type of institutional arrangement to fit local conditions [16,17]. However, one common feature of all
well-functioning community governance institutions is the maintenance of constant and reciprocal
cooperation between community members, which will provide the most cost-effective means for
sustainable development within the community [5,18,19].
1.3. Intuitionalist Perspectives
Elinor Ostrom is the leading scholar in analyzing cooperative governing institutions at the
community level. She has developed an institutional analysis framework to explain why the
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institutional arrangements of a community is constituted in certain ways and how the outcomes of
its performance will, in turn, adjust and reshape the institution itself [10,20–22]. She argues that the
rules in use, the material conditions and the attributes of the community together are the exogenous
factors that influence the institutions of the community and the actions of the participants involved.
The outcome of the actions also constantly modify the institutions within the communities. In
addition, she also summarizes seven features of community institutions that successfully maintain
sustainable and cost-effective governance (see Table 1). To be more specific, all well-functioning
institutions at the community levels require, first, a clear distinction between insiders and outsiders.
Local conditions tailor the institutions and public opinions provided through proper channels to the
decision-making arena, and finally, enough room should be left for local discretion in case the
demands from the government or business interests ruin the self-organized institutions.
Table 1. Design principles for sustainable and cost-effective community governance institutions
[22].
1. Clearly defined boundaries
2. Congruence between appropriation and provision rules and local conditions
3. Collective-choice arrangements
4. Monitoring
5. Graduated sanctions
6. Conflict-resolution mechanisms
7. Minimal recognition of rights to organize

1.4. Public Participation and Voluntary Groups
In effect, the sustainable development of urban communities requires a sustained interacting
mechanism between social capital, urban space and natural capital, which depends on efficient
mobilization of citizens and the local governing institutions. To mobilize and integrate community
members’ participation into local governing system is crucial to the balance between social capital,
natural capital and constraint urban space. And community voluntary groups are the most
representative approach for the mobilization of local residents. Several studies conclude that
voluntary groups are the key to public participation. Research into community health service delivery
indicates that voluntary groups boost public participation and improve community service quality
[23–26]. Another terrain of literature shows that voluntary groups are crucial in linking public
participation and local administration, concluding that voluntary teams and the active participants
in these groups necessarily link the administration with the general public, channeling personnel,
opinions, and resources to flow within the institutions [27–29]. However, in the Chinese context
where community governance is more bureaucratic, the voluntary groups to a large extent, are coopted into the government institutions. This institutional cost of this system is rather high while its
performance in local community governance is comparatively low [16,17,30,31]. In general, current
literature on community participation and voluntary groups fails to coping with the mobilization of
citizens within this comprehensive framework.
In sum, there are major gaps in current research on sustainable urban community urban
development. The arguments from institutionalist perspectives, represented by Ostrom alone is
insufficient to explain the mechanism that underpins a sustainable community. First, Ostrom’s
research mainly focuses on the use of a common pool of resources, resource allocation, and
management issues [20,32,33]. However, a sustainable community is a multi-faceted concept that
covers not only resource management but also a myriad of service delivery and cooperative
interactions between community members. A sustainable development of urban communities
depends on the coordination between natural and social capital in the restraint urban space, covering
various economic and social activities in the community (see the bottom part in Figure 1) [34–36].
Consequently, the institutional analysis should include the delivery of all these services together with
the self-organized management of resources. In like vein, Ostrom’s discussion on public participation
is insufficiently comprehensive in her case studies, which pivot on the resources issue too. As
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sustainability at the community level is a very complicated concept with multiple layers, it also needs
to specify how different realms of community life involve public participation; in what way is the
participation realized and how it influences the performance of the institutions.
2. Materials and Methods
The authors paid 4 field visits to Taipei in 2016 and found that Zhongshun Li is an urban
community where the residents are actively involved in the self-governance of their community, with
most public services delivered in an efficient manner. Zhongshun Li (Li is a typical name for a
Chinese village/community) prevails over its peers in contriving its own community governance
institution. Communities in Taiwan, although under a democratic backdrop, also share many
historical, cultural, and institutional similarities with those of the mainland, hence providing valuable
experience for mainland communities. In this sense, the experience from Zhongshun Li will be an
epitome for the community governance transition taking place in the big cities now. The rationale for
case selection is explained in details in the following section of case profiles. In our field trips, we
have made 23 interviews with the community leader, voluntary group leaders, participants and
ordinary community residents. The interviewees were chosen both for purpose and convenience.
Since we need to collect information following the analytical framework we contacted key persons
who were responsible for the local social and volunteer groups. After we built our connections to the
first group of interviewees, we adopted the snowball sampling method to expand the targets for
interviews. We also collected information from the ordinary residents in the urban community and
as a result, we employed convenience sampling to seek interviewees for our semi-structured
interviews for residents. We have also collected data from local community reports, government
statistics and other online information. The themes and resources of data is summarized in the
following Table 2. These materials enable the authors to conduct an in-depth case study of sustainable
community development from the perspective of self-organization and public participation. All the
themes were collected and coded following the analytical framework in Figure 1.
Table 2. Major themes and sources of data.
Data Sources
Semi-structured interviews
with the community leader
Semi-structured interviews
with voluntary group
participants and leaders
Semi-structured interviews
with local residents
Government documents and
archives
News reports, letters, and
complaints

Themes
Background information of the community; daily operation; relationship
with local residents; characteristics of the community; other mechanisms
Schedules and progresses of the voluntary groups; specific duties of their
voluntary groups; relationship with other actors in the community and
basic institutions in the group; some other personal experiences
Daily experience in the community; interactions with the voluntary
groups and community offices; feedbacks from relevant parties; problems
and other issues
Policies of community governance and reforms; basic statistics; daily
records; routines
Reports on the community activities; feedbacks from various parties;
other information
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Figure 1. An integrated analytical framework of sustainable community governance.

Reframing Urban Community Governance
As a result, we propose a more integrated theoretical framework in Figure 1 to explain how
institutional design contributes to the sustainable development of a community. State and market act
as two exogenous variables of the community institutions. These contextual attributes restrict the
rules and potential institutions in the community. Moreover, public participation and cooperation
among the members themselves is significant in promoting sustainable development at this level,
hence reducing institutional costs and promoting the efficiency of the system. In addition, as
community sustainability is a multi-faceted concept encompassing many realms and requiring many
forms of public service delivery, various voluntary groups play a crucial role in the circulation of
personnel, resources, and opinions around the institution. These groups are also necessary for
mobilizing public participation and linking the public with the community administration. In turn,
the outcomes of these actions reshape and adjust the community institutions to make them more
responsive to the actual needs of the members. The case study in Taipei vividly illustrates the key
factors of an appropriately designed institution and how they have achieved sustainable
development in their community.
We incorporated the collaborated governance framework into the institutional perspectives as
discussed in the previous section [37]. In the data collection process, we focus on major themes
including the system contexts of the case, such as the resources and institutional conditions, the
relations and networks, the economic, social, and cultural conditions of the individuals and
organizations in the community. We also zoomed into the drivers and benefits of participants in local
community activities as well as the interdependence among different people and groups. The
relationship between the community administration, various voluntary groups and the general
public in the community is one of the most important features in our analysis. And we collected data
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on how the community services in social, economic and other aspects are provided with shared
community resources.
3. Results
3.1. Basic Profiles of the Case
Zhongshun Li is a typical urban community in Wenshan district, Taipei. Figure 2 shows its
location. It occupies a moderate residential area circumvented by schools, parks, and other urban
commercial facilities, and with a boundary of around 1.8 km. It is occupied by 1611 typical local
households as revealed in the report of the Zhongshun Community Development Association [38].
It is a self-organized association by the local residents that replaces the local government and acts as
the local administrative body that interacts with both higher government bodies. It is also the
provider of various community service. There is an art college campus within the community that
potentially benefits the community’s cultural activities. The famous National Chengchi University is
immediately across the river and is often invited to the educational and cultural events of the
community. Most of the school age children in the community are enrolled in one primary school
and two high schools bordering the community enroll and are frequently involved in community
activities as well.

Figure 2. Location of Zhongshun Li.

In addition to its geographic features, the demographic traits of the community are also
representative of the whole Taipei population in terms of sex ratio and age structure. Figure 3
compares the demographic characteristics of Zhongshun Li and overall Taipei in 2015. The overall
population of Zhongshun Li in 2015 was 3906 with 1897 males and 2009 females. The sex ratio of
different age groups of the community is almost the same as Taipei. There are five age groups in the
Zhongshun Li statistics, but only three in the Taipei survey, and therefore Zhongshun Li has three
groups for comparison (Figure 3). This reveals the age ratio to be the same as Taipei with 13% aged
under 14 and 14% over 65.
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Figure 3. Population composition of Zhongshun Li (top) and overall Taipei (bottom) in 2015. Sources:
Department of Budget, Accounting, and Statistics, Taipei City Government; Wenshan District Office
[39,40].

In addition, the financial structures of Zhongshun Li also resemble those of other regions in
Taipei and even with ordinary communities in mainland China. With the traditional dependence on
a bureaucratic administration, the finance of both the mainland and Taiwan local communities both
rely heavily on direct government funding, which usually constitutes 80–90% of the total community
budget [41]. Figure 4 shows the budget and expenditure components in 2015. Extraordinarily,
Zhongshun Li received a large donation in 2015, accounting for 11.53% of the total budget,
considerably reducing the proportion of government funding from its usual 85% in recent years. The
private sectors, non-governmental organizations and personal sponsors are seldom involved in
providing financial support for the local governance, which raises the question of how, with such
heavy dependence on government funding, the community successfully maintains self-governance
and public participation.

Figure 4. Funding budget and expenditure structure of Zhongshun Li in 2015. Sources: Community
development
Association
of
Zhongshun,
Wenshan
District.
http://www.chungshun.org.tw/20160606154200).
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To sum briefly, Zhongshun Li is a typical community regarding its geographic, demographic,
and financial characteristics. Against the background of similar historical and cultural values, the
investigation into the underlying elements of its institutions is meaningful for other communities in
Taiwan and mainland China.
3.2. How do Self-Governance and Public Participation Lead to a More Sustainable Zhongshun Community?
As explained in the theoretical framework in Section 2, the major parties involved in the
community’s governance include exogenous players (in this case, the government at a higher level
and the bureaucratic leaning of local governance), the community administration, voluntary groups,
and the public in general. These participants interact to serve one purpose: providing social, cultural
and other required services to the community in a cost-effective and sustainable way, and therefore
contributing to the common benefits of the community as a whole. The community administration is
often at the center of actions, linking the community to the hierarchy government and initiating the
local agenda.
3.2.1. The Community Administration
Zhongshun Li’s local administration is its community development association (CDA), a selforganized group first advocated in 1992 by Zeng Ningyi, a community member then and now the
community leader. It should be made clear here that although some of the communities in Taiwan
face the competition between the CDA and the Li Chief, who is elected by popular vote and is
comparatively free from the check of district government. It is not the case in Zhongshun Li. Ms.
Zeng has been actively engaged in the election of the community and has been the chief of the
community since then. This is also the case for some other communities in Taiwan, where the Li chief
also chairs the CDA. In such cases, there usually will be less competition and more cooperation. And
it is exactly the case for the urban communities in Mainland China where the local management duty
nestles in one entity. The CDA was a brand-new concept to organize the local governing bodies
voluntarily by the residents themselves in the early 1990s and, even now, only very few communities
in China have managed to organize self-governing bodies of their own [42,43]. According to Ostrom’s
theory, one obvious merit of such institutions is that the self-organized body tends to naturally draw
a clear demarcation between insiders and outsiders and will gradually nurture a sense of
commonwealth based on the mutual interests of community members [22,44]. In these circumstances,
the members are more likely to become engaged in community activities and undertake their duties
while monitoring the behavior of others. The frequent interactions among residents, who may also
be members of the CDA, tend to inspire altruistic actions, as they believe they will contribute to the
commonwealth of the community as a whole.
“When I first initiated the proposal for the association, I was just thinking that sometimes the
community office didn’t know what we really need and I think all the members should give their
own share to the community, to view it as our own home”, said Zeng, the leader. “I am very happy
now many people think that they are part of the association and we have a very stable membership
throughout the years”, she remarks.
A husband also comments on the association after his family moved into the community three
years ago as:
“You know I am very busy with my work so we seldom joined in community activities before
we moved here. I did not join the association myself but my neighbors are members and my wife
joined one of the volunteer groups. It’s meaningful; basically, I think we run the community by
ourselves.”
This resonates with other interviewees directly or indirectly related to the association and those
who have a higher level of concern for community affairs, and the people interviewed expressed their
happiness in participating in community activities. There are annual elections for positions in the
association. However, the process is not competitive as community members have a consensus that
those with seniority and enthusiasm in community affairs will better serve the interests of the
community as a whole. Moreover, the activists in the associations and other voluntary service groups
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usually win the favor of the public and thus have a better chance of election. In general, the election
is cooperative, rather than competitive. Also worthy of mention is that females, including the leader
Zeng, comprise over two-thirds the association members, probably due to the more time they can
spend in the community. In this sense, the institution of self-governance helps to strengthen the
“insider” identity of members and promote an atmosphere for their mutual benefit. Consequently,
members are more willing to participate, contribute, and expressly serve the potential benefits of the
members better.
3.2.2. Voluntary Groups and Public Services
However, compared to the population of the whole community, the association is too small to
offer many kinds of services. Ostrom has examined the ability of some self-organized institutions to
manage community common pool resources, but the public services required in an urban community
are much more complex than a single resource management system. A sustainable community at
least requires services in four layers (natural, built, economic, and social aspects of community life as
illustrated in Figure. 1). The management and services required in Zhongshun Li also cover four
realms as illustrated in Figure 5. Sustainable management of the community, unlike that of the
common pool resources, depends much more on complicated self-organized institutions to operate
various aspects of community services. Figure 5 illustrates that the requirements for community
sustainability rest upon a multi-layer interwoven task, which is summarized from the various routine
documents and interviews in the research. These are not exactly the same as the four layers of
sustainable community framework we proposed in Figure 1, but often overlap with each other and
one service might contribute to more than one dimension of community sustainability. In Zhongshun
Li, the voluntary groups have been playing very important roles in the delivering all these kinds of
services in a cost-effective way.

Resources and participants of different kinds of community
services and activities

Community
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The first police
station of
Wenshan
District

Urban
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view and department
landscape
of Taipei
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Figure 5. The management system and participants of different kinds of community services.

Community security is one of the social tasks of community development and requires
cooperation between various parties. Various city/district government departments, including the
local police station, fire station, and anti-domestic violence center, are involved in the task.
Nonetheless, without an appropriately designed mechanism, the process will be costly and the
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outcomes would probably be less preferable. The voluntary group, namely the assistance and guard
team in the Zhongshun case, bridges this gap. The members of the team patrol in pairs on the roads
to nearby schools during school hours. The team also talks with shopkeepers and residents along the
road, who are neighbors, to check any extraordinary events and pay regular visits to households
needing help. It is almost impossible for the police to collect the same information for the same of
effort and cost. There are around 150 team members in total, some of whose children or grandchildren
attend surrounding schools. The patrol has to take shifts and make records every day. The picture on
the left in Figure 6 shows an example of a handwritten patrol record.

Figure 6. From left to right: the patrol record of the assistance and guard team; a mosaic lane paved
by community members and the community farm.

Of course, it is possible that security is the most basic service demanded and other services are
less likely fulfill simply with resources from within the community itself. However, other examples
occur in the services related to community landscape and cultural events, which requires professional
knowledge. Greening and landscape design, for instance, is usually the duty of the district
government or outsourced to professional companies. Zhongshun Li, however, uses the tasks
involved as opportunities for collective participation and community team building, thus initiating a
voluntary group (the members are temporary and new members constantly join in) to take the
responsibility for the landscape design and greening in the community. The picture in the middle in
Figure 6 shows a lane with an animal mosaic designed and paved by the community members
themselves. The animal figures come from the thoughts of students and parents while the merits of
other more professional work, for instance, the paintings on the wall, belong to the artistic talents of
the students from the community’s art school.
As one community member commented, “I helped design the patterns and it took us weeks to
finish this project. The neighbors like it. We turned the dirty back lane into a beautiful road and we
no longer worry about the safety of school children now when they go across this lane after school.”
Actually, the community invited the students from nearby high schools and universities several
times to draw wall paintings. On the one hand, it saves the community budget for other activities
while, on the other, it offers opportunities for social practice/community services that are often
encouraged by high schools and universities.
Other activities such as educational/health lectures and classes are also organized by voluntary
groups and often attract a constant and stable audience in the community. The experts they invite are
not only from official links, but also from the personal connections of the community members
themselves. The various voluntary groups are therefore more efficient than formal government
bodies in delivering different kinds of services to the residents and these activities are better tailored
to their needs, as they are also community members. Yet one question remains unanswered: why are
people attracted to such voluntary groups with only a meager payment? Altruism and contribution
to the commonwealth of the community alone seem unlikely answers.
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3.2.3. Public Participation and a Positive Cycle of Interactions
Effectively mobilizing residents to take part in voluntary groups and community activities is
due to the self-organized governing structure of the community, including the CDA, where the
atmosphere of participation and engagement is more intense than in other communities. However,
most people interviewed share a similar experience in their volunteer careers, that is, they directly
benefit from the activities organized by the voluntary groups at the beginning. When they have
become frequent participants, they are more likely to join the voluntary group to provide services to
a greater audience, making such services sustainable in the long term.
The association has reclaimed small patches of wasteland in the community for farmland to
grow vegetables, also a common practice in mainland China. All community members are eligible to
claim one patch of land (shown on the right of Figure 6) with a nametag on it. In the following year,
that person is responsible for cultivation, while harvesting is by both the person and the community.
The CDA voluntary group first made the reclamation in Zhongshun Li, from whence the claims have
smoothly rotated annually between members—the system simply running by public participation
alone. Those who have participated in the past are likely to help administer the system in the future.
“I got my patch of land two years ago. Actually, it’s not only about growing your own
vegetables. It’s more about sharing your time with neighbors and we had a lot of fun when we did
the farm work together. This year as there are many people claiming the patches, I helped with the
lot-drawing”, a housewife remarked. “I didn’t feel it’s a duty. As I have cultivated my land for a year,
I would like to do a favor to my neighbors to help the rules go on”, she replied when asked why she
helped with the allocation of farmland.
Another current farmland holder expressed a similar tone:
“We eat the vegetables at our home and also sell them to the community. It’s totally green and
organic. The farm work is not laborious. I simply take it as a kind of exercise. As I can’t hold the land
next year, I have persuaded my neighbor to join.”
The current participants are likely to sustain the institution in the future. Similar situations occur
in many other voluntary activities. Child–parent activity is also a case in point. As shown in the
demographic statistics, there are many school-age children in the community. The CDA sponsor a
voluntary group to organize a tutorial workshop for the high school students in the community,
inviting teachers from nearby schools and universities. They also constantly organize parent–child
camps with art skills, sports, and family-bonding themes, which are very popular among the
households with school age children. “Once I made a piece of artwork with my parents and now you
can still see it in the community center,” a student said, “I enjoy the time with parents and friends”,
his father adding, “It’s important to spend time with your children. I believe it’s even better to do it
with your neighbors as they are the children’s peers, they would enjoy it more.” The activities
advocated by the voluntary groups bring real benefits to the residents and, as a result, even when the
students grow up and the household leaves parent–child activities, new members constantly arrive.
Public participation is therefore self-sustained and spread around by the members themselves.
Furthermore, the participants who benefit from these activities will probably join the voluntary
groups; some will even run for fixed positions in the CDA in the future. “I would like the parent–
child activity to go on and I have started to help the association to do some work related to parent–
child activities.” A teacher agrees with this mother’s statement, also another local household mother
in saying “I will invite my colleagues to join this event and I think it will benefit many families in the
community, including mine”. Constant public participation has been bringing fresh blood into the
system. By the same token, the interactions between the public and voluntary groups have opened
up a channel for personnel, resources, and opinions to flow between the three parties (CDA,
voluntary groups, and the public), supporting the sustainable development of the community. The
same mechanisms also appear in such other aspects of social services as community elderly care and
health services, which is why community members are willing to engage in voluntary activities as
both service providers and objects.
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4. Discussion
Zhongshun Li exemplifies how bottom-up mobilization of community residents contributes to
the sustainable development of a community. However, self-governance, along with positive
interactions with the public, is just one potential approach to promoting community sustainability; it
is not the only solution to development in cities. However, as the most fundamental building block,
sustainable development at the community level can contribute substantially to urban sustainability.
The institution of Zhongshun Li has attested to the feasibility of self-governance at the local level and
provides experience for other communities in China and other Asian countries, where community
governance is still heavily bureaucratic. Self-governance and increased public participation may
reduce governance failures in urban communities. Figure 7 provides an institutional model to
illustrate how the interactions between the various parties render self-governance effective and
sustainable in Zhongshun Li, with local governance divided into three layers with greater public
participation.

Figure 7. Community resources and management structures in Zhongshun Li.

Firstly, the hierarchy government is not well-tuned to the needs of the community and its
various members, and consequently the services delivered from the various government
departments often mismatches resources to demands. In Zhongshun, the government is not directly
involved in local administration. Instead, resource allocation is through the CDA, which is a selforganized group. Self-organization provides a more effective means of clarifying the boundary
between insiders and outsiders and tends to naturally bond community members together as
members of a commonwealth, where mutually beneficial cooperation is easier to achieve [13]. In
contrast, the members in a bureaucratically managed community are more vertically related to the
local administration than horizontally related with each other, pushing up the cost of institutions. As
indicated by Ostrom, minimum space is left to the discretion of the community when there is
government or market intervention [22].
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Secondly, the CDA does not directly provide most of the services needed by community
members by itself, but through various standing or temporary voluntary groups. Since the
sustainable development of the community requires services in all four aspects (natural, built,
economic, and social) perfectly tailored to the attributes of the community, voluntary groups are
much more sensitive than other public or private bodies. Moreover, voluntary groups are more
capable of mobilizing the public to become engaged in public services and other activities, amplifying
the effects of the policy and spreading it to a greater audience. Such voluntary groups, however, do
not currently exist in most mainland urban communities and, as a result, public participation in most
cases is rare and inefficient. These groups also provide a means for activists to move from the bottom
to the top of the institution (see the arrows on the right part of Figure 7), that is, those who are more
enthusiastic in public affairs may first be ordinary participants, then become service providers in the
voluntary groups and finally go to the CDA. It is also a very important channel for opinions,
resources, and personnel to flow smoothly within the CDA.
Finally, the active participation of the public, which is often only promoted by neighbors, friends
and family members, but also aroused by their own family needs (parent–child activities, elderly
people care, health care, etc.), constantly fuels the institution’s continuation. As shown by the
interviews, most activists in the voluntary groups and CDA are at first beneficiaries of the community
activities. The prevailing participation expands the target audience of the services and further
strengthens the bonds within the community, consolidating the idea of the community as a
commonwealth. This not only provides human resources for the upper layers of the institution, but
also the very means for the delivery of various kinds of services. For instance, it is public participation
that realizes the four aspects of services demanded in Zhongshun Li (Figure 5), which is perhaps the
most cost-effective approach. Therefore, the institution of self-governance becomes a closed loop
providing services down to the public while personnel, resources, and opinions return up smoothly.
5. Conclusions
Zhongshun Li’s self-governance provides valuable experience for the sustainable development
of communities, particularly for the emerging self-governing communities where community
governance has been transferring from bureaucratic to democratic. This case will definitely shed light
on the sustainable development of urban community in many other cities, offering possible pathways
and epitome for self-organization of urban community in the coming era. Its cost-effective
institutional design contributes greatly to sustainable community development, partly solving the
current failure to promote urban sustainability. This supports Ostrom’s notion of the need to gear the
institutional design of any community to such exogenous conditions as community attributes, rules
and material conditions. However, it would not be appropriate for the Zhongshun experience to be
copied directly to other cases [11]. On the other hand, it is true that voluntary groups and active
public participation help sustain Zhongshun’s institution in this case, where personnel, resources,
and opinions can flow smooth within the community, and promptly and accurately satisfy the needs
of the residents. The lack of voluntary groups is still a barrier to the ability of many mainland
communities to mobilize public participation organized by the community members themselves. In
addition, the community needs at least minimum recognition to enable it to exert some form of selfgovernance and establish stronger horizontal connections in future. However, this single in-depth
case study is not sufficient to conclude a pattern for sustainable urban community development with
universal generalizability. More in-depth or comparative case studies and quantitate investigations
are encouraged in the future to further expand the theories and practice on sustainable urban
development.
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