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Abstract: The solution of regional problems depends on the cooperation among local governments within the same 

region. Currently, cooperation among local governments in the Qinba Mountains (QMs) area is inadequate; 

moreover, it lacks systematic planning and overall ideas and has a narrow scope. The overlap in governance and lack 

of policy coordination between the local governments have markedly constrained the sustainable development of the 

economy and ecology in the QMs Area. To solve these problems, this study proposes a three-level cooperative 

governance system based on the theory of inter-organizational cooperation networks and analyzes the successful 

experiences of co-governance in the Yangtze River Basin. It also proposes some suggestions, including 

strengthening overall planning, establishing a specialized agency for coordination at the national level, giving full 

play to the leading and practicing role of regional key construction projects in cooperative governance, and 

promoting personnel exchanges among local governments within this area. This study hopes to provide references 

for establishing a coordinated governance mechanism among local governments in the QMs Area and meanwhile 

improving their governance effectiveness.  
Keywords: Qinba Mountains (QMs) Area; government governance; coordination and cooperation; 

inter-organizational cooperation network (IOCN) 

 

1 Introduction 

During the process of regional development, it is hard to meet the target of governance by the way “everyone 

only sweeps the snow in front of his door” [1]. This is because the mode of isolated and fragmented governance 

can only lead to the “tragedy of the commons” [2]. Under the background of proactive response to the new 

situation and the strategy of coordinated regional development, more and more local governments have started to 

accept the model of coordination and cooperation governance [3]. For example, the behavior of coordination and 

cooperation governance among the governments of Beijing, Tianjin, and Hebei has effectively promoted regional 

ecological protection, economic development, and cultural heritage [4–6]. In recent years, the effective governance 

of the Yangtze River Basin has also benefited from the collaborative cooperation of local governments [7–9]. 

The Qinba Mountains (QMs) is the north–south boundary of China’s geography, climate, and culture. For that, 

it has a high location value, ecological value, cultural value, and military security value. However, in this region, 

the ecological environment is fragile. The relation between economic development and environmental protection is 

contradictory. It is one of the 11 contiguous areas in the country and still faces arduous development tasks [10,11]. 

The QMs span the “five provinces and one city” areas, namely Sichuan, Shaanxi, Gansu, Henan, Hubei, and 
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Chongqing. It is difficult to solve the overall problems in the QMs area by relying on a regional government alone. 

Unfortunately, the current situation of the QMs region shows a horizontal or vertical division among different 

administrations, lack of coordination and unified action [12], weak economic connections with surrounding areas 

[13], serious industrial homogeneity, unreasonable spatial layout [14], and so on. So, it is necessary to adopt the 

coordinated governance mechanism between different regional governments. Together, related theory and 

application research are urgent. 

Based on the theory of inter-organizational cooperation networks, this paper proposes an idea of constructing a 

governance system in the QMs area from the perspective of collaboration, to provide a reference for the 

coordinated development of the region. 

2 Theory of inter-organizational cooperation network  

The inter-organizational cooperation network (IOCN) originates from the management research of network 

organization, which is a relatively stable form of cooperation established by related enterprises during long-term 

cooperation or interaction. Through collective decision-making and joint actions among the members of the IOCN, 

all participants can adapt more quickly to changing technology and market environments, which is conducive to 

obtaining more market benefits. Therefore, whether organizations can establish a long-term and stable cooperative 

relationship determines the long-term benefits of participating enterprises. 

Since the theory of IOCN was proposed in the 1960s, it has become a hot topic in the field of public governance. 

It is generally believed that (1) when each participant is engaged in a similar field and has resources that can be 

exchanged with each other, a relationship of interdependent and complementary is constructed among the agencies 

[15]; (2) the IOCN can effectively promote the formation of common goals and rules, continuously interact and 

exchange resources among members of organizations [16]; (3) through mutual contractual arrangement rather than 

administrative order, each member of the IOCN reaches collective decision-making and joint action, which will 

eventually bring greater benefits to the whole network and the members of the network [17]; (4) the history of 

interaction among network members will affect the decision to get equal relations and common rules. The longer 

the interaction time and the higher the frequency of transactions, the more stable social relations can be established 

among all members; (5) the distribution of cost and benefit among the main bodies always threatens mutual 

dependence and trust, therefore, a “third party” is needed to coordinate the interesting relationship among all 

participants which is usually a subject with high credibility in the network, or a subject not in the network and 

without interest sharing relationship. 

The theory of IOCN has also been effectively practiced in China. In recent years, an important reason for the 

great achievements in the comprehensive governance of the Yangtze River Basin is that 11 provinces and cities in 

the basin have formed an IOCN and carried out effective governance. As mentioned above, the foundation of an 

IOCN is that the members should have the same goals, equal status, and peer-to-peer learning through continuous 

resource exchanges to achieve governance goals. As a single provincial government, it is difficult to independently 

solve the overall problem of comprehensive governance of the Yangtze River Basin for its limited administrative 

governance resources. Due to the foundation of the IOCN among those provinces or cities which have the same 

goals and equal status, they exchange governance resources with each other and eventually facilitate the solving of 

governance issues. In addition, at the national level, the Office of the Leading Group for Promoting the 

Development of the Yangtze River Economic Belt was established to act as the “coordinator” of the IOCN, 

ensuring its stability, synergy, and linkage. By the end of April 2018 [18], 959 illegal wharves in the Yangtze 

River Basin have been completely demolished and 402 have been rectified and regulated. Special remediation 

actions such as drinking water sources, sewage outfalls, chemical pollution, and solid waste have been carried out. 

The Yangtze River water quality improved from 74.3% at the end of 2015 to 77.3% in the third quarter of 2017. 

3 The current status and problems of QMs regional cooperative governance 

The “five provinces and one city” in Hubei, Shaanxi, Sichuan, Henan, Gansu, and Chongqing, which are 

located in the QMs area, have carried out cross-region cooperation very early. For example, as early as 1986, four 

provinces and nine cities (districts) including Shiyan, Xiangfan, Shennongjia forest area, Jingmen in Hubei 

province, Ankang and Shangluo in Shaanxi province, Nanyang and Luoyang in Henan province, Dazhou in 

Sichuan province, have established the Economic and Technological Cooperation Zone in the Central and Western 

Regions, whose cooperation expanded from regional industries to in-depth areas such as ecological environmental 

protection and ecological civilization construction. The Sichuan–Shaanxi District Tourism Cooperation 
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Conference, which was first initiated by Bazhong, Hanzhong, and Guangyuan in 2002, attracted Longnan, 

Tianshui and other cities in Gansu Province in 2008. In 2010, Wanyuan City and Tongjiang County in Sichuan 

Province, Chengkou County in Chongqing, Zhenba County and Ziyang County in Shaanxi Province signed the 

Qinba Mountain Area Poverty Alleviation Coordinated Pilot Area Cooperation Agreement to jointly build a QMs 

poverty alleviation coordinated pilot area which would be conductive to change the economic situation and 

improve their income. In 2014, Dazhou City, Sichuan Province, in conjunction with nine cities including Guang’an, 

Nanchong, Bazhong, Hanzhong, Ankang, Shiyan, Wanzhou, and Fuling, built the “Qinba Regional Development 

and Poverty Alleviation Demonstration Zone,” and carried out continuous poverty alleviation cooperation with 

neighboring counties (districts) of Shaanxi and Chongqing. In 2015, the Municipal Tax Cooperation Agreement 

for Part of the Qinba Mountain Area was signed by the tax bureaus of six cities in Sichuan, Shaanxi, and Gansu, to 

carry out in-depth cooperation in tax policy implementation, tax service, information sharing and so on. In 2019, 

Bazhong and Hanzhong signed a strategic cooperation framework agreement to deepen exchanges and cooperation 

in many aspects such as infrastructure connectivity, cultural and tourism integration, poverty alleviation, industrial 

development, and rural revitalization. 

Although a certain cross-domain cooperation mechanism has formed among related provinces and cities, there 

are still some problems. 

(1) The phenomenon of “fragmentation” of cross-region cooperation among provinces and cities is relatively 

serious. As a result of that, no systematic ideas and plans have been proposed. At present, the regional 

governments can only cooperate on some prominent issues, but not carry out a unified, holistic and long-term plan 

for the development of the QMs area, which hinders effective and comprehensive governance. 

(2) The degree of cross-regional cooperation among regional governments is still shallow, which is manifested 

in an emphasis on agreements rather than implementation. Most of the cross-regional cooperation still stays at the 

level of cooperation with forums, alliances, and other carriers. There are lots of appeals and suggestions, but few 

actual cooperation actions. Even if some local governments have reached some cooperation agreements, there are 

still many problems to be solved in their practical implementation. 

(3) The cooperation areas among regional governments are narrow, and the participants are fewer. There are 

107 counties (cities and districts) in the QMs area, but the proportion of counties and cities that have reached 

cooperation agreements is less than 30% of which there are fewer participants and at lower administrative levels. 

In addition, just focusing on tourism and environmental protection, the cooperation agreements contribute less to 

jointly promoting the development of the QMs area.  

4 Thoughts on the construction of cross-regional government cooperative governance 

system in the QMs area 

With an advantageous ecology but underdeveloped economy [10], there are a lot of tasks for the regional 

governments. Only systematically solving the major problems facing the current development by strengthening 

cooperation and building a network of regional government organizations, can promote local economic 

development. 

4.1 Feasibility of constructing a cross-regional cooperative governance network 

There are foundations and conditions for establishing IOCNs in the QMs area. The governance issues in the 

QMs area are mutual issues faced by the regional governments. The solution to a specific issue in a certain region 

depends on the solutions to other issues which shows that there is strong interdependence among the governments 

of the QMs area. At the same time, specific governance resources owned by every regional government can be 

exchanged with each other, which has the potential to promote the regional development of the QMs area to a 

greater extent. The exchange of governance resources among the governments at the same level in different 

regions will further promote rational planning and layout, optimal allocation of resources, and common rapid 

development in the QMs area. 

Resource exchange and coordination among the members of the IOCN can cultivate a good cooperation 

relationship among the regional governments in the QMs area. With longer interactions and the higher frequency 

of governance resource transactions among regional governments, a more stable and mutually beneficial 

cooperation relationship can be cultivated among all members. This kind of cooperation relation contributes to the 

long-term and stable development of the whole QMs area. If the cooperation environment is stable or predictable, 
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the IOCN among the governments intends to duplicate this success, which will encourage and strengthen deeper 

and broader cooperation, and eventually urge local governments to embed deeper into the network. 

4.2 The process of building a cross-government cooperative governance system 

Initially, due to the division of administrative authority, there was no cooperative relationship among the 

regional governments and no existence of IOCN. Due to the inherent needs to achieve common governance goals, 

regional governments have gradually exchanged governance resources and learned from each other which has led 

to IOCN providing a way for exchanging resources and sharing of benefits. This kind of IOCN, which is based on 

inherent needs, is a weak network that takes a relatively loose form. Due to the lack of trust, there are no unified 

and common rules among regional governments, which can create conflict from a shared interest. Once an 

administration believes that it has not achieved satisfactory returns, it tends to withdraw from IOCN. 

This kind of “weak” IOCN may eventually evolve into a “strong” IOCN with mutual trust, fair sharing of 

benefits, and close connections through long-term resource exchange or benefit-sharing behavior among members. 

However, the process will take a long time. During this process, the network relationship is always scattered 

because of various friction between members of the organization. 

In this situation, a “coordinator” with high credibility, not sharing interests in the network, and being able to 

coordinate interests of members, will play a key role in promoting the rapid evolution of a “strong” IOCN from a 

“weak” IOCN. For this, the higher-level government has a natural advantage, which is willing and able to take the 

role of coordinator. It can help to establish an IOCN with mutual trust and a good connection by the way of its 

active communication and organization with regional governments. This evolution of the cooperation network 

among administrations is illustrated in Fig. 1. 

 

Fig.1. The evolution of IOCN among different administrations. 

Although the government can promote the establishment of an IOCN among the lower-level administrations 

which are under its control, it is more difficult to build a collaborative relationship among administrations that are 

not under its control. Therefore, sustainable development of the QMs area can be promoted only by establishing 

the cooperation network at a higher administration level in the QMs area. 

Fig. 2 illustrates this situation in detail. The same numbers represent areas with direct administrative jurisdiction. 

For example, “①”means Bazhong, “ 1 ” means Sichuan, “②” means Hanzhong, and “ 2 ” means Shaanxi 

Province. The upper part of the figure represents the IOCN of the lower-level administrations, and the lower part 

represents the IOCN of the high-level administrations in a different region. The establishment of an IOCN among 

the lower-level administrations depends on the formation of a cooperative governance system among the 

high-level administrations. For example, if Bazhong and Hanzhong want to establish a collaborative governance 

network, it depends on a good cooperative relationship between the two provincial governments of Sichuan and 

Shaanxi. Only by establishing the IOCN among the provincial governments, removing all kinds of barriers, and 

exchanging governance resources, can the comprehensive cooperative relationship between Bazhong and 

Hanzhong be implemented. 

As mentioned above, the IOCN established by the lower-level administrations for the sake of internal needs is 

loose and weak. The governance effect of this kind of IOCN is often greatly discounted, which explains the reason 

why the governance effect of many local governments in the QMs area is still not obvious even after establishing 

cooperative relations. 
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Fig. 2. The relation between different IOCNs of different level administrations. 

4.3 The cooperation system among governments in the QMs area 

If the IOCN in the QMs area is formed solely for internal needs, the network relationship remains weak. 

Therefore, for the sake of the development of the QMs area, it is necessary to play the role of “ultimate 

coordinator” at the national level to promote the establishment of IOCN among provincial governments. 

According to the consistency of the goals and equity of network members proposed by the theory of IOCN, we can 

establish a three-level collaborative system among the same level administrations from the top to the bottom: 

provincial, prefecture, and county levels. 

In detail, the IOCN among administrations in QMs areas can be constructed as follows. (1) Set up a specific 

institution at the national level, or give authority to a specific department so that it can allocate the governance 

resources among provincial administrations directly, develop the collaborative governance relationship, jointly 

protect the ecological environment, and stimulate economic and social development of the QMs area; (2) set up a 

corresponding agency or grant specific authority to a corresponding department in a province so that it not only 

coordinates cities in a province but also builds a connection with the counterpart administrations of other provinces; 

(3) set up a corresponding agency or grant specific authority to a corresponding department in a city so that it not 

only coordinates districts in the city but also builds a connection with the counterpart administrations of other 

cities.  

5 Suggestions for the construction of cross-regional IOCN among administrations 

5.1 Strengthen the top-level design 

We can learn from the governance achievements in the Beijing–Tianjin–Hebei area and Yangtze River Basin 

that the central government pays a lot of attention and makes the top-level design, which provides a key basis for 

the long-term effective governance. There are many important issues for sustainable development in the QMs area. 

Only by making the top-level design in advance, carrying out a comprehensive development and protection plan, 

making a scientific layout, taking reasonable adjustments, and integrating administrative resources of governments 

at all levels in the region, can we effectively promote the sustainable development of the QMs area. 

5.2 Set up a special institution at the national level 

The sustainable development of the QMs area covers major issues such as environmental protection, resource 

allocation, economic development, and structural adjustment. To realize these goals at the same time is difficult 

only by relying on a single department or a single administration. It is suggested to set up a special agency at the 

national level as the coordinator of the IOCN to coordinate different region’s co-governance behavior, which is 

characterized by barrier-free, resource sharing, responsibility-sharing, and win-win cooperation. 

5.3 Give play to the leading role of key construction engineering channels 

Key construction projects generally require coordinated promotion by different regional governments or 

administrations. Focusing on the national development goals and plans, we should set up some key projects in the 

QMs area, and guide regional governments at all levels to work together to achieve development goals. At this 

stage, according to the goals of the Regional Development and Poverty Alleviation Plan of the Qinba Mountain 
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Area (2011–2020), it is suggested to coordinate the governance step to improve its ability of cooperation. After 

2020, we should also set up some key development projects to further consolidate poverty alleviation 

achievements, and guide the regional governments to achieve collaboration and cooperation to ensure and improve 

the development quality of comprehensive management of the QMs area. 

5.4 Encourage personnel exchanges among governments in the QMs area 

Government behavior theory suggests that maintaining the interests of a region is the basis for the regional 

government survival. Unfortunately, the behavior of protecting the regional interest often leads to local 

protectionism, which can prevent cooperation with other regions. It should establish a personnel exchange 

mechanism to evoke government employees’ transposition thinking. As a result of that, governments in the region 

need to reach consensus and goals for comprehensive governance of the QMs area and supporting the 

establishment of a dynamic and efficient IOCN. 

6 Conclusion 

The current situation of relative backward development cannot conceal its huge development prospects due to 

the vast geographical space and abundant natural resources in the QMs area. To modernize our governance system 

and capabilities, we should enhance the ability of governance in the QMs area to promote sustained and sound 

economic and social progress as well as consolidate the achievements of poverty alleviation and ecological 

environmental protection.  

To promote the comprehensive management of the QMs area and the development of various economic and 

social undertakings, it should use the idea of “one game of chess” in the QMs area. It should also promote the 

construction of IOCN among local governments to set up a collaborative governance system. Under the 

coordination and guidance of the central government, we can build up a three-level collaborative governance 

system in the QMs area, which will contribute to a relationship of mutual trust and cooperation, facilitate an 

efficient governance resource exchange mechanism and a fair benefit-sharing mechanism among regional 

governments. All of those measures will result in comprehensive governance of issues in the QMs area. 
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