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Abstract

Since China’s economic reform in the 1980s, the Chinese government has repeatedly
called for transforming the built environment in villages. In the mid-2000s, with the initiation
of Building a New Socialist Countryside (BNSC), which is the latest campaign of rural
development in China, increasing numbers of new villages have been developed across the

country.

Adopting a socio-spatial perspective, this thesis examines the policies of new villages
and investigates whether the outcomes delivered in practice are in line with the objectives of
development claimed by the policies. Compared to the earlier policies that had mainly taken
village development as a measure to either regulate rural land use or sustain local public
finance, the new initiative specifically emphasizes three objectives: the construction of
infrastructure, the professionalization of village planning and the promotion of an officially-

designated aesthetics of built environment.

The implementation of new villages under BNSC was investigated by studying two
cases of development in Sichuan. The case studies analyse the development process and
product through identifying the socio-spatial context, institutional structure and the strategies
and interests of stakeholders involved in the development practices. The analysis shows that
while the political-economic structure has framed the organization of agencies and the
distribution of resources, the individual stakeholders’ interplay with the structure as well as
with each other also has significant influences on the development process and product.
Lastly, the study found the development had mixed impacts on rural residents. While some
are enjoying improved housing conditions or economic revenue brought by the development,
others doubt the spatial forms of new villages and worry that the development can cause
conflicts in land tenure and challenges for housing maintenance in the long term. These
findings offer significant lessons for the development of physical and social space of rural

China in future.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

The built environment in the Chinese countryside has witnessed enormous transition in
recent decades. The developments of new villages prompted by the Chinese government have
made significant contributions to the transition. This chapter opens with a succinct
introduction of the current development of new villages in China. It will specify the main aim,
objectives, and research questions raised by the present study, and outline its analytical
framework and methodology. The structure of the thesis will be summarized in the last

section.

1.1 Government-led development of new villages in China

From 2004 to 2016, for more than a decade, China’s “No. 1 Document”, the first
document issued annually by the Chinese central government to outline the year’s most
important policy goals, has constantly emphasized rural development. The main issue focused
on in the document are the san nong wenti in China. In general, san nong wenti, the “three
rural problems” refer to under-development in the economy, social welfare and built
environment of China’s countryside in contrast to its thriving urban areas. As indicated by the
name, san nong problems specifically concern three aspects of rural development: agriculture
(nongye), villages (nongcun), and farmers (nongmin). Targeting these subjects, in the mid-
2000s the central government of China initiated a comprehensive rural development plan
called “building a new socialist countryside” (shehuizhuyi xinnongcun jianshe, hereafter
abbreviated to BNSC).

As a response to san nong problems, BNSC has claimed to improve the productivity of
agriculture, the living conditions in villages, in both physical and social senses, and farmers’
livelihoods in general. The ershizi mubiao, BNSC’s “objectives in twenty characters”
highlight its main goals in five phrases: improved production, well-off living conditions, a
civilized social atmosphere, a clean and tidy village environment, and democratic

management”.

With the progression of BNSC, the Chinese government is enhancing its regulation of
the village built environment. The central government has officially interpreted the “clean and
tidy village environment™ as “changing the lagged-behind situations of sanitary, housing,
transportation and water supply in villages with a village management mechanism guided and
supported by government and voluntarily participated by farmers” (State Council, 2006a).

Later, the central government further underlined the importance of “enhanced village



planning and regulating the village built environment™ in its specific suggestions to the

implementation of BNSC (State Council, 2006b).

China’s 12" five-year plan of economic and social development issued in 2011 also
emphasized “improving the production and living conditions in rural areas”. The emphasis is
listed as a sub-objective under the broader aim of accelerating BNSC in the 12" five-year
development. The five-year plan has reiterated the importance of enhancing village planning,
improving the development of infrastructure and public facilities, and addressing the pollution

and sanitation issues in rural environment.

Soon after, the central government’s call for regulating and transforming the village built
environment was put into practice. Led by local governments across the country, the projects
of village development include several practical measures, such as concreting village roads,
renewing old village residences, and developing new housing in rural areas. The projects have
also been titled with various names. For instance, in Sichuan, the provincial government has
named the development of new villages as “the development of New Rural Compounds (Xin
nongcun zongheti)”. In other regions like Jiangxi, the development might be generally named

as the projects of “building a new (socialist) countryside/village”.

In spite of these different names, for most regional governments, the development of
new villages invariably represents the most ambitious attempt aimed to transform the built
environment in rural areas. These regional governments have claimed the development would
not only improve the physical appearances of the countryside, but also help to achieve other
objectives of BNSC in regard to agricultural production, and the development of village
industries and public services, etc. For instance, according to the official declaration of
Sichuan provincial government (20123, p. 1), “New Rural Compounds is a new kind of rural
community and an advanced form of new village...Built within moderately concentrated
space, the New Rural Compounds should effectively arrange key factors of rural production
and life, such as village residences, industries, infrastructure, public services and social

development, etc.”

Some researchers have advocated that the development of new villages is crucial to the
overall rural development in China, and is in line with national social and economic
development as well. Justin Lin, the former vice director of the Rural Development Research
Centre of China’s state council and the former Chief Economist of the World Bank, has
repeatedly suggested that developing clean and tidy village environment should be the “entry

point” to fulfil the multiple objectives of BNSC (Lin, 2006; 2007a). Lin’s suggestion on the

2



sequence of fulfilling the objectives of BNSC follows his view that enhancing rural
infrastructure would increase the demands of consumption in rural market, and hence drive
China’s economic growth (Lin, 2004).

In the implementation of BNSC, it seems that many local governments are endorsing
Lin’s view and have taken “clean and tidy village” as the starting point. Since the mid-2000s,
many government-led projects had been carried out to transform the village built
environment, which have improved roads, telecommunication and waste disposal systems in
villages, and promoted the development of modern toilets and the use of bio-gas and solar
energy. Soon after, the development of new housing was put into the agenda of many local
governments. Finally, the above-defined concept of developing new villages was formed and
has been put into practice nationwide.

However, some projects in the name of new villages were found to be delivering
controversial outcomes. In many of these projects, new villages were built resembling urban
residential communities. The developments have produced modern uniform housing blocks
with much higher housing density than the living quarters in old villages. In some radical
cases, farmers’ previous low-rise residences were demolished and replaced by apartment
buildings as tall as a hundred metres (Long et al., 2009b). The phenomenon of relocating
farmers into such urbanized “villages” was publicly reproached as hongmin bei shanglou,
which means “forcefully relocating farmers to multi-storey apartments” (Xinhua News,
2007). Being relocated into such modernized and densified apartments, farmers sometimes
have to travel longer distance to the farmland, and may also have lost space to store farm tools
or raise livestock and poultry. These changes in residential space were criticized as not only
inconveniencing farmers, but even endangering farmers’ lifestyle, which was more self-
sustaining than the modern, urbanized lifestyle. It has been found that a general complaint of
relocated farmers is that they have to spend more to support their “new life”” in new villages
(Tu, 2010).

These controversial outcomes produced by the development of new villages have raised
the attention of researchers focusing on rural development in China. A general criticism is that
government intervention and regulation of the built environment in rural areas may have been
diverted to satisfy other goals, rather than benefit rural residents (Yeh, 2013; Looney, 2015;
Rosenberg, 2015). Even China’s state media, such as Xinhua News and China Youth Daily,
have published reports criticizing how the development of new villages in some places has

overlooked the voices of rural residents, and become a “blind” and “predatory” development



led by local government and private developers (Xinhua News, 2007; 2010; China Youth
Daily, 2011).

The above-mentioned views of criticism indicate that, up to the present, there have been
many doubts concerning the development of new villages guided by the Chinese government.
As represented by Sichuan government’s goals of developing the “New Rural Compounds”
introduced above, the government announced that the goals of the development were to
improve the village built environment, and to benefit other aspects of rural living conditions
as well. However, has government’s pledge of developing new villages been put into
practice? Have rural development and rural people really benefited from the development of
new villages? These questions are still surrounded by doubt, controversy and debate. This
study is set out to explore these questions, and the details of its aims and objectives are

articulated in the following section.

1.2 Research aim, objectives and questions

As introduced above, the Chinese government has advocated that the development of
new villages would renew built environment in rural areas, and make social and economic
improvements on rural people’s living conditions in general. However, there are also many
scholars suggesting that the new villages developed in practice can become sources of social
conflicts in rural areas. In response to the doubts and debates toward the government-led
development of new villages, the present study aims to analyse to what extent the
development in practice has delivered the outcomes set out by the policies, and why. The
broad aims of the present study can be specified into three objectives, which are:

« To identify the context and progress of policies which have prompted the recent
development of new villages in China

« Toanalyse the implementation process of village development

« To examine the outcomes of village development in practice

To achieve the research objectives, the present study shall answer several research

questions. The key questions for the first objective are:

- What are the national policies of village development and what are their aims in
promoting village development?

- What are the interconnections between these policies of development?



After identifying and explaining the policies of new villages, the second objective of the
present study moves to explore the implementation of new villages in practice. The following

questions need to be answered:

- Who are the stakeholders involved in the development process?

- What are the stakeholders’ roles and actions in the development process?

To answer these questions, the present study will first scrutinize how the national
policies of new villages have been interpreted step by step, from general guidelines of village
planning, to specified village layout and house design, and finally been materialized by
construction. The developments on the ground will be reconstructed by studying how the

stakeholders interacted during the process.

Based on studying the policies and practices of village development, this study further
looks at the outcomes delivered by the development and its impacts on the rural population

concerned by the policies of development. Therefore, it raises questions as below:

- What are the major outputs delivered by the development in practice?

- What are the development’s impacts on the rural population?

Elucidating the interplay of rural residents and the new space produced by village
development is crucial for examining the development policies and practices. Rural people is
most directly affected by the changes delivered by the development. On the other hand, they
are also most likely to adjust the new built environments to their everyday practices.

1.3 Analytical framework and research methodology

It has been explained that to achieve the main research aim, which is to analyse whether
the development of new villages has fulfilled the policies of new villages and delivered the
outcomes advocated by the Chinese government and why, the present study will analyse the
process of the development. Within the analytical framework focusing on the development
process, this study pays specific attention to identify the socio-spatial environment and the
roles of the involved stakeholders of the development. It will explain how the stakeholders’
interactions with each other, and with the broad social and physical environment of village
development, has shaped the development process and outputs on the ground. It is undoubted
that the government is a significant role in the process. At the same time, as pointed out by
Scott (1985), even the roles generally regarded as less-powerful, such as the village
grassroots, can redirect development in rural areas with tiny and hidden gestures of everyday

forms of resistance.



As suggested by the aforementioned news reports from Xinhua News and China Youth
Daily, the process of village development might involve various stakeholders, including
government, village cadres, real estate corporations and villagers. It is worth noting that
depending on circumstances, a stakeholder can take different roles and be further divided into
sub-groups pursuing different interests. Therefore, in many cases it is necessary to specify
some general conceptions, such as “government” and “rural people”. Inside the structure of
government, different levels of authorities may have different concerns in regard to
transforming the rural built environment. These different concerns could mean that the central
and local government have played incoherent and divided roles in the development of new
villages. Similarly, the concept of “rural people” also needs to be divided into different
interests groups, in order to learn the nuances and details of the development’s impacts on the

rural population.

In general, the stakeholders’ relationships in the development of new villages are a
complex network with multilateral interactions. To understand the complex relations and
further explore how the relations have driven the development of new villages in practice, the
present study adopted qualitative research as the primary research strategy. A qualitative
approach has been approved as well-suited to the study of the interactions of multiple actors
in a real life context. It can help researchers to understand the backdrop against which the
stakeholders have been involved, to learn how they acted and interacted in process, and to
identify and develop causal explanations in regard to phenomena and influences, especially

the unanticipated ones (Maxwell, 2012).

In line with this qualitative approach, the present study will be supported by case studies.
Case studies can offer in-depth and comprehensive views of complex real-life issues and
practical problems, such as analysing policy implementation processes and outcomes (Yin,
2003). The case studies of this research will examine the development process and output in
detail. Therefore, compared to the acquisition of a large collection of samples, the depth of a
case study is more important for the present study. Although there are large numbers of
projects of new villages in China, the present study puts it focus on two villages, named as
village S and K, located in Eastern County of Sichuan province (concerning ethical issues,
this thesis uses assumed names for counties and villages, as well as interviewees and some

agencies). The design of case studies will be further explained in the Methodology chapter.

Guided by the research methodology and considering the accessibility of data, the case

studies mainly collected qualitative data. The data was collected via multiple methods: first-



hand observation, interviewing the stakeholders of the development, examining government
documents, archives, drawings of village planning and design, and reviewing previous studies
of new villages in China. The use of multiple methods will provide a detailed narrative to
reconstruct the projects of new villages as live events, which have involved the factors of
timing and multiple players. Moreover, the different data-collecting methods help to
triangulate and validate the information from different sources, and hence ensure the

credibility of evidence for analysis.

1.4 Structure of the thesis

The thesis consists of three parts. The first part includes this Introduction and Chapters 2
and 3. This part aims to specify the research field and theoretical framework of this study.
Chapter 2 introduces the context of village development by reviewing the national policies
issued to promote the development of new villages. It further examines the concerns and
purposes of the policies by reviewing published studies of the policies. Following the analysis
of the policies, Chapter 2 also reviews the literature for the theories and models that interpret
the development process of built environment, as well as the previous case studies specifically

focused on the development process of new villages in China.

Based on the understanding of the policy background and the development process
presented by existing research, the present study moves on to explore the relationships among
all the involved stakeholders, and the stakeholders’ interactions with the socio-spatial context
and institutional structure of development. Two case studies were selected to fulfil the
exploration. Chapter 3, as the methodology chapter of this thesis, explains the selection of

cases, the design of analytical framework and data collection methods in detail.

The second part of the thesis includes three chapters of case studies. Chapter 4 has set
the scene of the case studies. It elaborates the local policies of village development and the
social, economic and geographic conditions of the studied area. Chapters 5 and 6 provide a
detailed narrative to reconstruct the processes and outputs of the developments in two

villages.

The third part of the thesis compares and explains the development process and output in
different cases with perspectives focusing on the development factors both on macro and
micro levels, which are respectively the broad contextual and structural factors of
development, and the strategies and actions of involved individual stakeholders. How the
diversity of the socio-spatial context and institutional structure of development has led to the

similarities and divergences of development processes and outputs between different
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development practices is explained in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 illustrates how the involved
stakeholders’ interactions with each other and the macro factors of development have affected
the practices of village development. The empirical findings and theoretical reflections drawn
from these two chapters of comparing and analysing case studies are concluded in Chapter 9,
the last chapter of this thesis. As the conclusion, the chapter provides a response to the three
research objectives of this study: to examine the policies, identify the processes and analyse
the impacts of the development of new villages in China. Finally, it also raises suggestions for

the research, policy-making and practice of village development in future.



Chapter 2. Literature Review

This chapter presents a review of the policy and academic literatures, in order to develop
the analytical framework of this study. To define and refine the key literature, the study
applies a practical strategy. It draws upon the main objectives of this research, which focus on
policy, implementation and outcomes of the development of new villages.

Consequently, China’s policies on the transformation of village environment are taken as
the first theme of literature review. The study focuses on the era after China’s opening-up in
the 1980s, when the country’s current land tenure system was established and became the
background of land-related developments. Section 2.2- 2.4 in particular, identify and review a
series of national policies that called for the development of new villages, elucidating the

major aims of these policies.

Secondly, as introduced in the previous chapter, the ongoing campaign of village
development in China is a complex process. Therefore, it is necessary for this study to learn
from theories and models analysing the development process of the built environment with a
perspective that addresses the complexity of the reality. These theories and models, either
produced within or beyond the context of China, have substantial academic implications for
understanding more in general, the transformation of the living environment in rural villages
(see Section 2.5.1). In Section 2.5.2, the focus of the literature review moves from the broad
theories and models about the transformation of the built environment to reviews of published
case studies, focusing specifically on the real-life practices of village development in rural
China and on the behaviours of the stakeholders involved in the development process of new
villages.

Finally, informed by the findings of the reviews presented in the previous sections,
Section 2.6 identifies the analytical framework of the present study, and Section 2.7 briefly

reflects and concludes this chapter.

2.1 Introduction: land ownership and land use matters in rural China

The production of the built environment is closely related with the matter of land,
including land use and ownership. Therefore, before moving onto details of the development
of new villages in China, it is necessary to understand land ownership and land use matters on

rural land in the country.

The current land system in China was established after the land reform in the 1950s. The

system has approved two types of land ownership: state ownership and collective ownership.
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According to the national land survey, the state owns 53% of China’s territory, and rural
collectives own 46%. Ownership of the remaining 1% has not yet been clarified (cited by Ho
and Lin, 2003). Categorized by land use, the majority of land used for agriculture and village
built-up areas is owned by rural collectives. Urban land, as well as the vast uninhabited
mountainous and desert regions which account for nearly half of China’s territory, is state-

owned.

A rural collective can be further classified as either a township or village collective.
Land used by a town is literally owned by a township collective, but in fact a township
collective, as a relic of the Rural People’s Commune disbanded after China’s economic
reform in the 1980s, is an entity which nowadays usually exists only in name. A township
government is the surrogate of a township collective, which actually manipulates the issues of
land in the town area. In contrast to township collectives, a village collective has more real
capabilities to deal with its internal issues autonomously and democratically. A village
collective is constituted by the households registered in the same village under China’s
household registration (hukou) system. According to the Organic Law of Village Committees
(hereafter OLVC), the assets and affairs of a village collective is managed by a village
committee. The committee is a villagers’ organization made up of all the registered village
members and led by village cadres selected by the village members. Therefore, land use in a
village, such as leasing land to rural households for farming and developing residences, is
managed by the village committee. As shown in Figure 2.1, a village committee can also lease
rural land to develop public facilities and collective-owned enterprises, usually known as

TVEs (township and village enterprises).

Land Users
Electorates of Village Committee
illage Househol
Land Uses Village Household
Village Household
Agriculture
Land Owner Village Household
Village Collective Village Household
Represented by
Village Committee Non-agricultural TVEs
developments - -
A al Public Service
pprova Suppliers
Applying for

land use approval

Government
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Figure 2.1 Rural land use and management in China

A village committee’s rights in dealing with rural land issues should comply with the
Land Management Laws of China (hereafter abbreviated as LML). According to LML, the
village committee should act in line with the willingness of the majority of the village
collective. LML also requires that the village committee should lease housing plots and
farmland equally to village households. This means that the size of the housing plot and
farmland allocated to each household is in proportion to the size of household. Considering
the varied productivity of different parcels of land, each household may be allocated several

parcels of farmland. But only one piece of housing plot would be allocated to each household.

It is worth noting that village households do not have ownership of either the allocated
farmland or housing plot, but instead have the right to use the land. A village household can
legally sub-lease its land use rights of farmland to any individuals or organizations for
agricultural production. But the housing plot, as well as the residence built on the housing
plot, can only be transferred within the village collectives. Therefore, in spite of having
property rights for their residence, village households cannot legally sell the house to
outsiders. LML also requires that using rural land for any non-agricultural purposes should

have government approval.

In sum, the land laws and regulations has prevented village collectives from using rural
land for non-agricultural developments other than collective-owned TVEs, public welfare
facilities, and rural housing for collective members. Apart from the developments mentioned
above, LML stipulates that “all organizations and individuals that need land for development
shall apply to use state-owned land” (Article 43). It can be seen that China’s land system has
many different aspects compared to land systems of other nations. The system does not leave
much space for an open legal market where rural land can circulate freely. Transactions in

rural housing are also restricted.

Besides putting bans and restrictions on rural land and the housing market, the Chinese
government also intervenes in the use of rural land and the creation of the rural built
environment in many other ways. Government-led development of new villages is one such

case. Policies to prompt the development will be studied in the following sections.
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2.2 Farmland conservation policies and early calls for new villages

2.2.1 The Chinese government’s concern over arable land loss

China is the most populous country in the world. However, according to World Bank
Data, in 2013, the country’s arable land area per person is only 0.078 hectares, which is less
than half of the world average; moreover, this figure has been constantly decreasing since the
mid-1980s (The World Bank, 2013). The loss of farmland is an important reason for the
decrease, which has raised alarms on the country’s food security, such as Who Will Feed

China? (Brown L. R., 1995)

Construction projects across the country account for a substantial portion of arable land
loss. Against the background of China’s rapid development after its opening-up in the 1980s,
a considerable amount of farmland has been converted to industrial and residential uses
(Brown G.P., 1995; Chen, 2007; Wang et al., 2012). Between 1996 and 2008, the amount of
built-up area in China increased 13.55%, which took about 3.94 million hectares land (Wang
et al., 2012). Between 2008 and 2015, 3.69 million hectares of land were further approved for
construction (Ministry of Land and Resources, 2008-2015). The major source of the

construction land is farmland.

With the blooming of construction, the Chinese government became aware of the
decrease of farmland’s impacts on food security. Since 1990, it started to issue policies on
farmland conservation, in order to regulate the conversion of arable land into non-agricultural
uses. The policies have concerned not only with the sprawl of cities and towns, but also the
growth of villages (Ministry of Land and Resources, 1997; 2008). In the official category of
land uses, land used by a village (nongcun jumin dian) consists of the land taken by
residential quarters, village industries, and public facilities for villagers (Standardization
Administration of China, 2007). As cited by Li (2000, p. 250), China’s first national survey of
land use shows that until 1996, land occupied by villages was 16.45 million ha, which
accounts for 68.39% of all the built-up area in China. The government of China has claimed
that land used by villages has increased 0.118 million ha from 1997 to 2005 (Ministry of
Land and Resources, 2008). As shown in Figure 2.2, official statistics also indicate substantial
growth in the floor area of new rural housing every year since 1990, and the growth has
reached its highest peak in recent years.
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Figure 2.2 Growth of floor area of new rural housing in China, 1990-2013
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A few academic studies have also suggested that there is a trend of increasing land use in
villages in the 1990s and 2000s. According to Li et al.’s study, from 1997 to 2007, land used
by villages increased 0.12% annually nationwide, and the rising trend continued from 2000 to
2007, with 0.10% growth annually (Li et al., 2010). Other studies have further pointed out
that in the early 1990s, villages expanded more rapidly than the most productive agricultural
regions in China, such as the North China plain, Pearl River delta, and the middle and lower
reaches of the Yangtze River. However, since 1996, the areas where villages were sprawling
at the most rapid pace shifted to Western China, and the majority (93.14%) of the land was
arable (Tian, 2003; Tian et al., 2003).

In contrast to the growth of built-up areas in villages, the rural population in China has
been decreasing since the early 1990s, as shown in Figure 2.3. In the past decades since
China’s opening-up, the rural population has surged into urban areas in search of better work
opportunities and living environment. The official demographic survey indicated that in 2012,
for the first time in China’s history, there were more residents living in urban than in rural

areas (National Bureau of statistics of China, 2012).
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Figure 2.3 Rural population in China, 1980-2015

Source: the World Development Indicators database

The government of China advocates that the growth of built-up areas in villages against
the backdrop of rural population decrease indicates that the land use efficiency of rural
residential areas is generally low (Ministry of Land and Resources, 2003). The government
has further identified several specific issues in the use of residential land in rural areas, such
as the hollowed villages (kongxin cun), the excessive land use for rural housing, and the

unplanned distribution of residential areas in villages.

The name kongxin cun stands for the phenomenon that the village layout was hollowed-
out from the central areas. The phenomenon has emerged with the transfer of the rural
population into cities in the last decades. Villagers moved to urban areas and usually left their
old houses vacant in the villages. At the same time, there are also villagers who would like to
build new houses in the village. Yan’s study indicated that since the 1990s, newly-married
couples were more likely to build new houses for their newly established core family rather
than live in the old house with their original clan family, in the traditional residential mode in
rural China (Yan, 2003). It was found that the new village houses were usually constructed on
the village fringe on land which had previously been farmed, rather than reuse the vacant

housing plots in the central areas of the village (Xue, 2001; Liu et al., 2009; Sun et al., 2011).

As a result, villages sprawled but also gradually hollowed out: the residential area
broadened and turned the surrounding arable land into built-up areas. Meanwhile, there are
substantial houses and housing plots lying idle and deteriorating in the old residential zones.
Long et al.’s case studies found that vacant houses and housing plots could take as much as a
quarter of the residential land in a village (Long et al., 2009a). In Xue’s case studies, the
residential zones of the studied villages had enlarged by nearly four times in the 1990s.
However, approximately 40% of the housing plots were not in use (Xue, 2001).
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Another issue of land use in villages, as claimed by the Chinese government, is the
excessive use of residential land breaching the land-use regulations (Ministry of Land and
Resources, 2008). As introduced in Section 2.1, according to LML, each rural household
should not have more than one housing plot, and the size of the housing land per capita should
not exceed the standard set out by local government. Moreover, the law suggests that villagers
reuse housing plots and idled land in the village for new residences. It also stipulates that
taking farmland for new housing should be approved by the county government.

Nevertheless, the land survey of China (1996) has pointed out that rural residential land use in
the country has in reality gone far beyond the government’s standard. As a response, the
government has repeatedly called for enhanced management of residential land use in
villages, in order to resolve the excessive use of rural land for housing and prevent the abuse
of farmland from worsening (State Council, 1997; Ministry of Land and Resources, 2004;
2008).

Besides targeting the “hollowed villages”, and the fact that village housing plots
exceeded the national standard as key issues of land use in rural areas, the government of
China has stated that the scattered distribution of housing plots and farmland fields in villages
are not advantageous to improved land use efficiency in rural areas (Ministry of Land and
Resources, 2003). The view of government is endorsed by some researchers. Their studies
(Peng et al., 2004; Zhou et al., 2010) have argued that the scattered housing plots in villages
have cut land parcels into small pieces which cannot be used effectively. There are also
studies indicating that scattered distribution of residential settlements in rural areas can lead to
the costly construction of infrastructure, such as roads, schools, and the supply of running
water (Tsai, 2007; Li et al., 2013).

In sum, the government of China has taken the trend of arable land loss as a severe threat
to the nation’s food security. Claiming to alleviate the loss of arable land, the government has
targeted the “problematic” land use in villages. It has issued a series of policies and strategies,

some of which have far-reaching influences on the development of new villages in China.

2.2.2 Farmland conservation policies and programmes to promote new villages

As introduced above, the Chinese government has targeted the loss of arable land as a
threat to the nation’s food security. In response to the concern, the government is trying to
regulate the conversion of farmland into non-agricultural uses by several means. For instance,
the LML has set up several articles to regulate and confine the use of rural land for non-

agricultural developments. In 1998, “arable land conservation” was highlighted as one of
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China’s fundamental national policies (jiben guoce). In the same year, the Chinese
government made a remarkable revision of the LML by introducing a mechanism called the
“dynamic balance” (buzhan pingheng) of arable land. The mechanism means that when using
arable land for non-agricultural purposes, such as housing or industrial parks, the developer
should reclaim or create new arable land of equal size to the occupied arable land. In such a
case, the loss of arable land could be countered, and the total area of arable land in the country
would be kept in dynamic balance. The dynamic balance of farmland has thereafter became a

primary principle of land use planning in China.

The revised LML also paved the way for the Land Use Annual Plan (tudi liyong niandu
jihua), a top-down mechanism to further regulate land use planning. The regulations of
implementing the LML have specified that the annual plan shall set out three important

figures:

1) the quota of farmland conversion for the year,

2) the amount of arable land that should be kept by the year,

3) the target of land reclamation and consolidation (State Council, 1998).

According to the Land Use Annual Plan, the central government has the highest
authorization in forming the annual plan of land use. It will assign the above-mentioned land
use quotas and targets to provincial authorities every year. On the sub-national level, the
quota will be allocated by higher level local authorities to the subordinate local authorities.
The annual farmland conversion quota represents the maximum amount of farmland that can
be converted for non-agricultural uses for the year. The central authority has stipulated that
“construction land should not be approved without the quota of farmland conversion”
(Ministry of Land and Resources, 1999a). The top-down allocation of land use quotas became
the background of the development of new villages a few years later, and this will be further
introduced in Section 2.3.

Other regulations about farmland conservation were also established during the 1990s.
In 1994, regulations for “basic farmland” (jiben nongtian) were issued by the state council.
The regulations required local government above the county level to designate a certain
amount of basic farmland within its jurisdiction. The basic farmland cannot be converted to
non-agricultural use without authorization from higher-level government. A few years later,
the central government published a follow-up notice concerning “further enhancing land
management and farmland conservation” (State Council, 1997). The notice repeatedly

stressed to regulate the use of housing plots in village areas. It announced that,
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The design of village and town planning should take the basic farmland into
serious consideration. The developments of towns and villages should follow a
concentrated, compact and rational layout... Government encourages the
rearrangement of villages and towns to release land for cultivation in places
where conditions permit. Villagers’ housing projects should follow the village and
town planning. Government encourages the development of apartment-style
residences with a relatively concentrated layout in places where conditions permit
(Article 4, emphasis added).

These requirements about village arrangements and rural house design were also
highlighted in the government’s outlines of national land use planning (Ministry of Land and
Resources, 1997). Soon afterward, the government merged concerns about land use in rural
areas into the programme of nongcun tudi zhengli, namely the programme to ameliorate rural
land use (hereafter abbreviated as ARLU). The LML revised in 1998 has confirmed that “the
state encourages the programme of ARLU” (p.12). In the following years, the central
government set out more detailed instructions on the ARLU programme (Ministry of Land
and Resources, 1999b; 2003).

According to the National Planning of ARLU Programme published by the central
government, the programme aims to “increase the quality and amount of arable land, and
enhance the conditions of agriculture and environment” (Ministry of Land and Resources,
2003, p. 1). The government has outlined the main concerns of the ARLU programme as
below:

Generally, the phenomena (of concern to the government) in the arable land
usage in China include the fragmentation of farmland parcels and the excessive
amount of field ridges among the parcels, and the unregulated and ineffective
arrangement of roads, irrigation systems and other infrastructures, and the
substantial amount of scattered land parcels not put to good use. The village
residential land use efficiency is low. “Hollowed villages” prevail in northern
China, and the village residential zones in southern China are spreading with too

scattered a layout. The aforementioned land use conditions cannot meet with the
requirements of building a well-off society (p. 3).

The government has estimated that “3.13 million hectares of arable land will be released
by rationally planning to rearrange village roads and irrigation channels, and to flatten and
merge scattered land parcels for more effective utilization” (Ministry of Land and Resources,
2003, p. 3). The ARLU programme has been further specified into the consolidation of
farmland, and the consolidation of land used by built-up areas in villages (jumindian zhengli,
hereafter abbreviated as CLUV). CLUV projects were announced as an effective measure to
increase the amount of arable land and improve land use efficiency in villages. It aimed to

reclaim idled housing plots in hollowed villages, and merge the fragmented land parcels
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between the scattered housing plots into a larger piece of land which could be more

effectively used by modern agriculture.

Stated by the government, “2.86 million hectares of arable land will be released by
concentrating existing villages into central villages and new rural residential zones, regulating
‘hollowed villages,” and the excessive use of rural housing plots” (Ministry of Land and
Resources, 2003, p. 3). The government did not provide a detailed estimate, but several
studies that endorse the government’s view have suggested that rearranging land use in
villages has considerable potential to release farmland (Li et al., 2004; Lin and Li, 2007; Chen
et al., 2009; Shi and Zhang, 2009; Song et al., 2010). Most of the studies have argued that the
residential land use in villages in many places has largely exceeded the standard set out by
government. By regulating the excessive use of land for housing and reclaiming the idle
housing plots in villages, a significant amount of farmland can be reclaimed. In addition, a
few studies have pointed out that the scattered distribution of existing residential settlements
in rural areas has consumed more land and expenditure to build infrastructure, such as
education, transport, and irrigation facilities. Therefore, the CLUV programme can also
benefit the development of infrastructure and public services in rural areas (Yang et al., 2004;
Lietal., 2013).

In practice, the project of CLUV should consist of two parts: the rearrangement and
reclamation of residential areas in old villages, and the development of new built-up areas,
such as new villages and relevant public service facilities. The government has stipulated that
“the new developed areas should occupy no more land than the previous built-up areas, and
avoid taking basic farmland” (Ministry of Land and Resources, 1999b). In brief, the CLUV
project was designated to concentrate land use in villages and reclaim land from previous
built-up areas. It is predictable that the project needs substantial funds to either develop new

villages or reclaim the old built-up areas.

To promote the implementation of the CLUV project, the central government has issued
a series of encouraging policies. As early as 1982, in the Land-use Regulations for
constructions in villages and towns announced that if a village could release farmland from
building new residential zones and reclaiming the previous housing quarters, the government
would waive revenue taxes from cultivating the released land. In spite of being promoted by
the central government, the policy has not been widely put into practice because of the lack of

development funds.
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In the late 1990s, CLUV has been related with the generation of farmland conversion
quota. This change became a watershed of the land consolidation programme and village
development. Soon afterward, numerous projects of new villages have been carried out in
practice by local governments across the country. This trend of village development is further

explained in the following section.

2.3 Village development boosted by the policies of farmland conversion quota

2.3.1 Fiscal reform and the “land finance” in China

As introduced in the previous, advocated in concern with farmland conservation, the
central government of China has established a centralized system to plan the annual land use
across the country. Within the system, a higher level of government shall assign an annual
quota for farmland conservation to its subordinate government. The local government should
not convert more farmland into construction land beyond the limitation of the quota. In most
places in China, farmland is the major land source for developments. Therefore, the farmland
conversion quota has greatly restricted the amount of construction land local governments can
use to develop infrastructure or lease to the private sectors. Moreover, due to the land use
principle of “dynamic balance”, new farmland of equal size to the farmland converted into
construction land must be created. Either the rules of land quota or the “dynamic balance” has
limited the growth of construction land, and local governments have to follow these

regulations.

However, most of the local governments in China would like to acquire more
construction land beyond the restrictions set by the central government. To these local
governments, the quantity of construction land has had a direct influence on local public
finance. Before 1994, the fiscal revenue of local government in China was mainly made up by
local taxation, including value-added tax, and corporate and personal income taxes. Local
government was only required to pay a fixed budget to central government annually. This
kind of fiscal system greatly encouraged local government to develop local industries, such as
the township and village enterprises, in order to increase its fiscal income (Oi, 1992).
However, the central government’s role in the inter-governmental relations was weakened by
such a fiscal system, because it has less control over most total government revenues (Wang,
1996). To enhance its power, the central government launched a series of fiscal reforms
during the late 1990s and early 2000s.

The reformed central-local tax-sharing system has categorised three kinds of taxes,
namely the central taxes, shared taxes and local taxes. Table 2.1 shows the sharing of taxes
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after the reform. It can be seen that many taxes that were mainly taken by local government
have been extracted by the central. For instance, after the reform, 75% of the VAT and 60%

of the corporate and personal income taxes flows to the central government.

Moreover, since the early 2000s, a series of reforms have been introduced on rural
taxation in China. The so-called rural taxation includes taxations on agriculture, husbandry,
fishing, forestry and many other production activities related to farming. These taxations were
important resources for the fiscal revenue of local government. However, they have gradually

been cancelled since 2000, and were axed completely by 2006.

The above reforms in taxation have made local governments in most regions in China
face unprecedented financial difficulties. A popular saying among local officials vividly
concludes the situation as that, “the fiscal revenue is prospering on the central level, and
cheering on the provincial level, but it is hard-to-make-ends-meet on the county level and

there is tear-shedding on the town and country level”.

In response to the financial difficulties brought by the taxation reforms, local
government began to promote urban developments, such as industrial parks, development
zones and real estate developments (Cartier, 2001; Tao et al., 2010). As shown in Table 2.1,
many of the sub-national taxes, such as the urban maintenance and development tax, and the
urban land use tax, have a direct relation with urban development and construction industries.
Moreover, these developments can bring a great amount of land conveyance and allocation
fees to local government. These fees are paid by developers from private sectors to the local
government for authorized use of construction land. As introduced, all the urban land in China
is state-owned. The local government is in charge of leasing land to developers and collecting
the land lease fees, namely the land conveyance and allocation fees (tudi churangjin) for

using state-owned land.

Table 2.1 The current system of inter-governmental tax sharing in China

Sharing rate Central Local
Consumption tax 100 0
VAT 100
Intl trade-related consumption tax and VAT 100

Central taxes Refunds of international trade-related consumption tax and 100
VAT
Tariff 100
Cargo tax 100

) . Z IR ZE 4, which has been cited by Zhou (2006, pp. 102), Tan (2014, pp. 127) and many news
reports, such as the one from Xinhua, http://Iw.xinhuanet.com/htm/content 1313.htm (accessed: 07/01/2014).
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Vehicle purchase tax 100

3 (exclusive to government

Stamp duty on securities transactions 97 of Shanghai & Shenzhen)
Shared taxes VAT 75 25
Corporate income tax 60 40
Personal income tax 60 40
Business tax <1 99
Urban maintenance and development tax <1 99
Urban land use tax 0 100
House property tax 0 100
Real estate tax 0 100
Local taxes Tax on the use of arable land 0 100
Land appreciation tax 0 100
Resource tax 0 100
Tax on deeds 0 100
Tobacco tax 0 100
Tax on vehicles and boat operation 0 100
Rural tax (cancelled by 2006) 0 100

Source: Ministry of Finance, The current system of revenue sharing and fiscal assignments. Online access:
http://www.mof.gov.cn/zhuantihuigu/czjbgk1/jbgk2/201405/t20140504 1074657.htm); National Bureau of
statistics, China Statistical Yearbooks

Official data have indicated that land lease fees have been a substantial source of local
government revenue. As shown in Table 2.2, in some years, local governments in China have
received land lease fees which were as much as, or even more than, half of the total public

revenue.

Table 2.2 China’s GDP, local fiscal revenue and fees of land conveyance and allocation, 1998-2015 (billion
RMB yuan)

Year GDP Total fiscal revenue of Land conveyance and
local government allocation fees

1998 8440.2 498.4 50.7

1999 8967.7 559.5 51.4

2000 9921.5 640.6 59.6

2001 10965.5 780.3 129.6

2002 12033.3 851.5 241.7

2003 13582.3 985.0 542.1

2004 15987.8 1189.3 641.2

2005 18493.7 1510.0 588.4

2006 21631.4 1830.3 807.8

2007 26581.0 2357.2 1221.7

2008 31404.5 2865.0 1026.0

2009 34090.3 3260.2 1718.0

2010 40151.3 4061.3 2746.4

2011 47310.4 5254.7 3212.6

2012 51947.0 6107.8 2804.2

2013 59524.4 6901.1 4200.0

2014 64397.4 8300.2 3340.0

2015 68905.2 7587.6 2980.0

Source: Ministry of Land and Resources, China Statistical year books of land and resources, 1999-2016;
National Bureau of statistics, China Statistical Yearbooks
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Local public revenue that heavily relies on land lease fees and land-related taxes has
been called “land finance” (tudi caizheng) in China. In the context of “land finance”, it is not
hard to understand why many local governments are eagerly promoting as large development
as possible and seeking as much construction land as they can. However, as introduced in the
last section, the loss of arable land due to the growth of urban development has led to the
central government establishing a mechanism to regulate farmland conversion via a quota
allocation system. The top-down quota allocation has restrained the amount of construction

land local governments can convey and allocate to private sectors.

However, the quota is not always rigidly controlled. Besides the quota set out in the
annual plan of land use, in many circumstances the central government provides quota awards
or exemptions to local government. These quota incentives have stimulated the development

of new villages across the country.

2.3.2 Quota-driven development of new villages

In 1998, the central government issued the Regulations on the implementation of LML.
The regulations announced that “60% of the land released from ARLU could be used as the
quota for converting farmland to developable land” (State Council, 1998). Soon afterward, the
central government announced that local governments which had implemented CLUV
projects could apply for extra quotas for farmland conversion from the central government
(Ministry of Land and Resources, 1999b; 2000). Furthermore, the central government
approved that the quotas generated by ARLU and CLUV could be traded between local

governments.

In 2004, the central government approved the so-called “Linking Programme”, which is
another form of quota generation in relation to CLUV. As the name suggests, the programme
has “linked” the decrease of rural construction land and the growth of urban construction land.
The programme consists of two steps. In the first step, new villages with a more compact
layout would be built to replace old villages, and the construction land used by the old
villages reclaimed to farmland. Such a process would reduce the amount of construction land
in rural areas, and this in turn would be counted as extra farmland conversion quota. In the
second step, the quota could be spent either by the local government for developments in local
place, or traded to other governments.

We have already learnt that land-use quotas for developments is keenly needed by many
local governments in China. Therefore, soon after the central government affirmed to award

the ARLU and CLUV programmes with extra land-use quotas, local governments began to
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implement these programmes with unprecedented speed. As a result, enormous numbers of
new villages have been developed. For instance, after being approved by the central
government as a pilot zone to implement the Linking Programme in 2007, one prefectural
government in the Shandong province planned to rearrange the land use in more than 50 old
villages, and estimated the release of three thousand mu? (200 hectares) of conversion quota
every year. During the first three years of the plan, it built more than seven hundred new
residences to relocate over ten thousand village families®. To seek more quotas from the
development, some local governments even breached the regulations set out by higher-level
government. For instance, in 2010, a provincial government was only permitted to obtain no
more than 800 ha of construction land from the Linking Programme. Nevertheless, the
government made an unauthorized plan to consolidate 7,500 villages within three years and

obtain more than 3,300 ha of land use quota for construction (Song, 2011).

The massive development of new villages to generate farmland conversion quota has
caused wide public concerns and debates, some of which have focused on the distribution of
the revenues brought by the released quota. Xiao’s study indicated that, in quota-driven
development, the compensation paid to the villagers whose villages have been densified was
about 1/10 to 1/20 of the conveyance fees of the released construction land (Xiao, 2014).
Other researchers have warned that the distribution of revenue in the Linking Programme is
far from transparent and democratic, and hence this may cause problems such as forcible
relocation, corruption of local officials and corner-cutting in the construction of new
residences (Li and Wang, 2009; Yi et al., 2011; Tan, 2012).

Many researchers have also warned that villagers may find it hard to adapt to the new
villages with a drastically transformed built environment (Bray, 2013; Rosenberg, 2013; Xiao,
2014; Looney, 2015). To maximise quota-generation, some local governments have extremely
densified the layout of houses and increase the floor area ratio, and eliminate old villages with
traditional bungalows and courtyard houses. In some cases, the layout of new village was
crowded with monotonous rows of uniform houses, or high-rise apartments in hundred-metre
high skyscrapers (Long et al., 2009b; Luo, 2013).

These changes in physical environment have a substantial impact on village life.

Relocated villagers have complained that they have to spend more money to support life in

2 A traditional unit of area, still commonly used in rural areas in China, 15 mu= 1 hectare.

3 Online access of the reports http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64093/64387/12444385.html,
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/sd/2010-11-21/192621509133.shtml
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new villages, because they have to pay for many things, from cooking gas and running water
to meat (Tu, 2010). Such things were free or low-cost in the traditional village lifestyle:
villagers often used wood-burning stoves and underground water from wells, and raised
livestock and poultry in their courtyards. Moreover, being relocated from houses scattered
among farmland to a concentrated new village also means villagers may have to spend more

time and money on transportation to their fields.

Due to the above-mentioned issues, quota-driven development of new villages has been
widely criticized on social media, as the movement has forced farmers to move into apartment
residences, known as nongmin bei shanglou. The movement has been reproached as centred
on land finance rather than true rural development and the interests of rural people (Xinhua
News, 2007; China Youth Daily, 2011). The problems of quota-driven deveopment have also
aroused the central government’s attention, and it has issued a series of regulations to control
the implementation and carried out specific inspections on the Linking Programme (Ministry
of Land and Resources, 2007; 2008; State Council, 2010; 2012).

Morevoer, more actions to revise the previous approaches to develop new villages have
been carried out with the enactment of national policies on Building a New Socialist
Countryside (BNSC). The following section assesses how BNSC, the Chinese government’s
latest and perhaps most ambitous rural development campaign, has influenced the

development of new villages in recent years.

2.4 The policies of BNSC and the development of new villages

2.4.1 BNSC’s overall objectives for village development

As articulated in the Introduction, the government of China has pledged to resolve the
san nong problems, which represent the economic and socially undeveloped situations in rural
China. Since the 1990s, the central government has repeatedly emphasized the importance of
rural development in numerous official documents, including the most significant No.1
Documents. A series of top-down reforms in rural policies has been carried out, such as the
aforementioned rural taxation reform. In the mid-2000s, the rural policy reforms were merged
within the broad frame of BNSC, which aims to achieve comprehensive rural development in

economic, social, and cultural dimensions.

Improving the built environment of villages is one of the major concerns of BNSC

policies. As seen in BNSC’s “objectives in twenty characters”, “tidy and clean village

environment” is highlighted simultaneously with other four major objectives. One reason to
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develop tidy and clean villages, as claimed by the government, is to address several issues in
the current village environment. The issues includes the land use efficiency in villages, which
has been concerned by previous land use policies introduced in Section 2.1. In the policies of
BNSC, the government has reiterated that the arrangement and appearance of many villages
needs to be upgraded. It has pointed out several “lagged-behind situations” (luohou
zhuangkuang) in the current village environment, which include a “dirty and chaotic village

99 ¢C

appearance”, “rural housing in a dilapidated condition and in scattered distribution”, and “the
insufficient availability of transportation and drinking water” (State Council, 2006a).
According to the central government, “with the improvement in living conditions and the
progression of building a well-off society (xiaokang shehui), farmers have urgent needs to
improve the living environment in rural areas and the appearance of villages” (State Council,
2006b). Claiming to satisfy rural residents’ need for a better living environment, the

government has set out the upgrade of the built environment in rural areas an important task
of BNSC.

On the other hand, the government-proposed renovation of the village environment not
only targets at rural space merely in physical sense and on local level. It has also been linked
to the Chinese government’s strategies to drive the national economy. As argued by many
economists, BNSC is a national strategy aimed at both rural development and the sustainable
growth of China’s economy in the long term (Lin, 2003; Hung, 2008; Wen, 2010). As
mentioned in the Introduction, Lin suggests that the implementation of BNSC should give
priority to the development of infrastructure in rural areas. He argues that the insufficient
availability of infrastructure, such as networks of roads, electricity and running water, is the
main reason why rural residents consume much less household appliances than urban
residents (Lin, 2002). Therefore, the development of infrastructures in rural areas is essential
to boost the rural market of commodities. The growth of the rural market would significantly
enlarge China’s domestic consumption, and hence address the issue of over-production in
many industries, and finally drive the national economy. In return, the growth of the national
economy can provide more jobs for rural surplus labourers. Moreover, the development
projects can also create jobs in rural areas. In sum, the development of infrastructure in rural
areas is expected to create a virtuous circle of improving rural residents’ living conditions and

driving China’s national economy (Lin, 2002; Wen, 2010; Fardoust et al., 2012).

The Chinese government’s economic stimulus plan issued in 2008 was in line with its
strategy of rural development and economic growth. In front of global financial crisis, the

Chinese government decided to further stimulate domestic consumption. The stimulus plan
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raised ten major measures in regard to enlarging domestic consumption and boosting China’s
national economy. The development of infrastructure and the renovation of housing in rural
areas were included in the ten measures. In general, the government planned to invest 37
billion RMB (approx. 3.7 billion GBP) to develop infrastructure, housing and public services

in rural areas (National Development and Reform Commission, 2008).

In sum, with the announcement to improve rural residents’ living environment, and
achieve the more implicit objective of driving China’s national economy, the central
government put the development of the new village environment in a significant place in the
implementation of BNSC. However, as seen in some quota-driven developments before,
transforming the village environment can cause problems and controversies in the relationship
between the state and rural people. To implement the development of the village environment
under BNSC following the national strategy’s major concerns, while preventing the
development from repeating the passive impacts seen previously, the central government

raised several new requirements for the process and products of village development.

2.4.2 New requirements for village development under BNSC

In terms of the process of transforming village environment, the most significant action
of the Chinese government was introducing a formal spatial planning mechanism in the
development. The central government began to highlight the importance of village planning at
the same time as the initiation of BNSC. In one of the earliest documents to promote BNSC,
the central government called for improvements in village planning. It suggests that
“government at all levels should enhance village planning” and “arrange funds to support the
making of village plans and the pilot practices of village renovation” (State Council, 2006b, p.
5). More specifically, the central government urged local government to work out local-
adapted guidelines for village development, and provide free house design manuals to

farmers.

China’s 11™ Five-Year Plan (2006) has put BNSC in the national social and economic
development plan for the first time. The plan has specified “transforming the outlook of rural
areas” as a key objective of BNSC. The objective requires village planning should “follow the
principles of saving land, developing public service facilities, ensuring energy-efficiency,
protecting environment and highlighting local diversity, in order to guide and regulate the
construction of village residences and to conserve architectural characteristics of rural places”

(see Chapter 6 of the 11" Five-Year Plan).
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The 12" Five-Year Plan issued in 2011 has repeatedly emphasized the requirements of
BNSC and further stressed on village planning and specified the requirements of transforming
built environment in the countryside. It raises four measures “in regard to improve rural
people’s living and production conditions”, which are 1) to improve the planning of towns
and villages, 2) to upgrade infrastructures and 3) public services and 4) to solve the problems
of environment pollution in rural areas. It requires village planning and design to be made in
line with the change in rural population, the geographic condition, the willingness and
demands of villagers, and to conserve and highlight the rurality and cultural characteristics of
the locality of development. Saving land and improving infrastructure and public service
facilities are also reiterated by the 12" plan as principles for village planning and rural house
design.

The revision of the Urban Planning Law in 2007 also manifests the central government’s
emphasis on the development of village planning. After the revision, the Urban Planning Law
was renamed the Urban and Rural Planning Law (hereafter URPL). The spatial planning of
the rural built environment was deemed a precondition to the implementation of BNSC. As
announced in the official statement on the revision of the law,

Building a new socialist countryside is the new historical task for the

government. At present, the construction projects in rural areas are carried out

without planning and regulation, and have wasted land resources. To implement

the BNSC development, it is essential to transform the situation. Planning with

comprehensive and coordinative considerations prior to construction is essential
to avoid blind developments (Wang, 2007).

Correspondingly, in the administrative system of China, the name of the official
agencies in charge of housing and other development projects was changed. For instance, the
Ministry of Construction was renamed the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural
Development. The Bureau of Urban Planning at all levels of local government was renamed
the Bureau of Urban and Rural Planning. In the education system, the discipline of urban
planning, which was categorized as a sub-discipline of architecture, was re-categorized as an
independent discipline and renamed urban and rural planning (Minstry of Education, 2011).
The changes in law and institutions marked how rural space has become formally involved in

China’s spatial planning system.

Involving rural space into a formal planning system helps the central government to
enhance the control of development projects in villages. The planning system is managed in a
top-down approach. According to the URPL, the government at county level and above
should nominate the regions where it deemed in need of village planning. Then the township
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government of the region should organize resources to work out the village planning, which
includes technical guidelines and specifications for village design and construction. In
general, in the development of the new village environment under BNSC, the planning

process is led by a centralised spatial planning system.

The Chinese government argues that introducing a formal planning process in village
development will help to protect rural people’s interests and satisfy their needs. It is affirmed
by the URPL that village planning should be discussed and agreed in meetings of villagers or
villager representatives. Only if the consent of villagers is received can the township
government send the planning to higher-level authority for approval. Moreover, the central
government has repeatedly required that village planning should “put villagers as the main
actors” and “respect the villagers’ will”; the implementation of village planning should
embrace “voluntary participation” and “democratic management” (State Council, 2006a;

2006D).

The central government does not provide further instructions or suggestions on how to
put the above slogans of people-centred village development into practice. In contrast, it has
raised many detailed requirements in regard to the products of village development.
According to the URPL,

Township planning and village planning should identify the coverage of the
planning area. It should provide the layout of land uses and the construction
requirements of dwelling houses, roads, water supply, drainage, power supply,
garbage collection, livestock, and poultry feeding plants as well as other
construction projects in relation to the production, livelihood, and supply of public
services in rural areas. The planning should also work out specific arrangements

to conserve arable land as well as other natural resources and cultural heritage,
and to prevent disasters (Urban and Rural Planning Law, 2007, Article 18).

It can be seen that compared with the village developments driven by either farmland
conservation policies or quota-generation policies, BNSC specifically requires spatial
planning to draw blue prints for the development of infrastructures, industries, public
services, and cultural events in villages. This ambitious requirement is in line with BNSC’s
aspiration of “comprehensive rural development”, which aims to address multiple issues in
rural development, such as the issues in rural production, arable land conservation,
infrastructure, the supply of public services, and the conservation of cultural heritage. The
requirement is also in line with the central’s criticism toward the controversial outcomes
delivered by the previous development of new villages. As pointed out by the official

statement,
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In some practices, township planning and village planning have blindly
imitated urban planning, but were lack of specific consideration to adapt to the
characteristics of the countryside and the needs of farmers. In concern with these
issues, the draft of the revised law emphasizes that township planning and village
planning should arrange land use layout for facilities of public services,
infrastructure, and welfare facilities in appropriate ways. The emphasis is due to
the consideration about the practical situations of rural areas and the requirements
of BNSC (Wang, 2007).

The statement shows that “characteristics of the countryside” is another specific
requirement of the central government in regard to transforming the village environment
under BNSC. Highlighting “characteristics of the countryside, the local place and the ethical
groups” in village developments has been repeatedly emphasized in many other official
documents (State Council, 2006a; 2006b; China's 12th Five-Year Plan, 2011). In the Guiding
Suggestions on improving the built environment in rural areas, highlighting the
characteristics, as claimed by the central government, shall “conserve rustic landscape, and
revive traditional culture and stress pastoral features” (State Council, 2014). The Guiding
Suggestions also set out the overall objective for the improvement projects, which states

To 2020, the housing condition, the supplying of drinking water and the
transportation in rural areas should be significantly improved. The village built

environment shall be clean, tidy and convenient to live. Several numbers of
beautiful and liveable villages shall be developed (State Council, 2014, p.1).

On the basis of these result-oriented requirements of village development raised by the
central government, local governments started the practice of transforming the village
environment. Governments at provincial level and below have published detailed standards
and guidelines for village planning, and construction manuals to regulate the features of new
villages and rural houses. The main focus of these official texts is on the products of

development. They have drawn blue prints to “scientifically” shape the new villages.

How have these blue prints been implemented? Has the village planning on the ground
followed the principles and guidelines given by the central and provincial government? Has
the development of a new village in practice followed the village planning? As set out in
Introduction, analysing the implementation of new villages in China is one of the major
objectives of the present study. The analysis will not only be result-oriented; this means the
present study will not narrowly focus on assessing the layout of land use, the arrangement of
public service facilities, and the architectural style of houses, which are the products of village
planning and development. Instead, it will further open up the development process in search

of the causal factors of the implementation.
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2.5 Literature analysing the transformation of the village environment

2.5.1 Theories and models of the development process of the built environment

The development process of the built environment involves the transformation of both
the physical and social environments. It includes changes in the physical form of buildings
and landscapes, property rights and value, people’s perception and ideology in relation to
space and place, and also the power struggle between different actors (Healey, 1992;
Madanipour, 1996; Flyvbjerg, 2002). Studies of the urban built environment have suggested
that a focus on the process of the making of urban space provides the best opportunity to
understand an urban form and its tendency to change (Madanipour, 1996). The present study
will adapt and further expand the view by using it to analyse the development process in a

context very different from the urban environment in developed countries.

Numerous theories and models in literature have proposed various approaches to analyse
the development process of the built environment. In general, the models of the development
process can be categorized into two main sets. The first set of models includes equilibrium
models, event-sequence models and agency models, which are mainly grounded in neo-
classical economic theories of supply and demand. The equilibrium models assume that the
demand for new property led to the supply of desirable urban space in the free-market.
Therefore, the development process is a competitive bidding process driven by the
consumption and production of space. However, the equilibrium assumption is criticized as it
insufficiently draws attention to the powers external to the “rational” economic behaviour of
buyers and sellers, for instance, the state’s power to intervene in the marketplace, and the
powers of some large development companies that dominate local land and property market
(Healey, 1991; Madanipour, 1996). In the development of new villages in China, the review
of policies has indicated that the intervention of the state cannot be omitted. Moreover, a free-
market of land and property, which is a primary precondition for the equilibrium models, has
not been legalised in rural China. These factors indicate that the equilibrium models may not

be capable of fully addressing the development of new villages in China.

In contrast to the equilibrium models, both event-sequence and agency models, based on
the neo-classical tradition, provide more flexible approaches and microscopic perspectives of
the development process. These two groups of models draw particular attention to the social
relations involved in the development process. As indicated by their name, event-sequence
models describe the development process following a chronological order, while agency

models tend to understand the process by clarifying the roles and interests of involved actors
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and their relationships. Many researchers have tried to integrate these two approaches by
relating actors with events in the development process (Barrett et al., 1978; Bryant et al.,
1982; Goodchild and Munton, 1985). Bringing events to the relationships of actors provides a
further opportunity to depict the complexity of the development process. Focusing on details
of actors and events enables the models of event-sequence and agency to reveal the nuances
of power relations within the development process. On the other hand, concentrating on
details often limits the scope of a study and its perspective on the wider power relations of the
economy and society, external to the development process. As a result, the models of event-
sequence and agency are criticized as offering “little assistance in generalizing about the
varied reality revealed” (Healey, 1991, p. 232), and “fail[ing] to address the driving forces of
the process, which act as its structural imperatives” (Madanipour, 1996, p. 127).

The two main criticisms of the analysis of actors and events in the development process
should be particularly remembered when studying the development of new villages in China.
Given the enormous numbers of new villages constructed across the country and the diversity
of socio-spatial contexts of these different places, the process of development varies a great
deal. In that case, relating the context-depending findings to general knowledge is crucial to
the study of actors and events. Otherwise, an empirical study will contribute no more than a
collection of varied but isolated cases. Moreover, the development was initiated and largely
supported by the Chinese government as an integral part of more macro national strategies
about social and economic development. Therefore, the analysis of the development process

should have a broad perspective in relation to the nation’s social and economic structure.

Political economy models of the development process offer an approach to connect the
development process to the macro social and economic structure. Based on Marxist
economics, this set of models links the development of the built environment with the power
relations of capital and labour in space. The development process of urban space, like the
production process of other commodities, is subject to the development and sustaining of
capitalist economy. As Harvey states, “The city is in part a storehouse of fixed assets
accumulated out of previous production. It is constructed with a given technology and is built
in the context of a given mode of production” (Harvey, 1973, p. 203). Harvey further
identifies the production of the built environment as an integral part of the three circuits of
capital. The primary circuit of capital is derived from Marx’s analysis of capitalist production
and consumption. The capital accumulated in the primary circuit then flows into consumption
assets and fixed assets in the secondary circuit. The tertiary circuit further absorbs flows of

capital via expenditures on social renovation, scientific and technology creation.
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Harvey argues that by channelling capital flows into the secondary and tertiary circuit,
the crisis of over-accumulation arriving periodically in the primary circuit can be resolved,
although temporarily (Harvey, 1985). However, this connection of the flow of capital and the
production of the built environment cannot be applied intact to explain the development of
new villages in rural China. As Harvey stresses,

A general condition for the flow of capital into the secondary circuit is,
therefore, the existence of a functioning capital market and, perhaps, a state

willing to finance and guarantee long-term, large-scale projects with respect to
the creation of the built environment. (Harvey, 1985, p.7, emphasis added).

We may assume the state government of China is willing to finance the creation of the
built environment on rural land, as it has allocated substantial funds to support the
development of infrastructure and housing in villages. However, as Healey (1992) points out,
Harvey’s theory of the circuits makes little sense in societies where land and property is not
arranged with capitalist social relations. And that is the case of rural China, where neither land

nor housing could circulate as urban land and housing in the open market.

Therefore, to analyse the particular form of production of space in rural China, research
should look at events and agancies in practice, rather than overly underrating them as
dependent variables and indecisive factors in contrast with the influences of the macro-
economic and political structure. These factors related with the motivations and actions of
individual stakeholders are essential to understand the development process in the real world.
As Healey argues,

...to analyse the “driving force” of the development process in different
sectors, locations and time periods in a particular urban region, and thus to explain
the processes of the production and re-production of the built environment in

specific places, empirical analysis must enter into the details of agency relations in
the events of the development process (Healey, 1991, p.235-236).

Concerning the shortfalls of either the structure models or the agency-event models of
the development process, a few researchers have tried to develop more comprehensive models
that aspire to capture the complexity and diversity of development in practice, while still
relating the development process to macro political and economic contexts. Ambrose’s model
of the provision of new/renewed built environments in the UK was an early attempt to relate
the main political and economic forces of the state with actors in the finance and construction
industries (Ambrose, 1986). In this model, each of the three main groups of powers was
subdivided into several agencies with different roles. For instance, the state is subdivided into

central and local government, and each level of government consists of a number of
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departments. The model maps the interactions of these agencies in economic and political
fields. In general, it simplifies the built environment as the outcome of finance investment,
and is hence concerned solely with its character as a commodity. It addresses neither the use

value of space, nor the social and cultural impacts of the provision of built environment.

Healey criticizes that Ambrose’s model has been unwieldy in listing all the involved
agencies, and has failed to clarify the different roles that may be played by the same actor, and
the driving forces of the actors’ relationships (Healey, 1991). She proposes a more succinct
and “universal” model of the development process (Healey, 1992). By opening up the events
that constitute the production and consumption process of developing urban space, the model
identifies the agencies, the roles they play, and the interactions between them. It further
analyses how the roles and the interactions are shaped by the agencies’ strategies and
interests, and how the agencies struggle to achieve their strategies and interests using
resources, rules, ideas and values. Finally, the model addresses how the resources, rules, ideas
and values are constituted within the broader social relations in the prevailing mode of
production, mode of regulation, and ideology. With the multiple levels of analysis, the model
links the behaviours of particular agencies in the development process with the wider societal

contexts.

Based on the review of the previous models of the development process and Gidden’s
concept of “double involvement”, Madanipour concludes that,
[T]he best way to understand the urban development process is to
concentrate on development agencies, the structures they interact with, in the form

of resources, rules and ideas, and the social and spatial contexts in which they
operate (Madanipour, 1996, p.154).

In line with the conclusion, Madanipour offers a schematic model of the development
process. This model illustrates the development process, with several component parts in both
aggregate and disaggregate forms. The two main constituents of the development process are
the physical and social contexts. The structural factors that influence the development, such as
natural resources, rules and ideas, are framed within the two contexts. In the overlap of the
two branches of development factors, there are new development activities, which are also
surrounded and framed by agencies. The model offers a succinct and comprehensive

understanding of the development process of urban space.

However, as Madanipour stresses, the models that aspire to have a comprehensive view
of the development process can be very difficult to use in empirical research. Researchers

have to confront arduous investigation involving a large number of agencies, and complex
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situations in social and economic contexts (Madanipour, 1996). As a result, from time to time,
in different fields of social sciences, researchers are continuously calling for sufficient
empirical studies, to develop an adequate link between structure and agency (Healey, 1992;
Guy and Henneberry, 2000; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014).

Healey’s study of the development of Hebburn riverside in the UK, offers an example of
empirical research on the development process. The research provides detail on the
aforementioned model of the development process proposed by Healey, and underpins her
challenge to the previous theories on the development process. But as admitted by Healey,
investigating the development process of the built environment with multidimensional focus
on both the details of actors’ relations and the macro economic and political context is quite
demanding work:

It involves careful and time-consuming documentary and interview work,

using the historian’s skills in cross-checking facts and interpretations, and

sensitive often ethnographic work with agents who are often skilled in concealing

their business strategies and interests. In some circumstances, such research can

even be dangerous (for example, where property development is used to ‘launder’
proceeds from illegal activity) (Healey, 1992, p.43).

It can be seen that when studying the development process, adopting an integrated
perspective will raise considerable requirements for researchers. The requirements not only
include substantial workloads and various methods of investigation, but also effective access
to the investigated subjects. The lack of access to detail is perhaps a reason why there are
relatively few empirical studies under comprehensive perspectives of the development
process. As Healey (1992) points out, compared to local authority officials and professionals,
researchers might be aware of theoretical models of the development process, but tend to lack
detailed knowledge of the actions of agencies and actors in planning praxis. Getting access to
the details of praxis is hence crucial to researchers who aim to acquire a comprehensive

understanding of the development process of the built environment.

The work of You-tien Hsing provides informative case studies on the production of new
built environment in the specific social and economic context of China. By conceptualizing
the notion of state as processes of power, rather than an unitary actor, Hsing’s case studies of
development projects in the periphery of several towns, indicates that township government
has played a role in brokering power and property rights between the state and the village
collectives (Hsing, 2006a; 2010). Hsing argues that the analysis of the role played by the local
state in China’s development campaign should be based on the understanding of its
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relationship with other state actors, especially those immediately above and below it in the
territorial hierarchy (Hsing, 2006a, p. 104).

In general, the research of Hsing shows that investigating the process of development
projects would be helpful to explain the transformation of the built environment in China,
since it provides an opportunity to capture and analyse the interactions of power as a fluid,
flexible and strategic process, played out and interpreted from different perspectives. This
understanding of power relations has been applied to interpret the behaviours of stakeholders
and the outputs of development projects, as found in studies in the context of urban
development and redevelopment in both, the Western world and in China (Flyvbjerg, 2002;
Hsing, 2006b).

But it is worth noting that Hsing’s ma