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ABSTRACT 
 

 

This study will provide a background for understanding the emergence of eco-cities in China and 

examine the political economy drivers of Chinese eco-city developments. The case of Chongming 

Eco-Island, a large island in the Yangtze River Delta under the jurisdiction of Shanghai, will be the 

focus of the analysis, which seeks to arrive at an understanding of how ideas, structural factors, 

institutions and stakeholders has affected the development of Chongming Eco-Island since the 

project commenced in the late 1990s. The study finds Chongming Eco-Island to be embedded in 

complex interactions of the above-mentioned drivers and as such, the main value of this study lies 

in the fact that it provides a comprehensive basis for exploring more narrow topics within the 

context of eco-city development in China. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 

 

During the past 40 years, China has experienced a fast-paced economic ascension and the 

country now constitutes the second-largest economy in the world measured by GDP (“China 

overtakes Japan,” 2011). China’s economic growth has occurred simultaneously with rapid 

urbanisation, and the urban share of the country’s population has risen from 17,9% in 1978 to 

54,8% in 2014 (Zhang, LeGates, & Zhao, 2016). This process, unprecedented in human history, 

has been referred to as “one of the great earth-changing phenomena of the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first centuries” (Zhang, LeGates, & Zhao, 2016, p. 1). As a result of the rapid 

economic growth and urbanisation, China now faces severe environmental degradation (The 

World Bank & Development Research Center of the State Council, the People’s Republic of China 

[DRCSC], 2014). On this background, so-called eco-cities have emerged across the country, now 

counting in the hundreds (Williams, 2017).  

   Chinese eco-cites reflect the distinctively Chinese concept of ‘ecological civilisation’ – elevated to 

national strategy in 2007 – which postulates that environmental protection and economic 

development mutually enhance each other (Zhu, 2016; Chien, 2013). As such, Chinese eco-cities 

are economic projects just as much as they are environmental projects. However, in the Chinese 

context “it is important to distinguish between what has been stated from the point of view of 

socialist ideology, i.e. the objective of government policy, and what can be made possible in reality, 

i.e. the constraint that has led to such policies” (Wu, 1997). On this background it is highly relevant 

to examine the drivers of Chinese eco-city projects in greater detail, so as to understand the 

factors that determine how the idea of ecological civilisation materialises in practice. This study will 

conduct such an investigation, taking the case of Chongming Eco-Island, a large, mainly rural 

island located in Shanghai’s administrative area, as the object of inquiry. It will leverage a political 

economy perspective to identify the relevant drivers of Chongming’s eco-development over time. 

As such, the following research question have been posed to guide the analysis:  

 
How have political economy drivers affected the development of Chongming Eco-Island? 

 
The paper is structured as follows: In the first section a comprehensive account of China’s 

development in terms of economy, urbanisation and environment since the 1978 will be provided, 

in order to situate the eco-city topic within its broader context. The second section presents a 

review of the relevant literature, so as to position the present study within the existing literature on 

eco-cities and sustainable urban development in China. Next, the third section will detail our 
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methodological considerations, while the forth section will outline our theoretical perspective and 

analytical framework. Then, the case of Chongming Eco-Island will be introduced, followed by an 

in-depth analysis of the political economy drivers, which have affected its development. Lastly, our 

main findings will be summarised, followed by a brief discussion, which outlines potentially fertile 

avenues for further research. 
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2.  CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND 
 

 

2.1  CHINA’S ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

In terms of gross domestic product (GDP), China overtook Japan in 2010 and become the world’s 

second largest economy; however, if measured by purchasing power parity, which controls for 

relative prices, China has already surpassed the United States as the world’s biggest economy 

(“China overtakes Japan,” 2011; Smith, 2017). This has been achieved by sustaining an 

astonishing GDP growth rate, which has averaged almost 10% annually over the last 40 

consecutive years. The rapid growth has lifted more than 800 million people out of poverty, 

radically improving people’s living standards and giving rise to a booming middle class in China 

today (Iskyan, 2016; The World Bank, 2018b; Zhang & Liu, 2010).  

   China’s so-called growth miracle began with the introduction of market reforms in 1978, which 

initiated the transformation from a planned economy to a market-oriented one. Basically, China 

achieved two major tasks in the first 30 years following 1978, namely implementation of reforms at 

home and opening up to the outside world. The period can be divided into four different phases (Lu 

et al., 2013; Zhang & Liu, 2010).  

   The first phase of reforms from 1978 to 1984 focused mainly on the agricultural sector, where 

household cultivation replaced collective farming. The shift from a collectively organised production 

system to the establishment of a new household responsibility system meant that instead of 

receiving small shares from the collective produce, farmers could claim the fruit of extra work for 

themselves, thereby reinstating the link between effort and reward throughout rural China. This 

change greatly increased farm output as well as sales prices for especially grain (Brandt & Rawski, 

2008; Kroeber, 2016; Naughton, 2007; Yeh, Xu, & Liu, 2011; Zhang & Liu, 2010). 

   The success of the agricultural reforms spurred officials to press ahead with urban reform efforts 

focused on improving the performance of the state-owned enterprises (SOEs) and the price 

system. This initiated the second phase of reforms between 1984 and 1989, in which attention 

moved from the agricultural to the industrial sector (Brandt & Rawski, 2008; Naughton, 2007; Yeh 

et al., 2011; Zhang & Liu, 2010). One policy in particular was instrumental for the development of 

both rural and urban industry as well as increasing efficiency and market awareness, namely the 

dual track pricing system. As a means to realise price liberalisation in the commodity market, the 

system combined planned prices with market-determined ones. This allowed producers to sell 

surplus product at increasingly flexible market prices, so long as they completed the plan 

requirements. With the introduction of market forces, two central inadequacies of the planned 
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economic system were reversed, namely rigid prices and lack of innovation. Additionally, as price 

flexibility expanded, transfer of labour, capital and commodities across administrative borders, 

restricted under the plan system, started to increase. As such, the hukou system of household 

registration became the greatest barrier to mobility. During the 1980s, the central government 

committed to keeping the allocation plan fixed. With the economy growing, this meant that the plan 

became proportionally less and less significant and within the following decade China had so to 

speak grown out of the plan (Brandt & Rawski, 2008; Lu et al., 2013; Naughton, 2007).  

   In the two reform periods from 1978 to 1989, reformers also started working on abandoning the 

isolated position in world trade that China held and reinstating the country into the international 

division of labour. In order to attract foreign direct investment (FDI), the two provinces of 

Guangdong and Fujian were granted special administrative status in 1979 enabling them to set up 

foreign-invested firms, and in 1980 four special economic zones were established. Chinese 

entrepreneurs primarily from Hong Kong and Taiwan played a vital role in developing the southern 

region into an export wonder and subsequently, another 24 economic and technological 

development zones were opened up to foreign investment in 1984, including 14 coastal cities. In 

terms of cost and quality, the Chinese labour market had a strong advantage and quickly 

outcompeted other countries’, ultimately making China’s international trade and foreign capital 

investments in the country grow rapidly, despite an overvalued renminbi (RMB) exchange rate. In 

order to keep increasing employment, introduce management experience and encourage 

technology transfer, a growing number of economic zones continued to open in the following 

years. With the boom in trade and export, China went from an initial point of extreme isolation to 

become one of the biggest production bases in the global manufacturing system (Brandt & Rawski, 

2008; Lu et al., 2013; Zhang & Liu, 2010).  

   Following a serious political crisis and the incident at Tiananmen Square in 1989, China 

experienced a serious setback with regards to marketization reform. Deng Xiaoping’s famous 

southern inspection tour in 1992 nonetheless convinced the Chinese people to yet again support 

market reforms, and the reform period entered the third phase. A second surge of FDI appeared 

and reforms in this period focused on a broad range of areas. 1994 was in many ways a 

breakpoint year. With earlier reforms focusing primarily on addressing issues of industrialisation 

and urbanisation, the 1994 reforms centred more specifically on transforming the system itself. 

Both fiscal relations and the financial banking system underwent serious restructuring, and so did 

the foreign exchange management system as well as the SOEs (Lu et al., 2013; Naughton, 2007; 

Zhang & Liu, 2010).  

   The aim of the fiscal reform was to recentralise the taxation system by focusing on the three 

areas of tax sharing, tax modernisation and tax administration. For the first time in China, a 



	   10 

national tax administration was established. By separating the collection of local and central taxes 

to local and central levels respectively, central tax revenue increased greatly as this mechanism 

hindered local governments from diverting central revenues into local budgets. Additionally, the tax 

structure was simplified and transparency increased. However, the most fundamental restructuring 

of fiscal relations happened with the tax-sharing system, which radically altered the way revenues 

are shared between central and local governments “by shifting from a negotiated system of 

general revenue sharing to a mix of tax assignments and tax sharing” (Wong & Bird, 2008, p. 434). 

As such, the introduction of the new system assigned taxes to either central government, local 

government or shared tax revenues between the two, with the central government claiming a 

majority of total revenues (Kroeber, 2016; Wong & Bird, 2008).  

   The reform of the SOEs also positively contributed to a strengthening of the central government’s 

fiscal position by reducing its financial role. Additionally, the reform sought to transform the SOEs 

into modern corporate organisations able to adapt to the requirements of a market economy. As a 

step in the foreign exchange rate reform, the RMB was devalued and within the financial sector, 

efforts were made to construct a modern capital-market system in order to deal with the troubled 

state-owned banking system. During this period, not only did the productivity of Chinese industry 

improve significantly, the reforms also had a huge impact on the international competitiveness of 

Chinese firms, which sparked a new starting point for Chinese exports (Lu et al., 2013; Zhang & 

Liu, 2010).  

   With China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, economic reforms entered 

a fourth phase. In order to comply with WTO requirements, China had to pass more than a 

hundred economic laws and regulations as wells as relax more than 7,000 tariffs, quotas and other 

trade barriers, radically transforming its investment climate. The accession into the WTO not only 

compelled China to improve its legal framework, it also strengthened enforcement of existing laws 

and regulations with significant positive impact for China’s corporate governance (“China’s 

Economy and WTO,” 2011; Zhang & Liu, 2010; Zhao & Wang, 2009).  

   A focus on agricultural and industrial reform had left the service sector to its own devices for 

many years. However, between 1995 and 2000, employment in the tertiary industry increased from 

30% to 50% and following WTO ascension, the tertiary industry’s share of total GDP started to 

catch up with the secondary industry. By 2013, China’s service sector thus surpassed the 

secondary industry for the first time, accounting for 46% of GDP, with the secondary industry 

making up 44% and the primary industry constituting the remaining 10% (Bajpai, n.d.; Yeh, Xu & 

Liu, 2011). Additionally, between 1990 and 2013, average per capita consumer spending rose 

fivefold, signifying explosive growth compared to other developing and developed countries 

(Kroeber, 2016).  
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   In short, China has experienced unprecedented economic growth since the reform period began 

in 1978. Abundant labour, low-cost land and investments in infrastructure construction have been 

three major drivers of this growth (Tan, Xu, Jiao, Ochoa, & Shen, 2017). As such, China’s growth 

model in the first three decades of reform and opening up focused on mobilising its resources and 

laying the foundation necessary for a modern economy. Market forces and the private sector have 

played an increasingly important role in China’s dynamic economy, which has moved away from 

the state-dominated plan system (Kroeber, 2016). In the words of Naughton (2007): 

 
Incremental reform and steady economic progress has succeeded in practice. Institutions have been 

reshaped. The material basis of the economy has been completely rebuilt. Following an approach that 

has been called ‘crossing the river by groping for stepping-stones,’ China has evolved in the course of a 

quarter century from one of the world’s most isolated socialist states to a powerhouse of the global 

economy. (p. 5) 

 
This development has been inextricably linked with China’s massive urban expansion with the two 

growing in a dialectic relationship. While the economic reforms have catapulted the cities’ growth, 

urbanisation has at the same time been necessary for efficient and profitable economic 

development (Williams, 2017). The following section will shine light on China’s rapid and extensive 

urbanisation.  

 

2.2  CHINA’S URBANISATION PROCESS AND DEVELOPMENT OF CITIES 

Traditionally, China has been an agricultural society. Reliance on self-sufficiency limited the need 

for exchange of goods, and Chinese cities and towns did not develop into large, prosperous 

trading centres to the same extent as in other countries. Ideology during the foreign incursions that 

started with the first Opium War (1839-1842) was largely anti-urban (Yeh et al., 2011), with the 

result that by the beginning of the 20th century, China was still an overwhelmingly rural society. As 

such, only around 6% of China’s population at the time lived in urban centres of 50,000 or more 

people (Zhang, LeGates, & Zhao, 2016).  

   With the foundation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, urban construction and 

investment in basic industries and infrastructure stimulated the move of millions of rural residents 

into the cities. During the following decade, the urban population, which still only constituted 

around 10%, nearly doubled in size and the number of cities increased rapidly. While a limited 

population registration system had existed since the formation of the PRC, in 1958, it was 

expanded into the hukou system of household registration. Following the catastrophe of the Great 

Leap Forward campaign (1958-1960), concern over the potential financial burden of providing the 

rapidly expanding urban population with food, employment as well as other services led to the full 
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adoption of the hukou system and from the beginning of the 1960s rural-urban migration started to 

be restricted (Han & Wang, 2013; Lin, 2002; Ren, 2013; Zhang et al., 2016).  

   The hukou system effectively divided the country’s population into two groups, namely a rural 

population and an urban population (Yeh et al., 2011). Additionally, everyone was obligated to 

register a permanent residential address, typically based on place of origin. As such, the hukou 

system locked every Chinese citizen to a single location and assigned everyone with either rural or 

urban status. Each individual’s right to agricultural land, health care, education, social welfare, 

pension and other services was determined by the type of hukou the person held (Ren, 2013; Yeh 

et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2016).  

   Communist ideology at the time sought to eliminate the differences between city and countryside 

and create an egalitarian society. As part of this policy, and in order to relieve employment 

pressure in the cities, from 1957 and onwards a large number of urban residents were deported to 

villages. During the following years and continuing under the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), 

more than 43 million urban cadres, factory workers and students were sent to the countryside to be 

re-educated by performing manual labour (Huang, 2006; Lin, 2002; Zhang et al., 2016) – some 

scholars even estimate the number to be as high as 49 million (Kirkby, 1985). With the Cultural 

Revolution, the country experienced yet another period of political and social turmoil that more or 

less froze urban and economic development for a whole decade (Han & Wang, 2013). 

Nonetheless, between 1952 and 1982, China’s industrial output grew 21 fold whereas the 

urbanisation rate from the 1960s until the end of the planning period in 1978 remained roughly the 

same (Lin, 2002).  

   By 1978, the urbanisation level in China was thus only 17.9% (Tan et al., 2017). However, with 

the change in leadership and introduction of market reforms, China’s economic development 

kicked off, which also brought about profound changes for urban life and development in China 

(Huang, 2006; Shin, 2015). The household responsibility system, one of the first big reforms 

introduced in the former section, greatly increased productivity and thereby agricultural output, 

consequently creating a large surplus of rural labour. In order to relieve this pressure, hukou 

reform was relaxed in the early 1980s, allowing holders of agricultural hukou to migrate to nearby 

towns as long as they could sustain their own livelihood. Township and village enterprises (TVEs) 

were set up to absorb the surplus labour from the countryside thus facilitating the transformation of 

rural farmers into industrial workers. The growth of the TVEs expanded this process of rural 

industrialisation bringing a period of prosperity to small cities at the administrative level of towns 

and villages (Han & Wang, 2013; Shin, 2015; Yeh et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2016).  

   The development of towns and villages was also a step in national urban policy implemented by 

the State Council in 1980, which promulgated the guideline of “controlling the size of big cities, 
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developing reasonably the middle cities, and promoting actively the growth of small cities” (Gu, 

Wu, & Cook, 2012, p. 111). In the three decades between 1978 and 2008, the number of cities in 

China thus grew from 193 to 655 with the share of small and medium-sized cities growing faster 

than the large and extra-large cities. The policy guideline played an important part in controlling the 

number and population of the country’s cities, however, the industrial development in the rural 

areas has also been described as a process of urbanisation from below emphasising the 

significance of local initiatives and endowments, not central policies, in shaping the development. 

The rural industrialisation was in many ways sporadic and peri-urban areas around medium- and 

large cities grew excessively. This nonetheless helped mitigate the pressure on the large cities by 

slowing down mass migration, thus preventing the development of slums as seen in other 

developing countries (Han & Wang, 2013; Yeh et al., 2011).  

   By the mid 1990s, competition from enterprises in the cities, a shift in loan and tax incentives 

along with inadequate technological and human resources began to slow down the pace of rural 

industrialisation. China’s accession into the WTO in 2001 only contributed to this development and 

most of the TVEs were privatised and gave way to large enterprises and foreign firms (Kroeber, 

2016; Shin, 2015). Throughout the 1980s, rural industries had nonetheless contributed significantly 

to the country’s economy laying the foundation for the extensive production of consumer goods, 

and, in the process of developing the small towns and cities, had made the previously rural areas 

increasingly urban (Kroeber, 2016; Yeh et al., 2011). Simultaneously, in the mid 1990s, the 

Chinese government shifted its focus from encouraging the development of small cities to “a 

coordinated development of large, medium and small cities and small towns” (Han & Wang, 2013, 

p. 20). Consequently, the government started to stipulate growth by urban migration not by 

designating new cities, which had previously been the case. The number of cities thus remained 

reasonably stable around 650 from 1995 and well into the 2000s (Han & Wang, 2013), whereas 

the urban population increased from around 352 million in 1995 to roughly 607 million in 2008 

(Shanghai Yearbook Compilation Committee, 2009). 

   Reform of the hukou system throughout the 1990s also contributed to this development as 

further relaxation prompted a great increase of migrant workers into the cities (Shin, 2015). The 

hukou system was officially loosened to enable migration to rural towns but still restricted access to 

the medium-sized and large cities. However, a special type of hukou, namely the blue stamp 

hukou, was established, which enabled local governments to allow more migrant workers into the 

cities, even though the quota for converting hukou from rural to urban had already been filled. This 

system was first implemented in rural towns, industrial zones, special economic zones and in 

designated economic development areas. In the early 1990s, some small- and medium-sized cities 

followed suit, and the practice later spread to a range of large cities, including Shanghai, Shenzhen 
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and Tianjin (Zhang et al., 2016). The practice of using blue stamp hukou was gradually dissolved 

during the 2000s, nonetheless, by 2010, the migrant population in China had reached a staggering 

253 million (Chen, Ye, Cai, Xing, & Chen, 2014). Very few of these received an urban hukou. 

Instead they were classified as temporary workers and have for this reason been dubbed the 

floating population (Zhang et al., 2016). 

   The huge influx of migrant workers into the Chinese cities was a response to the large demand 

for factory labour. Following the success of the agricultural reforms, central government had shifted 

its focus to reform of the urban sector, which centred around private sector development and 

marketization, restructuring of the state sector, as well as foreign trade and investment (Lin, 2002; 

Shin, 2015; Yeh et al., 2011). Additionally, land reform was instrumental in the transformation of 

the Chinese cities, as it led to a commodification of the built environment. Under the pre-reform 

period, land was either state-owned or collectively owned, however, following the economic 

reforms, this system caused serious inefficiencies. Experimentation with land-use fees started in 

the beginning of the 1980s and in 1988, paid transfer of land-use rights was made official. 

Basically, the urban land-use reform had three main components. First, it required all urban land 

users to pay a tax for land-use. Second, it officially separated land-use rights from private 

ownership, ensuring the state full ownership and only the right to use land to be leased. Third, the 

urban land-use reform established a dual-track land system in which the pre-reform period land 

allocation system and the new land-leasing system co-existed (Yeh, 2004; Yeh et al., 2011).  

   Following the fiscal reform of 1994 that introduced the tax-sharing system, a larger share of total 

tax revenue was allocated to the central government, radically decreasing local governments’ 

revenue. In order to boost the local economy, cut expenditure and promote local initiatives and 

productivity, local governments were permitted to seek extra-budgetary revenue, and land-lease 

revenue came to play a crucial part of this. Some scholars estimate that land-related revenues 

made up 30-70% of local governments’ total revenue in the 1990s and urban growth was thus 

increasingly driven by land development (Kroeber, 2016; Schneider & Mertes, 2014; Yeh et al., 

2011; Zhang et al., 2016). Additionally, beginning in the 1980s, reform of China’s housing market 

began. In 1983, private property ownership rights were written into the Constitution, but it was not 

until 1998, that the allocation of welfare state housing ended and a commodity housing market was 

fully established. The housing reform led to a booming real-estate market that grew sevenfold 

between 1999 and 2008 and stimulated the urban economy (Chen, Guo, & Wu, 2011; Yeh et al., 

2011).  

   The reforms led to rapid expansion of urban land and construction, with faster growth in the 

1980s when the land-use reform was initiated as well as in the 1990s when the housing reform 

was implemented. The gradual implementation of the reforms, which were tested first in a number 
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of coastal cities, increased geographical disparities that had already started with the introduction of 

the economic reforms and their prioritisation of selected provinces and cities primarily along the 

east coast (Shin, 2015; Yeh et al., 2011). Additionally, the reforms had a huge bearing on the 

regional and urban landscapes in China, which changed significantly during the period and have 

given rise to mega-city regions or clusters of metropolitan areas. The Yangtze River Delta, the 

Pearl River Delta and the Bohai Sea Rim are the most developed and in 2007, these three regions 

alone generated 42% of national GDP and attracted 79% of inward FDI (Chen, Liu, & Lu, 2016; 

Yeh et al., 2011).  

   Another effect of the land-driven urban development was the change that occurred in the spatial 

patterns within the Chinese cities. Under socialist planning, land use in the cities had been devoted 

mainly to industrial facilities, with a city centre that featured a large, public square intended for 

political gatherings, monumental public buildings and large boulevards leading outwards. The main 

urban units were made up of work-unit compounds that provided residents with the most basic 

functions (Huang, 2006). However, this particular spatial structure of the Chinese cities changed 

with the introduction of the economic reforms and especially the land-use reform, which monetised 

the land, had a great impact. As such, “most cities have changed from a compact form to a 

dispersed metropolis characterized by urban redevelopment in the city centre, suburban expansion 

towards the suburban sub-centres, and leapfrog urban sprawl in the urban fringe” (Yeh et al., 

2011, p. 18). It has primarily been industrial relocation as well as the influx of migrant workers, 

which have contributed to the increased suburbanisation. Additionally, in their spatial structure, 

most Chinese cities have moved towards a more multi-centred form, with new growth areas 

developing away from the old city centre, either industrial, or commercial and financial in their 

nature. One of the most visible changes associated with this development has been the 

occurrence of central business districts that have led to a surge of high-rise and signature buildings 

forming new spaces of consumption – a clear reconfiguration away from the planned period’s 

compact city (Ma & Wu, 2004).  

   Thus, with the arrival of capital, enterprises and regional initiatives as determining factors for the 

direction of urbanisation, “the central government has ceased to act as the sole actor controlling 

the speed, scale, and spatial distribution of urbanization” (Zhang et al., 2016, p. 111). Nonetheless, 

the urbanisation policies and guidelines issued by the central government have determined “the 

relationship between industry and agriculture, between the urban and the rural, and among the 

large, medium, and small cities and towns” (Wang & Wang, 2015, p. 166). Thus, the evolving 

Chinese cities represent the spatial outcome of the constant articulation, reaction and adaption of 

the Chinese government in response to changing political and economic circumstances (Lin, 
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2002). As such, urbanisation in China has been a politically driven process, dominated and guided 

by the Chinese government (Wang & Wang, 2015).  

 

2.3  CHINA’S ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION 

The rapid economic development, industrialisation and urbanisation in the first three decades after 

1978, accounted for in the above sections, radically transformed Chinese society. The economic 

and social gains of this development have nonetheless come at the enormous cost of significant 

environmental degradation, resulting in substantial damage to human health and depletion of 

natural resources (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014; Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development [OECD], 2007). The serious environmental problems imposed by the industrial 

growth and urban expansion include pollution of the air, water and soil, solid waste, desertification, 

deforestation, decreased ecosystem services, local climate alteration as well as inadequate energy 

supplies to mention the most pressing (Chen, 2012; Gorrie, 2013; Kassiola and Guo, 2010; Yang, 

Yue, Xu, Wu, & He, 2014).  

   The dramatic urbanisation since the reforms has resulted in the rampant expansion of urban 

areas. Thus, between 1981 and 2012, the urban built up land area grew by 513% in total with an 

annual increase of 6%. Despite a rapidly rising urban population, it did however, not follow suit with 

the urban built up area, which has grown faster than the increase in urban population. By 2012, the 

number of cities was at 657, thus remaining roughly stable since the mid 1990s. Instead, the 

existing cities have been expanding at unprecedented rates, and especially since 2000, the 

increase in urban expansion has been particularly rapid (Chen et al., 2016; Yeh, Xu & Liu, 2011). 

As such, between 2000 and 2010, the urban land area nearly doubled in size (Schneider & Mertes, 

2014). That China is suffering from environmental degradation is thus not surprising as the 

environmental impacts of urban form are well documented:  

 
Size, structure, and growth of cities lead to significant and lasting changes in local precipitation and 

temperature (Weng, 2001, Kaufmann et al., 2007), expansion of the urban heat island effect (Zhou et al., 

2004), reduced water quality (Shao et al., 2006), and loss of arable land (Tan et al., 2005; Seto et al., 

2012). Moreover, many environmental impacts are exacerbated when new growth is expansive and/or 

fragmented in form. (Schneider & Mertes, 2014, p. 1) 

 
So, how severe are China’s environmental problems? According to the Environmental Kuznets 

Curve, which is frequently used by economists as a tool to discuss such problems, pollution and 

other environmental issues worsen during the early stages of a country’s economic growth but 

begin to improve once the country reaches middle-income status (Naughton, 2007). This is backed 

by the Environmental Performance Index (EPI), developed by Yale University, which emphasises 
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that there exists a tight correlation between a country’s income level and its environmental 

performance. Typically, the improvement in environmental performance becomes steep when 

countries enter the middle-income stages (Kroeber, 2016). The two frameworks support the notion, 

that when a nation is poor, economic growth is prioritised. The early stages of industrialisation 

often involve out-dated production techniques, which pollute heavily. With industrial upgrade, 

technological capability, however, gives access to cleaner and more efficient production methods, 

making nations grow markedly cleaner as they get richer. The population’s demand for 

environmental protection likewise increases when the average income level grows past a certain 

level (Kroeber, 2016; Naughton, 2007).  

   From this perspective, a certain degree of pollution and environmental deterioration is natural 

given the developmental stage China is at, as this viewpoint implies that countries will develop the 

means to tackle their environmental problems as they develop (Naughton, 2007). However, on the 

EPI, China scores 14% lower than predicted by its income level. Thus, some of its problems can 

be attributed to its industrialisation stage and relatively low income level, but far from all of them. 

China’s environmental problems are extraordinarily severe and the country’s underperformance on 

the EPI illustrates the extent of its issues (Kroeber, 2016; OECD, 2007). Additionally, the sheer 

size of the country and its large population makes the case of China special. In 2007, the country 

became the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases and by 2012, China emitted more than 

the United States and the European Union (EU) combined, accounting for 24% of global 

greenhouse gas emissions (Hu, 2016; Kroeber, 2016; The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). In a time 

of global climate crisis, China thus bears a large part of the responsibility for cutting CO2 emissions 

enough to keep the global temperature from rising dramatically. As such, even if China’s 

environmental problems followed the EPI predictions more closely, radical action would still be 

needed because of China’s enormous impact on the global climate.  

   Environmental problems can broadly be divided into two categories, namely pollution and 

sustainability of resource use (Naughton, 2007). Much of China’s pollution is concentrated in the 

cities and, as the urban population continues to increase, greater numbers are exposed to it on a 

daily basis with fatal consequences for health and well-being (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). 

In terms of air pollution, air quality in the Chinese cities remains some of the worst in the world with 

only one third of the 340 Chinese cities that monitored air pollution in 2007 meeting safety 

standards (Jin, Andersson, & Zhang, 2016; OECD, 2007). According to the Chinese government, 

in 2013 one fifth of the Chinese urban population breathed heavily polluted air and a study by the 

World Bank found that overall only 1% breathed air deemed safe by EU standards (Gorrie, 2013).  

   In the early stages of China’s economic development, industry processes and coal burning were 

the main causes of air pollution (Jin, Andersson, & Zhang, 2016), however, between 1990 and 
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2005, the total number of vehicles increased from 5.5 million to 43 million (Naughton, 2007). 

According to one estimate, the dramatic surge in trucks and cars led emissions from vehicles to 

account for 79% of China’s total air pollution in 2005 (Gorrie, 2013). The continuing increase of 

vehicles on the road and the consequent growing emissions continue to be a mounting problem in 

urban areas, especially in the megacities. In 2016, the burning of coal was nonetheless the primary 

source of air pollution in China nationally (Jin et al., 2016). It is not just the rapidly increasing 

motorisation and an energy sector dominated by coal, which causes air pollution, however. 

Polluting industries, open burning of crop wastes in agricultural fields as well as continued use of 

wood and coal in household stoves for heating and cooking, are all elements contributing to the 

pollution (Aunan, Hansen, & Wang, 2018). Because of the disparities in economic activity and 

population concentration across regions, the air pollution in the eastern and central regions is the 

most severe with the city clusters, not surprisingly, being most heavily affected (Jin et al., 2016). 

The estimated economic costs of air pollution in the form of high mortality levels and other health 

damages are estimated to range between USD100 billion and USD300 billion a year (The World 

Bank & DRCSC, 2014) with one year’s exposure, based on the 2010 level, estimated to lead to 1.2 

million premature deaths (Jin et al., 2016). 

   China’s surface water and groundwater quality have also deteriorated significantly with water 

pollution posing a serious problem for both urban and rural drinking water. Especially in the 

northern regions, where water is scarcer, water quality has become particularly bad. Water 

categorised below class V is unsuitable for irrigation, unsafe for human contact, and cannot even 

be purified for human use. In 2007, half of the water in the Liao, Hai, and Huai river systems 

running through the North China Plain was classified as category V, as well as a third of the Yellow 

River (Naughton, 2007). Additionally, 75% of the groundwater in Northern China was not drinkable 

in 2010 (Gorrie, 2013) with an estimated 500 million people in China overall lacking access to safe 

drinking water (Liang, 2010). On a national basis, more than 43% of the state-monitored rivers 

were categorised as class IV or worse the same year, meaning that it was unsuitable for human 

contact. This has also had ramifications for the native fish populations, which in 2013 were nearing 

extinction in 70% of China’s rivers, lakes and waterways (Gorrie, 2013). In 2017, of the 12,226 

sites that monitor the quality of surface water, only 35% had water of good quality, whereas 32% 

were suitable for water supply, 20% for industrial or agricultural use, but not human contact, and 

13% useless (Webber, 2017). 

   As is clear, China’s water situation has deteriorated significantly and, according to many 

observers, reached crisis proportions. The major sources of water pollution stem from industrial 

contaminants and waste, chemical pesticides and fertilizer from agricultural use, as well as human 

waste and garbage, which is disposed into waterways, rivers and lakes (McBeath & McBeath, 
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2010; The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). In terms of industrial waste, pulp and paper, 

metallurgical, and chemical factories are the most polluting with processing of farm products 

contributing to pollution that depletes water of oxygen (Naughton, 2007). In 2006, both the Pearl 

and Yangtze River Deltas were identified as so-called dead zones, in which algae blooms were 

triggered because of wastewater pollution. The algae use up a large amount of oxygen, ultimately 

removing it from the water and thereby endangering all water life (McBeath & McBeath, 2010). 

Even though 90% of industrial wastewater from large-scale industry received some sort of 

treatment in 2007, smaller factories and TVEs often had no treatment facilities at all (Naughton, 

2007).  

   From agricultural production, excessively used cheap, poor-quality fertilizers and pesticides are a 

serious source of pollution and so is animal waste from livestock farms, which contributes to the 

oxygen-demanding pollution. In terms of human waste, only 42% of municipal sewage was treated 

in 2003 (Naughton, 2007); of the 60 billion tons of sewage discharged in China in 2008, 40% was 

treated (Wang, Wang, Huppes, Heijungs, & Ren, 2015); by 2013, the national average for sewage 

treatment had nonetheless risen to 69%, primarily because of an increase in the construction of 

waste water treatment plants between 2009 and 2012 (Mumbengegwi, Li, & Muhoza, 2018). As 

such, the situation has improved. In 2017, however, the Ministry of Environmental Protection 

(MEP) found that more than a million tons of raw sewage had been pouring into the Pearl River 

Delta each day (Li, 2017), showing that the dumping of untreated sewage is still a big issue, 

despite the efforts.  

   An effect of the significant water and air pollution is that, ultimately, it ends up in the ground. 

According to one estimate, 80% of the water and air pollutants are transmitted to the soil in the 

form of toxic irrigation water, acid rains and polluted water tables (Gorrie, 2013). Overall, industrial 

plant waste, mining operations and the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides are the three 

types of pollution that affects China’s farmland the most. According to reports from the Ministry of 

Land and Resources, about 10% of China’s arable land was polluted in 2007, with a situation that 

was worsening year for year (McBeath & McBeath, 2010).  

   Not all of China’s environmental problems are related to pollution, however. Some of the more 

critical issues that China faces relates to the enormous demand on the country’s natural resources 

(Naughton, 2007). In this regard, China’s water situation is also serious, as the country’s water 

supply on a per capita basis is 25% below the global average. According to estimates, by 2030, 

supply is expected to drop from 2,200 to less than 1,700 cubic meters per capita, hereby meeting 

the level defined by the World Bank to constitute a water-scarce country (McBeath & McBeath, 

2010). Irrigation in agriculture consumes 70- 80% of water resources, but with water in limited 

supply, agricultural use is threatened by rising industrial and household consumption. An important 
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aspect is that water resources are not evenly distributed throughout China, with the North and 

West having a relatively scarce supply and abundance in the South. As such, rivers like the Yellow 

River have been known to run dry before the water could reach the ocean. With less available 

water in the rivers, especially in the North and West, China has turned to the use of groundwater. 

With water pollution exacerbating the issue of scarcity, underground water supplies are 

increasingly being depleted. The water table underneath Beijing, for example, fell from a mere 5 

meters below the surface in 1950 to 50 meters in 1994. Throughout most of North China and parts 

of the South, ground water tables have thus dropped, and the response has been to dig deeper 

wells in order increase supply. To illuminate the issue, in 2014 some 420 cities were facing 

insufficient water supplies with a 110 of these experiencing severe water shortages.  Additionally, 

water usage is also highly inefficient in China. Much water is lost because of evaporation in the 

irrigation systems, an estimated 25% of water transported via pipes is lost due to leakages, and 

according to one estimate, only 43% of the water used in agriculture overall is used efficiently 

(McBeath & McBeath, 2010; Naughton, 2007; The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014).  

   Water also plays an important role in the issue of land degradation, as too much water causes 

erosions, whereas too little water causes desertification. China has virtually no unexploited 

potentially arable land, making any reductions in the existing farmland a threat to agricultural 

output and food security (Naughton, 2007). In addition to erosion and desertification, deforestation, 

salinization, waterlogging and pollution have been found to be the major causes of land 

degradation with erosion topping the list (McBeath & McBeath, 2010; Naughton, 2007). In the 

Northeast of China, excessive farming and logging as well as overuse of fertilizers have been the 

main sources leading to soil erosion, which in turn has led to more frequent drought, floods and 

sandstorms. In the Northwest part of China, excessive herding and farming are the main culprits, 

whereas in the South, industrial developments are largely to blame. As a whole, soil erosion 

threatens more than a third of China’s territory (McBeath & McBeath, 2010).  

   China is essentially an arid country with sand and desert covering about 27% of the country’s 

land area. Overexploitation of grass and forestlands has greatly reduced plant cover, thus 

weakening biological buffer zones. Consequently, the expanse of deserts has increased 

significantly moving eastward with desertification claiming 3,400 square kilometres annually. A 

result of this development has been a dramatic increase in the frequency of sandstorms. 

Additionally, desertification has dried up rivers and lakes and led to dropping levels of ground 

water, but most importantly, it has degraded farmland and reduced crop production  (McBeath & 

McBeath, 2010; Naughton, 2007).  

   Deforestation has, as mentioned, played a role in the increased desertification as well as the 

reduction of topsoil (Gorrie, 2013). Since 1949, roughly half of China’s forests have been 
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destroyed. Population growth, leading to an increase in housing settlements, agricultural 

development and the timber industry have been the main causes of the considerable reduction in 

forestland with mining and logging playing an important part in the deforestation of the mountains 

(McBeath & McBeath, 2010). Since the 1990s, tree planting have nevertheless been heavily 

emphasised by the Chinese government and from the beginning of the 2000s, conversion of 

marginal farmlands to forest and grassland have been encouraged. These massive reforestation 

and afforestation programs have mitigated some of the damaging effects of deforestation, but 

because the newly planted forest cover tends to consist of a small number of fast-growing species, 

the variety and quality of the forestland has deteriorated significantly, as it replaces old forest with 

diverse species and big trees. In 2010, forest covered 14% of the Chinese land area. The main 

issues of deforestation are that it increases the risks of desertification as well as flooding, which 

leads to soil erosion and thereby loss of arable land (McBeath & McBeath, 2010; Naughton, 2007).  

   Another contributing factor to the loss of farmland has been the rapid expansion of urban areas 

as highlighted previously. Between 2001 and 2011, only 10% of the demand for urban construction 

land was supplied from the existing stock of undeveloped urban land, whereas 90% was met 

through the conversion of rural land. Additionally, land requisition has been outpacing the urban 

land use (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). One of the factors involving the diversion of large 

land areas has been the establishment of various kinds of economic and technological zones, in 

which only a small area of the land has traditionally been taken into use (Yeh et al., 2011). For the 

past three decades, urban population density has been declining, and the accelerated urban 

expansion has worsened the shortage of arable land (Chen et al., 2016).  

   All of these aspects have serious implications for China’s food security. This has also been 

acknowledged by the Chinese government, and at the 17th National Congress of the Communist 

Party of China (CPC) in 2007, a red line for arable land was set at 1.8 billion mu, about 120 million 

hectares, which was considered to be the minimum area necessary for ensuring food security 

(McBeath & McBeath, 2010; The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). Between 1997 and 2009, China’s 

arable land decreased by 123 million mu (Gorrie, 2013), and in 2014, the availability of agricultural 

land was drawing close to the red line at 1.8 million mu (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014).  

   The expansion of urban land and the sprawl that it has generated has also led to increased 

energy use and carbon emissions. More specifically: 

 
Longer commutes and more private motorized trips have increased urban transport fuel consumption; 

larger living space per person has led to higher per capita energy use for home heating, cooling, and 

power consumption; and infrastructure has been used less intensively than it would be in dense urban 

cores, lowering economies of scale and increasing the capital, operating, and maintenance costs for 

infrastructure services. (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014, p. 27-29) 
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The polluting effects of urbanisation have already been touched upon. In terms of the sustainability 

of China’s resource use, however, the urban expansion and sprawl as well as the increase in 

urban population essentially leads to higher energy use, as highlighted in the above quote, which 

poses a serious problem for China, and the world, as the leading emitter of greenhouse gases.  

   On a per capita basis, China’s energy consumption is only slightly above world average. 

Nonetheless, in terms of economic output, China needs to burn the parallel of 2,000 barrels of oil 

to produce a million dollars’ worth of economic output, which is twice the amount of the United 

States and three times that of the EU. This makes China the most energy-intensive major 

economy in the world. China’s economic structure, the structure of its energy demand, and 

inefficiencies are the three determining factors for China’s high energy-intensity. Structurally, the 

industrial sector uses a lot more energy than service or agriculture, and the Chinese economy 

relies far more on manufacturing and industry than other major economies. Additionally, a very 

high share of its manufacturing is heavy industry. Energy-wise, coal accounts for almost 66% of 

China’s electric power generation, because the country has abundant supplies. This also leads to 

high energy-intensity, as coal is a less efficient fuel for power production than natural gas, which is 

the main alternative. Lastly, inefficiency in use of energy contributes to the high energy-intensity. 

Poor quality buildings with little attention paid to sealing and insulation are one of the biggest 

sinners. So is the industry, which accounts for 75% of China’s total energy consumption (Kroeber, 

2016).  

   Three decades of unrestrained economic growth, industrialisation and rapid urbanisation has 

clearly taken its toll on the environment in China with detrimental and long-lasting effects. As such, 

from an environmental perspective, the highly energy-intensive growth model has proved 

unsustainable.  

 

2.4  CHINA’S PATH TO MODERNISATION 

As predicted by the Environmental Kuznets Curve, demand for environmental quality will increase 

once income levels grow past a certain threshold, typically when a country reaches middle-income 

status (Naughton, 2007). As has been highlighted, after three decades of economic reform, 

China’s environmental degradation had reached a severe level, and in many areas has not 

improved significantly over the last decade either, despite the fact that China already in 2011 

reached the upper level of the middle-income category according to World Bank definitions (The 

World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). Nonetheless, and corresponding with the Environmental Kuznets 

Curve assumption, environmental concerns among Chinese citizens are growing. In 2008, a poll 

by the PEW Research Center found that 74% of the interviewees worried about air pollution 
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(Gorrie, 2013). Following an incident in Beijing in January 2013, when air pollution got so bad that 

it soared passed the top bar on the PM2.5 air pollution index approaching 1,000 micrograms per 

cubic meter, public concern has skyrocketed, especially as knowledge about the damaging health 

effects has also become more widespread (Ma, 2017). Additionally, a survey by China’s state 

news agency also found that environmental protection was the number one concern among 

Chinese netizens with 86% stating that something must be done about ecological environmental 

standards (Williams, 2017).  

   China’s environmental problems have become a threat to the long-term sustainability of the 

Chinese growth model. This has been acknowledged by the Chinese leadership who has 

recognized that in order to transition to a developed and modern country, which China is well 

positioned to, a new growth model is required (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). In 2006, the 11th 

Five Year Plan for the period 2006 to 2010 was ratified, and it represented a revolutionary shift 

from earlier plans’ development priorities and strategies (Fan, 2006). More specifically, the plan 

took for granted high-speed economic growth as being pre-dominantly market-driven. As such, it 

did not dictate specific development targets for certain sectors nor seek to direct future growth, in 

fact, it set only two quantifiable targets, namely that GDP per capita in 2010 should be double that 

of 2000 and that energy consumption per unit of GDP should be about 20% lower than it was in 

2005 (Naughton, 2005).  

   The plan was a prolongation of President, at the time, Hu Jintao’s visions of creating a so-called 

‘harmonious socialist society’ and ‘putting people first’, put forth by him and Premier Wen Jiabao 

after taking office in late 2002 (“China’s 11th Five-Year Plan”, 2005; Fan, 2006; Naughton, 2005). 

More specifically, the plan called for adopting a ‘scientific developmentalist viewpoint’, an idea 

associated specifically with Wen, and “establishing a comprehensive, coordinated and sustainable 

view of development” (Naughton, 2005, p. 2). As such, social and environmental concerns were 

acknowledged and addressed, including the widening income gap, urban-rural relations, access to 

medical care and education, corruption, pollution and energy waste. Especially the topic of energy 

use was prioritised and discussed in the context of environmentalism, recycling and sustainability. 

Additionally, the Plan was the first to mention an aim for effectively controlling greenhouse gas 

emissions, and therefore indicative of a change in attitude towards taking climate change seriously. 

In sum, the 11th Five Year Plan presented a comprehensive vision of a sustainable development 

process for China moving forth, marking a shift from earlier plans and their focus (“China’s 11th 

Five-Year Plan,” 2005; Fan, 2006; Naughton, 2005; Yuan & Zuo, 2011).  

   By the end of 2010, the energy-intensity target set forth by the 11th Plan had almost been 

achieved and the following 12th Plan, spanning the period 2011 to 2015, continued the efforts. It 

was the first plan to introduce a compulsory target for carbon emissions per unit of GDP with a call 
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for energy intensity to decline another 16% (Li & Wang, 2012). Whereas the 11th Five Year Plan 

provided only general ideas of how to effectively control climate change, the 12th Five Year Plan 

dedicated an entire chapter to discussing the issue, putting forth specific control targets and 

implementation measures (Yuan & Zuo, 2011). As such, in terms of its energy conservation policy, 

the 12th Five Year Plan was a re-modelling and fine-tuning of the previous plan and the topic 

continued to be prioritised as one of the most important policy issues (Lo & Wang, 2013). 

Advocating a move to a green growth model, the 12th Five Year Plan pushed for switching from 

resource intensive investment and export-led growth to a more domestic consumption-driven 

model, and as such, represented a shift as it laid out the guideline for a reorientation of 

macroeconomic restructuring, energy efficiency and renewable energy, environmental 

sustainability, domestic-driven innovation, as well as climate change mitigation and adaptation (Li 

& Wang, 2012).  

   Urban areas have an important role to play in making such goals become a reality, as they 

“provide efficient factor markets that support continued transformation and productivity increases 

through agglomeration effects, allow innovation and new ideas to emerge, spur domestic demand 

from a rising middle class, give the services sector space to grow, and save energy, land and 

natural resources” (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014, p. 3). In the 11th Five Year Plan, a separate 

chapter had been devoted to the issue of urbanisation, suggesting a new approach of developing 

the urban agglomerations, thereby prioritising the development of large cities and shifting focus to 

controlling the tempo of urbanisation, not the size of the cities per se. Continuing in the 12th Five 

Year Plan was an emphasis on promoting healthy urbanisation, signifying growing recognition of 

the fact that China’s rapid economic development had come at a cost (Zhang et al., 2016).  

   In 2011, the urbanisation level in China passed the threshold of 50%, reaching 51,3% at the end 

of year and marking a turning point for China’s future course of urbanisation (Tan, Xu, & Zhang, 

2016; Wang & Wang, 2015; Zhang et al., 2016). In 2012, ‘new urbanisation’ was proposed as a 

new strategy for urbanisation by the Chinese leadership (Griffiths & Schiavone, 2016; Wang & 

Wang, 2015) and in 2014, the National New-Type Urbanisation Plan (2014-2020) was issued by 

the Central Committee of the CPC and the State Council (Chen et al., 2016). The Plan shifted 

China’s urban policies from the previous focus on managing urban scale to “constructing a 

coordinated, healthy, and sustainable urban system with urban agglomeration as the main body 

and centering around the key cities” (as cited in Zhang et al., 2016, p. 124). It was the first official 

plan making the so-called new-type urbanisation national policy, and it addressed critical issues 

related to the previous mode of rapid urbanisation in its attempt to propose a new path toward 

sustainable urbanisation (Chen et al., 2016).  
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   More specifically, it focused on ‘four modernisations’, namely synchronisation, layout 

optimisation, ecological civilisation and culture inheritance. In order to carry out these new four 

modernisations, the plan set four priority areas (Griffiths & Schiavone, 2016). First, it called for a 

reform of land management to deal with the issue of food security proposing that legal limits be set 

up on rural land, among others. Second, the plan advocated reform of the hukou system in order to 

reduce the gap between urban hukou residents and urban residents and thereby provide more 

equal access to public services, among other things. Third, it recommended that local revenues, 

such as taxes, should finance a higher portion of local expenditure in order to make urban 

financing more sustainable. And fourth, the plan proposed a reform of urban planning and design 

in order to make better use of existing urban land, including the following measures: basing prices 

for industrial land on market values, thus encouraging industries to move to smaller cities; 

introducing flexible zoning to make urban development more dense; increasing the public transit 

trip rate and promoting coordination between cities to reduce traffic congestion; improving urban 

infrastructure such as water supply, sewage treatment and community service facilities; and 

generally encouraging green production and consumption (Griffiths & Schiavone, 2016; Wang, Hui, 

Choguill, & Jia, 2015). As such, the National New-Type Urbanisation Plan (2014-2020) 

represented a shift from previous land-centred urbanisation, which focused on GDP growth and 

urban expansion, to people-centred urbanisation, which required cities to serve peoples’ interests. 

The plan set a series of remarkable targets, specifying actions to rectify existing problems and 

calling for more scientific and technological innovation to tackle the environmental degradation 

(Chen et al., 2016; Griffiths & Schiavone, 2016; Wang, Hui, Choguill, & Jia, 2015; Yang, Wu, & 

Gong, 2017).  

   According to the plan, 60% of the Chinese population is projected to be living in cities by 2020 

(Griffiths & Schiavone, 2016). By 2030, the urbanisation level is predicted to reach 70%, meaning 

that one billion Chinese people will live in urban areas by then (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). 

The process of urbanisation is inextricably related to economic growth. Essentially, when an 

economy modernises, the transfer of population from agriculture to industry is a major contributor 

to economic growth and leads to a surge in urbanisation as factories typically spring up in the 

urban areas. However, after a certain point, the urbanisation process itself shifts from being a side-

effect of industrialisation to a contributing factor to economic growth as construction of housing and 

infrastructure push up the rate of investment and therefore GDP growth. China has now gone 

through these first two stages but faces a challenge as construction of housing and urban 

infrastructure has peaked (Kroeber, 2016). Basically, “much more needs to be built, but the annual 

amount of construction no longer needs to increase. So China is not going to get any more growth 

simply by building houses and infrastructure. Instead, it must enable its cities to move into the 
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‘smart city’ phase, in which specialization and innovation become the main economic growth 

drivers” (Kroeber, 2016, p. 70-71). In overall terms, the Chinese economy started to slow down in 

2011 (Perkowski, 2012), but as highlighted, the Chinese leadership has been attempting to redirect 

the country onto a more sustainable path of development, and a slowdown of the economy was 

thus also recognised by Wen Jiabao in 2012, his last year in office, to be necessary in order to 

cope with the negative side effects of the previous high-speed, resource-intensive economic 

growth model (Ma, 2012; Noesselt, 2017).  

   In 2014, the same year as the National New-Type Urbanisation Plan (2014-2020) was released, 

the Chinese economy grew by 7.3%, which was the lowest GDP growth rate since 1990 (Zhou & 

Yao, 2015). The new situation of slower growth has been referred to as the ‘new normal’ by 

Chinese President Xi Jinping, who took office in late 2012 as General Secretary of the CPC and 

Chairman of the Central Military Commission, and was elected President in early 2013, with Li 

Keqiang as Premier (Ruwitch, 2018; Tung, 2016; Zhang & Chen, 2017). The targets for economic 

growth were also adjusted and in the following years set between 6.5% and 7% for GDP growth 

(“China sets 2015 growth target,” 2015; Magnier 2016). This was obviously a response to the fact 

that the Chinese economy since 2008 had become much less productive and far more reliant on 

debt, but more importantly that “the days when China could grow at a fast pace in large part by 

accumulating capital, secure in the knowledge that this capital would almost automatically deliver 

high returns, are over” (Kroeber, 2016, p. 221). However, the adjusted targets also signify the 

political determination to actually rebalance the economy and shift towards quality of growth 

instead of rapid accelerated growth (Zhang & Chen, 2017). The Chinese leadership has realised 

that this rebalancing is necessary and the championing of the new growth model by Xi signifies a 

commitment to the goals set forth by both the Five Year Plans and the National New-Type 

Urbanisation Plan (2014-2020).  

   At the 19th CPC National Congress in October 2017, Xi delivered a comprehensive report setting 

out the economic, social and environmental goals for China in the future. According to Xi, this will 

involve moving from being a ‘moderately prosperous sociey’ by 2020, to achieving ‘socialist 

modernisation’ by 2035 and ultimately becoming a ‘great modern socialist country’ by 2049, the 

100th anniversary of the founding of the PRC (Moody, 2017). Additionally, Xi made a call for 

developing an ‘ecological civilisation’ meant to ensure harmony between man and nature by 

encouraging, in his words, “simple, moderate, green, and low-carbon ways of life, and oppose 

extravagance and excessive consumption” (as cited in Lent, 2018, para. 1). The term ‘eco-

civilisation’ was along with ‘eco-modernisation’ first put forward by Hu Jintao in 2007 as national 

goals (Chien, 2013) and Xi’s repetition of the notion signifies central government commitment. In 

the beginning of the economic reform-era, modernisation tended to be shorthand for 
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industrialisation disregarding both pollution and quality of urban life (Williams, 2017). As is evident, 

this has changed and cities, as the centres of resources and social-economic activities, are at the 

forefront of China’s modernisation movement (Yang et al., 2017).  

   “For China, at this stage in its development, building a new city is an act of architectural will, 

social engineering, political soft power, economic bravado, and a fundamental statement of 

modernization” (Williams, 2016, p. 13). As a response to climate change and the human-induced 

environmental and resource crisis, eco-city initiatives have been popping up all over China. The 

Chinese leadership has taken serious steps to develop eco-cities both at national, provincial and 

local levels in order to counter the harmful impacts of China’s environmental degradation (Wong, 

2011). The eco-cities have been on the drawing board since the 1990s with some of the first 

construction beginning in the early 2000s. As such, the first of China’s eco-cities are only just 

coming to fruition, years of planning in the making (Williams, 2016).  
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3.  LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

In order to situate the literature	  on Chinese eco-cities within a broader frame the following section 

will first account for research on sustainable urban development in China. Second, it will examine 

the particular historical and conceptual foundations of the eco-city as well as its boundaries 

towards other so-called city categories. Third, it will outline the main tenets of the diverse body of 

literature that has studied eco-city development in one way or the other, excluding articles that 

focus exclusively on China. Fourth, it will review the literature on eco-cities in China specifically 

and position this research within the wider literature on eco-cities as well as within the research on 

sustainable urban development in China. Fifth, it will briefly review the existing literature on 

Chongming Eco-Island and lastly, attempt to discern the particular characteristics of Chinese eco-

cities.	  

 

3.1  RESEARCH ON SUSTAINABLE URBANISATION IN CHINA 

Accompanying China’s rapid urbanisation since the late 1970s has been a growing body of both 

Chinese and international literature studying the changes taking place from various theoretical 

angles and with different thematic foci. The most common academic disciplines from which 

researchers have studied China’s urbanisation are geography, urban planning, economy, 

sociology, demography and history (Gu et al., 2012). Within the existing research on China’s 

urbanisation a number of prevailing themes can be identified, namely migration, the hukou system, 

the rural-urban divide, regional differences in urbanisation, the Chinese city system and optimal 

city size, globalisation and the impact of foreign direct investment, decentralisation of state power 

and administration, and the transition from socialist planning towards a market-based economy 

(Gu et al., 2012; Zhang, LeGates, & Zhao, 2016). Moreover, sustainability has become an 

increasingly prominent theme during the last 20 to 30 years (Tan, Xu, & Zhang, 2016). 

   The concept of sustainability is very broad and studies that examine sustainability-related 

aspects of China’s urbanisation and urban development consequently cover a broad range of 

topics. Likewise, they form a diverse body of literature in terms of both theory and methodology. 

Tan et al. (2016) have conducted a comprehensive review of the literature on sustainable 

urbanisation in China from 1985 until 2015, which forms a useful basis for summarising the main 

themes and perspectives within the field. They divide the research into six thematic categories, 

namely eco-environmental protection, land development, energy utilisation, population growth and 

migration, housing, and policy. This section will draw on their review of the literature as well as 
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additional, and, where possible, newer articles, to give a brief overview of the existing scholarly 

work within these six thematic areas. Particular attention will be payed to the policy category, as 

the articles that fall within this theme have been deemed especially relevant for the purpose of this 

study. 

   Under the eco-environmental protection heading, Tan et al. (2016) have grouped studies that 

take a technical approach to assessing the ecological effects of China’s urbanisation and propose 

solutions for mitigating the negative impacts and improving ecological conditions. For example, 

Wang, Zha, and Lu (1998) survey the ecological environment of Waigaoqiao Free Trade Zone in 

Shanghai and propose an ecological planning framework to coordinate economic growth and 

environmental protection within the zone. Similarly, the land development category contains 

studies of a technical nature, which, for example, employ geographical information systems and 

remote sensing to monitor urban land development and assess its effects on the ecological 

environment (Sui & Zeng, 2001; Yeh & Li, 1997). Moreover, this category includes studies that 

focus on the institutional factors that drive land development as well as the resulting patterns of 

urban form and land-use and the sustainability-related effects associated with these patterns (Tan 

et al., 2016). For example, a number of scholars have sought to explain how reforms of the land 

market and central-local fiscal relations have promoted land-based urban development and sprawl 

in Chinese cities (Lin & Yi, 2011; Zhang, 2000). A number of the articles concerned with energy 

utilisation likewise consider the topic from a technical perspective (Tan et al., 2016). However, 

some articles also have Chinese energy policy as their primary focus. For example, Yuan and Zou 

(2011) review the Five-Year Plans from 1953-2015 for changes in the energy-related contents and 

find that the Chinese government has focused increasingly on issues such as energy efficiency, air 

pollution, CO2 emissions and renewable energy.  

   Research concerned with population growth and migration has focused on the flow of people 

from rural to urban areas and their motivations to move, the income gap that exists between rural 

and urban regions, the spatial distribution of migrants and the emerging trend of suburbanisation 

(Tan et al., 2016). The majority of the studies included in Tan et al.’s (2016) review are from the 

discipline of economics, thus taking a quantitative approach to the topic. Within the theme of 

housing, researchers generally focus on the quantity and quality of housing in Chinese cities, i.e. 

whether there is sufficient housing to meet demand and whether the building stock is of sufficient 

quality in terms of both living standards and ecological impact (Tan et al., 2016). For example, 

Mak, Choy, and Ho (2007) have studied the Chinese housing market by examining statistics and 

the political and institutional context, finding that the lack of affordable housing is one of biggest 

challenges in Chinese cities, spurred by inadequate housing supply and real estate speculation 

among other things. 
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   Under the label of policy Tan et al. (2016) have only reviewed four studies. Two of these papers 

apply scenario analysis to assess the sustainability-related effects of different urban policy options 

in order to identify optimal policy instruments and devise a policy-making framework that takes 

sustainability into account (Jin, Xu, & Yang, 2009; Shi & Gill, 2005). Another article provides an 

overview of the evolution of Chinese policies on environmental protection and sustainable 

development since the 1980’s and suggests avenues for improving the policy scheme (Zhang & 

Wen, 2008). The last article assesses urban containment policies by examining Beijing’s spatial 

growth over a period of 19 years, finding that urban containment strategies have performed well in 

general, but that they are being challenged at the local level by existing economic incentives for 

real estate development at the urban fringe (Zhao, 2011). With only four articles, the policy 

category is the least comprehensive category in the literature review conducted by Tan et al. 

(2016), however, more studies related to policy exist within the literature on sustainable 

urbanisation in China. 

   For example, a relatively large number of articles focus on China’s environmental protection 

policies, in line with the article by Zhang and Wen (2008) mentioned above. In particular, scholars 

have examined why China faces increasing levels of pollution and environmental degradation 

despite ambitious policy-making efforts to combat these issues since 1970 (e.g. Fay, Wang, 

Draugelis, & Deichmann, 2014; Li, 2014). Most studies identify insufficient or bad governance as 

the primary reason for the apparent weak enforcement of environmental policies and regulations 

(e.g. Fay et al., 2014; Li, 2014; Liu, 2011). In particular, scholars have highlighted the role of local 

governments in this problem (e.g. Fay et al., 2014; Li, 2014; Li, Miao, & Lang, 2011b). This has, in 

turn, led to research on how environmental governance might be improved. For example, Enserink 

and Koppenjan (2007) propose public participation in environmental policy-making as a means to 

achieve better environmental governance in China. Li, Beeton, Sigler and Halog (2016) similarly 

propose engagement of various stakeholders, including researchers and industry associations, to 

spur innovation in governance and decision-making systems and thereby enhance urban 

sustainability. An interesting point is made by Li et al. (2011b) who, on the basis of an analysis of 

environmental policy uptake in several county-level cities in Suzhou Municipality, find that local 

governments might employ environmental governance as a competitive advantage in the quest for 

industrial restructuring and economic upgrading. 

   Another strand of policy-focused literature critically examines the sustainability-related effects of 

China’s overall urbanisation strategy, in particular the National New-Type Urbanisation Plan (2014-

2020), with a focus on equitable economic growth, energy consumption, rural development, the 

hukou system and pollution (e.g. Li, Jia, Wu, Yan, & Liu, 2018; Wang, Hui, Choguill, & Jia, 2015; 

Yang, Liu, & Zhang, 2017). Lastly, a number of studies have focused on assessing city-level 
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policies and strategies for ensuring sustainable development and economic growth (e.g. Liu et al., 

2017; Wei, 2012). For example, Wei (2012) has studied Hangzhou’s overall development strategy 

by examining its policies within the areas of urban development, globalization, tourism and 

industrial development. Similarly, Liu et al. (2017) have studied the policy instruments that the city 

of Shenzhen has applied within its urban renewal policy.  

   In summary, research on sustainable urbanisation and urban development in China 

encompasses contributions from many academic disciplines, resulting in a diverse pool of studies 

with the majority taking a rather technical and quantitative approach to evaluating urban 

sustainability while a smaller number of studies are more concerned with policy and governance 

aspects, especially at the local level. Moreover, the literature covers several thematic areas, with 

eco-environmental protection, land development, energy utilisation, population growth and 

migration, housing, and policy being the overarching themes. 

	  
	  

3.2  DEFINING THE ECO-CITY 

The term ‘eco-city’ was first coined by Richard Register, founder and CEO of the US-based non-

profit group Urban Ecology (de Jong, Joss, Schraven, Zhan & Weijnen, 2015; Urban Ecology, 

2018). In his 1987 book Ecocity Berkeley: Building Cities for a Healthy Future, Register defined an 

eco-city as a city that respects the limits of the surrounding ecological environment and where 

resource use and waste is minimized (de Jong et al., 2015; Rapoport, 2014). The idea of 

incorporating ecological objectives into urban planning can, however, be traced further back to 

some of the frontrunners within urban planning in the nineteenth century, such as Frederick Law 

Olmsted, Ebenezer Howard and Patrick Geddes (Wong and Yuen, 2011). Since the 1980’s, 

scholars and policy makers alike have adopted the eco-city term and many have tried to translate 

the eco-city idea into more concrete guidelines for development. However, no generally agreed 

upon definition of the eco-city exists to date (de Jong et al., 2015; Rapoport, 2014). On this 

background Rapoport (2014) suggests to view the eco-city concept as an umbrella concept that 

relies on both normative and practical notions of how to increase urban sustainability. 

   A certain shift in the meaning and application of the eco-city concept from its origins in the 1980’s 

until today is noticeable (Joss, 2011a; Rapoport, 2014). Joss (2011a) discerns three phases of 

eco-city development and their accompanying conceptual perspectives. Initially the eco-city 

concept was a grassroots-driven vision of the urban environment that resulted in very few practical 

examples. Here the term covered several normative ideas or strands of activism, such as social 

ecology, bio-regionalism or the green movement. From 1992 until the early 2000s practical 

application of, and experimentation with, the eco-city concept at local and national levels gained 
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momentum, in particular due to the increased salience of the sustainable development agenda in 

the aftermath of the United Nations Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. In this period the eco-

city concept became a vehicle for standardizing sustainable urban development models based on 

the experience of successful pilot projects. The 2000’s saw a global expansion and mainstreaming 

of the eco-city concept, with several prominent international policy initiatives encouraging eco-city 

practices. In this phase the concept became linked with socio-technical innovation and the global 

focus on low carbon development and CO2 reductions. The eco-city was viewed as an “opportunity 

to stimulate socio-technological innovation, business development and cultural branding” (Joss, 

2011a, p. 2070). In their book on eco-city planning from 2011, Wong and Yuen accordingly write 

that, “[…] the logic and modus operandi of ecological planning should be also contributing to 

economic progress” (Wong & Yuen, 2011, p. 2).  

   The eco-city shares some of its conceptual underpinnings with other city categories, such as the 

‘sustainable city’ and the ‘low-carbon city’, but slight differences exist and therefore it is important 

to briefly consider what differentiates the eco-city from these other city categories. de Jong et al. 

(2015) have examined how different city categories associated with sustainable urban 

development are connected with each other by mapping how many times a specific city category is 

mentioned in the academic literature from 1996 and 2013, how often it appears together with 

another city category and which keywords it shows up with. They find that ‘eco-city’ is the fourth 

most used term in the sampled literature, after ‘sustainable city’, ‘smart city’ and ‘digital city’. 

Moreover, it is closely connected to both ‘sustainable city’ and ‘low carbon city’, while having its 

own distinct associations to keywords such as “urban planning, urban design, […] technological 

urbanism […], green technology, good governance, techno-city and some Chinese and Korean 

cities” (de Jong et al., 2015, p. 30). With the above account of the eco-city in mind it is not 

surprising that it shares some of its conceptual underpinnings with the ‘sustainable city’, where the 

idea of the triple bottom line (environmental, social and economic) is central (ibid.). Furthermore, 

the focus on technological progress and the preoccupation with low-carbon development that 

gained prominence within eco-city planning from the 2000s onwards explains why the eco-city is 

also closely connected to the ‘low-carbon city’, which emerged in the early 2000’s as a direct 

response to the global climate crisis and the realisation of the central role of cities in addressing 

climate change (de Jong et al., 2015). 

   To summarize, the eco-city concept has developed from a localised, grassroots-driven vision of 

urban ecology to an increasingly internationalised urban planning model that serves both 

environmental and economic goals through technological innovation. Moreover, the concept is 

closely connected to both ‘sustainable city’ and ‘low-carbon city’. 
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3.3  RESEARCH ON ECO-CITIES 

Eco-cities have been studied from a number of different perspectives and by means of different 

methods, ranging from quantitative and technical approaches (e.g. Tsolakis & Anthopoulos, 2015) 

over case studies that draw on a variety of data sources and methods (e.g. Joss, 2011b; Mehta & 

Singh, 2015; Premalatha, Tauseef, Abbasi, & Abbasi, 2013) to purely qualitative approaches (e.g. 

Rapoport, 2014). In terms of thematic focus the field is likewise diverse, which the rest of this 

section will show.  

 

A prominent research strand in the eco-city literature is that of designing, describing, analysing and 

comparing frameworks for and approaches to eco-city planning and implementation (e.g. Han, 

2007; Hu, Wadin, Lo & Huang, 2016; Mneimneh, Srour, Kaysi, & Harb, 2017). As such, this strand 

of research falls towards the applied end of the spectrum, as it seeks to create tangible guidelines 

for eco-city development or derive implications for practice from analyses and comparisons of eco-

city approaches. Behind the efforts to design comprehensive eco-city frameworks one often finds 

international organisations, such as the World Bank and their Eco2 Cities: Ecological Cities as 

Economic Cities Initiative (Suzuki, Dastur, Moffatt, Yabuki, & Maruyama, 2010), but also 

practitioners who engage in the academic debate and propose principles for eco-city development 

(Head & Lam, 2011) or regular scholars (Kenworthy, 2006). Furthermore, a number of academics 

from various disciplines have proposed principles and guidelines that address more specific 

aspects of eco-city development, such as innovation (Fei, Wang, Yang, Chen, & Zhi, 2016; Stoltz, 

Arrias, & Lundqvist, 2015), the built environment (Lehmann, 2011), ecosystems (Betancourth, 

2011), telecommunications infrastructure (Yigitcanlar & Han, 2010) or sustainable tourism (Dunn & 

Jamieson, 2011). When it comes to comparing eco-city frameworks and approaches, international 

comparisons are prominent, often including Chinese cases (e.g. Hu et al., 2016; van Dijk, 2011). 

Moreover, some of these comparative studies form the basis of eco-city typologies that aim to 

distinguish between different types or categories of eco-cities (Holden, Li, & Molina, 2015; Joss, 

2011a). One such typology is developed by Joss (2011a), who distinguishes between eco-city 

categories according to type of development (new, expansion or retro-fit), development phase 

(planning, construction or implemented) and implementation mode (tech. innovation, integrated 

sustainability plan or civic engagement). 

   Another line of research on eco-cities is that attempting to measure and evaluate the impact and 

sustainability of eco-city projects (e.g. Liu, 2018; Saiu, 2017; Tsolakis & Anthopoulos, 2015). While 

some authors focus on constructing and applying a comprehensive set of indicators to measure 

the sustainability of eco-city projects in ecological, economic and social terms (Dong et al., 2016; 

Liu, 2018), others focus on explaining the gap that often exists between stated eco-city goals and 
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the impacts realised in practice, highlighting in particular the unrealistic level of some eco-cities’ 

goals (Premalatha et al., 2013). The premise of this line of research appears to be that 

comprehensive evaluation frameworks and knowledge of the obstacles that might get in the way of 

realising eco-city goals will assist in the quest towards achieving enhanced urban sustainability. 

Thus, while this line of research critically examines the results of eco-city projects, it does not 

question the fundamental ideas and assumptions behind eco-city development.  

   In contrast, a number of articles have been published that all take a critical stance towards the 

idea of the eco-city, especially the notion that eco-cities can genuinely serve both environmental 

and economic goals (e.g. Cugurullo, 2016; Joss, Cowley, & Tomozeiu, 2013; Saiu, 2017). For 

example, Rapoport (2014) notes that because many eco-city projects are driven by private sector 

actors, economic concerns are often prioritised over environmental ones. Other authors highlight 

the conflicts that sometimes arise between the environmental and economic objectives of eco-city 

projects and aspects of social sustainability (Joss, Cowley, & Tomozeiu, 2013; Mehta & Singh, 

2015; Saiu, 2017). One of the arguments raised is that eco-city projects often lead to the 

development of costly real estate, thereby forcing less-wealthy inhabitants to move away from the 

area. Several reasons for this are highlighted, among others the technologically advanced (and 

expensive) solutions that are installed to increase the environmental sustainability of the city or the 

fact that the eco-city label sometimes is used as branding for up-market residential property (Joss, 

Cowley & Tomozeiu, 2013; Saiu, 2017).  

   Another distinguishable research perspective is that concerned with the internationalisation and 

mainstreaming of the eco-city (Joss, 2011a; Joss, Cowley, & Tomozeiu, 2013). Joss, Cowley and 

Tomozeiu (2013) have coined the term ‘ubiquitous eco-city’ to describe this phenomenon. Based 

on a survey of 178 eco-city projects around the world, the authors identified three key 

characteristics of the ubiquitous eco-city, namely international knowledge transfer – increasingly 

involving private sector actors, a focus on low carbon development and a reliance on ‘smart’ 

technologies. The authors caution that the ubiquitous eco-city might give rise to technological 

determinism, i.e. conceiving of urban sustainability primarily as ‘green’ technological solutions. 

   Furthermore, a handful of studies have been published that examine governance-related aspects 

of eco-cities (e.g. Bunning, 2014; Fischer, 2017; Georg, de Linde, Pinheiro-Croisel, & Aggeri, 

2011; Rapoport, 2015). For example, Joss (2011b) examines how governance relations influence 

the planning, coordination and implementation of two eco-city initiatives in the United States. He 

bases his investigation on written project documents as well as interviews with directly involved 

actors and applies a network governance perspective in the analysis. He highlights the central role 

of private sector actors in initiating, planning and implementing the projects as well as the 

engagement of international actors, which results in the two projects not only being “defined in 
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relation to their particular local and regional contexts, but also through wider international 

discourses and processes” (Joss, 2011b, p. 339). Moreover, he finds that both projects apply a 

‘projectified’ form of governance, meaning that a temporary and separate platform for collaboration 

between different organisations is set up. He concludes by proposing that governance innovations 

in eco-city development shape the vision of urban sustainability, which materialises through this 

development.  

   Lastly some authors have focused on tracing the evolution of the eco-city concept (e.g. 

Rapoport, 2014; Roseland, 1997; Sharifi, 2016), such as Joss (2011a), whose work was 

referenced in the section above. Roseland (1997) did this exercise already on the late 1990s, 

focusing mainly on movements or paradigms within urban planning, technology, economic 

development and ecology, which he believes have influenced the eco-city concept. He also 

considers the evolution of the more practice-oriented literature, which draws inspiration from the 

ecocity concept and proposes that authors within this field can be categorised as either designers, 

practitioners, visionaries or activists. Curiously, he profiles authors who write about entire eco-

cities as activists, who envision a radical break with the status quo. 

   In summary, the wider literature on eco-cities ranges from research that is relatively practice-

oriented, concerning itself with eco-city frameworks and evaluation schemes, over studies that 

examine governance-related aspects of eco-city development or the evolution and 

internationalisation of the eco-city concept to research that engages critically with the idea of the 

eco-city and its materialisation in different contexts. 

 

3.4  RESEARCH ON ECO-CITIES IN CHINA 
Overall, research on Chinese eco-cities encompasses contributions from a diverse range of 

academic disciplines with interdisciplinary journals such as Cities, Journal of Cleaner Production 

and Habitat International being some of the most prominent outlets for studies on the 

phenomenon. Moreover, the field is relatively young, with the earliest article referenced here dating 

back to 2010 and the vast majority having been published after 2015.  

   In line with the wider literature on eco-cities, the focus on designing, describing, analysing, and 

comparing eco-city frameworks and approaches along with the preoccupation with measuring and 

evaluating eco-city performance are also discernible themes in the literature on Chinese eco-cities 

(e.g. Li & Qiu, 2015; Yu, 2014; Zhou, He, Williams, & Fridley, 2015). Some articles within this 

strand take a technical and largely quantitative approach to the topic, focusing in particular on the 

environmental effects of Chinese eco-city developments (e.g. Cheshmehzangi, Zhu, & Li, 2017; 

Wang, Deng, Wang, & Chen, 2017; Wu, Jiang, & Yang, 2012; Yu, Dijkema, de Jong, & Shi, 2015) 

or on assembling comprehensive indicator schemes that reflect both environmental, social and 
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economic aspects of Chinese eco-cities (e.g. Zhou et al., 2015). These articles are similar in their 

approach to the articles in the eco-environmental protection category within the broader literature 

on sustainable urban development in China.  

   Other articles seek to describe Chinese frameworks for eco-city development, which mainly take 

the form of national government programmes or master plans created jointly by local governments 

and private sector actors (e.g. Fu & Zhang, 2017; Liu, Zhou, Wennersten, & Frostell, 2014; Wang 

& Shao, 2010). These studies take a more qualitative approach, examining the content of official 

policies and concrete eco-city plans to better understand what eco-city development entails in the 

Chinese context (Boa & Toivonen, 2014) and how Chinese eco-cities relate to broader 

development objectives such as those presented in China’s Five-Year Plans (Chang, Leitner, & 

Sheppard, 2016; Zhuang, 2015). As such, these articles share certain characteristics with the 

articles concerned with policy aspects of sustainable urban development in China. 

   Moreover, as we saw it in the wider literature on eco-cites, studies that compare eco-city 

approaches often make international comparisons. This is also the case in the literature on 

Chinese eco-cites, where comparisons between different Asian eco-cities are especially prominent 

(Hu et al., 2016; Li & Qiu, 2015; Lin, 2018). For example, Lin (2018) compares the Japanese eco-

city of Kitakyushu with Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City, both official model eco-cities in their 

respective countries. The author finds that the Japanese approach to eco-city development 

emphasises community involvement to a much larger extent than is the case in China. Moreover, 

while the two cities share the same broad goals, the elaborate indicator schemes that guide both 

projects differ markedly, indicating that these more concrete criteria have been adapted to fit the 

specificities of the local socio-economic context. 

   A large part of the literature on Chinese eco-cities is concerned with aspects of governance, in 

particular local governance and issues related to the implementation of eco-city plans (e.g. Fu & 

Zhang, 2018; Lu, de Jong, & Heuvelhof, 2018; Wu, 2012; Yin, Olsson, & Håkansson, 2016). This 

corresponds to the literature on environmental policy in China, where governance, and especially 

local governance, was identified as a distinct theme. Furthermore, governance was also identified 

as a theme in the wider literature on eco-cities, yet there are more studies that focus on eco-city 

governance in the Chinese context, indicating that this theme is rendered particularly important. 

The present review will likewise pay extra attention to the topic of governance, as it is closely 

connected to our area of investigation. 

   Wu Fulong (2012), a long-time observer and often cited scholar on issues of China’s urban 

development (The Bartlett School of Planning, 2018), suggests that China's eco-cities should be 

understood in the context of China's changing central-local governance structures. He argues that 

global pressures to cut CO2 emissions have led the central government to set ambitious energy 
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and emission reduction targets for local governments, without outlining the actions required for 

fulfilling these targets. Thus, local governments have to a large extent been left to their own 

devices to experiment with possible pathways to a sustainable and low-carbon future, and many 

have decided to experiment with eco- or low-carbon cities as part of the answer. When the central 

government initiated nationwide programmes for model eco- and low-carbon city projects to 

promote the trend, in 2003 and 2010 respectively (de Jong et al., 2016), an additional motivation 

for local government actors was the possibility of gaining official recognition and thereby perhaps 

also preferential treatment (Wu, 2012).  

   Wu (2012) is not alone with the observation that eco-cities are a result of pressures from the 

central level combined with a local entrepreneurial approach to attaining the goals for sustainable 

urbanisation set by the central government. This relationship is also highlighted by de Jong, Wang, 

and Yu (2013) who study the relevance of the eco-city concept in China with point of departure in a 

case study of Shenzhen Low-Carbon City. They argue that the ambitious top-down push for 

sustainable, low-carbon development from the central government coupled with bottom-up, profit- 

or recognition-seeking actions of local governments results in eco-city governance that is very 

different from the citizen-driven initiatives originally envisioned by eco-city pioneers and theorists 

such as Richard Register. On this background they conclude that the Chinese institutional context 

remains the most critical factor influencing eco-city practices in the country. 

   Paying particular attention to the bottom-up profit-seeking actions of local governments, Caprotti 

(2014a) profiles eco-cities, not just in China but globally, as ‘entrepreneurial cities’, where local 

governments and financial markets join forces to develop new urban space. He argues that this 

notion of the eco-city calls for viewing eco-cities as experimental zones where new technology as 

well as new economic and environmental reforms are trailed. In fact, Miao and Lang (2015) have 

studied this exact aspect of eco-city governance, employing the concept of ‘experimentation under 

hierarchy’, which is defined as “the volatile yet productive combination of decentralized 

experimentation with ad hoc central interference, resulting in the selective integration of local 

experiences into national policy-making" (Heilmann, as cited in Miao & Lang, 2015, p. 250). They 

find that eco-cities serve as sites where policy and institutional innovation takes place within the, in 

the context of ‘experimentation under hierarchy’ in China, new realms of urban and environmental 

governance. 

   More often than not, however, it seems that these local experiments fall short of addressing the 

national goals for eco-cities, at least according to de Jong et al. (2016). They study the policy 

implementation challenge in eco-city development and propose a typology of eco-city projects 

based on the involvement of and relations between key actor groups, arguing that this typology 

can help explain the gap between national policy and on-the-ground eco-city realities. They find 
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the financial dependency of local governments on leasing land to private developers to be a major 

road block for eco-city implementation unless the Chinese national government and foreign 

political actors are directly involved in the project. On this background the authors propose 

changing the institutional incentives that local governments face in order to achieve more effective 

eco-city implementation. In a somewhat similar manner, Ma, de Jong, and Hartog (2018) develop 

an evaluation framework that focuses on planning and policy as an alternative to the technical 

indicator schemes normally applied to assess eco-city implementation. They argue that such a 

framework is more attuned to the local context and that it results in “a more comprehensive, 

comprehensible and vivid picture of policy implementation on the ground” (Ma et al., 2018, p. 883). 

   Likewise focusing on eco-city governance, Li and de Jong (2017) study the issue of citizen 

participation in both strategy formulation and implementation in two eco-city initiatives in Suzhou in 

light of the recent pledge by the Chinese national government to move towards a more people-

oriented urbanisation path. They find citizen participation to be fairly limited in both cases, however 

with decision-making processes in the implementation phase being more open to input from local 

citizens. Nonetheless, as the importance of citizen participation in future urban development has 

been stressed by the central government, the authors note that it is likely to gain increasing 

prominence on local governments’ agenda, at least to the degree that it makes local officials look 

good in the eyes of the central government. The study by Li and de Jong (2017) thus suggests that 

eco-cities might also serve as venues for trying out new modes of urban governance and thereby it 

reflects Caprotti’s (2014a) notion of eco-cities as experimental zones. 

   The last governance related aspect which will be considered here is that of financing eco-city 

developments. Only one article has been identified that focuses particularly on this, seemingly 

important, dimension of eco-city development in China (Zhan & de Jong, 2018). This article 

examines the financing mechanisms that have been used in the development of Shenzhen 

International Low-Carbon City. The authors find that municipal-owned Urban Investment and 

Finance Platforms along with Public-Private-Partnerships are the main financing instruments that 

have been leveraged in the development of the new city. Moreover, they argue that the financing 

of Shenzhen International Low-Carbon City is innovative in that it marks a shift away from the 

heavy dependence by municipalities on leasing land to private developers to finance urban 

development projects. 

   Moving on from the theme of governance, Wu Fulong (2012) highlights another, in his view, 

important dimension of Chinese eco-cities, namely that of the interaction between global and local 

visions of the eco-city. This theme relates to the research on the internationalisation and 

mainstreaming of the eco-city which was part of the wider literature on eco-cities. Wu (2012) 

centres on the role played by foreign architecture and design companies in shaping the visions for 
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China’s eco-cities and boosting local governments’ development proposals along with the 

influence of international eco-city networks on both Chinese and foreign eco-city planning. Joss 

and Molella (2013) likewise pay attention to the interplay of global and local ideas in eco-city 

planning in their study of Caofeidian Eco-City. They find that Caofeidian Eco-City is a place of 

tension between, among other things, the local culture and community versus modern, Western 

ideas of eco-city planning being promoted by the Swedish architectural company Sweco, which 

was highly involved in the planning of Caofeidian Eco-City. Joss and Molella’s (2013) observations 

are based on the prevailing discourse in the strategies for the city as well as visual representations 

of the planned urban environment and only to a very limited extent the actual physical outcome, as 

the city was not fully built when they conducted their research. In a similar vein, Chang and 

Sheppard (2013) examine how Western notions of the eco-city that have arisen out of a largely 

post-industrial context are adjusted to the Chinese context. Likewise, Pow and Neo (2013) 

examine the philosophical and ideological underpinnings of the Dongtan project in order to assess 

who has shaped the Chinese eco-city vision and to which extent the processes involved are 

connected to Chinese ideology and policy. Focusing less on ideas and more on concrete solutions 

Li et al. (2011a) examine Canadian eco-city developments and draw lessons for China. Lastly, de 

Jong, Stout, and Sun (2017) examine how conflicting notions of ‘good governance’ often 

complicate Sino-European collaborations on eco-city planning and development. They base their 

findings on observations made by one of the authors who has acted as an advisor to Shenzhen 

International Low-Carbon City and been a member of several international eco-city networks and 

fora. 

   A relatively large part of the literature on Chinese eco-cites takes a rather critical stance towards 

the phenomenon, both in terms of the ideas it represents and how it plays out, or fails to do so, in 

practice (e.g. Caprotti, Springer, & Harmer, 2015; Flynn, Yu, Feindt, & Chen, 2016; Sze, 2015). 

Critical perspectives were also present in the wider literature on eco-cites, but they are more 

pronounced in the literature on Chinese eco-cities. In contrast, critical perspectives were not 

prominent in the reviewed literature on sustainable urban development in China. 

   Balula & Bina (2015) argue that eco-city developments fail to adequately address what they term 

the ‘space-scale-efficiency nexus’, which is the interaction between urban spatial development and 

the scale of urban governance and planning and their combined effect on urban efficiency. They 

illustrate their argument by considering examples of eco- and low-carbon city developments in 

Tianjin, Kunming and Chongqing. Caprotti (2014a) likewise critically examines questions of scale 

along with definitional issues and the internal social resilience of eco-cities based on a case study 

of Tianjin Sino-Singapore Eco-City. For instance, he cautions that we should not think of eco-cities 

“[…] as empty containers into which a new, ecologically sensitive urban ‘society’ can be inserted” 
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(Caprotti, 2014a, p. 12), as this is likely to create social conflicts. In another article, Caprotti 

(2014b) further highlights that we need to take into consideration the issues of reclamation and 

dispossession of land that arise when an area is chosen for eco-city development. In general, he 

argues that, with their increasing prevalence, more critical research on eco-cities is needed. With a 

different focus, Pow and Neo (2013) criticise Chinese eco-cities for being local entrepreneurial 

projects that focus primarily on economic gains and fail to take ecological concerns seriously. 

Similarly, Chang and Sheppard (2013) note that eco-city projects often seek to capitalise on the 

natural environment to stimulate urban growth by making nature an integral part of the marketing 

of the city. Along the same lines, Julie Sze (2015) heavily critiques Chinese eco-city visions in her 

book about Dongtan Eco-City, Chongming Island and the 2010 Shanghai World Expo. Based on 

an analysis of the sustainability discourses of these projects and the broader Shanghai region, she 

argues that Chinese eco-developments embody a sense of techno-utopianism, powered in 

particular by global planning and engineering firms, which results in ‘fantasy islands’ that do not 

address local environmental degradation or global climate change issues. A similarly critical 

conclusion, albeit mixed with curious optimism, is reached by Williams (2017) who, after visiting a 

great number of Chinese eco-cities, has published the book China’s Urban Revolution: 

Understanding Chinese Eco-Cities in which he mixes political and statistical facts about China’s 

urban development with his own on-the-ground observations. He argues that while many Chinese 

eco-cities are nothing but ‘framed certificates’ when it comes to their eco-credentials, they are 

interesting because they are innovative, experimental, socially challenging, and “fundamentally 

necessary urban constructs” (Williams, 2017, p. 189). By the latter he refers to the fact that many 

Chinese eco-cities, despite not being particularly ‘eco’, actually improve urban conditions and 

provide opportunities for trying out new development models that will likely benefit Chinese society 

in the long run. 

   To sum up, the literature on Chinese eco-cities reflects the wider literature on eco-cities in many 

respects, for example by examining eco-city frameworks and indicator schemes, by paying 

attention to international dimensions of Chinese eco-city planning, by investigating various aspects 

of eco-city governance and by criticising Chinese eco-city visions and the outcomes of concrete 

eco-city projects. The last two aspects are particularly prominent in the literature on Chinese eco-

cities compared to the wider eco-city literature. The literature on Chinese eco-cities likewise 

reflects some of the themes in the literature on sustainable urban development in China. In 

particular, studies attempting to measure and evaluate Chinese eco-cities resemble some of the 

articles in the eco-environmental protection category. Moreover, the issue of local governance was 

particularly salient within both fields. In terms of methodology many articles on Chinese eco-cities 

take the form of case studies, where a single case or two to three cases are the foundation for 
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generalising about Chinese eco-city development. Furthermore, qualitative methods prevail, with 

written materials, interviews and observations being key data sources. Research on Chinese eco-

cities is thus more qualitative in nature compared to the research on sustainable urban 

development in China. Moreover, it is characterised by being more multidisciplinary. These 

characteristics are largely shared with the wider literature on eco-cities, however, research on 

Chinese eco-cities appears to converge more in terms of methodology than was the case with the 

wider literature on eco-cities.  

 

3.5  RESEARCH ON CHONGMING ECO-ISLAND 

Being one of the first eco-city projects in China, Chongming Eco-Island has received attention from 

both Chinese and foreign scholars over the years. However, while many articles mention 

Chongming Eco-Island in passing, only a handful of studies have studied the case in greater 

depth. Of these, a couple of articles have focused on technical planning concepts and strategies to 

enhance Chongming’s eco-development (Huang et al., 2008; Ken’ichi et al., 2015), approaching 

the case in largely the same manner as the group of articles in the wider eco-city literature that 

have focused on designing, describing, analysing, and comparing eco-city frameworks. Along the 

same lines, Yuan et al. (2003) have proposed a set of indicators to measure Chongming’s 

progress in terms of sustainability, however their approach is somewhat unusual as it draws on 

input from a broad range of stakeholders on Chongming as opposed to technical models or high-

level policy targets. Furthermore, within the theme of governance, the article by Ma at al. (2018) 

referenced above used Chongming Eco-Island as a case for testing their policy and planning 

focused evaluation framework, and as such they have conducted an evaluation of the project. 

Moreover Hartog (2017) has used Chongming Eco-Island as a case to examine the interaction 

between urban spatial expansion and spatial planning processes at different levels, so as to arrive 

at a suggestion for a new approach to spatial planning at the urban fringe. Apart from these more 

practically-oriented studies, Chongming Eco-Island has also been studied at the conceptual level. 

For example, by Chang and Sheppard (2013), who, in their study about how Western eco-city 

ideas are adjusted to the Chinese context, examined the social construction Chongming Eco-

Island by means of discourse analysis. Likewise, Sze’s (2015) critical book focused on the 

conceptual underpinnings of Chongming Eco-Island as already mentioned. In addition, a number 

of studies have focused on a specific eco-city project on Chongming Island called Dongtan Eco-

City, which received widespread attention in China and abroad in the early 2000s (Hartog et al., 

2018; Miao & Lang, 2015; Pow & Neo, 2013). Thus, although Chongming Eco-Island has already 

been studied from a number different perspectives, many aspects of the case remain unexplored 

and as such there is room for more research on the topic. The methodology section will elaborate 
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on how the present study positions itself within, and draws on, the existing literature on Chongming 

Eco-Island.  

 

3.6  DEFINING THE CHINESE ECO-CITY 
From the literature on Chinese eco-cities (e.g. Caprotti, 2014a; Sze, 2015; Wu, 2012) it is apparent 

that Chinese eco-cities reflect the ideas of the last phase of eco-city development, as outlined by 

Joss (2011a), where socio-technical innovation and CO2 reductions are central concerns and the 

consideration of economic progress within eco-city schemes is commonplace. As this phase of 

eco-city development is characterised by international knowledge flows resulting in a 

‘mainstreaming’ of the eco-city concept, it is likely, and also supported by the literature (e.g. Chang 

& Sheppard, 2013; Joss & Molella, 2013), that the Chinese eco-city concept is relatively similar to, 

and develops in accordance with, the broader global notion of the eco-city, which has already been 

presented. However, as the literature review, and in particular the part on governance, shows, 

there is a long way from concept to practice in the context of Chinese eco-city development. 

   Firstly, the idea of the eco-city is in China concretised into official national level frameworks and 

local municipal or city governments must then apply for an urban development project to be 

granted official eco-city status under these frameworks. This stands in contrast to eco-city 

development in other countries, where eco-city status is mostly self-declared (Liu, 2018). The 

official Chinese frameworks for eco-cities, of which there are a few if one counts those for ‘Eco-

city’, ‘Eco-county’ and ‘Eco-province’ as well as the related categories of ‘Low-carbon City’ and 

‘Low-carbon Eco-city', are published and administered by various national government bodies, 

including the Ministry of Housing and Urban Rural Development, the National Development and 

Reform Commission and the Ministry of Environmental Protection. These frameworks generally 

include environmental, social and economic indicators, although the different frameworks might 

emphasise certain aspects over others (Liu et al., 2014). However, they do not offer concrete 

guidelines for development but merely stake out themes and goals at the macro-level (Boa & 

Toivonen, 2014). 

   Thus, secondly, local governments and other actors must interpret the official frameworks and 

develop more concrete plans for eco-city development (Wu, 2012). Consequently, it is necessary 

to turn to project-specific plans to discern what eco-city development in China actually entails and 

how it is adapted to local circumstances. Boa and Toivonen (2014) have done just that, finding that 

Chinese eco-city projects typically include consideration of one or more of the following aspects: 

urban expansion, local self-sufficiency, rebuilding biodiversity, renewable energy, improved water 

supply, treatment of sewage and garbage, sustainable food production, green building, public 

infrastructure and the somewhat more abstract notion of ‘social harmony’ (Bao & Toivonen, 2014). 
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Moreover, they find that projects broadly referred to as eco-cities constitute a diverse range of 

developments in terms of both scale and thematic scope. For example, the eco-city label might be 

used about a residential complex built to emphasise the health of its inhabitants, i.e. a project 

which is small in scale and has a very narrow scope, or about the construction of an entire new city 

or the development of a whole region, i.e. projects that are large in scale and have a broad 

thematic scope (Bao & Toivonen, 2014). 

   Thirdly, these eco-city plans must be carried out before the Chinese version of the eco-city 

actually materialises. This is a simple, but relatively important point, as much research on Chinese 

eco-cities actually makes conclusions and generalisations based on plans for eco-city projects and 

not the post-implementation outcome (e.g. Joss & Molella, 2013; Pow & Neo, 2013). This might be 

explained by the fact that most Chinese eco-cities are still in the planning or construction phases 

and not yet fully implemented (Joss, 2011a). Thus, it is difficult to account for the characteristics of 

the end outcome of Chinese eco-city developments. The authors who have nonetheless attempted 

this tend criticise the realities they observe for not living up to the goals stated in local plans and 

official ecocity programs and for having clearly prioritised economic concerns over environmental 

and social concerns (e.g. Caprotti, 2014a; Flynn et al., 2016; Williams, 2017). 

   To summarise, while Chinese eco-cities in their conceptual form resemble global notions of the 

eco-city they evolve into localised and concrete development projects that vary greatly in scale and 

thematic scope but share the same broader goals related to environmental, social and economic 

sustainability that are outlined in official national-level frameworks. Lastly, with few examples to 

draw on, completed Chinese eco-city projects materialise into physical realities that, according to 

many scholars, are far from living up to both local, national and global eco-city visions.  
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4.  METHODOLOGY 
 

4.1  GENERAL RESEARCH APPRAOCH 

The present paper is the result of a largely inductive research process, albeit with elements of 

deduction at certain stages in the process, as will be detailed in the following. The starting point for 

the study was our interest in and curiosity about prestigious Chinese urban development projects 

that position themselves as new and more sustainable approaches to urban development against 

the backdrop of the immense environmental challenges the country is facing as a result of rapid 

economic growth and urbanisation. Initially our research took the form of ‘exploration for 

discovery’, an open-ended process in which the researcher seeks to discover “everything of 

importance for describing and understanding the area under study” (Stebbins, 2001, p. 3). By that 

we do not claim to actually have uncovered everything of importance to prestigious Chinese 

sustainable urban development projects, however our approach was indeed very exploratory, 

examining both empirical cases, theoretical perspectives and the existing literature on the topic. 

Following this process, we settled on the case of Chongming Eco-Island for reasons, which will be 

detailed later. Only after settling on a case, and a case study approach to the topic, did we choose 

a theoretical framework to steer our further investigation. It was also at this point in our research 

that we drafted our final research question. Thus, up until this point our research process was 

inductive, however following our choice of a theoretical framework it became more deductive, as 

our theoretical framework has been decisive for the aspects of the case that we have focused on. 

However, we have not developed any hypotheses or propositions based on our theoretical 

framework, aside from the hypotheses implicit in our research question that a political economy 

perspective is indeed relevant to our topic.  

 

4.2  META-THEORETICAL POSITION 

Bashkar and Danermark (2006) define meta-theory as “a set of presuppositions about the nature 

of the world and knowledge, respectively” (p. 295). Meta-theory is also referred to as epistemology 

and ontology (Bashkar and Danermark, 2006). Epistemology concerns what is to be regarded as 

scientific knowledge while ontology concerns the nature of the world and social entities (Bryman, 

2016). The meta-theoretical orientation of this study reflects the critical realist stance. This stance 

posits that reality exists independently of our understanding and conceptualisation of it and that our 

understanding of reality, that is the categories and terms we use to describe it, might not directly 

reflect that reality. Moreover, critical realism accepts that real-world observable phenomena might 

be explained by unobservable causal mechanisms and as such this meta-theoretical position 
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allows for “hypothetical entities that account for regularities in the natural or social orders” 

(Bryman, 2016, p. 25). By taking a critical realist stance we thus acknowledge that the 

development of Chongming Eco-Island exists independently of our conceptualisation of it, as 

highlighted by the measurable outcomes of this development such as e.g. lower levels of pollution, 

but that the factors that have shaped it might not be readily observable. It is exactly these factors 

that we seek to uncover in our study. 

 

4.3  RESEARCH DESIGN 

Our research design constitutes a case study design, which can be defined as the “detailed and 

intensive analysis of a single case” (Bryman, 2016, p. 60). This section will first account for our 

choice to employ a case study design to examine our topic in general and second for the selection 

of our particular case, the case of Chongming Eco-Island.  

   Case studies are well-suited for examining a phenomenon “in depth and within its real-world 

context” (Yin, 2018, p. 15), in particular when the phenomenon of interest is not easily 

distinguished from the context (Yin, 2018). As such, a case study design provides a fertile basis for 

gaining an in-depth understanding of the political economy of Chinese eco-cities, especially 

because eco-cities in China are embedded in specific configurations of local, national and 

international actors, governance structures and ideas, as highlighted in the literature review. 

Moreover, a case study design is suitable when there are many variables of interest (Yin, 2018), 

and, based on our review of the relevant literature, this appears to be true for the topic of Chinese 

eco-cities.  

   To be more specific, our research design constitutes a single-case, embedded design (Yin, 

2018), i.e. we have only one case, which encompasses multiple subunits of analysis. An 

alternative research design to a single-case design, which might have provided perhaps even 

more useful for answering our research question, is a multiple-case design, i.e. a comparative 

design. This would have allowed us to compare two or more Chinese eco-city projects, and on that 

basis determine which political economy drivers are the most salient, as well as untangle the main 

features of these drivers from the specific local contexts in which they are embedded. However, 

given both resource and time constraints this research design was not feasible for us. For one 

thing, it is extremely time consuming to gather sufficient data to gain an in-depth understanding of 

a particular Chinese eco-city project, in particular given the significant language barrier. 

 

4.4  CHOICE OF CASE 

In our study we view Chongming Eco-Island as a case of Chinese eco-city development. We do 

this because the project shares many characteristics with other Chinese eco-city projects, despite 
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Chongming Island being a largely rural island. Ma et al. (2018), who have similarly studied 

Chongming Eco-Island as a case of Chinese eco-city development argue that “the eco island is 

listed alongside other eco cities in China, administered by a single city and also otherwise appears 

as an eco-city writ large” (Ma et al., 2018, p. 873). Thus, when we refer to the case of Chongming 

Eco-Island as a case of eco-city development and relate it to the broader topic of sustainable 

urban development in China we mean urban as in Chongming’s proximity to Shanghai, the fact 

that Chongming is now officially an urban district and that urban development takes place on 

Chongming, but not that Chongming in its spatial and socio-economic form is urban.  

   The choice to focus on Chongming Eco-Island was mainly motivated by the fact that the project 

has been under way since the early 2000s and as such provides a good case for studying how 

political economy drivers determine what Chinese eco-city developments actually result in as 

opposed to merely studying the visions and plans for these projects, as a large part of the existing 

literature does. This choice rests on the fact that there is a long way from eco-city plan to eco-city 

reality in the Chinese context, as highlighted in the concluding section of the literature review. 

Moreover, two comprehensive evaluations of Chongming Eco-Island, published in English, exist, 

which provide a starting point of information and data about the case that we would not have been 

able to assemble ourselves had we chosen a different case. This has further motivated our choice 

to focus on Chongming Eco-Island, as these evaluations have allowed us to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the progress to date, thereby enabling our analysis of the how political economy 

drivers have determined the outcome of the project to date.  

   Thus, choosing Chongming Eco-Island as our case has provided us with the opportunity to 

employ a meaningful longitudinal perspective in our analysis, something which we find is generally 

missing in the broader literature on Chinese eco-cities. As such, we view our case as a longitudinal 

case, which merits a single case design (Yin, 2018). Furthermore, the fact that the project was 

initiated almost 20 year ago also shows in the amount of information available about the project in 

the form of academic studies, newspaper articles, mentions on various official websites and social 

media etc. Moreover, Chongming Island constitutes its own administrative unit within Shanghai 

Municipality, and as such official statistics and accounts of important developments, among other 

things, are available at the level of Chongming Island. We will account for our process of data 

collection later, however it suffices to mention that the availability of various data sources has been 

an additional factor motivating our choice to focus on Chongming Eco-Island.  

 

4.5  CHOICE OF THEORY 

Our choice of political economy as our theoretical framework has been a result of an attempt to 

find a theoretical perspective that could encompass many of the factors we had identified as 
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important to Chinese eco-city developments during the initial, exploratory stage of our research. 

Political economy is indeed a comprehensive theoretical perspective, which, at its core, is 

concerned with how ideas, institutions and actors shape societies, with a particular emphasis on 

the interaction between state and market forces (Menz, 2017). Moreover, from the beginning the 

overall objective of our study has been to understand how prestigious Chinese eco-city projects 

play out in practice. This led us to search for a theoretical perspective that could assist us in 

structuring an investigation of the complex local, national and, to some extent, international context 

in which these projects are embedded. After settling on Chongming Eco-Island as our case and 

conducting a preliminary investigation into the factors that have shaped the project’s development 

over the past two decades we could confirm that a political economy perspective would in fact be 

useful.  

   The advantage of applying a political economy perspective to understanding the development of 

Chongming Eco-Island is exactly that it can encompass a broad array of explanatory variables into 

a relatively simple structure, i.e. the three categories of ideas, institutions and actors. However, this 

simple structure also constitutes a certain disadvantage, as a political economy perspective does 

not serve as a particularly useful guideline at the more detailed level of the analysis. Therefore, we 

have made the choice to complement a broad political economy perspective with an analytical 

framework termed problem-driven political economy, which provides more detailed instructions for 

conducting an analysis of a development project from a political economy perspective (Fritz & 

Levy, 2014). This perspective furthermore adds structural factors to the three broad analytical 

categories mentioned above, thus our theoretical framework considers structural factors, ideas, 

institutions, and actors.  

   Nonetheless, neither problem-driven political economy nor the broader theoretical perspective 

has been designed to fit the unique Chinese political-economic model. Thus, to account for the fact 

that China’s socialist market economy constitutes a special system (Grünberg, 2018; McNally, 

2008) we have chosen to incorporate a section, which considers the applicability of the political 

economy perspective to understanding China and our case in particular, and also draws insights 

from the existing literature which uses political economy to guide examinations of local 

development in the context of urban China. 

   To further address the shortcomings of applying a generic theoretical perspective to 

understanding China it has been necessary to examine the features of the Chinese context that 

are of particular importance to our topic and case. Therefore, we have studied the developments 

from 1978, i.e. the year, which marks the beginning of China’s gradual economic liberalisation and 

integration into the global economy, up until today in the fields of economy, urbanisation and 

environmental degradation. The result of this examination has been presented in the background 
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section and as such it forms a comprehensive and crucial backdrop to understanding the 

specificities of the Chinese context that are relevant to understanding the political economy drivers 

of the country’s eco-cities. The background section also serves the purpose of informing a 

discussion of the implications of our study for sustainable urban development in China in a broader 

sense.  

   Lastly, we have chosen to draw on our review of the relevant literature throughout the analysis, 

however in particular when investigating which institutions might have affected Chongming Eco-

Island, so as to complement the political economy perspective with specific concepts and empirical 

examples from the wider literature on eco-cities as well as the literature on sustainable urban 

development in China.  

 

4.6  CHOICE OF METHODS AND DATA 

If one considers the quantitative/qualitative divide to be a simple distinction between research that 

employs measurement, i.e. quantitative research, and research that does not, i.e. qualitative 

research (Bryman, 2016), then our study in large part belongs in the field of qualitative research, 

albeit with quantitative measurement being employed at a few places in the analysis, for example 

when examining the structural drivers of Chongming’s eco-island development. Nonetheless the 

majority of the variables we consider in the analysis, under the broad headings of structural 

factors, ideas, institutions and actors, are not measured in quantitative terms but rather illuminated 

by means of a large variety of qualitative data.  

 
4.6.1  DATA COLLECTION 

A key principle in case study research is triangulation, which in this context refers to using multiple 

data sources to shed light on the case and the variables of interest (Yin, 2018). Our data collection 

strategy has reflected this principle, as we have collected both secondary and primary data on the 

case of Chongming Eco-Island and the political economy drivers of the island’s development from 

a variety of sources including official planning and policy documents, academic articles, news 

articles, mentions of Chongming Eco-Island on official websites, e.g. the websites of the Shanghai 

and Chongming governments, posts on LinkedIn, official Chinese statistics, interviews with 

relevant stakeholders and own observations during fieldwork on the island and in Shanghai. As 

such, the data we have used to analyse our case includes data from all six sources highlighted by 

Yin (2018) as key sources of evidence in case study research, namely documentation, archival 

records, interviews, direct observation, participant observation and physical artefacts.  

   Our choice to gather data from all six sources reflects, apart from the purposeful application of 

the triangulation principle, also a coping strategy of gathering whatever data available given the 
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significant language barrier, which has indeed been a major obstacle despite the fact that one of 

the authors can read and speak some Chinese. Thus, we have collected all the relevant material 

we could find in English and only a limited amount of material in Chinese, as it has been extremely 

time consuming to identify this material in the first place and later translate the relevant parts into 

English. Nonetheless, it has been possible to gather enough evidence to support our analysis as a 

whole, albeit whit a few exceptions in specific subsections.  

 
4.6.2  THE LOGIC OF THE ANALYSIS 

In the first part of the analysis we have chosen to follow the logic and categorisation of explanatory 

variables arising from our theoretical framework, an analytic strategy which Yin (2018) refers to as 

“relying on theoretical propositions” (p. 168). Thus, our data is analysed and presented according 

to whether it sheds light on structural factors, institutions and stakeholders, respectively. Within 

each of these sections we analyse and present our data according to the overall longitudinal logic 

of our study to the extent possible, i.e. the development of Chongming Eco-Island from the onset 

of the project until today.  

   In the second part of the analysis we employ the thematic logic of the two comprehensive 

evaluations of Chongming Eco-Island. As such, the data we have collected is grouped and 

presented according to the main themes of the two evaluations, and, subsequently, according to 

the longitudinal logic outlined above. However, as we do not always know the specific timing of key 

events and development on which we have data points, it has not been possible to follow this 

longitudinal logic at all times.   

 
4.6.3  FIELDWORK IN CHINA 

Thøgersen and Heimer (2006) define fieldwork in China simply as “going to the People’s Republic 

of China to collect information” (p. 2). As such, our short trip to China, more specifically to 

Shanghai and Chongming Island, constitutes fieldwork. We got the opportunity to conduct 

fieldwork in Shanghai and on Chongming Island at a relatively late stage in our research process, 

as the trip completely depended on whether or not we received a positive answer from the grants 

we had applied to. Thus, our data collection strategy had to hold even if we did not get the chance 

to travel to China, and as such our fieldwork should be viewed as “the icing on a very substantial 

cake of documentary work which can stand on its own if, for some reason, the field work 

investigation does not eventuate or materialize in the anticipated form” (Croll, 1987, p. 18 as cited 

in Thøgersen & Heimer, 2006, p. 11). This is not an unusual strategy for researches who plan to 

conduct fieldwork in China, as many uncertainties are at play, which make it risky to base a 

research project exclusively on data obtained through fieldwork (Thøgersen & Heimer, 2006). 
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Moreover, being inexperienced in the art of fieldwork and without the official contacts and 

arrangements through which many scholars conduct fieldwork in China (Thøgersen & Heimer, 

2006), we were very unsure of what to expect and thus decided not to base our entire study on 

data obtained through fieldwork.  
   Nonetheless, our fieldwork on Chongming Island and in Shanghai has contributed with data, 

which we have been able to leverage in our analysis. In brief terms, our fieldwork on Chongming 

consisted of the following: A visit to the island’s new and ambitious Chongming Planning Exhibition 

Hall, a museum dedicated to island’s development with the majority of the exhibitions being about 

to the eco-island project; direct observations at specific locations on the island which have been 

highlighted in the eco-island plans and evaluations; informal interviews with some of the people we 

encountered on the island; and participant observation in the sense that we took on the role as 

tourists during our stay. In Shanghai we visited the Shanghai Urban Planning Museum and 

conducted an interview that we had arranged via email before we left for China.  
   More specifically, we interviewed the dean of the College of Design and Innovation at Tongji 

University, as he has been the primary responsible for an entrepreneurial project on Chongming 

Island called Design Harvests. The interview lasted 42 minutes, and we had prepared an interview 

guide which served as a point of reference throughout the interview, however giving the 

interviewee much leeway in terms of answering the questions so as not to any exclude any topics 

or themes that might be important to understanding our case. As such, the interview took the form 

of a semi-structured interview (Bryman, 2016). The interview was recorded and later transcribed, 

however subject to the limitation that it in certain, brief passages is difficult to hear what is being 

said do to traffic noise from a road outside the room in which the interview was conducted (see 

Appendix A for the interview transcript). 
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5.  THEORY 
 

5.1  POLTICAL ECONOMY 

The field of political economy is often traced back to Adam Smith, who was concerned with the 

interaction between state regulation and market forces and the resulting distribution of wealth at 

the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in England. Since then, political economy has evolved as 

a separate, yet rather broad, research field (Menz, 2017; Weingast & Wittman, 2011). By some, 

political economy is regarded as an area of study, i.e. the interaction between politics and the 

economy, while by others it is viewed as a methodological approach drawing on economic and 

sociological theory and methods (Weingast & Wittman, 2011). It can therefore be difficult to clearly 

define political economy as an academic field, and many scholars instead define the political 

economy subfield, of which there are many, within which their research is situated, such as 

international political economy (Lake, 2008), comparative political economy (Menz, 2017), 

geographical political economy (Hu & Lin, 2011), cultural political economy (Jessop & Sum, 2001; 

Su, Bramwell, & Whalley, 2018) or urban political economy (Ribera-Fumaz, 2009). Other authors 

make broad definitions that are not very useful in guiding analysis or do not attempt to define the 

field whatsoever, leaving the reader to deduct which variety of political economy they apply based 

on the concepts they use or the variables they study (Ren, 2014; Meyer-Clement, 2016).    

   On this rather ambiguous foundation some delimitations are in order. Firstly, in this study political 

economy will mainly be used in its methodological capacity. In this capacity political economy is 

well suited to guide a detailed investigation of Chongming’s development trajectory, in particularly 

by shining light on the underlying factors that have contributed to, or hindered, the sustainable 

development of the island. In order to arrive at a theoretical framework that can provide both an 

overall structure as well as useful analytical tools and concepts for an in-depth examination of 

Chongming’s development, key propositions of political economy will be supplemented by an 

applied strand of political economy, which has evolved to help explain why some development 

projects fail while others succeed. As such, below the main ideas of political economy will be 

briefly accounted for, followed by a section detailing the applied strand, which is called problem-

driven political economy analysis. Moreover, in response to the fact that China in many ways 

constitutes a special case and therefore might not fit into theoretical categorisations and 

conceptualisations developed to understand Western democratic societies, as political economy is, 

it is necessary to consider to which extent and under which assumptions our theoretical framework 

is applicable to the Chinese context and the case of Chongming in particular. This will be the focus 

of the last section.    
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   At the general level, political economy is concerned with how ideas, institutions and interests 

shape a modern society and its economy. Institutions and interests have been at the core of 

political economy since its inception in the 18th century, while ideas gained prominence as an 

additional explanatory factor in the 2000s, yet can be traced back to the influence of Max Weber. 

Often, the three variables are considered according to a hierarchy, where institutions are deemed 

the most important, followed by interests and, lastly, ideas. However, there is not always a clear 

reason for this (Menz, 2017). From a methodological perspective, the preoccupation with 

institutions, interests and ideas often means that explanatory variables are grouped according to 

this structure and it thus guides many political economy investigations. Institutions are often 

defined as “the humanly devised constraints that structure political, economic and social 

interaction” (North, 1991, p. 97), and they consist of formal rules as well as more informal 

standards for behaviour and as such they create incentives for individual action (North, 1991). 

Examples of formal institutions include rules, laws, and regulations while informal institutions 

constitute norms, values, cultures, and ethics, among other things (Peng, Sun, Pinkham, & Chen, 

2009). Interests are embodied in individual or collective actors that are motivated by material or 

ideological factors. However, there is debate as to which motivational factors weigh the heaviest, 

as some assume actors are purely motivated by material factors while others, such as Max Weber, 

highlight the role of ideas. Moreover, the agency and inherent rationality of the individual is not an 

assumption shared unanimously by scholars in the field (Menz, 2017). Ideas can be 

conceptualised as “patterns of meaning” (Tarko, 2015, p. 18) and they can be discerned from 

cultural norms and values and prevailing discourses. They are thought to motivate individual and 

collective actors separately from the incentive structures provided by institutions, however ideas 

and institutions co-evolve over time (Tarko, 2015). 

 

5.2  PROBLEM-DRIVEN POLITICAL ECONOMY ANALYSIS  

Problem-driven political economy analysis, also called applied political economy analysis, owes its 

origin and main application to a group of development agencies that since the 2000s have 

emphasised the importance of the political environment and institutions to the success of 

development projects (Fritz & Levy, 2014). The approach was formalised by the World Bank in the 

late 2000s and now constitutes a well-defined and systematic approach to political economy 

analysis that is meant to be applicable to advance concrete development projects (Fritz & Levy, 

2014; Jones, 2015). The approach draws heavily on the ‘new institutional economics’ heralded by 

Douglass North (Jones, 2015). The efforts by the World Bank to formalise an approach to political 

economy analysis were motivated by the acknowledgement that a mere focus on ‘understanding 

the context’ was unlikely to lead to specific findings and actionable recommendations (Fritz & Levy, 
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2014). The approach consists of three distinct steps: 1) identifying a specific development 

challenge or opportunity, 2) conducting a political economy analysis taking into account structural 

factors, institutions, and stakeholder interests, and 3) devising and implementing a solution (Fritz & 

Levy, 2014). As such, in order to answer the research question outlined in the introduction, step 

one and two are highly relevant. However, as the purpose of this study is not to assess and give 

recommendations for the case in question - other authors have done that before us – the third step 

is not relevant. The following section will therefore examine step one and, in particular, step two of 

the problem-driven approach.  

   A development challenge or an opportunity can range from being relatively broad, e.g. how to 

best support reform of an entire sector such as education, to being rather narrow, e.g. how to 

overcome issues with providing electricity in a given area (Fritz & Levy, 2014). Potential or failed 

reforms are often at the heart of the challenges or opportunities identified (Fritz, Kaiser and Levy, 

2009). When a challenge has been identified the political economy analysis in step two should 

seek to answer why this challenge occurs, i.e. identify the underlying political economy drivers in 

the structural, institutional and stakeholder context of the challenge (Fritz & Levy, 2014). Structural 

factors include geography, resources, demographics and exogenous events such as rising 

commodity prices. These factors might influence the opportunities and incentives of key 

stakeholders and should thus be considered. Institutions, both formal and informal, likewise 

influence the choices of key stakeholders and are themselves, in turn, influenced by stakeholder 

choices. Examples of relevant institutions include constitutional set-up, structure of government, 

policy processes, social norms and patronage networks (Poole, 2011). Lastly, it is essential to 

examine stakeholder interests, constellations and power. Stakeholders can be individuals or 

organised groups, such as NGO’s, political parties or business associations. They are often 

segmented into rough groups based on whether or not they support, and stand to benefit from, the 

reform or project that is the focus of the analysis (Fritz et al., 2009). In general, structural factors, 

institutions and stakeholders are co-dependent, and should therefore not be considered in isolation 

from one another (Fritz & Levy, 2014). In addition to these three variables, the problem-driven 

approach also advocates taking historical legacies and political and economic rents into account 

(Fritz et al., 2009). 

   The problem-driven approach may include analysis at the country, sector or thematic, single 

policy or project level. However, for analysis at sub-national levels the investigation should include 

an understanding of the country-level political economy, as country-level drivers will almost 

inevitably affect the lower levels in one way or another. Moreover, comparative thinking is 

encouraged as this serves as a method for testing causation. This can take the form of 

comparisons between or within countries, e.g. between two similar projects (Fritz et al., 2009). The 
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problem-driven approach also includes considerations about how to evidence political economy 

analysis, i.e. what data to collect to ensure a robust analysis. A number of data sources and 

methods are mentioned, including laws and regulations, mapping of institutional rules and 

processes (de jure and de facto), relevant sector specific data, information on government policies 

and implementation status, public opinion data, media coverage, identification of important 

historical legacies, and formal surveys or informal interviews with key individuals and organisations 

to identify important stakeholders and their interests (Fritz & Levy, 2014; Fritz et al., 2009). As 

such, problem-driven political economy analysis may rely on a broad range of data sources of both 

quantitative and qualitative nature. A key principle for ensuring a robust analysis is triangulation, 

i.e. comparing information obtained from various sources to assess if it adds up to a coherent 

narrative (Fritz et al., 2009).   

   The problem-driven approach has been criticised for being too technocratic and for over-

simplifying the complex and messy reality of the politics of development (Haan & Everest-Phillips, 

2007; Leftwich, 2006). Moreover, Haan and Everest-Phillips (2007) criticise the use of the term 

political economy, which they call a “convenient portmanteau term” (Haan and Everest-Phillips, 

2007, p. 11) that does not serve to clarify the analytical approach. In addition, the authors caution 

that the data gathering and analytical process might lead to bias, e.g. towards locals’ perceptions 

or outsiders’ understanding of what goes on or towards deterministic historical explanations (Haan 

& Everest-Phillips, 2007). In a slightly different vain, Leftwich (2006) argues that studies based on 

the problem-driven approach do not consistently contribute to comparative generalisations or 

greater theoretical understanding. Furthermore, he notes that they tend to identify individual actors 

or organised groups as the political economy drivers of certain outcomes instead of tracing the 

causality back to structural factors or institutions (Leftwich, 2006). 

    In response to this critique our analysis will complement the problem-driven approach with more 

China-specific theoretical perspectives. Moreover, the deliberate clarification of the capacity in 

which political economy will be applied in this paper serves to prevent the use of the term in a 

‘portmanteau’-manner. As for the risk of the analytical process leading to a biased interpretation of 

causality, our investigation will seek to counteract this by means of the triangulation principle. In 

terms of contributing to comparative generalisations or greater theoretical understanding, a 

particularly salient concern in research based on case studies in general (Yin, 2018), our analysis 

will draw on the wider body of literature on eco cities in China and elsewhere, outlined in the 

literature review, in order to enable comparisons where relevant and relate our findings to the 

existing theorisation on the eco city phenomenon. Lastly, the literature review will also assist in 

tracing causality back to the underlying factors, as it provides an overview of possible explanatory 
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factors identified in previous research on eco cities and in studies of sustainable urban 

development in the Chinese context.   

 

5.3  THE APPLICABILITY OF A POLITICAL ECONOMY FRAMEWORK TO THE 

CHINESE CONTEXT  

First, it makes sense to assess to which extent and in what way a political economy framework is 

applicable to the Chinese context in general, taking into account the country’s unique political 

system. Even though we will mainly use political economy in its methodological capacity, the field 

has evolved from an attempt to understand, and thus an assumption of, interaction between state 

and market forces. Therefore, it is necessary to briefly consider to which extent this assumption 

holds true in the Chinese so-called socialist market economy (Cui, 2012), before we move on to 

reflect on the applicability of a political economy framework to understand Chinese eco cities in 

particular.  
   Grünberg (2018) argues that “[…] the hegemonic rule of the CPC integrates virtually all important 

organizations in state, economy and society under its institutional order” (p. 12). In his analysis of 

different aspects of this hegemonic system, which he denotes the Party-state order, he thus 

applies a theoretical lens that does not assume that state, society and economy operate as 

separate spheres (Grünberg, 2018). This does not in itself exclude the application of a political 

economy framework, in fact Grünberg uses the term political economy himself to describe part of 

his approach and theoretical perspective. However, it does call into question the assumption of 

genuine interaction between state and market forces, if the Party-state, as argued by Grünberg, 

permeates all spheres of society’s organisation. Thus, it is crucial to take the peculiarities of the 

Chinese system into account when applying political economy theories and concepts that have 

originally been developed to understand capitalist societies. On the other hand, present-day China 

is, by some, characterised as an emerging capitalist country (McNally, 2008). McNally (2008) 

evaluates to which extent China can be termed a capitalist country by assessing the country’s 

development since 1978 on three dynamic elements that, according to Heilbroner (1985; 1993; as 

referenced in McNally, 2008), define capitalist systems. These are the drive to accumulate capital, 

the emergence of market society and the bifurcation of secular authority, i.e. the power and 

political influence of capital and a capital-oriented class. McNally (2008) concludes that China has 

in fact developed a form of capitalism, with the drive to accumulate capital being the most well-

established element while the evidence for the emergence of market society is more mixed and the 

bifurcation of secular authority almost non-existent. Based on this he argues that “[…] applying a 

capitalist lens to China’s emergent political economy can provide a comprehensive and historically 

accurate picture” (McNally, 2008, p. 31). The detailed account of China’s economic development 
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since the economic and opening-up reforms, included in the background section, supports and 

substantiates McNally’s (2008) argument. As such, the assumption that interaction exists between 

state and market forces seems to be applicable in the Chinese case. However, given the Chinese 

Party-state order, they should not be viewed as two completely separate spheres of society.  
   Second, it is relevant to consider if political economy is relevant to our case specifically, which, 

for this particular purpose, can be characterised as a case of local development in the context of 

urban China. A review of relevant literature reveals that political economy perspectives have 

indeed been used by several scholars to understand more specific aspects of China’s 

development and urban development, in particular at the local level (Ren, 2014; Wu, 1997, 2000; 

Meyer-Clement, 2016; Rithmire, 2013). In fact, Rithmire (2014) argues that there has been a 

regional or sub-national turn in political economy studies of China’s development. In the following 

we will review some of these studies in order to examine why and how they have used a political 

economy perspective and what insights we can draw from their work. 
   Wu (1997), studying real estate development in pre- and post-reform urban China, highlights 

several advantages of a political economy perspective. Firstly, he argues that, at the more general 

level, a political economy perspective goes beyond the “ideological ‘uniqueness’ of specific social 

forms” (Wu, 1997, p. 643), and therefore it can be used to understand both socialist and post-

socialist urban restructuring in China. Moreover, he contends that a political economy perspective 

captures the dynamism in the institutional environment and the interaction between various 

components of the political-economic system. Rithmire (2013) applies a political economy 

perspective to the study of land politics in urban China, more specifically she poses the following 

research question: “Why are some local governments successful in outmanoeuvring competitors 

for land control when others are not, and under what conditions do other urban groups exercise 

meaningful control over the urban landscape?” (Rithmire, 2013, p. 874). To address this question, 

she engages in comparative political economy analysis of two cities in north-eastern China with a 

focus on the effects of differing growth and reform policies, and thus differing state-market 

relations, on local land politics. She highlights the ability of the political economy perspective to 

capture important local differences in land politics and property rights regimes as well as the 

relevance of market forces, such as real estate investment, in explaining de facto practices of 

urban land control. Meyer-Clement (2016) likewise adopts a political economy perspective in her 

analysis of rural urbanisation in three Chinese counties, focusing in particular on the role of county 

and township governments. While Meyer-Clement (2016) does not reflect explicitly on the 

applicability of a political economy perspective to her area of inquiry, it is nonetheless possible to 

deduct some insights from her analysis. For example, her choice of explanatory variables seems to 

indicate that the four broad categories of structural factors, ideas, institutions and actors, outlined 
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in the previous section, also are relevant when studying local Chinese urban development, 

however with most weight on the institutional environment. In particular, she includes data on 

geography, demography and industrial structure (structural), political ideas and concepts and local 

development plans (ideas), regulations, administrative hierarchies and resource exchange 

mechanisms (institutions) and the agency and power of leading county and township cadres 

(actors). Moreover, she argues for taking point-of-departure in rural political-economic 

developments when trying to understand urbanisation in China’s rural areas instead of in urban-

centred theoretical perspectives. Lastly, Wu (2000) studies the remaking of Shanghai into a ‘world 

city’ from a political economy perspective, by examining inward investment, changing urban 

governance, urban planning mechanisms, promotional strategies and capital flows to the built 

environment. His approach highlights that a political economy perspective can capture the 

interaction between the forces of globalisation and local changes in governance, an aspect of 

urban restructuring, which is most likely also important to our case.  
   In sum, these studies exemplify that a political economy framework is applicable to and indeed 

relevant when examining local urban development projects in China’s socialist market economy. 

However, the uniqueness of the Chinese system should be considered both at the more general 

level and in the choice of which variables to give weight in the analysis. 
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6.  INTRODUCTION TO THE CASE: CHONGMING ECO-

ISLAND 
 

 

Chongming Island is located in the mouth of the Yangtze River, with the mega-city of Shanghai to 

the south and Jiangsu province to the north (see Figure 1). It is China’s third largest island, 

measuring approximately 1200 km2 and accounting for a fifth of Shanghai’s total land area. 

Chongming is an alluvial island, in fact the world’s largest, i.e. it has been formed gradually from 

sediments deposited by the river. The island is thus constantly growing and has doubled in size 

since the 1940s. Apart from being an important agricultural base for supplying the city of Shanghai 

with food, Chongming is also home to natural wetlands that are recognised by the Ramsar 

Convention as being of international significance and serve as important habitat for many wildlife 

species. Chongming has a resident population of around 700.000 and has experienced a slight 

population increase since the beginning of the 2000s (Hartog, 2017; Ma et al., 2018; Sze, 2015; 

UNEP, 2014).  

 
FIGURE 1 

 

The island of Chongming can be reached by ferry from Shanghai, or, since 2009, by car via the 

new Yangtze River Bridge and Tunnel connecting Shanghai Pudong New Area to Chongming. The 

trip by car takes approximately one hour from downtown Shanghai. Apart from a small strip of land 

SHANGHAI 

CHONGMING ISLAND 
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at the northern edge of the island, which belongs to the Jiangsu province, Chongming is under the 

jurisdiction of Shanghai municipality. In 2017, the island was the last rural county within Shanghai’s 

administrative area to be granted official status as an urban district. However, this should not be 

taken as an indication that Chongming has necessarily become more urban, but rather that the 

practice of turning counties into urban districts is often politically motivated (Chung and Lam, 

2004). Chongming Island is often referred to as the ‘last virgin territory’ of Shanghai and the island 

is viewed as the new strategic location for development following the successful development of 

the Pudong New Area from the 1990s onwards, where Shanghai’s iconic skyline rapidly took 

shape (“Developing the Last,” 2004).  

   The thought of developing Chongming into a model for sustainable development has existed 

since the 1990s. In the Shanghai Master Plan 1999-2020, Chongming was mentioned as “the 

strategic space for sustainable development of Shanghai in the 21st century” (own observation at 

Shanghai Urban Planning Museum, August 5, 2018). Before this, Chongming appears to have 

been one in 50 counties chosen for a pilot version of the national Eco-County Programme that ran 

for five years, ending in 1999 (Yuan, James, Hodgson, Hutchinson, & Shi, 2003). In 2001, the idea 

of turning Chongming into a comprehensive ‘eco island’ emerged and the project gained national 

political attention (Hartog et al., 2018; UNEP, 2014). The year after, Chongming was granted 

official status as a National Ecological Demonstration Zone under the MEP (Ma et al., 2018). In 

2004, Hu Jintao, Chinese President at the time, visited Chongming Island and expressed the wish 

to “construct Chongming into the first-class-eco-island in the world” (as cited in Sze, 2015, p. 56). 

In the consecutive years, concrete plans for Chongming’s eco development were drafted. Overall, 

the plans outline strategies for the protection of natural ecosystems and biodiversity, low-carbon 

development, organic farming, green industry, management of waste and water systems, 

transportation, and urban development in villages and coastal cities (Ma et al., 2018; UNEP, 2018). 

The timeline depicted in Figure 2, on the following page, provides an overview of the main events 

related to the sustainable development of Chongming, including information on the timing and 

origin of the various plans for the island’s development. This timeline will be used as a point of 

reference throughout the analysis. 

   Chongming Eco-Island is still under construction and many of the ambitious plans for the island 

are yet to become reality. Moreover, new plans for the island’s development are released regularly. 

Thus, if one were to categorise the project using Joss’ (2011a) typology for eco city development, it 

should be placed somewhere between the planning phase and the construction phase. 

Nonetheless, some elements of the plans for Chongming’s development have already been 

implemented.  
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FIGURE 2 
Chongming Eco-Island timeline 
 If nothing else is stated, the timeline entries are based on Ma et al., 2018. 
 
 
Before 2000 
 
“Chongming was one of the 50 pilot counties of 
the national Eco-county Programme. At the end of 
1999, after 5 years’ development, Chongming 
County had successfully met all 20 indicators set 
as part of this programme” (Source: Yuan, James, 
Hodgson, Hutchinson & Shi, 2003, p. 254)    
 
The Shanghai Master Plan (1999-2020): The idea 
of making Chongming an eco island was identified 
(Source: UNEP, 2014; Sze, 2015; Shanghai 
Urban Planning Museum). From own pictures: 
“Chongming as the strategic space for sustainable 
development of Shanghai in the 21stcentury” (IMG 
1516) 
  
2000 
 
“The State Council organized a meeting, 13 major 
departments agreed that Chongming must fulfill 
the requirement of eco-island development” 
(UNEP, 2014).  
  
2001 
 
Decision to turn Chongming into a comprehensive 
eco island (Source: UNEP, 2014) 
  
Decision to turn Chongming Eco-Island into a 
national-level project (Source: Hartog, Sengers, 
Xu, Xie, Jiang and de Jong, 2018) 
  
“In 2001 Chongming Island was earmarked as 
China's national model for sustainability, energy 
efficiency and environmental awareness “ 
(Source: Hartog, 2017) 
  
“[…] academics from Fudan University and Tongji 
University proposed to deploy the ‘ecological 
concept’ in the future development of Dongtan. 
The proposal gained support from both SIIC and 
the municipal government” (Miao & Lang, 2015)  
  
2002 
Acceptance of Chongming into ‘National 
Ecological Demonstration Zones’ by MEP 
  
2003 
  
 
 

 
 
Chongming is officially declared an ecological 
island by the Shanghai government (Source: Sze, 
2015) 
  
2004 
 
SOM’s master plan 
  
Hu Jintao visits Chongming and expresses the 
wish to “construct Chongming into the first-class-
eco-island in the world” (as Cited in Sze, 2015, p. 
56) 
 
Experts from the Shanghai Municipal Commission 
of Science and Technology conducted an 
investigation of the island and held the first-ever 
discussion about the project entitled "Key 
Technology Research and Demonstration of the 
Construction of Chongming Ecological Island". 
 
Yangtze River Bridge and Tunnel project 
approved by the State Council 
 
2005 
  
Overall Plan for Chongming Three Islands 2005-
2020 (provincial level)  
  
The adoption of the term ‘eco-island’ in the above 
plan (Source: Huang et al., 2008) 
  
Arup is engaged to design Dongtan Eco-City 
(Source: Castle, 2008) 
  
“On 9 November 2005 Hu Jintao and the former 
Prime Minister of the United Kingdom Tony Blair 
signed an agreement on trade, science, 
technology and education This included the 
implementation of the plans for Dongtan Eco-City 
as a joint project between SIIC and Arup” (Source: 
Hartog, 2017, p.  64) 
  
2006 
  
“In 2006 a master plan has been made for the 
island itself, partly based on a winning design 
competition entree by the American firm 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill's” (Source: Hartog, 
Sengers, Xu, Xie, Jiang and de Jong, 2018).   
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Outline of Chongming Eco-Island Construction 
(2006-2010) published (Source: UNEP, 2014) 
  
Former Mayor and current Communist Party 
Secretary of Shanghai, Chen Liangyu, being 
imprisoned for corruption, more specifically abuse 
of real estate transactions (Source: Hartog, 
Sengers, Xu, Xie, Jiang and de Jong, 2018) 
  
Dongtan Eco-City put on hold 
  
‘Chongming International Forum’ - held every 
second year since 2006 (Source: UNEP, 2014; 
http://www.cmx.gov.cn/cm_website/html/eng_cmz
f/Eng_cmzf_xwzx_xwhhd/2016-09-
08/Detail_126403.htm) 
  
2007 
  
2008 
  
2009 
 
Opening of the Yangtze River Bridge and Tunnel 
from Shanghai Pudong New Area to Chongming.  
   
2010 
 
Nomination of Chongming as a candidate for the 
programme ‘National Experimental Zones for 
Sustainable Development’ run by the Ministry of 
Science and Technology (construction period runs 
for 6 years). 
 
Chongming Eco-Island Construction Outline  
2010-2020 (provincial level) 
  
The first phase of Dongtan Eco-City was 
supposed to be ready in time for the World Expo 
held in Shanghai with the theme ‘Better city, better 
life’ (Source: Hartog, Sengers, Xu, Xie, Jiang and 
de Jong, 2018) 
  
SIIC restarts the Dongtan project in smaller scale 
– with plans for an elderly community to house 
approximately 13.000 people. 
  
‘Chongming International Forum’ (held every 
year? – Source: UNEP, 2014) 
 
Declaration signed by UNEP and Shanghai 
Science and Technology Commission to promote 
international cooperation in the construction of 
Chongming 
(http://mirror.unhabitat.org/content.asp?cid=8564
&catid=9&typeid=6) 
 
  

2011 
Opening of the Chongming-Qidong Yangtze River 
Bridge from Chongming to Jiangsu Province  
  
Twelfth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and 
Social Development in Shanghai  2011-2015 
  
Twelfth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and 
Social Development of Chongming  2011-2015 
(district-level) 
  
Shanghai Municipality's Science and Technology 
Commission signs a Memorandum of 
Understanding on Chongming Eco-Island's 
construction with United Nations Environmental 
Programme (UNEP) 
  
“In 2011, Chongming was listed as one of the low 
carbon development pilot areas in Shanghai” 
(Source: UNEP, 2014)  
  
2012 
  
“In 2012, Chongming County was conferred a 
“National Modern Agricultural Demonstration 
District” award by the Chinese Ministry of 
Agriculture”  (Source: UNEP, 2014) 
  
2013 
  
2014 
  
March: UNEP releases ‘Chongming Eco-Island 
International Evaluation Report’  
  
Three-day forum on the future development of 
Chongming organized by the Shanghai Science 
and Technology Commission and the Chongming 
County Government with the theme of "Green 
economy and sustainable development” 
(http://www.shanghai.gov.cn/shanghai/node27118
/node27818/u22ai77906.html) 
 
Chongming becomes the National Ecological 
Civilisation Pilot Zone (Shanghai Yearbook 
Compilation Committee, 2014) 
 
2015 
  
Chongming delivers ‘Acceptance Test Report’ to 
MOST as an evaluation of the National 
Experimental Zone for Sustainable Development  
  
2016 
Acceptance of Chongming as an official ‘Eco-
county’ be MEP  
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Thirteenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic 
and Social Development in Shanghai  2016-2020 
  
Thirteenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic 
and Social Development of Chongming 2016-
2020 (district-level) 
  
The Development and Reform Committee of the 
Shanghai Municipal Government (SDRC) 
publishes an evaluation report of Chongming Eco-
Island after Chongming is upgraded to an urban 
district.   
  
‘Chongming International Forum’ (source: UNEP, 
2014)  
 
“Chongming County Governor Tang Hailong 
signed a letter of intent for cooperation with United 
Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-
HABITAT)” during Chongming International Forum 
(http://www.cmx.gov.cn/cm_website/html/eng_cm
zf/Eng_cmzf_xwzx_xwhhd/2016-09-
08/Detail_126403.htm) 
  
2017 
Chongming is officially accepted as a National 
Experimental Zone for Sustainable Development, 
following a six-year construction period and the 
approval of the ‘Acceptance Test Report’ 
submitted to MOST in 2015.  
 
Chongming becomes an urban district as of Jan. 
1st 
  
Shanghai Master Plan 2017-2035 approved by 
the State Council (Shanghai Urban Planning 
Museum). “[…] build Chongming Island into a 
world-class eco-island” (IMG 1518).  
  

Blueprint for Chongming 2040 released 
  
^^Master Plan and General Land-use Plan of 
Chongming District, Shanghai 2016-2040 
released?  
 
East China Normal University's Chongming 
Ecological Research Center opens  
  
2018 
  
Shanghai Municipal People's Government 
approves the Chongming District Plan & Land Use 
Plan (2017-2035) (Source: 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1106475.shtml) 
  
”Shanghai city government adopted the 
Chongming Whole Horizon Travel Development 
Plan, a blueprint for transforming the island into 
an eco-tourism destination by 2020” (Source: 
http://www.shanghai.gov.cn/shanghai/node27118/
node27818/node27821/u22ai89002.html) 
 
Chongming is appointed National Tourism 
Innovation and Reform Zone 
(http://www.shanghai.gov.cn/shanghai/node27118
/node27818/u22ai88899.html) 
 
New ring-shaped scenic highway to be 
constructed on Chongming 
(http://www.shanghai.gov.cn/shanghai/node27118
/node27818/u22ai88593.html) 
 
2018 Youth Innovation Competition on Global 
Governance held on Chongming, focusing on the 
themes of rural revitalisation, green development 
and shared economy – organised by Fudan 
University and the UNDP (Source: LinkedIn) 

 

 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has conducted an official evaluation of 

Chongming Eco-Island in 2014, assessing the island’s sustainable development including social, 

economic and environmental aspects. More specifically, the assessment covers the following six 

broad themes: Society, life and culture; biodiversity and protected areas; water; solid waste; low-

carbon economy and energy efficiency; agriculture and organic products; and transportation. The 

evaluation takes the concepts of sustainable development, green economy and the Chinese notion 

of ‘ecological civilisation’ as its normative foundation for assessing Chongming’s eco development. 

In addition, Ma et al. (2018) have assessed the implementation of the plans for Chongming’s 

sustainable development as they are stated in the Chongming Eco-Island Construction Outline  

2010-2020. This assessment relies in part on the UNEP evaluation as well as on evaluations 



	   63 

carried out by Chongming District Government and the Development and Reform Commission of 

Shanghai in 2014 and 2016 respectively, supported by qualitative observations conducted by Ma 

et al. (2018) themselves.  

These two evaluations, as well as the authors’ own observations gathered during fieldwork on 

Chongming Island in July-August 2018, constitute a solid foundation for understanding what has 

been achieved, since the project of turning Chongming into an eco-island was initiated, compared 

to what was promised in the plans for the island. Understanding Chongming’s eco development is 

vital in order to identify the political economy drivers, which have had an impact on this 

development. Four main areas have been selected to structure the examination of political 

economy drivers, namely Industry, Urban Layout, and Infrastructure. The selected areas were 

chosen based on the themes covered in the above two evaluations, and encompass the key 

features of Chongming’s eco development. For each area, the plans and achievements within the 

given area will be highlighted before turning to the examination of political economy drivers behind 

the realised, or unrealised, development. There are, however, political economy factors framing 

Chongming Island’s eco development as a whole. It is essential to understand these overarching 

factors before diving into the four main areas of inspection, as they permeate all aspects of the 

island’s eco development. The very first section of the analysis therefore seeks to identify these 

factors, after which the analysis will dive into a more detailed examination of the political economy 

factors shaping Chongming’s eco development in the four chosen areas.  
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7.  POLTICAL ECONOMY DRIVERS OF CHONGMING ECO-

ISLAND 
 

 

As the theory of problem-driven political economy punctuates, drivers within the structural, 

institutional and stakeholder contexts of the identified topic, in this case Chongming’s eco-

development, should be identified. Despite the categorisation of these three strands, the problem-

driven approach emphasise the co-dependency of these factors, highlighting that they should not 

be considered in isolation from each other as they all intertwine. It is therefore not necessary to 

examine each separately. In order to structure the analysis somewhat, the following section has 

been divided into two main parts, structural factors and institutional factors, according to the 

identified categories. As will be evident, the analysis will seek to identify the relevant factors within 

each category, however, when relevant, connections to the other categories will be incorporated in 

order to avoid an entirely separate examination, which is neither conducive nor straight-forward to 

achieve. The field of political economy likewise focuses on how ideas, conceptualised as patterns 

of meaning, are important for motivating individual and collective actors, in combination with 

interests. Ideas can be identified through norms, values, and cultures and do therefore not 

constitute an informal institution in themselves but influence institutions as the two co-evolve over 

time. Thus, ideas relate to both institutions and will therefore be included and given weight in the 

analysis whenever relevant. Following the assessment of structural and institutional factors, the 

examination will dive into sub-areas identified above. These sections will incorporate the aspect of 

stakeholders as drivers for shaping the eco-development of Chongming Island.  

 

7.1  STRUCTURAL FACTORS 

As mentioned earlier, according to the problem-driven approach to political economy analysis, 

structural factors include geography, resources, demographics and exogenous events. Within the 

field of geographical political economy, a sub-field of political economy attempting to “think 

geographically about the economy, capitalism, or perhaps anything” (Sheppard, 2018, p. 160), the 

influence of structural factors is emphasised and further theorised. Here, structural factors are 

conceptualised broadly as the socio-spatial characteristics of an area, such as infrastructure, 

natural and human resources and the built environment, among other things. Moreover, they are 

believed to interact with other explanatory variables and are thus not viewed as merely static, 

exogenous variables (Hu & Lin, 2011; Sheppard, 2011). Geographical political economy has 

mainly been used to study uneven economic development between regions, however the field’s 
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conceptualisation of structural factors is useful for our purpose as well, as it clarifies how one might 

approach an analysis of these factors. Consequently, this section will draw on both the problem-

driven approach and geographical political economy’s conceptualisation of structural factors, as 

outlined above. On this foundation, it seeks to identify structural factors, which have likely affected 

Chongming’s eco-development. 

   The main characteristics of Chongming’s geography have already been accounted for in the 

introduction to the case. To briefly recap, Chongming is a large island situated in the estuary of the 

Yangtze River, at the urban fringe of Shanghai. To appreciate why and how the proximity to 

Shanghai might have influenced Chongming, it is important to consider Shanghai’s development in 

the period leading up to and during Chongming’s eco-development. In the 30 years that followed 

the economic and opening-up reforms, Shanghai’s resident population doubled in size, from 11.5 

million in 1980 to 23 million in 2010 (Shi & Chen, 2016). Shanghai is now China’s largest city 

measured by population, counting approximately 24.5 million people (Haas, 2017). Over the same 

30 years, population density also nearly doubled, and in 2010 it averaged 3,393 persons per km2 in 

the whole of Shanghai Municipality, while it was 17,074 persons per km2 in the central urban area 

(Shi & Chen, 2016). To relieve the pressure on the city core, Shanghai has, since population 

growth took off in the 1980s, pursued a strategy of developing a multi-centre spatial structure with 

the development of new cities and towns at the urban fringe. Moreover, from the 1990s onwards 

targeted industrial zones were set up in the peri-urban area as well. Thus, the city has expanded 

rapidly, with the total area of land under construction totalling 3070 km2 in 2013 (Shi & Chen, 

2016). Naturally, these trends might have had implications for Chongming’s eco-island 

development, in particular considering the characteristics of the island when the eco-island project 

commenced. As of 2002 Chongming had a population density of only 615 persons per km2 and it 

constituted the least industrialised county in the whole of Shanghai’s administrative area (Shanghai 

Yearbook Compilation Committee, 2003; Yuan et al., 2003). Thus, in this respect it provided an 

obvious case for further residential and industrial development at Shanghai’s urban fringe. 

However, as it turns out, Chongming’s population density has actually fallen since eco-island 

development began, and in 2016 it was 495 persons per km2 (Shanghai Yearbook Compilation 

Committee, 2017). Moreover, the district has not experienced industrial development to the same 

extent as other areas at Shanghai’s urban fringe (Ma et al., 2018). Thus, it appears that the 

outward pressure from Shanghai in terms of both population and industry has in fact not been a 

major determinant for Chongming’s eco-island development to date. With that in mind it makes 

sense to examine whether other developments in Shanghai than the ones highlighted above could 

have influenced Chongming’s eco-island development.  
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   For one thing, Shanghai has experienced rapid economic growth since the beginning of 1990s, 

with the city’s annual GDP growth rate being 12.24% on average between 1990 and 2008, above 

the growth rate for the country as a whole, which averaged 10,8% during the same period (The 

Word Bank, 2018a). Shanghai is now China’s wealthiest city measured by GDP, despite the fact 

that the city’s economic development took off a whole decade later than economic development in 

the Pearl River Delta region, which started already in 1980s, as previously mentioned (Shen & 

Kee, 2017). However, Shanghai has faced lower year on year GDP growth since the financial 

crisis in 2008, and has effectively entered the post-industrial phase with the city’s tertiary industry 

becoming the strategic focus of development since the beginning of the 2000s, contributing with 

69% of the city’s total GDP in 2017 (“Shanghai’s Economy”, 2018; Wang, Shibusawa, Leman, 

Higano, & Mao, 2013). Thus, Chongming’s eco-island development, with the apparent low 

industrial development, might be a result of the general economic restructuring in Shanghai, 

particularly seeing as it began around the same time at the city’s reorientation towards tertiary 

industry.  

   Furthermore, Shanghai’s performance in terms of sustainability has lagged behind other major 

Chinese cities during the 2000s (Li, Li, Woetzel, Zhang, & Zhang, 2014). Shanghai is now China’s 

largest CO2 emitter (Li, Galván, Ravesteijn, & Qi, 2017) and the city’s growth during the 80s, 90s 

and 2000s has been found to correlate with many environmental challenges, such as water and air 

pollution, heat island effect and loss of vegetation (Cui & Shi, 2012).  This indicates that other 

motivations for, or rather restrictions on, development have been at play in Shanghai during the 

last decades, which might have shaped the eco-island visions and their implementation during the 

2000s and 2010s. 

   At the regional scale, Chongming is located in the Yangtze River Delta, the largest of China’s 

mega-city regions and one of the most populous and industrialised regions in the country, 

consisting of Shanghai municipality, southern and central Jiangsu province and northern Zhejiang 

province (Wu, Wei, Huang, & Chen, 2017; Hartog, 2017). As has been accounted for earlier, these 

mega-city regions have been the drivers of the country’s economic growth since the early 2000s. 

Furthermore, deltas generally constitute particularly fertile land, in terms of both biodiversity and 

agricultural production, but also particularly fragile ecosystems (Hartog, 2017). Thus, as a result of 

rapid economic growth and urbanisation, the Yangtze River Delta has gradually become plagued 

by large-scale, crisis-level environmental degradation, as evidenced by the fact that it was 

identified as a so-called dead zone in 2006. In this respect Chongming is located in a region where 

conflict between economic development and rapid urbanisation on the one hand and the natural 

environment, agricultural land and human health on the other has been rising during the past 20 



	   67 

years. The regional geographical scale is therefore also a factor, which is likely to have affected 

Chongming’s eco-development. 

   Chongming Island itself is comprised of large natural wetland areas and man-made agro-

ecosystems, which account for a large proportion of the food supply to Shanghai (Huang, Ouyang, 

Zheng, & Zhang, 2008; Hartog, 2017). However, pollution upstream in the Yangtze River Delta 

coupled with excessive use of fertiliser in the island’s agricultural production put the island’s eco-

systems under strain from the beginning of the 2000s (Siciliano, 2012). Thus, compared to other 

eco city initiatives, such as the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City build on contaminated waste land 

(Miao & Lang, 2015), Chongming’s starting point in terms of natural resources was one of 

abundant nature and productive agricultural land under threat from both external and internal 

pressures. This might have determined why Chongming was selected for eco-island development 

in the first place and it may also be an important structural factor for explaining the prioritisations 

during the last two decades that have led to the apparent low levels of industrialisation and 

population density on the island. 

   Turning to the demographic characteristics of Chongming, the island has seen a decrease in the 

number of registered citizens between 2005 and 2014, yet a slight increase in the total population 

count, due to an increase in the number of migrants from other parts of China coming to live on the 

island. Thus, of the approximately 700.000 people that lived on the Chongming as of 2014 around 

150.000 were not registered there, i.e. they did not have Chongming hukou (Ma et al., 2018). Most 

of the people who come to Chongming from other parts of China work in the agricultural industry or 

in other low-skilled jobs and Chongming has had a hard time attracting skilled labour from the 

outside (Hartog, 2017). In fact, as of 2015 only 9% of the island’s population were employed as 

‘talent’ compared to the municipal average of 31% (Shanghai Municipal People’s Government, 

2018a). Thus, in terms of human resources Chongming lacks well-educated people, something 

which might have had a bearing on the island’s capacity to carry out the eco-island plans.  

   When it comes to infrastructure, a key factor to consider is the improved connectivity between 

Chongming, Shanghai and the northern part of the Yangtze River Delta, which resulted from the 

construction of the Yangtze River Bridge and Tunnel in 2009 as well as the Chongming-Qidong 

Yangtze River Bridge in 2011. Thus, as of 2009 Chongming could suddenly be reached within an 

hour from downtown Shanghai by car, whereas previously the trip would take approximately two 

hours, including a 45-minute ferry ride (own observation, July 31, 2018). Thus, during the period of 

eco-island development Chongming became way more accessible and it became possible to live 

on the island and commute to Shanghai for work, or to visit Chongming for a leisurely day trip. It 

seems inevitable that this has had an impact on the eco-island development, as it has in effect 
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dramatically changed Chongming’s position from an isolated island to a highly accessible 

Shanghai suburb with a key position in the Yangtze River Delta.   

   As mentioned in the beginning of this section, structural factors such as geography or 

infrastructure are in fact endogenous to a certain extent. In the words of Sheppard (2018, p. 161): 

“places are transformed, the nature and significance of geographical scales altered, and distance 

and connectivities reconstructed”. The section has sought to reflect this fact, and should be seen 

as an attempt to provide an overview of the broader structural characteristics and dynamics, which 

are likely to have affected Chongming’s eco development. It can be concluded that Chongming’s 

geographical position along with its natural resources are likely to have been the main structural 

drivers of the eco-island development. Moreover, the bridge erected in 2009 connecting 

Chongming and Shanghai marks a significant change in the structural context, potentially altering 

the island’s development trajectory. When examining the political economy drivers of the island’s 

eco-development within the four thematic areas outlined earlier this overview will be leveraged in 

an attempt to identify in greater detail where and how the structural factors highlighted here have 

been influential. 

 

7.2  INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS  

The problem-driven approach to political economy emphasises, as the field of political economy in 

general, the role that institutions play in shaping the context of any given development challenge or 

opportunity, identified as the unit of analysis. As has been highlighted, institutions can be 

understood as the formal and informal constraints that structure political, economic, and social 

interactions and thus guide human action. In the problem-driven approach, constitutional set-up, 

structure of government, policy processes, social norms and patronage networks have all been 

identified as relevant institutions. Though this offers a suggestion of which institutions could be 

important, these are still very broadly defined and have not been proved relevant for the specific 

case of this study. It is, however, not feasible to identify all institutions in the Chinese context and 

assess their impact on Chongming’s eco-development. To guide the analysis of which institutional 

factors have shaped Chongming’s eco-ambitions and consequent eco-development trajectory, this 

examination will therefore rely on the findings of the broader literature on eco-cities in China in 

which a number of relevant institutional factors for shaping eco-formation can be identified.  

   In the literature, it is highlighted that Chinese eco-cities need to be understood within the context 

of China’s central-local governance structures. More specifically, it is argued that local 

governments to a large degree have been left to their own devices to experiment with possible 

pathways to a sustainable future, because the central government has outlined a set of ambitious 

environmental protection targets but not defined the specific actions required to reach these 
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targets. Thus, Chinese eco-cities have been found to arise out of the central government’s top-

down push for sustainable, low-carbon development and the bottom-up, profit- and recognition-

seeking actions of the local governments. The profit-seeking nature of the local governments rely 

largely on the fact that they financially depend on land-leasing land to generate revenue. As for the 

recognition-seeking attribute of local governments, this is largely based on the fact that local 

officials are promoted based primarily on their economic performance and developing the land thus 

becomes a means to increase GDP growth as well as develop projects that might gain official 

recognition and increase the chances of rising in the ranks. Another important dimension identified 

in the literature on Chinese eco-cities is the interaction between global and local visions, which 

also shape eco-city planning.  

   From these broad lines, it is clear that China’s institutional set-up plays a significant role in 

forming Chinese eco-cities, which is also supported by Jong, Wang, and Yu (2013) who argue that 

the Chinese institutional context is in fact the most critical factor influencing eco-city practices in 

the country. More specifically, China’s environmental policies seem to play a role from a top-down 

perspective as they lay out the central government’s ambitions, however, they have not been 

found to be instrumental in driving eco-development. As the literature on sustainable urbanisation 

in China has highlighted, the primary reason for this has been weak enforcement in which the local 

governments bear much of the responsibility. Thus, understanding this central-local governance 

system is vital as local governments are left to experiment in their search for possible solutions, 

which make them behave in an entrepreneurial-like manner. Importantly, local government actions 

are highly influenced by the promotion mechanism in this governance system in which local 

officials are evaluated and promoted primarily on the basis of their economic performance. 

Additionally, the local governments are constrained by the fact that they rely on a land-driven 

development model for financing. Land development likewise play a role for local officials as a 

means to gain official recognition and thus seem to constitute an important element in the 

formation of eco-cities in China. The urban planning system is therefore likely to have an impact as 

it defines land-use. Another aspect highlighted is that not just local but also global visions have 

been found to influence the planning of eco-cities. Thus, in order to identify the institutional drivers 

affecting Chongming’s eco-development, the following section will first turn to China’s 

environmental governance system in order to examine how and if, this has played an important 

role or not for the chosen case. The promotion criteria system for evaluating local officials and land 

development have been identified as relevant aspects of this governance system and will therefore 

be examined in greater detail. Since land development is institutionally regulated by urban 

planning policy, the examination of institutional drivers will turn to this area next. China’s 

environmental policies were found to have been affected by the governance system and it is 
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therefore relevant to also consider governance mechanisms in China’s urban planning system and 

their impact on Chongming as an eco-island. Finally, the section will examine the role of global 

visions in shaping planning practices for the eco-development of Chongming Island.  

 

7.2.1  ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE AND THE PROMOTION CRITERIA SYSTEM 

As has been highlighted, the Chinese leaders have recognised that pollution and resource 

depletion have become costly barriers to future sustainable growth and set up ambitious targets, 

laws and regulations to control both (The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). In fact, China’s 

environmental regulatory system is a very comprehensive regime (Jin et al., 2016). However, 

implementation and enforcement of the environmental regulatory system have been weak, as it 

has focused on technical and engineering solutions, and the main causes of China’s environmental 

problems are thus institutional rather than technical (Jin et al., 2016; The World Bank & DRCSC, 

2014).  

   In order to examine how China’s environmental governance system has affected Chongming’s 

eco-development, it is necessary to first understand the institutional constraints of China’s 

environmental governance, which are departmental-regional fragmented. The regional dimension 

spreads from central government to jurisdictional-based local governments. The departmental 

dimension means that for each ministry in the central government an agency with the same 

function exist in the local government layers; under the MEP, for instance, are local environmental 

protection bureaus (EPB) (Jin et al., 2016). The EPBs at city-level are legally responsible for 

implementing the policies set at national level and have wide statutory power to do so. However, 

they are also primarily an organ of the local city government and thus, the head of the city EPB, for 

example, report to the mayor of the city government. This represents a challenge for the EPBs, as 

they often have to impose restrictions or penalties on development projects that are supported or 

sponsored by powerful government units or senior officials. The EPBs, or environmental protection 

agencies (EPA) at the level below the EPBs, end up lacking sufficient authority to enforce 

compliance as effective enforcement ultimately depends on the informal power relations between 

the EPB or EPA and other governmental units (Tang et al., 2014; The World Bank & DRCSC, 

2014).  

   The Shanghai EPB handles projects with investments between RMB30 million and RMB200 

million after which approval from commercial and industrial authorities within the central 

government is needed before the project can be reviewed by the EPB. County and district EPAs 

typically review and approve projects of smaller investment. It is the Department of Supervision 

and Administration of the Shanghai EPB, which handles the environmental impact assessment of 

projects. However, in the 1990s when Shanghai was rapidly growing, this department consisted of 
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only eight employees, primarily with engineering backgrounds, which handled an average of 500-

600 development projects annually (Tang, Lo, Cheung, & Lo, 2014). In general, limited personnel 

resources is one of the main reasons behind constraints in monitoring and enforcement (Jin et al., 

2016).  

   Additionally, the EPBs are also dependent on the city government for funding and promotions 

and many EPBs have had to deal with insufficient budgets; another vital cause of weak 

enforcement. Perhaps even more importantly, however, is the promotion criteria system upon 

which local officials are promoted. This rather complicated cadre evaluation process gives different 

weights to targets outlined by the central government as part of the Five Year Plan framework. 

How local officials fulfil these directives determines whether or not they are promoted. However, 

economic development is generally prioritised and economic indicators, in particular GDP growth, 

investment attracted, and fiscal revenue, are predominant factors determining evaluation ranking, 

with officials attaining higher rankings more likely to get promoted. As such, economic targets have 

had a much stronger weight than social and environmental targets, which have meant that 

environmental improvements have been uncorrelated with probability of promotion (Chen, Tang, 

Wan, & Chen, 2017; Jin et al., 2016; The World Bank & DRCSC, 2014). 

   This promotional mechanism has made government officials focus narrowly on promoting 

economic growth, which is more likely to advance their careers, and placed environmental 

concerns in the background. Shanghai’s rapid growth since the 1990s and overall poor 

performance on environmental indicators signify the city’s commitment to economic development, 

which have made it the largest city economy in China. Li et al. (2011) nonetheless found that 

national programmes like the National Model City of Environmental Protection put forth by the MEP 

can lead to positive environmental outcomes when local leaders are able to exploit the potential of 

these to benefit their economies. As such, even though local environmental governance in many 

localities are hindered because of the abovementioned institutional constraints, there are cases of 

municipalities in which the quest for economic growth has not lead to detrimental environmental 

degradation, in the study exemplified by the case of Suzhou. Li et al. (2011) also found, however, 

that Shanghai has not been enthusiastic about implementing such initiatives, despite the city’s 

considerable efforts to upgrade industrially and restructure to the tertiary sector.  

   The highlighted examples illustrate, that relevant institutional constraints in China’s 

environmental governance have played out in Shanghai as well. This would indeed indicate that 

China’s comprehensive environmental framework has not been instrumental in pushing the district 

of Chongming towards its eco-goals, despite Shanghai’s severe environmental issues. However, 

the study by Li et al. (2011) emphasises that while economic development remains an important 

priority for local officials, this has in some localities been supplemented by commitments to 
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environmental good practice. As such, it is important to understand in greater detail what the 

promotional system and consequent pursuit for economic growth engenders, before disregarding it 

completely as a non-driver for more sustainable practices as well.  

 

7.2.2  FISCAL RELATIONS AND THE LAND-DRIVEN DEVELOPMENT MODEL 

An important aspect is the fact that local governments will act as land developers or build 

associations with enterprises, developers, and others for the purpose of economic development. 

Attracting investors is especially important for enhancing GDP growth and foreign investment in 

particular can stimulate industrial development and provide a stable source of revenue. This 

incentivises local governments to lease land as it provides them with opportunities to succeed in 

the political performance evaluations and thereby enhance their chance of promotion (Chen et al., 

2017). This is also backed by the fact that revenues generated from leasing of land are more likely 

to be funnelled into projects, which help local governments promote economic growth and 

generate fiscal revenue, thereby benefitting the political advancements of local officials (Ding, Niu, 

& Lichtenberg, 2014).  

   Thus, land development offers the promise of promoting economic growth. However, as has 

been emphasised earlier, land has also played a vital role in providing local governments with an 

extra-budgetary revenue stream following the fiscal reform in 1994, which allocated a greater 

share of total revenue to the central government. Following the reform, local governments were left 

with the same responsibilities as before, but smaller fiscal income. As a result, between 1999 and 

2013, the ratio of land revenue, collected from land conveyance fees, to the local budgetary 

revenue rose from 9% to 60% overall (Wang & Hui, 2017). The fiscal, ownership, and land reforms 

of the 1990s, significantly altered the relational structure between central and local governments 

with an amendment to the Constitution bringing the land-lease market under the exclusive 

supervision of local governments. This greatly enhanced the opportunity of local 

entrepreneurialism as well as the degree to which local officials were subject to economic 

incentives (Chien, 2013; Lichtenberg & Ding, 2009). As such, for the local governments, land 

development has come to constitute both an important revenue stream for relieving financial 

pressure and a source for enhancing economic growth, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

promotion.  

   These institutional mechanisms certainly provide strong incentives for developing land and 

according to Chien (2013), eco-cities in China should in fact be viewed as part of a land 

development strategy known for its innovative flexibility in promoting economic growth. This would 

indeed explain why Chinese eco-cities primarily focus on development of large-scale new towns, 

whereas eco-cities in the West mostly concentrate on retro-fit programmes or smaller scale urban 
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development projects. In relation to Chongming as an eco-island, the project is definitely large-

scale. In fact, its size far exceeds that of any other eco-city project (Ma et al., 2018), which is a 

strong indication that land development has been an institutional driver for developing Chongming. 

Important to note is the fact that the entirety of land on Chongming Island has not been sold off for 

development, however. Nonetheless, developing Chongming into an eco-island would provide 

plenty of opportunity to lease land for development, thereby supporting the argument that land 

development could very well have played a role in forming Chongming’s transformation. As such, 

even though China’s environmental governance system in many cases fails to support 

enforcement and compliance, derivative and supplementing arrangements in China’s institutional 

set-up might in some cases engender practices which fosters sustainable urban development, 

despite the fact that sustainability was or might not have been the ultimate goal in itself.  

 

7.2.3  URBAN PLANNING SYSTEM AND THE RISE OF DEVELOPMENT ZONES 

That plans to transform China’s third largest island into a so-called eco-island should spring simply 

from economic incentives to lease land seems implausible, however. Land development has 

institutionally been regulated by urban planning policies. Understanding these better might shine 

light on additional and more telling drivers shaping Chongming’s development specifically towards 

its eco-goals. Following the introduction of the economic reforms, the urban planning system was 

put under pressure from commercial and industrial interests to reduce restrictions with the re-

emergence of property rights leading to increased interest in developing urban space. In the 

beginning of the 1980s, a series of city-planning laws and regulations were thus enacted (Yeh et 

al., 2011). More specifically:  

 
The 1984 Urban Planning Regulation provided seminal guidelines for urban planning during the late 

1980s. Five years later, the 1989 Urban Planning Act developed a comprehensive approach to urban 

planning which included defining the size, economic orientation and structure of a city, realizing goals of 

economic and social development, preparing “rational” city plans and carrying out construction to meet 

the needs of development. (Yeh et al., 2011, p. 23) 

 
The 1989 Urban Planning Act assigned territorial power to municipalities and made prior 

permission obligatory for all development, in contrast to before. It introduced a two-tier planning 

system with master plans, typically spanning 20 years, defining the long-term strategic layout of a 

city including broad land-use zones, and detailed plans, specifying the boundaries of each 

construction project within a planned plot and controlling indices, such as building density and 

height. Basically, the detailed plans filled the holes undefined by the master plans and constituted 

the main foundation for development control. However, as only the master plans were statutory, 
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controlling development through these plans was practically almost impossible. Additionally, as 

land leasing started to become an important source of income for local governments, planners 

were often forced to loosen up the control of land development to make room for urban expansion 

encouraging economic growth schemes. This underscores how, despite policies being in place, 

land-speculation in many cases came to overrule the existing urban planning regulation. In 

general, flawed enforcement, local officials as well as interference from higher levels of 

government would often override the regulation. This did not go unnoticed, and in order to achieve 

better planning control, new directions were introduced, namely an expansion of the planning area 

to regional scale as well as to the micro-level. With the new efforts at the micro-level, some local 

governments began experimenting with zoning-like measures in order to effectively control urban 

growth (Yeh et al., 2011).  

   The phenomenon of zones started, as previously described, with the establishment of four 

special economic zones in 1980. The success of these four zones kick-started what has later been 

dubbed the development zone fever, which saw numerous development zones starting to spring 

up from the mid-1980s. The earliest of these zones were established by the central government, 

but soon other local governments, recognising the benefits, started to set up their own 

development zones. Various kinds existed, from economic and technological development zones 

to so-called science parks. By the 1990s, these zones were largely superseded by the construction 

of college towns or high education parks, which developed as a response to the central 

government’s priority of and call for developing the country’s knowledge economy. At the end of 

the 1990s, the planned area of the development zones constituted 38,000 km2, which was 9,000 

km2 larger than the existing area of urban built-up land at the time (Chien, 2013; Zhang, 2010).  

   According to Chien (2013), these large-scale land projects, and college towns in particular, were 

proposed by local governments competing against each other in attempts to demonstrate support 

for national policy. The development of China’s eco-cities followed after this phenomenon and thus 

constitutes the third round of new-town development. This is also backed by Wu (2012), who 

emphasises how Chinese local governments became enthusiastic about building eco-cities 

ensuing the development zone fever. In the 1990s, the development of sustainable zones and city 

programmes was also pushed by the ACCA21, a new administrative centre established following 

China’s agreement to Agenda 21, a UN action agenda for sustainable development. The ACCA21 

Centre was among other initiatives behind the Experimental Sustainable Development Zones 

(Wang-Védrine, 2014).  

   As of Chongming, the island was in 2002 accepted by the MEP as a National Ecological 

Demonstration Zone (Figure 2) and did as such develop in line with these nationwide tendencies. 

The year before, Chongming Island had been earmarked as China’s national model for 
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sustainability, energy efficiency, and environmental awareness, becoming a national pilot project 

and showcase (Figure 2). This also underscores what have been hinted at in the above. Even 

though land-speculation has been instrumental in driving China’s development zone craze, 

evidenced by the vast areas of land that these cover, the zones and succeeding rise of eco-cities 

cannot simply be regarded as spatial expansions driven by local governments’ need to raise 

money. National policies have likewise been influential in shaping this development. As such, the 

formation of Chongming Eco-Island needs to be understood not just within the institutional context 

of China’s urban planning system but within the broader urban governance system and its complex 

interaction between the central and the local governments, which also affected the environmental 

regulatory system. 

 

7.2.4  URBAN GOVERNANCE SYSTEM AND ISSUES OF PLANNING COORDINATION 

Miao and Lang (2015) shine light on this. They argue that the notion of ‘experimentation under 

hierarchy’ serve as a useful tool for explaining the mode of governance behind pilot eco-city 

projects. More specifically, Heilmann outlines that experimentation under hierarchy “[…] is, the 

volatile yet productive combination of decentralized experimentation with ad hoc central 

interference, resulting in the selective integration of local experiences into national policy-making, 

that is the key to understanding China’s policy process” (as cited in Miao & Lang, 2015, p. 250). As 

such, the concept punctuates the importance of the dynamic interaction between local initiatives, 

characterised by their experimental nature, and central leadership, which can choose – or not – to 

employ the local experiences as a foundation for policy. Wu (2016) explains in greater detail how 

the interaction between central government and the local governments is shaping urban 

transformation in China:  

 
The case of Chinese cities reveals that these two [neoliberalism and the “developmental state”] 

seemingly contradictory processes might actually fit together well in the Chinese model of the world 

factory: the devolution of economic decision making to the urban scale and fiscal recentralization that 

consolidates the capacity of the state. Land development generates revenues for the local state and at 

the same time the system is maintained by retaining the power of the central state to appoint local 

officials. This means promotion on the basis of economic performance. By these specific local 

mechanisms, local competition states are created. Moreover, development is supported by other 

necessary institutions, namely, the commodification of housing and the establishment of locally managed 

land sales, leading to a local development regime that combines entrepreneurialism and the operation of 

state apparatus, forming a specific form of state entrepreneurialism. (p. 339) 

 
The idea of the local government serving as an entrepreneurial entity under the state apparatus 

substantiates the notion of experimentation under hierarchy, because it stress the decentralisation 
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of economic decision-making to the local level, fostering entrepreneurial behaviour, as well as the 

fiscal recentralisation to central level, consolidating the national state’s power. Thus, the local 

development in China displays elements of the developmental state, understood as a state that 

does not leave the market unguided and exercises foresight over the economy (Wade, 2018), with 

instruments created in the market (Wu, 2016). Wu (2016) points out that land and fiscal policy as 

well as the promotion criteria system, exactly the three aspects highlighted in the above sections, 

constitute the institutional foundation on which the local governments in China are incentivised and 

transformed. Thus, land development under the control of local government represents an 

important source of revenue at the local level as well as a basis for promoting economic growth. 

The economic performance of local government provides the basis for appointing local officials, 

creating inter-local competition and fostering entrepreneurial-like behaviour. Important to 

understand is that the promotion mechanism keeps the local governments in check and ensures 

the retention of central government power. Thus, national policies serve as guidelines for local 

government behaviour, but with decentralised economic decision-making enabling local 

governments to act innovatively within the overarching policy framework – to, so-to-speak, 

experiment under hierarchy.  

   Turning back to how China’s urban governance has affected the planning of Chongming Island, it 

is relevant to look at the role of the local government of Shanghai in this process. Li et al. (2011) 

found that the Shanghai government had not been enthusiastic in promoting model city efforts. 

However, their conclusion was based on an assessment of the adoption of the National Model City 

of Environmental Protection programme specifically by Suzhou Municipality and failed to 

acknowledge that the Shanghai government has engaged in other initiatives aimed to foster more 

sustainable development. More specifically, Wang-Védrine (2014) highlights a part of Chongming 

Island’s development explicitly as an experimental city initiative, springing from increased concern 

for the environment in the 1990s. In the Shanghai Master Plan 1999-2020, which was approved by 

the State Council in 2001, plans to develop Chongming into an eco-island was concretised for the 

first time and Chongming was identified as the “strategic space for sustainable development of 

Shanghai in the 21st century” (Figure 2). The plans certainly caught the attention of the central 

government and it was decided to turn Chongming into a national-level project in 2001, with 

Chongming officially becoming a National Ecological Demonstration Zone the following year, as 

mentioned above (Figure 2). This signifies that Shanghai with the project of developing Chongming 

into an eco-island did indeed engage in efforts for model city development. 

   It also illustrates that Chongming as an Eco-Island did not rise simply out of a need for Shanghai 

Municipality to raise extra-budgetary revenue from land development, though this has possibly 

played a part. Chongming was a strategic asset for the Shanghai government and the fact that it 
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early on turned into an official national demonstration zone demonstrate this. Thus, understanding 

the dynamics of China’s urban governance system is vital in order to explain how a project like 

Chongming arise and develop. This is especially so, because the dynamic interaction between the 

local governments and the central state has in fact given rise to problems of planning coordination 

within China’s urban planning system.  

   As argued before, the urban planning system in itself cannot explain the institutional drivers 

behind Chongming’s eco-development. These issues of planning coordination evident in China’s 

urban planning system is detailed by observations made by Yeh et al. (2011) who emphasise that 

planning not just prohibits or constrain externalities, but that urban planning itself is used as a 

medium to create place-marketing sparked by the inter-city competition between the local 

governments in China and their need for finding sources of financing. Thus, planning can be used 

to develop prestige projects, which might – or might not – catch the eye of the central government, 

to adopt the notion of experimentation under hierarchy. The rise of college towns all over China is 

an example of how planning can be used strategically to brand a place and not just as a 

constraining factor, and the eco-goals of Chongming likewise signify an ambitious prestige project. 

Thus, land development took off, as has also been described previously, with the rapid expansion 

of urban land and consequent loss of valuable farmland as an effect. In a response to the 

unauthorised land development in the cities and the excessive conversion of arable land, in 2008, 

the Urban and Rural Planning Act came into effect in an attempt to ensure better spatial 

coordination of urban and rural land-use (Yeh et al., 2011). This illustrates how the urban 

governance system has had an impact on urban planning practices as well as the planning system 

specifically, which has resulted in revised legislation.  

   Yeh et al. (2011) have proposed another interesting point, which can help explain the emergence 

of Chongming Eco-Island:  

 
The hunger for capital at the municipality level has intensified inter-city competition and encouraged 

place-based entrepreneurial endeavour among local governments (Xu and Yeh, 2005). […] In many 

cities, development plans focus on projects […]. This is intended to address economic and social 

problems, and to project new and dynamic city images globally. Hundreds of cities in China, large and 

small, are competing to build “mega” projects branded by the world’s top architects and planners. (p. 25) 

 
The quote raises an interesting point, namely that these local, place-based, entrepreneurial 

endeavours intend to project new and dynamic city images not nationally but globally. This 

suggests that the rise of prestige projects in China cannot either simply be regarded as a result of 

the dynamic interactions between local governments and central government, but that globalisation 

as well play a role in forming local government ambitions to develop projects. This is not entirely 
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surprising, but it represents a factor, which Heilmann’s notion of experimentation under hierarchy 

and Wu’s concept of state entrepreneurialism do not take into account. These ideas have been 

critical for explaining the country-specific institutional drivers behind the development of prestige 

projects, hereunder Chongming, however, they cannot adequately clarify the eco-label of 

Chongming’s development plans.  

 

7.2.5  GLOBAL VISIONS AND WORLD CITY ASPIRATIONS 

A main reason behind this is that the idea of ecological cities was not part of the central 

government’s agenda in the 1990s. The ideas of eco-civilisation as well as eco-modernisation was, 

as mentioned, first proposed as national goals at the 17th National Congress of the CPC in 2007. 

Chinese eco-cities did as such, not rise out of nationally outlined guidelines, in contract to the first 

two rounds of new town developments. As highlighted, the college towns did, for instance, emerge 

as a response to develop China’s knowledge economy, which was proposed at a speech by former 

President Jiang Zemin in 1991 and incorporated into the 10th Five Year Plan with a policy to 

revitalise the nation through science and education at the end of the 1990s (Chien, 2013). Before 

2000, the Chinese government had adopted some programmes, such as the National 

Environmental Protection Model City, to promote ideas of green or garden cities. It was not until 

after 2000 that the eco-city, low-carbon city as well as the low-carbon eco-city were added to the 

list however (de Jong et al., 2016). Thus, even though some national initiatives promoting green 

cities had already been adopted in the 1990s, the actual eco-label did not appear until later. This 

indicates that China’s first eco-city initiatives, which did start planning in the 1990s (Williams, 

2017), were highly influenced by ideas originating outside China. It also implies, that the inter-city 

competition was an influential driver in spreading the phenomenon across China, since national 

policy did not guide this effect – at least not in the initial phases of eco-city development in China.  

   Chongming, as one of the first eco-city projects in China, started its planning in the 1990s and 

thus fall into this category of pilot developments. This makes it relevant to examine, if and how 

external influences played a part in making this happen. Yeh et al. (2011) argue that Chinese cities 

have used planning to develop so-called mega-projects, competing to attract the world’s top 

architects in order to position themselves globally. Shen and Kee (2017) highlight how Shanghai 

have engaged in various mega-projects, most notably with the opening of the Pudong area and 

development of the Lujiazui Finance and Trade Zone marking the most ambitious urban 

transformation with its landscape of skyscrapers and high-rise commercial buildings. The 

Yangshan Deep-Water Port, Hongqiao Comprehensive Transportation Hub as well as the 2010 

World Expo all signify Shanghai’s readiness to develop large-scale projects.  
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   According to Shen and Kee (2017), the implementation of mega-projects is one way to build a 

world city, because it establishes a strong foundation for the city by raising its competitiveness and 

international image as well as increase foreign investment. The idea of world cities was first coined 

in 1915 and conceptualised as cities in which a large proportion of world’s business is carried out. 

Additionally, the world city serves as a centre of national and international political power as well 

as trade, of advanced professional activity and of financial services. In 1991, the notion of the 

global city was introduced, which define cities that are important command points in the global 

economic system with the capability of exercising global control (Björner, 2018). In China, the idea 

of globalisation entered the political, ideological and scholarly discourse in the 1990s and Chinese 

cities were by the Chinese government encouraged to internationalise. For both Beijing and 

Shanghai, the concept of the global city was in fact incorporated and promoted in their city plans in 

the 1990s and the goal of building world city regions established as a national strategy (Björner, 

2014).  

   In the conceptualisation of world and global cities, the focus has largely been on these cities as 

financial hubs. However, there has been a shift away from the narrow focus on economic 

dimensions towards a global and world city discourse where cultural, social, and environmental 

dimensions are also at play (Björner, 2018). Roy and Ong (2011) have made an important 

contribution to the field, highlighting that cities in the emerging world, exactly as with the early 

modern nations, have come to embody nationalist ambitions of wealth, power, and recognition. 

Important to understand is that “cities have always been the principal sites for launching world-

conjuring projects. […] Emerging nations exercise their new power by assembling glass and steel 

towers to project particular visions of the world” (Ong, 2011, p. 1). Thus, in their conceptualisation 

the city can be regarded as a so-called milieu or a field of intervention, where actors identify urban 

issues, such as city infrastructure or indeed sustainable standards, and then go about solving 

these. The spatialising practices form the urban as a problem-space in which the set of actors, be 

they state, capitalists, NGOs, foreign experts or ordinary people, define what is problematic or in 

need of mediation. This act of “[…] reimaging or redesigning an urban milieu – whether in changing 

material infrastructure, political possibilities, or aesthetic styles – is by definition aspirational, 

experimental, and even speculative” (Ong, 2011, p. 12). This highlights, that the formation of urban 

space in world-aspiring cities is driven not only by the intra-country formal institutions of laws, 

regulation and governance systems, but also by the ambitions and aspirations of that state and the 

actors within it. Important to understand is that cities worldwide are operating in a global 

marketplace and as such, compete with other cities for investors, tourists, residents and workforce. 

Thus, aspirations to become a world city arise out of this competition to attract assets (Björner, 

2018). These aspirations and ambitions are therefore shaped by standards and ideals, which are 
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more universal in nature, because the arena in which these cities compete is indeed global, and 

not local. Thus, positioning of the city in this global competition has become a necessary part of 

urban strategy, if the aim is to become a world or global city. Björner (2014) found that in China, 

both national ideological steering as well as global influences are indeed impacting the city 

branding strategies of the Chinese cities.  

   This explains the mechanism behind Yeh et al.’s (2011) argument that urban planning, in the 

form of mega-projects, is used as place-marketing to project new and dynamic city images 

globally. Basically, understanding what aspiring to become a world city entails, explains the 

rationale behind engaging in this place-marketing. However, more importantly, it also illuminates 

that in this process of using city branding to become a world city, the city itself is influenced and 

shaped by global standards, because it necessarily has to aspire to global ideals to compete in the 

global marketplace. This does not mean that national and local interests are overruled, but that 

both national and local interests as well as global ideals are influential in shaping urban strategy, 

practice, and transformation.  

   For Shanghai, the city’s mega-projects do indeed display its aspiration of developing into a world 

city. Björner (2014; 2018) also found that in the 1930s, Shanghai had already secured a status as 

a global city and that the city’s vision today is to return to its former rank. This vision is built not 

only on the wish to become an economic and financial centre but also emphasises the dimensions 

of culture, environment and sustainability. By some, Shanghai is already defined as a world city 

that other cities look towards for inspiration (Ong, 2011). As such, it is relatively safe to assume 

that globalisation has also been a factor shaping Shanghai’s urban development. The plans to 

develop Chongming into an eco-island represent one of these mega-projects that Shanghai has 

engaged in (Shen and Kee, 2017). Chongming’s development trajectory cannot therefore be 

regarded simply as an entirely localised process, as it is likely that the eco-project was developed 

also as a part of a branding strategy by Shanghai to position the city on the world stage in its 

aspirations to become a world city. That the top architectural, engineering and urban planning firm 

SOM created the master plan for Chongming Eco-Island in 2004 (Figure 2) underscore this, which 

is in line with the argument by Yeh at al. (2011) who emphasised that the local governments in 

China compete to attract these famous international firms in order to project their city image 

globally. That Chongming has played a strategic role in positioning Shanghai and branding the city 

in a more sustainable direction is also exemplified in Shanghai’s impressive Urban Planning 

Museum, in which the city itself, in the Green Development and Transformation department, is 

promoted under the heading “Shanghai, a beautiful eco-city” (See Figure 3). The accompanying 

visualisation of Shanghai, as can be seen, is likewise a very green and nature-oriented 

interpretation of the city that shows a blue sky, a stretch of even more blue water, and non-
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inhabited green areas with hills and trees leading all the way up to the city proper with its famous 

skyscrapers. Thus, this is a clear symbol of how Shanghai is using, in this case implicit, place-

marketing – Chongming Island – to brand its overall image as green, clean, beautiful and eco.  

 
FIGURE 3 

 

Thus, Chongming, as an eco-island and one of Shanghai’s districts, is being used as a strategic 

asset in the positioning of the city. Global influences seem to have played another part as well, 

however, in the formation of turning Chongming into an eco-island. As has been argued, national 

guideline and policy did not spearhead eco-development in the 1990s China, as the term itself did 

not arrive in national discourse until after 2000. The eco-city concept was, as has previously been 

described, first coined by Register in the United States at the end of the 1980s. Thus, the idea 

originated in the West and was then adopted in China. This substantiates the argument that the 

formation of Chongming Eco-Island has also been impacted by global influences.  

 

In summarisation, the institutional constraints of China’s environmental governance have, among 

others things, been found to be limited personnel resources leading to constraints of monitoring 

and enforcement, dependency of EPBs on local governments for funding, as well as a promotion 

criteria system, which fosters a narrow focus on economic performance. These institutional 

constraints have played out in Shanghai as well, indicating that, despite China’s comprehensive 

environmental regulatory framework, these environmental policies have not been instrumental in 
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pushing Shanghai’s district of Chongming towards its eco-goals. Another effect of the promotion 

criteria system affecting China’s environmental governance system has been the focus on land 

development, which offers the promise of economic development for local officials seeking to spark 

GDP growth in order to enhance their chances of good evaluations. Fiscal and land reforms in the 

1990s have likewise incentivised local governments to develop the land, as the land fees from 

leasing provide an important source of revenue for the local governments, which since the reforms 

have been financially strained. These institutional mechanisms provide strong incentives for 

adopting a land-driven development model. The project of turning Chongming into an eco-island is 

in fact the largest of its kind, which is a strong indication that land development has been an 

institutional driver for developing Chongming.  

   Since the economic reforms, national policies have in different waves led to the arrival of zones 

and model city efforts all over China. The projects, which have arisen on the basis of these zones 

and model city efforts, display local government ambitions to support national policy, as well as a 

welcome opportunity to develop land. This underscores that China’s urban planning laws in 

themselves cannot explain the emergence of prestige projects like Chongming as these need to be 

situated within the context of China’s central-local relations. Essentially, national policies serve as 

guidelines for local government behaviour, but with decentralised economic decision-making 

enabling local governments to act entrepreneurially within the overarching policy framework – to 

experiment under hierarchy. Understanding this governance mechanism, which has also shaped 

China’s environmental regulatory framework, is vital because it explains that prestige projects 

develop not just out of a need to raise extra-budgetary revenue based on land-lease, but also on 

the basis of inter-city competition and a wish to support national policy in order to gain recognition. 

The fact that Chongming very early in its eco-development was accepted as a National Ecological 

Demonstration Zone by the MEP signify that this has also been a driver for this case.  

   Planning of the first eco-cities in China started in the 1990s, which signify a high level of ambition 

by the local government of Shanghai as the plans to develop Chongming into an eco-island was 

initiated already then. Thus, the prestige project represented a strategic asset for the Shanghai 

government to profile itself and the acceptance of Chongming as a zone exemplify that it did 

indeed catch the central government’s attention. However, it is not likely that the eco-development 

trajectory of Chongming Island has been strongly influenced by central government in the initial 

stages of its planning, as eco-initiates in China generally were not promoted as national policy until 

after 2000. Thus, the explanation of the eco-label goes beyond China’s national borders. The term 

eco-city originated in the West and was then later adopted in China, as has been highlighted. 

Chongming Eco-Island represents one of Shanghai’s mega-projects, which, among other things, 

signify the city’s ambitions to develop into a world city. For aspiring world cities, global visions play 
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an important role in shaping their urban practices as they need to compete in the global 

marketplace. The fact that Chongming was planned to turn into an eco-island signify that global 

ideals have also played a role in forming the islands development path, which is also underscored 

by the fact that it was indeed a famous western company that created the master plan for the 

island’s eco development in 2004.  

 

7.3  URBAN LAYOUT 

7.3.1  PLANS AND STATUS 

Initially, the eco-island plans for Chongming’s urban development imagined the formation of eight 

compact cities along the southern coastline of the island aimed to house approximately 600,000 

people. Each city was to include residential space, commercial and industrial areas as well as 

educational facilities. Moreover, these cities should be examples of world-class sustainable 

architecture (SOM, 2004). Gradually, these ambitions have whittled away, however, and more 

recent plans for the island do not emphasise urban development apart from the construction of 

Chengqiao New Town, new residential units around Chenjia town and an elderly community near 

Dongtan Wetlands Park. Rather, the plans give priority to other types of land-use, such as 

farmland and protected natural areas (Ma et al., 2018). As such, it has become clear that a main 

goal of the eco-island plans is in fact to halt uncontrolled, extensive urban expansion. In this 

respect Chongming has largely succeeded. Controlled urban development has, as planned, taken 

place in a few locations on the island, mainly in the district capital of Chengqiao as part of the 

plans for Chengqiao New Town. However, around Chenjia town, which is close to the bridge to 

Shanghai, real estate development, not included in the eco-island plans, in the form of villa parks, 

a high-class hotel and golf courses, has been observed (Ma et al., 2018; own observation, August 

2, 2018). 

	  
7.3.2  POLITICAL ECONOMY DRIVERS  

As has been described in the structural section, Chongming Island is part of Shanghai’s urban 

fringe. This circumstance is important, because Shanghai has expanded rapidly both spatially and 

demographically within the last decades. Thus, strong incentives to urbanise Chongming Island 

has existed, however, this development has been restricted. This shows a strong will to effectively 

make Chongming an eco-island, and not just another, actual, urban district of Shanghai. The 

above two snapshots of Chongming, from when eco-planning started and the status as of 2018, 

indicate that urban development had a stronger priority in the beginning of the island’s eco-
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development than in the latter half. Looking into several episodes during this almost two decades 

long development, can shine light on this aspect.  

   To start with, in 2005, a year after the SOM Master Plan for Chongming Eco-Island was 

published (SOM, 2004), Hu Jintao and the former Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (UK) Tony 

Blair signed an agreement on trade, science, technology, and education, in which plans to develop 

Dongtan Eco-City were included (Hartog, 2017). The UK-based transnational engineering and 

design firm Arup had two years prior been invited to produce the plans and development strategy 

for Dongtan Eco-City, which was to become a zero-carbon development housing 500,000 people 

situated in the eastern part of Chongming Island (Hartog, 2017; Pow & Neo, 2013). The new town 

development of Dongtan claimed to be the first planned eco-city not only in China but also in the 

rest of the world, and the original plan for the project was highly ambitious (Chien, 2013). It 

imagined a city with:  

 
60 percent smaller ecological footprint, 66 percent reduction in energy demand, 40 percent energy use 

from bio-energy, 100 percent renewable energy use for buildings, on-site transportation, 83 percent 

reduction of landfill waste, and almost no carbon emissions. Dongtan was envisioned as a compact city 

with low-rise condominiums and high-tech, energy-saving homes interspersed with green spaces, that 

would rely completely on electricity generated by burning rice husks, and from solar panels and wind 

turbines. […] The waste management system would employ recycling, reuse, and organic waste 

methods. (Chang & Sheppard, 2013, p. 62-63) 

 
Thus, the ideals for Dongtan Eco-City were highly technological (Pow & Neo, 2013). The project 

was initiated by SIIC (Shanghai Industrial Investments Holdings CO., Ltd.), a government-funded 

real estate developer also listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange, in close cooperation with the 

Shanghai Municipal City Planning Administration (Hartog, 2017). However, already in 2006, the 

project ran into problems and was halted. By 2008, the project had not moved forwards and had 

been postponed indefinitely (Chang & Sheppard, 2013; Hartog, 2017).  

   There were several reasons for this. First of all, the project had been a signature political project 

of the Shanghai mayor at the time, Chen Liangyu. However, in 2008 Chen was arrested and jailed 

for corruption and the project thus lost political priority from the top level of the Shanghai 

government (Chang & Sheppard, 2013). This turned out rather fatal, because Shanghai had no 

available conversion quota for land. The large area of Dongtan, which is three-quarters the size of 

Manhattan, had before the eco-city plans been preserved by the Shanghai government as the very 

last farmland area to fulfil official requirements of rural land conservation. However, the Dongtan 

project involved conversion of rural land into land for urban construction (Chien, 2013). From its 

inception, the project was thus based on a very thin legal ground, as local government officials had 
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approved the project before assurance from the central government had been obtained, hoping 

that it would be approved at a later date (Pow & Neo, 2013).  

   Firstly, this signifies that the structural factors of Chongming in terms of its close proximity to 

Shanghai did indeed affect the eco-plans for the island, as strong incentives to urbanise is evident 

from the fact that the Dongtan Eco-City was set in motion to be developed in a large wetland area 

constituting a sanctuary for migratory birds and other preserved species, which had additionally 

been preserved as the last area for fulfilling requirements of rural land conversation within 

Shanghai. Secondly, that the high-profile prestige project was initiated by SIIC and the Shanghai 

Municipality and then later recognised by the central government, as evidenced by the involvement 

of former President Hu Jintao, can indicate a case of experimentation under hierarchy in which the 

local government proposed a new model for sustainable urban development that the central 

government then adopted as a possible future model to be incorporated in national plans. The 

plans developed by Arup have indeed been used as a foundation for numerous other eco-city 

projects in China, among others the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (Chang & Sheppard, 2013). It 

is also an expression of a local entrepreneurial government, seeking to brand itself by employing 

place-marketing in the form a this prestige project. That the project came to a dramatic halt 

following the arrest of Shanghai mayor Chen can indicate that the project was indeed intended as 

scheme to gain recognition from higher levels of government – more than it was about actually 

creating a truly sustainable model for a new town development. The fact that the land it was to be 

situated on was a preserved area, underscore this. Another factor influencing the course of the 

development project was the fact that SIIC, before initiating the project had been close to 

bankruptcy, but saved by the Shanghai government, partly, by being given the Dongtan land area. 

Thus, SIIC itself had strong incentives to develop the land in a manner that would secure them 

financially, and a high-end residential property was certainly one way to achieve this. 

Consequently, SIIC did not have the capital to actually finance the project themselves, but from the 

beginning it was never really clear, who was actually going to pay for the implementation of the 

project, which was also a critical factor for the failure of the project (Pow & Neo, 2013).  

   This signifies that SIIC is likely to have been driven by economic incentives to develop Dongtan 

based on a land-driven development model, whereas the high-profile prestige project is likely to 

have been a great way for the Shanghai government to brand the city nationally as well as globally 

and gain recognition from central government. Thus, institutional mechanisms of China’s 

governance system have also been strong drivers for the planning of a highly ambitious project like 

Dongtan Eco-City. China’s environmental laws did, however, also have an impact as they 

constrained the unauthorised conversion of farmland. The project itself also displayed issues of 

planning coordination, as the plans for Dongtan did not correspond with the SOM Master Plan, 
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exemplified by the number of residents projected just for Dongtan Eco-City and the island as a 

whole. This additionally underscore that constraints exist within the urban planning system, which 

can significantly affect development trajectories if implemented. Thus, understanding these 

institutional drivers is essential for understanding how such a project develop.  

   Dongtan Eco-City was never carried out, but changed, radically, in scope and format, so that 

now the development of an elderly-community has been started with two golf courses completed 

and luxury villas and apartments under construction, containing no eco-features whatsoever 

(Hartog, 2017). The failure to implement the ambitious eco-plans for Dongtan can have played a 

role in the following development of Chongming Island. At least, planners have succeeded in 

restricting excessive and sprawling urban expansion on the island, though the rather strict SOM 

plans for urban development in compact cities and villages were not implemented. Thus, small 

villages scatter the landscape of Chongming in grids following the lines of the channels, which had 

been built for water irrigation. As highlighted, the urban development, which has happened has 

been concentrated to the two main cities Chengqiao and Chenjia. Some real estate development 

and golf courses have sprung up around the bridge and Chenjia, not part of the eco-plans, 

underscoring that to some extent the role of land-leasing is still not irrelevant. This circumstance is 

also exemplified by a small area in the northern part of Chongming Island, which belongs to 

Jiangsu Province. On this stretch of land, extensive construction is taking place (own observation, 

August 1, 2018) and numerous high-rises as well as huge urban villas have sprung up along with a 

European-styled small city centre. Though large parts had already come up, when the authors 

visited in August, 2018, the place was completely deserted except for the construction builders 

working and an occasional street sweeper walking by. This development represents another 

possible outcome of the development of Chongming Island, had the eco-plans not materialised.  

   It is relevant to note, however, that Shanghai’s urban expansion has been restricted by the 

fulfilment of its quota for converting farmland to urban construction land. The plans to develop 

Dongtan Eco-city signify how local governments previously did not respect these planning laws for 

land-use. However, the 2008 Urban and Rural Planning Act sought to remedy this fact. Thus, this 

institutional driver might also have been instrumental for securing that farmland was not converted 

on Chongming Island following its implementation. Around the same time, the national government 

likewise adopted eco-civilisation as a national strategy, which can also have had a positive effect 

on securing that the local government of Shanghai and district government of Chongming followed 

through with their eco-plans for the island. The development trajectory of Chongming shows a 

change in priority over the years, with the initial stage of the development focusing significantly on 

urban development, and the latter stage less so, and more on protected areas in terms of the 

spatial layout. The shift happened following the halt of the Dongtan Eco-City, which coincide with a 
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swift in national policies towards more sustainable development, indicating that the institutional 

drivers exemplified by first land-development and later urban planning laws as well as national 

visions of eco-civilisation have had a strong impact of Chongming Eco-Island’s urban layout.  

 
7.4  INDUSTRY  

7.4.1  PLANS AND STATUS 

The eco-island plans for Chongming include strategies for both primary, secondary and tertiary 

industry. More specifically, the plans include a focus on ecological agriculture, clean and high-

technology manufacturing, and a modern service sector with an emphasis on eco-tourism (UNEP, 

2014; People’s Government of Chongming District, 2018a).  

   To date, the agricultural sector has witnessed the greatest progress in terms of eco-

development, with the share of ecological agriculture growing since eco island development 

began. According to data from Chongming’s government more than 90% of the island’s main 

agricultural products were certified as “non-polluted, green and organic” in 2014 (Ma et al., 2018, 

Appendix A), however it has not been defined what ‘main agricultural products’ constitute, neither 

what the term ‘green’ refers to. Moreover, the agricultural sector on the island has become more 

efficient and a number of innovative projects have been initiated. Among other things, several 

farmers’ cooperatives have been established to enable greater investments in more efficient and 

sustainable farming methods that can help increase the income of local farmers (Ma et al., 2018; 

UNEP, 2014). Furthermore, a number of ventures that combine ecological agriculture and tourism 

have evolved, contributing to industrial upgrading from primary to tertiary industry (UNEP, 2014). In 

general, the tourism industry has contributed to the island’s sustainable development through 

several eco-tourism initiatives. Yet, tourism still does not account for a very large share of the 

economic activity on Chongming, although the number of tourists that visit Chongming has 

increased over the years, with approximately 5.7 million tourists visiting the island in 2017 (“Island 

Embraces", 2018; Ma et al., 2018; UNEP, 2014). Lastly, Chongming has also achieved progress 

towards cleaner production and high-technology industry, with the island’s efforts to stimulate the 

IT industry by means of a targeted industrial park already bearing fruit. However, the transition 

towards clean, high-end manufacturing has happened at a relatively slow pace (UNEP, 2014). 
 

7.4.2  POLITICAL ECONOMY DRIVERS  

The decision to focus on agriculture on Chongming is likely to be an outcome of the central 

government’s red line for arable land, as illustrated by the example of Dongtan Eco-City, and their 

general concern with food security at the national level, combined with the fact that Chongming is 

home to particularly fertile agricultural land and accounts for a large share of the food supply to the 
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city of Shanghai. Thus, it is the result of both structural factors and institutional drivers. However, 

this does not explain the idea of transitioning to ecological agriculture, and the subsequent 

apparent success in this area. Here, the idea of ecological civilisation, as promoted by the central 

government and other public actors, might have been influential. This is exemplified in a statement 

by current District Party chief Tang Hailong, which highlights the notion of combining ecology and 

economy, with a particular focus on agriculture: “The grand fields are our ‘shopping malls.’ The 

agricultural products are the visible resources while the air, sunshine and the environment are the 

invisible resources” (“Chongming’s grand plan,” 2018).  

   At the more practical level it appears that market forces have played a significant role in the 

transition of Chongming’s agricultural sector towards ecological agriculture. Along with concerns 

over pollution and environmental protection, food safety is a big worry among Chinese consumers. 

In fact, a survey from 2015 showed that 71% of the Chinese people consider food safety a big 

problem (Fu, 2016). In this context, a transition to ecological agriculture on Chongming can be 

explained by the fact that there is a huge demand for safe food, thereby guaranteeing farmers who 

switch to ecological production a price premium on their produce. Moreover, Chongming’s 

proximity to Shanghai means that agricultural products from the island are within reach of a large 

number of wealthy consumers, both Chinese and foreigners based in the city. A number of 

examples from Chongming support this proposition. Firstly, Goma Greens, a Shanghai-based 

start-up, is a private entrepreneurial venture that sells weekly boxes with fruits and vegetables 

directly from farmers on Chongming, among other places, to people living in Shanghai. The 

company’s main value proposition is that they supply fruits and vegetables with no pesticides and 

that they have a transparent supply chain, thereby guaranteeing that the fruits and vegetables they 

provide are safe to eat (Kinegaard, personal communication, July 30, 2018). Likewise, the 500 

Families Farm, a large farm on Chongming growing pesticide-free vegetables, also delivers to 

inner-city customers. This venture was started by Wang Gaoxiang, who decided to set up the farm 

when his daughter was born, after being disappointed with the supply of ecological vegetables 

available (“An Eco-Island", 2017). Moreover, an old couple farming ecological peaches on 

Chongming, which the authors met during fieldwork on the island, stated that it had become easier 

to make money from ecological farming during the last two years (personal communication, August 

1, 2018). Lastly, the potential of ecological agriculture has also attracted the interest of large 

companies. For example, JUST Organic Farm, now the largest organic farm on Chongming, is 

owned by the publicly listed company Kingland Group (China Experience, 2017). These ventures 

have all acted independently and in their own self-interest. This is an example of how individual 

stakeholders, in this case companies, have been important in driving the transition to ecological 

agriculture on Chongming and thereby the island’s overall eco-development. 
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   As stated above, Chongming’s agricultural sector has also become more efficient and innovative. 

Behind this development are a number of collaborative projects between single farms or farmers’ 

cooperatives on the island and Chinese universities and research centres. An example of such a 

project is a collaborative effort between a farmers’ cooperative in the village of Xianqiao and 

Shanghai Ocean University to combine rice production with the farming of freshwater fish, shellfish 

and turtles, thereby substantially increasing the income that a given piece of land can generate 

(personal communication, August 3, 2018). Another example are the so-called doctor’s farms, an 

initiative driven by the local government to modernise farming practices. The initiative supports 

agricultural ventures that experiment with new farming methods and technology by giving them 

preferential treatment in matters of land-use and investment. Gradually, the results from these 

innovative endeavours are adopted by local farmers on the island (“Farming given a Scientific”, 

2017). Thus, private-sector actors and research institutions are behind most efforts to identify new 

and more efficient farming practices, however with the local government providing institutional 

support in the background. As such, the local government encourages private actors to carry out 

experiments on Chongming if these experiments are likely to benefit the island’s eco-development.  
   Lastly, as mentioned, there are a number of examples of projects on Chongming where the 

agriculture and tourism industries blend together, and which seek to contribute with new 

approaches to sustainable development on the island. Some of these efforts are driven by the 

central and local government actors in the form of so-called eco-villages, where tourists can 

experience rural life and agricultural practices first-hand and where innovations in sustainable rural 

development can be explored. An example is Qianwei Eco-Village, which was granted status as 

Demonstration Site of National Agricultural Tourism in 2004 and recognised as a national-level 

Eco-Village in 2008 (People’s Government of Chongming District, 2018b). A similar example is 

Yingdong Eco-Village, which is a project run by the local government (own observation, August 1st, 

2018). 
   During the 2000s private or semi-private innovative projects have been established on the island 

that likewise seek to combine agriculture and tourism in an effort to identify new approaches to 

Chongming’s development. One of the most extensive and ambitious of these undertakings is a 

project called Design Harvests, which grew out of a research and design project initiated in 2007 

by Professor Lou Yongqi, Dean of the College of Design and Innovation at Tongji University in 

Shanghai. The motivation behind the project was to “find a bottom-up way of sustainable 

development that integrates urban and rural resources and opportunities”, and it has resulted in a 

number of entrepreneurial ventures within agriculture and tourism (Lou, Valsecchi, & Diaz, 2013, 

prologue). Lou chose a village on Chongming as the site for the project because Chongming was 

already well-known due to the eco-island plans and therefore a natural choice for an experimental 
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project which sought to bring together various stakeholders, both national and international, in an 

effort to rethink Chongming’s development (Lou, personal communication, July 30, 2018). Having 

visited both Qianwei Eco-Village, Yingdong Eco-Village and the Design Harvests project, as well 

as having read documentary material about the projects and interviewed Lou, the authors have 

concluded that the projects exemplify two rather different visions for sustainable development on 

Chongming. The government-driven eco-villages highlight traditional Chinese culture and, to some 

extent, innovative approaches to agriculture and the use of natural resources more broadly. 

However, they do so in a peculiar manner mixed with entertainment activities such as cock fights 

and boat rides. The Design Harvests project combines agriculture and tourism in a more modern 

way, for example by promoting experiences such as food festivals to people from Shanghai. 
   This difference is interesting in itself, however, more interesting from a political economy and 

China perspective is the fact that there appears to be no conflict between the two projects, 

considering that the Design Harvests in effect encroaches on the official attempt at envisioning 

sustainable development on Chongming. Rather, the two visions co-exist, and the local 

government has, according to Lou, fully endorsed the Design Harvests project and even assisted 

when the project has run into obscure administrative obstacles, such as the local hotel in the 

project village not being licensed to host foreign guests. Lou’s own interpretation of the situation is 

that the local government would “like to see something new happen, but they don’t know how” 

(Lou, personal communication, July 30, 2018). As such, both the Design Harvests project and the 

two government-driven eco-villages can be interpreted as examples of experimentation under 

hierarchy. In the case of the government villages experimentation under hierarchy unfolds in its 

usual meaning, namely between the central and the local state. However, in the case of Design 

Harvests it unfolds between the local state and a private initiative. This once again highlights that 

private-sector actors play an important role in Chongming’s eco-island development and that 

Chongming’s government in fact supports innovations that might lead to new understandings of the 

eco-island concept 
   As for the broader eco-tourism industry, it has likely expanded due to a mix of factors. Firstly, 

Chongming’s proximity to Shanghai makes a focus on tourism feasible. Secondly, Chongming’s 

natural resources, and the choice to prioritise these, have led to a focus on eco-tourism, as this is 

reconcilable with preserving the environment. Moreover, Chongming’s demography might have 

played a role as well, as most jobs in the tourism industry do not require highly educated 

employees. Thus, structural factors have certainly been important. Furthermore, eco-tourism on 

the island, and in particular protected natural areas turned tourism hot-spots, such as Dongtan 

Wetland Park, are clear expressions of the eco-civilisation concept, as it highlights the idea that 

nature can create the foundation for economic growth. In fact, Dongtan Wetland Park is owned by 
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Shanghai Industrial Investment Cooperation (People’s Government of Chongming District, 2018c), 

and given the failure of the Dongtan Eco-City project the company evidently needed to find new 

ways of monetising the land that they own on Chongming without violating any eco-island policies. 

In this case eco-tourism turned out to be the answer.   
   Furthermore, as we have seen it in the case of Qianwei Eco-Village, designated zones also 

proliferate on Chongming in the area of eco-tourism more broadly. In 2013 three areas on the 

island, including Dongtan Wetland Park, were designated as National Eco-Tourism Demonstration 

Areas (Shanghai Yearbook Compilation Committee, 2014) and in 2018 the whole of Chongming 

was granted status as National Tourism Innovation and Reform Zone, a program administered by 

China National Tourism Administration (“Chongming Publicizes Plan”, 2018). In this manner the 

central government has had an influence on Chongming’s development within the area of eco-

tourism, although it has likely been the local government who has taken the initiative to apply for 

these official designations in the first place, so as to get recognition and perhaps preferential 

treatment. Moreover, recently, the local government has announced that it will subsidise qualified 

tourism projects, including new types of tourism and ‘intelligent tourism’, i.e. tourism websites, e-

tickets and the like (“Chongming Publicizes Plan”, 2018). Thus, institutional incentives devised by 

the local government are likely to play an increasing role in driving developments in Chongming’s 

tourism industry. 
   Apart from government involvement, private tourism ventures have also played a role in shaping 

the development of the island’s tourism industry. For instance, by now there are more than 100 

bed and breakfast style guesthouses on Chongming (“Island Embraces”, 2018). One example is 

CAMPO, which provides a modern camping experience in a small village on the island. CAMPO is 

run by an architect from Shanghai and his wife and was initially set up as an experimental 

showcase of a new approach to tourism and accommodation, to allow the architect’s customers to 

experience his innovative ideas first-hand (personal communication, August 2, 2018). CAMPO 

might inspire others on the island to try out innovative tourism concepts, and as such has the 

capacity to influence the island’s development. Moreover, a showcase such as CAMPO would 

most likely not have been feasible had Chongming not been located in Shanghai’s urban fringe, as 

it would have been too cumbersome to bring customers from the city along. As such, this highlights 

that Chongming’s geographical location is important as it enables a transfer of educated people 

from the city of Shanghai to Chongming, who contribute with new ideas to the island’s 

development trajectory. 
   In terms of secondary industry, Chongming’s rather slow transition to clean and high technology 

manufacturing has most likely been influenced by the island’s demography, as the lack of so-called 

talents on the island would have made it difficult for companies to recruit skilled personnel. 
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Moreover, there are indications that Chongming’s function as Shanghai’s prime example of 

sustainable development and successful environmental protection has meant that industrial 

development on the island has generally not been encouraged. For example, in 2014, during a visit 

to Chongming, Shanghai’s mayor at the time, Yang Xiong, stressed how important it was that 

Chongming stuck to the strategy of "keeping the island green”, for example by developing high-end 

tourist resorts (“Yang Xiong Stresses,” 2014, para. 1). Also, in 2016 the island was referred to by 

the Shanghai government as the “ecological barrier to the city” (Jian, 2016, para. 4). However, 

simultaneously Chongming is highlighted as an important element in Shanghai’s transition to 

becoming an innovation- and high-technology-driven economy (Jian, 2016). Thus, in the area of 

industrial development the role of Shanghai’s government is ambiguous. This might be rooted in 

the fact that individual politicians, and the projects and visions they make it their case to promote, 

in fact have a significant influence on urban development strategies (Hu, personal communication, 

June 14, 2018). Thus, over the years, Shanghai’s changing mayors might have had differing 

visions for Chongming’s development, as we saw an indication of in the case on Dongtan Eco-City.  
   In sum, Chongming’s eco-development in terms of industry appears to have been driven by the 

following factors: The local government, who has supported innovative endeavours by private-

sector actors in so far as they might contribute to eco-development; private sector actors who act 

in their own self-interest, driven by an increased demand for e.g. ecological fruits and vegetables; 

the central government interfering by means of targeted zones; and structural factors, which have 

served to both hinder and advance eco-development. 
 

7.5  INFRASTRUCTURE 

7.5.1  PLANS AND STATUS 

This section will consider Chongming’s infrastructure in the areas of transport, water, waste and 

energy. Starting with transport, Chongming’s strategy in the area is a key element in the island’s 

search for low-carbon development and sustainability more broadly.	  The SOM (2004) master plan 

grandly envisions the island as “a model for all of China in green technologies related to 

transportation” (p. 11). More specifically, a switch from private motorised transportation to non-

motorised and public transportation was the central principle in the strategy for transport on 

Chongming at the onset of the eco-island development (SOM, 2004; UNEP, 2014). However, while 

there have been substantial infrastructure investments, such as the two bridges connecting 

Chongming with the mainland to the south and the north, the island’s transport infrastructure so far 

only supports transportation via car or bus and is thus not particularly conducive to low-carbon 

development. Rail-based transit infrastructure between the major towns on Chongming and 

between Chongming and Shanghai was an important part of the eco-island plans, but has not 
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been achieved to date. Yet, space has been reserved on the Yangtze River Bridge and Tunnel for 

a future metro line to the island (Ma et al., 2018; UNEP, 2014). In addition to rail-based 

infrastructure, the plans for Chongming have emphasised electric vehicles and bicycles for 

transportation on the island (SOM, 2004). While not much has happened when it comes to bicycle 

infrastructure, some progress has occurred within the area of electric vehicles (Ma et al., 2018; 

UNEP, 2014). 

   In terms of managing the island’s water resources, Chongming has made progress in a number 

of areas. Integrated management of the island’s water system was identified as a crucial element 

in the eco island plans, as water shortage has been predicted on the island due to over-

exploitation of groundwater and water pollution. On this background measures have been outlined 

to improve drinking water safety, pollution control and water use efficiency (UNEP, 2014). To date, 

the construction of two new water reservoirs, one of them providing 50% of the total water supply 

to the city of Shanghai, two new water treatment plants, renovation of the island’s system of 

manmade canals, improvements of both urban and rural sewage treatment and increased water 

use efficiency has been achieved (Ma et al., 2018; UNEP, 2014).  

   Likewise, when it comes to waste management, Chongming has made strides in a more 

sustainable direction. The island’s long-term goal is to achieve zero solid waste by means of 

advanced technological solutions, however in the short and medium-term the plans for waste 

management have focused on reducing the overall quantity of waste, reusing more waste and 

ensuring that harmful waste is treated appropriately. To meet these goals the collection and 

treatment system for household waste has been extended, so that it covers the entire island. 

Moreover, a system for gas fermentation of agricultural waste has been developed and a new solid 

waste disposal centre is currently under construction, among other things. However, the plans for a 

more sustainable waste management system depend on the sorting of waste, and although a 

system for this exists, local citizens have not yet adopted it due to low awareness and know-how 

(Ma et al., 2018; own observation, August 2, 2018; UNEP, 2014). 	  

   In the area of energy, a transition towards renewable energy was a key goal in the eco island 

plans. This transition has commenced, however rather slowly. Chongming has increased the 

amount of renewable energy produced on the island, by installing two wind farms and two solar 

power plants. Yet, in 2011 renewable energy only accounted for 3% of the total electricity supply 

on the island. In terms of shifting to a low-carbon development model energy is a critical factor, as 

it accounts for the largest share of the island’s greenhouse gas emissions, 73% as of 2010 to be 

precise (Ma et al., 2018; UNEP, 2014). 

 

7.5.2  POLITICAL ECONOMY DRIVERS  
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The as of yet missing rail-based infrastructure on Chongming Island may be explained by the fact 

that infrastructure investments in Shanghai have tended to focus on the central area and not the 

districts at the city’s fringe (Gao, 2007). The outlying districts were responsible for financing their 

own infrastructure projects and for a district such as Chongming, that has historically lagged 

behind in economic development, this has most likely not been feasible. Yet, already in the during 

the 2000s, in response to rapid urbanisation and industrialisation in the city’s suburbs, the 

Shanghai Municipal Investment Group, a municipal owned company responsible for infrastructure 

investments in the city, introduced a new investment vehicle to enable investments in critical 

infrastructure in Shanghai’s outlying districts. This mechanism allowed the districts to gain access 

to Shanghai Municipality’s superior access to financing (Gao, 2007). However, it was mostly used 

to finance investments in environmental projects, and thus, even after its introduction, it may not 

have been possible for Chongming to finance a large investment in rail-based infrastructure. The 

construction of the Yangtze River Bridge and Tunnel, which is partly financed by its users 

(“Islanders Find”, 2011), has nonetheless provided a viable opportunity to connect Chongming and 

Shanghai via metro, and construction is scheduled to commence this year (personal 

communication, August 3, 2018). Thus, in terms of rail-based infrastructure institutional constraints 

and public actors, in the form of Shanghai Municipality, appear to be key to understanding what 

has, or rather has not, happened on Chongming. 

   In contrast, in the area of electric vehicles and bicycles, Chongming’s development is largely in 

the hands of private sector actors. In 2009 a company renting out bicycles to tourists set up 

operations on Chongming (“Bicycle rentals”, 2011) and in 2016 a car-sharing service for electrical 

vehicles called EVCARD started operating on the island with 60 rental service stations (“E-car 

Rental Scheme”, 2016; Shanghai Yearbook Compilation Committee, 2016). As of 2011 the bicycle 

company made huge losses from their operations on Chongming due to a lack of customers and 

high maintenance costs. Thus, whether or not Chongming succeeds with their strategy of 

transitioning to electrical vehicles and bicycles mainly depends on the willingness of private 

companies to set up operations on the island, and, consequently, ultimately on market demand. 
   As for the apparent progress in managing both water and waste on the island the above-

mentioned investment vehicle for Shanghai’s districts might have enabled Chongming’s large 

investments in infrastructure within both areas. A main motivation for introducing the mechanism 

was in fact to encourage the city’s outlying districts to improve environmental conditions, as 

Shanghai was feeling the strain of fast-paced urbanisation and industrialisation (Gao, 2007). 

Moreover, The World Bank has been involved in financing environmental projects on Chongming 

(World Bank, 2016a; World Bank, 2016b). Furthermore, Chongming appears to have leveraged the 

knowledge and expertise of both national and international experts and researchers, who have for 
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example been brought together to discuss the concrete challenges Chongming is facing at the bi-

annual Chongming Eco-Island Forum arranged jointly by the Science and Technology Commission 

of Shanghai Municipality and the local government of Chongming, and supported by the Ministry of 

Science and Technology. The forum took place for the first time in 2006 (Chongming Eco-Island 

Forum, 2006). As such, progress in managing the island’s waste and water can be seen as partly 

institutionally driven, with the local government as well as Shanghai Municipality being important 

stakeholders and international actors contributing more indirectly. As for Chongming’s gradual 

transition to renewable energy it has been difficult to find any data shedding light over potential 

political economy drivers, however it seems reasonable to assume that the island’s energy sector 

is influenced by similar drivers as the water and waste sectors. 
   A group of stakeholders that is seldomly addressed in the eco-island plans are the local 

inhabitants on Chongming. In terms of infrastructure the actions of local inhabitants are highly 

important, as they are supposed to adopt sustainable practices in terms of transport, water, waste 

and energy in order for Chongming to become a sustainable community. This study has found 

limited evidence for any type of citizen participation in either decision-making or implementation 

processes related to transport, water, waste or energy. As such, it is difficult to infer whether or not 

the local citizens are willing to adopt new and more sustainable behaviours. However, an article 

from 2017 highlights how locals are pleased by the public efforts to improve the treatment of 

sewage on the island as they had been highly displeased with the previous level of pollution (“An 

‘Eco-Island”, 2017). As such, it seems reasonable to assume that, in some areas, people on 

Chongming will support the eco-island development. However, as mentioned above, in some 

instances low awareness and knowhow might get in the way. 
   In sum, Chongming’s eco-develop in the area of infrastructure has mainly been driven by the 

local government, however subject to institutional constraints at the municipal level. Moreover, in 

terms of electric vehicles and bicycles, private companies have played a role. Lastly, the local 

inhabitants of Chongming, who are supposed to adopt more sustainable behaviours in the area of 

infrastructure play an important role, although it appears this particular group of stakeholders are 

seldomly considered in the plans for eco-island development.   
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8.  CONCLUSION AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER 

RESEARCH 
 

 

This research project has examined the political economy drivers of Chongming Eco-Island in an 

attempt to understand how Chinese eco-city projects, embodying the distinctively Chinese idea of 

ecological civilisation, materialise and evolve over time within the broader context of China’s rapid 

economic growth, extreme urbanisation, and severe environmental degradation over the past 40 

years. It has sought to identify how ideas, structural factors, institutions and stakeholders have 

affected Chongming’s eco-development since the onset of the project in the late 1990s. As the 

extent of the analysis highlights, Chongming’s eco-development has in fact been shaped by a 

complex interaction of factors, and thus our study has resulted in the identification of a multitude of 

political economy drivers that have affected Chongming’s eco-development at different levels, 

themes and points in time. As such, or findings cannot fruitfully be briefly summarised, 

nevertheless the five points below highlight the key results of our analysis: 

 
• At the general level Chongming’s eco-development appears to have been motivated by its 

geographical position and natural resources, while demographic factors major infrastructure 

developments have played a larger role during the implementation of the project – thus, 

structural factors matter.	  

• The project and its subsequent implementation can be understood as the result of multiple, 

interwoven institutional factors, with the institutional incentives for land-driven development, 

the entrepreneurial behaviour of local governments coupled with central oversight and 

Shanghai’s wish to position itself as a world city in the global context, influenced be 

international ideals.	  

• The island’s eco-industrial development is shaped by both public and private actors, with 

the government of Chongming encouraging private-sector actors to innovate in insofar as 

these experiments have the potential to provide new fertile avenues for the island’s eco-

development. Moreover, broader market tendencies have supported Chongming’s eco-

development.	  

• Infrastructure development on the island, in the fields of transport, water, waste and 

energy, has largely been a result of public provision under municipal level institutional 

constraints. Yet, the local inhabitants on Chongming play a key role in terms of their 

willingness to adopt more sustainable practices.	  
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The difficulty of briefly summarising our key findings highlights that our theoretical framework, and 

thus our analysis, has in fact been extremely comprehensive. This does to some extent constitute 

a limitation of our study, as the causal links between our variables of interest and our case have 

become very complex to comprehend. Nonetheless, our research serves as a fruitful basis from 

which to identify more narrow aspects on the political economy of Chinese eco-cities that provide 

interesting topics for further research. From the above points, three interesting topics for future 

research have been identified. Firstly, the international perspective, which our analysis has 

touched briefly upon with the mentioning of Shanghai’s world city ambitions, appears highly 

relevant in the current context of Climate crisis as well as in relation to China’s changing position 

within the international political economy. Secondly, the idea of applying the concept of 

experimentation under hierarchy to the relationship between public and private actors at the local 

level seems to hold relevant insights into how state and market forces interact to foster sustainable 

urban development in China. Lastly, the role of local inhabitants in eco-city projects merits more 

attention from academia, as it is crucial to the ultimate success of these projects. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Interview with Professor Lou Yongqi, Dean at College of Design and Innovation, Tongji 
University and primary responsible for Design Harvests through Studio TAO 
  
Date and time: July 30th2018 at 6 pm. 
Place: Lou’s office at Tongji University, Shanghai 
Duration: 42.19 minutes. 
 
People in the interview: 
B: Bonnie 
C: Caroline 
L: Lou 
Chang: Chang (Lou’s (former?) student and involved in the project) 
  
Note: Due to bad sound a few passages in the interview could not be transcribed. 
  
Interview: 
  
B: [Tape recorder started late] … And then also a little bit about your visions, so how you see this 
type of new approach to this urban-rural development and this interaction between cities and the 
country side… so also on this more abstract plan or level if you can say that… so that’s what we 
were hoping to discuss.  
L: Okay, so you read the book right? The book was written in 2012, so it’s almost six years ago so 
there are a lot of things going on after the book was published. The original idea when I started the 
project is… its inspired by the motto/slogan of Shanghai World Expo, the theme is ‘Better City, 
Better Life’, the Chinese version is ‘City Makes Life Better’, and so the English version and the 
Chinese version are different. It’s a very much misleading slogan… in my point of view I think that 
if half of the population of China is based on countryside and you have 50% of the population (…). 
You can look at is a kind of problem, you can also look at it as a kind of opportunity. If you look at it 
as a problem then the solution will be very clear, so urbanisation will be the only solution to transfer 
the farmers to become citizen, transfer the countryside to become city. In my point of view, as a 
designer, we always try to find an alternative solution; I think we should look at it as kind of an 
opportunity rather than a problem. And also one thing that is very important, if you look at the 
average energy consumption and resource consumption and compare the cities and the farmers 
the city’s is much larger than the farmer’s. Before, when most of the European or Western 
countries finished their process of industrialisation they did not have this environmental ceiling, 
right, but now in China with such a big population it is very clear, we can see the environmental 
ceiling. So, I mean, from an environmental point of view we should take a totally different 
approach. And from the cultural point of view, it’s also in China, I mean if you look at traditional 
Chinese culture and also look at Chinese social development you will see that the city and the 
countryside have always been looked at as a whole. Even, it’s very interesting, before, more than 
100 years ago, the percentage of the higher educated people, the top scholar, in the city and the 
countryside was basically the same. It is a kind of very typical loop, so most likely a scholar was 
educated in the countryside (…). People who originally come from the countryside can get a good 
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education and through this national selection system they go to the city to serve the emperor and 
become government officials, they will typically serve different cities and the, once they retire, they 
will come back to the countryside. Of course, if they originally come from the city then they will 
come back to the city. But, at that time the majority of the population was based in the countryside. 
In this way they kept a balance of interaction and exchange between urban and rural areas. So this 
is from the culture point of view. And also in Chinese Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism (…) 
these are from the culture point of view. And then from the economic point of view, now the 
majority of the resources are in the city, opportunity is here, money is here, job is here, education 
is here, everything is here. Basically … we spend … China … more or less within this 100 years all 
the development is focused on the city and now if you go to the countryside it is very difficult to find 
anybody with a high education, very very difficult. We started the Design Harvest project in 2007, 
even in the countryside of Shanghai, in the village, there are no people with a high education, so if 
you can get the people with a high education to come back to the countryside (…). But from the 
economy point of view there is a resource in the countryside, undiscovered, and there is a need in 
the city and vice versa, and if we can make a connection we can create a big new business, a new 
economy, so this is from the economy point of view. So for that reason we focus on urban-rural 
interaction rather than a better countryside. So from these three points of view [environmental, 
cultural, economic] we think we can do an experiment and the experiment is about the Chinese 
approach for sustainability, which is not (…). So that is the context of our … why I decided to start 
this kind of experiment. So we started from 2007 from nothing, basically from nothing and the 
village you are going to visit tomorrow is basically … we selected the village because of, I mean, 
we have some criteria to select the first prototype: it should be very difficult to access, so when we 
decided on the village at that time there was no direct transportation connecting the island and the 
city, so at that time we spent four hours. So that village was located in (…) it is very difficult to 
access. And then the second criteria is that the society should not have any special resources, for 
instance not rich, no famous people and no beautiful scenery, so just an ordinary village. And the 
third criteria is that there should be somebody who wants to generate change (…) so they want to 
generate the change and also the village leader is also very active. So in this way, based on these 
three criteria we selected the village. Then we started a lot of research and developing, basically 
the first three years we were doing research and we used my studio as a research platform. 
C: When you say studio, also we read about the Studio TAO, so that’s basically you guys? 
L: Yes, it is me and a group of people, most of them are my master students. Studio TAO was 
established in 2007, I decided to start that project. So some of them, for instance Francesca, she 
has already become assistant professor at this college, so she is one of the researchers in Studio 
TAO. And we collaborate with many universities, and a lot of think tanks like (…), and (…). 
B: I just have a follow up question. So you’ve talked about how you chose the village, did the 
overall eco island plans for Chongming have anything to do with why you chose this village?  
L: Yes, why I chose this village that is a big question. So my first choice is why island of course, 
first the island, because I want to use a new approach of collecting resources to solve the problem, 
to face the challenges, so its not only we, I mean a single studio or a single university, but more 
important this is an issue and we hope to put this issue in front of the global society and then, I 
mean, anyone who are interested in the topic or the challenge they can be part of our team. So 
that’s the reason. So it is also a kind of crowd wisdom, crowd sourcing of wisdom and actions. So, 
I mean, from the very beginning I chose this island because of that. And why that island? That 
island has capacity, because first there is mainly countryside, its all agriculture-based, and the 
second reason is that it was really famous at that time because… 
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C: Yeah, also because of the Dongtan, that was the whole … 
L: Yeah, yeah, you know about this. At that time, I mean, Prince Charles signed an agreement with 
the city leader [of Shanghai] and later the city leader was out into prison and the whole project was 
… 
C: So you were actually in contact with the Mayor? 
L: No, no, no. At that time, before I chose the island. Because Arup did the master plan, and then 
SOM, a lot of global think tanks they contributed on this island project, so it has become very 
famous, Chongming Dongtan as an eco island, international eco island, it is a global project. So 
that is the reason I think that, okay if I want to do a project it is better that the location is located in 
Chongming Island. So that’s the reason. But the Dongtan project was dead, at that time it was 
already dead, because, as I said, the mayor was put in prison. He is now out of prison (…) it has 
nothing to do with him, it has nothing to do with the political issue. Anyway, I chose an island, 
which I think (…) international (…). So that’s the reason. And then, if you look at the workshop we 
organised at the very beginning, I mean it’s also crowd sourcing of ideas (…). If you look at the 
book, I don’t know how many names have been mentioned in that single book, I think maybe 200 
or 300 names have been mentioned in that book, people who have participated in the workshops, 
so there is something (…) Design Harvest 2.0 and the start-up project Design Harvest 1.0 so, but 
(…). So basically, that is the context of the project. Because I don’t want to say I am against the 
World Expo, I don’t want to say I’m against the theme of the World Expo, personally I was the chief 
designer of the United Nations Pavilion, but in my view I think that ‘City Makes Life Better’ is very 
much misleading, so I want to do something, but I want to do an experiment to let people know that 
there is an alternative solution, the is a (…). So that’s the reason. And we started the project on 
nothing, and now, I mean I developed an approach that they are (…) out on the island, Chongming 
Island, and they asked him to help me to select the site, the place, and he gave me a couple of 
options and then based on the criteria we selected the Xianqiao village. 
C: Sorry who did eh?  
B: The Mayor of Chongming right? 
L: The Deputy Mayor, the Vice Mayor of Chongming, because I told him everything is free, I don’t 
charge anything, and I don’t charge money, I mean as a design firm normally we sell our service, 
right, but in that project we just wanted an opportunity to start this experiment. 
C: Okay, yes because we are also very interested in the different stakeholders that you worked 
with and in particular also the local government and sort of the relationship, also in terms of how to 
best move forward with these kinds of projects, is it through getting a good relation with the local 
government or is it other stakeholders that are more important? What is your experience?  
L: The local government is important, they are really important, but the most important contribution 
for the to this project is nothing, basically nothing… 
C: But you get the allowance to work? 
L: True, true, true, so when I (…) with a couple of Dutch universities, eh, Dutch schools in 2008 or 
2009, at that time, I mean, that village, we stayed in the hotel in the town, but the hotel did not 
have the license to host foreign guests, so in the morning the police came and they kicked all of us 
out. And later, I mean, at the (…) inside the village, the farmers house, so that’s a big change, so 
this is just an example, it is very difficult. So in (…) I say they do nothing but still they do a lot of 
things to support our experiment, but they don’t give us money, they don’t support us to handle the 
details or the challenges. 
C: Yeah because, we are also interested in all these political plans, you have a lot of political 
ambitions to turn this island into an eco island from a political standpoint, so that’s also why we are 
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interested in hearing your experience of working with the local government. I mean, what do they 
actually do? Do they make it easier for people? Because you also write it’s a bottom-up initiative 
and it very much sounds like it is, I mean this is not coming from, I mean its coming from you, 
yeah, so it’s … 
L: It is important, I mean all kinds of bottom-up initiatives in China, if the top-down people say no 
they close that project and kill that project and nothing will happen. So, I mean, in some way it also 
means that there is some motivation from the top. I mean they… I was an urban planner, I was an 
architect, so I did typical, professional work for years, but step by step I started to understand that 
this (…) of planning, this (…) of architectural approach, because they only focus on the artefact 
worlds, the physical worlds, and eh, the government they also see the limitation of this traditional 
approach, I mean, in some way they also like to see something new happen, but they don’t know 
how, and they don’t know eh… there is nobody in their group who can… So in some way they like 
to see somebody that wants to volunteer [C: to do something different], yeah, so that’s the reason 
why this project can survive. From a university point of view, from my point of view (…) we are 
doing a lot of research and education, I mean it is a kind of public resource (…) they have to do 
their research, they have to do their exercises, so why not take advantage if an existing resource 
for a relevant challenge. So that’s a reason. And why, I mean so many international partners 
decided to be a part of it, because they also see the value, right, and they (…) they will go outside 
of their country and collaborate with another university, I mean (…) connecting all of these 
resources (…). 
C: So how, when you started the project you said that you had the Vice Mayor, sort of, you can say 
blue stamp the project. Is that the way to go forward on Chongming because they had plans to 
develop an eco island? Would you have taken another strategy is you wanted to work with a 
village just somewhere in China? Did it matter for you to engage with the local government 
because they have these plans or? 
L: It has nothing to do with the big plan (…) but in some way our work enriches the concept of the 
sustainable island.   
C: And that’s how you also see it yourselves, that you want to contribute to the overall eco 
development? 
L: Yes, I mean our research enriches the concept, so that is the connection (…) from the content 
to the context, and the planning approach is mainly… I mean they focus on the infrastructure and 
(…) and they focus on how to implement this (…). And we focus on the community, the human 
resources, the content, the economy, and then, I mean, the physical environment is just a kind of 
enabling infrastructure for us. 
C: Now you mention also, and also in the book, all the kinds of different people that you work with. 
Who would you say are the most important to engage with to make a project like this actually 
happen in real life? Is it the other universities, or, yeah I don’t know, you mention, as you say, a lot 
of different people and stakeholders? 
L: I will remind my student, this is something very important, how did the Design Harvest project 
start, this is very important. When you want to do something with ambitions, how to make it 
happen? It’s just like now we talk about the Design Harvest 2.0, an even (more?) ambitious plan. 
How to make that happen? At that time I started with a workshop, I started with an international 
workshop. 
C: Here at the university? 
L: Based on the university, I mean, and network, so I still remember very clearly what Studio TAO 
did. We had a challenge, this big topic, big agenda, and then we decided we want to do a series of 
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workshops, then we decided the topic before, I mean, we started to call for the participants or for 
partners, so Studio Tao designed the framework and designed the topic, then we took advantage 
of our international (…) and then we discussed with my partner universities, I mean, who would like 
to do this and who would like to do what, I mean this way we organised a lot of workshops and so 
at the very beginning …  
C: To develop further on the concept of how to go forward? 
L: Yeah, also you remember that at the very beginning I was the only one who had this idea (…) I 
recruited XXX and she became the full time researcher of Studio TAO and put more and more 
people and then (…) I mean Studio TAO is a small group and at that time Studio TAO was the only 
group who wanted to do that kind of project and how we convinced people that we are doing 
something serious, we are doing something serious, is that we created noise, that is very 
important, we engaged other universities, the first workshop was a very big workshop, I organised, 
I involved a couple of universities and the each one focused on a different topic, I mean we 
decided the topic before the workshop started. I think that (…) a couple of universities from 
Switzerland including at that time XXX’s studio (…). Anyway, we organised a group of people and 
then we started to, and then, I mean, before, I mean of course when we said oh I want to do 
something (…) and then when we decided to move 50 students into that village it became 
something serious. And then later they find that okay not only once, but that, I mean, a couple of 
months later the second group came, and the third came and the fourth came. So from the very 
beginning it is a kind of interaction, so you can imagine, at the very beginning, when the foreigners 
came to the village and (…) they all came out to see the foreigners. Before, no foreigners came to 
that village because it was almost a forgotten village because it’s just a (…) normal village. But 
now, you know, it’s already years, I mean the whole eco system changes a lot. 
B: Do you think that the involvement of foreign universities was important for, for example, the 
Chongming government to give you an approval of the project?  
L: No, I don’t think that this is important, but the important is that they know that the (community?) 
is very active, that they are doing something, so that information is more important and they don’t 
care who we work together with and (…). And (…) we started communicating with the villages, we 
do the workshops, we create a lot of events, so it’s a process, it’s a (…). Anyway, I think that’s the 
important part. 
C: Turning it around, you mention to begin with that the primary reason for you choosing this 
village on Chongming Island was that you have these eco plans but also that a lot of them are 
international, because you have these huge architectural and engineering firms behind some of the 
master plans for the island. So it was actually, for you, for you guys, it was more important that you 
had some international plans than maybe just the local government wanting to, sort of, do 
something? I know that obviously it’s connected, but yeah I’m just trying to understand the 
relationship between… 
L: The international is important but also not important, why international? Why did I organise this 
international workshop? Because the people come from a different culture and in some way they 
are more sensitive, they are more sensitive of the special culture, I mean the culture on the island. 
So that’s the reason why we involved [international actors]. Because, I mean, Chinese people they 
just take it for granted, but for the foreigners, and especially from the approach, we have an 
approach, the most important approach is how to dig out the potential or, I mean, the advantage of 
the island. The solution is already there, it’s just neglected, in some way people are blind because 
they are too familiar so we want people from the outside, because the people who come from the 
outside, when they work on the topic, the challenges, they are more sensitive about everything. 
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This is why, I mean, we started this international workshop. So I think that this approach is very 
relevant, it is very successful. We do this (…) and plus, I mean, in some way (…) the solution is 
already embedded there, so what we need to do is to define it, to dig it out, and how to enlarge it, 
basically this is our purpose. 
B: So when you say enlarge it you mean scale it to other places as well? 
L: Yes. So I mean, from the very beginning the project was designed as a kind of prototype. It’s not 
a commercial project it’s just a prototype, an experiment, in some way, I mean, the village is just 
like a laboratory, so that’s the reason. And why we are now talking about Design Harvest 2.0 
because now we want to develop a real commercial project, because the island project island 
project is an experiment in a laboratory, but the laboratory is the village, but still it’s an experiment. 
B: Apart from the local government you also mention that you work with local entrepreneurs and 
businesses. Can you give some examples of who that would be?   
L: The first step, as I mentioned, basically is research. So we spent three years doing research, 
organising workshops and trying to understand the island, the village. And then in 2010 we started 
step by step to test some of the outcome of the workshop. So we started to develop a piece of land 
and then we built a couple of greenhouses and renovated the farmer’s house and then, I mean… 
Anyway, we started to test the business. So when you do this hands-on stuff you have to 
collaborate with others (…) the people who are now providing services they are the local villagers, 
and then I mean, we have planted rice ourselves on this piece of land and then we need to engage 
people who are good at agriculture so we work with a farmer and he’s a new farmer (…). And then 
we produce honey and then (…). And then I mean all that kind of (…) we work with partners, and 
for instance now, Chang is testing a lot of business models on the island and we (…) to use this 
environment to test some of these models, like team building, the people (…) and even wedding, 
even to provide wedding services and (…) we do a lot of that kind of tests. It is also a kind of 
redefining of luxury, I mean what is luxury, I mean it is not only (…) in the city, but to have a lunch 
with sunshine, with nature, the (snail/smell?), the (…). It’s also a kind of luxury. But we need to turn 
more of these kinds of ideas to be real business, real services… 
C: Yeah to make it viable… Because I guess until now Tongji University has been the one 
financing the… 
L: No, no, no, no. I’m a professor, I cannot use university money to support that kind of… 
C: No but the work, so Tongji employs the people?  
L: No it has nothing to do with it, it’s an entrepreneurship-driven project. It is a company. So my 
former students, Chang is also my former student, they become entrepreneurs and then they run 
the business. They believe the story and they take over the businesses. They do the business side 
and what the university does is that the university is a platform of doing research. So basically this 
is what the university does, but the business itself is independent. 
C: Yeah, but the workshops are hosted here or at some other learning facilities?   
L: No, I mean at that time we did not have this building. Most of the workshops were hosted in my 
studio, and I had a very big studio at that time. So, most of them, if you look at the pictures, most of 
the picture in that book, unfortunately is my studio. 
C: So you have a lot of experience working with this project at probably also other… and you’ve 
talked a lot about this idea, the way I understand it at least is that you a kind of promoting 
sustainable urban development by developing the rural areas and that’s kind of how you also see 
the way forward for urban sustainable development. Yeah, in your experience what is the best way 
to advance, in more general terms, sustainable development with these kind of, I mean, this is one 
way, but we just want to get into this sort of discussion again… 
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L: In China, as I mentioned, half of the population is based on the countryside and there is a huge 
potential, I mean, when we think of sustainability we cannot forget that. So that is key. In my view 
sustainability, what is sustainability? (…) The city needs the countryside, the country needs the 
city, I mean they have exchange and interaction all the time, and for the individual people, I mean, 
the urban ways of living and the rural ways of living they are both (…), as an individual person you 
have choices, you have options, so for the people from the countryside they are free to come to 
the city to seek their dream, but also the group of people, I mean, imagine the group of people, 
they will look at our story as their ways of living, so they will come to find their meaningful life. So in 
this way I think that this is a (…). So when we talk about sustainability, sustainability should not 
only have one model, they have different models and then our project is trying to find a new model 
for sustainability and that new model is urban-rural interaction. Basically that’s the logic. 
C: Yeah, so I guess you must also find it, I don’t know, rather surprising to see some of the other 
plans for Chongming Island, because, I don’t know, we’ve been in contact also with Sasaki who 
has developed a plan for the northern part, eh, Xincunsha, and their plans did actually plan for it to 
be a hugely populated area as well which is just, eh, kind of weird in our view as well, that you 
have these plans to make it eco and sustainable and then you have also the Dongtan which failed 
which also planned for it to be a city of 500.000 people even though it was wetlands and rural area. 
And it’s a kind of weird way to think about eco development, yeah, I don’t know, if, yeah I just 
wanted to hear maybe your thoughts on some of the other plans on the island… 
L: Yeah, there are different ways, I mean, personally our project has nothing to do with the bigger 
plan for Chongming Island, and of course if we (…) I mean opinion or comments on the individual 
project, I can have my opinion, but I say that this big picture and our project there is no special 
relationship, and we chose the island, I chose the island because of its island culture, basically, 
because it’s near to the city of Shanghai, and because it has international names so it’s easy for 
me to engage international partners, so I mean, for me it’s just kind of representative of  a rural 
area, of rural China. So basically, I chose this island because of that. But in some way, I mean, as I 
mentioned, there is no conflict between my project and the big eco island project because, I mean, 
even Sasaki or, I mean, Arup, they developed the plan, I mean, still they didn’t solve the bigger 
questions, who’s going to be main actor. They assumed that the government will be the main 
actor, but in my project, I mean, I have a different option, which is mainly (…) it’s a social 
innovation, it’s more bottom-up, it’s about the community, by choices, rather than by orders. 
B: I think we got around most of the topics that we wanted to talk about. Just let us know of you 
have nay questions to us, and eh, we tried to record it, is that okay for you guys? 
L: Yeah, no problem. 
C: I think, one last question, I mean, you know Chongming very well, we were just wondering of 
you know of any other, eh, cool projects basically, maybe not the same as yours, but we’ve also 
hear about some different farms who’s doing a lot of eco, so, yeah, any recommendations of what 
to visit would be great. We can talk to you or Chang? 
L: You can visit Dongtan, you can visit our project, and you… there are also some government-
driven projects that you can also visit… Qianweicun, so there are some villages, I mean basically 
they are all (…). You can … 
Chang: Next to our project there are two or three other projects that you can visit. 
B: And when you say projects, do you mean villages? 
Chang: No, in the same village, just next to our farm. 
B: Okay.  
C: I think that was pretty much it. 
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B: Thank you very much for your time. 
L: You are welcome. 
 


