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i 

	“Funded by the European Research Council (ERC) project, Yanliu Lin and her team are pioneers in capturing an emerging trend towards more collaborative planning in China. In urban regeneration, heritage protection, and environmental governance, their rigorous and grounded observations are profound. Together, they generate important insights into the nature of governance in China and related changes in institutions and power relations. This is an important and insightful book on planning, geography, and China’s development.”

Fulong Wu, Bartlett Professor of Planning, University College London (UCL), United Kingdom


	“The book offers a highly interesting compendium of contributions on the practice of collaborative planning in China. It critically examines this practice from three perspectives: institutions, power relations, and the public sphere. What makes this compendium particularly valuable is that, although the theory of collaborative planning originates in a democratic institutional context (Western planning practice), its application within China’s authoritarian institutional environment offers valuable opportunities to challenge, adapt, and reconceptualize its universal claims, thus contributing to the reconceptualization of collaborative planning theory.”

Stan Geertman, emeritus Professor of Planning Support Science, Utrecht University, The Netherlandsii 







iii 
Chinese Collaborative Planning in the Digital Era

Chinese Collaborative Planning in the Digital Era: Institutions, Power Relations, and Public Spheres is the first accessible text on theoretical underpinnings and extensive case material on China’s collaborative planning. It questions the validity of agonistic and communicative approaches and lays out a new theoretical framework for collaborative planning in China.

The book also elaborates the changing governance contexts for collaborative planning in China, including the participative and deliberative turn, and the impact of social media and digital transition on power relations and public spheres. Collaborative planning has become a practical solution to solve increasingly complex problems and the challenges of sustainability under rapid economic development. The authors present several in-depth case studies of collaborative practices in the fields of urban regeneration, environmental protection, and green initiatives in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Xiamen, and other cities. The materials of the case studies are collected from in-depth fieldwork in China, practical experience, and online social networking sites. The book not only gives an overview of collaborative practices and policies in China but also reflects the universal collaborative planning theory and presents new research methodologies.

The interdisciplinary nature of the book makes it interesting for students, educators, scholars, and practitioners in spatial planning, environmental planning, public policy, and new media fields.

Yanliu Lin is an associate professor of Spatial Planning and Digitalization in the Department of Human Geography and Spatial Planning at Utrecht University. Her research focuses on collaborative planning, digital planning, and planning support science for sustainable urban futures. She examines how digital technologies (e.g., planning support systems, social media, artificial intelligence, and digital twins) interact with urban governance and planning processes across diverse institutional and local contexts. She is the principal investigator of the European Research Council (ERC) Starting Grant project on collaborative planning in China (CoChina). She has served as a lead guest editor for two special issues: Digital Planning for Sustainable Urban Future in Computers, Environment and Urban Systems, and Collaborative Planning in the Digital Era in Planning Practice & Research. She has also co-edited two books: Smart iv Governance and New Forms of Collaborative Planning (The Commercial Press, 2022) and Village in the City: Asian Variations of Urbanisms of Inclusion (Park Books, 2014).

Hongmei Lu is currently a researcher at the Institute for Environmental Studies (IVM) at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. She holds a PhD in Environmental Policy from Michigan Technological University, and her dissertation was nominated for the 2021 CGS/ProQuest Distinguished Dissertation Award. Her research focuses on digitally enabled environmental policy and planning, as well as collaborative governance, with a thematic emphasis on nature-based sustainability. She contributes to the European Research Council (ERC) Starting Grant project on collaborative planning in China (CoChina), where she studies digital participation in shaping public spheres and collaborative governance. In addition to her academic work, she is also active in community-engaged research. Her research examines the practice of nature-based solutions through a comparative lens, including cases such as the implementation of green roof policies in metropolitan Shanghai, China’s Sponge City program, local food systems in Michigan, and urban green spaces in the Netherlands.
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Collaborative Planning in China

Collaborative (or communicative) planning theory is a framework for conflict resolution in urban planning that has been widely applied to policy and practice in democratic contexts. Since the 1990s, this theory has also traveled to China, introduced by several Chinese scholars, who translated the works of Healey and Innes and published them in major Chinese journals. Academic discussion of collaborative planning quickly influenced practice, partly because Chinese planning scholars often hold multiple roles, such as academics, practitioners, or advisors to governments. Consequently, collaborative planning practices have emerged in China to address conflicts of interest and complex problems in urban renewal and environmental management.

These practices have developed against the backdrop of growing complexity, institutional changes, the development of digital technologies, and the rise of civil society. Rapid economic growth and urbanization since the reforms of the 1980s have brought mass migration, severe environmental challenges, widening inequality, and social polarization. Local governments have faced increasing social conflicts due to land appropriation, urban redevelopment, and residential displacement. In response, new national policies and legal frameworks have been established to enable deliberative and participatory practices to cope with complexity, diversity, and pluralism. Embedded in national frameworks, local governments have adopted diverse participatory mechanisms, such as co-creation workshops, to address specific socioeconomic, environmental, and spatial challenges. Yet, the boundaries of participation and deliberation are often actively shaped by the government, which permits only domain-limited and scope-limited forms of voices. Despite internet censorship and government control, the Internet and social media have opened new avenues for public debate and community-building, facilitating the formation of formal or informal civil society organizations. Civil society activism has had a significant impact on environmental management and urban renewal, including campaigns for environmental protection, cultural heritage preservation, and social justice in urban redevelopment. However, the role of civil society remains complex. Some formal organizations maintain cooperative relationships with governments to ensure their survival, while informal organizations may adopt framing strategies to shape public discourse and amplify marginalized voices.

2 Collaborative planning practices in China have emerged across multiple domains, including regional planning, urban regeneration, and environmental management, and have appeared under various labels such as collaborative planning, collaborative governance, and collaborative workshops. Distinct from traditional top-down approaches, these practices are characterized by interaction among a wide range of actors, such as governments, the private sector, civil society organizations, local communities, and citizens. They seek to address complex governance challenges such as conflicting interests, social inequality, intricate property rights systems, and environmental crises. Some initiatives are initiated by governments and planners, while others arise from bottom-up approaches. Their forms and dynamics are shaped by diverse factors, including national and local policies, political systems, cultural norms, spatial conditions, and socioeconomic contexts.

Nevertheless, it would be naïve to describe China’s experience as a “communicative turn” comparable to that in Western contexts. The communicative approach to collaborative planning rests on assumptions of democratic institutions, power neutralization, and communicative rationality. It has long been criticized for overlooking power differences and institutional contexts. In China, these theoretical premises become even more problematic given the authoritarian context, the dynamics of power relations, the ambiguous role of civil society, and the growing influence of digital technologies on participation and communication. While experiences in authoritarian settings differ substantially from those in which collaborative planning theory originated, they also provide valuable opportunities to challenge, adapt, and reconceptualize its universal claims.



Contributions of the Book

This book, therefore, undertakes a critical examination of collaborative planning practices in China through three lenses (institutions, power relations, and public spheres) and contributes to the reconceptualization of collaborative planning theory. It presents the main outcomes of the CoChina project “Collaborative Planning in China: Authoritarian Institutions, New Media, Power Relations, and Public Spheres”, funded by the European Research Council (ERC) Starting Grant. Combining theoretical reflection with empirical investigation, the book offers both conceptual and practice-oriented contributions.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the changing contexts and institutional transformations that have shaped collaborative planning in China. Since the economic reforms, local governments and market forces have formed coalitions to promote entrepreneurial activities, resulting in state entrepreneurialism and growth-oriented planning. However, rapid economic development has led to increasing pluralism, fragmentation, social inequalities, and environmental degradation, while top-down planning approaches have often failed to address these growing complexities. Consequently, the deliberative and participatory turn in Chinese planning has emerged as a response to the complex challenges of planning. Since the 2000s, participation has been progressively institutionalized through national and local policies, 3 regulations, and programs. New institutional innovations, such as co-creation initiatives and the community planner system, have sought to engage societal actors in urban regeneration and environmental management to tackle complex problems, although power asymmetries and state control remain deeply entrenched.

Chapter 2 systematically reviews how social media have transformed public spheres in China, situating them within their socio-technical and political contexts. Unlike the Habermasian public sphere, conceived as autonomous from state and market, the Chinese version has evolved within a socialist market economy and under strong state regulation. The government has adapted to the networked environment through mechanisms of censorship, propaganda, and opinion guidance, while social media simultaneously enable citizens to access information, express opinions, and form virtual communities for public deliberation. The chapter identifies four main types of online public spheres: Political public spheres, largely state-controlled and focused on legitimizing authority; counter-public spheres, where citizens and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) challenge dominant discourses and advocate for social justice; green public spheres, centered on environmental issues; and satellite public spheres, which address livelihood concerns with less direct political confrontation. These forms illustrate both the empowerment and the constraints inherent in China’s social media-driven public spheres. Overall, the chapter reveals the dual dynamics of China’s online public spheres, oscillating between incremental democratization and the reinforcement of state power.

Chapter 3 revisits the theoretical foundations of collaborative planning, tracing its evolution from the communicative approach, grounded in deliberative democracy, toward the agonistic approach, which recognizes dissent and power. It reviews the debate between communicative and agonistic perspectives: The former promotes consensus and rational dialogue but tends to underestimate enduring power asymmetries, while the latter emphasizes contestation as an integral component of democratic practice but lacks procedural clarity and flexibility for application in planning practice. To move beyond this divide, the chapter proposes a broader reconceptualization of collaborative planning that engages with three key dimensions: Insights from common-pool resource studies to understand how institutional design and rules shape collective action; a multidimensional view of power that accounts for its sources, arenas, and networks; and the concepts of framing and discursive opportunities to explain how conflicts, identities, and legitimacy are constructed within digitally mediated and fragmented public spheres. Together, these perspectives advance a more contextualized and reflexive theorization of collaborative planning suited to diverse institutional and digital environments.

Chapter 4 conceptualizes collaborative planning in China as a hybrid practice that integrates authoritarian deliberation, multi-level institutional design, asymmetric power relations, and fragmented digital public spheres to address the growing complexities of planning. It argues that collaborative planning in China is primarily a pragmatic response to wicked problems rather than a democratic ideal. The chapter develops a context-sensitive framework encompassing three interrelated dimensions: Institutional design, which links formal and informal rules across vertical and horizontal levels to improve accountability and coordination; power relations, 4 which analyze how diverse actors (e.g., governments, markets, civil society, and planners) mobilize authority, resources, and discursive legitimacy; and public spheres, where fragmented and digitally mediated interactions shape discourse, framing, and legitimacy. The chapter ultimately calls for moving beyond Western normative models toward a more context-aware theorization of collaborative planning that acknowledges its instrumental rationales, digital transformations, and complex negotiation of legitimacy in authoritarian contexts.

Chapter 5 analyzes the institutional design of collaborative governance in China by examining co-creation in urban regeneration and the River Chief System (RCS) in water management. It compares the two cases using a five-dimensional conceptual framework encompassing participants, agenda-setting, stages of intervention, modes of communication, and the nature of outputs. The findings show that co-creation in urban regeneration employs deliberative mechanisms to engage residents, civil society, planners, and other actors in mitigating community-level conflicts, although the government ultimately controls the agenda and final decisions. In contrast, the RCS focuses on enforcing collaboration among government agencies across different levels, departments, and jurisdictions within the hierarchical party-state structure to address large-scale, transboundary environmental problems. Agendas are set by higher authorities to meet centrally defined water quality targets, while public participation remains limited to reporting issues through formal channels. The chapter offers a nuanced understanding of how collaborative approaches are adapted to distinct governance challenges within authoritarian contexts. These institutional designs enhance governance performance, mitigate conflicts, and reinforce state legitimacy.

Chapter 6 explores how citizens gain discursive power in collaborative planning through social media, focusing on the Guangzhou Big Banyan Tree controversy. Using a Weibo dataset under the “Embrace the Big Banyan Tree” hashtag, the study applies an analytical framework integrating social network, sentiment, and topic analyses to trace interaction patterns, emotional tones, and thematic structures shaping discursive legitimacy. It identifies four digital tactics that enhance reach and credibility: Cross-platform forwarding, forwarding without comments, accumulative forwarding, and posting original images. Sentiment analysis reveals predominantly neutral or mildly negative expressions, indicating affective moderation that maintains visibility under institutional constraints. Topic modeling highlights three thematic domains: The Banyan trees’ functional and ecological value, cultural identity and memory, and governance and procedural justice, through which citizens link their lived experiences to technical and accountability discourses. The case shows how alignment between discursive practices and network position enables bottom-up influence on planning debates and policy outcomes within a tightly controlled environment.

Chapter 7 examines how digital technologies reshape power dynamics in collaborative heritage governance in China. While digital platforms can broaden participation and enhance transparency, they also generate new inequalities and exclusions. Drawing on theories of collaborative governance and power, the chapter develops a multidimensional framework encompassing arenas of power 5 (participants, process design, content) and sources of power (authority, resources, discursive legitimacy). Using the Chongqing Old Street digital platform as a case, it shows how digital interfaces both open opportunities for engagement and reinforce existing hierarchies. The platform connects government agencies, NGOs, citizens, and technology providers through innovative tools such as heritage “claiming”, yet participation remains uneven, process design is dominated by institutions, and content is curated to reflect official agendas. Algorithmic filtering further amplifies dominant narratives, narrowing discursive diversity. The chapter calls for strategies to balance influence, reduce algorithmic bias, and strengthen citizen voice in digital heritage governance.

Chapter 8 maps out collaborative governance models of community gardens in urban China and highlights the opportunities and challenges each faces. The study is based on empirical fieldwork in Beijing and Shanghai, where community gardens have become increasingly popular for enhancing neighborhood identity, social cohesion, environmental quality, and public participation. The chapter identifies three primary governance models: State-led, resident-led, and business-led governance. While each has strengths, none alone can fully realize the potential of community gardens as a public good. State-led projects are well-resourced but lack bottom-up momentum; resident-led ones foster community engagement but rest on fragile institutional foundations; and business-led gardens must balance profit motives with broader social and environmental goals. The chapter examines how these governance forms shape outcomes such as participation, legitimacy, and sustainability, and offers policy recommendations to improve land-use legitimacy, strengthen resident autonomy, and develop tailored policies for business-led models. The study advances collaborative governance theory in the Chinese context by showing how community gardens function as place-based interventions that engage multiple stakeholders and enhance socio-ecological value.

Chapter 9 explores the role of community participation in environmental governance through the case of Sima Stream in Guangzhou. It traces four phases of engagement: Formation of community willingness, bottom-up community cooperation, empowered community participation, and institutionalized social collaboration. It shows how social capital has become a key driver of effective environmental governance. Organizations such as the Green Life Environmental Protection Promotion Association and the Sima Stream Inspection Group have evolved from voluntary actors into formally recognized partners in stream management under the RCS. These collaborations have improved transparency, reduced governance costs, and enhanced local environmental awareness. However, public participation remains largely supervisory, with limited influence on decision-making. The chapter concludes that while community participation has strengthened social cohesion and governance efficiency, deeper institutional reforms are needed to expand citizens’ roles in policy formulation and implementation.

Chapter 10 examines how collaborative governance shapes urban flood risk management in China through two community-level projects in Shenzhen under the Sponge City Program. The findings show that, although participation remains largely government-led, collaborative flood governance can emerge through three 6 key institutional mechanisms: Interdependencies between formal and informal institutions, proactive boundary spanners, and tailor-made solutions that extend beyond flood control. The Haiyue Community exemplifies how shared governance can evolve when local authorities and residents co-design flood management measures through workshops, thereby fostering trust and social learning. In contrast, the Xiangqi Community represents a directive, performance-driven model where participation is mostly symbolic. Comparing these cases, the chapter highlights the importance of contextual and area-specific institutional designs for effective flood governance, and advocates for a shared governance approach to developing and scaling up community-based flood strategies.

The conclusion chapter synthesizes the book’s theoretical and empirical contributions, showing how it expands collaborative planning research into authoritarian contexts and illuminates the role of digital technologies in reshaping power relations and public spheres. It identifies four avenues for future research. First, studies should move beyond major Chinese cities to include smaller cities, rural areas, and democratic contexts. Second, it underscores the need for a pragmatic approach to collaborative planning, emphasizing problem-oriented, context-sensitive institutional design and attention to both processes and outcomes. Third, the growing impact of digital technologies calls for the systematic integration of informal digital participation into formal planning processes. Finally, future research should assess both the opportunities and risks of artificial intelligence (AI) in collaborative planning, linking technological innovation with accountability mechanisms to safeguard more inclusive and sustainable urban futures.
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From Socialist Planning to Collaborative Planning

Before we dig into changing contexts for collaborative planning, we should have a close look at the evolution of the planning system in China, which has been driven by the dynamics of socioeconomic conditions and state-market-society relations. In the socialist period, the power of the state was significantly greater than that of society, and civil society was absent (Hu et al., 2013). Urban planning was heavily influenced by the Soviet model embedded in the utopian view of the classless society and the productionist view of planned industrial growth (Wu, 2007). It was a tool to ensure the rational allocation and use of resources, materialize economic planning, and transform consumptive cities into productive cities. It focused on designing a physical layout to accommodate and arrange production and related residential development to achieve the goals set by economic planning (Wu, 2015). The state controlled the city through the influence on mass state work units, which accommodated housing, industries, and facilities. Work units played an essential role in urban development through their decision-making over land uses, and the key role of local governments was to provide the infrastructure that connected different work units in the city (Wu, 2015). Rural areas were also transformed under the collectivization of land, production, enterprises, and facilities. One of the legacies of the socialist period for contemporary urban development is the dual land system. Urban land is owned by the state and managed by city governments, while rural land is owned by village collectives. Village collectives can possess, use, and benefit from the ownership of land. Each village household can acquire a piece of residential land for self-housing, and the village collective manages agricultural land and other collective land for self-development as well as public spaces and facilities. According to the law, the sale, transfer, and lease of collective lands for non-agricultural use are forbidden. But city governments can requisition them for new developments. This dual land system has significantly affected urban planning and development in the reform and post-reform periods.

Since the economic reform and opening-up policy in the 1980s, China has transitioned from a centrally planned economy to a socialist market system. There were major changes in the political-economic sphere: The release of economic resources previously controlled by the state through marketization, the introduction 10 of foreign investment, and the integration of the economy into the global production system (Wu, 2007). The central government started to emphasize the important role of city planning in 1978, promulgated the “City Planning Ordinance” in 1984, and enacted the City Planning Act in 1990 (Wu, 2015). The city planning ordinance of 1984 formalized the two-tier planning system: The master plan designated the major goals, functions, sizes, population, and land uses of the city, and the detailed construction plan identified the layout and design of buildings. These new policies strengthened the role of local governments in planning and the decentralization of economic development. There was a shift from the normative socialist planning aiming to create a new classless and communitarian environment to planning as an economic instrument and a market-oriented urban government (Wu, 2007). Municipal governments enjoyed a lot of autonomy in urban growth, while district and county governments became powerful actors in social and economic development. At the same time, the number of private enterprises quickly increased, and they also played an important role in urban development. Marketization created opportunities for local governments to form coalitions with the private sector to make profits (Wu, 2007). Due to fiscal decentralization, local governments faced an increasing gap between income and expenditure, so they sought ways of revenue maximization through collaboration with market parties. Urban planning became a marketing tool for local governments to attract investment in order to achieve the better performance of political leaders (Leaf & Hou, 2006). This was the so-called “local state corporatism” (Oi, 1992), “urban entrepreneurialism” (Leaf & Hou, 2006), or “state entrepreneurialism” in which the local government deployed market instruments and engaged in entrepreneurial activities (Wu, 2018). It led to pro-growth, in which key players from different interest groups joined forces to maximize their income and profits through urban planning, and the incomplete implementation of the master plan by local governments (Zhao, 2015). The entrenchment of private interests in local power structures and the lack of checks on regulatory abuse also facilitated informality and increased uncontrolled development (Leaf & Hou, 2006). The development of villages in urban fringes was often out of the control of municipal governments. During the rapid urbanization process, the city government often requisitioned farmland of the villages, while leaving some of the land such as residential areas and collective land for self-development under the control of villagers. In fast-growing cities such as Guangzhou and Shenzhen, villagers illegally constructed their housing to accommodate rural migrants, and their village collectives transformed collective land into outside enterprises and individuals. This process led to the formation of urban villages, where there were large amounts of informal housing and industrial and commercial buildings with incomplete property rights (Lai et al., 2014).

Since 2000, blueprint planning has been criticized for a lack of flexibility, time-consuming authorization procedures, and not meeting the development demands of investors (Zhao, 2015). Planning in the reform period was ineffective in controlling development, as evidenced by increasing illegal construction and urban sprawl (Wu, 2007). Thus, strategic planning was introduced at the regional and 11 city levels to promote local economic growth, emphasizing strategic statements, visions, actions, and development projects. Project-based urban design through (international) consultation and design competition became a popular and effective method of improving urban image in prominent areas (Wu, 2007). The shift to strategic planning also reflected the changes to more market-oriented urban development and the overwhelming inter-city economic competition (Wu, 2007). However, strategic planning was criticized for its short-term visions, insufficient environmental concerns, and the strong influence of political leaders (Zhao, 2015). The rapid economic development also caused the widening gap in terms of income, health, and education between rich and poor. This led to increasing social differentiation, isolation, inequality, and conflicts, as well as the disintegration of the sense of place and belonging (Li et al., 2016). There was a demand for new planning paradigms to address new social and environmental problems. Zhao (2015, p. 284) argues that “increasing social inequality, the environmental concerns of elites and citizens’ demands for property rights have brought new pressure to bear on the existing planning system, encouraging it to take a more collective and communicative approach”. At the beginning of the 21st century, several Chinese scholars translated and introduced the theory and practice of collaborative or communicative planning to China (Dong, 2004; Jiang, 2008). These scholars focused on the importance of consensus building, dialogue, networking, and the characteristics of collaborative planning (Cao et al., 2021). Since many Chinese planning scholars were also involved in planning practices or provided advice for local governments, the concept of collaborative planning was then quickly translated into practice. The emergence of these practices has led to a collaborative or communicative turn in Chinese planning (Cao et al., 2021; Hu et al., 2013). Yet, collaborative practices would be difficult to implement in China without the broad institutional changes and the support of deliberative and participatory policies.



Institutional Changes and the Deliberative Turn

In political science and urban studies, many scholars have debated Chinese political and institutional changes with an increase in fragmentation. The framework of “fragmented authoritarianism” was first proposed by Lieberthal and Oksenberg (1988) to understand Chinese politics since the economic reform in the 1980s. The background is the inability of institutions to adapt sufficiently to rapid socioeconomic changes (Mertha, 2009). The fragmentation is caused by less coercion from political leaders, the entrepreneurial behavior of local governmental agencies, and decentralized channels of personnel management (Li & Liu, 2018). It allows policy entrepreneurs including some officials, traditional media, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and individual activists to successfully enter the political process by adopting strategies (Mertha, 2009). However, this concept was criticized for emphasizing the fragmented side of Chinese politics but ignoring its authoritarian size (Li & Liu, 2018). In recent years, He and Warren (2011) presented 12 the concept of “authoritarian deliberation” to describe the recent political development. They argue that:


Authoritarian rule in China is now permeated by a wide variety of deliberative practices. These practices combine authoritarian concentrations with deliberative influence, producing the apparent anomaly of authoritarian deliberation … Combinations of non-inclusive power and deliberative influence—authoritarian deliberation—are readily identifiable in China, probably reflecting failures of command authoritarianism under the conditions of complexity and pluralism produced by market-oriented development. The concept of authoritarian deliberation frames two possible trajectories of political development in China: the increasing use of deliberative practices stabilizes and strengthens authoritarian rule, or deliberative practices serve as a leading edge of democratization.

(p. 269)


Market-oriented economic development has led to the diversification of interests, plural values, the widening gap between rich and poor, social inequality, and fragmentation. During the urbanization process, a large number of rural migrants have moved to work in the city, but most of them have limited access to public housing and facilities in the city due to the hukou system (Lin et al., 2015). The majority of low-income migrants have concentrated in urban villages, though high-income migrants may be able to buy or rent a home in urban areas. The migration flux and the construction of gated communities in urban areas have led to the fragmentation of urban social networks, while the traditional society of acquaintances in (urban) villages has gradually disintegrated into a society of strangers (Li et al., 2016). Land requisition and profit-led urban redevelopment have also caused displacement, gentrification, and social conflicts. Meanwhile, the rise of the middle class has been accompanied by an increasing awareness about environmental issues and the quality of life. The rapid development of the Internet has also led to the formation of a networked public sphere—a new platform for public debates, social interactions, and protests. The increasing complexity made it difficult for governments to obtain all the necessary information for policymaking and solve urban problems through command and control. The top-down approach of government management countered problems, such as information misalignment and inaccurate demand forecasts. Governments could not solve complex problems without interaction and collaboration with market parties and societal groups. There was a shift from “government” to “governance”. Governments, enterprises, civil society, community organizations, and online organizations have played more and more important roles in governance (Li et al., 2016).

Governance in China emphasizes the importance of public participation. At the national level, several new policies were established to support participatory and deliberative practices to address the increasing complexity of local governance (Table 1.1). In the environmental domain, the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Environmental Impact Assessment (2002) indicated that the government 13 should invite experts and the public to participate in the environmental impact assessment (Li et al., 2012). In urban planning, the Measure for Formulating City Planning (2006) significantly changed China’s planning system: Urban planning was changed from technical documents to public policies, and for the first time recognized the importance of citizen participation. The Law of PRC on Urban and Rural Planning (2008) further clarified that the drafts of urban and rural planning should be published and receive the feedback of the public and experts through demonstration meetings, public hearings, or other approaches. The 2008 Regulation on the Preservation of Famous Historical and Cultural Cities, Towns, and Villages was set up to encourage the participation of the market and civil society in the preservation of historical and cultural cities. Although these national policies have stipulated public participation in urban development, detailed and standard regulations to guide its implementation are lacking, providing room for municipal governments to exercise their discretionary power (Zhang et al., 2020). At the local level, provincial and municipal governments have developed various policies, regulations, and participatory mechanisms. For instance, the 2015 Guangzhou Municipal Urban and Rural Planning Regulation set up local mechanisms for public participation. First, the planning committee, which is composed of public authorities, planning experts, and public representatives, provides a deliberative platform for decision-making in planning. Second, public participation refers to the participation of citizens in the formulation, modification, implementation, and supervision of planning. The key principles of participation are information disclosure, interaction, and inclusiveness, and the participatory channels include publicity, exhibitions, questionnaires, symposiums, public hearings, and so on. Since 2017, the national government has further stimulated social governance and public participation in urban planning. The report of the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (2017) proposed to create a social governance pattern of co-construction, co-governance, and sharing. It emphasized the construction of community governance systems and clarified the important role of street offices, residential committees, and residents’ self-organizations in community governance. Local policies and deliberative mechanisms have then been 14 made to facilitate citizen participation and co-creation activities in urban and rural communities.


Table 1.1 National and local participatory policies and practices Return to text.⏎


	National policies and legal frameworks

	Local policies and practices






	The Law of the People’s Republic of China on Environmental Impact Assessment (2002)

	
	Various local policies for citizen participation


	Co-creation workshops or committees


	The community planner system


	Formal participatory mechanisms


	Online participatory platforms


	Bottom-up participation






	The Measure for Formulating City Planning (2006)




	The Law of PRC on Urban and Rural Planning (2008)




	The report of the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (2017)




	The Guiding Opinions on Co-creation of a Beautiful Environment and Happy Life in the Construction and Improvement of Urban and Rural Human Settlements (2019)






Deliberative and participatory practices are used by local governments as tools to obtain support, solve complex problems, and improve legitimacy. As indicated by He and Warren (2011), there are several reasons why Chinese political elites might adopt deliberative mechanisms. First, deliberative mechanisms can co-opt dissent and maintain social order. Second, they can generate information about society and help to avoid mistakes in policymaking. Governments can collect citizen’s feedback and advice to improve policy formulation and implementation capacity. Third, they can provide forums for market parties, the number of which has dramatically increased since the economic reform. Fourth, they can protect officials from charges of corruption by transparency and inclusive deliberative decision-making. They also enable local officials to shift responsibility into the deliberative processes and thus avoid blame in difficult decision-making processes. Finally, they can generate legitimacy and reduce the costs of conflicts. Yan (2018) examines the political impacts of authoritarian consultation and deliberation in rural areas in Zhejiang province. He finds that both individuals’ discursive experience and the level of discursive institutionalization have positive impacts on state legitimacy, such as trust in government, and satisfaction with government performance. However, the boundaries of deliberation and participation are actively shaped by the state. He and Wagenaar (2018) indicate that the government appeals to public reason to address and manage social conflict, but this public reason is constrained by political techniques, such as informal meetings before formal public deliberation and face-to-face house visits by local officials. Although participatory and deliberative practices have various forms, Romano (2018) argues that they share similar characteristics including an agenda pre-defined by the government and strong control of the government over the outcomes. To some extent, the deliberative process allows the freedom of local participants to find spaces of democratic expression, but it is highly controlled by governments through administrative power and strategies (He & Wagenaar, 2018). In urban planning, local governments initiate formal participation through online and offline participatory platforms, especially in the context of urban renewal, village upgrading, and environmental improvement. They often control this kind of participation by setting an agenda, organizing the process, selecting participants, and filtering the outcomes. Yet, bottom-up participation has also taken place, especially in the context of social and environmental injustice. He and Warren (2011) point out that citizens and civil society are often ingenious in organizing protests or engaging in public debates in ways that work around official controls while leveraging official rules and promises. But they also argue that governance-level deliberation such as protests, bounded petitions, and citizen forums focus on specific problems and domains, with limited empowerment. Besides, the success of bottom-up participation largely depends on whether their strategies and framing can motivate political, social, and technical resources and networks to achieve their objectives (Zhang et al., 2019).

Yet, collaborative planning is not only about the participation of citizens, civil society, and private sectors but also refers to the involvement of governments, 15 whose roles and relations are embedded in the Chinese political and administrative system. For instance, some scholars indicate three features of the Chinese top-down political system (Wang & Chen, 2020). First, the centralized political authority enables the national government to have overall responsibility and distribute responsibilities across different government levels and departments. Second, the party-state hierarchy empowers superior governments to appoint and remove leaders of lower-level governments based on performance assessments. Third, the cadre responsibility system is inherited from the socialist period. Other scholars apply the principal-agent theory to describe the Chinese bureaucracy system. Zhou and Lian (2020) developed a three-level principal-supervisor-agent hierarchical model: (1) the central government or provincial government as the principal; (2) the intermediate government (e.g., the regional or municipal government) as a supervisor; and (3) the lower-level government (e.g., district government and county/village government) as the agent. The principal has the ultimate authority in policymaking such as setting the incentives and performance evaluations of intermediate or low-level officials. The top-down political system and the principal-agent relation can influence cross-department, -level, and -jurisdiction collaboration, especially those that address complex environmental problems at regional levels. Hierarchical principal-agent relationships can also be used to facilitate vertical accountability in collaborative governance for water management, greenway planning, and other practices, especially. Moreover, many scholars argue that the influence of traditional culture, such as Confucianism, has an impact on public participation. According to Confucianism, the notion of duty was central, moral concerns override political bargaining processes, and harmony won over conflict (He & Wagenaar, 2018); an official was viewed as a person of integrity, who dedicated himself or herself to the well-being of society (Hu et al., 2013). Influenced by this culture, local governments may play a dominant role in formal participation, while citizens may consider urban governance as the task of governments, lacking the motivation for active participation (Hu et al., 2013).



Complex Problems in Urban Regeneration and Environmental Management

Rather than a normative approach to inclusion and equity, collaborative planning practices in China are practical solutions to address increasing complexity and wicked problems in urban regeneration, environmental management, and other domains. These problems are characterized by a high degree of wickedness due to the presence of various actors with diverging or even conflicting interests, the lack of information on the problems, and/or no consensus on the solutions (Innes & Booher, 2018; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2016). Rapid economic development and industrialization led to urban sprawl, the decline of agricultural land, and severe social and environmental problems. Since 2004, the central government has required that all developable land should be released through open auctions in land markets, and it has allocated land development quotas to local governments in order to protect agricultural land (Wu, 2018). As a consequence, some well-developed cities 16 encountered the problem of lacking developable land for economic growth. In 2009, Guangdong initiated the policy of Three Olds’ Redevelopment (sanjiu gaizao), referring to the redevelopment of old villages, old urban areas, and old factors. The redevelopment of these types of land didn’t require land development quotas and land auctions. This innovative policy enabled local governments in Guangdong to decide on the sites for redevelopment and give the rights to local villagers and residents to redevelop the land themselves, without land requisition which often caused social conflicts (Wu, 2018). For a long time, the redevelopment of urban villages in Guangzhou (see an example in Figure 1.1), Shenzhen, and other cities in the province had failed due to the lack of involvement of villagers in the planning process, the corruption of the collective companies, and the lack of a proper compensation scheme (Lin et al., 2015). Shenzhen is a good example to elaborate redevelopment issues. Since the establishment of the first Special Economic Zone in 1980, Shenzhen has experienced rapid urban expansion and economic growth. However, master plans and top-down development models failed to control and regulate bottom-up development in more than 300 urban villages. The redevelopment of urban villages could be halted due to the resistance of local villagers, who required higher compensation. The Three Olds’ Redevelopment policy introduced a new method of land governance for urban regeneration (Wu, 2018). The redevelopment projects in urban villages of Shenzhen often include the resettlements 17 of villagers, an area developed by developers that can be transacted in the market, and an area for village collective assets. These projects require complex plot ratio calculation and raising development intensity above the existing standard to generate sufficient funds for redevelopment and compensation, thereby the government mobilizes villagers and village collectives to participate in the process in order to reach a consensus for redevelopment (Wu, 2018). This has led to more communicative and collaborative forms of redevelopment. However, compensation negotiations among governments, developers, villagers, and village collectives are always difficult and time-consuming. Migrant tenants are also deprived of their affordable housing without any compensation and may be forced to live in more periphery areas (Lin et al., 2015). This raises the question of social injustice and exclusion.

[image: Urban settlement is presented in a city landscape. Dense low-rise buildings fill the foreground, with taller structures rising in the distance.]
Figure 1.1 An urban village in Guangzhou City. Return to text.⏎

Source: Photograph by Yanliu Lin.



In recent years, there has also been a national policy for the regeneration of “old and dilapidated neighborhoods” (laojiu xiaoxu). These neighborhoods refer to urban residential areas that were constructed before 2000 with deteriorating housing and poor facilities. This policy is not only an intention to expand domestic consumption demand but also a practical need for urban renewal due to deteriorating conditions and the lack of public spaces and facilities in these neighborhoods (Wu, 2022). Nevertheless, the regeneration of old and dilapidated neighborhoods has countered a complex governance issue (Li, 2021). First, there are complex and fragmented land ownerships or property rights in these old neighborhoods, which were gradually developed in different historical periods. Planning in the socialist period created a compact urban morphology: The inner areas were congested, land uses were mixed, and the quality of the living environment was poor (Wu, 2015). A large number of work-unit housing were built into self-contained compounds with facilities accessible to the staff of large-scale industrial projects (Wu, 2022). The commodification of housing has taken place since the 1990s, and several types of social housing have also been provided in the last decade. Therefore, old urban neighborhoods might become hybrid forms of residential estates and housing complexity might include several types of housing, such as commodity housing, work-unit housing, and social housing. Second, the composition of the population is often complex, including both local residents and migrants. Third, it is hard for the neighborhoods to upgrade the old and dilapidated housing and public facilities themselves. It is also challenging to only depend on developers, who may not guarantee the interest of local residents due to their profit-making nature. Government support is thus necessary for regeneration activities. In the happy community campaign in Wuhan, the renewal approach was changed from large-scale demolition to incremental redevelopment, which was initiated and funded by the government rather than real estate projects or residents (Wu, 2022).
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