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Queen's University in China 
by Hok Lin Leung 

THE. QUEEN'S School of Urban and Regional 
Planning has three fronts in its China work. First of 
all, since !995 it has had a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) with China's Ministry of Land 
and Resources, for training, exchange, and research. 
In a typical year, eighty peopk from all parts of 
China and all lf!V~ls of government would come for 
short-term training, and between eight and ten 
peopk for longer-term internships, all funded by the 
Chinese themselves. (In addition, the school 
collaborated with the Ministry on a recently 
completed CIDA project, and two new projects are 
expected) 

Second, the school 's connection with 
China's Ministry of Construction began 
about fifteen years ago. Last year, the 
school brought together the ministry and 
CMHC to collaborate on a CIDA project 
on mortgage insurance. Our first student 
intern went to China last summer, hosted 
by the Ministry of Construction, the Real 
Estate Association of China, and Tsinghua 
University. Third , Queen 's University 
signed an MOU with Fudan University, 
Shanghai, last year on student/faculty 
exchange and collaborative research. The 
school is the Canadian partner (together 
with the Department of Civil Engineering) 
of the Fudan-Queen 's Co-laboratory of 
Environmental Research on Urbanization, 
undertaking many research and exchange 
activities in the last six months. 

Our experience in China has taught us 
several lessons: 

1. It takes years to nurture trust and 
respect, but you have to be aggressive 
when seeking out opportunities. At a 
chance meeting, the director of what was 
then China's State Land Administration 
(later to become part of the Ministry of 
Land and Resources) casually expressed 
an interest in visit ing Canada with a small 
delegation. M ost senior officials in China 
seem casual when they really want some
thing, so one has to be alert. 

Of course, they would pay for the whole 
th ing. Senior officials don't need a free 
trip. They need a credible trip - credible at 
least to those who are even more senior. 
A letter of invitation from a credible 

Canadian host goes a long way. 

The school provided logistical support as 
well as an escort. The escort is the key. 
Always have a senior person or even the 
principal act as escort, at least for part of 
the trip. This gives you face-time with the 
visitors. These senior officials would not 
have much time for you if you visited 
them in China. In Canada, however, they 
are your captive audience for the duration 
of the trip. 

During the visit we explored possibilities 
of collaboration. Most successful collabo
rations do not begin with clearly defined 
ideas from either Chinese or Canadian 
partners. They emerge through exchange 
of views, sharing of information, and dis
cussion of strengths and needs. 

We decided to have a letter of intent that 
would spell out broad areas for training, 
exchange and research. As far as Chinese 
government agencies are concerned, that 
piece of paper is extremely important. It 
may not guarantee success, but without it 
you are not going anywhere. At the very 
least, it gives you a kind of moral author
ity to shame people into doing something. 
It works better at higher levels of govern
ment, which are more concerned about 
losing face internationally. 

Training Session at Queen's University 
Photo : Jianping Zhang 
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We discussed the various options for col
laboration without committing on 
specifics, and we agreed on a protocol to 
oversee the drafting of the letter of intent. 
The Chinese think it unseemly to appear 
to be in a hurry. Besides, senior officials 
won't actually "do" the work, so they 
have to consult with their lieutenants back 
home before committing on specifics. In 
conversation with them, however, they 
usually give a clear indication of the pre
ferred option. A protocol is essential. 
Senior officials have many other demands 
on their attention. Unless someone is 
"assigned" to look after the business, and 
unless there is a set of milestones, it will 
die. A year and a half passed between the 
director's expression of interest in visiting 
and the arrival of the first group of 
trainees. It took ten years to meet the 
director. 

2. The Chinese value Canadian knowl
edge more than knowledge about 
China. China has been promoting private 
home-ownership (i.e., ownership of the 
house, not the land). There is added 
urgency now, as the central government 
wants to stimulate housing consumption 
in order to stimulate the general economy. 
It wants to use mortgage insurance as a 
tool. 
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It has turned to Canada because it has 
heard about CMHC. Mortgage insurance 
in Canada protects the lender, but in 
China protection of the borrower is 
equally important. CMHC has little 
expertise to offer in that regard. The 
Chinese are sophisticated. They know that 
Canada is different from China. But they 
are interested in Canadian experience, 
both good and bad, in order to gain 
insight and develop options. CMHC is 
useful to the Chinese because of its 
Canadian experience. 

Nothing happens unless there is a cham
pion. Queen's University had always 
wanted to establish links with a presti
gious university in China. When China's 
ambassador visited Queen 's in 1999, he 
volunteered to act as a liaison with Fudan. 
Within half a year, an MOU was signed. 

It usually helps to have a senior person as 
champion. But this is not always the case. 
Senior persons are always distracted by 
their other responsibilities. Sometimes 
they may even become a liability, for 
when they begin to lose enthusiasm it is 
difficult for you to switch horses. Senior 
officials work best as catalysts, providing 
the initial burst of energy. 

As with the establishment of the co-labo
ratory, which was led in Fudan by the 
director of the Centre of Biodiversity and 
Environmental Sciences, a champion with 
appropriate rank is crucial. This is espe
cially important in a country as rigidly 
hierarchical as China. This person must 
have enough authority to make things 
happen, at the level where you want 
them to happen. Yet he or she must not 
be too high-ranking or the task will be 
delegated to a junior person who is not 
committed or, worse still, resentful. 

China is a fascinating country for 
Canadian planners. Canadian expertise 
will unlock the door to China, and per
sonal relationships will guide you in. 
Persistence and vigilance are essential, for 
you never know when opportunity will 
knock. 
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Signing Ceremony : Principal Bill Leggett of 
Queen 's University (left), Professor Qin Shaode, 
Chair of the University Council of Fudan University 
(Right), Mr. Mei Ping, Chinese Ambassador to 
Canada (Middle) 

Canadian Experts Meeting With Vice Minister, 
Ministry of Land and Resources 

Professor Leung is Director of the 

School of Urban and Regional Planing at 

Queen's University in Kingston, Ontario. He 

can be reached at 4bd3@qlink.queensu.ca 
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Summary 
Over the years, Queen's University has 
built up a solid relationship with partners 
in China, interacting both with other aca
demics and with government depart
ments. The projects in which Canadians 
have been involved include educational 
and consulting contracts. Hok Lin Leung, 
director of Queen 's School of Planning, 
outlines the process of establishing ties 
with people in another country, as well as 
the advantages and some of the particular 
items of importance when working in 
China. 

Sommaire 
L'universite de Queen's, a Kingston, en 
Ontario, a cree des liens so/ides avec des 
partenaires en Chine, tant au niveau 
gouvernemental qu 'academique. Plusieurs 
Canadiens ant participe a des proiets 
d'education et de consultation. Hok Lin 
Leung, diredeur de l'eco/e d'urbanisme de 
Queen's, decrit le processus 
d'etablissement de liens avec les gens d'un 
autre pays. If parle aussi des avantages et 
de certaines particularites de travail/er en 
Chine. 

Certificate Ceremony 
of Graduating Interns 

Canadian Experts in 
Inner Mongolia, China 


