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Summary 
In China, there is no evidence of rampant corruption in the planning process, but neither are there any robust institutions and structures to 

prevent that from happening. Planning administration involves sorting out equally good but conflicting planning principles. In fact, strong 
political personalities o~en produce sensible solutions while breaking established procedures. The politics of land is made more complex by 
the fact that urban planning and land use planning are administered by two different, competing bureaucracies. China's experiment with a 
socialist market economy, and the tension between personality and process in its planning functions, continues to evolve. Because of its size, 

how China resolves this tension will have consequences for us all. 

Sommaire 
En Chine, malgre qu'il n'y a pas de signe evident de corruption de la demarche d'urbanisme, ii n'y a pas non plus d'institutions et de 
structures so/ides pour parer a l'eventualite. En urbanisme, /'administration cherche a faire la part entre des principes tout aussi biens 

fondes /es uns que /es autres, mais souvent contradictoires. Des representants politiques forts formulent souvent des solutions sensees a/ors 
meme qu'ils vont a l'encontre des procedures etablies. La politique d'utilisation des terres est d'autant plus compliquee que la planif,cation 

et /'utilisation des terres re/event de deux administrations distinctes et concurrentes. L'experience de la Chine en ce qui a trait a une 
economie de marche socialiste, et la tension nee du conf/it entre les personnalites et /es procedes en matiere d'urbanisme, continuent 
d'evoluer. Vu /'enormite du territoire chinois, la fa~on dont la Chine choisira d'eliminer cette tension aura des consequences pour tous. 

Many observers of planning in China 
conclude that there is too much 

political interference in planning 
decisions. This is misplaced. There is 
perhaps no more and no less than in 
any other country. What makes the 
Chinese situation seem unfathomable 
to observers is the complexity and 
confusion (even to the Chinese 
themselves) that result from a polity 
and bureaucracy desperately trying to 
keep pace with unprecedented economic 
and social changes. This article is an 
attempt to explain the web of 
interconnectedness in plain English, and 
to suggest an internal logic in the 
madness. It is intended as a primer for 
those interested in the Chinese scene 
and as a foil to those interested in 
comparative studies of planning politics. 
The article discusses plan making, plan 
administration and the politics of land. 
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FIGURE I : THE DEVELOPMENT APPROVAL (ONE-OPINION-AND
TWO-PERMITS) PROCESS 

I - A developer initiating a project Endorsement of Project 
( our focus is larger projects such as a 
housing complex, industrial estate, or 
shopping mall) must first go to the City's 
"Planning Committee" (socio-economic 
planning, not urban planning) to secure 
an endorsement. The project is evaluated 
for its social and economic merits, availability 
of finance, and credibility of the developer. 
Once endorsed, the developer can begin 
the urban planning approval process, referred 
to as the "one-opinion-and-two-permits" system. 

2 - The developer goes to the City's Urban 
Planning Department for an "Opinion on Site 
Selection". The project is checked against the 
City's Urban Master Plan (similar to our 
Official Plan or Community Plan). This Plan is 
prepared by the City government, reviewed 
and agreed to by the City's People's Congress, 
and then submitted to, and approved by the 
Provincial Government. 

3 - Simultaneously, or following immediately, 
the developer applies for a "Land Use 
Planning Permit" (somewhat analogous to 
our subdivision draft approval). The project 
is checked against the City's Urban Detailed 
Plan (similar to our zoning by-law). This Plan 
is prepared by the City government, and 
approved by the City's People's Congress 
(no Provincial approval needed). 

4 - The developer can now go to the 
City's Land Administration Department to 
buy the land. In China, all land belongs either 
to the State or a collective (agricultural land 
belonging to a village or commune). But only 
State land can be used for urban development. 
The standard practice is for the City to 
purchase the collective-owned agricultural 
land, "convert" it into State-owned land, and 
then transfer (by a long lease, called the 
"Contract ofTransfer of Land Use Rights") 
the "land use rights" to the developer, while 
the State retains "ownership rights". 

5 - Once the "Contract ofTransfer of 
Land Use Rights" has been executed, the 
developer goes back to the Urban Planning 
Department to obtain a "Construction Planning 
Permit" (somewhat analogous to our subdivision 
final approval). If the planning conditions 
imposed in the "Land Use Planning Permit" 
and the "Contract ofT ransfer of Land Use Rights" 
have been fulfilled, the permit is issued, and the 
developer can apply for a Construction Work 
Permit to begin construction. ! 
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Plan Making 
In China, plan administration (review 
and issuance of opinions and permits
see figure I) is a bureaucratic function, 
but plan making is nearly always 
outsourced to planning institutes, 
academies or private consulting firms 
(often with a foreign partner) .An 
institute or firm must have a certain 
number of qualified planners before it 
can handle certain types of plans (defined 
by population size and geographic size). 
The norm is tendering (usually invited 
rather than open). 

Given the close professional and business 
connections between the government 
and these professional institutes and 
firms (often spinoffs from government), 
one would have expected favouritism 
and patronage. The truth, however, is 
perhaps more complex. Because China 
is developing so rapidly, all of the institutes 
and firms are very busy, and it is hard to 
know what part connections play in 
securing work. 

Of course, it is still difficult for a new 
firm, usually a foreign firm, to break into 
the Chinese market without some 
Chinese connection. However, this is 
true of any firm trying to enter any 
foreign country. It would be extremely 
arrogant to assume that just because a 
Canadian, or United States, or United 
Kingdom firm is a credible firm in its 
own country, that it can walk into China 
and beat out all the Chinese institutes 
and firms. 

The much-maligned "connection" is 
perhaps better defined as local knowledge 
and local conduits, both crucial for any 
firm to win any work anywhere. But 
when do networking and intelligence 
gathering become corruption and 
influence peddling? Anecdotal reports of 
biases in awarding planning contracts 
exist, but there is no evidence of 
widespread corruption. However, when 
competition for work intensifies, we 
shall find out if political influence will 
distort the award of contracts. The 
challenge for China is the dearth of 
robust institutional norms and structures 
to prevent this from happening. 

A source of frustration for most foreign 
observers trying to understand the 
Chinese system is that they assume 
there is a system. China is a work-in-



progress. Nobody, including the Chinese 
themselves, really knows what this 
"socialist market economy" really is, 
how it functions and how it will evolve. 

Plan Administration 
Planning administrators are municipal 
employees.As in Canada where many 
municipal planners try to second guess 
council politics, Chinese planners try to 
second guess the mayor's office (or some 
politically influential person's office). 

With economic growth, cities have 
become politically powerful, often 
ignoring directives from senior 
governments. The citizenry has also 
become emboldened by economic clout 
and more demanding of their city 
government. This has led to interesting 
dynamics between politicians, 
bureaucrats and the citizenry, and to 
tension between process and personality, 
and between political rationality and 
technical rationality. 

Take this example.A developer proposed 
a complex of small shops and recreational 
facilities in a public park, together with 
a dormitory for the resident workers. 
The planners saw this as enhancing the 
enjoyment of the park and gave approval. 
The citizens were happy too. Seizing on 
this success and good will, the developer 
enlarged and converted the dormitory 
into a luxury condominium. The citizens 
balked at the blatant disregard of the 
law and complained, first through the 
media, and then directly to the mayor. 
According to the Planning Act, the City 
could require the developer to demolish 
the building, with no compensation. The 
developer/owner pleaded with the mayor. 
The mayor ordered the planners to 
re-examine the planning merit of the 
condominium. The planners reported 
back that no substantive arguments 
existed against it (shadows, traffic, 
infrastructure, etc.), other than it was 
not in the original submission. The 
mayor decided that the City would buy 
the building from the developer/owner, 
at cost, and run it as a city-owned 
property, leasing the units out at market 
price. One can accuse the City of not 
following the Planning Act, and of actually 
profiting from violation of the law. 
However, demolition would have served 
no public good and would have been 
totally wasteful. 

This case is by no means unique in China. 
Legislation and its enforcement cannot 
keep up with the pace of economic 
growth or entrepreneurial inventiveness 
(some bordering on the bizarre). The 
challenge is that planning decisions often 
involve conflicting principles that are 
equally good. It would take a Solomon, 
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someone with authority and credibility, 
to sort them out. The mayor seemed 
the obvious person with authority. But 
was he credible? Was he neutral? The 
solution seemed to most people, 
including the citizens, fair and sensible, 
but it violated all procedures. Such are 
the problems that China faces. 

The Politics of Land 
Each city has its land administration 
department. Its job is to prepare and 
administer the city's land use master 
plan (not to be confused with a city's 
urban master plan), which is the basis 
for a city to apply to the province for a 
quota of agricultural land that it can 
convert into urban uses. In turn, the 
province applies to the State for a quota 
for the province. The whole process is 
highly political, because a belief prevails 
that urban land is absolutely necessary 
to kick start and maintain economic 
growth. Lobbying for higher quotas is 
fierce, especially by cities that are 
experiencing rapid growth. 

Both urban planners and land planners 
are city employees, yet they are supposed 
to be "guided" by their counterparts at 
the provincial level. Both are under 
pressure from city government to seek 
land for urban expansion. Most urban 
planners belong to the "City Beautiful" 
or "City Efficient" schools of thought, 

and do not yet see the harm that urban 
sprawl will bring. Land planners are more 
ambiguous. Ostensibly, their reason for 
existence is to ensure "rational land 
use", and one of the main functions is 
the protection of agricultural land against 
urban encroachment. However, since 
land has now become a money-making 
machine for cities (buying it at agricultural 
value and selling it at urban value, 
although in most cases, the city would 
actually pay more than agricultural 
value), land quota has become their holy 
grail. In the eyes of their political 
masters, their performance is measured 
by the size of the land quota they can 
wrestle from the provincial government. 

Within the city bureaucracy, urban 
planners see land planners as the 
usurpers of the planning function, 
pretenders to an expert role that they 
know little about, and a hindrance to 
progress; but they also envy their 
political clout. The land planners are 
quite aware of their importance to the 
city, but they have little "planning" 
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experience and see the urban planners 
as whiners. They are also nervous of 
their duplicity as protector and invader 
of agricultural land, afraid that senior 
governments will call them to task one 
day. Developers see land planners as the 
dispenser of wealth, and urban planners 
as a nuisance. Municipal politicians see 
land as the golden goose, and urban 
planning as a necessary evil. Senior 
governments are quite aware that the 
rhetoric of good planning and land 
conservation is more breached than 
honoured, but they see that as a price 
of growth. 

This strange and sometimes surreal 
situation will certainly come to an end 
with the over-conversion of land to 
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urban uses. There are signs that this is 
happening, as large tracts of land are 
sitting idle, with no prospect for 
development for at least the next five 
years. Then will come the reckoning. But 
before that happens, urban planning will 
play second fiddle to land non-planning, 
confounded by the politics of 
interdepartmental rivalry and 
intergovernmental brinkmanship. 

Conclusion 
Much of the politics of planning in China 
reflects a tug-of-war between her 
traditional governance, which relies on 
"the good official", and her adopted 
western concept of "the good process". 
This is why the Chinese experiment is 
so interesting and important. It puts into 
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sharp relief the struggle between "process" 
(not to be confused with the "rule of 
law") and "personality" (not to be 
confused with "leadership"), something 
that we all have to revisit from time to 
time. But the scale of the problem is so 
huge in China that how she resolves it 
will be of great consequence to us all. • 
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