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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

The  aim  of  this  article  is  to explore  the  relationship  between  state  land  policies,  land  markets  and
geographies  of  manufacturing  in Beijing.  Industries  have  decentralised  moving  from  the  centre,  and
agglomerating  in various  types  of  development  zone  in  the outer  city. The  new  patterns  of  industrial
location  in  Beijing  are  to a significant  extent  due  to state  land  policies  that  impact  on  manufacturing
geographies  through  land  prices,  the  land  supply  system  and land  property  reforms.  However,  industrial
relocation  involves  not  only  negotiations  between  government  and  firms,  but is  also  a  game  played  among
different  levels  of government.  National,  provincial,  municipal,  county  and even  rural  level  governments
bargain  with  each  other  to shape  and  gain from  the  relocation  of  industries.
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Introduction

China’s great post-1980 economic reforms and rapid industrial
growth have created new geographies of manufacturing. Chinese
cities have experienced a decentralisation of industry from the
centre, and industrial agglomeration in various types of subur-
ban and rural development zones (He et al., 2007; Feng et al.,
2008). Most commentators attribute this change in the geography
of industrial activities in China to the loosening of state control,
the creation of a form of state capitalism and a ‘transitional mar-
ket economy’ model (Nee, 1989; Lin and Bian, 1991; Lin, 1995;
Guthrie, 1997), although this argument conflates markets and cap-
italism and, as we shall show, under-emphasizes the significance
of government regulation and planning. The Chinese government
has pursued a path of market-led development to promote export-
oriented industrialisation in special economic and open zones, most
notably in eastern coastal cities (Fan, 1995, 1997). These measures
are applicable to spatial restructuring at a national or provincial
level. The spatial relocation of manufacturing at a more micro level
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in China, and particularly at a municipal level, has received little
attention.

A rich body of theoretical and empirical work deals with
the spatial distribution of manufacturing activities. Early stud-
ies concentrated on the interaction of enterprise strategies and
geographical circumstances, while more recent studies have paid
greater attention to institutional factors. In China state-market
relationships and especially land use policies play a particularly
important yet often overlooked role in shaping the changing geog-
raphy of manufacturing at the municipal level (Lin, 1999).

In this paper we shall argue that new patterns of industrial loca-
tion in Beijing are to a significant extent a result of state policies,
and that processes of industrial relocation involve not only relations
between government and firms, but also between different levels
of government. More specifically, we shall show that state action
operates at multiple scales, and that land use change in the central
urban area is affected mostly by state- and provincial-level policies,
while suburban districts and rural areas are mainly controlled by
lower level governments. These results challenge economic geog-
raphy literature that underestimates the role of the interactions
between different levels of government in shaping industrial space,
and that under-emphasizes the significance of land-use and land
policy issues in Chinese metropolitan industrial dynamics.

The paper is divided into five parts. In the next we  shall out-
line a conceptual framework that incorporates land use issues into
analyses of urban industrial dynamics and identifies aspects of the
Chinese land use system that have shaped changes in Beijing’s
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industrial geography in the last two decades. Section “Method”
deals with the methods used. In Section “Changing manufacturing
geographies in Beijing” we explore the city’s changing geographies
of manufacturing. In Section “Impacts of state land policy and land
markets on the geographies of manufacturing” the role of state land
policies and land market mechanisms in promoting and constrain-
ing industrial relocation are examined. In the final section we shall
consider the implications of a greater concern with land use issues
in economic geographies of manufacturing.

Theoretical background: land-use and geographies of
manufacturing decentralisation

At least three areas of research have a bearing on the issues
examined in this paper: the Anglo-American literature on intra-
metropolitan location and change, the literature that deals with
urban land-use and transport, and the literature that deals with
the specific institutional conditions that underpin Chinese develop-
ment. As we shall argue understanding intra-metropolitan location
in Beijing involves drawing together ideas from these three areas
of research.

Intra-metropolitan industrial location

In Anglo-American economic and urban geography numerous
studies of metropolitan scale industrial decentralisation were con-
ducted in the 1950–1980 period (see Dunford, 1977 and Scott, 1982
for critical surveys). In the nineteenth century large-scale mate-
rial intensive industries were located near central city transport
terminals, while small-scale labour intensive industries were con-
centrated in clusters in central locations. In the first half of the
following century there was a massive decentralisation of manu-
facturing, as capital-intensive plants in inner-city areas were closed
or contracted, and/or relocated, newly established or expanded at
cheaper sites in suburban and peripheral areas, while labour inten-
sive clusters remained in highly accessible central locations. These
movements saw the emergence of distinctive suburban economies
and edge cities (Walker, 1981; Phelps, 2010) and redefined the spa-
tial scale at which external economies operate (Phelps and Ozawa,
2003).

In the 1980s it was  increasingly recognised that intra-
metropolitan industrial location must be understood in terms of
the interaction of (1) the structural characteristics and restructu-
ring or internal dynamics/evolution of industrial enterprises, (2)
the evolving characteristics of urban places, and (3) their recip-
rocal impacts. Capital-intensive firms grew in size to exploit the
advantages of standardisation and scale economies and assumed
new functions. As industrial structures and strategies changed, so
did the firm’s requirements for capital (investment in plant and
equipment, working capital and material and immaterial inputs),
labour, land, infrastructure and agglomeration economies. These
changes reduced their dependence on the resources of exist-
ing agglomerations. The distribution and accessibility of these
resources depended however on the actions of other economic and
political actors, as well as of the enterprise itself, whose own  loca-
tion and growth changed its environment by attracting resources
to places where they did not formerly exist. The costs of labour
depended on the evolving distribution of the population, accessi-
bility and reproduction costs. The costs of land per unit of floor area
declined away from centre, but at rates that depended on local con-
ditions and national rules. Obsolete plant in central locations was
abandoned, and the rental value of central sites appropriated, while
different functions were located in different places, with manufac-
turing and later routine office jobs growing around the edge of the
expanding metropolis. Small-scale labour intensive industries were

Fig. 1. Urban and regional land use and the built environment.
Source: adapted from Echenique et al. (1969); see also Echenique (1994); Echenique
et  al. (2012).

predisposed to remain concentrated/clustered due to intensity of
transactions and to occupy central position in urban areas due to
their high accessibility.

In subsequent decades industrial geography saw a series of
rapid innovations: a political economy approach (Storper and
Walker, 1989; Sayer and Walker, 1992) emphasised the role of
sector-specific sequences of technological change derived from
learning-by-doing, and the evolution of specialisation, the division
of labour and inter-industry relations; transaction cost approaches
centred on identification of the increasing importance of the
horizontal integration of related activities rather than vertical
integration as drivers of industrial landscapes (Scott, 1988); con-
ventionalist and institutional approaches explored the impact on
organisational and technological dynamism of learning processes,
untraded assets (as opposed to traded input–output relations) and
non-market rules and networks (Storper, 1995); evolutionary eco-
nomic geography (EEG) has emphasised the ‘historical’ and path
dependent nature of cluster development, ‘historical accidents’
(Krugman, 1991), chance/stochastic processes (Arthur, 1994) and
the way developments at one stage create the conditions for the
next.

These approaches considerably deepened the analysis of the
dynamics of industrial landscapes and the creation and evolution
of industrial development paths. These theories are however sub-
ject to certain limitations. The first is that, in examining underlying
processes of location, clustering, relocation, dispersal and the cre-
ation of new centres of activity, too much emphasis is placed on
chance events and too little on their economic and regulatory con-
text (Martin and Sunley, 2006). A second is that the role of some
actors is under-emphasised with in particular too little attention
to institutions (MacKinnon et al., 2009). This absence is especially
important in the case of industrial decentralisation in Chinese
cities.

Land-use transport models and intra-metropolitan location

A particularly important limitation is the absence of atten-
tion to the relationships between industrial development and the
drivers of land use in city regions. (An exception is Sénécal et al.,
2002). Fig. 1 puts the decisions of actors concerning the type,
land-intensity and location of industrial activities (one type of in-
place activity) in their urban and regional land-use context. These
decisions about land-use give rise to and are influenced by an
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