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A B S T R A C T

In the context of rapid urbanization, land has become the most valuable scarce resource, and the regeneration of
urban villages is related to urban land supply for urban redevelopment. The redevelopment of urban villages can
promote the efficient use of land resources and contribute to the sustainable development of the city. This paper
examines the redevelopment of an urban village in Guangzhou from the perspective of territorialization and
finds that urban villages ultimately become territories dominated by the coalition formed by the market de-
velopers and the rural collective organization of the urban village. When the local government attempts to
redevelop the village, the coalition fights against the government and defends the territory, leading to the
predicament of urban redevelopment. By exploring the territorialization process and the dynamics of spatial
production, this paper argues that territorialization is a means of reifying and reinforcing power in a geo-
graphical space and represents a significant attempt to achieve urban redevelopment. Both the local government
and the coalition can contribute to the redevelopment of urban villages. Although territorialization is an efficient
way to achieve urban redevelopment, it may solidify an area and cause the straitened circumstances of city
government to implement the new city strategy. This paper thus calls for a focus on the value of bottom-up
territorialization and the ingenious combination of city planning and territorialization to achieve effective urban
redevelopment.

1. Introduction

The urbanization of China's population and economy has been as-
tonishing (Hsing, 2010). In 2016, the urbanization ratio was 57.35%
(National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 2017), which is above the average
urbanization level of developing countries. In the Pearl River Delta
(PRD) region, rapid industrialization and urbanization resulted in the
loss of valuable agricultural land (Wu, 2004; Yeh & Li, 1999). Large
amounts of urban land are used inefficiently, and new construction of
land resources has been exhausted. In this context, many villages that
were previously located on the periphery of a city have been engulfed
by urban development (Tian, 2008). These villages are urban villages.

Urban villages are a special by-product of the rapid urbanization
process and the complicated dual-track land ownership system (Hin &
Xin, 2011; Ho & Lin, 2003). They have a heterogeneous population and
land use and are encircled by an inner city, but the ownership of the
land is retained by the rural collective organization (RCO) (Tian, 2008).
Urban villages have been a controversial subject for many years (Wang,
Wang, & Wu, 2009), and the profiles, environment and resultant effects

of urban villages have been discussed for decades. The government,
media and scholars often condemn urban villages as problematic areas,
claiming that urban villages are associated with physical and social
problems and that their existence suppresses the land value of both
their sites and neighbouring areas (Chen & Jim, 2010; Gransow, 2001;
Hao, Sliuzas, & Geertman, 2011; Liu & Yang, 2004; Tian, 1998; Zheng,
2000). However, by providing affordable and accessible housing to
rural migrants (Hao, Geertman, Hooimeijer, & Sliuzas, 2013; Song,
Zenou, & Ding, 2008; Zhang, Zhao, & Tian, 2003) and low-cost informal
working spaces to informal manufacturing sectors (Xia, Zhao, Ouyang,
& Liu, 2012), urban villages also allow peasants to earn their liveli-
hoods as landlords (Tian, 2008).

As the new construction of land resources has been exhausted, the
shortage of land resources has become a bottleneck restricting the
sustainable development of the economy. To improve land-use effi-
ciency, the governments of many big cities have proposed that urban
land should be intensively used and that urban stock land located in the
core of the city should be redeveloped. In this context, urban re-
generation has become an important topic in China. The redevelopment
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of urban villages has attracted significant attention (Hao et al., 2011;
Lin, De Meulder, & Wang, 2011). Governments have enacted numerous
policies to redevelop urban villages. For example, to promote the re-
development of the land, the government of Guangdong Province en-
acted a policy in 2009 called ‘Some opinions on promoting three old
transformation and promoting intensive use of the land’, which pro-
poses to redevelop the ‘three olds’ (i.e., old towns, old factories, and old
villages) during the three-year policy experimental period. According to
the policy ‘Opinions on speeding up the “three old” transformation’,
which was enacted by the Guangzhou government, 52 of 138 urban
villages in Guangzhou should be completely demolished in 3–5 years.
The government encourages the ‘three old’ transformation and provides
many preferential policies and facilitation measures for the urban vil-
lages. To upgrade the villages' environment and obtain higher incomes,
many urban villages in Guangzhou such as Liede Village and Pazhou
Village are actively involved in redevelopment. These two villages have
been regarded as two of the successful cases of urban village re-
development in China (Li, Lin, Li, & Wu, 2014). The success of these
two villages implies that a collaborative partnership among the three
powerful stakeholders (including the local government with strong
administrative power, the indigenous villagers as landowners, and the
developers with capitals and professional skills) was the key to the
successful implementation of regeneration (Hao et al., 2011; Zhou,
2014). Through this collaboration, these three stakeholders benefited
from the regeneration project in either economic or political terms
(Zhou, 2014). For real estate developers, tearing down urban villages
with comparably lower floor-area ratios for relatively low compensa-
tion, building large mansions and selling them at a higher price results
in large economic profits. Regarding the landlords, the RCO can
transform temporary low-level properties into permanent advanced
properties through redevelopment. Indigenous villagers can benefit
through both one-time compensation in the form of a lump sum of
money and apartment units in the new buildings (Hao et al., 2013).
Thus, landlords can achieve lucrative growth with the redevelopment
compensation. Meanwhile, to upgrade the urban environment and at-
tract more investments, the local government relies on urban re-
development to convert suburban rural land into urban land (Hao et al.,
2011). Therefore, in most cases, the redevelopment of urban villages
can obtain support from these three stakeholders. However, the re-
development project cannot be promoted in certain urban villages in
Guangzhou.

As the first city of reform in China, Guangzhou is among the most
important cities in China. Due to the prosperous economy, numerous
rural collective lands and urban villages exist within the city. According
to the government report ‘Opinions on speeding up the “three old”
transformation’, which was published in 2010, there are 138 urban
villages in Guangzhou, with an area of 500,000 acres. Among these 138
urban villages, 52 villages were planned to be completely demolished
within 3–5 years, while the other 86 villages were planned to undergo
comprehensive improvement. However, urban villages near a whole-
sale market were not demolished and did not undergo any compre-
hensive improvements. These urban villages are very common in
Guangzhou, such as Sanyuanli Village, Yaotai Village, Shipai Village,
Dongfeng Village, and Kangle Village. These villages already receive
steady and sustainable income from their cooperation with market
developers. Recently, many scholars have paid attention to the profiles
and impact of urban villages and the redevelopment policies, strategies
and results of the urban village redevelopment programme. However,
although some studies have claimed that there was a self-organization
system in urban villages, few studies consider urban villages special
territories. Furthermore, few studies investigate the predicament of the
redevelopment of urban villages and research on the process and the
underlying dynamics of their spatial production. There is a lack of
studies examining why redevelopment projects have not been success-
fully adopted in these urban villages.

For a long time, the economic growth of urban villages relied on

certain informal sectors, such as small factories, and warehouses. In
addition to the small informal sectors, many large enterprises that are
sensitive to land prices prefer to be established in urban villages. For
example, wholesale market developers prefer establishing their busi-
nesses in the urban villages of Guangzhou. These developers operate
successfully due to the collective land. Several developers even made
great contributions to the area's industry development and economic
improvement. These developers are the most significant cause of the
prosperity of the rental market in the urban villages' rural collective
land. Therefore, these developers are highly influential in the devel-
opment of the village, are ones of the key stakeholders in the devel-
opment of urban villages.

Many scholars have studied the relationship among the stakeholders
in the redevelopment programme. According to those scholars, the re-
development of urban villages is a complex process in which the three
main actors involved—the government, developers and landlords (RCO
and the local villagers)—compete for their own benefit (Hao et al.,
2011). They form a collaborative partnership to maximize their bene-
fits. The core of the successful cases is the redistribution of interests
derived from land appreciation among main stakeholders. As an ex-
ample, we use Liede Village, which is a successfully redeveloped vil-
lage. The Liede project also involved these three stakeholders. Different
stakeholders have different demands in the regeneration project and
adjust their strategies over time under the changing economic, social,
environmental and political circumstances (Zhou, 2014), affecting the
compliment of the project: the compensation demanded by landlords
influences the cost of the project; a new policy introduced by the
government can affect the prospects of the landlords; and the negotia-
tion between the developers and the government determines the details
of the redevelopment plan such as the floor-area ratio and the standard
amenity provisions, both of which directly impacts the project's prof-
itability. At the end of the Liede project, it seemed that all key stake-
holders benefited. The city government can acquire more revenue, and
each village household has one or more apartments with an area of 200
square metres in the CBD and can acquire more dividends from the
collective properties in the future (Lin, De Meulder, & Wang, 2012).
However, the success of the redevelopment of the urban villages led to
the extremely high floor-area ratio (FAR) of the area. In contrast to the
average FAR of 3.0 in Central Guangzhou. the FAR of Liede was 5.2, the
FAR of Yangji was 5.9 and the FAR of Linhe village was 6.2. Because of
the high FARs in these neighbourhoods, the government would then
have to make a massive investment in their infrastructure and facilities
(Zhou, 2014). Therefore, many scholars found that the satisfaction of all
the parties involved in the regeneration scheme would impose great
pressure upon the city and be unsustainable (Li et al., 2014).

While many studies have researched the stakeholders and the power
relations in urban village redevelopment, few studies have investigated
the predicament of redevelopment and concern about the power rela-
tion of these urban villages. Unlike the regeneration programme, some
scholars found that the development of urban villages included three
stakeholders: the local government, the market and the society. The
partnerships of these three key stakeholders have interacted (Lin et al.,
2012). Some studies found that the relationship among the stakeholders
resulted in different modes of governance (Lin, Hao, & Geertman,
2015). Although several recent studies on urban villages have studied
power relations on the redevelopment process, there is a lack of studies
on how power relations are formed in the development process and
how they influence the redevelopment process. However, these power
relations are important factors in the spatial development of urban
villages, can explain the reason for the dilemma of redevelopment, and
are the keys to whether redevelopment strategies and policies will be
effective. This dilemma leads to the following questions: Why do these
urban villages encounter the predicament of urban redevelopment? Did
the entry of market developers lead to this situation? How do market
developers enter urban villages? What is the relationship between
market developers and the RCO? How do urban villages develop, and
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