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Progress Summary 

 

Affordable Housing and the Resilient Chinese City: 

The role of Shenzhen’s urban villages in enhancing the 

livelihood, environment, governance and security of the poor 

 

Our work in 2015-2016 is an exploratory study of urban villages, a key source of low-

income housing in Chinese cities. In cities like Shenzhen where housing prices are rapidly 

escalating, we observe that this housing is under a double threat from real estate redevelopment 

pressure and from climate change, which while little discussed may well be exacerbating urban 

flooding problems. Our work relies on interviews with researchers, officials, urban village 

leaders, and residents in Shenzhen, combined with a literature review (129 articles), and data 

mapping that overlays flood vulnerability with urban village locations. We find that urban 

villages do not appear to be closely correlated with the areas of worst flooding, even though local 

propaganda advocating the demolition of urban villages often cites their flooding problems and, 

globally, low-income households are often located in the most ecologically fragile areas.. We also 

find that Chinese leaders treat affordable housing and urban village redevelopment separately 

from discussions of urban resilience and climate change, and conclude that these should be 

considered together. To begin to do this, we examine the relationship between affordable housing 

in urban villages and four factors that we see as necessary for low-income people to support the 

resilience of cities: access to livelihoods, environmental quality, shared governance, and security 

of tenure. 
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Overview of Research and Findings (with additional detail provided in 3 appendices) 

 

Over the last three decades of rapid economic growth and urbanization in Chinese cities, 

thousands of formerly rural settlements have been subsumed into expanding cities. So-called 

“urban villages” are characterized by a unique physical and legal status as islands of collectivized 

land where the formerly rural villagers retain ownership rights. This unique status has enabled 

urban villages to play a crucial role in the industrialization and urbanization of their city-regions. 

Meanwhile, climate change-related hazards, including increasingly frequent and severe coastal 

storms and flooding and threats to freshwater supplies, have challenged planning for urbanization, 

particularly in rapidly growing coastal and river delta regions. In Shenzhen, given its dramatic 

economic growth since 1980, urban villages have provided much-needed affordable workforce 

housing for migrants. Because these migrants lack a local household registration (hukou) and 

have low income, they also lack access to the formal housing market and to publicly subsidized 

housing. The urban villages have provided migrant workers with virtually the only available well-

located affordable environments. These places, often quite centrally located for jobs and mass 

transit, are characterized by a high degree of flexibility, dynamism, and physical and social 

heterogeneity. This exceptional status of urban villages has made them vital for urbanization 

processes but has also, in some cases, created conditions of heightened physical degradation and 

social marginalization. Since the 1980s, village associations have gradually transformed these 

communities into increasingly denser housing settlements, but soaring real estate markets have 

made it difficult to pass up the opportunity to sell village land to developers for wholesale site 

clearance and redevelopment.  

 

Our research began by assessing the existing state of the literature about Chinese urban 

villages and urban climate adaptation and flooding, with a focus on villages in Shenzhen. We 

examined 129 sources (105 in English and 24 in Chinese) to determine salient issues (See 

Appendix 1). Because Shenzhen is considered one of the ten most financially exposed cities 

worldwide to climate change-related flooding (according to a 2013 World Bank report), we 

expected to find considerable attention to the relationship between climate change adaptation and 

urban village redevelopment—but found little in the existing literature. While the intersection of 

informal urbanization and environmental vulnerability under climate change has become a topic 

of intense research interest in many developing countries, the vulnerability and resilience of urban 

villages to climate change is, as of yet, nearly entirely unstudied by both academic researchers 

and policy makers in China. Currently, policies regulating hazard mitigation in the built 

environment suffer several barriers, including: a narrow technical focus; a focus on new 

development that propagates demolition of urban villages; and tensions between top-down 

mandates and localized hazard and urbanization conditions (See Appendix 2). 

 

We investigated this intersection between urban villages and climate change hazards 

further during field visits in January 2016, meeting with many leading researchers in Hong Kong 

and Shenzhen who study urban villages and flood vulnerability. We also interviewed urban 

village leaders and residents, and met with researchers and officials at the Shenzhen Urban 

Planning and Design Institute, the Shenzhen Design Center Co., Ltd., the Shenzhen Water 

Planning and Design Institute, Shenzhen Office of Redevelopment, and environmental engineers 

from New Land Tool Planning and Architecture Corporation who were working to measure and 

map flood-prone areas in Shenzhen. We also overlaid separately obtained maps of flooding 

hotspots and of urban village locations, thereby gaining a preliminary sense of the relationship 

between these two variables.  

 

In this exploratory study, we investigate the relative vulnerability of Shenzhen’s urban 

villages and the role these unique settlements play in the broader urban resilience of the city. 
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Drawing on field investigations and our review of the existing literature, we propose a broader 

conception of urban resilience than is normally applied in China and elsewhere (Vale, 2014; Vale 

et al., 2014; Chen & Pan, 2013). We consider the extent to which urban villages contribute to 

urban resilience through the criteria of: Livelihoods, Environmental Vulnerability, Governance, 

and Security (LEGS). These investigations are especially timely given the central government’s 

latest urban policy on completely eradicating urban villages across the country by 2020. This new 

policy adds to the already extreme pressure brought by allied public and private ‘growth 

coalitions’ to ‘regularize’ villages in fast growing cities like Shenzhen, wiping out their unique 

social, legal, and environmental attributes and displacing many of the cities’ most vulnerable 

residents. In light of these threats, we find that under each of the LEGS criteria, Shenzhen’s urban 

villages present both promise and challenges to the resilience of the wider city. 

 

Livelihoods: The jobs and wellbeing of the city-at-large and urban villagers—the formal 

and the informal—are inextricably linked and interdependent. The economy of Shenzhen 

historically relied on the availability of low-cost labor and services, which has been subsidized by 

the development of urban villages. Today, as the economy of the former Special Economic Zone 

shifts towards high technology and innovations, urban villages provide the last vestiges of 

affordable commercial, startup and industrial space. If villages are eradicated, the physical, social, 

and administrative anomaly that has allowed urban villages to contribute to economic growth and 

urbanization will be lost. Low-income workers will lose residential access to some redeveloped 

and gentrified areas, and the resilience of the city will suffer. 

 

Environment: Contrary to claims that urban villages exacerbate flooding in the rest of 

Shenzhen, the level of environmental hazards and infrastructure provision in urban villages are 

highly heterogeneous. We find that the greater environmental vulnerability of urban villages 

stems not from any inherently greater hazard exposure of their locations so much as the co-

production of risk on the massive urbanization of the river delta and subsequent alteration to the 

hydrologic network by both villages and Shenzhen city. We also find that there is a co-production 

of infrastructure, whereby urban villages have substantially invested in their localities without 

support from state entities. Efforts to blame urban villages for Shenzhen’s flooding masks the 

shared responsibility and the extent to which Shenzhen’s new development has exacerbated 

flooding in nearby urban villages. This ahistorical and narrow focus on managing flooding as an 

entirely technical and infrastructure-related challenge blinds the city to the socio-economic 

vulnerability of low-income groups. For instance, infrastructure upgrades through village 

redevelopment do not benefit displaced low-income renters. On the contrary, when low-income 

renters are displaced by village redevelopment, their lack of resources make them more likely to 

be forced into housing that is less advantageously located and more hazard prone. With sufficient 

coordination with state agencies and adequate resources, the localized knowledge and decision 

making structures in urban villages could serve as a valuable resource in service of more socially-

informed climate change adaptation planning. 

 

Governance: While the state plays a role in regulating the built environment of urban 

villages, and ultimately deciding their fate, the relative autonomy of their collective governance 

has been crucial to generating both the promise and the exploitation that characterizes life and 

social relations in urban villages. This autonomous collective governance structure, although it is 

often undeniably undemocratic and marginalizing of some voices, has allowed urban villages to 

act as ‘laboratories of urbanization’ in an otherwise highly constrained urbanization process. If it 

is eradicated or regularized, this form of localized, stakeholder-driven governance and its 

potential for innovation will be lost. 
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Security: The unique dual tenure framework in urban villages is one of the most salient 

features in distinguishing them from other forms of informal settlements, in determining their 

physical and social character, and therefore, in shaping their vulnerability and resilience. As in 

other informal settlements, the tenure security is non-binary and market dependent. Also as in 

other informal settlements, the complex, socially-imbedded tenure institutions substantially shape 

resilience and vulnerability in urban villages.   

 

In sum, Shenzhen is a city with a high concentration of urban villages that is also one of 

the most exposed to climate impacts in China. This convergence of urban villages and climate 

vulnerability means that the resilience of urban villages and the surrounding city are deeply 

intertwined. Villages have underwritten Shenzhen’s spectacular economic growth by providing 

affordable housing for the majority of the city’s workforce as well as industrial start-up space in 

central locations at minimal cost to the government. Village corporations have leveraged their 

collective land rights to invest in basic infrastructure and institute design and planning standards 

to generate urban environments of relatively high quality as compared to informal settlements in 

other rapidly urbanizing regions. Nevertheless, as property prices in Shenzhen escalate, a growth 

coalition of village leaders, developers and municipal governments are pushing to redevelop 

villages wholesale in ways that transform their tenure into municipal and private individual land, 

upgrade infrastructure for more upscale residents, and displace migrants to peripheral areas. The 

lack of consideration for climate impacts or the intertwined resilience of these redevelopment 

efforts threaten to deepen the unequal exposure and vulnerability to climate change. 

 

We find that policy frameworks and officials in Shenzhen place little emphasis on 

retaining centrally located urban villages for their affordable housing value. Shenzhen officials 

instead emphasize “affordable housing” for educated knowledge workers needed for an 

innovation economy. Meanwhile, to the extent that local planners are addressing increased risks 

from sea level rise, storm surge, or more frequent and severe typhoons pose, they treat these 

issues as narrow technical problems. Analysis of maps overlaying urban village location with 

heavy flooding propensity suggests that urban villages are not necessarily disproportionately 

exposed to flood risks. When they do flood, however, this is used as an argument for wholesale 

site redevelopment. Redevelopment changes the tenure status, which opens access to public 

infrastructure funding, and site clearance allows for massive reengineering works. Although 

redevelopment projects often retain some rental units, rental prices increase significantly, thereby 

displacing the poorest migrant workers to more peripheral villages. 

 

We identify a series of core areas for study and policy attention to better integrate urban 

villages into planning for climate resilience in Chinese cities. Fundamentally, we believe that 

major structural land reforms are necessary because the divided governance of urban and rural 

land, the fiscalization of land for municipal revenues, and the lack of urban governance 

accountability and representation are the underlying drivers of wholesale redevelopment. Urban 

villages, along with danwei and former state-owned industrial land, provide the last sources of 

land that municipalities can convert for revenue. The conversion of urban villages for immediate 

gain eliminates all other values that they provide including: representative urban governance, 

dynamic mixed-use environments, well-located affordable housing, and social networks that 

contribute to resilience. Nevertheless, short of nationwide systemic structural reforms, we think 

the redevelopment of urban villages in Shenzhen would benefit from recognizing the broader 

value of urban villages and differentiating between them in their physical conditions, economic 

role, and governance quality (See Appendix 3). With more robust and transparent data, 

researchers could investigate the relationship between urban villages and flooding and could 

facilitate the identification of design solutions to urban infrastructure upgrading without 

wholesale redevelopment for all villages. There is also a need to improve coordination between 
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different municipal agencies and planning institutes for water management, redevelopment, and 

housing that work towards a more holistic understanding of urban resilience. The current dynamic 

policy landscape provides opportunities for socially responsible developers to take a lead in 

efforts to forge new forms of resilience-supportive urban village redevelopment. 

  

Appendix 1:  Overview of Existing Literature on Urban Villages 

 

Urban villages are a pervasive phenomenon in nearly all large and medium Chinese cities 

(Li & Angel, forthcoming), and there is significant research on these communities nationwide as 

well as in Shenzhen. Research has studied Shenzhen villages’ basic conditions (e.g., Gu & Ma, 

2013, He & Wu); social networks and cultural practices (Gao, 2013; Zhang 2001 cited in Liu et al 

2010; Hin & Xin); impacts on poverty alleviation (Liu & Wu 2006b in Liu 2010), housing and 

settlement patterns (Wu 2002, 2004, and Wang (2000, 2006), and power dynamics in the 

redevelopment processes (Bach 2010, Hao et al, Hin & Xin; Chen 2010). It also documents the 

history of their physical and economic transformation (Bosselmann, 2010; Bach, 2010), the 

political economy of their relationship with Shenzhen municipality (Bach 2010; Liu et al., 2010; 

Wang et. al, 2009; Zhang et al., 2003; Tian, 2008; Wang et al., 2009), and the processes of 

redevelopment (Hao et al., 2013; Hin & Xin, 2011; Chung, 2010; Li and Li, 2011, Lin et al., 

2015; Kochan, 2015). Surveys of villages provide socio-demographic, housing, income, and 

employment information, sometimes longitudinally (Liu et al 2010). Developers also have 

detailed information on the physical conditions of villages because they must survey sites in 

detail in order to calculate compensation packages, although this information is not accessible. 

 

These studies tell the story that local governments have turned a blind eye to urban 

villages’ densification or retroactively authorized them (Wang et al., 2009), implicitly 

acknowledging their own inability to produce adequate housing for the migrant population and 

the centrality of urban villages to urban development (Liu et al., 2010). Urban villages allow 

cities to offload costly social burdens onto urban villages (Bach 2010; Zhang et al., 2003; Tian, 

2008; Wang et al., 2009). Villages today continue to underpin Shenzhen’s economic transition by 

providing low-cost innovation and design start-up industrial space (UPDIS, 2016). The escalation 

in land prices, however, now makes it nearly irresistibly attractive for a coalition of village elites, 

municipal governments, and developers to demolish urban villages and replace them wholesale 

with higher end development (Hao et al. 2013). Efforts to gain administrative, police, and fiscal 

authority over collectivized village land (Zhang et al., 2003; Tian, 2008; Chung, 2009) are often 

couched in claims about the negative physical conditions and criminality of urban villages. 

Governments, media, residents with hukou, and academia have widely condemned urban villages 

for their crowding, crime, depressing surrounding land values, and poor environmental conditions 

such as insufficient drainage, solid waste management, and chaotic wiring (Chung 2009; Chen 

and Jim, 2010; Zhang et al., 2003; Hao et al., 2011; Song & Zenou, 2012). 

 

More recently, however, studies of urban villages find they are critical in providing 

affordable housing for migrant workers and supporting their livelihoods (Bach 2010, Zhang 2001; 

Lin et al 2014; Chen, 2010; Luo and Cai, 2008). They provide informal, transitional and flexible 

spaces that, by operating within existing urban regimes such as the hukou system or dual land 

ownership, help to integrate migrants into urban society (Wang et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2010; Wu 

et al., 2012), while providing affordable facilities for migrants and long-time residents (Bach, 

2010; Hao et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2011a; Zhang, 2011; Lin and de Meulder, 2012; Lin et al., 

2014). In many cities, urban villages provide the only affordable and accessible form of housing 

for rural migrants who are otherwise shunned by the urban housing market (Zhang, 2005; Song et 

al., 2008). Scholars argue that housing is not only a basic human right (Qin Hui, cited in Cheng 

2008; Wang & Murie, 2011), but that the demolition of urban villages would create a housing 
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crisis for migrants without providing additional supply of low-income housing (Zhang, 2005; 

Song et al., 2008; Tian, 2008; Song & Zenou, 2012; Chung, 2009). Instead, they argue that 

villages should be preserved (Chen 2013; Hao et al., 2013), and that the relatively cheap housing 

in the urban villages is vital for the existence of low labor costs and to the economy of the region 

(Ma & Wu, 2005). 

 

        Nevertheless, while there is extensive information on the economic, developmental, and 

building characteristics of urban villages, there is virtually no public information or published 

academic research on the hazard risk of urban villages. Specifically we see four major problems. 

First, there is a complete absence of awareness, climate projections, and risk or vulnerability 

assessments for the impacts of climate change in Shenzhen. Climate adaptation and resilience are 

very new concepts to China, and the current focus is limited to disaster risk reduction for 

earthquakes and flooding and to “sponge city development,” which was advocated by the central 

government for new greenfield developments and has yet to be rolled out locally. The lack of 

detailed climate projections for precipitation, typhoon patterns, and storm surge are critical needs 

to evaluate the vulnerability of Shenzhen and the Pearl River Delta. 

 

        Second, municipal flood management and urban village redevelopment are governed 

completely separately, and there is very little data on flooding in urban villages. The Shenzhen 

Water Planning and Design Institute has extensive data on flooding throughout the city, but does 

not focus on flooding in urban villages, which fall outside the municipal jurisdiction. The 

Shenzhen Urban Planning Bureau and Redevelopment Authority have data on the location of 

existing urban villages, those that have been redeveloped, and those proposed or approved for 

redevelopment, but this data is not publicly available. Our own mapping overlaying the location 

of urban villages and flooding hotspots in the city – obtained from separate sources – shows that 

urban villages are not clearly more at risk than the rest of the city. This lack of more detailed data 

limits systematic research on the physical vulnerability of villages to climate impacts and 

flooding. It also suggests that at the very least more research is needed to understand whether 

urban villages do contribute to Shenzhen’s flood risk, or whether the inverse might be true.  

 

        Third, and relatedly, flood risk is seen as an entirely infrastructural challenge, without 

adequate attention to the social aspects of vulnerability to natural hazards or the socio-economic 

impacts of different adaptation strategies on marginalized groups. Time and again during our 

interviews and site visits, planners and government officials responded to inquiries about climate 

vulnerability in Shenzhen’s urban villages with discussions of the need to upgrade drainage 

infrastructure. While uneven infrastructure provision and administration in urban villages is a 

significant issue, the sole focus on flood vulnerability as a matter of technical specification and 

investment overlooks both the critical role of non-infrastructure built environment measures for 

reducing vulnerability (e.g., land use and building regulation) and the role of social and 

demographic characteristics in driving vulnerability and resilience. When social vulnerability is 

taken into account, building resilience in urban villages must go beyond infrastructure provision 

to include the types of concerns raised in our discussion of livelihoods, governance, and security. 

 

We therefore find a need for more researcher-accessible data in order to help bridge 

between these fields and to identify specific research needs for localized climate vulnerability 

studies and plans. A research and policy agenda that holistically integrates urban villages into 

urban climate adaptation planning would necessarily reach across epistemic and policy 

communities to include voices from such professional perspectives as planning, housing, 

engineering, and environmental modeling. While intersectoral cooperation is a key step in 

adaptation planning, fully appreciating and taking advantage of the latent value in urban village 

communities to promote urban resilience will require even more ambitious commitment to 
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epistemological heterogeneity and inclusiveness. Village residents, both “original” and migrants, 

must be seen not simply as either partners or obstructions in urban development, but as vital 

sources of information on the values and conditions that make these communities unique. 

 

Full bibliographical citations are available from the authors. 

 

Appendix 2: The Disconnect Between Risk Mitigation Policies and Urban Villages 

 

Many hazard related built environment policies are issued from the central government 

level, including post-earthquake seismic urban design standards, new climate change adaptation 

policies, and new “Sponge City” development standards. The central government policies for 

hazard resilient urban development are generally focused on changing the specifications and 

spatial relations of new urban development. Given this focus on new development, these 

standards are often not applicable to urban villages unless and until they are redeveloped.  

 

In response to the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake disaster, the central government undertook 

a highly visible emphasis on seismic safety in new development. In Shenzhen, the new park and 

plaza adjacent to the district headquarters in Qianhai bear the marks of post-earthquake hazard 

mitigation design standards. The plazas includes an enormous unbroken expanse of open space 

for post-earthquake mobilization and gathering with copious signage designating spaces and 

facilities for a range of emergency functions, from “Area for Makeshift Tents” to “Emergency 

Water Supply” and “Emergency Toilets.” The design of Qianhai’s plaza reflects a concern for 

preparation for seismic events, though by all accounts this new coastal landfill district is much 

more vulnerable to coastal storms and flooding than it is to earthquakes. While the national 

government’s application of seismic design standards in a coastal flooding zone may be regarded 

as a mismatch between national standards and local hazard conditions, the phenomenon does 

point towards the will and ability of the state to shape urban space to reduce risks. 

 

China has a long history of advancing climate mitigation and disaster risk reduction, but 

has only recently recognized the need to address the impacts of climate change. It joined the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992, and issued its 

first National Assessment Report on Climate Change in 2006. A year later, it established the 

National Leading Group on Climate Change and the National Climate Change Programme. The 

second National Assessment Report issued in 2011, and the chapter on climate change in the 12th 

Five-Year Plan, are the first times that the central government called for national climate 

adaptation action. A government white paper that same year on Foreign Aid – Coping with 

Climate Change placed climate adaptation front and center. The National Adaptation Strategy 

issued in 2013 recognized the adaptation deficits in the country’s planning, mandated provincial 

adaptation plans, and highlighted the need to address infrastructure, health, water, tourism, and 

coastal management in urban areas. To date, the four provincial level cities have initiated 

adaptation planning, but most other regions and cities are lagging behind (Li & Song 2015). 

Guangdong Province issued an Assessment of Climate Change Impacts in 2007 summarizing 

climate change patterns, projections and impacts on ecosystems, the economy, and society, and 

proposed measures for mitigation and adaptation. Hong Kong and Guangdong Province 

established a Joint Liaison Group on Combating Climate Change in 2011 to coordinate 

projections, drainage design, and exchange information on adaptation. However, these efforts 

have yet to translate into local adaptation policies and projects. 

 
In 2013, the central government issued and began promoting a set of new development 

standards known as the “Sponge City” approach to low impact development. These standards, 
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with their emphasis on increasing the use of natural soil hydrology and decreasing reliance on 

‘gray infrastructure’ for stormwater management, may signal a shift to a more holistic treatment 

of flood mitigation that goes beyond a narrow technical infrastructure provision concerns. 

However, these efforts are still emerging and thus far focus only on new construction in 

greenfield sites, not existing urban areas. This means there is still a gap in how urban areas will 

deal with the increasing volumes of stormwater washing through the city. Since these standards 

are not relevant to existing urban settlements, the only way that they will benefit urban villages is 

if they are implemented in the course of major redevelopment. There is a significant opportunity 

available to develop standards for retrofitting existing neighborhoods to incrementally improve 

their flood mitigation performance without requiring wholesale clearance and widespread 

displacement. With the major redevelopment of urban villages, there is significant potential to 

transform the city’s infrastructure that may be very difficult and costly to retrofit in the future. 

 

Municipal government policies substantially shape the built environment of urban 

villages through such mechanisms as height limits and street width standards. However, there is 

no formal external plan review or code compliance process for buildings in urban villages. The 

municipal government undertakes water infrastructure planning. Flood risk management is seen 

as a purely technical challenge that can be addressed fully with infrastructural upgrades. Risk 

analysis is based on climate or hydrological models, quantitative modeling for land use change, 

sea level rise, and urban heat islands without complementary information from social science 

research on the vulnerability of individuals, communities, or policy systems (Nadin, 2013). 

Planning is directed by the Water Planning and Design Institute, sometimes in conjunction with 

the Planning Bureau. There is no substantial public participation in these processes (SWDPI 

Interview, 2016). As a result, management efforts focus on technical engineering solutions, such 

as ecosystems management, dikes and seawalls, and raised dock heights, with relatively little 

attention to land use planning, building controls, or social vulnerability. 

 

While there is a substantial degree of heterogeneity between and within settlements, 

urban villages are primarily responsible for their own infrastructure provision to cope with and 

mitigate hazard risks. In most cases villages install and maintain their own drainage infrastructure 

to cope with stormwater, leading to a high degree of uneven provision and a lack of 

interconnection between village networks. While some village infrastructures are integrated with 

the wider urban infrastructure networks, these connections must be negotiated on a case-by-case 

basis, again leading to a high degree of heterogeneity.  

 

The primary gaps that we identified in risk mitigation policy in China’s urban villages 

relate to two broad themes: 1) the narrow treatment of environmental risk as a purely technical 

problem to be addressed through infrastructure provision; and 2) the disconnect between 

centralized decision making and localized hazard manifestations in the built environment.  

 

Appendix 3:  Urban Village Governance and Environmental Vulnerability 

 

Located at the mouth of the Pearl River Delta (PRD) in southeastern China, Shenzhen is 

considered to be one of the most environmentally vulnerable coastal cities in the world, 

susceptible to sea level rise, heavy rain and storm surge. Most of the centrally located urban 

villages face these hazard together with the rest of Shenzhen, but the dualism in urban-rural land 

ownership, and other institutional barriers separate urban villages from the formal city, creating 

different contexts for hazard risks and solutions. Our findings suggest that the greater 
environmental vulnerability of urban villages stems not from any inherently greater hazard 

exposure of their locations so much as from this institutional disjunction.  
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Urban villages in Shenzhen by definition pre-date the surrounding urbanized areas. Some 

interviewees suggested that villages were located on higher ground that is relatively safer than 

subsequent urbanization (O’Donnell Interview, 2016; Tang & Du, 2016). However, others 

suggested that the long history of settlement in the region meant some villages were relegated to 

lower-lying areas where their livelihoods were closely related to natural flood hydrology; these 

communities were more likely to be habituated to frequent flooding and an annual “cleaning of 

the house” (Du Interview, 2015). In any case, the city’s development of the floodplain has 

drastically altered its hydrology and increased flood risks to villages. For decades, the 

government has authorized sand excavation, construction of upper watershed dams, and dredging 

of channels in the delta. The conversions of farm fields into impermeable urban developments 

have also increased stormwater burdens on village infrastructure. Planners reported that 

landfilling operations in Qianhai, an area of extensive new coastal urbanization, fundamentally 

altered the hydrology of a large area in Shenzhen’s southwest such that formerly well-drained 

villages now suffer severe waterlogging. Qianhai’s greater elevation disrupted existing natural 

drainage patterns and made formerly well-situated villages newly vulnerable (Water Institute 

Interview, 2016).  

Residents of urban villages may still be disproportionately more vulnerable compared to 

residents of the city proper, due to their comparative lack of drainage infrastructure. The 

rural/urban land policy also divides the responsibilities in the provision of infrastructure. Urban 

municipalities are responsible for providing infrastructure on urban land, while villages are 

responsible for providing their own environmental infrastructure and services. In general, the 

city’s infrastructure has been jointly produced by the municipality and state agencies on the one 

hand, and village corporations on the other, but with immense imbalances in the resources 

available to different populations. On the “formal” side, Shenzhen has focused on flood 

protection and drainage infrastructure during the last three decades. With the completion of 

several major projects in 2008, water planners in Shenzhen now consider the city relatively well 

protected from flood hazards originating from the Shenzhen River and from the hills in the north 

of the city (SWPDI Interview, 2016). Water infrastructure in the city is designed to protect 

against damage from flooding events projected to occur once every 200 years (SWPDI Interview, 

2016). With the completion of these major projects, water infrastructure planners have shifted 

their attention to upgrading drainage infrastructure to reduce economic losses from waterlogging 

(SWPDI Interview, 2016). 

The institutional separation resulted in Shenzhen not funding or building infrastructure 

for the over 50% of residents who live in urban villages. Village corporations’ capacity to finance 

their own development “enabled the municipal government to avoid taking responsibility for 

social, economic and infrastructural development in these villages” (Bach, 2010, citing Wang et 

al. 2009:967). Left on their own, villages have significant variability in their capacity to provide 

adequate sanitation, solid waste management, electrical wiring, and open space. Many urban 

villages suffer from degraded environments due to crowding (Tao, Wong, and Hui 2014; Song 

and Zenou 2012), limited light and air, elevated fire risk, and inadequate garbage and hygiene 

infrastructure and services (Song and Zenou 2012; Wang, Wang, and Wu 2009). Infrastructure 

failure is one of the major reasons that municipal government officials cite to justify the large-

scale village clearance where the environmental risk can be “solved” by demolition and 

reconstruction. Village redevelopment projects often cite the negative environmental conditions 

of urban villages (Wu, Zhang, and Webster 2013), their inadequate drainage and frequent 

flooding (Wang and Wang 2014), and their contribution to flooding in the rest of the city proper 

as motivating concerns. While village administrators often oversee incremental upgrading of 

drainage infrastructure to address waterlogging issues, in many instances, large-scale investments 

in flood hazard mitigation only come with redevelopment (SWPDI Interview, 2016).  
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However, the redevelopment solution has many potential problems. For one thing, 

redevelopment does improve flood mitigation in the city, but it also insures that low-income 

residents do not share the benefits of infrastructure improvements. For another, since monitoring 

of waterlogging is incomplete and uneven, planners tend to know more about areas that are the 

focus of redevelopment interest, leaving other areas to suffer chronic flooding problems without 

significant attention (SWPDI Interview, 2016). The narrow focus on managing flood hazards as a 

technical problem that can be solved purely through infrastructure investment blinds the city to 

the socio-economic vulnerability of low-income groups. When low-income renters are displaced 

by village redevelopment, their lack of resources make them more likely to be forced into housing 

that is less advantageously located and more hazard prone.  

We therefore argue that more comprehensive solutions to resilience in urban village as 

well as the entire municipality of Shenzhen should start with eliminating the barrier between 

urban villages and the “normal” part of the city, both physically and institutionally. Recognizing 

urban villages as an indispensable component provides the opportunity to use localized 

knowledge and self-governance structure to conduct socially responsible adaption redevelopment 

that considers the resilience of the Shenzhen as a whole. The redevelopment could become the 

crucial opportunity for Shenzhen to integrate marginalized villagers and migrants who contribute 

greatly to the city’s social and economic resilience. 

 

Summary of spending: 

 

The project as implemented remained in close alignment with its proposed budget. The 

largest single portion of the grant went to support a half-RA for MCP1 student Hongru Cai. The 

budget item for additional hourly assistance from doctoral students was divided equally among 

three DUSP PhD students: Xi Qiu, Zachary Lamb, and Linda Shi, each of whom contributed 130 

hours to the project. The travel portion of the budget covered 7 person-weeks of fieldwork time in 

Shenzhen during January, 2016 (3 weeks for Cai; and 1 week each for Vale, Qiu, Lamb, and Shi).  

Finally, the remainder of the grant will cover approximately 3 weeks of summer salary for the PI, 

Lawrence Vale. We also received considerable investments of time from several researchers in 

Hong Kong and Shenzhen, but these colleagues were not compensated from the grant. In 

addition, MCP2 student Phillip Hu joined the team for many field visits during January, since he 

was doing his thesis on urban villages in Shenzhen, but he was not financially supported by the 

grant. 

 

Students Supported by the Grant: 

 

Hongru Cai (MCP1); Linda Shi (PhD); Zachary Lamb (PhD); and Xi Qiu (PhD). 

 

 

Publications and Presentations Resulting from the Grant: 

 

• The team made brief presentations about our work-in progress during January 2016 to the 

Urban Planning and Design Institute of Shenzhen, Shenzhen Design Center, and the 

Water Planning and Design Institute. 

 

• A paper based on our research has been accepted for presentation at the International 

Planning History Society conference in Delft, Netherlands in July 2016. 

 

• We have developed a long draft paper and intend to submit a condensed version of this to 

a journal in the coming months. 
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• The Spring 2016 MCP thesis by Phillip Hu, advised by Eran Ben-Joseph with Lawrence 

Vale as reader, draws partly on his participation in the Shenzhen fieldwork with our STL 

Lab grant team. 

 

 

Some members of the team, joined by co-PI Brent Ryan, have received follow-on grant 

from the STL Lab to examine how recent government policies to both eliminate urban villages 

and to integrate gated communities are transforming redevelopment practices in Shenzhen. The 

exploratory research funded by the STL seed grant provides the foundational basis for conducting 

this next step of research.  

 


