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Community Planner in Low-Speed Developing Period

Text/KUANG Xiaoming[Chief Editor of Urban China]+ZHAO Min  Translation/CHEN Chen(Intern)

Urbanization that ignoring local geographic pattern and social context can not sustain anymore after 2008 the

world—wide economic crisis,particularly after 2014 the peak of Chinese urbanization speed. Source/ Baidu Map

The control of large development scheme with-
in cities has an effect on the transformation of
city development from new city construction to
functional upgrading cities. The concept of ‘from
incremental to stock-based planning’ has been
gradually accepted for the public. From year 2008,
policymakers started to allocate the experimental
program of ‘community planner’ in Shenzhen.
During 2014 to 2016, many cities around this
country have launched the project of ‘community
planning’ with the concept of ‘community planner’
that varied in cities in terms of different defini-

tions. Some believe the ‘community planning’ is a

7784 H indd 144-145

dummy proposition which should be replaced by
‘community construction’. However, the ‘commu-
nity construction’ originated from Taiwan which
presents rural planning is different from the situa-
tion in mainland China. The concept of ‘communi-
ty construction’, ‘small town planning’, ‘beautiful
village” and ‘special town’ are intertwined with
each other; and ‘community planning’ overlaps
with ‘micro urban renewal’, ‘old city renewal’.
These different standpoints caused the widespread
phenomenon of the adhering respective positions
in the field. Thus, Urban China interviewed with a

couple of scholars and planners who worked in the

first-tier industry, trying to summarize some char-
acteristics of community planning within internal
cities in the context of China. Further, we will an-

swer the simple question of ‘what can planners do’.

The Essence of Low-Speed Developing

The urbanization has accelerated after 2008 and
reached to the peaking point in 2014, witnessing
series of changes of the macro policy. The failure
of ‘forbidden low-income population’, and after the
bubble of city construction of ‘control large cities
and develop small cities’, large cities have stepped

into the context of ‘stock-based development’ and

‘stock-based renewal’. Most commonly discussion
on the ‘stock-based development’ are divided into
two aspects, that is, ‘spatial regeneration’ and
‘community renewal’. The former one refers to in-
tegrating demolished spaces and the reuse of ineffi-
cient spaces, and the latter one help urban dwellers
receive the benefits of development. Consequently,
when we discuss the ‘stock-based development’,
what we discussed indeed?

After the industrial revolution, city became the main
producer instead of rural area. From utopian socialism
to Ebenezer Howard, the imagination of ‘move out the
industry to improve the urban environment’ failed.
Not only the absence of trading and entertainment, but
long-distance and low-speed of commuting has led to
the continuous expansion of cities. The game between
planning and the reality is announced to be failed,
especially for the regional centered cities in the global
competitive market.

The reason lies in the city’s position we offered.
It is the center of production because the overall
social functional organizations are enclosed with
‘production’ whether it is situated in Manchester
in the industrial revolution period or in Zhengzhou
under the socialist system, or even Beijing. No mat-
ter the production is textile and mining, or logistics
distribution, or financial culture and consumption,
the differences is who provides public services and
residential infrastructures for the employees-the
company, country or the market? In the context of
‘production’, reallocating the available resources
is another form of ‘production’. It is not difficult to
understand the logic of ‘stock-based development’
or even figure out the conflict between capital and
the society in the background of ‘old city renewal’.
The old city might undergo land premium for the
reason of ‘culture’ that the ‘old public housing’ has
long been in an obliterate situation because the capital
proliferation varies in different areas. After the disin-
tegration of ‘danwei’ led to the unemployed workers
and poverty residents, the value of urban land and so-
cial networks is under depression, although did not act
as a European social housing with incoming serious
migration problems. ‘Community renewal’ implies the
fear of interest in these neighborhoods — how to deal
with the issues if they are occupied by immigrants
in the future? And what if the long term obsolescent
housing and high rate of crime affected land value and
city’s vitality in the whole district? ‘Social equality’,
also indicates the transfer payment, to some extent.
Leaving old communities by casting off the ‘poverty
traps’ and in some ways reconnecting residents who
were neglected by city development back to the system

of ‘production-consumption-reproduction’, is becom-

ing the important issue under the competitive system.

Community Planning under Chinese Condition
Therefore, on the level of governmental planning,
‘development’ is a topic that must be faced with. But
how to combine development and living demands for
residents? The contradiction between these two points
in the city’s district-level planning is obvious, and is
the iconic reason of which scholars interpret the dif-
ferences of ‘community planning’.

For a long time, urban planning embedded with
Chinese characteristics is more similar to urban
design in the international context, emphasizing the
organization and distribution of spaces. Even the
community planning in the early period was aimed
to ‘promote community transformation by spatial
planning’, not responding with the changes of com-
munity-based social organizations but acting in spa-
tial forms. This is a remnant of the planned economy
that the policy instead of the society, plays a great
role of enlightenment with a higher perspective. Pro-
moting economic development rather than the social
development is a typical system under the leadership
of elites. However, with the gradual development of
post-modern society in some big cities, decentraliza-
tion and de-elitism become the trend of community’s
social changes. When the development is no longer
recognized by the external forces, where to seek for
the ‘identity’ for strangers in the community?

What kind of community do we need indeed in the
absence of unit and region (the ‘pride’ of devel-
opment)? It might be a pathway for building gated
middle-class communities that of the United States,
but receiving critics as never before. Community
planning not only bear the ‘production’ function,
but undertake the ‘defense’ function, to prevent
social differentiation caused by the turmoil and
the anarchic phenomenon with the regional groups.
Therefore, the term ‘community planning’, as the
public expected, the connotation becomes prolific
in its connotation but blurred in its extension.
Under the different definitions of ‘community plan-
ning’, there is a common content, that is, to rethink
the early new city construction of which only value
the production but disregard the life. The priority is
to increase supported public infrastructures to fill the
gaps of previous mistakes, and filtering, integrating,
reusing those inefficient spaces, to allocate reasonable
spaces for the facilities by planning in the context of
fully developed land. It improves the land use effi-
ciency and shifts the extensive expansion to detailed
management. It is more efficient compared to the
traditional planning, mainly received attention in the

district-level of government plan and further imple-

mented in the sub-district services.

Another type of ‘community planning’, or included
in the process of the former one, is to communicate
with residents and specify problems in the commu-
nity. It tries to offset the mode of ‘construction-ori-
ented, management-disorientated’ to enhance
the efficiency of city management that the minor
problems can be solved easily. This form of com-
munity planning and construction is based on prob-
lem-solving direction. Currently, it is common for
district-level government or professionals entrusted
by the sub-district to conduct preliminary research
and communicate with residents in the planning
process. In some neighborhoods equipped with ade-
quate public funding, the homeowners might hire a
team of consultants and submit the proposals to the

government for approval.

What Can an Urban Planner Do

We interviewed planners from different political
backgrounds and experiences, including planners
who work for the government, policymakers from
planning and land district municipalities, planners
who participate in the management and issues
responding but not involved in the regulatory plan-
ning in town and sub-district levels. Planners who
work in the planning institutions, start to focus on
the transition from traditional incremental plan-
ning, might be employed by the government, or the
community. Some focus on the macro theory, and
others are deeply involved in the negotiation with
residents. Another bunch of planners or architects
help the residents appeal for the public space;
some receive the government subsidies, engaging
in the construction and research of ‘soft planning’.
Academic scholars, on the other hand, prefer
‘cross-sector’ from figuring out planning problems
to releasing proposals, or even persuade the inves-
tors and solve the financial issues from the govern-
ment. Some professional planners, start to cultivate
interest for residents and refocus on the community.
Hence, each planner handles different experiences
but acts as the participant afterwards.

In the era of diversification and decentralization,
‘planning’ is inequivalent to the blueprint and infinite
approximation for a given goal. We cannot answer
the question ‘what should planners do’, but hope to
answer ‘what can planners do’ in accordance with
these groups of professionals based on their own
experiences and imagination of future. It gives the
hints for community-based planners to develop more
possibilities in the future planning industry through
the continuous improvement of community planning

system to create inclusive cities.
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