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Abstract: This paper interlinks new spatial plan-
ning strategies, such as urban and intra-ur-
ban rescaling and strategic planning, against 
the background of political economic upgrad-
ing programs as in the case of Guangzhou 
mega-city. Global and domestic competition 
force China’s metropolises to constantly reori-
ent themselves and adapt their urban develop-
ment strategies. In the Pearl River Delta, the 
restructuring process from basic manufactur-
ing to modern service and high-tech industries 
with higher added-value has already been going 
on for some time. The main hypothesis of this 
paper is that this upgrading of industrial struc-
tures and urban policies aimed at enhancing 
economic competitiveness in general are both 
important drivers for administrative rescaling 
on the municipal and intra-urban levels, for the 
implementation of increasingly strategic urban 
planning approaches and for organizational in-
novations. In mega-cities such as Guangzhou, 
this development coincides with a rising sig-
nificance of urban districts in the urban plan-
ning hierarchy. We show how this happens by 
analyzing urban policies regarding the reform 
of administrative powers granted to Guangzhou 
Development District (GDD). In the course of 
this change, the GDD administration was up-
graded from the status of a state manager of a 
development zone to that of a district govern-
ing authority in 2005. It is now responsible for 
comprehensive urban management. This paper 
is based on extensive literature review and field 
observation as well as expert and stakeholder 
interviews.

1. Introduction

Current urban development trends in China’s 
metropolises are strongly tinted by economic 
upgrading and advancement along the value 
chain. This is also the case in the Pearl River 
Delta (PRD), which UN-HABITAT (2010) re-
cently labeled the world’s largest mega-urban 
region. It comprises about 120 million inhabit-
ants, due to the integration of cities like Hong 

Kong, Shenzhen, Dongguan, and Guangzhou 
into a new massive conurbation linked both 
physically and economically. The PRD has a 
longstanding reputation as the “factory of the 
world”, but it has suffered severely from the 
global economic crisis, which has even been 
labeled a “financial tsunami” within the region. 
The economic downturn led to public discus-
sions as to whether the development path of the 
past decades, which was largely due to the ex-
ternalization of environmental and social costs, 
is still viable (Kuhn 2009a–e). This certainly ac-
celerated ongoing restructuring processes away 
from labor-intensive manufacturing towards 
modern service and high-tech industries. How-
ever, this process started much earlier and can 
even be traced back to the famous “Torch Pro-
gram” from 1988, which aimed at establishing 
incubator centers and led to the development 
of a first wave of high-tech industrial develop-
ment zones (Greeven 2004). Also, the 11th and 
12th five-year plans of the national government 
or the “National Plan for the Reform and Devel-
opment of the Pearl River Delta (2008 to 2020)” 
as well as the political programs on provincial 
and municipal level clearly document the shift 
from a pure focus on export-led growth (Botel-
lier 2007; NDRC 2008; Holbig 2009; CEI 2010). 
In general, economic restructuring is driven by 
exogenous and endogenous dynamics, i.e., mar-
ketization, decentralization, and globalization 
(Lin 2001; Ma 2004). In China, such drivers have 
contributed to increased global and domestic 
competition between cities for investments and 
resources. This has particularly promoted the 
emergence of entrepreneurial structures in lo-
cal governments (Duckett 1998; Ng, Tang 2004; 
Oi 1992, 1995; Wu 2002). As such, the metropo-
lises are constantly forced to reorient and adapt 
their development strategies.

In this paper, Guangzhou, the provincial 
capital of Guangdong, has been chosen as a 
case study to analyze our hypothesis that up-
grading of industrial structures and urban poli-
cies aimed at enhancing economic competitive-
ness in general are both important drivers for 
administrative rescaling on the municipal and 
intra-urban levels, for the implementation of in-
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50   disP 187 · 4/2011 creasingly strategic urban planning approaches 
and for organizational innovations. In contrast 
to Shenzhen with its urban history of only about 
30 years, Guangzhou has an urban history of 
more than 2,000 years and was regarded as the 
dominant city in terms of its political and cul-
tural status for a long period of time (Xu, Yeh 
2003: 361). However, since the beginning of the 
reform process in the late 1970s, the metropo-
lis has experienced a relative decline in its role 
as the region’s central city. This is due to rapid 
urbanization and an economic boom in other 
cities of the PRD, predominantly in Shenzhen, 
but also in Dongguan and Foshan (Wu, Zhang 
2007: 723). Today, Guangzhou wants to reposi-
tion itself as a world city. Like most Chinese 
cities that experienced accelerated urbaniza-
tion in the past decades, Guangzhou is suffer-
ing from environmental problems, socio-spa-
tial fragmentation, a congested inner city, and 
land-consuming urban sprawl. Limited land re-
sources and insufficiencies in land management 
have reinforced these problems. 

Given this background, our paper aims to 
analyze recent urban policies in Guangzhou re-
lated to administrative rescaling, the adminis-
trative reorganization of the city area towards 
a more polycentric structure, and the imple-
mentation of increasingly strategic urban plan-
ning approaches. It is safe to presume that such 
processes are closely interlinked with strategies 
aimed at the enhancement of Guangzhou’s re-
gional economic competitiveness and at moving 
towards knowledge-based high-tech and service 
industries. It is further assumed that changing 
urban development strategies causes innova-
tive institutional arrangements and therefore 
changing forms of urban governance.

Following the question of how Guangzhou 
is implementing strategies and tools aimed at 
advancement along the value chain, the paper is 
organized in three parts. The first part reviews 
Guangzhou’s urban rescaling process with the 
aim to enlarge its spatial and administrative 
area and therefore to reposition itself as the 
central city in the Pearl River Delta Region. The 
second part elaborates changing urban plan-
ning modes away from traditional master plan-
ning towards more strategic planning models. 
The latter approach aims to develop a more 
flexible and more responsive urban planning 
framework. In the third part, intra-urban resca-
ling processes at the district level are analyzed. 
This section devotes particular attention to the 
administrative establishment of the new Luo-
gang district and a new special economic area in 
Guangzhou’s East. In the course of this develop-

ment, the administration of Guangzhou Devel-
opment District (GDD) was upgraded from the 
status of a state manager of a development zone 
to that of a district governing authority. It is now 
responsible for comprehensive urban manage-
ment as well as economic upgrading. In conclu-
sion, the interplay of administrative rescaling 
on the urban and intra-urban levels, changing 
urban planning approaches, and economic up-
grading with respect to new forms of urban gov-
ernance in China will be discussed.

2. Urban Rescaling:  
Enlarging the City Space 

From the 1990s until the early years of the new 
millennium, China’s city landscape saw a wave 
of annexations, in the course of which big cities 
tended to incorporate parts of their neighbor-
ing county areas (Shen 2007: 311). Guangzhou’s 
current administrative structure of ten urban 
districts and two county-level cities is a result 
of such a rescaling process, too. It involved sub-
stantial expansion and administrative reorgani-
zation schemes. The development came against 
the background of Guangzhou’s economic and 
urban development in the late 1990s, which was 
considered rather weak compared to competing 
cities in the region, such as Shenzhen or Dong-
guan. Deficiencies in urban planning and in im-
plementation strategies, as well as a lack of land 
resources, were identified as the main reasons 
for its weak economic performance. 

As a consequence, the municipal govern-
ment extended Guangzhou’s spatial area by an-
nexing two county-level cities, Huadu in the 
north and Panyu in the south, and integrated 
them as new urban districts. This practice was 
ratified by the state council in May 2000 de-
spite heavy protests from the municipality of Pa-
nyu (Chan, Hu 2004: 14; Shen 2007: 311; Shen 
2004: 195).

In this way, Guangzhou succeeded in secur-
ing development control over huge land re-
sources for further industrial and commercial 
development as well as for the establishment 
of housing estates. A further benefit was higher 
revenue for the municipal government through 
the sale of land use rights and additional tax rev-
enues. The enlargement also increased Guang-
zhou’s control over the international airport in 
Huadu in the north, still in planning at that time, 
and the harbor area with the special economic 
area of Nansha Development District (NDD) in 
Panyu in the south (Cartier 2002: 1515; McGee 
et al. 2007: 88; Shen 2007: 311). 
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disP 187 · 4/2011   51Guangzhou’s administrative rescaling pro-
cess was facilitated by decentralization policies, 
especially in the late 1980s and 1990s. Already 
in 1989, local decision-making power was con-
solidated in the City Planning Act, which signifi-
cantly enhanced the municipalities’ authority 
with regard to urban planning issues (Wu et al. 
2007: 165). This included the design of plans, 
the awarding of land use rights and building li-
censes, and control over local development pro-
cesses (ibid., 165). The role of major metropo-
lises as economic hubs for growth and regional 
development has been strengthened with a 
number of guidelines since the mid-1980s (Wu 
et al. 2007: 120). These guidelines concern the 
vertical and horizontal reorganization of cities 
(Shen 2007: 309). In 1986, the central govern-
ment enacted a regulation allowing a local enti-
ty’s status to be raised, e.g., from county-level to 
city-level, in a procedure known as vertical reor-
ganization. Additionally, the central government 
allowed the conversion of counties and county-
level cities into urban districts, i.e., horizontal 
reorganization, in the 1990s. This led to the an-
nexation of numerous counties and county-level 
cities by major metropolises as described at the 
beginning of this chapter. The annexed entities 
have been integrated as urban districts explicitly 
in order to strengthen the role of the metropo-
lises (Wu et al. 2007: 124). More important, an-
other reason was the improvement of regional 
governance and of governability in general.

By and large, the annexed entities usually 
appraised the takeover rather positively, since 
this changed the inhabitants’ household regis-
tration status (hùkǒu) from rural to urban and, 
moreover, mostly led to higher investments in 
infrastructure (Shen 2004: 201). However, if the 
annexed entity was powerful in economic and 
administrative terms, sometimes fierce resis-
tance ensued. Panyu was such a case, as it had 
constituted an economically strong county-level 
city before 2000. With Panyu’s transformation 
into an urban district of Guangzhou, there was 
concern in the local administration about po-
litical and economic loss of significance (Shen 
2004: 201; Wu et al. 2007: 127). 

The diversified structural context has sub-
stantially changed the role of China’s cities in 
the course of the transitional process. Since the 
late 1980s, cities are no longer only support-
ers and implementation bodies of central state 
projects. In fact, they have managed proactively 
to establish and implement their own strate-
gies for urban development. In many cases, the 
increased autonomy of the cities exceeds the 
central government’s intentions concerning the 

scope of decentralization (Wu et al. 2007: 39; 
Xu, Yeh 2009: 560). The famous “zone fever” 
of the 1990s is a case in point (Cartier 2001). 
As a result, the national government has more 
recently made efforts towards recentralization 
(Xu, Yeh 2009: 560). In the course of transition, 
administrative rescaling, decentralization, and 
recentralization seem to be logical results within 
the politically or economically induced calibra-
tion processes of a highly dynamic urban sys-
tem. Such administrative flexibility is mirrored 
in the changing approaches to urban planning.

3. Urban Planning Approach in Flux

After Guangzhou’s spatial expansion in 2000, it 
became necessary to draw up a new urban de-
velopment plan. In Guangzhou, this was done 
using an innovative approach: As the first urban 
administration in China, Guangzhou’s munici-
pal government introduced a strategic urban 
planning tool, the so-called “Urban Develop-
ment Concept Plan” (Guang Zhou Cheng Shi Fa 
Zhan Gai Nian Gui Hua) (Wu, Zhang 2007). This 
tool is designed to reduce constraints imposed 
by conventional statutory planning. A more stra-
tegic planning approach became necessary be-
cause the framework of traditional master plan-
ning had turned out to be insufficient, too static, 
and too inflexible against the background of 
market-driven and highly dynamic urban devel-
opment trends (Tian, Shen 2011: 11). The con-
cept plan defined Guangzhou’s embedment in 
the Pearl River Delta and gave directions for fu-
ture development axes of the metropolis.

By means of conventional master planning, 
issues such as land use, development goals, 
building standards, the functional divisions of 
the city, etc., were laid out on a long-term basis 
in the tradition of a socialist command economy 
(Li 2005: 34). A significant disadvantage of this 
kind of planning is that it is generally physically 
oriented and rarely takes financial and social 
factors into account (Tian, Shen 2011: 16). In 
addition, the long approval procedure of con-
ventional city master planning remains a ba-
sic problem in China. Master plans of cities 
with over one million inhabitants have to be 
approved by the central government, which can 
take up to three years (Wu, Zhang 2007: 719). 
Once the plan is authorized, land use in real 
urban environments are often no longer con-
gruent with the premises of the master plan 
due to rapid urbanization. In contrast, Guang-
zhou’s concept plan is not formally part of the 
conventional planning hierarchy and therefore 
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does not need to be approved by a higher au-
thority. In fact, strategic planning is used to de-
fine development directions, with a rather soft 
modeling of future economic and urban devel-
opment goals supplementing the detailed plan-
ning in the master plan (Wu, Zhang 2007: 719). 
The plan comprises strategic targets for a city 
with respect to the status it should reach and is 
able to reach, and about the way to accomplish 
this objective. As a dynamic planning instru-
ment, Guangzhou’s concept plan has been un-
der continuous examination and was reviewed 
in 2003 and 2006 (Lu et al. 2010). In 2009, 
Guangzhou even completed a new version of 
the city’s development strategy towards 2020 
(ibid.). It comprises various elements dealing 
with the challenges of socio-spatial fragmenta-
tion, environmental degradation, and planning 
deficiencies. 

In contrast to the rather static master plan-
ning in the rest of China, the concept plan also 

provides for the involvement of international 
planning bureaus, for example, regarding the 
formulation of urban development goals. This 
has often led to a practice where strategic plans 
are designed by foreign planning bureaus or 
joint ventures between domestic and foreign 
bureaus, and subsequently integrated into mas-
ter planning by domestic state-owned planning 
departments (Wu et al. 2007: 80). This proce-
dure demonstrates the aggressive quest for new 
urban development strategies for China’s cit-
ies. Urban planning projects are often carried 
out by internationally renowned architects and 
planners – aimed, not least, at gaining an inter-
national reputation as well as supra-regional 
standing and prestige (ibid.). In the field of flag-
ship architecture, this phenomenon is even 
more widespread in China.

After Guangzhou had initiated its concept 
plan, many Chinese metropolises took over this 
more flexible instrument of strategic planning. 

Fig. 1: Urban Development 
Concept Plan of Guangzhou 
from 2000. 
(Source: Xu, Yeh 2003; modified)
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disP 187 · 4/2011   53Often, the strategic planning examples of Hong 
Kong and Singapore were used as role models 
(Wu, Zhang 2007). 

The main aim propagated by Guangzhou’s 
concept plan was to develop the provincial capi-
tal into a polycentric metropolis through the ad-
vancement of environmental quality and trans-
port infrastructure as well as the enhancement of 
the city’s attractiveness for foreign and domestic 
capital (Wu, Zhang 2007: 727). Aspirations in the 
latter area are particularly high with regard to 
high-tech industries and services. These objec-

tives are summarized in a programmatic guid-
ing principle, explaining Guangzhou’s future 
development strategy: “Expansion in the south, 
optimization in the north, advancement in the 
east, and linkage in the west” (see Figure 1). In 
particular, these four directions stand for (1) the 
development of a growth corridor southwards 
to be achieved by building an international ex-
hibition center, a university town (Guangzhou 
Higher Education Mega Center), and the so-
called Bio-Island (with a focus on biotechnology 
companies), as well as a new CBD with iconic 
architecture (Zhujiang New Town) and the de-
velopment of a special economic area (Nansha 
Development District); (2) the northern part of 
the city is to be preserved as a local recreation 
area and source of drinking water; (3) the west-
ern part of Guangzhou is to form a combined 
entity with the neighboring city of Foshan; and 
finally, (4) the eastern part is designated to serve 
as a center for high-tech and industrial produc-
tion (Xu, Yeh 2003: 371). 

The establishment of strategic planning ap-
proaches constitutes not only an organizational 
advance, but also an institutional innovation: 
Non-state actors, such as international planning 
bureaus or companies, play an increasingly im-
portant role in the area of urban development. 
As a result, new governing relationships and 
new ways of decision-making are introduced 
into the picture. Fig. 2: Guangzhou Opera House 

by Zaha Hadid: Iconic architec-
ture at Zhujiang New Town as a 
result of the concept plan. 
(Source: Michael Waibel 2011)

Fig: 3: Guangzhou Higher Educa-
tion Mega Center: New Campus 
of Sun Yat-sen University with 
Replica of its North Gate.
(Source: Michael Waibel 2011) 
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54   disP 187 · 4/2011 4. Intra-Urban Rescaling: Shifting  
from Economic to Comprehensive Urban 
Responsibilities at District Level

In the course of implementing its overall stra-
tegic concept, Guangzhou started efforts to-
wards intra-urban rescaling at the district level. 
Following the strategies of “Expansion in the 
South” and “Advancement in the East”, two new 
districts were established: Nansha in the south 
and Luogang in the east (see Figure 4). Both of 
these newly-founded districts became focal ar-
eas of special economic zone development.1 

In the case of Luogang District, this finally 
led to an organizational change, with the au-
thority of an economic entity now being respon-
sible for comprehensive urban development. 
The economic entity is Guangzhou Develop-
ment District (GDD), Guangzhou’s economic 
powerhouse.

Guangzhou Development District (GDD, or 
at that time, Guangzhou Economic and Tech-
nological Development Zone, GETDD) was the 
first state-level development zone established 
in China by the Guangzhou Municipal Gov-
ernment in 1984. The management authority 
consists of a special-purpose association. Lo-
cated within the PRD Region, the GDD has 

achieved tremendous economic success. Dur-
ing the 1990s, its industrial output made it the 
top-ranking of all development zones in China 
(Li 2005). It has successfully transformed the 
designated land area from a rural fringe into 
an industrial and export-processing district in 
Guangzhou. 

GDD was established in the course of an 
amalgamation process where four national-
level special economic areas (see Figure 5)  2 were 
merged under one joint management in 2002 
(Wong et al. 2006: 651). The main aim was to 
improve coordination and competitiveness in 
all four zones. This includes intelligent use of 
scarce land resources, increased administrative 
efficiency, and improvement of planning pro-
cesses as well as better control over the spatial 
distribution of investments. The merger was also 
intended to boost two economic zones that were 
less successful than GETDD and GHIDZ, i.e., 
GFTZ and GEPZ. Until 2005, the GDD spread 
across several urban districts.

The consolidation of local entities in the 
1980s and 1990s, the rising competition be-
tween cities within the PRD, but also all over 
China, and institutional changes have framed 
Guangzhou’s changing urban strategies and ad-
ministrative reorganization. It is not only the 

Fig. 4: Guangzhou’s Administra-
tive Reorganization in 2005. 
(Source: Own Design)
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disP 187 · 4/2011   55role of cities that has changed, but also the 
importance of their districts. In the course of 
growing competition and an influx of interna-
tional and domestic investment capital, the mu-
nicipalities increasingly devolve distinct com-
petencies to their districts. For example, district 
administrations have become important actors 
in organizing the allocation of land use rights. 
This leads to competition for the attraction of 
investments and resources not only between 
cities, but also between districts within indi-
vidual cities (Wu et al. 2007). In this way, ur-
ban districts experience a growing importance 
within the urban planning hierarchy (Ma 2010). 
Strengthening the districts is necessary given 

the sheer population size of Guangzhou mu-
nicipality, which now officially exceeds 10 mil-
lion inhabitants (unofficial estimations go as far 
as 12–15 million people). For example, Guang-
zhou’s inner-city Yuexiu District, located west 
of Tianhe District and east of Liwan District, 
has a population of 1.1 million alone. Against 
the background of these developments, the role 
and importance of Guangzhou’s administrative 
reorganization is becoming more pronounced.

As mentioned above, the Luogang District 
was founded in 2005. The innovative element 
of this administrative restructuring was that the 
area of Luogang District was designated in a way 
that it now covers the entire area of Guangzhou 

Fig. 5: Overview of Luogang 
District, the location of the GDD 
Zones and Luogang New Town. 
(Source: Own Design)
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56   disP 187 · 4/2011 Development District (GDD). With the estab-
lishment of Luogang District, the former four 
economic zones were merged into a single spa-
tial-administrative unit. This constituted a fun-
damental organizational change in contrast to 
the mere joint economic management that had 
been established in 2002. In this way, the GDD’s 
power was extended by Guangzhou Municipal-
ity, making it a district governing entity respon-
sible for the overall administration of a much 
larger land area in addition to the previously 
designated development zone. Consequently, 
the integration of GDD into the new urban dis-
trict of Luogang also led to the combination of 
both their administrations, though a twofold 
structure remains. As such, different depart-
ments are either under the GDD or Luogang. 
For example, the department of economic af-
fairs is under the GDD, while the department of 
civil affairs comes under the authority of Luo-
gang District. Forming a joint administration 
with Luogang, GDD has not only become an 
integral part of the city, but is expected to ma-
ture into a new sub-urban center of Guangzhou 
(Schröder, Waibel 2010). 

This is being realized by building the so-
called Luogang New Town (see Figure 5). It is 
designed to develop into the central area of the 
district, providing quality of life for the white-
collar and presumably creative labor force 
(Wong, Tang 2005). All in all, the GDD now 
wants to deliver a message to its investors and 
inhabitants that it is no longer a mono-func-
tional industrial zone, but becoming a “new 
green ecological town ideal for both business 

and living” (Administrative Committee of GDD 
2005). 

This far-reaching extension of GDD’s func-
tions can only be understood against the back-
ground of the economic upgrading strategies to 
enhance the city’s attractiveness for investors 
from the tertiary sector, especially high-tech 
industries, and for a highly qualified resident 
population (Guangzhou Municipal Government 
2006; Wong et al. 2006: 651). Therefore, the 
joint administration of Luogang District and 
GDD is investing heavily to create a livable ur-
ban environment through the construction of 
schools, shopping malls, apartment complexes, 
and leisure facilities.

5. Conclusion

This paper has shown that new spatial planning 
strategies, such as urban and intra-urban re-
scaling and strategic planning, not only allowed 
for the implementation of economic upgrad-
ing policies, but have been the basis for new 
approaches of urban governance. Thereby, the 
urban rescaling and the subsequent enlarge-
ment of Guangzhou’s city space entailed the in-
troduction of an innovative planning approach 
in China: strategic planning. The implemen-
tation of the concept plan not only facilitated 
intra-urban rescaling processes, but led to the 
creation of a new potentially powerful economic 
and administrative entity. In this way, Guang-
zhou Development District and Luogang Dis-
trict embody the current economic redevelop-

Fig. 6: Joint administration  
of Luogang District and GDD  
in a new building complex.
(Source: Michael Waibel 2009)
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disP 187 · 4/2011   57ment strategies in China’s so-called “factory of 
the world”, the Pearl River Delta, away from ba-
sic manufacturing towards knowledge-intensive 
industries and sophisticated services. Here, the 
administrative restructuring of Guangzhou and 
the consequent establishment of the Luogang 
District serve as a model. 

Special-purpose associations, such as the 
management committee of GDD, which suc-
cessfully developed mono-functional spaces, 
e.g., economic entities, in the past, are now 
commissioned to develop a comprehensive and 
livable urban environment. This experimental 
approach is typical for the transitional process 
in China. New administrative districts are being 
created in the course of urban rescaling pro-
cesses. Among others, this happens to enhance 
governance structures of economic and urban 
planning, as shown in the case of Luogang Dis-
trict. Apparently, this goes along with a growing 
importance of urban districts within the urban 
planning hierarchy in general (Ma 2010; Zeng 
2011). One important and simple reason for 
this is that their size apparently allows a higher 
degree of governability than that of an entire 
mega-city such as Guangzhou.

The most important driver for new urban 
policies including more strategic planning, re-
scaling at the urban and intra-urban levels, ad-
ministrative decentralization, and recentraliza-
tion is growing competition, not only between 
cities within China and particularly within the 
PRD, but also increasingly between city dis-
tricts. However, the application of new inno-
vative approaches in China’s urban planning 
landscape can also be understood as modes of 
flexibility against the background of a highly dy-
namic urban environment.

Notes

1 Since municipalities in China are only allowed 
to have a maximum of ten urban districts, two 
districts (Dongshan and Fangcunqu) were in-
tegrated into the districts of Liwan and Yuexiu 
(Zeng 2005).

2 The four special economic areas are Guangzhou 
Economic and Technological Development 
District (GETDD), established in 1984, Guang-
zhou High-Tech Industrial Development Zone 
(GHIDZ), established in 1991, Guangzhou Free 
Trade Zone (GFTZ), established in 1992, and 
Guangzhou Export Processing Zone (GEPZ), es-
tablished in 2000.
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