
Citation: Li, B.; Yang, K.; Axenov,

K.E.; Zhou, L.; Liu, H. Trade-Offs,

Adaptation and Adaptive

Governance of Urban Regeneration

in Guangzhou, China (2009–2019).

Land 2023, 12, 139. https://doi.org/

10.3390/land12010139

Academic Editors: Yani Lai, Yanliu

Lin and Yan Guo

Received: 28 November 2022

Revised: 28 December 2022

Accepted: 30 December 2022

Published: 31 December 2022

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

land

Article

Trade-Offs, Adaptation and Adaptive Governance of Urban
Regeneration in Guangzhou, China (2009–2019)
Bin Li 1, Kaihan Yang 2, Konstantin E. Axenov 3, Long Zhou 1 and Huiming Liu 2,*

1 City University of Macau, Av. Padre Tomas Pereira, Taipa 999078, Macau, China
2 Macau University of Science and Technology, Av. Wai Long 999078, Macau, China
3 St Petersburg University, University Embankment, 7/9, 199004 St Petersburg, Russia
* Correspondence: hmliu@must.edu.mo

Abstract: This paper explores the specific “authoritarian” type of adaptive governance of urban
regeneration using the example of Guangzhou city as the frontier of China’s reforms. As opposed
to the “democratic” type of adaptive governance with its bottom-up policy initiations, community
autonomy, polycentric power, participation in decision making, and self-organized policy actors,
adaptive governance in Guangzhou is based on top-down decision making and implementation
of public authorities’ solutions with the high role of political considerations. By analyzing data
collected from policy documents, interviews, secondary data, and participative observations, this
paper reveals three phases of urban regeneration in Guangzhou between 2009 and 2019: two of
them based on “Three Old Redevelopment” policy implementation and the third one based on the
local micro-regeneration initiative. Tradeoffs among urban regeneration, land leasing income and
micro-regeneration are the key means of policy adaptation which differ from the described phases.
Methodologically, the paper does not limit itself by answering only the traditional research questions
in regeneration studies of “what” has changed and “why” these changes have happened. Instead,
the main focus includes “how” such changes have occurred, which is less researched in the literature.
Social–political mechanisms, including limited check-and-balance, selective feedback, and the social
learning capacity of the local state, are crucial governance factors to enable adaptation.
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1. Introduction

Cities are the hubs of countries and regions in response to global demands and
challenges. Land use–human action nexuses are the material foundations for cities to
operate such responses [1]. Within fast-changing and highly uncertain urban development
circumstances, urban regeneration involves the transformation of nexuses, such as urban
adaptation in response to external changes. In Western cities, urban regeneration itself has
experienced several rounds of amendments. Urban renewal, urban redevelopment, and
urban regeneration are successive mainstream paradigms that lead to urban land changes
in various periods [2,3]. In Chinese cities, urban regeneration also displays its diversity by
using different approaches to mobilize political, economic, and social resources to overcome
obstacles to alter outdated land uses.

A large number of studies have actively investigated this domain from distinct per-
spectives [4–33]. Research in both Western and Chinese cities has adequately investigated
changes in the regeneration of various cities; however, determining how to change between
different regeneration modes is still a domain that deserves further exploration. In response
to this limitation, incorporating the concept of adaptive governance is meaningful. As
a concept in social–ecological system (SES) studies, adaptive governance is employed to
study governance systems that can manage complex systems facing highly uncertain exter-
nal challenges. Adaptation is the key to responding to disturbances; adaptive governance
is the social system used to produce and operate adaptation continuously [34,35].
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This paper aims to investigate the adaptation of urban regeneration that has taken
place in Guangzhou since 2009. This study contributes to the literature in two ways. First,
it provides a dynamic and flexible picture of adaptive governance in changing modes of
urban regeneration. It reveals the incentives, mechanisms, and outcomes of transforming
governance processes in various phases under different challenges. Through analyzing
disturbances, adaptation, and transformation, our paper aims to understand “how” changes
happen between multiple phases and modes, whereas existing studies mainly focused
on “what” has changed and “why” these changes have happened. Second, this research
illustrates an adaptive system with a centralized power structure and exclusive policy
decision making. Therefore, it offers a new lens of examination that differs from the
conventional scopes of adaptive governance, which often preconditions a decentralized
power structure and participative policymaking. The Guangzhou displays the specific
“authoritarian” type of adaptive governance of urban regeneration, as opposed to the
“democratic” type.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 provides a literature
review detailing the key concepts; Section 3 presents a framework of the research ques-
tions, studied areas, and methodology; Section 4 provides a narrative of three phases of
urban regeneration in Guangzhou; Section 5 presents a segment focusing on the logics of
adaptation between challenges and responses in these three phases, Section 6 concludes
with an analysis of social–political mechanisms as adaptive governance required to operate
such adaptations.

2. Literature Review: Urban Regeneration and Adaptive Governance
2.1. Urban Regeneration

In response to various urban problems, urban regeneration, as a public policy-led
activity, has undergone several distinct versions in Western countries regarding different
targets, approaches, and outcomes. In the 1970s, activities to regenerate cities were mainly
called urban renewal, which employed physical rebuilding, social replacement, and an
economically public–private partnership with assistance from the central state to confront
inner-city problems, such as poverty, unemployment, and crime [2,36]. However, the US
urban renewal practices also included the large-scale building of infrastructure in declining
inner-city areas and, as a consequence, the removal of former residents. As a result, adverse
social and economic outcomes after renewal, particularly after city center replacements,
have been questioned [37].

In the 1980s, with the impacts of neoliberal ideology, economic growth was considered
the cure for problematic areas; therefore, urban redevelopment became the mainstream
paradigm which emphasized the role of private sectors and the goal of economic devel-
opment [38]. In this era, leverage was encouraged to input more capital into projects
supported by the local state. State regulations, such as planning control, were released to
benefit the private actors [3,36].

In the 1990s, urban regeneration became popular as critics accused existing redevelop-
ment of ignoring social and environmental consequences [3,39]. Labeled as an inclusive
approach to help achieve a more sustainable urban future, urban regeneration considered
to meet the integrated economic, social, cultural and environmental targets. To realize
such targets, policymakers tended to mobilize resources from the public sector jointly with
private companies, voluntary organizations, and communities [3,36,40]. As a result, urban
regeneration has been the dominant method used to rebuild and improve problematic
urban areas up until now.

Urban regeneration in China has been actively studied from different perspectives,
such as capital accumulation [41–46], financialization [47], migration [4–15], institutional
change [4–15], urban governance [16], and politics [16–33]. However, most research in-
volved case studies within various contexts; only a few scholars investigated periodization
between different phases. At the city level, the authors of [48] considered two generations of
gentrification in Guangzhou as a shift from activating declining urban space to improving
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urban competitiveness in regional competition. Pro-neoliberal political incentives were the
driving force under such a shift. Lai [15] divided urban redevelopment in Shenzhen into
three periods, before 2004, 2004–2009, and after 2010, due to various levels of transaction
cost. At the national level, Wu [49] defined three versions of Chinese urban redevelopment:
historical conditions; aims, approaches, and actors; products and impacts. Later, He [50]
summarized three waves of state-led gentrification in China: market experiments, neolib-
eral urban policy, and shantytown redevelopment. The purpose of gentrification and the
state–market–society relationship have been interactively changed to match state targets
since the 1990s.

The literature regarding the periodization of urban regeneration in both Western and
Chinese cities has explored various generations with distinct aims, actors, resources, and
actions determined by policies. These studies mainly focused on “what” and “why” these
policies and practices have changed. However, outside of a couple of exceptions, such as
Healey [51], few studies have investigated “how” changes have occurred between various
policy versions. To fill this gap, adaptive governance, which focuses on how a governed
social–ecological system can respond to a highly dynamic and uncertain circumstance,
might be helpful [52].

2.2. Adaptive Governance

The idea of adaptive governance emerged as an outcome of the theoretical exploration
of modes of managing complex, unexpected, and uncertain changes in social–ecological
systems (SESs) [34,53]. More specifically, adaptive governance originated from studies
conducted to resolve common-pool natural recourse problems through self-governance [34].
This idea was developed to address sustainable issues to ensure resilience when structuring
social learning under conditions of uncertainty with conflicts in decision making [35].
Adaptive governance can oppose centralized scientific management, which aims to solve
problems through engineering thoughts to maximize particular outcomes with the belief
that human knowledge is completed to understand future challenges [54,55]. A helpful
way to understand adaptive governance is to compare it to the concept of adaptation.

Adaptation describes the process of a system responding to unexpected external chal-
lenges with a high level of uncertainty in ecological crises [56]. Adaptive governance
is the social–political mechanism that is crucial to successfully producing adaptation in
SESs [57]. In other words, adaptation reveals what has changed and why such changes
happened in policy after meeting external challenges [58]. Adaptive governance investi-
gates how a group of economic, social, and governance factors formulated adaptation [54].
Adaptive governance involves complex social dimensions, including power-sharing and
decision-making issues [52].

In SESs, to respond to uncertainty, adaptive governance has two fundamental func-
tions. On the one hand, it builds resilience to limit external impacts and maintains existing
systems using social resources. On the other hand, adaptive governance can help develop
and transfer to a new system that can better cope with further challenges [34]. The first
function is based on the ideas of engineering or ecological resilience focusing on maintain-
ing existence of function [59]; the second function of adaptive governance is related to the
thought of evolutionary resilience which goes beyond the notion of a stable equilibrium to
emphasize changes, in responses to external shocks [60,61]. Whether adaptive governance
aims to maintain or alter a system depends on the system’s capacity to produce its most
“desirable” outcomes [58]. To facilitate these outcomes, feedback is a crucial mechanism.
Adaptive governance is neither an incremental nor a linear changing process. Instead, it is
unpredictable and uncertain; a small change may lead to rapid and dramatic occurrences.
Feedback is the key to monitoring the changes. Any changes in feedback processes may
bring about a fundamental reorganization of a system [62,63].

This “butterfly effect” of feedback can be explained by using the evolutionary gover-
nance theory (EGT), which reads governance as collectively binding decisions made by a
community of governmental and other actors [64]. In governance, a set of configurations
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(actors/institutions, formal/informal, and power/knowledge) co-evolves constantly in
contingency, reflecting the limitations of elements in the governance entities and path-
ways [65].

The entities and pathways used to express and respond to feedback relate to privileges
in power relations [35]. Feedback can also enhance social learning, realized through social
interactions and experiments. Social learning can strengthen people’s abilities to discover
and understand values, information, and knowledge, which can help to increase their
adaptive capacities [61]. A helpful environment can support feedback and social learning,
resulting in a polycentric structured system with broad participation in decision making,
flexible institutional arrangement, cross-scale interaction, a combination of top-down and
bottom-up mobilization, and the application of local knowledge [55,66,67]. In these sound
systems, tradeoffs between different targets are crucial to obtain sustainability [52]. These
elements can benefit adaptive governance by increasing common interests and overcoming
institutional barriers through feedback and social learning [55].

2.3. Literature Gap, Research Questions, and Analytic Frame

Studies in urban regeneration emphasize “what” has changed in different phases and
“why” these changes have happened; research on “how” to change between these distinct
phases is limited. Adaptive governance literature is introduced to bring “how” issues into
“what” and “why” ones. To not only fill the gap but also extend existing thoughts into
new ideas, our paper develops a three-level frame with three research questions: (1) What
has changed in urban regeneration? (2) Why did these changes happen? (3) How did
social–political mechanisms enable such changes?

Public policy has often been described as a cyclic issue, including its initiation, for-
mulation, adoption, implementation, and evaluation [68]. Urban regeneration, as a public
policy-led activity, also follows such a cycle and offers potential answers to the “what” ques-
tion. More specifically, comparisons between the implementations of urban regeneration
policies at different periods give insights into the changes in between, while policy introduc-
tion changes, the patterns of policy-led social interaction between stakeholders, and policy
outcomes (as direct results of social interaction) are three elements in the answers [2,3].

For the second question (“why”), external challenges to policymakers and responses
from the local government leaders under competitive pressure are important reasons
behind policy initiation and formulation. They display adaptation in policy issues [69]. The
third question (“how”) investigates policy adoption as adaptive governance. In particular,
it concerns how political–social mechanisms such as feedback, social learning, and power
relations enable adaptation [54]. All three research questions, studied objects and policy
elements have formulated the analytic frame in Figure 1.
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3. Studied Objects and Methodology

This paper focuses on urban regeneration in Guangzhou, the third largest city in
China, between 2009 and 2019. The TOR (Three Old Redevelopment) policy was initiated
in 2009. The TOR was the first systematic policy for urban regeneration at the municipality
level in China. Although two other cities (Dongguan and Foshan) also experimented
with this policy, Guangzhou was the best representative because of its economic and



Land 2023, 12, 139 5 of 22

political significance as the capital city of Guangdong province. This research traced the
development of urban regeneration policies from its birth to 2019 before the COVID-19
pandemic interrupted the world.

Guangzhou has a territory of 7434.4 km2 and a population size of 14.9 million in
2018; its GDP reached 2286 billion CNY in 2018, doubling from a significant 1086 billion in
2010 [70]. Location of Guangzhou is displayed in Figure 2.
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Data regarding urban regeneration in Guangzhou came from three sources. The
first was semi-structured interviews with 38 interviewees, including 12 urban planners
(13 times), 9 governmental officers (11 times), 6 developers (7 times), 4 community members,
3 scholars, 2 NGO members (3 times), and 2 journalists (3 times). These interviews were
conducted from 2013 to 2020 following a snowball sampling strategy. Each meeting lasted
30 min to 3 h; a majority of them were around 1 h. This research invited relevant actors from
different positions to bring about the whole picture of urban regeneration from diverse
perspectives. Planners, residents, and developers gave insights into individual projects
in urban regeneration. At the same time, government officials and journalists mainly
focused on the broader aspects of the policy, i.e., its initiation, adoption, and evaluation
in specific periods. Information from interviews was mostly qualitative data to answer
research questions.

The second source was secondary data from authorized databases, particularly annual
official statistics from governmental websites. In addition, mass media, academic papers,
and theses are also important for understanding cases. Secondary data include statistics
about regeneration projects, land market, real estate market, fiscal income, and governmen-
tal debts; these data contribute to answering questions quantitatively. Furthermore, policy
documents are also crucial to answer research questions about policy changes.

The third pathway used to access data was participant observation, conducted when
one of the authors worked as a planner in Guangzhou and was involved in three TOR
projects before 2012. However, direct personal experience is less critical but valuable in
providing information about policy implementation in individual projects.

All data from three channels were coded and organized around three research ques-
tions and filled into subcategories within the “what”, “why”, and “how” questions. For the
“what” question, policy changes were found in policy documents which were interpreted
by planners and officials through interviews, as well as studied in academic papers and
theses; social interactions were displayed in the participants’ observations, developers’
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interviews, and scholars’ works; outcomes of urban regeneration were mainly analyzed on
the basis of official statistics at both the Guangzhou level and the central government level,
as well as papers from planners and scholars. For the “why” question, it was challenging to
determine the core logic because it was too difficult to interview top leaders of Guangzhou
and get true thoughts from them. Therefore, during interviews with officials and planners,
their views about the political leaders of Guangzhou were quite helpful. After putting
information from interviews together with policy changes and external challenges, a reason-
able guess operated by the authors was necessary to find the reasons for policy initiation.
For the “how” question, interviews with officials were useful to identify the processes of
policy adoption. An analysis of the institutional context in Chinese urban politics could
also contribute to the understanding of power relations in policy adoption. Moreover, data
from the authors’ research about urban regeneration cases in Guangzhou were collected to
research social learning capacities of the local government.

4. Three Phases of Urban Regeneration in Guangzhou

To explore the first research question (“What” has changed in urban regeneration in
Guangzhou?), this paper treats urban regeneration in Guangzhou as a studied system,
similar to an SES system in the literature. Between 2009 and 2019, such a researched
system could be briefly divided into three phases, in terms of distinct policy changes, social
interaction patterns, and outcomes of urban regeneration. Whilst the policy dramatically
changed across these phases, its implementation also followed a policy shift to significantly
alter the landscape of urban regeneration.

4.1. “TOR” Policy, Phase 1.0 (2009–2012)
4.1.1. Policy Changes

In 2009, the Three Old Redevelopment (TOR) policy was announced by the provincial
government of Guangdong and the Ministry of Land and Resources in the Provincial Gov-
ernment Document No. 78. As one of the first three experimental cities to apply this new
policy, Guangzhou published its No. 56 municipal government document to implement the
No. 78 document in practice. The TOR policy in the No. 56 municipal document indicated
the beginning of TOR in Guangzhou, introduced solid economic incentives to actors, de-
creased transaction costs, and decentralized decision-making structures (interview, officer 3,
2013). The core of the TOR policy is permission for closed-door negotiations, not just open
auctions, as a channel for developers to obtain land for new constructions. This is because
the price required to possess land is usually much cheaper when obtained by negotiating
instead of competing in an open market. The only exemption is the attempts to turn old
factories into commercial housing, where land cannot be transferred by negotiation [71,72].

The key to such policy changes is that the local state gives up a share of its income
from land transactions to encourage private sectors and communities to establish new
redevelopment projects. In addition, if redevelopment projects are operated through
an open auction, not negotiation, in redeveloping old villages, 60% of governmental
income from the land transaction is returned to redeveloped villages to support their
collective capital organizations [73]. When rebuilding old factories, except in the case of
reconstructing new commercial housing, their free-distributed land requires land-leasing
fees to be paid to the government at the benchmark land price, which is much lower than
the market price. Moreover, communities are empowered by the TOR policy as the leading
operator for TOR projects. For instance, in old towns, there is a two-round agreement
mechanism for community members to prevent TOR projects from being undertaken in
their territories. In old villages, a project’s initiation requires support from no less than 80%
of the villagers.

Therefore, in this phase, the TOR policies reflect the local state’s active retreat from a
monopolistic role in grasping financial gains from land transactions. Furthermore, imple-
menting the policies in this era has led to the empowerment of nongovernmental actors.
As such, various stakeholders under the TOR practiced urban redevelopment through a
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“shared interest mechanism”; in return, the local state, developers, and local communities
found their respective interests and incentives to push forward the TOR projects [29].

4.1.2. Social Interaction

The patterns of social interactions among local government, developers, and residents
have become more decentralized because the municipal government, as the central player,
has retreated to leave more space for the operation of actors from markets and communities.
The redistribution of power and recourse occurred inside the local state between the
municipal and subordinate district levels. Some relevant administrative permissions, such
as planning control within zoning, the distribution of land leasing income, and decisions
in governmental enforcement, were delivered into the hands of district governments
from the municipal one [72]. Such a redistribution benefited planning approval because
district authorities were closer to project operators to make faster decisions. In terms of
compensation to former owners, the distribution of income between stakeholders after
redevelopment, and partially released planning control, detailed policies are highly flexible,
allowing each project to adapt to its circumstances under this decentralized structure. This
is called “one village, one policy” (yicunyice) and “one factory, one policy” (yichangyice).

4.1.3. Outcomes

As the results of the TOR policy, stimulated by potential economic returns, a flood
of social investments into urban regeneration pushed landowners and developers to sub-
mit hundreds of project proposals to the planning authorities. The promised profits are
attractive; therefore, some agencies can win millions of CNY from developers by just
displaying possible income in the future and introducing these investors to the village
leaders (interview, developer 4, 2014). Before the end of 2012, proposed TOR projects
involved 172.57 km2 of low-efficiency land, approximately 15% of the total land devoted to
construction in Guangzhou [73]. Among these submitted proposals, the urban planning
system approved the redevelopment of 24 old villages and 144 old factories, involving
19.48 km2 of land. This permitted redevelopment in urban villages surpassed the total
number of similar approved projects before 2009 [74]. Due to these redevelopment activ-
ities, a social investment of 250 billion CNY was injected into Guangzhou, representing
25% of the total investment in fixed assets in Guangzhou from 2009 to 2012. Because
land transaction through negotiation is much cheaper for developers than through open
auctions, in 2010 and 2011, the areas of land transaction for new commercial housing in
TOR were 2.7 and 2.6 times the areas of land transaction through non-TOR channels, such
as state-monopolized open auctions [75]. This change led to a massive loss of billions
of CNY for the local state as an opportunity cost to the possible revenue from the land
leasing market.

4.2. “TOR” Policy, Phase 2.0 (2012–2015)
4.2.1. Policy Changes

The TOR policy changed in the No. 20 municipal government document, which was
announced in June 2012. principally creating more institutional barriers against TOR than
the No. 56 document did in 2009 (interview, officer 4, 2019). In terms of the state–society
relationship, this new policy aimed to define TOR as government-led (zhengfuzhudao)
rather than market-driven redevelopment [73]. This state-led style can be displayed in
five dimensions.

First, there is a municipal plan to control new projects, and only redevelopment in-
cluded in such a plan can be permitted administratively, which was not required before 2012.

Second, land transactions through negotiation, not an open auction, in self-redevelopment
(zizhugaizao) need special permission from the municipal government.

Third, to manage externality problems in TOR, such as too much commercial housing
and too few social facilities after redevelopment, the local state has to make an overall plan
to coordinate different projects within a TOR territory.
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Fourth, old factories with previously free distributed land must pay land-leasing fees
to the government at the market price.

Fifth, in strategic areas with municipal significance, such as city centers, riverside areas,
ecological zones, and all residential land, all TOR land will be confiscated as a governmental
store for future use (zhengfuchubeiyongdi). This principle is called “reserving all possible
land whenever possible” (yingchujinchu). The aim is to have more government-controlled
land that can be sold through open auctions. In addition, the agreement rate among
villagers to permit redevelopment in old villages increased from 80% to 90% [76].

4.2.2. Social Interaction

These policy changes led to two dimensions of shift: reduced incentives for par-
ticipants and recentralized patterns of social interaction. Firstly, transaction costs and
institutional barriers increased; therefore, the motivation to carry out regeneration projects
declined. The first, second, and third dimensions described in the previous part added
approval steps to former processes. The last point led to a rising agreement rate, causing
increased difficulty for developers. Secondly, governments, especially municipal govern-
ments, grasped more power and recourse than in phase 1.0 of TOR. In the first, second,
third, and fifth dimensions, the municipal level was given more approval power to control
urban regeneration projects. This was a return to more centralized patterns of social inter-
action. Actors from the market and communities could feel more and stricter regulations
from the state (interview, developer 4 and 6, 2013).

4.2.3. Outcomes

The effects of phase 2.0 of TOR were apparent. On the one hand, the number of
established TOR projects significantly declined. For example, from 2009 to 2012, 27 old
villages, 222 old factories, and one old town were approved at the municipal level as TOR
projects; however, between 2012 and 2015, under TOR phase 2.0, no old villages or towns
completed the administrative procedures required for construction, and the municipal
government permitted only around 30 old factories to redevelop [69]. On the other hand,
land supply through TOR decreased due to the reduced number of projects; therefore,
land transactions through open auctions, monopolized by the local state, increased. Such
expansions increased the land revenue of municipal governments. From 2009 to 2012, land
revenue was 32.3, 45.6, 46.5, and 38.9 billion CNY; then, in 2013, 2014, and 2015, the number
jumped to 83.8, 96.7, and 94.8 billion CNY (see Figure 3) [77]. Regarding the total land
revenue at the national level, 4.13, 4.26, and 3.25 trillion CNY in these 3 years, the revenue
of Guangzhou was equal to 2.03%, 2.27%, and 2.92% of the whole national income from
land leasing [78]. These percentages are higher than those between 2009 and 2012, which
were 2.27%, 1.57%, 1.49%, and 1.37%.

4.3. Micro-Regeneration Phase (2015–2019)
4.3.1. Policy Changes

One way to understand the micro-regeneration phase is to view it as a subphase
of TOR phase 2.0 because TOR has been oppressed since the announcement of No. 20
municipal government document. An intriguing fact is that the document developed
the notion of “regeneration of old town” in TOR policy into “micro-regeneration of the
old neighborhood”. To provide context, in 2017, Guangzhou, as the only chosen first-
tier metropolitan area, became one of the national experimental cities for regenerating
old neighborhoods.

In this pathway, micro-regeneration, especially in old urban communities as the
micro-regeneration of old neighborhoods, has become a municipal priority, suggesting
that massive public funding is required to support it. For example, regarding the bud-
get to regenerate urban areas in the Bureau of Urban Regeneration, the budget for 2016
only included 2.29 million CNY of public funds to support TOR projects. Meanwhile,
128.28 million CNY was allocated to micro-regeneration cases [79].
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In the “Methods of Urban Regeneration in Guangzhou” as a new municipal policy
announced in 2015, micro-regeneration, whether in old neighborhoods or villages, is not
defined as a total demolition and rebuild. Instead, it refers to a partial demolition, a
functional replacement, a repair or activation, and an infrastructure improvement without
changing the existing building structures. Here, the definition of “old neighborhoods” is
communities with buildings mostly built before 2000.

4.3.2. Social Interaction

Micro-regeneration seems similar to community regeneration in the West with bottom-
up characteristics. Indeed, public participation and bottom-up mechanisms were significant
in a few cases, such as the micro-regeneration of Puntoon Wuyue, a historical urban
village. However, in most cases, micro-regeneration mainly operated with top-down
patterns. First, micro-regeneration projects were initiated and financed by the local state
rather than communities and developers. Second, the roles of communist party members
as involved residents were emphasized as crucial pillars to support micro-regeneration
projects. Chinese Communist party is a top-down organization to control and mobilize
its members. The government calls this phenomenon “building the communist party as a
leading role” (dangjianyinling) (interview, planner 1 and 11, 2019).

Interestingly, in such a top-down pattern, local state sectors intentionally encourage
public participation as a secondary mechanism. In other words, small-scale bottom-up
approaches have been designed and supported by governmental actors within a sizeable
top-down process. For example, after the government chooses communities for micro-
regeneration and prepares public funding for regeneration, the operating department in
micro-regeneration provides a 60-item list, which includes various aspects of regeneration,
such as improving electric systems, repainting walls, and decorating corridors, to residents
to make a choice. Then, a committee comprising various residents is built to participate
in the whole process of micro-regeneration, except for the final approval of the project
completion, which is provided by external experts (interview, planners 1 and 11, 2019). The
whole mechanism is called “residents order the dish, the party and the government take the
order, and all of them jointly complete the issue” (qunzhongxiadan, danghezhengfujiedan,
and gongtongzuodan) (interview, officer 3, 2019).

4.3.3. Outcomes

The outcomes of micro-regeneration can be displayed on two levels. The first reveals
the material dimension of regenerating projects, and the second presents political influences
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resulting from material performance. Until October 2019, 685 micro-regeneration projects
were established in old neighborhoods. Among them, 208 projects have been completed.
These projects involved 450,000 households and 1.58 million people. In these regenerated
communities, 40,300 m2 of illegal buildings were demolished, 1008 km2 of outdoor lines
running electricity, TV signal, and telecommunication systems were re-assembled under-
ground, 124 km of sewer channels were separated between rain pipelines and dirty water
ones, 24 km of accessible facilities for disabled people were constructed, 16,108 items of
fire-proof equipment were added, and 3495 elevators were inserted into existing residential
buildings [80].

Politically, 81.5% of involved residents expressed their satisfaction with the projects,
the Ministry of Housing and Construction praised methods applied in Guangzhou, and
the mass media, including national media such as China Central Television, reported
micro-regeneration in Guangzhou many times with positive opinions [81]. In particular, a
compelling case for micro-regeneration, the Yongqing Fang Project on Enning Road, was
visited by President Xi in October 2018 and received very positive comments from him.
Such visits and comments can significantly impact the Chinese political system. Afterward,
the Yongqing Fang Project became the representative of micro-regeneration in Guangzhou,
attracting thousands of governmental or voluntary visitors from other cities to “come
and learn”.

However, as a top-down case, residents are passively involved with limited interest in
participating. Furthermore, residents have continuously complained about disturbances
due to construction activities for years without concrete results (interview, planner 1, 2019;
interview, journalist 2, 2019).

5. Adaptation: External Challenges and Policy Responses

For these three distinct phases of urban regeneration in Guangzhou, within a rela-
tively stable period in terms of speed of urbanization and economic growth, “why” did
these changes happen dramatically and significantly? To answer this question, external
challenges and policy responses are analyzed in three phases of policy initiation and for-
mulation. The combination of and interaction between external challenges and policy
responses can be understood as adaptation, which refers to the changes in response to
competitive pressure [69]. The tradeoff among urban regeneration, land leasing income,
and micro-regeneration is crucial to determining such an adaptation.

5.1. “TOR” Policy, Phase 1.0 (2009–2012)

External challenges that occurred at the beginning of this phase can be divided into
two interrelated levels. First, at the national level, the central state encouraged cities
such as Guangzhou to pursue economic growth in an inter-city competitive environment
(Li and Zhou, 2005). At the same time, the most critical resource for development, land
for construction, was strictly regulated by quantitative controls from the central state
through land planning. The situation became severe around 2009 as it was determined
that available land for future new construction allowed in the 2020 Land Use General
Plan (tudiliyongzongtiguihua) would be exhausted in the next 3–5 years if this metropolis
followed former pathways of development (interview, officer 3, 2013). Moreover, 37% of
total constructed land was considered low-efficiency land that required redevelopment;
however, the high institutional cost was the main barrier to redevelopment [75]. To respond
to these challenges as difficulties in pursuing growth under competitive pressure at the
national level, the provincial government of Guangdong and the Ministry of Land and
Resources cooperated to announce the TOR policy, which involves the redevelopment of
old towns in inner cities, old factories, and old villages or urban villages as low-efficiency
land, to increase land-use efficiency (interview, officer 3, 2013). Furthermore, the TOR policy
has been considered as political support for Mr. Wang Yang, the top leader of Guangdong
Province, from the Ministry of Land and Resources, because the TOR policy can strongly
enable him to achieve better political performance through stimulating economic growth
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(interview, planner 2, 2013). This is a particular kind of sustainability offered to a specific
person in the planner 2’s statement in 2013:

“The TOR policy is a political investment from the Ministry of Land and Resources to
Wang Yang, because he will run for the central position as one of the national leaders
after his term in Guangdong has finished.”

In 2012, Mr. Wang Yang became the chairman of the National Committee of the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference. The TOR policy has not been applied
in provinces other than Guangdong.

Second, at the municipal level, Guangzhou, as the capital of Guangdong Province,
became one of the first three experimental cities to apply this new policy, best illustrated
in the 2009 local government document No. 78. This provincial policy represents an
external impact. Therefore, the Guangzhou city government had to respond, which meant
that Guangzhou had to actively initiate and formulate new policies, such as the 2009
municipal government document No. 56 within its territory, to match policy motivations at
higher levels.

5.2. “TOR” Policy, Phase 2.0 (2012–2015)

After 2012, external challenges for urban regeneration in Guangzhou were transformed.
Debts of the Guangzhou government became more and more of a severe problem for
local leaders and land income declined between 2009 and 2012; TOR may have been
the reason behind such a decline (interview, planner 2, 2013). From February to April
2011, the National Audit Office sent its special team to Guangzhou to audit government
debts as part of a national movement [82]. In February 2012, the People’s Congress of
Guangzhou established a supervisory role over municipal obligations for the first time in
history [83]. These activities brought enormous pressure on the Guangzhou government
because people found that municipal debts rocketed from 115.3 billion CNY in 2008 to
247.5 billion CNY in 2010 [84] (see Table 1). Such a dramatic rise was attributed to the
preparation and operation of the 2010 Asian Games [84]. In December 2012, for the first time,
the Guangzhou government publicly admitted the scope of debts, 241.4 billion CNY [77].
This debt required payment from local revenue, which was highly related to income from
the land leasing market [85] (see Table 2). From 2009 to 2012, through open-auction land
leasing, the Guangzhou municipal government obtained 32.3, 45.6, 46.5, and 38.9 billion
CNY in revenue under the title “governmental funding” (zhengfuxingjijin) [85]. During
the same period, compared to the national level, land revenue in Guangzhou declined
relatively. In 2011, the Guangzhou government planned to gain 64.6 billion CNY in land
revenue [86]; however, the actual income was 46.5 billion, far less than that proposed [85].

Table 1. Debt of Guangzhou government and its growth rate.

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Debt of
Guangzhou government 1153 1693 2474.54 2417.26 2414.03

Growth rate of debt 46.83% 46.16% −2.31% −0.13%

Table 2. Percentage of land leasing fees in local revenue of Guangzhou.

Year 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Percentage of land
leasing fees in local

revenue of
Guangzhou (%)

33.2 28.94 14.29 49.79 26.04 21.65 16.66 31.78

Such a decrease may be considered as due to the influence of TOR. In Chinese cities
such as Guangzhou, fiscal income from land leasing is crucial for local revenue; land
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leasing income is influenced by demands of housing from the increased urban popu-
lation, the expectation of economic growth and approaches of land leasing (auction or
negotiation) [87–89]. Between 2009 and 2012, changes in GDP, urban population and
housing prices did not match the tendency of changes in land leasing revenue [70] (see
Figures 4–7); it seems that land leasing methods might be more important to influence land
revenue because the open auction is better than negotiation to obtain incomes [90]. As land
leasing through negotiation is the most important incentive for urban regeneration in the
TOR 1.0 phase, to increase land leasing income to release political pressure from debts, it is
reasonable for the local government to depress negotiation and encourage auction in the
No. 20 municipal government document, which indicated the beginning of TOR 2.0 phase.
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Figure 5. Increased urban population (2009–2016). Unit: 10,000 people.

In the TOR 2.0 phase, land leasing income from urban regeneration became a particular
“desirable” outcome for local leaders. In a meeting about regenerating Guangzhou Steel
New Town (Guanggangxincheng), Mr. Chen JIanhua, the mayor of Guangzhou, required
experts in the planning committee of Guangzhou to agree to a modified plan, which
decreased green space and built more high-rise residential buildings. When experts were
not keen to approve the plan, the mayor seriously demanded them to do so (interview,
planner 12, 2020). This is a particular type of sustainability offered to the mayor rather than
to the citizens, because the revised plan will reduce ecologic sustainability for the public
but increase land leasing income to release fiscal pressure for the leaders of Guangzhou.



Land 2023, 12, 139 13 of 22

Land 2023, 12, 139 13 of 23 
 

 

Figure 5. Increased urban population (2009–2016). Unit: 10,000 people. 

 
Figure 6. Housing prices (2008–2016). Unit: 1000 CNY/square metres. 

 
Figure 7. Land leasing income (2009–2016). Unit: 1 billion CNY. 

In the TOR 2.0 phase, land leasing income from urban regeneration became a partic-
ular “desirable” outcome for local leaders. In a meeting about regenerating Guangzhou 
Steel New Town (Guanggangxincheng), Mr. Chen JIanhua, the mayor of Guangzhou, re-
quired experts in the planning committee of Guangzhou to agree to a modified plan, 
which decreased green space and built more high-rise residential buildings. When experts 

0.00

10.00

20.00

30.00

40.00

50.00

60.00

70.00

80.00

90.00

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Figure 6. Housing prices (2008–2016). Unit: 1000 CNY/square metres.

Land 2023, 12, 139 13 of 23 
 

 

Figure 5. Increased urban population (2009–2016). Unit: 10,000 people. 

 
Figure 6. Housing prices (2008–2016). Unit: 1000 CNY/square metres. 

 
Figure 7. Land leasing income (2009–2016). Unit: 1 billion CNY. 

In the TOR 2.0 phase, land leasing income from urban regeneration became a partic-
ular “desirable” outcome for local leaders. In a meeting about regenerating Guangzhou 
Steel New Town (Guanggangxincheng), Mr. Chen JIanhua, the mayor of Guangzhou, re-
quired experts in the planning committee of Guangzhou to agree to a modified plan, 
which decreased green space and built more high-rise residential buildings. When experts 

0.00

10.00

20.00

30.00

40.00

50.00

60.00

70.00

80.00

90.00

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Figure 7. Land leasing income (2009–2016). Unit: 1 billion CNY.

5.3. Micro-Regeneration Phase (2015–2019)

This land leasing income in the TOR 2.0 phase has significantly contributed to the
ability to pay back debts. At the end of 2015, the municipal government was 266 billion
CNY in debt, 8.2% lower than that in June 2013 [77]. However, despite similar pressures,
new challenges have emerged for municipal leaders and the Guangzhou Bureau of Urban
Regeneration. On 28 February 2015, this bureau was established as the first Bureau of Urban
Regeneration in China. This new sector was designed at the superior level as the leading
operator of urban regeneration. Ironically, because the TOR policy in phase 2.0 discouraged
regeneration projects, this newly appeared bureau had almost nothing to do to gain political
achievement for its leaders. To respond to this challenge, in addition to routing jobs, in
2015 this bureau began to prepare a new policy for future urban regeneration, “Methods of
Urban Regeneration in Guangzhou” (guangzhouchengshigengxinbanfa), which included
a new category of urban regeneration, namely, micro-regeneration. Micro-regeneration,
gradual and small-scale improvement without demolition and ownership shift, can be
operated even in projects that regular TOR approaches do not cover, as mentioned by
officer 3 in 2019:

“We assume that a regeneration project can be neither financially feasible as an individual
case nor cooperative with other projects through joint regeneration; therefore, it cannot
be regenerated under TOR policy. In these sorts of cases, micro-regeneration will be an
appropriate choice. Furthermore, micro-regeneration aims to solve some urgent issues,
such as safety.”

This reveals the adaptive nature of micro-regeneration policy innovation, which aims
to push urban regeneration forward, not within the TOR channel, but through other
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methods to overcome external difficulties. This adaptive capacity met another challenge
and opportunity later, at the end of 2015. After 37 years, the central government held a new
national conference of urban affairs with the country’s top leaders. Within this meeting, the
“regeneration of old neighborhoods” (laojiuxiaoqugaizao) was emphasized as a national
urban strategy [91]. To adapt to this new national policy, the Bureau of Urban Regeneration
in Guangzhou added one more word, micro, to the national agenda.

5.4. Tradeoffs among Urban Regeneration, Land Leasing Income, and Micro-Regeneration

Since 2009, these three stages of the adaptive governance of urban regeneration can be
understood as tradeoffs among urban regeneration, fiscal income from land leasing, and
micro-regeneration. Such exchanges aim to produce desirable states of urban regeneration
in a broad political–economic context. The political leaders strategically define these
delectable statuses to achieve their various targets within a changeable circumstance. Within
such tradeoffs, urban regeneration leads to relatively large-scope, long-term. and indirect
interests, such as an improved urban landscape, infrastructure, and updated industries
with increased future taxes and fees. In contrast, land leasing revenue leads to short-term
and direct cash income from land leasing to developers; micro-regeneration brings about a
relatively small scope and indirect physical improvement. After 2009, the core difference
between urban regeneration and land leasing income, as a target for local leaders, was the
distinction between negotiation and auction in land leasing. Micro-regeneration differs
from urban regeneration in terms of its small scope of impacts and lack of involvement of
land transactions between owners.

Due to policy pressure from above to push TOR, land finance conceded urban regen-
eration in the first phase. Such a tradeoff was made at the level of municipal leaders. To
realize its goal, the state granted power and interests to social actors to support regeneration
projects. However, this concession led to a loss of land revenue for the local state. In the
second phase, this tradeoff happened again under new pressure from debt and supervision
from Guangzhou and above. This time, land finance was given higher priority in the minds
of the top leaders of Guangzhou. To pursue land leasing income and then to depress the
progress of TOR, governmental actors took their power back, and social players were more
or less deprived of their rights in TOR and excluded from this domain. In the third phase,
under pressure to pursue political performance and respond to national policy, a tradeoff
happened mainly at the level of the urban regeneration bureau rather than the municipal
leader level. As a result, urban regeneration was partially replaced by micro-regeneration,
which did not affect the land leasing market through negotiation and impacted urban space
in a similar but relatively small manner. Tradeoffs among urban regeneration, land leasing
income, and micro-regeneration have been displayed in Figure 8.
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6. Adaptive Governance: Selective Feedback, Fragile Check-in-Balance and Social
Learning Capacities

Adaptation between external challenges and policy changes as responses was efficient
for urban regeneration in Guangzhou between 2009 and 2019; such an adaptation followed
tradeoffs among urban renewal, fiscal income from land leasing, and micro-regeneration.
The third research question (“how” social–political mechanisms enable such changes
to happen) explores governance mechanisms in policy adoption. Governance of urban
regeneration always involves actors from government, market, and communities, whereby
the government actors can influence but not control other stakeholders. Conflicts of interest
among different stakeholders are reflected in such adoption. To govern such disputes,
adaptive governance includes three aspects: license to adopt in a power relationship, the
process of adoption, and capacities to adopt as knowledge and values [69].

6.1. License to Adopt: Fragile Check-and-Balance in the Power Relation

In a given power structure, the license to adapt is the key to deciding who has the right
to make policy decisions. As a critical municipality in the Chinese authoritarian regime,
Guangzhou has the party–state core as the executive sector at the center of policy adoption.
Within a fragmented authoritarian system, different levels and sectors more or less share
the power of policymaking [92]; the adoption of the TOR policy can be understood as an
interaction at provincial, municipal, and district levels, and between the local leaders, such
as mayors, and different relevant departments, such as the Bureau of Urban Regeneration,
in the party–state system. Power is shared between these actors, but the local leaders have
the final decision power. Between governmental and nongovernmental actors, the local
government has a highly advantaged position. Local congress, which makes laws, not
policy, has minimal capacity in policy adoption; the local government is almost self-licensed
to adopt. Such a power structure is reflected in one of the Chinese folk adages; black titles
(laws) are less critical than red titles (policy), red ones are less important than white ones
(leaders’ written comments), and white ones are less important than oral ones (orders from
leaders). Therefore, there are fragile check-and-balance mechanisms to limit the tradeoff
power of local political leaders to change policy; opposite forces from market and society
are politically weak, and obstacles to applying adaptive actions can be effortlessly overcome.
Other social groups’ interests, such as those of developers, cannot be institutionalized into
policy adoption procedures. The lack of checks and balance may mean that the adaptive
governance in regenerating Guangzhou represents interest in the local state, which is not
wholly equal to the interest of the urban population, to pursue its sustainability.

6.2. Process of Adoption: Selective Feedback

Feedback is a crucial mechanism for building adaptation in urban regeneration be-
cause regeneration outcomes are significant on both the urban scale and the project scale;
stakeholders can feel that such results directly change their behaviors accordingly (inter-
view, officer 4, 2019). However, for policy adoption, feedback works in a highly selective
manner. On the one hand, feedback is not equally expressed between different agencies
and collected in a political system. Governmental actors, particularly members of the
standing committee of the Communist Party Branch in Guangzhou, are key players in
policy adoption. In 2014, several committee members led groups of officials to different
districts of Guangzhou to collect feedback from the government and market; this feedback
has a greater possibility of influencing future policy (interview, officer 3, 2013).

On the other hand, feedback is selectively responded to. For local leaders with
tradeoffs in power, feedback has diverse categories, such as indicators of economic growth
after TOR, housing prices influenced by TOR policy, the number of approved TOR projects
after initiating the TOR policy, the amount of local revenue originating from land leasing
by developers, and changes in the annual debt table for the Guangzhou government. This
feedback is highly selectively considered by local state leaders. For instance, in 2012,
municipal debt reached 241.4 billion CNY, which led to massive pressure on the local state,
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expressed in the mass media. This brought about a new policy to constrain TOR. In 2018,
this number remained at 240.4 billion [93]; however, it was hard to find any expression of
pressure on the local state in the mass media this time. In contrast, this year, billions of
government money was spent on micro-regeneration projects, which cannot contribute to
local revenue directly. Therefore, it seems that municipal debt, even with a similar amount,
is no longer a severe issue for the local state.

6.3. Capacities to Adopt: Social Learning of the Governmental Officials

The social learning capacities of the local state include getting knowledge, information,
and values about urban regeneration in social interaction. The external pressures, main
challenges, and desirable status have been quite diverse in every phase. Accordingly, the
responsive policies are also different. It is challenging for the local state to recognize critical
factors to respond to. Feedback is crucial in such a process to enable local leaders to under-
stand the mechanisms and outcomes of urban regeneration in every phase. Furthermore,
governmental actors are good at learning from social entities. For instance, the important
micro-regeneration project, the Yongqing Fang Project on Enning Road, has experienced
several rounds of social protest against government-initiated urban regeneration because
of historic preservation and public participation issues. Through social interaction, officials
have learned the terms related to preservation and participation from social actors and
intentionally applied these learned terms in new policy documents and practices [94].
However, these social learning mechanisms can help officials to grasp knowledge and
information rather than values. In the Yongqing Fang case, historic preservation is even
a key point in its marketing, whereby developers and the government have produced
extensive damage to historical buildings in the regeneration process [94].

6.4. Assessment, Lessons, and Challenges Acquired from the Guangzhou Style of
Adaptive Governance

Adaptive governance in Guangzhou as a tradeoff configuration presents a challenge
to conventional thoughts, which usually regard adaptive governance as opposite to top-
down decision making and implementation of singular solutions from political consid-
eration [54]. Many ideas about adaptive governance emphasize the participative power
structure, which comprises bottom-up policy initiations, community autonomy, polycen-
tric power, participation in decision making, and self-organized policy actors to enable
adaptive governance [35,61,62,95,96]. However, this research found that the concentrated
decision-making power structure in Guangzhou has also contributed to the development
of adaptive governance in urban regeneration. Participation elements are not essential
components in adaptation within the context of Guangzhou. Being adaptive does not mean
being better; it simply gives the capacity to adapt to uncertain and changeable external
circumstances. Guangzhou-style adaptive governance is the specific “authoritarian” type,
which is opposite to the “democratic” type in conventional thoughts.

Guangzhou is the frontier of China’s reform, which has made this city prosperous.
Guangdong has been the wealthiest province in China for many years; in 2019, its GDP
was 10.76 trillion CNY (approximately 1.52 trillion USD) [97], which is close to the GDP
of Russia, 1.64 trillion USD [98]. Guangzhou is the capital, political, and economic center
of Guangdong Province. Therefore, social investment is active in Guangzhou, which has
been a vital driving force to push urban regeneration when the local state thought it was
necessary. When these local leaders decided to refuse social capital in urban regeneration,
they still believed that this capital would come back if new policy changed to recall social
investment. This is the background for Guangzhou to operate its adaptive governance in
urban regeneration.

The Guangzhou case suggests a greater possibility of adaptive governance that goes
beyond the conventional ways of local or national specificities. Instead, adaptive gover-
nance might be in the form of a spectrum, scaling from predominantly top-down decision
making in more authoritarian societies to the mostly bottom-up policy initiations in demo-
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cratic ones. For instance, in an earlier study conducted by the authors [99], the second
largest Russian city, St. Petersburg, was compared to Guangzhou, putting the Russian
model somewhere in between the two extremes on the described spectrum. It was shown
that adaptive governance of the major redevelopment projects in St. Petersburg combined
a much larger scope of public participation as compared with Guangzhou’s case, although
the measure of top-down decision-making was also identical.

While the lessons from Guangzhou proposed promising new venues to understand
and utilize the concept of adaptive governance, the case study faced some difficulties and
challenges. It is worth noting that Guangzhou was only one case out of the three that
adopted similar urban regeneration policies in China. Whether other cities in China present
similar findings toward adaptive governance still requires further investigation. Another
limitation lies within the depth of qualitative data, presented by the nature of purposefully
undocumented policies (see Section 6.1). In addition, this study only traced the evolutions
of adaptive governance and urban regeneration policies from Guangzhou for a decade,
with the unprecedented intrusion of the COVID-19. It will be interesting to conduct a
follow-up study to learn how the pandemic has shaped or reshaped the findings of the
current study.

7. Discussions and Conclusions
7.1. Discussions

In contrast to conventional thought about adaptation and adaptive governance, which
emphasizes decentralized power structure, bottom-up social interaction, and participa-
tion of different stakeholders, the Guangzhou case displays something different. In this
centralized power system of Guangzhou, through selective responses to feedback and
external signals, this adaptation was conducted by leaders in the local political system
to achieve their defined goal of sustainability. Other urban forces had to follow these
decisions about the adaptation of adaptation and attempted to pursue various interests
as side-effects of such decisions. Interactions among diverse actors formulated various
governance patterns in different phases; the local state conducted such interactive dances.
This is a responsive, flexible, dynamic, and state-dominated adaptation with adaptive
governance mechanisms, which is different from other decentralized, networked, and
participative governance structures.

Negative aspects in Guangzhou-style adaptive governance may be displayed in the
specific “authoritarian” type with monopolistic and exclusive sustainability pursued by a
few leaders. Local leaders operate the adaptation of urban regeneration policy to achieve
sustainability as a desirable status in various situations. Market players and communities
may enjoy desirable statuses that allow them to ensure future sustainability in particular
periods, such as developers in the first phase and residents in the third; however, their
desirable statuses are granted by the local state rather than defined by themselves. Usually,
sustainability is considered a holistic system to be inclusive across different social groups.
However, the local government pursues sustainability in regenerating Guangzhou exclu-
sively as its “own” sustainability. Therefore, the political nature of adaptation and adaptive
governance can be revealed as monopolistic power in an authoritarian regime.

Guangzhou needs to investigate its governance pathway to pursue adaptation within
its own institutional background that is path-dependent from its history. A localized mode
of adaptive governance may be essential to understand how to build adaptation at the
global level. There is no universal mode to build adaptive capacities in our diverse world
with heterogeneous cities and regions. However, the contemporary world is full of un-
certainty and unexpected external challenges, such as climate change, economic crises,
and political instability. Such a world demands adaptation for survival and development.
Diverse governance modes built within different institutions, power relations, and de-
velopmental channels may help to find their own methods of adaptation and can use
local wisdom to find unique modes of adaptive governance. Each city or region needs
to find its mode of adaptation, because none can escape from uncertain external impacts
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in contemporary circumstances. Each place has the potential to build adaptive capacities
on the basis of its unique strength in tradeoffs, feedback, social learning, and other social
mechanisms. Our study on the adaptive governing of urban regeneration in Guangzhou
may act as an initial step in this process.

7.2. Conclusions

After using the concept of adaptive governance to study processes of changes in three
phases, the progression of regenerating Guangzhou between 2009 and 2019 revealed policy
changes, social interactions, and outcomes as policy implementation of urban regeneration
in three distinct phases: TOR 1.0, TOR 2.0, and micro-regeneration with different policy
changes, social interactions, and outcomes as the answers to the “what” question. The
reasons behind these dramatic changes were adapted as policy initiations. Policy changes
were responses to external challenges such as adaptation; tradeoffs among urban regen-
eration, land leasing income, and micro-regeneration represented the fundamental logic
driving adaptation by local political leaders. This is the answer to the “why” question.
Social–political mechanisms, including limited check-and-balance (license to adopt), selec-
tive feedback (process to adopt), and the social learning capacity (capacities to adopt) of the
local state, are crucial governance factors to enable adaptation, as the answer to the “how”
question. Policy adoption is operated within an adaptive governance system. Such research
findings build the understanding of “what”, “why”, and “how” questions in adapting
urban regeneration (the conclusion is summarized in Figure 9). In particular, “how” social–
political mechanisms enable these changes can contribute to the existing urban regeneration
literature where “what” has happened and “why” are disproportionally studied.
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