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Abstract: Studying the impact of land urbanization on smog pollution has important guiding
significance for the sustainable development of cities. This study adds the spatial effect between
regions into the research framework of smog pollution control in China. On the basis of a panel dataset
of 31 province-level administrative regions in China from 2000 to 2017, we investigate the impact of
land urbanization on smog pollution. We construct a spatial weight matrix and use Moran'’s I statistic
and the spatial autoregressive panel data model. The research results show that land urbanization and
smog pollution have an inverted U-shaped relationship. With the advancement of land urbanization,
the area’s smog pollution first increases and then decreases. However, in general, China has not
passed the inflection point and is still at a stage where increasing land urbanization rate aggravates
smog pollution. Moreover, the country’s smog pollution has a significant spatial positive correlation
that shows agglomeration. In that context, multiple environmental governance entities, including the
government, enterprises, and the public, need to collaborate on measures to reduce smog pollution.
Future urban construction in China will need to integrate solutions that address the current nexus
between urbanization and smog pollution to achieve green and sustainable development.
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1. Introduction

Since their reform and opening up, cities in China have been expanding with the continuous
growth of the total economic volume [1,2]. The National Bureau of Statistics reported that China’s
urbanization rate increased from 17.9% in 1978 to 60.6% in 2019 [3]. However, the rapid growth of
the Chinese economy and the expansion of the city scale come at the cost of considerable energy
consumption and severe environmental pollution [4-7], especially smog pollution. Smog is a mixture
of smoke and fog, and an important measure of smog pollution is the peak hourly concentrations
of ambient fine particulate matter (PM; 5) [8]. Industrial sectors, such as automobile manufacturing,
coal mining, construction and cement manufacturing, are known to generate large quantities of air
pollutants, especially PM; 5 particles [9]. In recent years, smog pollution has occurred frequently,
posing a great health hazard to the public [10,11]. Reports show that ambient particulate matter
pollution is the fourth-leading risk factor for deaths in China, behind dietary risks, high blood
pressure, and smoking [12]. The ever-increasing smog pollution has attracted the attention of the public.
Consequently, policymakers have begun to adopt many strategies to control smog pollution. In 2013,
the Chinese government deployed 10 measures to prevent and control smog pollution and released the
Action Plan for Preventing and Controlling Air Pollution [13,14]. The implementation of these policies
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has begun to suppress the intensification of smog pollution, but the overall levels of smog are still
a cause for concern. The latest data showed that in 2019, the days with PM; 5 as the main pollutant
accounted for 78.8% of the days with severe pollution and above in China, and the days with PM; as
the main pollutant also reached 19.8% [15].

Numerous research results from ecological economics show that the increase in smog
pollution is related to many factors, such as economic development, coal consumption, industrial
structure, transportation, and environmental governance efficiency [16-20]. The impact of accelerating
urbanization on smog pollution needs more special attention than these direct causes of
pollution [21]. Urbanization has produced agglomeration effects and promoted economic development,
but the rapidly expanding city scale has also brought about “urban diseases,” such as traffic
congestion and smog pollution [22]. Previous research results described the relationship between
urbanization and atmospheric environment from different perspectives and by using different
methods [23-26]. However, these studies focus on the changes in population size and the impact
of social and economic development on the atmospheric environment in the urbanization
perspective [27]. Urbanization is a process of transformation of land usable functions [28]. In this process,
land plays an extremely important role. Industrial structure adjustment, population agglomeration,
and infrastructure construction must be realized through the reconfiguration of land [29,30].
Land urbanization is embodied in the process of converting agricultural land into non-agricultural
land and rural land into urban land [31]. Moreover, tracts of natural vegetation (nature-spaces) are
also converted at the peri-urban fringe and within the built environment of new and growing cities.
The changes in land use patterns and structure, the allocation of land indicators, the resulting changes
in economic development space, and the adjustment of industrial structure have an impact on
air quality [32].

In addition, spatial factors play an important role that cannot be ignored in the study of
environmental economic issues [33]. Due to the existence of natural and geographical factors, such as
water flow and wind direction, the environmental problems of an area will inevitably be affected by its
neighboring areas. Human factors, such as industrial transfer and trade, further deepen the spatial
linkage between regional environmental quality and economic development. Previous studies on
the relationship between urbanization and smog pollution confirm the existence of spatial spillover
effects of air pollution and its governance [34-36]. However, those studies assumed environmental
independence between regions, which is inconsistent with reality.

This study advances understanding of the relationship between urbanization and smog pollution
in China by adding the spatial effect between regions into the research framework. We propose the
first research hypothesis, that is, smog pollution has a significant spatial correlation. According to the
Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) hypothesis, we propose the second research hypothesis, that is,
land urbanization and smog pollution have an inverted U-shaped relationship. On the basis of a panel
dataset of 31 province-level administrative regions in China from 2000 to 2017, we constructed a spatial
weight matrix and used Moran’s I statistic and spatial autoregressive (SAR) panel data model. We tested
these research hypotheses and found the inflection point of the inverted U-shaped curve. With this
study, we aim to provide a reference for China’s urban construction and sustainable development.

The remainder of this study is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the materials and methods
commonly used in spatial measurement research, including the spatial weight matrix, Moran’s I
statistic, and the SAR panel data model. It also lists the variables and original data sources used in the
proposed model. Section 3 presents the results of the research that used software, such as Stata, ArcGIS,
and GeoDa, to analyze in detail the spatiotemporal distribution characteristics of smog pollution and
land urbanization in China, the spatial autocorrelation of smog pollution, and the impact of land
urbanization on smog pollution. It also explains the series of robustness tests conducted on the results.
Section 4 discusses the empirical results on the basis of the reality of land urbanization and smog
pollution in China. Finally, Section 5 provides a summary of the results and conclusions.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Spatial Weights Matrix

The spatial weights matrix is a necessary element in most regression models where a presentation of
spatial structure is needed [37]. Common spatial weight matrices include three types: contiguity-based
spatial weights, distance-based spatial weights, and economic-based spatial weights [38]. These three
spatial weight matrices are defined as follows:

1, i and j are neighbors
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where 7 and j are regions, and d is the distance between the geographic centers of the two regions.
We selected the location of the provincial capitals. pgdp is per capita GDP. We used contiguity-based
spatial weights to reflect whether area i and area j are adjacent, distance-based spatial weights to
reflect the geographic spatial distance between area i and area j, and economic-based spatial weights to
reflect the economic distance between area 7 and area j. Following previous research, we mainly chose
contiguity-based spatial weights for spatial measurement analysis [39,40]. We also used distance and
economic-based spatial weights to test the robustness of the results.

2.2. Moran'’s I Statistic

This study uses Moran’s I statistic to examine the spatial autocorrelation of smog pollution.
Moran’s I statistic is the most popular test for spatial correlation, including global Moran’s I and local
Moran’s I [41,42]. The calculation is formulated as follows:
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where p; is smog pollution of area I, p is the mean of smog pollution, w;; is the spatial weights matrix.
The value range of Moran’s I statistic is from —1 to 1, and a value greater than 0 indicates spatial positive
correlation, that is, the spatial distribution characteristics of high value and high value aggregation or
low value and low value aggregation. By contrast, a value less than 0 is a spatial negative correlation,
that is, a spatial distribution characteristic in which a high value surrounds a low value or a low value
around a high value. A value equal to 0 is irrelevant. To investigate the local spatial autocorrelation
of smog pollution, we further used Stata to generate a local Moran scatter plot maps of China’s
smog pollution for each year. We also used GeoDa and ArcGIS to produce local indicators of spatial
association (LISA) agglomeration maps of smog pollution for each year.

2.3. SAR Panel Data Model

The SAR panel data model is used to estimate the impact of land urbanization on smog pollution.
The traditional panel measurement model does not consider the possible spatial correlation of
dependent variables. From the perspective of externality, the SAR panel data model examines the
impact of changes in a region’s elements from other regions. The SAR panel data model in this study is
defined as follows:
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where i is the region; ¢ is the time; smog is the dependent variable, that is, smog pollution; landurban is
the independent variable that this study focuses on, that is, land urbanization; control refers to all
control variables; u; and y; represent individual effects and time effects, respectively. According to the
EKC hypothesis, we add the quadratic term of land urbanization to the proposed model to investigate
the possible non-linear effects of land urbanization on smog pollution. 1, f> and p’ are the coefficients
of each variable [43,44].

2.4. Variable Definitions and Data Description

The eight variables included in the SAR panel data model constructed through this study
(Table 1) are:

(1) Dependent variable: Smog pollution is the dependent variable in the proposed model. We selected
the PM, 5 concentration, which is the main source of smog pollution and that which most concerns
the Chinese public, as the measurement index. The original data come from the American
Atmospheric Composition Analysis Group. The data type is gridded datasets (resolution is
0.01° x 0.01°) [45]. We used ArcGIS to analyze the original data packet and match them with
the maps of China’s provinces to obtain the average PM, 5 concentration. Finally, we obtained
the panel datasets of 31 province-level administrative regions in China from 2000 to 2017.
The advantage of this analysis is the comprehensive integration of satellite monitoring data and
ground monitoring data, which can accurately and objectively reflect the true situation of China’s
smog pollution.

(2) Independent variable: Land urbanization is the independent variable that this article focuses
on. With reference to Liu and Wang’s approach [46,47], we used land urbanization rate in the
measurement, and the specific calculation formula is as follows:

Uarea;;

landurban; = % 100% )

areq;y
where i is the region, t is the time, Uarea is the built-up area of each province’s city, and Tarea is
the total land area of each province.

(3) Control variable: To improve the accuracy of the model estimation results, we selected some
relevant factors that may affect smog pollution as control variables and put them in the model.
First, considering the traditional stochastic impacts by regression on population, affluence,
and technology (STIRPAT) model, we controlled the impact of population, wealth, and technology
on smog pollution [48,49]. Second, we measured the demographic factor by the population per km?,
the wealth factor by per capita GDP, and the technical factor by the number of patent application
authorizations. Third, informed by other studies, we considered the impact of industrial structure,
education level, and degree of openness on smog pollution [50-52]. We model industrial structure
by the proportion of the added value of tertiary industry to GDP, the education level by the
number of college students per 10,000 people, and the degree of openness by the proportion of
total import and export to GDP.

After data collection, this study analyzed the panel dataset of 31 provincial administrative regions
in China from 2000 to 2017. Due to the lack of data, the research area of this study does not include
Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. Table 2 lists the descriptive statistical and multicollinearity test of all
the original data. According to the results of variance inflation factor (VIF), the VIF of the independent
variable and all the control variables are less than 10, thereby indicating that the variables selected in
this paper do not have multicollinearity [26,53].
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Table 1. Variable definitions.

Types Variables Symbol
Dependent variable PMj 5 concentration (pg/m?) PM; 5
Ind dent variabl Land urbanization rate (%) landurban
ndependent variable Square of land urbanization rate landurban?
Population per km? (logarithm) Inpop
Per capita gross domestic product (logarithm) Inpgdp
. Number of patent application authorization (logarithm) Inrd
Control variable Proportion of the added value of tertiary industry to GDP (%) third
Number of college students per 10,000 people (logarithm) Inedu
Proportion of total imports and exports to GDP (%) open

Note: Symbols are set in italics to distinguish them from the main text.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and multicollinearity test.

Variable Obs Mean SD Min Max VIF
PM; 5 558 38.06 16.30 4.730 84.50 —
landurban 558 1.547 2.770 0.00562 15.75 4.16
Inpop 558 5.266 1.477 0.742 8.249 4.23
Inpgdp 558 10.01 0.841 7.887 11.77 7.79
Inrd 558 8.589 1.837 1.946 12.72 5.07
third 558 41.66 8.546 28.60 80.56 2.05
Inedu 558 4.835 0.589 3.055 5.876 4.10
open 558 30.47 38.15 1.688 172.2 2.55

3. Results

3.1. Spatiotemporal Distribution of Land Urbanization and Smog Pollution

Figure 1 displays the spatial distribution characteristics of land urbanization and smog pollution in
China wherein (a) and (b) reflect the mean distribution, and (c) and (d) reflect the distribution of growth.
The areas with severe smog pollution are mainly concentrated in the four regions: Central, North,
East, and Northwest China. Northeast, Southwest, and South China have small degrees of smog
pollution. From the perspective of changes, smog pollution is rapidly increasing in various areas,
including Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Shandong, Jiangsu, Anhui, and Jilin. The growth of PM; 5 in
all area exceeds 20 ug/m3, and in some areas even exceeds 50 pg/m3. In terms of land urbanization,
the mean and the growth distributions show an increasing distribution characteristic from west to
east. This finding is also consistent with the distribution of regional differences in China’s economic
development level.

3.2. Spatial Autocorrelation of Smog Pollution

We used Stata to measure the global Moran’s I of China’s PM; 5 concentration from 2000 to 2017.
The test results reported in Table 3 show that the global Moran index values over the years are roughly
distributed between 0.4-0.5 and all passed the 1% significance test. Thus, China’s smog pollution
shows a significant positive spatial correlation. The spatial distribution of smog pollution in China
presents the “club” distribution characteristics of high value and high value agglomeration and low
value and low value agglomeration. This result also indicates the necessity of adding spatial influencing
factors to the measurement model that examines the impact of land urbanization on smog pollution.

Figures 2 and 3 show local Moran scatter plot maps and LISA agglomeration maps of China’s
smog pollution. Due to space limitations, this article only shows the results at the beginning (2000)
and the end (2017) of the investigation period.
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Figure 1. Spatial distribution characteristics of land urbanization and smog pollution in China. (a) Mean
of ambient fine particulate matter (PM; 5) concentration; (b) mean of land urbanization rate; (c) growth
of PM, 5 concentration; (d) growth of land urbanization rate.

Table 3. Global Moran’s I of China’s PM, 5 concentration, 2000-2017.

Year Global Moran’s I Z-Statistic p-Value Sig
2000 0.405 3.653 0.000 A
2001 0.434 3.877 0.000 .
2002 0.432 3.867 0.000 o
2003 0.486 4.333 0.000 o
2004 0.409 3.693 0.000 ok
2005 0.451 4.046 0.000 o
2006 0.498 4.455 0.000 o
2007 0.500 4.464 0.000 o
2008 0.453 4.067 0.000 Hrx
2009 0.448 4.045 0.000 o
2010 0.425 3.838 0.000 o
2011 0.496 4.423 0.000 A
2012 0.444 3.990 0.000 i
2013 0.493 4.419 0.000 o
2014 0.417 3.762 0.000 ok
2015 0.486 4.341 0.000 o
2016 0.505 4511 0.000 o
2017 0.451 4.041 0.000 ok

Note: *** p < 0.01.

The results of the Moran scatter plot map show that whether in 2000 or 2017, the local Moran’s I
of most provinces are distributed in the first quadrant characterized by high-high agglomeration and
the third quadrant characterized by low—-low agglomeration. The results of the LISA agglomeration
map show that, in terms of spatial distribution, the high-value accumulation areas of smog pollution
are mainly distributed in the northern and central provinces of China. By contrast, the low-value
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accumulation areas of smog pollution are distributed in the northeast and the southwest and southern
provinces. In terms of dynamic changes, the high-value agglomeration areas of smog pollution
are shrinking, and the pollution center is shifting from the central and western regions to the east.
Specifically, Gansu, Shaanxi, Shanxi, and Hubei in the central and western regions withdrew from
high-value groups, whereas Beijing and Jiangsu in the eastern regions joined. Although the low-value
accumulation areas of smog pollution in the northeast have not changed (Heilongjiang and Jilin),
the low-value accumulation areas of smog pollution in the south and southwest have expanded.

Compared with the data gathered in 2000, Chongqing, Sichuan, and Tibet also joined the low-value
group of smog pollution in 2017.
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Figure 2. Local Moran scatter plot maps of China’s smog pollution. (a) Beginning of the investigation
period; (b) end of the investigation period.
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Figure 3. LISA agglomeration maps of China’s smog pollution. (a) Beginning of the investigation
period; (b) End of the investigation period.

3.3. Regression Results

Table 4 reports the estimation results of the SAR panel data model under different conditions.
Columns 1 and 2 are the estimation results without the addition of control variables. The difference
between Columns 1 and 2 adds a quadratic term with the dependent variable to the model to examine
whether land urbanization has a nonlinear impact on smog pollution. Column 3 is the estimated
result after adding control variables on the basis of the STIRPAT model, and Column 4 is the estimated

result after adding all control variables to the model. From the results in Table 4, we can conclude
the following:

(1) The estimation results in Columns 1-4 show that under different constraint conditions,
the estimated coefficient of W * PM, 5 is significantly positive, thereby indicating that China’s smog



Land 2020, 9, 337 8of16

@)

®)

pollution has a significant positive spatial correlation. This result is consistent with Moran’s I test
result. The estimated coefficient value shows that an increase of 1 ug/m3 in the PMj; 5 concentration
in the neighborhood increases the local PM, 5 concentration by more than 0.7 g/m?3.

The estimation results in Columns 2—4 show that without the addition of control variables, the
estimated coefficient of the first-order term of landurban is significantly positive. By contrast,
the estimated coefficient of the quadratic term is significantly negative. After gradually adding
the control variables, the estimated coefficient of the first-order term of landurban is still
significantly positive. The estimated coefficient of the quadratic term is still significantly
negative. These results indicate that land urbanization has a nonlinear impact on smog pollution.
Specifically, land urbanization and smog pollution have an inverted U-shaped relationship, that is,
with the increase in land urbanization rate, the level of smog pollution shows a trend of first
rising and then falling.

The estimated results in Columns 3—4 also show the impact of each control variable on smog
pollution. The estimated coefficients of Inpop, Inpgdp, third, and Inedu are all significantly negative,
thereby indicating that the improvement of regional economic level, the agglomeration effect
brought about by the increase in population size, the improvements of industrial structure and
education level significantly reduce the concentration of PM; 5 in the region. The estimated
coefficients of Inrd and open fail to pass the significance test. As far as the data used in this study
are concerned, the evidence to prove that the level of technology and openness of the region have
a statistically significant impact on smog pollution is insufficient.

Table 4. Estimation results of the spatial autoregressive (SAR) panel data model.

(uh] () 3) )

W *PM; 5 0.7459 *** 0.7392 *** 0.7282 *** 0.7407 ***
(0.0325) (0.0332) (0.0340) (0.0332)
landurban 0.6292 *** 1.4049 *** 2.1935 *** 2.2452 ***
(0.2086) (0.5274) (0.5938) (0.6060)
landurban? -0.0391 * —0.0611 ** —0.0677 **
(0.0244) (0.0259) (0.0266)
Inpop —13.1397 *** —19.4974 ***
(3.4545) (3.6331)
Inpgdp —3.6263 *** —4.6639 ***
(1.2787) (1.3778)
Inrd 0.0166 0.0978
(0.4676) (0.4654)
third —0.2035 ***
(0.0470)
Inedu —3.8029 ***
(1.1180)
open -0.0194
(0.0129)
Ind fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 558 558 558 558
R? 0.2176 0.2301 0.1462 0.1937
Inflection point 17.96 17.95 16.58
Cross the inflection point None None None

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05,* p <0.1.

The estimation results of the SAR panel data model show that land urbanization and smog

pollution have an inverted U-shaped relationship. We aimed to find the inflection point of this inverted
U-shaped relationship and identify the provinces that have crossed this inflection point. On the basis
of the regression results in Table 4, we calculated the inflection point values of the inverted U-shaped
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curve in Columns 2—4, which are 17.96, 17.95, and 16.58, respectively. Compared with the original
data, we find that as of the end of the investigation period (2017), no area has crossed the inflection
point and entered the stage where increasing land urbanization promotes the improvement of smog
pollution. Moreover, most areas are still far from the inflection point. This result indicates that although
land urbanization and smog pollution have an inverted U-shaped relationship, China is still on the
left of this inverted U-shaped curve as a whole, that is, increasing land urbanization rate aggravates
smog pollution.

3.4. Robustness Test

3.4.1. Change the Regression Method

To verify the robustness of the conclusions drawn in Section 3.3, we performed a series of tests.
We changed the regression method to re-estimate the coefficients of the independent variables in
the proposed model. Table 5 lists the estimated results. Column 1 is the Ordinary Least Squares
(OLS)method not considering the spatial correlation, and Columns 2—4 are the other three panel space
measurement models. They are the Panel Space Error Model (PSEM) that only contains the spatial
autocorrelation of the error term, the Panel Space Autocorrelation Model (PSAC) that contains the
spatial lag of the explained variable and the spatial autocorrelation of the error term, and the Panel
Space Dubin Model (PSDM) that considers the spatial lag of independent variables on the basis of SAR
panel data model. Table 5 shows that no matter which method is used, the estimated coefficient of the
first-order term of the independent variable landurban, which is the focus of this study;, is significantly
positive. By contrast, the estimated coefficient of the quadratic term is significantly negative. On the
basis of the estimation results of OLS, PSEM, and PSAC, only Shanghai has passed the inflection point.
The PSDM estimation results are consistent with SAR panel data model, and no province passed the
inflection point.

Table 5. Estimated results of different methods.

OLS PSEM PSAC PSDM
landurban 5.4874 *** 8.3873 *** 9.0453 *** 1.7832 ***
(0.8481) (1.0444) (1.0890) (0.6627)
landurban? —0.1955 *** —0.3972 *** —0.4159 *** —0.0497 *
(0.0374) (0.0510) (0.0519) (0.0289)
Control variable Yes Yes Yes Yes
Ind fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 558 558 558 558
R? 0.5772 0.2605 0.1466 0.1640
Inflection point 14.03 10.56 10.01 17.94
Cross the inflection point ~ Shanghai Shanghai Shanghai None

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, * p < 0.1. Due to space limitations, the estimated results of the
control variables are not listed in the table. The complete estimated results can be found in Appendix A.

3.4.2. Change the Spatial Weight Matrix

For the spatial measurement model, the choice of the spatial weight matrix has a great impact
on the results. To test this influence, we re-estimated the SAR panel data model by changing the
spatial weight matrix. Columns 1-2 of Table 6 are the estimated results by using the distance and
economic-based spatial weights. Table 6 shows that no matter which spatial weight matrix is used, the
estimated coefficient of the first-order term of landurban is significantly positive, and the estimated
coefficient of the quadratic term is significantly negative. Land urbanization and smog pollution have
maintained a significant inverted U-shaped relationship. The calculation result of the inflection point
shows that only Shanghai has passed the inflection point and entered the right half of the inverted
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U-shaped curve. In general, the abovementioned series of tests proved that the conclusions drawn in
this article are robust.

Table 6. SAR panel data model estimated results of different spatial weight matrices.

Distance Economic
landurban 3.4904 *** 5.9174 ***
(0.6671) (0.8228)
landurban? —0.1226 *** —0.2131 ***
(0.0292) (0.0362)
Control variable Yes Yes
Ind fixed Yes Yes
Time fixed Yes Yes
N 558 558
R? 0.1771 0.1821
Inflection point 14.23 13.88
Cross the inflection point Shanghai Shanghai

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01. Due to space limitations, the estimated results of the control
variables are not listed in the table. The complete estimated results can be found in Appendix A.

4. Discussion

4.1. The Inverted U-Shaped Relationship between Land Urbanization and Smog Pollution

The estimation results of the SAR panel data model show that land urbanization and smog
pollution have an inverted U-shaped relationship. From other perspectives of urbanization, such as
population urbanization, the results of this study are similar to the previous research. For example,
Liu et al. (2015) found the same inverted U-shaped relationship between population agglomeration
brought about by urbanization and smog pollution by using panel threshold model [54]. Based on the
structural equation model, Li et al. (2017) also found that the impact of urban population density on
smog pollution shows as an inverted U-shape [55]. Moreover, the results of this study are also different
from the previous research. In Wang’s (2019) research, he found that there is a significant U-shaped
relationship between land urbanization and atmospheric ecological environment quality. The reason
for this difference may be that he used SO, emissions to define air pollution [56]. This study expands the
research on the impact of urbanization on smog pollution and indicates that the relationship between
land urbanization and smog pollution conforms to the EKC hypothesis, as an important feature
of economic development. Referring to previous studies, we can discuss this influence mechanism.
In periods when low land urbanization is rate, the regional economic development level is low,
the technical level is not high, the industrial structure level is low, and the economic development
is mainly based on the extensive development model [56]. The central government assesses local
governments with economic development indicators, such as GDP and taxes. To increase the total
amount of local GDP and taxes, the local governments allocate the indicators of construction land to
industrial land in the secondary industry [57]. However, industrial land causes great air pollution [58].
In periods of high land urbanization rate, the local economy has developed to an advanced stage,
and the development model is mainly characterized by intensive development [59]. The government
and urban residents are aware of the importance of environmental protection, and the reality of high
pollution forces the central government to issue environmental regulations and policies to restrict the
development of industries in various regions. To meet the requirements of the central government’s
environmental regulations and policies, local governments’ land and industrial policies favor the
service industry and high-tech industries in the tertiary industry. Local governments also reduce
the proportion of industrial land transfers and allocate considerable construction land indicators to
tertiary industry land, thereby reducing pollutant emissions and realizing economic transformation
and green development [56].
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4.2. The Current Stage of China

By calculating the inflection point, we find that China is still at a stage where increasing land
urbanization rate exacerbates smog pollution, although land urbanization and smog pollution have an
inverted U-shaped relationship. The contradiction between urban development and smog pollution
is still prominent, and thus resolving this contradiction is an important issue currently in China’s
urban construction. According to the theory of ecological modernization, urbanization essentially
embodies the modernization of individuals and societies. The mitigation of environmental problems,
such as air pollution, is the result of the joint efforts of various actors at multiple levels in the process of
balancing economic development and environmental protection [60]. These actors include government,
enterprises, and the public. To formulate a reasonable urban plan, the government cannot blindly
pursue the expansion of the city scale [61]. Instead, policymakers need to focus on the compact and
intensive development of cities [22]. In addition, a series of policies is needed to guide the development
of urban industrial structure and promote the rational allocation of urban resources. Enterprises need
to enhance their sense of social responsibility and continuously reduce the proportion of industries
with high energy consumption, high pollution, and high emissions. In addition, they must strengthen
the research and development of pollution control technologies to realize clean and sustainable
production methods [62]. As far as the public is concerned, they must take on the responsibility of
supervising the government and enterprises and promoting environmental protection awareness and
knowledge. The public should not simply regard themselves as the victims of smog pollution, but
more importantly, realize how to move from a comfortable but high energy consumption lifestyle to
a green and sustainable way of life and consumption as citizens [63,64]. Through the joint efforts of
different governance entities, the positive externalities of regional, social, and economic development
brought about by land urbanization on smog pollution can be stimulated, and a win-win situation
between urban development and smog governance can be realized.

4.3. The Positive Spatial Correlation of Smog Pollution in China

A series of spatial measurement methods indicate that China’s smog pollution has a significant
positive spatial correlation that shows agglomeration. One or more higher areas are adjacent to a high
area. Similarly, at least one lower area is adjacent to a low area. The results of the global Moran’s I show
that from 2000 to 2017, the positive spatial correlation of smog pollution fluctuated between 0.4 and 0.5,
indicating that this spatial correlation continues to be at a high level. The SAR panel data modelling
of this study shows that increase of 1 pg/m3 in the PM,5 concentration in a neighboring region
increases the local PM; 5 concentration by 0.7407 ug/m3. This study demonstrates that in the process of
smog pollution control, local governments should not only focus on the remediation of “heavy-hit
areas,” such as North and Central China. They should also realize that the control of smog is not the
responsibility of a certain province [65]. The spatial relevance of smog pollution requires each province
to break down their own administrative barriers; strengthen regional cooperation and information
sharing; promote the flow of technology, talent, capital, and other elements of smog governance among
different regions; and improve the efficiency of smog governance to comprehensively improve China’s
smog pollution problem [66,67].

5. Conclusions

This study adds the spatial effect between regions into the research framework of smog pollution
control in China. On the basis of a panel dataset of 31 province-level administrative regions in China
from 2000 to 2017, we investigated the impact of land urbanization on smog pollution. We constructed
a spatial weight matrix and used Moran’s I statistic and the SAR panel data model. The modelling
of this study demonstrates that land urbanization and smog pollution have an inverted U-shaped
relationship. With the advancement of land urbanization, an area’s smog pollution first increases and
then decreases. However, in general, China has not passed the inflection point and is still at a stage
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where increasing land urbanization rate aggravates smog pollution. Moreover, the country’s smog
pollution has a significant spatial positive correlation that shows agglomeration. That evidence of
agglomeration means that an increase in smog pollution in one city or region will lead to an increase in
smog pollution in neighboring cities and regions.

While advancing smog pollution research in China, there are some shortcomings in this study.
For example, due to the difficulty of collecting data, this article still uses the panel dataset at the
provincial level in China. If a city-level panel dataset can be used in future research, it will more
objectively reflect the relationship between land urbanization and smog pollution in China. In addition,
the existence of this inverted U-shaped relationship between land urbanization and smog pollution does
not mean that the smog pollution problem will be automatically solved when the land urbanization rate
exceeds a certain level. Instead, multiple environmental governance entities, including the government,
enterprises, and the public, need to collaborate on measures to reduce smog pollution. In that context,
future urban construction in China will need to integrate solutions that address the current nexus
between urbanization and smog pollution to achieve green and sustainable development.
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Appendix A

Table A1l. Estimated results of different methods.

OLS PSEM PSAC PSDM
landurban 5.4874 *** 8.3873 *** 9.0453 *** 1.7832 ***
(0.8481) (1.0444) (1.0890) (0.6627)
landurban? —0.1955 *** —0.3972 *** —0.4159 *** —0.0497 *
(0.0374) (0.0510) (0.0519) (0.0289)
Inpop —25.3098 *** 1.8561 ** 0.7898 —18.1424 ***
(5.2241) (0.8062) (0.8947) (4.7883)
Inpgdp —8.9677 *** —4.0329 ** —5.9698 *** —3.8970 ***
(1.9668) (2.0239) (2.1397) (1.3824)
Inrd -0.6272 0.1825 0.3155 0.8311
(0.6693) (0.4837) (0.4833) (0.5145)
third —0.1878 *** —0.9008 *** —1.0591 *** —0.1824 ***
(0.0678) (0.0723) (0.0760) (0.0486)
Inedu —4.6847 *** -0.8077 -0.1635 —3.6917 ***
(1.6107) (1.6918) (1.6795) (1.2361)
open 0.0071 -0.0234 —0.0167 —-0.0102
(0.0186) (0.0228) (0.0229) (0.0132)
Ind fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time fixed Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 558 558 558 558
R? 0.5772 0.2605 0.1466 0.1498

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.
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Table A2. SAR panel data model estimated results of different spatial weight matrices.

Distance Economic
landurban 3.4904 *** 5.9174 ***
(0.6671) (0.8228)
landurban? —0.1226 *** —0.2131 ***
(0.0292) (0.0362)
Inpop —18.8221 *** —25.4375 ***
(4.0371) (4.9237)
Inpgdp —5.7109 *** —9.1912 ***
(1.5281) (1.8563)
Inrd -0.1388 -0.7187
(0.5149) (0.6321)
third —0.1589 *** —0.1926 ***
(0.0520) (0.0639)
Inedu —3.1253 ** —5.0727 ***
(1.2413) (1.5281)
open -0.0023 0.0100
(0.0143) (0.0175)
Ind fixed Yes Yes
Time fixed Yes Yes
N 558 558
R? 0.1771 0.1821

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.
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