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Abstract: 
Rapid urban land growth has been one of the major characteristics of China’s urbanization process since 
the reform and opening-to-world policies started in late 1970s.  Due to its unique political system, historical 
experience, and geographic conditions, the contemporary urban land growth in China are still evident for its 
short land acquisition period, large land development scale, and large-scale of industrial use.  Although 
urban land use is basically a local issue for cities, many important policies are also framed by the Chinese 
central government to ensure the national interest. 
 
By reviewing the development of urban land growth in China, this paper finds that the role of the central 
government in urban land growth has been changing in recent years.  The once exclusive objective of 
ensuring urban economic development has been replaces by a multi-goal consideration of economic, social, 
environment issues and of both urban and rural interests in urban land growth process.  This has also 
greatly affected the policies of city governments, and has consequently influenced the local land use pattern.  
At the same time, however, the objective of the central government tends to be more and more difficult to 
accomplish in urban land growth.  Some causes for the change and the possible perspectives for adjusting 
central government’s role in future are discussed in this paper. 
 
Keywords: central government, urban land growth, China 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
The contemporary urbanization in China has been paid a worldwide attention for its striking speed and its 
management from the planned system to the market-oriented system.  The conversion of rural area into 
urban area, the population inflow from rural area to urban area for employment and study, and the natural 
increase of the urban population, all contribute to the accelerating increase of urban population (National 
Bureau of Statistics of China 2005).  From 1949 to 1978, the average annual growth of urbanization ratio 
was 0.25%; while from 1979 to 2004, it increased to 0.91% (Gu 1992; Chinese Academy of Science 2005; 
National Bureau of Statistics 2005).  Moreover, the employed population in cities and towns increased by 
42 million from 2001 to 2005, and is expected to increase by 45 million from 2006 to 2010 (National 
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People's Congress PRC 2006).  A recent influential report predicts that the urbanization ratio of China 
should increase from 36% in 2000 to over 75% in 2050 (Editorial Committee of China Urban Development 
Report and Mayor Society of China 2002), viz. about 500-600 million new urban residents to be 
accommodated from 2000 to 2050.  This also means a growth of about 0.8% of the urbanization ratio or an 
increase of over 10 million urban residents every year.  According to the current guidelines of urban master 
plan which requires 100 square meters per capita in new urban planning areas, about 50 to 60 thousand 
square kilometers of land from 2000 to 2050 or 1.0-1.2 thousand square kilometers of land each year need 
to be provided for the increasing urban residents. 
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Figure 1- Urbanization Ratio in China 1949-2004  

Constructed by author.  Data source: Data of 1952-1979 from (Chinese Academy of Science 2005); Data of 1949-1951, 
1981 and 1982 from (Gu 1992); Data of 1980 and 1985-2004 from (National Bureau of Statistics 2005).1

 
As the main character and basic guarantee of urbanization, urban land growth has become one of the key 
parts for urban management in China.  The government sector in China has been imposing crucial or 
determinative influence on the urban land growth by monopolizing almost all the urban land supply since 
1950s.  The roles of governments in China usually include providing enough new land to ensure urban 
economic development and industrialization, accommodating new immigrants from rural area and 
improving urban housing conditions.  During the process of land conversion, governments are also 
responsible for ensuring the land converted to be used efficiently, guaranteeing the interests of rural 
residents with enough compensation, and reducing the damage to the environment.   
 
The urban land growth management in China is still, until now, not a uniform, coherent national effort, but 
a combination of central and local governments.  Notwithstanding urban land use is basically a local issue, 
with most of the authority and responsibility for urban land use planning and control delegated to the local 
government, the central government keeps the power to withdraw them at any time and has been trying to 
achieve some national goals and to rectify some poor operation of the local government in urban 
development.  In the United States, although growth management was also adopted as an important tool to 
curb sprawl, protect farmland and the natural environment by the federal government, it is primarily carried 
out through the state and local programs, since the authority to guide or control land use change has been 
delegated by Congress to the states, and from there to local governments in most states (Libby 2003).  
Whereas in China, some more direct ways by the central government are adopted, including the 
redistribution of the power and responsibility of land use management between the central, regional, and 
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local governments2, and the issue of national administrative orders, or the notification of some conference 
decision.  Moreover, at each level of government, the various land management programs implemented by 
different government sectors also has important influence on urban land growth patterns.   
 
There have been various definitions and discussions on the glossary –“central government” in different 
countries as well as in different eras.  In this paper, although the administration part—viz. the State Council 
and its subordinate bodies is primarily discussed, the government of a broader sense, including the congress 
and the supreme court, is also involved to explain the national policies.  Moreover, due to the particular 
one-party system of China, the leading influence of CCP (Chinese Communist Party) should not be 
neglected too when we discuss the central government’s role on any social and economic issue.  Thus, the 
role of the “central government” to be discussed in this paper includes that of a very broad sense– a cluster 
of administration, legislation, justice, and party systems (Figure 2).   

General Secretary 

 
Figure 2– Structure of the Central Government of China 

NPC: National People’s Congress 
Constructed by author.  Data source: Chinese Constitution 2004, http://news.xinhuanet.com/
 
Correspondingly, the definition of local government in China also needs to be particularly clarified in this 
paper.  The government system of China is an extraordinarily complex one with five levels of government 
entities—national level, provincial level, prefecture-level, county-level and township-level3.  Of all levels 
of governments, only the prefecture-level, county-level and township-level governments are responsible to 
provide local infrastructures for urban development.  However, because of the lack of ultimate authorities 
in all social and economic issues, governments of provincial level are at the same status as prefecture-level, 
county-level and township-level governments.  Moreover, governments of provincial level often pay more 
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local-oriented concerns in land use issues.  Consequently, in this paper, they are also defined as part of 
local governments (Figure 3).   
 
As for the definition of growth management, it generally refers to the regulation of the amount, timing, 
location, and character of development (Levy 2002).  In the context of Chinese growth management of land 
use, in addition to the widely accepted characters of the spatial and industrial change, the management of 
the transfer of land ownership is especially conspicuous.  The 1982 Chinese Constitution first legally 
confirmed a land tenure system with state ownership in urban area and the collective ownership in rural 
area.  The state expropriation through rural land acquisition system has, since then, become the only 
channel to convert rural land into urban land.  Urban land growth management in China, therefore, has 
been to a large extent dealing with the issues related to the conversion of the land ownership within the 
special tenure system of China.   
 
There is a large literature on the management of land use issues; however, most research tends to view the 
public sector (government at the central and local level) as a whole; little attention, until now, has been paid 
to the central government’s role on urban land growth management.  The present paper discusses the 
central government’s primary concerns and some of its basic objectives.  Particularly, it analyzes some 
recent approaches during the post-Mao period, paying attention to the nationwide urban land reform since 
1988, the establishment of land use master planning system since 1999, and some other latest changes in 
urban land growth management.  It first reviews the central government’s authority and primary concerns, 
and then notes several important objectives and institutional instruments to approaching the objectives.  
This follows by the examination of the corresponding strategies and recent implementation.  Finally, some 
main findings are presented in the conclusion. 
 

Central Government 
Population: 1.3 billion 

 
Figure 3- Structure of Government in China  

Revised by author.  Source: From (The World Bank 2002), basic data source: Ministry of Finance, 2001 
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CENTRAL GOVERNMENT’S OBJECTIVES AND INSTITUTIONAL 
INSTRUMENTS FOR URBAN LAND GROWTH MANAGEMENT 

Transition of central government’s authority 
With the transition of the central government’s national concern, the role of the central government on 
social and economic life is also experiencing a great change.  The central government’s authority on the 
intervention of local issues roots in the historical traditions of China, which has a long history of a unitary 
system of government.  In China’s feudal period which lasted for about 2000 years, the unitary system and 
a powerful centralized central government were widely accepted and consolidated by the Chinese people.  
The notion of autonomy of local government perhaps, has never emerged as the mainstream, which is 
contrarily quite common in the European or North American context.  After the foundation of PRC in 1949, 
a very centralized system introduced from the Soviet Union was immediately applied in China.  The 
operation of the planned economy directed by the communism ideals continued the unitary system of 
government in China4.  All the local authorities are empowered by the central government.  The central 
government appoints the high-rank officials of provinces, autonomous regions, and some big or important 
cities.  It also has the authority to change the boundaries of provincial and local governments5, and to 
decide the revenue sharing rules among different levels of governments6.  Since 1980s, the role of the 
government has also faced many challenges and has experienced a big change.  The Congress of CCP 
(Chinese Communist Party) issued the documents of Economic Reform in 1984 and General Plan of 
Political Reform in 1987 respectively, trying to clarify and adjust the relations between CCP, the 
government sector and different economic units.  To decentralize the over-centralized power in the planned 
economic power is also one of the important concerns of the reform.  Whereas the Tiananmen Square 
protests of 1989 deferred the reform of the government system in China; the 14th Congress of CCP in 1992 
advanced the notion of Socialist Market Economy, requiring a transfer of the government’s role from a 
“dictator” in planned economy to a “watchman” in the market-oriented economy.  Governments were 
expected to give much of its power in the economic field to the private sector.  The central government was 
also expected to deregulate its power to provincial and local level.  Until now, this kind of transfer is still 
progressing.  Notwithstanding the recent changes and efforts for the transformation of the government’s 
role, the central government still keeps a leading role on directing almost all the social and economic 
activities all over the country.   

Transition of central government’s primary concerns 
Due to the long tradition of intervene local issues to achieve national objectives, the central government of 
China have been playing an important role on urban development.  During the period of planned economy, 
the management of urban issues was firmly controlled by the central government for political ideals with 
the consideration of national industrialization.  Since late 1970s after the Cultural Revolution, the primary 
concern of the central government in China has been experiencing a gradual change.  Economic 
development was confirmed as the major objective of CCP and of the whole country in the 3rd Session of 
the 11th Congress of CCP in 1978.  This principle was further ensured by the 13th Congress in 1987 and all 
the following Congresses of CCP.  Thus, the role of the central government primarily concentrated on 
promoting economic development of the whole country.  However, the predominant role of governments to 
ensure economic growth has reduced to some serious social and environmental problems, and has faced 
more and more critics in recent years.  A gradual transition of the central government’s concern could be 
detected through the promulgation of some recent national policies.  In 1992, China signed the “Rio de 
Janeiro Declaration”, symbolizing a new start of its environmental effort as a national strategy. In 1998, the 
devastating floods in PRC heightened the sense of urgency with respect to the program of land use and 
environmental preservation.  It was recognized that disregard of the environment and mismanagement of 
forestland, wetlands, and other natural areas had contributed to the vulnerability of many areas to the 
natural disaster.  The 3rd reading of Land Administration Law which was put into implementation in 1999 
was taken up as an important component of the government response to the underlying causes of the floods 
(Asian Development Bank 2000).  Shortly before that, in the 9th National Economic and Social 
Development 5-year Plan in 1996, sustainable development was adopted as a basic national policy 
(National People's Congress PRC 1996), which was emphasized in the 10th National Economic and Social 
Development 5-year Plan (National People's Congress PRC 2001).  In 2003 and 2004, the principal of 
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“Scientific Development Notion” and “Harmonious Society” were further established by the Congress of 
CCP, which further emphasized the importance of the social and environmental concern and the notion of 
sustainable development by the Chinese central government. 
 

Central government’s objectives on urban land growth 
The central government’s persistent attention on urban land growth first came from the awareness of 
urbanization’s important impact on industrialization in the post-Mao period.  To achieve its basic role of 
advancing industrialization to ensure economic development, the central government has adopted the idea 
of ensuring urban land supply to facilitate urbanization.  Until now, the central government and some 
scholars are still calling for a promotion of urban area’s leading role of on economic development through 
further urbanization process (Editorial Committee of China Urban Development Report and Mayor Society 
of China 2002).  With the transition of central government’s concern toward a more sustainable approach, 
the central government also adjusted its policies of urban land supply and land distribution in recent years, 
such as the protection of cultivated land and national environment, and the promotion of affordable housing 
for the working class.   
 
Generally, during the transition of the central government’s concern from the exclusive economic 
development at the beginning of the post-Mao reform to enhanced social and environmental concerns 
nowadays, the following objectives have gradually been adopted as several most important objectives by 
the central government. 
 

 To facilitate industrialization and economic development; 
 To promote the construction of affordable housing for the working class; 
 To decelerate cultivated land decrease; 
 To protect the ecological environment. 

 
Within the above four objectives, to facilitate industrialization and economic development and to decelerate 
cultivated land decrease are most related to urban land supply, and has hence influenced the growth of 
urban land most intensively.  Moreover, the strategies and policies of implementing these two objectives 
are usually correlated with each other, and sometimes tend to drive the management of urban land growth 
of the central government into diverged directions.  The present paper will try to discuss the strategies of 
the central government to approach these two objects and their recent implementation in the following 
chapter. 
 

Central government’s institutional instruments on urban land growth 

Legislation System 
According to the Organizing Law of All Levels of Local People’s Congress and Local Governments in 
1979, the Chinese Constitution in 1982,  and the Chinese Legislation Law in 2000, the legal system of 
China includes three levels: (1) the Chinese Constitution and all the laws constituted based on it; (2) the 
administrative ordinances promulgated by the State Council; (3) the local ordinances promulgated by the 
local congress, the local regulations issued by the local government, and the sectional regulations issued by 
the ministries and committees of the State Council (Figure 4, Table 1, Table 2).  The Chinese Legislation 
System has authorized the government sector an easy and comprehensive power for legislation.   Moreover, 
it authorizes the State Council an administrative legislation power which is superior to local ordinances.  
This demarcates the activities of the local congress under the direction of the central government.  
Evidently, the Chinese contemporary legislation system seems to be one of the most centralized systems in 
the world.  This has no doubt, firmly guaranteed the central government’s authority and bolstered the 
implementation of the central government’s policies. 
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Figure 4- Legal System of China 

The contradictions between local ordinance and sectional regulations are firstly coordinated by the state council.  
If the state council supports the local ordinance, the sectional regulation should be adjusted according to the local 
ordinance; if the state council supports the sectional regulations, the case should be submitted to and finally judged by 
the standing committee of the people’s congress.  (Legislation Law, Item 86) 
   The contradictions between different regulations are arbitrated by the state council. (Legislation Law, Item 86) 
Constructed by author. 
 

Table 1- Examples of Laws, Ordinances and Regulations in China 
ITEM EXAMPLE 

Basic Laws Chinese Constitution 
Chinese Legislation Law 

Ordinary Laws Land Use Administration Law 
Urban Planning Law 

Administrative Ordinances Land Use Administration Ordinance 
Management Ordinance of the Land of Villages and Towns 
for Construction Use 

Sectional Regulations Urban Planning Drafting Method 
Local Ordinance Urban Planning Ordinance of Beijing City 
Local Regulations Regulations for the Management of the Construction and 

Planning of Villages and Towns in Beijing City 
Constructed by author.  
 

Table 2- Instruments of Legislation 
Classification Item Legislation Institution Promulgator 

Law Fa National People’s Congress President 
Administrative 
Ordinances 

Tiao Li 
Gui Ding  
Ban Fa 

The State Council Prime Minister 

Sectional Regulation Guiding 
Banfa 

Ministries & Committees of the State 
Council 

Minister 

Local Ordinances Tiao Li  
Gui Ding  
Ban Fa 

Local People’s Congress of Provincial 
Level and of Big Municipalities7

Local People’s Congress of 
Provincial Level and of Big 
Municipalities 

Local Regulation Guiding 
Banfa 

Local People’s Government of 
Provincial Level and of Big 
Municipalities 

Provincial or Municipal 
Governor 

National Level Administrative 
Ordinances 

Provincial Level 

Sectional 
Regulations

Special Cities 

 
Local Ordinance 

 
Local 

Regulations 

Legislation Institution 

1st Level 

Standing Committee of 
People’s Congress People’s Congress Government 

Government 
Branches 

Basic Laws Ordinary Laws 

2nd Level 

3rd Level 

Administrative Institution 
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Constructed by author. Data source: Management Method for the Documents of State Government (State Council 
2001), Chinese Legislation Law (National People's Congress PRC 2000), Organizing Law of All Levels of Local 
People’s Congress and Local Governments (National People's Congress PRC 1979) 
 

Urban Land Use Planning and Control System 
In China, the current function of urban land use planning and control is divided into different government 
sectors at the national level: Ministry of Construction, Ministry of Land and Resources, and National 
Development and Reform Commission (Table 3).  The framework and implementation of urban land use 
planning and control are largely influenced by the diverse policies and methods among these sectors. 
 
Ministry of Construction takes charge of the constitution and supervision of town system plan, urban 
master plan, urban detailed plan and the plan for national parks, which are empowered by the Urban 
Planning Law.   
 
Ministry of Land and Resources was founded in 1998 through the integration of Land Administration 
Bureau, Ministry of Geology and Mines, State Bureau of Surveying and Mapping, State Oceanic 
Administration, and the rural land use management of the Ministry of Agriculture.  It takes charge of all 
levels of land use master plan and controls the urban land use supply.  Its influence on urban land use is 
primarily carried out through the control of urban land supply by the land use master plan system 
empowered by the Land Administrative Law. 
 
National Development and Reform Commission evolved from the National Planning Commission, one of 
the most important sectors in the government before the land reform, which at that time decided the urban 
land growth speed and scale all over the country.  In the current market-oriented system, the influence of 
Development and Reform Commission has become rather indirect, mainly exerted through the 
comprehensive plan and yearly plan of national economic and the plan of national productivity distribution.  
However, the plans of some important national projects made by National Development and Reform 
Commission still have very strong and direct influence on urban land use issues of some local cities.   
 

Table 3- Functions of Urban Land Use Planning and Control in Different Central Government Sectors 
Ministry/Committee Department in Charge Functions of Urban Planning 

Ministry of 
Construction 

Department of Urban and Rural Planning To frame the drafting methods of urban 
planning, and town and village planning; 
To supervise and approve town system plans 
of provinces, autonomous regions, and some 
big cities;  
To supervise and approve plans of important 
national parks. 

Ministry of Land and 
Resources 

Department of Planning To draft the national land use plan; 
To frame the drafting methods of land use 
master plans and other thematic land use 
plans; 
To supervise and approve land use master 
plans and other thematic plans of provinces, 
autonomous regions, and some big cities. 

National Development 
and Reform 
Commission 

Department of Development Planning 
Department of Regional Economy 

To draft long-term, medium-term and yearly 
national economy and social development 
plan;  
To decide important national projects; 
To draft the plan of national productivity 
distribution. 

 
All these three ministries and commissions in the central government have their corresponding local sectors 
to execute its land management function.  However, at the national level, the land use control can only be 
carried out through the land use master plan system by the sector of land and resources (Table 4), which 
demands the land use master plan drafted by an inferior government based on the one drafted by a superior 
government (National People's Congress PRC 1991).  For instance, in the three types  of plans related to 
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urban land use planning and control in Beijing Municipality— Economy and Social Development Plan of 
Beijing Municipality drafted by Beijing Municipal Commission of Development and Reform, Master Plan 
of Beijing City by Beijing Municipal Commission of Urban Planning, and Land Use Master Plan of Beijing 
City by Beijing Municipal Bureau of Land and Resources, only the last one needs to be framed referring to 
the superior plan that is made by the central government (Table 5).  This rule is also applied to all the 
counties/districts and town/villages of Beijing Municipality. 
 
 

Table 4– Urban Land Use Planning by Three Sectors of Government 
Sector in 
Charge 

Sector of 
Development 
and Reform 
Commission 

Sector of Construction Sector of Land and Resources 

City Master Plan Name of Plan Economic 
and Social 
Development 
Plan 

Town 
System 
Plan 

Long-term 
Plan 

Short-
term Plan 

City 
Detailed 
Plan 

Land Use 
Master 
Plan 

Thematic 
Land Use 
Plan 

Yearly 
Land Use 
Plan 

Valid Period 5 years Usually 20 years 5 years uncertain Decided by 
the central 
government

Decided by 
the central 
government 

Every year

Nation ● ●    ● ● ● 
Province 
Autonomous 
Regions 

● ●    ● ● ● 

Directly 
Governed 
City 
Prefecture 
City 

● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

District ●  ● ● ● ● ● ● 
County ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 
Town/Village ●  ● ● ● ● ● ● 
 
      Land Use Control    
Constructed by author.  
 

Table 5- Plans Related to Urban Land Use in Beijing Municipality 
Sectors in Charge Item Bases and References for Planning 

Beijing Municipal 
Commission of 
Development and 
Reform 

Economy and Social 
Development Plan of 
Beijing Municipality 
(2006-2010) 

1. Suggestions on formulating the 11th National Economy and Social 
Development Five-year Plan by the central committee of CCP 

2. Suggestions on formulating the 11th Economy and Social Development Five-
year Plan of Beijing Municipality by the Beijing Municipality Committee of 
CCP 

3. Response of the State Council on Master Plan of Beijing City (2004-2020) 
Beijing Municipal 
Commission of 
Urban Planning 

Master Plan of 
Beijing City (2004-
2020) 

1. Urban Planning Law 
2. Urban Planning Formulation Method 
3. Detailed Rules for Urban Planning Formulation 
4. Strategic Study on the Development of Urban Space in Beijing 2003 
5. Master Plan of Beijing City (1991-2010) 

Beijing Municipal 
Bureau of Land and 
Resources 

Land Use Master 
Plan of Beijing City 
(1997-2010) 

1. Land Administration Law  
2. Compendium of Land Use Master Plan of China (1997-2010) 
3. The 9th Economy and Social Development Five-year Plan and the Compendium 

of the Future Objectives in 2010 of Beijing Municipality 
4. Master Plan of Beijing City (1991-2010) 
5. Ecological Construction Planning of Beijing City 
6. Requirements on territory management and the conservation of resources and 

environment 
7. The potential of land supply and the land demand for all types of construction 

Constructed by author.  
 
The land use master plan stated from the end of 1980s right after the foundation of State Land 
Administration8 in 1987.  In 1996-1998, the central government organized the drafting of the second round 
of land use master plan nationwide.  The third round of land use master plan started from 2005 and is still 
in progress.  According to the Land Administration Law, land use master plan is carried out through a 
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strictly five-level hierarchical system, including the plans of national, provincial, municipal/prefecture, 
county/district and village/town levels (Figure 5).  The land use master plan system, including the land use 
master plan, yearly land use plan, and the thematic land use plan, has gradually become one of the most 
direct and important instruments to manage urban land growth for the central government, as it strictly 
follows a up-down planning structure and is the only way to carry out land use control from the national 
level. 
 

Responsible Approval 
Agency Authority 

 
 

Figure 5– Five Levels of Land Use Master Plan  
Source: (Liu 2005), revised by author according to (National People's Congress PRC 1991) 
a Special municipalities include three types of municipalities: (1) the capitals of provinces and autonomous districts; (2) 
the municipalities with the population over 100 million; and (3) the municipalities empowered by the central 
government to share the same power with the capitals of provinces and autonomous districts to frame and promulgate 
local ordinances and local regulations (National People's Congress PRC 1991). 
 

Administrative Intervention 
In China, in addition to the administrative ordinances issued by the State Council and regulations issued by 
the ministries and committees of the State Council, administrative orders have been frequently used as a 
most direct way by the central government to achieve its objectives.  Due to the historic reasons, 
administrative intervention had been the most important instrument of urban land use management and 
other social-economic fields in the pre-Mao period.  Although considerable laws have been established and 
have gradually replaced the function of administrative orders since 1982 Chinese Constitution, the 
administrative orders, until now, are still often applied as the most direct and effective way of control on 
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the social-economic life by the central government (Figure 6, Table 6).  The most evident case is that the 
State Council suspended the conversion from farmland to urban construction land all over the country 
through emergency orders in 1997 and 2003.  The influence of these orders, though are temporary, have 
greatly influenced the urban land use pattern. 
 

People’s Government 

Sector of Construction Sector of Land & Resources October 21, 2004

 
Figure 6– Example of Urban Land Use Management through Administrative Orders in 2004 

Constructed by author. 
 

Table 6– Types of Administrative Orders 
Classification Item Legislation Institution Promulgator 

Administrative Orders Jue Ding  
Gong Gao 
Tong Gao 
Tong Zhi 
Tong Bao 
Bao Gao 
Zhi Shi 
Pi Fu 
Yi Jian  
Han  
Hui Yi Ji Yao 

Different Agencies and Branches of 
CCP (Chinese Communist Party) and 
People’s Government 

Different Agencies and 
Branches of CCP (Chinese 
Communist Party) and 
People’s Government 

Constructed by author. Data source: Management Method for the Documents of State Government (State Council 2001) 

STRATEGIES AND RECENT IMPLEMENTATION OF THE OBJECTIVES  
To discuss the recent implementation of the two objectives of the central government that are most directly 
related to and have most intensively influenced the growth of urban land— to facilitate industrialization 
and economic development and to decelerate cultivated land decrease, this paper tries to examine the effort 
of the central government on managing industrial land use and cultivated land use respectively, as well as 
the primary results and influences of these approaches. 

National Level Decision of Strengthening 
Land Management 

October 29, 2004 October 31, 2004 
Notice of Implementing 

the State Council’s 
Decision of Strengthening 

Land Management 

Notice of Implementing the 
State Council’s Decision of 

Strengthening Land 
Management 

Provincial Level November 11, 2004 December 21, 2004 
(Guangdong Province) Notice of Transmitting the 

State Council’s Decision of 
Strengthening Land 

Management 

Notice of Transmitting the 
Notice of the Ministry of 

Construction on 
Implementing the State 
Council’s Decision of 
Strengthening Land 

Management

December 24, 2004 
Notice of Transmitting the 

Notice of the Provincial 
Government on Transmitting 
the State Council’s Decision 

of Strengthening Land 
Management 

Prefecture Level  
(Dongguan City) 
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Facilitating industrialization and economic development 
Since the foundation of PRC in 1949, industrialization and economic development has been one of the most 
important objectives in the social and economic life.  Especially in the post-Mao period, to facilitate the 
industrialization and economic development has been established as the foremost objective of the central 
government.  This objective is assured through several measures, such as low land acquisition fee, easy 
ways of land allocation and conveyance, and the designation and approval of special zones with 
preferential policies.   
 

Low Land Acquisition Fee 
Since 1950s, almost all the urban land supply has been monopolized by the government sector.  Although 
rural land acquisition fee, including the compensation for land, young crops and improvement of the site, as 
well as some allowance for housing displacement, has been applied by law nationwide, it has been adopting 
a price standard based on the agricultural production of the land, but not the expected value for urban use 
(Table 7)(National People's Congress PRC 1958; National People's Congress PRC 1982; National People's 
Congress PRC 1986; National People's Congress PRC 1999).  Consequently, the land acquisition fee has 
been kept very low although it has been gradually increased through the establishment and revision of some 
relative laws by the central government in recent years.   
 

Table 7- Rural Land Acquisition Fee in China 
Type of Land Item of Compensation Land Acquisition 

Ordinance for State 
Construction in 1982 

Land Administration 
Law in 1986 

Land Administration 
Law in 1999 

Compensation for Land 3 to 6 times of the 
annual value of 
production which is 
calculated by the 
average production of 
the previous 3 years 

3 to 6 times of the 
annual value of 
production which is 
calculated by the 
average production in 
the previous 3 years 

6 to10 times of the 
annual value of 
production which is 
calculated by the 
average production of 
the previous 3 years 

Compensation for Young 
Crops and Improvements 

on the Site 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 

Cultivated Land 

Housing Displacement 
Allowance 

2 to 3 times of the 
annual value of the 
production per Mu (667 
square meters) for each 
person 
 
In special cases can be 
increased, but the sum 
of Housing 
Displacement 
Allowance and 
Compensation for Land 
should not exceed 20 
times of the annual 
value of production 

2 to 3 times of the 
annual value of the 
production per Mu (667 
square meters) for each 
person  
 
In special cases can be 
increased, but the sum 
of Housing 
Displacement 
Allowance and 
Compensation for Land 
should not exceed 20 
times of the annual 
value of production 

4 to 6 times of the 
annual value of the 
production per Mu (667 
square meters) for each 
person 
 
In special cases can be 
increased, but the sum 
of Housing 
Displacement 
Allowance and 
Compensation for Land 
should not exceed 30 
times of the annual 
value of production 

Compensation for Land Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 
referring to the 
compensation for 
cultivated land, but no 
compensation for non-
profitable land 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 
referring to the 
compensation for 
cultivated land 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 
referring to the 
compensation for 
cultivated land 

Compensation for Young 
Crops and Improvements 

on the Site 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 

Other Collective-
owned Rural Land 

Housing Displacement 
Allowance 

2 to 3 times of the 
annual value of the 
production per Mu (667 
square meters) for each 
person, but no 

2 to 3 times of the 
annual value of the 
production per Mu (667 
square meters) for each 
person  

Decided by the 
government of 
provincial level. 
referring to the 
compensation for 
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allowance for the 
acquisition of rural 
housing land 
 
In special cases can be 
increased, but the sum 
of Housing 
Displacement 
Allowance and 
Compensation for Land 
should not exceed 20 
times of the annual 
value of production 

 
In special cases can be 
increased, but the sum 
of Housing 
Displacement 
Allowance and 
Compensation for Land 
should not exceed 20 
times of the annual 
value of production 

cultivated land 
 
In special cases can be 
increased, but the sum 
of Housing 
Displacement 
Allowance and 
Compensation for Land 
should not exceed 30 
times of the annual 
value of production 

Constructed by author.  Data source: Land Acquisition Ordinance for State Construction in 1982, Land Administration 
Law in 1986, and Land Administration Law in 1999. 
 
The low land acquisition fee (Wu 2003; You and Chen 2004) sometimes make it even not possible for the 
previous land users (farmers) to survive for their new residence.  At the same time, the price of urban land 
after some simple land improvement can reach tens or hundreds of times of the value of agricultural land, 
causing serious discontentment for previous land users.  According to the investigation on land acquisition 
and relocation compensation fees in some areas of Shanghai in early 1990s, the total compensation that 
farmers could get for each square meter was 12.8 times of the sum compensation of Land and young crops 
for grain/cotton fields, and 9.3 times for vegetable plots.  If the additional allowance for employment could 
be paid to farmers directly, it could be 19.2 times for grain/cotton fields and 15.6 times for vegetable plots 
(Institute  of Finance and Trade Economics of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Institute of Public 
Administration USA 1992).  Giving the evidence that the sum compensation standard for Land and young 
crops has been increasing in recent years, while the standard of the other compensations and allowances are 
kept almost unchanged, it could be confirmed that the proportion of the sum compensation for Land and 
young crops to the total compensation that farmers are paid should be decreasing.  Therefore, it is possible 
to make use of the updated information of Compensation for Land and Young Crops publicized by the local 
government to estimate the total maximal compensation that farmers can be paid and the sum land 
acquisition expense of the government in recent years.   
 

Table 8– Prescriptive Compensation Standard for Land and Young Crops in Different Districts and Counties of 
Shanghai City since1999 and Estimated Compensation and Expense during Land Acquisition (Unit: Yuan/sq. m.) 
Region 

(District/County) 

Compensation for Land 

and Young Crops 

Estimated Sum 

Compensation 1 a
Estimated Sum 

Compensation 2 b
Estimated Sum Land 

Acquisition Expense c

 
Grain/Cot

ton Fields  

Vegetable 

Plots 

Grain/Cot

ton Fields 

Vegetable 

Plots 

Grain/Cot

ton Fields 

Vegetable 

Plots 

Grain/Cot

ton Fields  

Vegetable 

Plots 

Pudong District 23.55 39.24 302  367 453  613  636  853  

Minxing District 19.62 47.1 252  440 377  736  530  1024  

Jiading District 19.62 39.24 252  367 377  613  530  853  

Baoshan District 19.62 39.24 252  367 377  613  530  853  

Jinshan District 19.62 39.24 252  367 377  613  530  853  

Qingpu District 19.62 39.24 252  367 377  613  530  853  

Nanhui District 23.55 39.24 302  367 453  613  636  853  

Fengxian District 21.6 37.29 277  349 415  583  584  811  

Songjiang District 19.62 37.29 252  349 377  583  530  811  

Chongming County 19.62 35.34 252  330 377  552  530  768  

Average 21  39  264  367 396  613  557  853  
a Estimated Sum Compensation 1: allowance for employment is not considered;  
b Estimated Sum Compensation 2: allowance for employment is considered; 
c The estimation is based on the proportion of the sum compensation for Land and young crops to the total 
compensation that farmers are paid in some areas of Shanghai in 1989.  Since this proportion has been decreasing in 
recent years, the result may be higher than the actual compensation, and even higher than the compensation in the other 
Chinese cities.  
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Constructed by author.  Data sources: Shanghai Municipal Housing, Land and Resource Administration Bureau. 
http://www.shfdz.gov.cn/index.jsp
 
Although the estimated sum land acquisition expense could be higher than the actual expense, comparing 
with the standard urban land price in Shanghai, it is still much lower than the price of most levels of urban 
land, especially commercial, office, and residential use (Table 9).   It evidently shows that there is an 
extraordinary increase of the land price after rural land is converted to urban land.  The cost of land 
acquisition is intentionally diminished through the laws and ordinances constituted by the national congress 
and government.  In many cities, the actual ordinary compensation is only 37 Yuan/sq. m.(Wang 2005), 
and is often even lower than the prescribed standard of the Law (Li and Hu 2002; Wu 2003; Li 2004; You 
and Chen 2004; Zhao 2004).   
 

Table 9– Standard Urban Land Price in Shanghai City (Unit: Yuan/sq. m.) 
Commercial  Use Office Use Residential Use Industrial Use Land Level 
 Price Plot Ratio  Price Plot Ratio  Price Plot Ratio  Price Plot Ratio

1 12260 8200         
2 9920 

3.5 
6200 

3.5 
6200     

3 7500 4550 4550 
2.5 

4200 
4 5280 

3.0 
3300 

3.0 
3300 2.0 2100 

2.0 

5 3960 2400 2400 1.8 1100 1.5 
6 2175 

2.3 
1500 

2.3 
1500 1.5 530 

7 1269 940 940 295 
8 910 

1.2 
700 

1.2 
700 

1.0 
250 

9 600 510 510 195 
10 370 

1.0 
370 

1.0 
370 

0.8 
150 

  
  

1.0 

11 Mudflat undecided 
Data from Shanghai Municipal Housing, Land and Resource Administration Bureau. 
http://www.shfdz.gov.cn/index.jsp
 

Prevalence of Land Administrative Allocation and Land Conveyance by Negotiation 
The conveyance of land use right did not obtain the nationwide legal acceptance and approval until the 
Chinese Constitution in 1988, which symbolizes the national urban land reform.  Before the land reform, 
except for some experiments in several coastal mega cities in early 1980s, the urban land use all over China 
had the following aspects:  

1. Land was acquired through free administrative allocation;  
2. There is no time limit of land use;  
3. The local government and its agencies are the largest user of land. 

 
Since the 1988 revision of the Chinese Constitution, several new principals of urban land use have been 
gradually established: 

1. The property right is separated into land ownership and land use right; 
2. Administrative allocation is no longer the only way for urban land disposition. Compensatory 

transfer including the conveyance of land through negotiation, bidding and auction has been 
introduced.  At the same time, the government monopolizes the primary land market; 

3. Land use right can be allocated or conveyed for a maximum period of 40-70 years; 
4. Only a small proportion of land is directly used by the government. 

 
Although the compensatory land use right conveyance system has been applied nationwide since 1988, 
administrative allocation has been kept as an important way of urban land provision in addition to land 
conveyance.  The land administration law demands no charge for the land administratively allocated other 
than a small amount of land management fee, which is about 2-5% of the land acquisition fee (Institute  of 
Finance and Trade Economics of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Institute of Public 
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Administration USA 1992).  Although only the land for public use or state-owned enterprises can be 
obtained through administrative allocation, substantive land has since the urban land reform been 
transferred into land market for commercial use through illegal ways, causing vast lost of the public assets 
(Lv, Rowe et al. 2003).  In the year 2003, of all the 286436.66 hectares of new urban land supplied in 
China, 65258.16 hectares or 22.8% were administratively allocated (Research Institute of Economy and 
Resource Management Beijing Normal University 2005; Wang 2006).  In 2001, administrative allocation 
counted for 41.4% of the total urban land supply area (Research Institute of Economy and Resource 
Management Beijing Normal University 2005).  Before 2000, the proportion of cases and area of 
administrative allocation were even as high as 80% and 98% respectively (Li 2004). 
 
Moreover, there has been very little effort for land conveyance though market operation since land 
conveyance was first established by 1988 Land Administration Law.  The Interim Ordinance Concerning 
the Conveyance and Transfer of the State-owned Land Use Right in the Urban Areas in 1990 permits the 
urban land conveyance through negotiation, bidding and auction.  The Urban Real Estate Management Law 
in 1995 stipulates that the conveyance of commercial, tourism, recreation and luxury housing use should be 
applied through auction or bidding if possible; while at the same time, it does not forbid the conveyance 
through negotiation.  Only until 2000, the conveyance of land use right through auction, bidding and 
quotation were demanded in the Stipulation of the Conveyance of State-owned Land Use Right though 
Auction, Bidding and Quotation9, but only limited to the commercial, tourism, recreation and commercial 
housing use.   
 

Table 10– Requirements of Urban Land Conveyance 
Date Item Institution of 

Promulgation
Main Contents 

1988 Chinese Constitution NPC Land use right can be conveyed and transferred 
1990 Interim Ordinance Concerning the 

Conveyance and Transfer of the State-
owned Land Use Right in the Urban Areas

State Council Urban land right can be conveyed through negotiation, 
bidding and auction. 

1995 Urban Real Estate Management Law NPC  The conveyance of commercial, tourism, recreation and 
luxury housing use should be applied through auction or 
bidding if possible; while at the same time, no forbiddance 
of the conveyance through negotiation. 

2000 Stipulation of the Conveyance of State-
owned Land Use Right though Auction, 
Bidding and Quotation 

MLR The conveyance of land use right through auction, bidding 
and quotation were demanded, but only limited to the 
commercial, tourism, recreation and commercial housing 
use. 

NPC: National People’s Congress 
MLR: Ministry of Land and Resources 
Constructed by author. 
 
Since the urban land reform in 1988, large amount of urban land has been conveyed in a very low price 
through negotiation.  In the year 2003, the total land conveyance area in China was 1868 square kilometers, 
among which 62 square kilometers through bidding, 89 square kilometers through auction, 368 square 
kilometers through quotation, and 1349 square kilometers or 72% of the total land area conveyed through 
negotiation (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2004).  While in 2002, 2001 and 2000, negotiation 
counted for an even higher ratio with 85% (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2004), 89% (Wang 28 
November 2005) and 95% (Liu 2002) of the total land conveyance area respectively.  From 1987 to 1990, 
in 21 important municipalities including Shanghai, Tianjin, and Dalian, 95% of the land conveyed was 
made through negotiation (www.XINHUANET.com, August 15, 2005).  In 2005, conveyance through 
negotiation accounted for 90% of land conveyance cases and 79% of conveyed land area in Shanghai (Real 
Estate Evaluator Association of Shanghai, 2006).  Moreover, all the new industrial land in Shanghai was 
conveyed through negotiation and administrative allocation in 2005.   

Designation and Approval of Special Zones with Preferential Policies  
The designation and approval of special zones with special preferential policies has been a very important 
national policy since the post-Mao period.  In 1980, the fist four “special economic development zones” 
(SEDZs) were established in four coastal cities of South China to facilitate the economic development and 
the open-to-world policy.  The whole Hainan Province was later added as the fifth one in 1988 as well.  
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The establishment of SEDZs usually involved attractive economic stimulus packages- including tax 
exemption and abatement, guaranteed loans and access to national assets (such as land use right) by 
foreigners – to promote economic development (Ding 2003).  In 1984, the central government approved the 
establishment of 14 coastal open cities, which share part of the preferential policies of SEDZs.  In 1985, the 
central government further provided the open and preferential policies for all the other coastal areas.  In 
1990, more preferential policies were given to Pudong New District of Shanghai.  The preferential policies 
extended to all the capital cities of inland provinces and autonomous districts as well as some frontier cities 
in 1992, and to some other cities and counties later.   
 
The first Development District was then established in Dalian City, one of the coastal open cities in 1984.  
Since then, numerous new developments districts (kaifa qu in Chinese) of various types, such as “Industrial 
Park”, “Tariff-free District”, and “Special Economic Development Zone” (Zhang 2000) have been founded 
all over China.  After the enormous economic value of land were gradually realized by the local 
governments as an important way to acquire revenue, especially after the land conveyance was legally 
confirmed by the 1988 Land Administration Law and encouraged by Deng Xiaoping’s Speech after his 
visit to South China in early 1992, a large number of Development Districts were established by almost all 
levels of governments.  In the year 1992, about 2000 new Development Districts were established, which 
was more than 20 times of that of Development Districts established before.  And the total area of 
Development Districts reached about 20000 square kilometers, which is 1.72 times of the total urban built-
up areas of all the cities in China (Li 1996; Jin 2006).  Therefore, in addition to a large proportion of 
industrial land in the urban built-up area, much more land had been put into industrial use through 
numerous and huge Development Districts.   
 
From 1992 to 1994, several administrative orders were issued by the central government to cancel some 
Development Districts with poor operation, most of which were established and approved by the 
governments under provincial level (Ye and Liu 2003).  However, the central government also approved 
the establishment of many National Development Districts at the same time.  For instance, within the three 
months from April to June 1993, 20 National Development Districts had been approved by the central 
government.  It can evidently be detected through these measures that the central government’s attempts to 
normalize Development Districts were still submitted to the objective of industrialization and economic 
development.  Thus, it is no wonder that despite of some achievements right after the central government’s 
effort, the trend of establishing more Development Districts and occupying more land still continued.  In 
1995, the area of all the Development Districts reached about 33300 square kilometers, about 1.7 times of 
that in 1992 (Jin 2006).  In 1996, the number of Development Districts was 4210, among which 3082 or 
73.2% were operated by the governments under provincial level with much poorer administration than the 
national ones (Liu 2004). 
 
In 1997, the central government started the second round of measures to normalize the operation of 
Development Districts.  An administrative order was issued by the central committee of CCP and the State 
Council on 18 May 1997 to cancel all the Development Districts that had been established without the 
permission of central of provincial governments.  Two days later, the National Land Administration Bureau 
and the National Planning Committee promulgated an ordinance to suspending the land conversion from 
cultivated use to non-agricultural construction use for one year.  However, these measures had actually 
much more short-tern impact rather than long-term effects.  By the year 2002, the central government had 
approved 49 National Economic and Technical Development Zones, sharing the total planning area of 580 
square kilometers, together with 53 National High and New Technology Industrial Development Zones, 15 
National Export Processing Zones, 14 National Tariff-free Zones, and 14 National Frontier Economic 
Cooperation Zones.  By August 2004, there were altogether 6866 districts according to the investigation of 
the central government, with the total planning area of 38,600 square kilometers (China News November 
26, 2004), about 1.3 times of the total built-up area, which was 30406.2 square kilometers in 2004 
(Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2005).  Most of the Development Districts were still operated by the 
governments under provincial level (Table 11).  In each province, there were averagely over 200 
Development Districts. In Zhejiang Province, the number even reached 800.  It is even very common to 
find that many different levels and types of Development Districts are located in the same or adjacent 
municipalities and are very near to each other (Xu and Xu 2006)  After another round of cancellation of 
development districts by the central government in 2004, the total number of Development Districts 
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decreased to about 2000, and the area deceased to about 13,400 square kilometers by the end of 2004 
(Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2005), but still counted for 44% of the total built-up area. 
 

Table 11- Number and Proportion of Development Districts by August 2004 
Level of Government Number Proportion 

Central Government 171 2.5% 
Government of Provincial Level 1094 15.9% 
Government of Prefecture, County/District, and Village/Town Level 5601 81.6% 
Sum 6866 100% 
Data from (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2005). 
 

Recent Implementation 
Due to the efforts of the central government to facilitate industrialization and economic development with 
low land acquisition fee, easy ways of land allocation and conveyance, and the designation and approval of 
special zones with preferential policies, the price of industrial land has been maintained at a very low level.  
The cheap and easy conveyance of urban land is especially common for industrial use.  From 1987 to 1990, 
the land price in 21 important municipalities including Shanghai, Tianjin, and Dalian, was only 92 Yuan 
(about 11 USD) per square meter (www.XINHUANET.com, August 15, 2005).  In 2005, all the industrial 
land was conveyed through negation or administrative allocation in Shanghai.  The industrial land price per 
square meter in Shanghai was only 26% of the average price, and only 18% of the price of the land 
conveyed through market operation.  In some local cities, it is even very common to convey the land with 
Zero price though negotiation (Li 2004).  
 
Moreover, there is very little increase of land price during recent years.  From 2000 to 2004, the market 
land price of industrial land per square meter only increased 37 Yuan or 8.3%, while at the same time 
residential land increased 243 Yuan or 26.3%, commercial land 373 or 23.1% (Figure 7) (National Bureau 
of Statistics 2005).  
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Figure 7- Annual Increase of Market Land Price of 51 Major Cities in China (2001-2004) 

Constructed by author.  Data source: (National Bureau of Statistics 2005) 
 

- 17 - 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/


In addition to the low price of industrial land, the proportion of industrial use in urban land has been kept 
extraordinarily high.  Comparing with 20-30 percent during the pre-reform era before 1980 in most Chinese 
cities (Ding 2003), the proportion of industrial use has been almost the same even with great changes in the 
urban structure and urban land use pattern since the urban land reform in 1980s and the establishment of 
market economy system in 1992.  According to the statistics of Ministry of Construction, industrial use still 
counted for about 25% of the urban land use in some big cities of China in 2004.  By comparison, it is only 
4-10 percent of built-up areas in most market economy cities (Hong Kong: 5.3 percent, Seoul: 6 percent, 
and Paris: 5 percent) (Ding and Knaap 2005). 
 

Table 12- Industrial Land Proportion in 15 Big Cities of China (including storage facilities) 
City 1991 2004 

15 Cities Average 26.46% 25.01% 

Shanghai 30.54% 28.95% 

Beijing 20.11% 17.97% 

Tianjin 35.04% 29.04% 

Guangzhou 37.00% 29.41% 

Shenzhen 22.12% 30.05% a

Shenyang 27.95% 25.91% 

Chongqing 33.41% 25.35% 

Wuhan 30.38% 29.41% 

Zhengzhou 28.26% 29.41% 

Nanjing 23.08% 30.88% 

Hangzhou 29.89% 19.58% 

Kunming 23.06% 19.45% 

Taiyuan 26.73% 35.49% 

Xi'an 29.31% 24.20% 

Harbin 26.34% 25.80% 
a from data of 2003. 
Constructed by author.  Data source:(Ding and Knaap 2005), Ministry of Construction http://www.cin.gov.cn/
 
It has been criticized by the many scholars as well as some ministries of the central government that the 
industrial land has been very used in a very inefficient way in China.  It was reported that only 2% of the 
Development Districts had been completed by the end of 1992 according to a survey in 1995 (Zhao, Bao et 
al. 1998).  At the end of 2004, the urban land area which had been undeveloped was 2624 square 
kilometers, about 7.8% of the total urban built-up area (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2006).  On 
the other hand, there is no doubt that the central government’s policies of facilitating industrial land supply 
have greatly help to reduce the cost of industrialization and promote the economic development in the 
urban area.   
 
According to the data of National Bureau of Statistics, the product of secondary industry, of the tertiary 
industry and the whole GDP increased by 10.1%, 5.8% and 6.6% respectively each year from 1952 to 1978, 
and 15.4%, 16.3% and 15.0% from 1978 to 2004 (Figure 8).  In the year 2004, the product of secondary 
industry shared as much as 53% of the GDP (National Bureau of Statistics 2005).  At the same time, the 
urban area has also grown much faster than the rural area as one of the results of central government’s 
effort of favoring industrialization.  The annual disposable income of urban households per capita, annual 
net income of rural households per capita, and GDP per capita increased by 13.6%, 12.6% and 13.7% 
respectively each year (Figure 9).  In the year 2004, the income of an urban resident (calculated by annual 
disposable income of urban households per capita) was 3.21 times of a rural resident (calculated by annual 
net income of rural households per capita); while in 1978, the ratio was just 2.57.    
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Figure 8– GDP and Products of the Primary, Secondary and Tertiary Industries 1952-2004  

Constructed by author.  Data source: (National Bureau of Statistics 2005) 
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Figure 9– GDP and Urban and Rural Income per capita 1978-2004  

Constructed by author.  Data source: (National Bureau of Statistics 2005) 
 

Decelerating cultivated land decrease 
Protection of cultivated land in China had been carried out as a basic national principle for thousands of 
years, for agricultural activities had been the most important part of Chinese people’s life in until the 
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modern industrialized era.  Since the importance of industrialization replaced that of cultivation during the 
modernization process, the decrease of cultivated land has been gradually realized as a trend difficult to 
reverse.  However, there have been efforts of decelerating cultivated land decrease since the foundation of 
PRC in 1949.  The first such effort can be traced to 1953, when the first Land Acquisition Method for State 
Construction (issued in 1953, revised in 1958) was promulgated.  It requires that “construction should 
occupy no cultivated or occupy as little as possible”.  However, no concrete tools were developed to 
accomplish it at that time.   
 
As the government management restored after the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) and the accelerating 
cultivated land loss since the reform and opening up policy were adopted in China in late 1970s (Feng, Liu 
et al. 2005; Han 2005), cultivated land protection, started to be established and strengthened as a national 
policy to ensure the food security (Liu 1997; Chen 1998; Yin, Liang et al. 1998; Zhu 2004), with some 
additional purposes added later including to improve the environmental quality and security (Xiao 1999), 
and to promote the development of agriculture and rural region (Wu 2003; Zhao 2004).  The 
implementation of the objective of decelerating cultivated land decrease is a gradually strengthened process, 
and is carried out primarily through several measures including land use quota control and the 
centralization of the approval power of land conversion.   
 

Land Use Quota Control 
The land use quotas were not applied by the central government of China until 1999 for the purpose of 
cultivated land protection.  These quotas were primarily implemented in the land use master plan system, 
including the area of Basic Cultivated Land, of cultivated land, and of the conversion from cultivated use to 
construction use. 
 
1. Basic Cultivated Land 
According to the Land Administration Law and Ordinance of Basic Cultivated Land Protection operated 
since 1999, the area of the basic cultivated land in each province, autonomous region, or municipality 
directly under the central government, should make up of at least 80% of the total cultivated land.  The 
detailed proportion in each administrative area should be confirmed according to the national land use 
master plan.  The following types of cultivated land should be classified into basic cultivated land: 
(1) The cultivated land inside the provision bases of grain, cotton, and vegetable oil, which are authorized 

by the branches of the State Council or the People’s government beyond the county level. 
(2) Cultivated land with good irrigation and good conservation of soil and water, and the less fertile 

cultivated land that can be or being improved.  
(3) Vegetable provision base.  
(4) Cultivated land for scientific research, teaching and experiments. 
(5) Other cultivated land authorized by the State Council. 
 
The boundaries of the basic cultivated land should be confirmed in each Xiang (Village) or Zhen (Town), 
and organized by the land administration branch and the agricultural branch of the county government 
(Land Administration Law, Article 34).  Basically, the basic cultivated land can not be used for other 
agricultural use, such as forestry, horticulture, and fishery (Land Administration Law, Article 36).  
 
2. Cultivated land 
Since 1999, an occupation-compensation system is applied for all the cultivated land.  According to the 
Land Administrative Law in 1999, the people’s government of the provinces, autonomous regions, and 
municipalities directly under the central government should strictly administrate the land use master plan 
and the yearly land use plan, to ensure the land area in their administrative area not decrease.  Any 
approved urban construction which will occupy cultivated land must reclaim the same amount and similar 
quality of cultivated land in other places under the supervision of the land administration and agricultural 
sections of the State Council.  If a province, autonomous region, or municipality directly under the central 
government can not achieve land recruit in its own administrative area, an application has to be made to 
reclaim the land in the other administrative areas which need to be approved by the State Council (Land 
Administration Law, Article 33). 
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Recently, in order to take the quality of cultivated land into consideration as well, an administrative order 
was issued by Ministry of Land and Resources, requiring the grading of cultivated land productivity 
(Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2005).  New land reclamation was consequently required to be made 
with the consideration of the land grade according to the following formula:  
Area of Cultivated Land to be Reclaimed = Area of Cultivated Land Occupied × Grade Converting Rate 
 
3. Amount of conversion from cultivated use to construction use 
The quota control of the conversion from cultivated use to construction use is a parallel effort of the control 
of cultivated land area.  According to the 1999 Land Administration Law, the conversion from agricultural 
use to construction use should be strictly controlled.  In the Compendium of Land Use Master Plan of 
China (1997-2010), the total area of conversion from cultivated use to construction use from 1997 to 2010 
was planned to be restricted within 1.97 million hectares (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 1999).  
Following the guidance of Compendium of Land Use Master Plan of China (1997-2010), in the Land Use 
Master Plan of Beijing City (1997-2010), the total area of conversion from cultivated use to construction 
use in Beijing City from 1997 to 2010 was planned to be controlled within 22 thousand hectares (Beijing 
Municipal Bureau of Land and Resources 2000).   
 

The Centralization of the Approval Power for Cultivated Land Conversion 
In 1981, an administrative order was issued by the State Council to prevent cultivated land from the over-
occupation of rural housing construction (State Council 1981).  Two administrative ordinances issued in 
1982 emphasized again the importance of cultivated land protection (State Council 1982; State Council 
1982).  The Land Acquisition Ordinance for State Construction in 1982 demanded that all the cultivated 
land and horticultural land over 1,000 Mu (66.7 hectares) need to be approved by the central government.  
The first Land Administration Law in 1986 did not change the standard of cultivated land approval, but put 
the horticultural land into the approval with other rural land.  In 1994, Ordinance of Basic Cultivated Land 
Protection was established to protect the cultivated land in good quality10 .  It demanded that Basic 
Cultivated Land be divided into two levels, and the first level of Basic Cultivated Land over 500 Mu (33.3 
hectares) need the approval of the central government.  The Land Administration Law in 1999 greatly 
strengthened the approval power of the central government on cultivated land as an important component 
of the government response to the disastrous floods in 1998 (Asian Development Bank 2000), demanding 
the approval of all the Basic Cultivated Land11 and cultivated land over 35 hectares to be approved by the 
central government. (Table 13) 
 

Table 13– Types of land that need the approval of central government 
Year Law or Administrative Ordinance Approval by Central Government 

1958 Land Acquisition Method for State 
Construction 

No 

1982 Land Acquisition Ordinance for State 
Construction 

Cultivated land and horticultural land: over 1000 Mu (66.7 
hectars) 
Other rural Land: over 10000 Mu  (666.7 hectars) 

1986 Land Administration Law Cultivated land: over 1000 Mu (66.7 hectars) 
Other rural Land: over 2000 Mu  (133.3 hectars) 

1994 Ordinance of Basic Cultivated Land 
Protection 

1st Level Basic Cultivated Land: 500 Mu (33.3 hectars) 

1999 Land Administration Law 
Ordinance of Basic Cultivated Land 
Protection (2nd Reading) 

Basic cultivated land: any 
Cultivated land: over 35 hectares 
Other rural Land: over 70 hectares 
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Recent Implementation 

Rural Land Use System Urban Land Use System 

Permission 1 a
 

 
a Permission 1: any requisition of basic cultivated land must be supervised and approved by the State Council.  
b Permission 2: any requisition of cultivated land with the area of over 35 hectares must be supervised and approved 
by the State Council.  
c Permission 3: any requisition of rural land with the area of over 70 hectares must be supervised and approved by the 
State Council. 
d Permission 4: all the other requisitions that are not included in requisition 1, 2, or 3 must be supervised and approved 
by the government of provincial level.  
e Statute 1: Ordinance of Returning Cultivated Land to Forests. 

 
Figure 10– Operation of Rural Land Acquisition System since 1999 

Constructed by author 
 
With the gradual establishment of the rural land acquisition system (Figure 10) with land use quota control 
and the centralization of approval power, there have been achievements in the implementation of the 
objective of decelerating cultivated land decrease.  From 1999 to 2005, about 2.1 million hectares of land 
had been reclaimed into cultivated use.  In most of the years during this period, the area of newly reclaimed 
land was more than the cultivated land loss due to constructions and natural disasters (Figure 11).  After the 
supervision of the land conversion of different Development Districts in 2004, 2617 square kilometers of 
cultivated land was returned to cultivated use (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2005).   
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Figure 11– The area of cultivated land reclamation and the loss of cultivate land due to urbanization and disasters  

1999-2005 
Constructed by author.  Data Source: Ministry of Land and Resources 2005 
 
However, the overall implementation of the objective of decelerating cultivated land decrease may have 
been far from a success after the examination of the decrease of cultivated land area.  Notwithstanding most 
data on cultivated land area of China are either inadequate or inaccurate in different government sections, 
some recent studies have support that the cultivated land of China has been decreasing after 1980 (Ash and 
Edmonds 1998; Fischer, Y. Chen et al. 1998; Smil 1999; Yang and Li 2000; Feng, Liu et al. 2005).  Thus, 
it becomes possible to develop the curve of the cultivated land decrease from 1980 to 2005 (Figure 12).  
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Figure 12- Decrease of Cultivated Land Area (1980-2005) 

Constructed by author.  Data source: Data of 1996 from (National Bureau of Statistics 2005); Data of 1997-2005 and of 
1986-1995 constructed by author based on data of 1996 and of annual cultivated land decrease publicized by Ministry 
of Land and Resources, and (Li 2004); Data of 1980-1985 constructed by author based on data of 1996 and the annual 
cultivated land decrease by (National Bureau of Statistics 1999). 
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It can be found from the curve that, after the land acquisition system was formally adopted in 1999, despite 
some achievements in cultivated land reclamation and in the conversion control of cultivated use into 
construction use, cultivated land decrease was not successfully prevented as it was supposed to; on the 
contrary, the decrease was evidently accelerated.  The frustration of cultivated land protection has, greatly 
resulted from the neglect of some following influential factors. 
 

• First, the implementation of the Ordinance of Returning Cultivated Land back to Forests. 
Although the Ordinance of Returning Cultivated Land back to Forests was promulgated in 
December 2002, its experiments and implementation started to be carried out in some local cities 
as early as from 1998 (People’s Government of Wuhan, 1998).  The promulgation of this statute 
nationwide indicates the effort to integrate cultivated land protection into a broader environmental 
protection system, and has imposed great influence on the implementation of cultivated land 
protection.  Although the area of cultivated land area reclaimed almost compensated the loss due 
to construction and natural disasters from 1997 to 2005, large amounts of conversion of cultivated 
land into forestry use has greatly undermined the effort of all the cultivated reclamation.  Actually, 
the conversion from cultivated land to forestry land has become the foremost reason for cultivated 
land decrease in recent years (Figure 13).  In 2003, the percentage of this type of conversion 
reached as high as 78.6% (Li 2004). 

• Second, an important reason is the shortage of land that could be reclaimed into cultivated land.  
Pastureland and unused land, two of the most importance sources for the reclamation of cultivated 
land, have been converted in large amounts (Fischer, Y. Chen et al. 1998; Yang and Li 2000; Lin 
and Ho 2003).  According to the data of national land use survey in 1996, from 1949 to 1996, 
pastureland shrank by 125.85 million hectares or 32 percent and its proportion dropped from 41.2 
to 28 percent of the total land; at the same time, unused land had a net loss of 60.45 million 
hectares or nearly 20 percent of what it was in 1949 (Lin and Ho 2003).  From 1996 to 2005, 
pastureland further lost an area of 3.92 million hectares; meanwhile, the sum area of unused land 
and water and water conservancy facilities decreased by 22.09 million hectares (Ministry of Land 
and Resources, National Bureau of Statistics et al. 1999; Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 
2006).   

• Third, the market force favoring horticultural use rather than cultivated use. The conversion from 
cultivated land into horticultural land, which is economically more profitable, was prevalent.  
From 1988 to 1995, 1.22 million hectares of cultivated land were converted into horticultural land 
(Fischer, Chen et al. 1998).  From 1996 to 2005, the total area of horticultural land increased by 
1.52 million hectares (Ministry of Land and Resources, National Bureau of Statistics et al. 1999; 
Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 2006).  This clearly suggests the strong effect of market 
force.  The conversion to horticultural use has, undoubtedly, impaired the government’s effort of 
conserving cultivated land use.  

• Fourth, the low standard of rural land acquisition fee.  Although the amount of acquisition fee has 
been increased by the central government through the revisions of relative laws, it is still charged 
based on the value of agricultural land.  Since the land value will increase dramatically after it is 
conveyed for urban commercial and residential use, the land acquisition fee has little economic 
power to keep cultivated land from being converted under the market operation.   
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Figure 13– Composition of cultivated land loss 1997-2005 

Constructed by author.  Data Source: Ministry of Land and Resources 2005 
 
In recent years, primarily due to the national project of Returning Cultivated Land back to Forests which 
led to a dramatic decrease of cultivated land area, the central government has found it difficult to achieve 
an occupation-compensation balance in the whole country.  The net loss of cultivated land area has been 
confirmed in the national land use master plan.  The Compendium of Land Use Master Plan of China 
(1997-2010) demands that the cultivated land loss should be restricted within 6.44 million hectares, 4.41 
million hectares of land should be created through land reclamation, and the net loss of cultivated land area 
should be controlled within 2.03 million hectares from 1997 to 2000 (Table 14).  At the same time, in 
several provinces, autonomous districts, and municipalities directly governed by the central government, 
especially those without much pressure on the task of returning cultivated land back to forests, an 
occupation-compensation balance of cultivated land is still demanded (Table 14). 
 
Table 14– Quota Control of Cultivated Land Loss and Conversion from Cultivated Use to Construction Use 1997-2010 

Index of Control National Level Beijing Municipality 
Area of Cultivated Land Loss 6.44 million hectares 24 thousand hectares 
Area of Cultivated Land Reclamation 4.41 million hectares 24 thousand hectares 
Net Loss of Cultivated Land Area 2.03 million hectares 0 

Constructed by author.  Data source: (Ministry of Land and Resources PRC 1999; Beijing Municipal Bureau of Land 
and Resources 2000) 
 
Concomitant with the frustration in decelerating cultivated land loss, some new problems have arisen from 
the implementation of cultivated land protection though strengthening the rural land acquisition control.  
One of the most influential results is the prevalence of illegal conversion through black market.  Lin noted 
in his research that, from 1993 to 1996, for which data are available, the cultivated land illegally taken 
away for various development purposes amounted to 76,000 hectares, which was about 18 percent of that 
legally approved for conversion.  This still did not include the numerous cases of illegal land use 
conversion that were never caught.  In terms of the amount of cultivated land illegally converted for 
development purpose, state units and collective organizations were responsible for the majority (67 percent) 
of the total area of the cultivated land illegally taken away for other use (Lin and Ho 2005).  Moreover, 
since the 1999 Land Administration Law was put into practice, according to the statistics of the Ministry of 
Land and Resources, there have been over 1 million illegal land use cases which involved about 5 million 
Mu (3333 square kilometers) of illegal land use area (Zhang 15 April 2006).  The Ministry of Land and 
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Resources pointed out that almost all the serious illegal land use cases were involved with the local 
governments (Caijing News 7 June 2006).   
 
Another important result is the deterioration of cultivated land quality in recent years (State Environmental 
Protection Administration of China 2005) due to the lack of concrete measures to protect it in the 
implementation of cultivated land control (Yang and Li 2000).  In respect of the food production capacity, 
the newly reclaimed low-graded farmland in environmentally fragile frontier regions has never been able to 
compensate for the loss of fertile land in the southeastern part of the country where multiple cropping index 
and population density are high (Lin and Ho 2003).  With the requirement of the occupation-reclamation 
balance of cultivated land area by the central government, although much land was reclaimed for cultivated 
use, most of such land was in very poor quality, causing a continuous decrease of the  land productivity of 
cultivate land nationwide (Lin and Ho 2003; State Environmental Protection Administration of China 2005) 
(Figure 14, Figure 15).  Although an administrative order was issued by Ministry of Land and Resources in 
2005 to take the consideration of cultivated land productivity, its effect is still to be examined in practice.  
Moreover, more concrete measures are still expected in future to improve the quality as well as the spatial 
distribution of cultivated land. 

 
Figure 14- Percentage Change of Cultivated Land Areas at County Level 1990-1993 

Data from  (Li and Sun 1997).  Source: LUC-GIS database, International Institute for Applied System Analysis, 
Laxenburg, Australia and Institute of Geography, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China 
 

 
Figure 15- Average Crop Production Value 

Data from Heilig, G. K. (1999) Can China feed itself? CD-ROM (Laxenburg, IIASA) 
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CONCLUSION 
Since the post-Mao period, although the central government has changed its role from a comprehensive 
control on the overall urban land growth through a highly centralized planned system to a director of the 
market system on several limited national issues, it still keeps a large proportion of power on urban land 
growth management by holding the legislation power at the national level, authorizing the government 
sector a strong administrative legislation power, carrying out the land use master plan system through a 
strictly hierarchical control, and achieving some goals through the direct intervention of direct 
administrative orders.  
 
Several important strategies, such as the promotion of low land acquisition fee and easy way of land 
provision, the designation of special zones, the quota control and centralization of approval power of land 
acquisition have been primarily adopted by the central government to achieve its objectives.  From these 
strategies, it can be found that the central government’s role on urban land growth management has 
primarily concentrated on the control of amount and rough timing of development.  In some specific cases, 
the control of the location of development was also within the consideration of the central government.  
Whereas the control of character and specific timing and location of development has been the local issue 
and is administered by local governments.   
 
By examining the implementation of the two important national objectives of the central government, it can 
be detected that the objective of facilitating industrialization and economic development has been seldom 
disturbed by other policies and is quite successfully achieved despite some limitations, such as low land use 
efficiency and the neglect of rural resident’s interests; while the objective of decelerating cultivated land 
decrease has not only been undermined by its frustration of implementation, which primarily results from 
the impact of the policy of returning cultivated land back to forests, but also by its introduction of some 
new problems, including the prevalence of illegal land conversion as well as the serious decline of the 
productivity of cultivated land. 
 
Due to the extraordinary weakness of the civil society in China, urban land growth management is, almost 
exclusively operated by the government sector.  Therefore, several vital driving forces may contribute to 
the different approaches of the two elementary objectives of the central government.  First, it can be found 
that notwithstanding a gradual transition of central government’s concern from the predominant economic 
development to some social and environmental advancement, the latter has not yet been able to compete 
with the central government’s emphasis on former factor.  Since the encroachment of cultivated land 
surrounding current urban settlements is still a most important way for the growth of urban area, it is very 
difficult to balance both objectives of urban development and cultivated land protection.    Until now, 
economic development achievements primarily symbolized by the index of GDP, is still one of the most 
important factors to evaluation the success of development even at the national level.  Therefore, it is quite 
common for the central government to make compromise during its implementation of cultivated land 
protection for the purpose of facilitating urbanization and industrialization. 
 
Second, the expanding gap between the interests of the central and the local governments has seriously 
undermined the central governments efforts.  Although the government was, for a long time, considered as 
a whole, serving the public interests with the communist idealism, there have been big conflicts between 
the central and the local governments.  Although there have been big difference between the interests of the 
central and local governments, the central government had enough power and instruments to monopolize 
almost all the resources and control the local governments’ operation effectively and detailedly in the 
planned system.  Since the social and economic reform was carried out since late 1970s, several events 
especially the 1994 Tax Sharing Reform, have totally overthrown this mirage of a holist government.  The 
taxation administration was, in 1994, divided into two different sections: national section and local section.  
After several revisions of the sharing schemes between the central and local governments, the local 
governments still hold a majority proportion of the share of land conveyance fee.  In 1995, the land 
conveyance fee was as much as 550.5 billion Yuan (about 68.8 billion US dollars), in which 70% was 
shared by the local governments.  The vast economic interests in the management of land conveyance and 
transfer, has sometimes greatly offset the local governments’ strategies from the track toward central 
government’s objective.  The recent implementation of the central government’s objectives greatly depends 

- 27 - 



- 28 - 

on whether or how much they could get the local governments’ support since all the national control has to 
be implemented by local governments at the local level.  Consequently, the local government’s strong favor 
of urban land use for more profits has made the objective of facilitating industrialization and economic 
development more successful than that of decelerating cultivated land decrease (Figure 16). 
 
Third, the fragmentation of different government sectors has also cumbered the implementation of central 
government strategies effectively.  The fragmentation of the government sectors did to some extent 
strengthen the checks and balances on urban land management; however, it has led to many problems, 
including the unmatched statistical data and different land classification, the confusion of the land 
management in the urban fringe area, and the weakening of the authority of relative urban land use 
planning.  In all types of urban plans, a land use classification framed by the Ministry of Construction is 
adopted; while in land use master plan, a different classification framed by the Ministry of Land and 
Resources is adopted.  This has resulted in great confusion and trouble in land statistics and urban land 
administration.  Nowadays, the former classification is prevalently applied in the urban master plan area, 
which includes the urban construction area and a buffering zone surrounding it; while the latter are applied 
mainly in rural area.  This fragmentation of the land use management functions has been criticized, by 
many studies for its impeding the implementation of decelerating cultivated land decrease particularly.   
 
An absolutely government-led model with poor civil society and little public participation is still the most 
important character for urban land growth management in China and may have little change in future.  
Therefore, a more successful implementation by the central government on urban land growth may depend 
on the further adjustment and integration of its primary concern toward a more sustainable and more 
comprehensive approach.  Moreover, the improvement of the institutional instruments, and the 
redistribution and balance of the government’s authority in different levels and sectors of government, may 
also contribute to a better management of urban land growth in future.   
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Figure 16– Influences of local governments on the implementations of central government’s objectives Figure 16– Influences of local governments on the implementations of central government’s objectives 
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GLOSSARY 
CCP: Chinese Communist Party 
MLR: Ministry of Land and Resources 
NPC: National People’s Congress 
SEDZ: Special Economic Development Zone 
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1 There was a 4.7% increase of the urbanization ratio due to the different caliber in the 5th National Senses 
and the 4th National.  This was evenly distributed into each year from 1996-2000, which causes a 0.94% of 
factitious annual increase of the urbanization ratio from 1996-2000.   
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2 The most evident case may be the withdrawal of the approval power of rural land acquisition through the 
1998 Land Administration Law. 
3 Provincial level entities include provinces, autonomous districts and directly governed municipalities; 
county-level entities include districts and counties; and township-level entities include towns and villages. 
4 According to Item 3 in the 1982 Chinese Constitution, the distribution of the authority in the central and 
the local governments shall be based on the national administration, and in favor of local interests. 
5 Since PRC was founded in 1949, the number and boundaries of governments at provincial level have 
changed 11 times, and governments at the country level have been kept changing every year,  
6 China has experienced three large-scale fiscal decentralizations until now, which started respectively in 
1958, 1970, and 1994. 
7 Big Municipalities: according to the Organizing Law of All Levels of Local People’s Congress and Local 
Governments (constituted in 1979, revised in 1982, 1986, 1995 and 2004 respectively), “Big 
Municipalities” referred to the municipalities empowered by the central government to share the same 
power with the capitals of provinces and autonomous districts to frame and promulgate local ordinances 
and local regulations.  Until now, the central government has nominated 18 such kind of cities.  Whereas 
according to the Chinese Legislation Law (constituted in 2000), “Big Municipalities” also includes 27 
capitals of provinces and autonomous districts and four municipalities nominated as “special economic 
development zones” (SEDZs), with the total number of 49. 
8 Ministry of Land and Resources after 1998 
9 Sectional Regulation issued by Ministry of Land and Resources. 
10 The area of Basic Cultivated Land was about 77% of that of all the cultivated land in the year 1994 in 
China. 
11 The area of Basic Cultivated Land was about 84% of that of all the cultivated land in the year 2001 in 
China. 
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