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The Compact City and China

The urbanization of the last 20 years has been an unqualified success at lifting
hundreds of millions out of poverty and creating a new urban generation at greater
scale than ever before in human history. Yet it is only the opening act in China’ s
great drama.

China’ s urbanists face new challenges. The middle class, a feature of the urban
landscape that has only recently appeared, has new and dramatically greater needs and
expectations than their parents. The housing stock of the 90s meanwhile is falling down
even as we speak, a victim of poor quality construction and rising land values. Land
grabs of the 90s and 00s coupled with a land-based urban finance model create the
threat of sprawl even as traditional city centers approach density limits of old buildings.
Meanwhile, rapidly rising urban populations are straining the capacity of cities to
provide educational, health and community services.

Facing these challenges, China’s leaders have begun to rethink the urbanization
model and to address its social and environmental consequences. Rising levels of
pollution have increased awareness of the health costs of pell-mell industrialization.
Congestion in China’s major cities has led to a fresh momentum for urban transport
development. A massive investment in metros will build more kilometers of track than
exist in all of Europe today. Dissatisfaction by migrant workers and families over their
unequal access to city services are encouraging a rethink of the Huji system, a step with
far-reaching consequences for Chinese society.

This book — and more generally the compact city concept - provides valuable
insights that can support urban policy-makers in their search for solutions. Compact city
goals of density, access to service, and public transport are consistent with traditional
Confucianist philosophies of social integration. They also promise to address many of
the environmental ills that plague China’ s cities today from alienation to pollution and
waste. It is of great value to China’ s planners to have the most comprehensive set of
definitions to date of compact growth with which to benchmark Chinese cities.

More practically, this book also provides best practice examples of compact city
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policies from around the world (Melbourne, Vancouver, Paris, Toyama and Portland),
a library of experience of how to encourage density, deal with its externalities, and
monitor its consequences. The authors discuss and evaluate regulatory, fiscal and
information-based tools for their effectiveness in different growth and regional contexts.
Key to success of compact city implementation is metropolitan governance: who should
do what, the importance of a regionwide long-term vision, innovative institutional
relationships and metropolitan performance indicators.

The Urban China Initiative [UCI] is proud to be associated with this research.
UCI’ s goal is to be the leading provider of independent thinking to China’ s urban
decision-makers. The compact city concept is well-aligned with the realities of China’ s
current stage of urbanization. The potential impact of adopting compact city policies is
enormous, ranging from dramatic reductions in energy consumption to improvements
in the quality of life of the city’ s most vulnerable populations. We are happy to have
supported the translation of this work and its dissemination to China’ s urban policy-
makers. We believe it will be a valuable reference as they build China’ s cities of

tomorrow.

Jonathan Woetzel

Co-Chair, Urban China Initiative
Senior Director, McKinsey & Company
Jan 28, 2013
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