
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ujua20

Journal of Urban Affairs

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ujua20

“Micro-regeneration”: Toward small-scale,
heritage-oriented, and participatory
redevelopment in China

Manqi Wang, Fangzhu Zhang & Fulong Wu

To cite this article: Manqi Wang, Fangzhu Zhang & Fulong Wu (2022): “Micro-regeneration”:
Toward small-scale, heritage-oriented, and participatory redevelopment in China, Journal of
Urban Affairs, DOI: 10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711

© 2022 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

Published online: 21 Dec 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 701

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ujua20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ujua20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ujua20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ujua20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-12-21
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07352166.2022.2139711&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-12-21


“Micro-regeneration”: Toward small-scale, heritage-oriented, and 
participatory redevelopment in China
Manqi Wang , Fangzhu Zhang , and Fulong Wu

University College London

ABSTRACT
An extensive body of literature documents large-scale property-led redeve-
lopment in the world and in China. However, in recent years China has seen 
the policy shift toward small-scale redevelopment, heritage preservation, 
and public participation in the regeneration process. Using the pilot project 
of “micro-regeneration” (weigaizao) in Guangzhou, this paper critically exam-
ines these aspects of change. We find that such a policy shift is attributed to 
increasing social contestations generated by large-scale redevelopment. The 
state uses heritage preservation to develop creative and cultural industries, 
which transforms the traditional neighborhood into a commercial and tourist 
quarter. The policy also encourages participation in urban redevelopment. 
However, residents still have limited influence over the course of redevelop-
ment. The paper argues that micro-regeneration is a practice of worlding 
cities in the Chinese institutional context, involving the state dealing with the 
problems of redevelopment through new governance approaches.
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heritage preservation; public 
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Introduction

Large-scale property-led redevelopment has been a ubiquitous landscape of the globalizing world 
(Orueta & Fainstein, 2008). Originating from the United Kingdom, the concept of property-led 
redevelopment refers to “the assembly of finance, land, building materials and labor to produce or 
improve buildings for occupation and investment purposes” (Turok, 1992, p. 362). This approach 
often adopts wholesale demolition and dispossession, giving greater power to the developer in city- 
building (Fainstein, 2001). However, instead of thinking of the inevitable dominance of global capital 
and large-scale projects, urban regeneration is influenced by urban politics and the process of 
“worlding” to create a desirable policy outcome (Roy & Ong, 2011). This approach to urban 
regeneration is subject to constant adjustment to deal with the problems and challenges identified 
by policymakers.

Large-scale property-led redevelopment has been extensively studied in China (Guo et al., 2018; He 
& Wu, 2005; Lin, 2015; Schoon & Altrock, 2014; Shih, 2010; Tian & Yao, 2018; Y. Zhang & Fang,  
2004). However, in recent years, a new approach of “micro-regeneration” (weigaizao or weigengxin), 
emphasizing on small-scale, heritage conservation, and public participation that has been experimen-
ted in many Chinese cities is still underexamined despite some publications discussing its governance 
mode (M. Wang et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2022; Yao et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2021). Similar to 
culture-led and heritage-led urban regeneration, the new approach stresses the value of culture and 
heritage (J. Wang, 2009; Zhong, 2016; Zhu, 2018). It also encourages community participation in the 
process of redevelopment (Hui et al., 2021; X.Li et al., 2020; Verdini, 2015; Xu & Lin, 2019).

This policy shift aims to avoid the problems encountered in earlier large-scale redevelopment, such 
as housing demolition, heritage degradation, and residential displacement (Chen et al., 2020; He & 
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Wu, 2005; Lin, 2015; Tan & Altrock, 2016; Wu et al., 2013; Q. Yang & Ley, 2019; Zhang, 2017). It also 
hopes to address the problem of low efficiency of land use in inner-city areas (Chen & Qu, 2019; Liu & 
Xu, 2018; Wei, 2022). However, it is not clear whether these policy objectives have been achieved and 
what roles of culture and heritage play in micro-regeneration.

China is now prioritizing urban redevelopment because of constraints on land resources. As more 
than 63% of the nation’s population is now living in urban areas (China National Bureau of Statistics,  
2021), redeveloping existing urban areas has become an important task. Understanding new 
approaches to urban redevelopment has significant policy implications. Theoretically, this paper 
enriches the emerging literature on micro-regeneration or micro-rehabilitation in China, and com-
pares the approach with property-led redevelopment which have been studied by growth machine 
theory (Brenner, 2019). Thinking along the lines of “worlding practices” (Roy & Ong, 2011), we 
demonstrate the variegation of redevelopment approaches, multiple logics, and policy actors’ under-
standings of the “problems” and their tactics.

In this paper, we critically examine these new practices and try to answer the following questions. 
Why has the redevelopment policy shifted from large-scale property-led redevelopment to micro- 
regeneration? What are the intentions behind the policy shift? What are the new features of this new 
type of incremental regeneration? What are the roles of culture and heritage in micro-regeneration? 
Has micro-regeneration achieved its policy objectives?

The remainder of this paper consists of seven sections. The second section starts with a literature 
review of urban redevelopment. The research methods are then introduced in the third section. 
Following that, the case of Yongqingfang is briefly presented in the fourth section. The next three 
sections examine, respectively, the new features of micro-regeneration. Our key findings are con-
cluded in the final section.

Literature review: Variegated approaches to urban redevelopment

Large-scale property-led redevelopment, culture-led, and participatory planning

Large-scale property-led redevelopment has prevailed for the past few decades for its rapid economic 
returns. Growth machine theory, first introduced in the United States by Molotch (1976), explains the 
application of this approach. Molotch (1976) elaborated on how land-based interests become 
a common objective for local business elites and government officials to form a pro-growth coalition 
to construct and develop cities. Local growth machines are heavily dependent on land development 
because the intensification of land can generate different forms of revenue including taxes, transaction 
fees, and its related surcharges through urban housing and real estate development, which eventually 
promotes population growth in a certain locality. Among all types of development, property-led (re) 
development has become the most popular approach for its visible physical changes to the built 
environment since the 1960s.

Though growth machine theory is useful in explaining the reasons for city growth, more and more 
empirical cases from the 1980s onward have shown the emergence of anti-growth community move-
ments (Goetz, 1994). This trend indicates that the original concept of growth machine focusing on 
state-market relations—the role of local pro-growth coalition between economic elites and the local 
state—might not be sufficient or accurate enough to illustrate urban growth in every place (Logan 
et al., 1997).

The application of growth machine theory outside the United States is debated. An increasing body 
of literature adopts and expands the concept of the growth machine in terms of who forms the 
coalition (Cochrane, 2019; Kulcsar & Domokos, 2005; Pinson, 2019; Valiyev, 2014). For example, 
Pinson (2019, p. 541) contends “in European cities, property developers are no longer the only 
capitalists able to establish lasting relationships with urban governments, which has an impact on 
the content of development policies.” Kulcsar and Domokos (2005) observe how some external 
players, such as transnational corporations, have considerable impacts on local development.
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Regarding increasing social conflicts generated by property-led redevelopment, the concept of 
“redevelopment through preservation” was proposed to not only emphasize physical and spatial 
changes, but also reshape and enhance the cultural and social diversities in local neighborhoods 
(Harvey, 2001; Reichl, 1997; Zukin, 1996). From an entrepreneurial perspective, however, culture and 
heritage have become new “economic assets” in the global battle for sustainable investment and 
massive tourism (Florida, 2014; Peck, 2005; Ryberg-Webster & Kinahan, 2014). Culture-led redeve-
lopment under the guise of culture and heritage preservation is usually a tactic proposed by the local 
government and implemented by the private sector for developing luxurious real estates and generat-
ing profits from global tourism (De Cesari & Dimova, 2019).

The roles of key actors, such as property investors and developers, are clearly revealed in 
property-led and culture-led redevelopment. However, such economic achievements come at the 
expense of the displaced local communities, which has generated increasing contestations, social 
unrest, and calls for greater participation in urban redevelopment. Participatory planning has been 
involved in the planning theory and practices in the United States (Day, 1997) and European 
countries (Foley & Martin, 2000) since the 1960s and the 1970s, which is considered to indicate 
a healthy democracy. It is tightly linked with the four core themes in contemporary social sciences: 
namely, participation, democratic decision-making, political equality, and consensus-making 
(Monno & Khakee, 2012). The traditional top-down rationalist approach taken by the local 
authority to decisions on planning issues is designed to achieve its own political and economic 
objectives, and often fails to consider the needs of underrepresented groups. Whereas participatory 
planning emphasizes collective decision-making by a plurality of actors, it especially helps project- 
affected neighborhoods, and the wider general public play a fundamental role in counterbalancing 
the system of power, resulting in a more even redistribution of resources and profound urban 
governance readjustments.

Changing urban redevelopment in China

Analysis of China’s urban redevelopment has widely adopted growth machine theory because of 
a similar pro-development agenda and social consequences, such as uneven redistribution, displace-
ment, and gentrification (S. He & Wu, 2005; He, 2019; Lin, 2015; Shin, 2016; Wu, 2018). In addition, 
many scholars reveal the pivotal role of the local state in pro-growth coalition in property-led 
(re)development after the country’s 1994 marketization and tax-sharing reform (S. He & Wu, 2005; 
Y. R. Yang & Chang, 2007; Ye, 2011).

Property-led redevelopment
Property-led redevelopment has been accelerated since 1998 when a new financial system was 
established to support real estate developers and individuals with mortgages and loans to participate 
in the housing market. Then, in the early 2000s, the central government promulgated a regulation to 
legalize monetary compensation as an alternative to in-kind compensation. At the same time, large- 
scale redevelopments have been stimulated by mega events, such as the 2008 Summer Olympic Games 
in Beijing, the 2010 World Expo in Shanghai, and the 2010 Asian Games in Guangzhou (Lin, 2015; 
Wu, 2016; Wu et al., 2013). Under the name of city re-imagining and city betterment, local govern-
ments managed to initiate demolition campaigns. In Beijing, it was estimated that the demolition of 
171 villages in the city might lead to the eviction of about 37 million residents (Shin & Li, 2013). 
Similarly, three million households in traditional neighborhoods were relocated in Shanghai before the 
World Expo mega event (X. Ren, 2014). About 138 villages in the city of Guangzhou, covering an area 
of 500,000 acres, were also identified for redevelopment by the municipal government before the Asian 
Games. Among them, 52 were planned to be demolished entirely within 3 to 5 years (Liang et al.,  
2018). At that time, the GDP-ism was the main measurement for the performance of the local state (Li 
& Zhou, 2005). The local pro-growth coalition enjoyed handsome profits from the mushrooming 
large-scale redevelopment.
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Large-scale redevelopment has intensified social issues such as uneven redistribution, forced 
relocation, gentrification, and degradation of historic-cultural relics (Chen et al., 2020; He, 2012; Hu 
& Morales, 2016; Lee, 2016; Lin et al., 2022; González Martínez, 2016; Shih, 2010; Z. Wang, 2020; 
X. Wang & Aoki, 2019; Wu et al., 2013). More importantly, the social network of residents was broken 
up. “Domicide” (Zhang, 2017) and the resistance of nail households (dingzihu; Shin, 2013) have 
become common phenomena in major Chinese cities.

These negative outcomes have to some extent put local government officials’ career advance-
ment at risk (Oakes, 2019). In order to mitigate such conflicts, some inner-city regeneration 
projects have been implemented with special efforts to preserve and reuse local culture and 
heritage. Moreover, in recent years, the concept of participatory planning has been adopted and 
practiced in China’s urban regeneration processes, aiming to enhance public participation. In the 
reminder of this section, we review recent studies on culture and heritage preservation and 
participatory planning.

Culture and heritage preservation
Rather than treating historical neighborhoods as “illnesses” of the city, various redevelopment projects 
were initiated in the 2000s under the name of culture and heritage preservation (S.He, 2019; Oakes,  
2019; J.Wang, 2009; J. Wang & Li, 2017; Zhao et al., 2020; Zhong, 2016; Zhu, 2018). However, in the 
recent decade, many scholars have argued that culture and heritage preservation is not the actual 
intention of redevelopments to promote creative industries; instead, cultural heritage is a value-laden 
concept that associates with economic, social, and political processes in urban redevelopment (De 
Cesari & Dimova, 2019; Kuutma, 2013; Tomba, 2017). For example, Oakes (2019) contends that the 
purpose for which the local government launched a happiness campaign in the city of Tongren was not 
simply about generating happiness by promoting certain activities and practices, but to use the city as 
a biopolitical machine to achieve its designated social ends. The cultural policy helps the local state 
maintain social order and reinforce its power (Oakes, 2019). Zhu (2018, p. 182) summarizes four core 
purposes for the local government’s use of the Chinese history of Xi’an: “a mark of tourism to motivate 
consumption; a theme for city branding and marketing; a trigger for community-based pride or 
nostalgia; and a motif for protesting individual rights.”

As a result, policy speculations, external economic interferences, and uncontrolled heritage con-
sumption undeniably put displacement pressure on local residents (X. Wang & Aoki, 2019). He and 
Wu (2005) find that although the core area of Xintiandi in Shanghai has been preserved during the 
redevelopment, their residential function has been dramatically changed into high-end commercial 
space. Wai (2006) further argues that the history of Shanghai is selectively preserved by the local 
government and developers to nurture a new consumption space for tourists and the middle-class. 
Zhong (2016) investigates three artistic sites (M50, Tianzifang, and the Red Town) in Shanghai and 
concludes that art production and urban redevelopment are two strongly connected fields in state- 
controlled China. She focuses on the artists in culture-led redevelopment and finds out that only elite 
artists, being part of the growth coalition with the local state and developers, are capable of possessing 
all types of benefits. The non-elite artists who also have made considerable contributions to promoting 
artistic and cultural environment in certain inner-city areas are excluded from the growth coalition 
and have little power to acquire the benefits. Hu and Morales (2016) also evaluate the unintended 
impacts of culture-led redevelopment in Nanluoguxiang, Beijing and conclude that even though the 
creative industries improve the quality of life for residents in the old neighborhood and economic 
prosperity, mass tourism put the goal of heritage preservation and community conservation at risk. In 
a word, the local state uses culture and heritage as active tools to legitimize the process of city 
beautification and gentrification in historical inner-city areas. That is to say, “cultural heritage has 
become a governance strategy for the state to reinforce its control over the production of space and the 
functioning of society” (Zhu & González Martínez, 2022, p. 477).
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Participatory planning
Because of the decentralization of the state, the increasing awareness of civil society, and the negative 
social outcomes generated by large-scale property-led redevelopment, the concept of participatory 
planning has increasingly gained recognition and popularity in many recent urban regeneration 
projects in China, despite how its institutional setting differs from its Western counterparts (Chen 
& Qu, 2019; Hui et al., 2021; Li et al., 2020; Xu & Lin, 2019; Verdini, 2015; Wei, 2022; Zhang et al.,  
2020). For example, Hui et al. (2021) contend that different stakeholders can be incentivized to be 
involved in the process of regeneration through a participatory planning workshop jointly organized 
by university professionals, adopting the case of Shapowei regeneration in Xiamen. The workshop not 
only serves as a platform for different groups who are closely related to the regeneration project, but 
also helps the public participate in the implementation process. For example, planners designed open 
space and proposed community activities, which helps support the health of the community. Li et al. 
(2020) use the case of Shenjing village in Guangzhou to illustrate how partial interests of the planning 
scheme can be avoided and a consensus can be achieved among the local state, villagers, social 
organizations, and other actors through a collaborative workshop led by urban planners. Similarly, 
Yuan et al. (2021) argue that the third sector plays a central role in an inner-city community 
regeneration project in Guangzhou. Their participation in the project helps bridge connection and 
communication and build up a collaborative network among different stakeholders. More essentially, 
the third sector helps complement the institutional design of the local planning institutions.

However, the above research tends to pay particular attention to the role of the third sector without 
questioning the level of involvement had by the local communities and marginalized groups, and 
whether the redistribution of resources becomes fairer. With Arnstein’s (1969) influential arguments 
in mind, some researchers indicate that public participation in China is still at an incipient stage. For 
example, by examining the housing requisition cases in Shanghai, Xu and Lin (2019) discuss that 
despite the superficial involvement of local residents in the process, non-registered residents, tenants, 
and migrants are entirely excluded. Public participation is rhetorically adopted by the district 
government as a response to the higher-level government in order to facilitate the process of housing 
requisition more effectively and with fewer potential social contradictions. Zhang et al. (2020) 
compared different styles of participation in Beijing and Guangzhou. They suggest that although 
residents in Guangzhou tend to be more active than people in Beijing, the adoption of micro- 
regeneration might actually constrain their participation in these projects in the future. Wei (2022) 
further argues that the participation approaches adopted in Baitasi regeneration in Beijing are “the 
tyranny of participation.” Three distinctive manifestations match with the concept of tyrannical 
participation. First, the entire policy framework was pre-set by the local authority without consulting 
with the residents, meaning that the latter are excluded from the decision-making process; second, the 
relocation work was more or less completed with the financial support of the movers who are both 
users of and payers for the relocation, which features the logic of “user-pays”; and finally, the already 
underprivileged groups (tenants and migrants) become even more marginalized socially and econom-
ically due to the increasing living expenses, changing living environment, and fractured social net-
works (Wei, 2022).

Although the market-friendly investment environment and participatory planning in China allow 
private developers and residents to become more involved in the process of redevelopment, the 
methods also help the local state maintain its power in urban redevelopment (M. Wang et al.,  
2022). First, the ownership of urban land belongs to the local state. Second, the local state manages 
the land transaction and draws up the (re)development plan. Third, paid transfers of urban land use 
rights are legalized, meaning that the local state has been granted the right to use the state land for 
property development projects. The local state benefits from redevelopment through land-transfer fees 
and land-related taxes and surcharges which have become major contributions to local revenue (Ye,  
2011). Though some positive social outcomes can be observed from recent urban regeneration 
practices in China by adopting the participatory planning approach, only certain groups of people 
can become involved in and get benefits from it. In this sense, participatory planning strategies 
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proposed by the local state are instruments to help itself achieve political objectives such as maintain-
ing social stability, rather than considering the demands from local communities (M. Wang et al.,  
2022; Wei, 2022; Wu et al., 2022).

Research methods

This research adopts the pilot project of Yongqingfang (around 7200 m2) in Enning Road as its study 
area. It used to be a traditional neighborhood of old Guangzhou. We chose the city of Guangzhou and 
the pilot project for four main reasons. First, Guangzhou is one of the four first-tier cities in China 
which has experienced large-scale property-led redevelopment for decades. The tensions between 
economic growth, land supplies, and social stability have become fiercer than those in smaller cities. 
Second, unlike other first-tier cities, Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen, which have special administra-
tions and preferable policy supports from the central government, the cases in Guangzhou may have 
more in common with other ordinary cities. Third, the policy of micro-regeneration was initiated in 
the city prior to 2020 when it became a national-level redevelopment approach. Fourth, apart from 
Yongqingfang, another 23 pilot projects were identified by the municipal government for incremental 
regeneration (Guangzhou Municipal Government, 2016), but none of them caught the same amount 
of attention from the central government, social media, and general public.

This research incorporated a mixed-method design (semi-structured interviews, non-participant 
observations, and desk research). Four instances of fieldwork spanning from May 2017 to June 2022 
were undertaken in Guangzhou. A total of 39 in-depth interviews were conducted with government 
officials from Guangzhou Municipal Government, Guangzhou Urban Renewal Bureau, and Liwan 
District Government. Other actors including developers from Guangzhou Vanke, designers, research-
ers, and journalists related to the Yongqingfang project were also interviewed. Each interview lasted 
from around 25 minutes to three hours. Repeated visits to Yongqingfang and its surrounding areas 
were made during the daytime and at night, which allowed us to observe how residents, tourists, and 
small business owners live and work. In addition, we attended various festivals and promotional events 
at Yongqingfang to examine how the place was commercialized through these programs. We also 
interviewed seven local inhabitants who live in and around Yongqingfang. Most of them are low- 
income residents who refused to be off-site relocated in the past rounds of large-scale demolition. In 
combination with the fieldwork data, we collected and used information from local newspapers, 
governmental documents, and official statistics about the urban redevelopment of Guangzhou.

Yongqingfang: The pilot project of micro-regeneration

Before the municipal government introduced the new approach of micro-regeneration (weigaizao or 
weigengxin), the initial redevelopment plan of Enning Road, where the site of Yongqingfang is located, 
was a property-led approach proposed in 2006 by the former head of Liwan District, Liu Ping. All 
historical dwellings within the 150,000 m2 area were planned to be taken down. The demolition project 
was justified at that period because Guangzhou would be the host city for the 2010 Asian Olympic 
Games. Between 2006 and 2014, the district government implemented two major rounds of large-scale 
demolition. However, the top-down redevelopment has generated great social contestation from the 
general public over the issues of relocation, displacement, and heritage preservation (Lee, 2016; Tan & 
Altrock, 2016; M. Wang et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2022; Yao et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2021). 
The intensifying social unrest caused by demolition caught the attention of the central government (C. 
Zhang & Li, 2016). As a result, the demolition work was stagnated and, without proper maintenance, 
the once vibrant neighborhood became dilapidated and unsanitary.

The fate of Enning Road changed in 2014 when new national political mandates paid more 
attention to the promotion of Chinese culture and the preservation of Chinese heritage. Since 
President Xi took leadership, he has constantly mentioned the importance of preserving and inheriting 
Chinese culture and history. To cope with the political mandates, local governments have formulated 
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many preservation-related plans and regulations, such as Regulations on the Protection of Intangible 
Cultural Relics in Guangdong (Guangdong Provincial Government, 2011), Measures for the 
Protection of Historical Buildings and Historical Areas in Guangzhou (Guangzhou Municipal 
Government, 2014), and Plans for Conservation of the Famous Historical-cultural Metropolis of 
Guangzhou (Guangdong Provincial Government, 2016).

Besides, in 2014, the Chinese premier Li Keqiang proposed “mass entrepreneurship and innova-
tion” (dazhong chuangye wanzhong chuangxin). He emphasized that the proposed policy was not 
limited to the field of technology, commerce, and culture, but also supported the innovation of ideas 
and institutions so that more creative vigor could be injected into the public (State Council of China,  
2016). Under these circumstances, 23 historical and cultural areas (including Enning Road redevelop-
ment area) were confirmed and announced by the Guangzhou Municipal Government in 2014. The 
newly appointed head of Liwan District Liu Jie selected the Yongqingfang quarter from Enning Road 
redevelopment area for a demonstration project of “micro-regeneration” in late 2015 (Figure 1). The 
quarter only contains one alley and two short lanes, namely Yongqing Alley, the 1st Yongqing Lane, 
and 2nd Yongqing Lane. The designated plot is around 8,000 m2 with 90 dwellings, 61 of which are 
owned by the district government (Liwan District government, 2015).

The objective of Yongqingfang micro-regeneration was twofold. One was to preserve local culture 
and history. The proposal emphasized that the preservation of heritage and cultural relics should be 
a prerequisite for future redevelopment. The other redevelopment goal was to stimulate commercial 
development and creative economy. To do so, the initiative of mass entrepreneurship and innovation 
proposed by the Chinese premier was introduced in the neighborhood. Creative and cultural indus-
tries were welcomed in order to attract and support young entrepreneurs with good business ideas to 

Figure 1. 23 Historical and Cultural Areas of Guangzhou. Source: Adapted from Enning Road Historical and Cultural Area Preservation 
Plan by the authors (Liwan District Land Resources and Planning Bureau, 2018).
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incubate their work and, eventually, transform the residential neighborhood into a unique and vibrant 
“maker town” (chuangke xiaozhen; L. He, 2020).

To support the neighborhood’s transformation, the Liwan District Government formulated two 
special guidelines to shorten the time of planning approval (Liwan District Government, 2016a) and 
allow the functional transformation of old residential houses and the operation of small businesses in 
Yongqingfang (Liwan District Government, 2016b).

In the following three sections, we will examine the policies for small-scale, conservation-oriented, 
and participatory redevelopment.

Small-scale redevelopment

Compared to the initial demolition area of the Enning Road redevelopment, the area of micro- 
regeneration is small and compact, containing around 5% of the original area. The plot of 
Yongqingfang from the Enning Road redevelopment area was selected for micro-regeneration mainly 
because over 90% of households in this small neighborhood have accepted the compensation scheme 
and moved out in the past rounds of redevelopment. The property right of these dwellings has been 
managed by the district government, which prevents potential social conflict and confrontation.

Although the redevelopment scale of Yongqingfang was relatively small when compared to large- 
scale demolition and renewal, it still faced some financial, legal, and social challenges. For example, the 
district government lacked funding to carry out the new project after the 2010 Asian Games. Besides, 
the work of housing expropriation and demolition was not fully completed in the previous rounds of 
the Enning Road redevelopment, meaning that no land use certificate was granted for the project. 
Therefore, it was impossible for the project to go through the process of planning applications for 
construction (guihua baojian). More importantly, because of the two rounds of large-scale demolition 
in the past 2 decades, residents have difficulty trusting the local government. Any further implementa-
tion may cause social resistance.

Considering these issues and challenges, the district government of Liwan gave up carrying out the 
redevelopment by itself. Instead, the government sought financial support from the private sector. The 
government officials chose the developer, Vanke, one of the largest real estate companies in China, 
because such top-ranking companies could guarantee the smoothness and efficiency of certain 
projects. However, real estate developers needed a stronger financial incentive to take part in the 
seemingly nonprofit project. To do so, the government waived the taxes generated from the redeve-
lopment project and signed an additional agreement with Vanke, promising that if they could invest 
and complete the Yongqingfang micro-regeneration successfully, three other plots in Fangcun, located 
at the urban fringe of the district, would be leased to them to carry out new-build commercial property 
development (M. Wang et al., 2022).

The pilot project of Yongqingfang was operated through a build-operate-transfer (BOT) model, 
which defined the legal responsibility of the local state and the developer. The district government 
drew up the plan for the micro-regeneration project and acted as a supervisor. Its main responsibilities 
included deciding the land use and housing functions of the project, formulating policies and guide-
lines, and supervising the project implementation and management. In this demonstration project, 
a 15-year operation contract was signed by both parties. Vanke would take charge of the project 
investment for housing refurbishment and renovation, environmental beautification, and business 
promotion. After the agreed operation time, the district government would evaluate the project 
performance and decide whether to arrange a new agreement with the developer for further invest-
ment and management.

As can be seen from the above discussion, so-called small-scale redevelopment still uses public 
private partnership. But in the process, the private sector, Vanke, plays only the role of property 
manager. The local state is much stronger. Vanke is required to keep the original appearance of these 
buildings but is allowed to make functional changes. The use of the “small-scale” redevelopment 
approach hopes to generate more social consensus as the process of redevelopment is not through 
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demolition, but gradually enhances the physical appearance of dwellings and of the public environ-
ment more broadly. The small scale is therefore used as a tactic.

Although the scale of micro-regeneration is small, its social impact is significant as most of the 
indigenous residents have been relocated to the outskirts of the city. For those who still live in the 
neighborhood, their social networks were broken. Moreover, their daily life has been affected by the 
commercial activities organized by the developer.

Culture and heritage preservation

The redevelopment area of Enning Road was one of the 23 (now extended to 26) historical and cultural 
areas (lishi wenhua jiequ) in old Guangzhou, well-known for its traditional arcade houses (qilou). 
Many famous dwellings were located in this area, including the Cantonese Opera Academy, Baoqing 
Pawnshop, and Golden Sound Cinema (L. Ren, 2007). Apart from being the neighborhood where 
Cantonese Opera celebrities lived and worked, this area was also famous for its xiguan culture, such as 
Cantonese embroidery and ivory sculpture, which have been recorded in the list of intangible cultural 
heritage at the national or municipal level. In order to promote the culture of Cantonese Opera, the 
Cantonese Opera Art Museum was constructed near Yongqingfang and opened to the public in 2016. 
Therefore, for the Museum’s image, the dilapidated neighborhood was in an urgent need of environ-
mental upgrades.

To break the long stagnation caused by large-scale demolition, the district government adopted 
heritage preservation. It was proposed that the neighborhood would become a place for innovative and 
creative industries. Specifically, any business related to co-working, science and technology, creative 
culture, youth rental apartments, education, and cafés and restaurants that provide food without using 
natural or coal gas were welcomed. In addition, both store tenants and local residents were able to 
apply for a business license from the street office (jiedaoban) for temporarily using the residential 
houses for local business (Liwan District Government, 2016b). In practice, dwellings in the neighbor-
hood were carefully evaluated and recorded according to their housing style and materials and the 
construction time, despite 53 dwellings being in severely damaged condition.

During our site visits to Yongqingfang in 2017 and 2018, the façades of the historical dwellings were 
well preserved, but their interiors and the housing structures have been reconstructed and transformed 
dramatically. The internal structures of some houses on the same side of the lane have been 
demolished and reconstructed in order to create more space for offices and entertainment.

Based on our observation, over 80% of the stores were for entertainment and commercial uses, 
including restaurants offering cuisines from all over the world, cozy cafés, whiskey bars, and self- 
service grocery stores, creating a more international-friendly business environment, and matching the 
taste of the middle-class and tourists. Interestingly, after President Xi’s visit in October 2018, many of 
these restaurants and bars were replaced by Chinese restaurants, local souvenir stores, tearooms, and 
exhibition halls for Chinese paintings and Cantonese embroidery. Besides, the local government 
initiated a three-million Yuan fund to invite and support ten representative successors of national 
intangible cultural heritage projects to establish their own studios in Yongqingfang (Figure 2). This 
demonstration area has later become Guangzhou’s first “Intangible Cultural Heritage District” (feiyi 
jiequ), which opened to the public in August 2020. What is more, small businesses are only approved if 
they are relevant to Cantonese or xiguan history and culture.

All these new types of stores have been introduced for consumption by heritage fans, domestic and 
international tourists, and the middle-class, while none of them facilitates the basic needs of local 
habitants. Because of the increasing rental prices, many traditional small businesses, such as hardware 
stores and barbershops, that once served indigenous residents have been replaced.

According to the plan, the function of most houses would be transformed into space for entrepre-
neurs and co-working, education and training, as well as long-term rental apartments for young 
professionals. In detail, the co-working space and education and training space would be placed near 
the main entrance of Yongqingfang, containing an area of 2,500 m2 and 1,000 m2, respectively. Old 
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dwellings at the northeast side of Yongqingfang would be transformed into long-term rental apart-
ments. At the same time, around 1,000 m2 of commercial services and business would be facilitated in 
the neighborhood. An estimated total cost of 65 million Yuan would be invested for the housing 
transformation and environmental beautification. In addition, some small pocket squares and green 
spaces were created.

The principle of heritage preservation in “micro-regeneration” emphasizes the preservation of the 
physical structure of dwellings but reduction in their residential uses. Therefore, plenty of reconstruc-
tion works have been undertaken in the neighborhood to make sure that the dilapidated or even 
collapsed dwellings are refurbished or rebuilt in their old or traditional style. To do so, the façades of 
historical dwellings are well refurbished and renovated, and old materials such as bricks and tiles are 
recycled and reused to recreate the neighborhood in its traditional style. However, the interiors and 
structures of public housing are transformed to allow the change from residential to entertainment, 
exhibition, education, and co-working spaces. On August 22, 2020, Yongqingfang was officially listed 
as a national 4A-level tourist attraction, welcoming more than 40,000 daily visitors. In January 2022, it 
was selected as one of the 55 National Tourism and Leisure Districts in China.

Again, as can be seen from the functional changes, this emphasis on culture and heritage does not 
preserve the local culture as residents no longer live in the area. Like culture-led regeneration, the 
redevelopment has significantly transformed the nature of local areas (J. Wang et al., 2016). Within the 
policy of micro-regeneration, the understanding of “culture” and “heritage” is very narrow.

Participatory planning

Before the Yongqingfang micro-regeneration project, local activism and contests had some influence 
on the development process for Enning Road. With help from local media and university researchers, 
residents signed an appeal and reported it to the central government (Tan & Altrock, 2016; M. Wang 

Figure 2. Map of Guangzhou intangible cultural heritage area.
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et al., 2022), which then changed the pace and direction of the redevelopment during the past decade. 
Otherwise, the whole area of Enning Road would have been demolished. In this sense, even if public 
participation at that time was not formulated in any planning guidelines and policies, the public did 
influence the course of redevelopment.

The micro-regeneration project began to encourage public consultation. First, a joint committee 
organized by university professionals and formed by local residents was established after the imple-
mentation of micro-regeneration. Second, an evaluation committee was established right after the 
project’s completion. Members of the committee are local government officials, representatives from 
Vanke, university professionals, and journalists from local media. The primary goal of the committee 
is to evaluate whether the project is feasible and fair. It took the committee around half a year for the 
evaluation, including several rounds of formal group meetings and presentations.

Although the new policy encourages the involvement of the residents, their influence is very 
limited. First, it was the district government that drew up the plan for Yongqingfang redevelopment, 
and the implementation work was conducted by the developer, Vanke. There was little active and 
direct involvement of indigenous residents in the decision-making process.

Second, the content of the evaluation mainly focuses on physical aspects such as design layouts, 
construction, and implementation processes, with less consideration of social aspects such as the 
quality of life and demands of local residents. This is largely because the committee is invited and 
sponsored by Vanke. Public participation does not change how the project is evaluated. The project 
evaluation largely emphasized the physical changes of the project but lacked detailed investigation of 
residents’ daily life in the ever-changing neighborhood.

Third, the residents could hardly negotiate the outcomes of compensation. Some residents com-
plained about the compensation scheme, because the benefit depended on the timing of negotiation. It 
seemed that the longer the residents lived in the neighborhood, the more chances they had to get 
a better compensation deal. Sometimes the compensation fees for two neighboring houses could be 
vastly different, ranging from 2,000 to 5,000 Yuan per m2. The other factor was the location of the 
house. If the dwelling was close to the main alley, a higher compensation deal could be achieved 
through negotiation. Though some residents did not agree with the developer to refurbish their houses 
or flats, they suffered from construction noise or damage to their own flats. Some residents had to 
temporarily move out during the renovation work on their neighbors’ flats due to safety concerns.

Fourth, public engagement does not change the course of redevelopment. The once quiet neigh-
borhood became chaotic and noisy due to numerous promotional events. To attract more tourists and 
younger generations, it was estimated that more than a hundred events have taken place in the small 
quarter of Yongqingfang within a year. The social network and the traditional lifestyle in the inner-city 
neighborhood were severely disturbed, if not completely destroyed. There was no doubt that the 
redevelopment project would still meet some contestation over uneven compensation, housing 
refurbishment, heritage preservation, and indirect displacement.

Conclusion

Taking Yongqingfang as an example, this paper has examined the implementation of micro- 
regeneration in traditional residential neighborhoods. We observe the recent policy shift from large- 
scale demolition to small-scale and incremental regeneration, which now prevails in many Chinese 
cities, especially those along the coastal area, and analyze the underlying reasons for such a policy 
shift.

This paper has both empirical and theoretical contributions to the field of urban studies. 
Empirically, the case was a pilot project of micro-regeneration in China, and our study provides 
a comprehensive and thorough review of its implementation and subsequent social impacts on the 
local community. We identify and summarize three main features of the micro-regeneration policy: 
being implemented on a small-scale, adopting the approaches of culture and heritage preservation, 
and the involvement of public participation.
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These new features are, in fact, tactics proposed by the local state to generate social consensus (Zhu 
& González Martínez, 2022) and align its urban regeneration policies with national political mandates 
(Wu et al., 2022). Micro-regeneration usually contains a small site. Instead of taking down historical 
dwellings overnight, their façades have been well preserved and refurbished according to their 
construction history and building materials. Before micro-regeneration, heritage preservation was 
regarded as a development barrier (Lee, 2016; Tan & Altrock, 2016), whereas now some old dwellings 
are refurbished and renovated to maintain the appearance of traditional neighborhoods. The interior 
and structure of many long-standing houses have been changed or reconstructed to facilitate new 
commercial spaces. Based on the refurbishment of historical buildings, creative and cultural industries 
are introduced into the neighborhood. Some intangible local cultures such as Cantonese opera, 
embroidery, and ivory sculptures in this case are selectively preserved and presented in the neighbor-
hood. The project invites representative successors of national intangible cultural projects to set up 
their own studios with financial support from the local government to attract domestic and interna-
tional tourists, as well as young entrepreneurs. Although local residents are encouraged to participate 
in the consultation process, they cannot change the plan for redevelopment or course of action. The 
preservation work is not geared toward improving the quality of life for indigenous habitants. The 
neighborhood has been transformed into a touristic hub combining spaces for co-working, entertain-
ment, and exhibition. The once quiet and peaceful traditional neighborhood has eventually become 
a commercial and cultural quarter that welcomes hundreds of thousands of visitors every single day. 
As for local residents, they suffer from the noise in the commercialized neighborhood and the loss of 
social networks. Many have left the neighborhood, making displacement unavoidable in the end. New 
social issues related to tourism, gentrification, uneven redistribution, and indirect displacement are 
generated by accelerated micro-regeneration.

Most of micro-regeneration practices are increasingly observed in cities within or close to China’s 
coastal areas, such as Beijing (Wei, 2022), Shanghai (Chen & Qu, 2019), Guangzhou (M. Wang et al.,  
2022; Wu, 2022, pp. 87-91), Shenzhen (Chen & Qu, 2019; Zhan, 2021), and Tianjin (X. Wang & Aoki,  
2019), whereas only a few cases are conducted in inland or western cities (see, for example, Zhao et al.,  
2020; Zhu, 2018).

There are two main reasons for this regional difference. Firstly, coastal-area cities are relatively 
more developed and richer, meaning the land value is much higher than that in western and inland 
cities. The costs of a large-scale property-led redevelopment through wholesale demolition are getting 
increasingly unaffordable for many local governments. Therefore, to maintain or even increase local 
revenues more sustainably, they need to initiate strategies for redeveloping land at a relatively smaller 
scale. Secondly, social resistance tends to be stronger and much more severe in coastal-area cities 
because indigenous residents are more informed and active regarding the redevelopment issues due to 
a more active social media environment and a stronger connection through kinship and social 
networks in a local context. Since economic performance is no longer the only consideration for 
local government officials’ career advancement, they must maintain social stability, preserve culture 
and heritage, and improve the local environment, etc. In this sense, the policy of micro-regeneration, 
which targets all the above goals, has increasingly been initiated and adopted in these cities. The fact 
that micro-regeneration projects are much more popular in coastal-area cities than inland and western 
cities reveals the regional inequality in China.

We also examine the multiple roles of culture and heritage in micro-regeneration. In this pilot 
project, “heritage” not only refers to tangible elements such as historical dwellings and traditional 
arcade houses, but also includes intangible things such as authentic local food sold by street venders 
and handicrafts created by artisans and craftsmen. The preservation approach in Yongqingfang tends 
to stress the tangible aspects and does not manage to restore intangible social and cultural ones.

Considering the value-based approach in mind, in Yongqingfang project, the multilayered roles of 
culture and heritage can be seen from at least three aspects. Firstly, from the economic perspective, the 
once dilapidated and poor neighborhood was replaced by office, entertainment, and recreational 
spaces for city branding and capital accumulation. These spaces have generated new forms of 
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commercial and recreational activities that match the taste of the middle-class and visitors from all 
over the country. Secondly, from the cultural perspective, historical dwellings such as the ancestral 
home of Bruce Lee and traditional arcade houses representing the local past can enhance people’s 
sense of belonging, trigger their nostalgia as well as find their cultural identity, which generates a wider 
acceptance of urban redevelopment from the general public. Thirdly, from the political perspective, 
preserving local culture and heritage aligns with the central government’s mandates of carrying 
forward Chinese civilization and maintaining social stability. In this sense, heritage-led redevelopment 
distinguishes itself from other kinds of redevelopment by targeting multiple but contradictory goals at 
the same time. Through heritage-led redevelopment, on the one hand, the idealized city image is 
created, which helps promote local business and economy; on the other hand, the state power is 
reinforced.

Recently, there is an emerging literature on public participation in Chinese urban regeneration 
(see, for example, Hui et al., 2021; Xu & Lin, 2019). The regeneration project of Yongqingfang 
mainly involved expert-led consultancy activities. The general public involvement is still limited. 
Even so, the project expands the scope of public participation compared with previous property- 
led redevelopment. The narrow understanding of heritage so far does not involve more engage-
ment of the neighborhood, partially because many public housing residents have been relocated 
before micro-regeneration. Current heritage preservation actually restricts rather than encourages 
wider public participation. In the long term, urban redevelopment might create more conflicts 
with local residents as relocation is inevitable for converting residential neighborhoods into 
commercial streets or business premises. As the case of Yongqingfang reveals, the conversion of 
the neighborhood to business uses creates an environment that is less suitable for residential 
purposes.

Theoretically, this research compares the case of micro-regeneration with property-led redevelop-
ment research and highlights the varieties of policy practices on the ground. While the regeneration 
project includes some consideration of economic development, for example, the creation of shared 
business space, other motivations and imperatives exist, such as heritage preservation and public 
participation.

There have been critical reflections on the limitation of the locally based growth machine (Brenner,  
2019) and the role of the central government and multi-scalar states in China (Wu et al., 2022). The 
state politics at the national level and political mandates constrain the impetus of property-led 
redevelopment. The property developer is involved in micro-regeneration. But there are negotiations 
between the government and the property developer. In this case, the local government imposes some 
key requirements while leaving the developer to manage the property as it sees appropriate for its 
business operation. The scope of profit-making in Yongqingfang is regulated in that the developer can 
only act as a property manager to collect rents from businesses rather than selling commercial 
properties and housing. However, Yongqingfang is still a small area to pilot a new approach to 
urban regeneration. Whether it is possible to carry out urban regeneration in a larger inner-urban 
areas remains to be seen. Therefore, it is still unclear whether China has departed from its property-led 
redevelopment.

Our research reveals how this new policy has been envisioned in response to the problems of earlier 
property-led mega projects and the changing national political environment. While growth machine 
theory focuses on the intensification of land uses to enhance and capture land value, our study explains 
multiple logics in which the value capture is not the only determinant. For example, the creation of 
shared business space, other motivations and imperatives exist, such as heritage preservation and 
public participation.

Similar to “worlding cities” that make the city global and competitive according to a specific vision 
by the state and business elites (Roy & Ong, 2011), micro-regeneration to some extent reflects multiple 
policy objectives. Although micro-regeneration differs from property-led redevelopment in some 
respects, it still heavily relies on land use changes and intensification, capturing land value to achieve 
some stated objectives. The outcome, however, is quite mixed.
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In sum, critically reflecting on urban redevelopment theories, particularly from the perspectives of 
property-led redevelopment, heritage preservation, and public participation, we analyze the motiva-
tions behind the policy shift from large-scale demolition to incremental regeneration. It is undeniable 
that inner-city redevelopment is due to the land insufficiency caused by rapid urbanization through 
urban expansion in the past 3 decades (Lin, 2015). But the improvement of land use efficiency is not 
the only goal. Since President Xi assumed leadership in 2012, the national political environment has 
changed for urban (re)development. The national policy objectives include culture and heritage 
preservation and social stability. Local governments formulate and implement preservation-related 
projects (such as micro-regeneration) to show their alignments with the intentions of the central 
government. In this sense, the aims of micro-regeneration are more complicated, targeting multiple 
goals apart from economic growth. The existing literature on large-scale redevelopment focuses on 
growth machine dynamics but has paid insufficient attention to the changing political environment in 
China.

We argue that the new practices of micro-regeneration can be better explained by a performance of 
state entrepreneurialism that combines planning centrality and market instruments (Wu, 2018). 
Although the case is about China, urban regeneration’s subsequent impacts and key problems can 
also be observed in many other countries under a similarly authoritarian regime and market economy. 
The local state uses variegated approaches such as small-scale refurbishment and rehabilitation, 
commercialization of local culture and heritage, as well as public consultation and participation to 
redevelop traditional neighborhoods, according to its development agendas. The various development 
agendas of the local state are also affected by the changing strategies of the central government. 
Compared with a more defined agenda of large-scale property-led regeneration driven by the growth 
machine, this policy shift also indicates the objectives of the state and its sovereign power (Roy & Ong,  
2011), which is not necessarily confined to revenue maximization (Wu et al., 2022; Zhan, 2021). In 
fact, the financial viability of this micro-regeneration is questionable.
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