Water and Land: Environmental Governance and Chinese Eco-Development

1. Introduction
As awareness of the prominent role played by cities in promoting sustainable development has grown,
sustainability ideas have diffused into city planning principles at all scales and become embedded into a
multiplicity of urban initiatives (de Jong et al., 2015, Shao, 2015, Joss et al 2011). Eco-city development
has emerged as one of the key urban forms. As one of the active advocates as well as a vigorous promoter
of eco-developments, China has initiated and implemented a vast number of eco-projects in a range of
geographical locations and with diverse scales. These eco-developments, although mostly still under
construction, have manifested distinctive features that separate them from Western practices as they are
characterised by a top-down mechanism in which the government plays a pivotal or even a sole role (Yu,
2014), and a weak ecological modernization development mode that overemphasises the capability of
economic advance and technology to address environmental challenges (Chang and Sheppard, 2013, Neo
and Pow, 2015).
There are three key reasons why it is of pressing importance to provide detailed analysis of ecodevelopments in China. First, the prominence of China in urban ecological experimentation and its stateled, ecological modernization-guided development approach make it worthy of research interest. This is
because while some expect that the Chinese authoritarian policy-making style would be more rather than
less amenable to efforts to materialize eco-developments (Neo and Pow, 2015), others argue against this
(de Jong et al., 2013). Given the potential significance of eco-developments for realising more sustainable
urban futures, debates on whether China can promote an alternative development model matter. Second,
despite claims to integrate economic with social and environmental objectives, recent research on
Chinese eco-practices suggest that mainstream eco-developments are wedded to the values of ecological
modernization and promote, first and foremost, economic growth, and largely ignore issues such as
environmental well-being and social equity (Chang and Sheppard, 2013, Cugurullo, 2015, de Jong et al.,
2013, Hult, 2015, Joss, 2011, Pow and Neo, 2013, Yu, 2014). Again, there is an urgent need to better
understand the challenges to incorporating social issues into eco-development strategies. Third, as
numerous eco-projects are progressing, and new initiatives keep emerging across the nation, there is a
growing need for an up-to-date and on-the-ground assessment of current practices to inform the timely
debate and learning on future eco-development improvements.
This paper dissects the practices and implications of current eco-developments in China. We find a
political ecology perspective to be a fruitful way to analyse development. Political ecology provides a
helpful counterpoint to ecological modernization interpretations of Chinese environmental policy and
eco-development (Xie et al, 2019). Ecological modernization has provided persuasive accounts of policy
developments (see for example, Zhang et al 2007; Zhou 2015) and is an important narrative in policy
documents for Chongming Island (Ma et al 2017; Xie et al, 2019). While we need to be aware of these
high-level environmental policy initiatives, we also must understand how policy affects communities, how
development reshapes people’s perceptions of their environment and resources, and of people’s ability
to give voice to the nature of development in their communities. A political ecology perspective is of use
here for three reasons. Firstly, political ecology proposes a more relational view of resource use and space
and ways of working towards more just socio-environmental relations in planning (Chan, 2015, Hult, 2017).
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As a “vociferous critic of all forms of capitalism” (Neo and Pow, 2015: 406), political ecology provides a
critical examination of current pro-growth eco-development practices. Secondly, by questioning who
loses and who benefits, and the inclusiveness of these so-called eco-developments, a political ecology
framework helps to investigate the forms that eco-projects may take and at what social and ecological
cost (Hult, 2017). Therefore, political ecology helps to both critically examine the socio-economic and
environmental outcomes of current Chinese eco-developments and identify ways of thinking differently
around sustainability so that critically informed policy proposals may also be produced. Third as Yeh (2015)
has made clear there is a need for political ecology scholarship of China. Yeh (2015: 628) argues for
detailed local analyses to uncover the mosaic of human-environment relations in China. We contribute to
this task with our work on Chongming Eco-Island which we use as a case study to critically analyse water
and land management practices.
Whilst the focus of our paper is eco development in China and specifically Chongming Eco-Island, our
findings are of wider significance. This is because a) the eco-modernist narrative that typifies Chinese
development is to be found elsewhere (Rapaport 2015) and so lesson-learning from China becomes more
relevant; b) the application of a political ecology perspective to eco-development in China remains novel
and so provides a valuable evaluation of its utility; and c) Chongming Eco-Island has been deliberately
selected for detailed analysis because of its central role in eco-development in China. Indeed, the Island
is of global significance and gained global repute because it was the proposed site of the world’s first
dedicated eco-city (Head and Lawrence 2008). The contributions of the paper are, therefore, first to
develop the political ecology approach in relation to its conceptualisation of the multi-scalar
environmental state so that it can be applied to eco-development in China, second to provide critical
insights into our understanding of society-environment relations in eco-development, third, to enrich the
broader understanding of urban sustainability debates in China, and to do this by fourth, presenting an
up-to-date interpretation of past and current development of Chongming Eco-Island.
The remainder of the paper is organised into four sections. Section two is our theory section and begins
with a discussion of distinctive Chinese eco-development conditions, before examining the links between
political ecology and eco-development in China. Here we theorise political ecology as both a contesting
perspective in sustainable/ecological development and as a critical analytical method to examine current
Chinese eco-practices. Section three explains the materials and methods in the study. It presents a
justification for using Chongming Eco-Island as a case study as well as the focus on the water and land as
providing insightful ways to evaluate eco-development planning and practices, especially concerning local
resource management. In Section four, we document, how over time, there have been transformations
in water and land practices and governance and how these shape our understanding of the ongoing
construction of Chongming Eco-Island. The findings are examined from a political ecology perspective.
Section five provides a set of conclusions that provide an assessment of the features and effects of Chinese
state-led and ecological-modernization guided eco-development (as manifested on Chongming EcoIsland), and the implications of political ecology as a theoretical framework and compelling counter
narrative in the analysis of eco-developments.
2. Theoretical perspective: A political ecology of eco-developments
The general understanding regarding the eco-city is of a modern urban form in which economy, society
and ecology can develop jointly (Shao, 2015). Broadly speaking, an eco-city aims at yielding a harmonious
relationship between people and nature and a win-win achievement of development and environment,
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while at the same time expressing concerns for social justice and equity. As a concept, an eco-city is thus
deemed implicitly as challenging free market capitalism and indiscriminate use of technology (Neo and
Pow, 2015). However, research reveals that contemporary manifestations of the eco-city align closely with
the theory of ecological modernization (see Hult, 2013, Joss et al., 2013, Neo and Pow, 2015, Pow and
Neo, 2013, Rapoport and Hult, 2017) – an approach committed to both capitalism and high-technology
solutions. Underlying the principles of ecological modernization is a firm belief that economic and
environmental objectives are complementary (Fisher and Freudenburg, 2001, Keil and Desfor, 2003,
Krueger and Gibbs, 2007, Mol et al., 2009). Ecological modernization argues that “sustainable futures can
be attained under conditions of a continuously growing capitalist economy” (Keil and Desfor, 2003: 30).
Such pro-growth ideology is in line with conceptions of urban entrepreneurialism, through which city
authorities mobilize resources and marketing strategies to raise city competitiveness, attract flows of
people and capital, and promote economic growth (Chien, 2013a, Chien, 2013b, Prytherch, 2002). This is
even evident in the Chinese context that features a state-centric institutional and political system that
practices unified central leadership and upward accountability with a performance-based cadre
evaluation system (mainly measured by economic criteria) (Pow and Neo, 2013). Consequently, as Neo
and Pow (2015: 409) have argued the Chinese pursuit of urban sustainability via the eco-city is “simply a
legitimization strategy for pro-growth entrepreneurial cities”, which seldom relates to socio-ecological
concerns (Chien, 2013a). As such, the myriad of Chinese eco-initiatives are known to have deviated from
their original spirit and intention and thus faced heavy criticisms (e.g., Joss and Molella, 2013, Neo and
Pow, 2015, Yu, 2012, Yu, 2014).
As critiques of eco-developments became more evident, so more radical concepts of the social production
of (urban) nature emerged (Keil, 2003, Swyngedouw, 1997); within these alternative concepts sits political
ecology, which unequivocally resists both capitalism and associated modernization thinking (Mol and
Spaargaren, 2000, Mol, 2003, Muldavin, 2013, Yeh, 2009). (see Brown and Purcell, 2005, Bryant and Bailey,
1997, Bryant, 1998, Keil, 2003, Robbins, 2011). For its advocates, political ecology is a productive approach
that usefully picks up issues that an ecological modernization framework fails to adderess in ecodevelopments, such as the distribution of costs and benefits, and the intensification of social injustice
(Yeh, 2009). As these social-economic and environmental challenges and problems are also shown in the
majority of Chinese current eco-developments (e.g. Caprotti, 2014a, Caprotti, 2014b, Caprotti et al., 2015,
Grydehøj and Kelman, 2016, Hodson and Marvin, 2010), there is a need for political ecology thinking and
analysis that may foster a more environmentally sound, economically sustainable and socially just ecodevelopment. It involves a shift in approach that draws heavily on textual analyses of state policies and
plans alongside key person interviews to investigating the practices of eco-developments. This is
important because it enables us to more clearly identify tensions and contradictions between state policy
and practice and it also enables us to develop a more nuanced perspective on the Chinese environmental
state.
A political ecology approach also incorporates a host of stakeholders and actors (especially those
marginalized groups) into the research scope (Bryant and Bailey, 1997, Robbins and Sharp, 2003,
Swyngedouw, 2004, Yeh, 2009). Rooted in the political ecology concept is the assertion that
environmental issues are not solely a subject of natural science, but are inherently associated with
political, economic and social actions, and more precisely, with questions about place and power (Bryant,
1998). Often, the power of different actors is conceptualized by their ability to control access to valued
environmental resources and the economic benefits ensuing from resource exploitation (see Bryant and
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Bailey, 1997, Tan-Mullins et al., 2017). As stakeholders are empowered by different resources such as
knowledge and technology as well as access to information (Tan-Mullins et al., 2017), they gain uneven
power to effect change on the environment. Stakeholders may also have distinct perceptions of natural
resources (Bryant and Bailey, 1997, Hung and Sheu, 2010, Neumann, 2005, Peet et al., 2011, Robbins,
2011), and as we shall see in our case study below local actors perceive their environment in a different
way to external planners. In the Chinese case where the state has such power it is important to recognize
its disproportionate and overwhelming influence in environmental interventions, and that these may
often lead to unintended and even pernicious socio-environmental results (Bryant and Bailey, 1997,
Neumann, 2005, Peet et al., 2011, Robbins, 2011) (again as we shall see in our case study with the
canalisation of a river). As most eco-developments in China are initiated and implemented by
governments at multi-levels in cooperation with other state actors (such as state-owned enterprises),
non-state actors’ voices are often muted (or absent) during the policy-making process. Thereby, political
ecology opens up opportunities for our research on opaque actors in eco-developments such as farmers
to yield more understanding of the operation of power and discourse in practice, and to further reveal
governing logics and state power.
We also need to recognise the distinctive ways in which environmental, political and social debates play
out in China and how these may contribute to a vibrant political ecology research agenda. Although there
are many points that could be raised to highlight the distinctiveness of political ecology in China we wish
to concentrate on four. First, there is a need to recognise state authoritarianism (Xie, 2015), which shapes
the development process, opportunities for participation and dominant interpretations of nature and
resources. The state is also riven by tensions as it acts as both developer and protector of the environment,
and these tensions play out in spatially complex patterns, so suggesting the need for detailed local analysis.
Second, there is a narrative that rural villagers are backward and unwilling to manage land in an
environmentally sensitive manner, which helps provide a rationale for state activity (Yeh, 2015). As we
shall see, on Chongming Island there are competing knowledge claims between local know-how and
external professional expertise. Third, recognition needs to be given to the ways in which the environment
is constructed, reconstructed and deconstructed (Leff, 2015). Both ecological modernization and Chinese
policy have a narrower view of the environment than that to be found in political ecology. A more
anthropocentric perspective matters greatly in how win-win outcomes can be created by state actors. The
result, though, may be an unduly restrictive perspective on resource efficiency that, for example,
concentrates on a single resource such as water and underplays connections between resources.
Meanwhile, residents on Chongming tend to have a more intuitive and eco-centric perspective on the
environment which rejects or at least does not connect with an anthropocentric rationality. For example,
water and land are regarded as intimately related and so trade-offs between the two to promote resource
efficiency are discounted. Moreover, where an ecological modernisation perspective may seek resource
efficiency gains at multiple scales, for the residents of Chongming Island there is a rootedness to their
resource management at the local level. By recognising these tensions, we can examine the potential for
local forms of resistance in society-environment relations, though recognising that opportunities are
curbed by state authoritarianism. Fourth, the island is also a rural space, the traditional heart of political
ecology (Leff, 2015), but which is part of the much larger urban-industrial complex of Shanghai that drives
processes of scaling (Barca and Bridge, 2015). In a state-driven economy planning and development
become both contextual and explanatory factors in our account of ecological relations on Chongming. For
example, Chongming can be portrayed as an eco-island, almost detached from Shanghai, a place that is
to be a model of sustainable work and living. Chongming can also be described as the green lungs of
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Shanghai, in which case it becomes possible to justify further urban land intensification because a highquality green space is being preserved within the city boundary. Both constructions of Chongming have
implications for the citizens of the Island and whether or not spaces within a city can be socially,
environmentally and economically equitable.
Therefore, political ecology, within this research, both serves as a productive and persuasive theoretical
framework that gives emphasis to socio-environmental changes and effects, that is inclusive of
stakeholders, and has a normative component to help our assessment of current Chinese ecodevelopment practices. Perhaps not surprisingly given the severity of resource and pollution problems in
China, political ecology is becoming an increasingly attractive perspective for researchers. For example,
there are important recent studies of water scarcity and its management (Clarke-Sather 2017; Wang et al
2018). These studies of access to resources are valuable for the insights that they provide into unfolding
state-nature relationships in more marginal areas of China. Our study, into the governance and
management of environmental resources on Chongming (with explicit focus on water and land), also
provides a useful complement by exploring the relationships between residents, the state and the
environment where there is an explicit effort to raise environmental quality via an eco-development. Pow
(2018) in his analysis of the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City is reporting a case with similarities. There are,
though, key differences between the Tianjin eco-development and that in Chongming: the former is
largely taking place on very poor-quality underdeveloped land, with a very small resident population;
whereas the latter is occurring in a place that is recognised for the quality of its rural environment and
has well established towns and villages where the effects of development will ripple out into communities.
Since an eco-development should at a minimum maintain and more likely seek to enhance the quality of
the local environment of Chongming, we, therefore, have a novel context in which to explore the efficacy
of a political ecology approach. Key questions that need to be asked in our case study (see below) are:
How do state and local understandings of ecological management interact on Chongming Island? How do
communities respond to state-led eco-development? How can we progress thinking on political ecology
to better analyse multi-scalar state led environmental activities?
3. Case selection and methodology
In this research, we ground our analysis via an in-depth case study of the Chongming Eco-Island
development in Shanghai, China. Since the late 1990s, Chongming has become central to Chinese ecodevelopment practices and has embodied the features and witnessed the evolution of Chinese
sustainability innovations and ideals. In 1996, Chongming Island was selected as one of the pilots for
constructing the National Ecological Demonstration Zone, and successfully attained the award in 2002
(MEP, 2002). In 2005, the Dongtan Eco-city project, which is located at the east end of Chongming, was
launched with a claim to be the world’s first purpose-built eco-city (Arup, 2008, Head and Lawrence, 2008).
The project quickly made headlines across the world as it represented China’s first attempt at building a
sustainable urban model from scratch (Pow and Neo, 2013). However, due to a complicated set of political
reasons and ecological concerns (cf. Chang and Sheppard, 2013, Cheng and Hu, 2010), this renowned
project has been indefinitely suspended since 2008. Nevertheless, its planning and development ideas
and methodology have, in some respects, induced the wider plan of Chongming Eco-Island (Chang and
Sheppard, 2013), and further inspired subsequent eco-initiatives in China (such as the flagship SinoSingapore Tianjin Eco-city) (Chang and Sheppard, 2013, Pow and Neo, 2013). Since the plan for building
Chongming Eco-Island was announced in 2006, the Island has undergone more than a decade’s
construction, and now there is an ambition to build a world-class eco-island (Shanghai Municipal
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Government, 2016b). Therefore, understanding Chongming Eco-Island, to some extent, contributes to the
achievement of a deep insight into urban sustainable/ecological practices in China. Meanwhile, whilst the
majority of eco-city practices in China are conceived of or delivered primarily in terms of technological
innovations, Chongming Eco-Island has been recognized as prioritizing a more integrated sustainability
vision and planning approach (Joss et al., 2011). It is anticipated by UNEP that Chongming Island can serve
as a model of China’s eco-progression, and an example of developing an ecological economy for less
developed regions of the world (UNEP, 2014: 96). With a relatively good reputation among Chinese ecodevelopment practices, Chongming Eco-Island serves as an ideal case for our critical examination of
current Chinese ecological-modernization-led eco-developments. Moreover, the existing complex social
structure, the abundant ecological resource, and the rich historic and cultural contents of Chongming
Island give it both political and ecological value. Whilst a significant number of eco-cities are being built
in the tabula rasa way located on brownfield sites and largely constructed from scratch (Joss et al., 2011),
Chongming Eco-Island is planned and built on high quality rural land with diverse landscapes ranging from
wetlands, crop fields, and forest. It is home to more than 500,000 people who have a rich history and
culture. Chongming thus provides an apt setting for a political ecology analysis of human-nature
interactions in Chinese eco-developments.
The empirical section of this paper draws heavily on the interview data, triangulated with archival research
and on-site observation. From the data collection, we initially identified two key themes in understanding
and evaluating the effects of Chongming Eco-Island development, namely water and land. According to
Smil (1993), an enquiry into the biospheric foundation of any modern society must start with a close
examination of water and land resources. In Chongming’s case these two resources are essential
components of the local ecosystem. As an alluvial island formed by deposits of the Yangtze River,
Chongming is a large, flat, fertile wetland area with thousands of rivers and ditches, and many lakes and
ponds. Examining the changing status of water and land on the Island can thus shed light on the
environmental governance on and of Chongming throughout its recent history, especially during the ecodevelopment process. Meanwhile, as a large agricultural rural settlement, water and land are of great
significance for the construction of local living and culture. Indigenous people have for a long time relied
on the relationship between water and land for growing food and have formed a strong connection with
the local environment. Therefore, evaluating the effects of Eco-Island development on local
understandings of water and land and their further impacts on the local economy and society is key to
understanding human-nature relationships and how those have been shaped and reshaped by the recent
eco-developments. In interpreting how water and land are managed, we then developed our third theme,
governance. This covered the relationships between key actors (e.g. state institutions, citizens, enterprises)
and forms of policy delivery (e.g. regulations, masterplans). Moreover, by placing our research on ecodevelopments on Chongming around water and land it echoes and enriches the continuing debates over
“place” and “resource” in political ecology scholarship (see e.g. Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Hung and Sheu,
2010). We continually reflected on and refined our themes of water, land and governance throughout the
data collection and analysis phases of the work.
Using the lens of water and land to conduct a political ecology study of Chongming Eco-Island, we firstly
explored the abundant written records and archives of the Island. We began with the historical records,
including multiple versions of Chongming County Chorography, genealogies, and local gazetteers, to learn
about the governance and management of water and land on Chongming in the past. This provides crucial
context for our later critical evaluation of contemporary environmental governance during the Chongming
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Eco-Island development. Meanwhile, we also drew on information through a thorough analysis of official
policies and plans, development statistics, reports from both governmental and non-governmental
organizations, press coverage, and academic publications that are related to the plan and implementation
of Chongming Eco-Island. This further helps us to understand the rationale, formulation, and
implementation of the Eco-Island development. In addition, we also referred to folk literatures of
Chongming that often depict local living, culture and customs, and social life, wherein the local landscape
and environment would be described, and thus present us with a more local and social perspective on the
developments on Chongming.
Informed by these rich secondary data sources, we then took our research to the field. From November
2016 to September 2018, we have conducted nine fieldwork visits to Chongming with an average duration
of six days. During these field surveys, alongside on-site observation, we have conducted key person, semistructured interviews on Chongming Island as well as in the city of Shanghai, involving both experts (such
as governmental officials, planners, academic researchers) (see Table 1 below) and non-experts (such as
farmers, indigenous residents, and tourists).
Table 1 Key person interviewees and research themes
Interviewee background
Planning and land development
professionals
Academic experts
Local cadres
Representatives of local
enterprises

Number of interviews
6
6
3
2

Research themes
 Past and current governance of
Chongming
 Approaches to policy delivery
 Resource management (water and
land)
 Perceptions of Eco-Island
development

Initially our key person interviewees were identified from academic papers, planning documents and
media reports. Interviewees were selected for their knowledge of the research themes that we were
investigating. This purposeful approach to interviewee identification was complemented as the interviews
progressed by ‘snowballing techniques’ (Taylor, 1993:16) in which our participants were asked to identify
and recruit additional key informants. The key person interviews ended when a) our snowballing approach
was leading to suggestions of interviewees who we had already contacted and b) interviewees were
reinforcing rather than adding to knowledge. Although we endeavoured to cover all our research themes
in each interview inevitably our interviewees made variable contributions. For example, our academic
experts and planning professionals were more able to discuss resource management topics than other
interviewees. Meanwhile, the local cadres and representatives of local firms were able to provide valuable
insights into governance on the Island. All interviewees were able to contribute to discussions on the
nature of Eco-Island development.
In undertaking the interviews and identifying interviewees we were sensitive to our understanding of the
authoritarian state. We carefully listened to the voices of those who spoke to us to detect nuances in
meaning. We also actively sought out those who are not typically heard (such as farmers, older people
and women). These people were likely to provide a different perspective on local resource management
and eco-development (especially about water and land) to our key person interviewees. To identify
community members, we sought to gain access to individual informants and groups via gatekeepers and
via acquaintances who then acted as our sponsors (Bryman, 2012). This was a strategic approach to allow
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us to gain access to as wide a range of individuals relevant to our research as possible rather than sampling
research participants on a random basis. The approach worked as follows. In the early stages of the
research, we reviewed on-line sources for public opinions concerning the eco-island development. We
identified a local resident who is active in disclosing environmental destruction on the Island and in
petitioning local authorities about environmental measures. An interview with this local environmental
activist provided us with rich knowledge about what it means to be a local person experiencing adverse
environmental impacts from eco-development. Through this local activist we came to meet others. For
instance, to gain knowledge of river management projects we asked about who performed such tasks and
were introduced to one of the first “river cleaners” on Chongming who shared details of their work. While
to better understand more traditional river management practices we gained access to a former village
head who explained annual collective river-dredging activities. In total, we conducted 28 semi-structured
interviews with residents, indigenous farmers, and tourists. These in-depth semi-structured interviews
were conducted individually or jointly, and usually lasted between 60 and 120 minutes.
The levels of trust that we were able to develop in the local community culminated in three informal focus
group meetings with villagers from Hongqiao Village in 2018. The first one was on 31 March 2018 and
lasted for three hours. The meeting was attended by three male and one female elderly (above 60 years
old) villagers. One participant was a former local production team leader who managed collective
activities during the 1980s. They shared their memories of the Island’s past and their life changes and
their attitudes towards the eco-developments on the Island since the 2000s. Following this, another two
informal focus group meetings were carried out on September 12, 2018. The first was with three male
and two female elderly villagers and the second with four male and three female elderly villagers,
involving one “river cleaner”, one former village head, and one current local village cadre. These
interviews and meetings had three objectives: 1) provide a voice for grassroots’ accounts of
environmental changes on the Island, and policy and planning implementation and their consequences;
2) address how local stakeholders perceive ecology, environmental protection and improvement, socioeconomic progress, and the notion of an eco-island; and 3) understand and further evaluate the on-theground construction in detail.
The archival material, collection of policy and planning documents, journal articles, interviews,
observations, field notes and images formed our database. In interpreting the data and selecting material
for detailed analysis we were guided by our three overarching themes: water, land and governance. The
themes were broken down into more detailed topics (e.g. historical and contemporary accounts of water
management, perceptions of environmental change) and material coded. Throughout, we reflected on
the robustness of our themes and the topics and both went through a process of refinement. For instance,
as our understanding of the physical nature of the Island and of the Island community developed so we
investigated our themes in different ways to better understand the relationships between people and
place. This provided an ongoing check on our interpretation, since our informants would challenge our
thinking by providing different accounts or additional information. It was important for us to be confident
that we understood what people were saying to us and why they were saying it so that we could interpret
their meaning. While we wished to report the voices of our key person interviewees and community
participants we could only do so if we properly understood what they were saying to us (as well as why
they may be quiet). It was only at the point where we felt that there was little additional value in collecting
further primary data (see above) that we ended that phase of our work. As this study presents both official
narratives and implementation practices, and alternative perspectives provided by some of our key
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person interviewees as well as community voices, we can provide a much richer and nuanced analysis of
development on Chongming Eco-Island (see below) than would otherwise have occurred.

4. Results and discussion: water and land in the development of Chongming Eco-Island
The empirical material is organised to draw out the key environmental and economic issues shaping the
development of Chongming Island. Within these themes particular attention is paid to the ways in which
local people and external actors seek to manage and reshape water and land resources. With our political
ecology perspective, we provide an historical account of the relationship between people and place and
how that has shaped their environment. A longer-term narrative avoids the ahistoricism that can
characterise case studies and also makes it analytically more straightforward to evaluate whether ecodevelopment proposals for Chongming mark a break with previous environmental management strategies
or are better understood as a continuation of longer-term development initiatives and their relationship
to the environment. We argue that place matters to people, that people’s experiences of their
environment on a day-to-day basis shape how they perceive resource and environmental changes, and
that a political ecology approach is giving a voice to those who are marginalised in the policy-making
process. Whilst local communities and some key actors are becoming increasingly aware of the tensions
in seeking to promote eco-development on Chongming Island, influences from ecological modernisation
are likely to remain highly significant in official policy narratives.
An analysis of the Chongming Eco-Island project cannot sidestep its precursor – Dongtan eco-city.
Empirical research digging into the genesis and development of the Dongtan eco-city has unveiled its
commitment to a weaker form of sustainability, which aims to integrate economy with ecology (but lacks
a similar analysis of social development), more bluntly, to capitalize on the available natural resources to
promote economic development (Chang and Sheppard, 2013, Sze, 2015). Adopting a key tenet of
ecological modernization that the eco-city can be built through a “technological fix”, the plan of Dongtan
project featured novel environmental technologies and green industries. Although not much of the
facilities outlined in the plan has materialized at Dongtan (Den Hartog et al, 2018), the Dongtan wetland
park and a wind farm that consists of 13 wind turbines are evidence on the ground of this ambitious plan.
Whilst Dongtan eco-city project has stalled since 2008, its planning idea(l)s and methods have been
extended to the broader plan of Chongming Eco-Island (Chang and Sheppard, 2013).
Water management in the past: collective efforts
To fully appreciate the relationship between local people and their environment on Chongming it is
necessary to understand the nature of the environment and the shifts in the management of that
environment that have taken place. The Island is critically dependent on its management of water. The
embryonic sandbanks of Chongming Island are recorded as surfacing from the estuary of the Yangtze River
in the late 7th century, and gradually grew, expanded and merged together. Since the reign of Emperor
Zhiyuan in the Yuan Dynasty (1264-1294), key rivers in the east and west of the Island stabilized as people
constructed many secondary rivers. Over time, these rivers in turn were connected by ditches and
drainage channels to draw water into crop fields1 (see Figure 1). The ongoing management of the water
system has been crucial for the agricultural development of Chongming and provided the base for the
1

For details please refer to Chongming County Chorography Draft (1960) and Chongming County Chorography
(1984).
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local economy. While water was a valuable environmental resource, it was also a source of vulnerability
for the islanders who had to cope with flood risks due to the tidal variations and sedimentation effects
which could silt up rivers and ditches. Thus, water courses on Chongming require regular dredging and
maintenance. According to Chongming County Water Affairs Bureau (Marine Bureau) (2014), at the end
of 2012, there were a total of 15,923 rivers on the Island, running for 9,352.30 kilometers.
Figure 1: Chongming Island’s water conservancy status in 1984

Source: Based on Chongming County Chorography (1984)

As Figure 1 illustrates, generations of Chongming Island dwellers have created a crisscrossing network of
waterways that bring water into the hinterland to desalinate soil and irrigate crops in fields (Wei, 1983).
The efforts of successive local governors and local landowners to maintain watercourses are well
documented in versions of the Chongming County Chorography. However, the Chongming Chorography
Draft published in 1960 points out that peasants were the actual major force in water management2, and
the following Chongming County Chorography published in 1984 provides supplementary information
that help us to reconstruct the water management history of Chongming. It is recorded that in the late
Qing Dynasty, Chongming county magistrate stipulated that dredging must be performed once a year on
all arterial rivers, and the responsibility and cost were shared by “Lipai”, leaders of the then basic unit of
a local community. Between 1921 to 1948, river dredging was mostly initiated by local political elites, and
project costs were normally shared by beneficiaries or local inhabitants. Local government’s financial
contribution to projects was very limited. In the meantime, smaller projects such as the maintenance of
2

Chongming County Chorography Draft (Chongming Xianzhi Gao), edited in 1960, reviewing previous historical
records and documenting the history of Chongming from 1912 to 1949 in the Republican period.
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secondary rivers and ditches were treated by farmers as their own affair – they took the responsibility for
what was perceived to be their waterway - without any guidance or supervision from government. While
we would not wish to romanticize the experiences of rural dwellers or present a narrative that suggests a
harmonious relationship between local people and their environment, there is nevertheless a sense of
local knowledge of water management that is reproduced on almost daily basis. Practices surrounding
water management help to create both a unique environment and sense of social identity. As we argue
below, there is an increasing disconnect between people and place as non-local actors seek in various
ways to manage the environment of the Island.
After the establishment of the PRC in 1949, there were efforts to promote more formal management of
waterways, to make it more amenable to human needs (Shapiro 2001). Local government provided funds
and mobilized cadres and the public to carry out a series of river dredging and remediation projects. These
projects mainly covered the south-north arterial rivers. In terms of the secondary rivers and tertiary
ditches, there are no explicit records of any maintenance works. However, there are reports of river banks
collapsing and being repaired during the 1970s and 1980s. Guided by the County Revolutionary
Committee and the Chongming County Water Conservancy Society, local communes (She Dui) 3
experiencing river bank problems planted reeds and built buffer platforms to consolidate the riverbanks.
The maintenance efforts of communes in the early years of the PRC were seen by residents as somewhat
similar to the collective river management that had previously prevailed. In our interviews with elderly
indigenous people, they recalled the annual ditching and dredging led by a village “Production Team”
(Sheng chan dui)4:
“Guaranteeing the water is flowing is very important. Our field crops rely on it, and we need clean
water for cooking and for washing. Every year or every two years, the Production Team will organize
people to conduct ditching and dredging. Each household will send one or two people to join the
team. Besides dredging the silted riverbed, we also reaped reeds, which then we used for firewood
or handcrafts.”5
Maintaining the watercourse was of great significance for local living and food production. More than that,
though, water management was attached to strong personal emotions. Events and activities became ways
of passing on knowledge and representing skillful management of the environment. As one of the
indigenous residents shared with us:
“In the past, each household still owned a section of the riverbanks as part of their fields, which we
used to call “Zhi Bian” 植边 (refers to the river slope or the river platform by the road). Every
household treats their Zhi Bian carefully as it is part of our own lands, and as it also shows the
characteristics of your family – if your vegetables or plantings are growing very well, the neighbors
will praise you; and if not, then people might think you are not industrious or not skillful. Some
families, like my grandparents, grew trees there. And I actually grew up with one of them as it was
planted when I was born. However, they [Zhi Bian] no longer exist anymore.”

Water governance in eco-developments: state intervention

3

She Dui, also known as Sheng Chan Dui [Production Team], is an organizational form in China's socialist agricultural
economy. It is the basic unit of labour organization in state farms, and in the rural areas, it is a cooperative economy
of collective ownership by the working people.
4
See footnote 4.
5
Interview with an indigenous resident on 19 June 2017 in Mandarin, translated by Xie, L.
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The growing distance between local people and their management of the environment has become
increasingly apparent and accelerated when the proposed Dongtan eco-development began to take shape.
Over the years, under Shanghai Municipal Government’s direct instructions, Chongming County/District
Government has enforced a series of water measures. These were typically engineering led solutions to
problems and included canalizing rivers to improve their flow to reduce flood risk and to secure riverbanks.
From 2006 there were more systematic attempts at water regulation, and this coincided with the official
announcement of the “Eco-Island” development plan (Shanghai Municipal Government, 2006). In
November 2006, Chongming Water Authority and Chongming Finance Bureau (2006) jointly issued the
Implementation Opinions on “Ten-Thousands Rivers Regulation Operation” (Wan He Zheng Zhi Xing Don),
targeting 3,303-kilometers of river. There are nine requirements of this operation: 1) effectively remove
mud from the river bottom; 2) clean the river gates; 3) remove illegal constructions by the riverbanks; 4)
reconstruct blocked culverts; 5) better control sources of river pollution; 6) remove waste from the water
and riverside; 7) maintain river bank slopes; 8) improve water quality; and 9) cover the riverbanks with
greenery. Guided by these criteria, there was a rapid transformation of nearly 5,000 rivers on Chongming.
In 2009, as a continuation of the “Operation”, Chongming further implemented the “Village and House
River Regulation” (Cun Gou Zhai He) and completed the modification of more than 4,000 village- and
house- level rivers. Since 2011, another series of projects, including “Ecological River Regulation” (Sheng
Tai He Dao Zheng Zhi), “Medium and Small Rivers Maintenance” (Zhong Xiao He Dao Yang Hu), and
“Village-level Rivers Dredging” (Zhen Cun Ji He Dao Lun Shu), have been launched. Attempts to manage
and regulate water continue with the Eco-Island construction. In the 13th Five-year Plan of Chongming
World-class Eco-Island Development (Shanghai Municipal Government, 2016), a set of key performance
indicators (KPIs) were stipulated, that provide criteria for quantitative measurement of the success or
otherwise of the implementation of eco-island construction. Out of 17 indicators, there are four directly
related to water management, namely Natural Wetland Retention Rate, Surface Water Environmental
Functional Area Compliance Rate6 (to measure water quality), Urban Sewage Treatment Rate, and Rural
Sewage Treatment Rate. All, except the Rural Sewage Treatment Rate which is an “anticipated” target are
“obligatory” targets, so are ‘must-be-completed’ tasks for local government. Inevitably, these targets
guide where resources are allocated and where attention is focused. Moreover, these are activities that
government can manage directly to increase control over them. Almost by default, communities and their
expertise are marginalized in resource management.
It is important to note that such significant state-led efforts at water management have achieved much.
According to the Chongming District Master Plan & Land Utilization Master Plan (2017-2035) (Shanghai
Municipal Government, 2018), in 2016, Chongming District was able to safeguard 38.07% of its natural
wetland, and there was an 85% urban sewage treatment rate. By way of contrast, the rural sewage
treatment rate remains relatively low at 16%. For local government there is considerable pride that 80%
of the rivers in the Shanghai Municipality that meet the national Environmental Quality Standards for
Surface Water are located in Chongming District (Shanghai Municipal Government, 2016).
Nevertheless, different voices were raised among indigenous people contesting the ecological measures
enforced on the Island. Xu Gang, a renowned Chinese contemporary writer born in Chongming in 1945,
has lamented the water quality change on Chongming:

6

The Chinese national standard, GB3838-2002 – Environmental Quality Standards for Surface Water, mandates the
water quality that applies to all surface water with functions such as rivers, lakes, canals, channels, reservoirs, etc.
According to the Standard, surface water is classified into five categories according to their level of functions,
ranging from National Nature Reserve, primary protected area of concentrated drinking water, rare aquatic
habitat, to general industrial water use areas and agricultural water areas.
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“What makes Chongming people distraught is the change of the surface water quality on the Island.
From the mid-to-late 1980s, due to the pollution of pesticides, fertilizers, and township enterprises,
the clean ditches with drinkable water that were surrounded by reeds in my memory, no longer
exist... In the ‘Ten-Thousands Rivers Regulation Operation’ ... The two sides of the rivers and ditches
were flattened, and there are no reeds to be seen any more. We must understand that reed is the
symbolic plant of Chongming Island for more than a thousand years. Its rich and developed root
system can not only stabilize the ditch, but also play a role in purifying the water. So, why?” (Xu, 2009,
P67)7
Similar concerns were raised by many indigenous people during our field surveys. Other typical comments
included:
“In the past, the river in front of our house was very clean. Every family went there to wash rice,
vegetables, and sometimes clothes. At that time, the riverbanks were covered by reeds, and crabs
and fishes were abundant in the river. So, in summer, children were playing in the river, swimming
and trying to catch fishes or crabs. Now, the river is not as clean as it used to be, and no one uses it
anymore.”8
“Before the eco-island construction … reeds were all over the rivers. River water was very clean, and
had a variety of creatures such as fish, shrimp, crabs and eels. That was the natural ‘eco’, but
unfortunately it does not exist anymore.”9
The widening gap on the one side between governmental initiatives to treat water pollution and to
improve water quality and on the other side perceptions on the ground of adverse ecological effects point
to the need for a closer examination of the changing water governance on Chongming. More particularly
we need to analyze how the guiding logic and performance evaluation measures of the Eco-Island
development have come to increasingly shape water management.
The reshaping of water governance and management
From a political ecology perspective, different groups’ knowledge and diverse interests in “place” and
“resources” result in divergent environmental measures (Bryant and Bailey, 1997, Neumann, 2005, Peet
et al., 2011, Robbins, 2012). In understanding the changing governance of rivers and river banks on
Chongming it is important to note the role of the main management bodies (represented by ‘river cleaners’
and ‘river chiefs’) and their adoption of non-ecological and engineering practices.
River cleaners were employed as part of the “Ten-thousand, Thousands and Hundreds Employment
Project” (wanren qianbairen jiuye xiangmu). This was initiated in 2005 and aimed to help people
experiencing employment difficulty, especially people in their forties and fifties (called “4050 groups”)
back into work (Chongming Social Construction Committee Office, 2013). River cleaning is one of the jobs
providing by this project that does not require high levels of education or skills10. Alongside the launch of
the “Ten-Thousands Rivers Regulation Operation” in 2006, Chongming Water Authority employed
hundreds and thousands of cleaners managing rivers at all levels. Their main work tasks include
watercourse cleaning and maintenance of green spaces. River cleaners were given clear performance

7

Original texts are Chinese, translated by Xie, L.
Interview with a local farmer on 29 August 2017 in Mandarin, translated by Xie, L.
9 Interview with a local farmer on 13 February 2017 in Mandarin, translated by Xie, L.
10
The other posts include forestry conservation, home-based cares, traffic management, community security,
community assistance etc.
8
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assessment criteria that they had to work to11. An interview with a former “river cleaner” hired in 2007
has revealed details of his job:
“I am one of the first batch of river cleaners on Chongming. I remember each river cleaner was
allocated an 840-meter long river section, and the main requirements include cleaning the water,
clearing all kinds of cages and fast-growing aquatic plants to ensure smooth water flow, and to
remove all reeds, wild rice shoots (jiao bai) and any other plants on the river banks within a year.
There must be no plants by the river between the water surface up to 50 centimeters high. There
will be monthly inspections and failure to deliver the tasks will lead to a salary deduction, which is
often quite a lot. To accomplish the job, we used herbicides to clear the riverbanks. So, we are
actually the ‘reeds killer’”12.
Without proper guidance for their job, combined with a lack of ecological knowledge of the disastrous
effects of herbicides, local river cleaners attempted to meet their job requirements (to gain their full salary)
without knowing that their actions were simultaneously destroying the original river ecology. Moreover,
ecological is being reinterpreted from traditional river management practices of working with nature to
seeking clean, green managed spaces and rivers that are undisturbed by plants. An indication of the shift
in practices is that reeds were planted by local communes under the guidance of county government in
the 1970s and 1980s as one of the major measures to protect river banks from collapsing were now to be
removed. Since rural sewage is largely discharged directly into the numerous rivers on the Island (and in
2016, the rural sewage treatment rate was only 16%, see above), without the water purification function
of reeds, the water quality of Chongming’s rivers rapidly deteriorated. A local resident in Hongqiao Village
in Chongming, who is also an environmental activist, commented:
“From what I observed and experienced, Chongming suffered the worst ecological transformation in
the past ten years [2007-17]. Those ecological projects enforced by the government are actually
destroying our ecological nature day by day. The most severe problem is the river regulation. Projects
enforced to harness rivers and riverbanks adopted traditional hardening techniques, cementing the
original natural riverbank by impermeable concrete retaining walls, which cut off the exchange of
material, energy and information between rivers and the banks, and thus disabled rivers’ selfpurification abilities. Meanwhile, as the village sewage treatment has not been improved, the quality
of processed wastewater that is directly emitted into rivers is very low, which profoundly threatens
the river water environment. Consequently, rivers on the Island were persistently polluted, which
gravely harms the aquatic organisms and further induces biodiversity loss13.
The engineering measures employed in river regulation projects that cemented riverbanks and
elaborately trimmed the greenery by the river are in line with the guiding ecological modernization
principles adopted in the eco-island plans. These ecological modernisation principles included
emphasizing scientific and technical perspectives, especially of engineers and landscape designers come
to the fore and marginalize local knowledge and expertise; an emphasis on resource efficiency (e.g. in
land use, water flow), and urban aesthetics (e.g. in landscape design) (Pow, 2018); and the use of
technology and techniques to manage the environment (e.g. straightening rivers). Whilst at more strategic
policy and planning levels thinking may have been informed by ecological modernization their translation
into revised working practices on the rivers showed limited knowledge of how to best manage the local
11

Interview with officials from Chongming Water Authority on 18 June 2018 in Mandarin, translated by Xie, L.
Interview with a local “river cleaner” who was hired by the Chongming Water Authority from 2007 to 2009 to
conduct river cleaning and maintenance on 12 September 2018 in Mandarin, translated by Xie, L.
12
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Interview with a local resident, also an environmental activist on February 13, 2017 in Mandarin, translated
by Xie, L.
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environment. For example, a key set of practices are revealed through an examination of the River Chief
System (Hezhang Zhi) initiated in early 2017 on Chongming. The Chongming River Chief System Office
appointed the river chiefs for each river on the Island (normally held by a town cadre and the village head),
and the river chiefs are responsible for the management of the river environment. Their working
objectives, as clearly stated on an orange billboard put up on each river on Chongming, involve enforcing
"no crops in the streambank and river platform, no illegal constructions, no piles, no garbage, no fallen
trees, no floaters in the river surface, no obstructions in the river channel, no illegal emissions, no withered
plants in and by the river”. Typically, local officials are quick to respond to the superior governments’
instructions, and in this case local cadres (river chiefs) on Chongming would seek the most efficient
solutions that can generate rapid and visible effects (similar to river cleaners’ adoption of herbicides).
Cementing the river bank is one of the quick solutions to address all of the requirements stated on the
billboard. Biodiversity and ecology are outside of the scope of performance assessment and thus out of
local government officials’ consideration during the development process. As a result, the previously
diverse riverbanks, that had ecological value and meaning for local people are replaced by increasingly
homogenous, clean and tidy riverbanks (Figure 2).
Figure 2. Typical riverbanks of Chongming that have been transformed during the river projects

Source: Authors.

As river regulations are revised and diffused over rivers of all sizes on Chongming, the destructive and
adverse effects of such government-led river governance quickly become apparent. Our field surveys also
discovered many partially regulated rivers where one side of the riverbank has been hardened by a
cement structure, and the other side’s trees were recently cut down and only their roots remain that still
hold together the slopes (Figure 4). We also found many “forgotten” rivers and ditches where it seems
that villagers recognize their traditional maintenance role has been diminished and their efforts have not
been replaced by local government workers. In these places water is stagnant and smelly (Figure 5).
Ironically, local officials argue that one of the problems of current river management on Chongming is the
limited participation of local inhabitants, which officials attribute to villager’s weak awareness of
environmental sanitation (Wang et al, 2014). However, we believe that when the government took over
the river conservancy works and deprived people of their original responsibilities, rights and powers, local
people naturally regarded river management as governmental work, which they have no right or duty (or
even the courage) to interfere in. Political ecologists argue that the state’s disproportionate and
overwhelming influence in environmental interventions often lead to unintended and even pernicious
15

socio-environmental results (Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Neumann, 2005; Peet et al., 2001; Robbins, 2012).
The case of the transformation of Chongming river governance vividly illustrates the detrimental
consequences that can arise when community-led river governance, that draws upon and reproduces
local expertise, is replaced by a top-down perspective that relies on external professional knowledge and
delivery practices and fails to sufficiently recognize the sensitivity of the local environment. The
detachment of local communities from the management of their environment, and consequent adverse
experiences for the Island’s ecology, is repeated for land management as we shall see below.
Figure 4: Trees were cut down and their roots remain by the riverbank

Source: Authors.
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Figure 5: “Forgotten” ditch on Chongming

Source: Authors.
Land governance: emerging “ecological enclosure”
Whilst water plays a key part in shaping the environment of Chongming, land is hard-won and precious
on the Island. Essentially the Island is a large estuary sandbank, open to erosion by currents and tides from
the sea, and thus has an extremely unstable land base. Historical records show the frequent occurrences
of natural disasters on Chongming14, resulting, for instance, in five relocations of the administrative base
of Chongming. The dykes and dams, that are so integral to the water-based ecology of the Island, were
built along the shore, and river water was channeled into the land. This complex wetland system provided
abundant natural resources to support indigenous people’s lives (such as reeds and fishing), and later
people developed cotton and grain industries on the Island (Wei, 1983). Agriculture has long been the
economic mainstay of the Island and most of its land is agricultural (Song, 2005). Farmers on Chongming
used to call their lands “flower land” (hua di), and thus the heavy farm work has a very romantic name of
“planting flower land” (zhong hua di) (Song, 2005). For them, the land they lived on and worked on is full
of affection.

14

Sources from Chongming County Chorography, which have a specific chapter for disasters records (titled
Zaixiang (in Zhengde and Wanli Chorography), jinxiang (in Kangxi, Qianlong, and Yongzhong Chorography), or Zaiyi
(in Minguo Chorography）.

17

In a similar way to water management (see above), with the establishment of the PRC in 1949, a much
more interventionist approach to the environment emerged (Shapiro 2001). Large-scale and organized
reclamations and cultivation have become a development feature. Since 1958, Chongming has been reassigned by the central government to be under the direct-control of Shanghai. This decision aimed to
enlarge the suburban area of Shanghai to enable adequate food production for supporting the vast
population in the city area. A massive reclamation programme was launched that targeted the seashore
to extend the area of cultivated land as part of Shanghai government’s determination to “transform the
reed and grass marshes on Chongming into the city’s food supply base” (Bian Chongming lutan, caotan
wei chengshi fushipin gongying jidi)15. Until the advent of eco-development proposals, reclamation has
been the main land development theme on Chongming.
Since the mid-1950s there have been regular and large-scale land reclamation activities (see Table 2 and
Gong & Cui, 2011). These have enabled the building of two new towns (Xincun Town and Luhua Town)
and the creation of eight state-owned farms. Over more than six decades of reclamation, the area of
Chongming has more than doubled, expanding from about 600 square kilometres in 1949 to around 1,267
square kilometres in 2018 (Figure 6). The most rapid period of urbanization occurred in the 1990s, when
Chongming became a site for compensating the losses of arable land in Shanghai’s suburbs due to the
implementation of the Pudong Development Plan and other suburban development plans. While
Chongming is continuously contributing land to the city of Shanghai, its once expansive wetlands have
been severely damaged and are critically shrinking.
Table 2 Key land reclamation activities on Chongming Islands16
Year
Size of reclamation (hectares) No. of reclamations
1955 to 1984
40,837
55
1985 to 1995
10,411
16
1996 to 2010
12,961
14
Source: Chongming County Annual Compilation Committee (1989); Shanghai Agricultural Reclamation
Records Compilation Committee (2004); and Gong & Cui (2010).
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http://zhengxie.shcm.gov.cn/cmzx_wszl/2013-02-28/Detail_172969.htm.
Chongming County/District consists of Chongming Island and two small surrounding islands, namely Changxing
Island and Hengsha Island, which were transferred from the administration of Baoshan District of Shanghai to the
jurisdiction of Chongming in 2005 (State Council, 2005). This paper focuses on Chongming Island but will touch on
the other two islands when involving policies and plans that apply to all three islands.
16
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Figure 6: Reclamation on Chongming County/District since the 1950s.

Source: compiled by authors based on Chongming County Chorography (Chongming County Annals
Compilation Committee, 1989) and Shanghai Agricultural Reclamation Records (Shanghai Agricultural
Reclamation Records Compilation Committee, 2004).
A more environmentally minded national and local state began to make its presence felt from the 1990s
onwards. In 2006, the Eco-Island plan was officially announced by the Shanghai Municipal Government
and the Chongming County Government. Nevertheless, after more than a decade, it seems that the grand
plan of building Chongming into an Eco-Island has failed to curb the exploitation of local ecological
resources and land resources. As we have seen in relation to water management above, the Chinese
model of ecological modernization is infused with an anthropocentric approach to environmental
protection and so both local people and their ecological practices are undermined. As the “strategic space
for Shanghai’s sustainable development in the 21st century” (Shanghai Municipal Government, 2001), the
reclamation of coastal wetlands continues with numerous justifications, including the establishment of
reservoirs, to compensate for the farmland occupation and exploitation that takes in Shanghai, and for
reserving development land for Shanghai and Chongming.
Meanwhile, eco-island planning and development rather than curbing development seem to have also
triggered a substantial reshuffle of the land ownership and use rights on Chongming. A series of
opportunistic developments, not only real estate and tourism industries, but also agriculture and forestry,
has been widely carried out on Chongming. These development projects are transforming the humanland relationship on the Island by dramatically changing local landscapes and local lives. For example,
wetland reclamation continues, even within the designated natural reserve (see the case of Dongtan
below). Perhaps the only significant difference to previous rounds of reclamation is that these lands are
now under the management of the municipal government, and may be turned into agricultural
landholdings to compensate for the farmland loss in the central city area, or developed into various
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industries, or even simply left idle. Here, we analyze two cases, namely the Dongtan area and the North
Lake to explore in greater depth development pressures and their ecological and social consequences.
Dongtan, the eastern tip of Chongming Island where the Island meets the sea, has a vast wetland with
abundant benthic and vegetation resources. It is a resting place for migratory birds and a wintering ground
for waterfowl. 312 species of birds have been recorded in Dongtan. The importance of the area has been
recognized and its status has been successively upgraded over time (see Table 3).
Table 3 Designations of the Dongtan Nature Reserve
Year
1992

1998
1999
2001
2002

Designation
The China Biodiversity Conservation Action Plan formulated by the ten ministries and
commissions of the State Council listed Chongming Dongtan in the priority protection
sequence
Chongming Dongtan Nature Reserve (326km2) established by Shanghai Municipal
Government
Chongming Dongtan Nature Reserve joined the East Asian–Australasian Flyway network
sites
Chongming Dongtan Nature Reserve was upgraded to a national nature reserve by the
State Council
Chongming Dongtan Nature Reserve and the adjacent 84 square kilometres of
constructed wetland were listed as a Ramsar Site

However, records show that even during the period of increased protection – from the late 1990s to the
early 2000s - several major reclamation projects were still carried out in the Dongtan area: in 1998, a total
area of 67 square kilometers of land was reclaimed (Zhao, 2002); followed by another 22 square
kilometers in 1999 (Xie et al, 2004); and in the winter of 2001, another 6 square kilometers. Due to the
slow siltation of the tidal flats, reclaimed wetlands could not properly regenerate and function and the
reclamation has caused severe damage to local biodiversity (Figure 7). According to a survey, the
population of the migratory Little Swan, a national second-class protected bird, has dramatically
decreased from 3,000-3,500 in the early 1990s to 51 by the winter of 2000 (Zhao, 2002). Ironically, as we
probed into the intentions behind these reclamation activities within the Nature Reserve area, one of the
justifications given was to treat the invasive plant - Spartina Alterniflora in the Reserve Area17, which was
firstly introduced on Chongming in the mid-1990s to speed up the siltation process to facilitate
reclamation and embankment consolidation (Chen, 2004).

17

Interviews with a wetland ecology scholar based on Chongming and an official from Shanghai Chongming Water
Authority on March and June 2018.
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Figure 7: Transformation of Dongtan area from 1997 to 2006 to 2016
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Source: compiled by authors based on Google Earth historical image

Vast stretches of farm land on Dongtan area as well as most of the newly reclaimed land (in total 85 square
kilometers), were passed to the Shanghai Industrial Investment Corporation (SIIC), a municipality-owned
property developer. In 2005, SIIC announced the high-profile Dongtan Eco-City plan, although since 2008
it has been indefinitely suspended. Among a complicated set of reasons for the suspension of the project
are the state’s increasingly strict regulation over the protection and conversion of cultivated land (Pow
and Neo, 2013), as the 85 square kilometers of land owned by SIIC are all classified as agricultural land.
The former resource-rich wetland, now a greenfield site, is largely idle, except for the 6.5 square kilometer
Dongtan Wetland Park that has been built (where an artificial wetland has been created as a paid-access
visitor attraction) and a recently completed 1.67 square kilometer elderly community (which remains
largely vacant). The Dongtan case illustrates how land reclaimed from wetlands, at some ecological and
social cost for the local community, can end up, at least in the short-term being idle or inefficiently used.
Another case illustrates how land management is subject to constant revision to meet policy demands
from actors external to the Island. The power of reinterpretation lies firmly with actors in Shanghai who
are able to appropriate meaning at the expense of more eco-centric or local values. In northern
Chongming, the North Lake (Beihu) area became the subject of redevelopment in 2002 with the purpose
of alleviating the tension between the supply and demand of construction land in the central city of
Shanghai. To help realize the balance of cultivated land, the Shanghai municipal government implemented
a reform of the tidal flat development management system and authorized the Shanghai Land Group (SLG),
a state-owned enterprise, to examine the potential of developing tidal flats throughout the city area. The
first project initiated by SLG, via a subordinate company – the Shanghai Tidal Land Requisition Company
(STLRC) (tantu zaodi gongsi), was the reclamation of an artificial lake – Chongming North Lake – in 2003.
The reclamation covered a total area of 30 square kilometres (including a water surface area of 17.6
square kilometres) and is owned by SLG, STLRC and the Shanghai Municipal Land Reserve Centre (which
is affiliated to the land and resources management department of Shanghai) (Huang et al, 2005). However,
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15 years after it was reclaimed, there still appears no clear development or protection plan for the North
Lake Area. It was only in 2017 that the deputy of the Municipal People’s Congress, Wu Deping, pointed
out that due to the lack of professional management, the North Lake had become a “wild lake” with
deteriorating environment and potential security hazards (Wu, 2017). The use of the phrase “wild lake” is
revealing as it shows that lakes, like other water areas, are to be managed in a manner that emphasises
their aesthetic rather than their biodiverse value.
On our field trip to the North Lake in March 2018, a metal gate and a fence that is miles long blocked us
from entry to the site (Figure 8). The notice attached to the gate says, “The Chongming North Lake area is
a legally owned property of Shanghai Tidal Land Requisition Company. It is strictly forbidden for any
individual or unit to enter without the permission of the company”. The signing date is February 7, 2017.
As the “legally owned property” of STLRC, North Lake is now an “enclave” that falls outside of Chongming’s
planning and administration. Since the North Lake reclamation project, STLRC has reclaimed a total of 182
square kilometres land on the three islands of Chongming County/District (Wu, 2017). Being directly
managed by the municipal government, Chongming government is left to provide help with routine
supervision18.
Figure 8: The metal gate at the entrance of Chongming North Lake

Sources: Authors.

18

Interview with an official from Shanghai Chongming Water Authority on June 2018.
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5. Conclusions
In our Conclusions we reflect upon what our findings mean for our three research questions. We also offer
some thoughts about the future direction of research on eco-developments in China. Our comments
address both theory and practice.
How do state and local understandings of ecological management interact on Chongming Island? Our
political ecology perspective has enabled us to bring together competing narratives for the development of
Chongming Island. Local practices for water and land management helped nurture an environment that was
cherished by its members. Ecological expertise was valued and sustained by day-to-day interactions with land
and water as well as rituals and events, which well manifested the nature-culture binary that underscored
political ecology (Yeh, 2009). Nevertheless, unequal power possessed by different stakeholders determined
their effects on environmental changes (Bryant, 1998; Tan-Mullins et al., 2017b). As shown in Chongming,
relations between local people and place are increasingly being broken as state actors gradually intervene in
managing the environment and resources. Maoist efforts to control nature established the dominant role of
the Shanghai Municipal Government over Chongming’s land and nature. More recent state-led practices, even
though these have been led by more environmentally informed policies and plans, have introduced notions of
environmental management that are aesthetic and clean and draw on an external (Beijing and Shanghai)
expertise that further marginalizes local knowledge. Shanghai’s power and authority far outweighs that of the
locality. So, the city’s continuing drive for development results in farmland compensation from Chongming.
This, in turn, leads to environmentally destructive reclamation and a loss of valued local environmental
resources. While changes in access to land deny people the opportunity to visit (formerly public) tidal flats
(wetlands).
How do communities respond to state-led eco-development? The dominance of ecological
modernization thinking in plan making and delivery for the Island has been typified by engineering
measures employed in constructing the environment. River banks, for example, have been replaced by
concrete retaining walls. Chongming Eco-Island’s planning ideology, on-the-ground practices, and its
evolution over time reflect the specific contexts of China’s socio-political climate and the unique features
of Chinese eco-development practices – marked by a strong state, employment of ecological
modernization methods and technocratic indicator-driven system with limited public engagement.
Community concerns about the nature of development are voiced but have only very limited
opportunities in which to be heard. This is for three reasons. Firstly, the strong executive power and
capacity of the local state is demonstrated through the strict enforcement and swift execution of policies
and plans. Secondly, guided by the principle of ecological modernization, measures employed to construct
the eco-island are led by explicit indicator systems (Ma et al, 2017). Steered by “technological fixes” to
meet quantifiable targets, local cadres adopted simplistic and engineering measures in regulating and
constructing the environment, which has negligible appreciation of the local cultural and environmental
context. Therefore, a neat and ordered urban landscape is being built that simultaneously harms the local
ecology and communities. Thirdly, a significant problem identified in the Chongming Eco-Island case
concerns an almost complete absence of local-level civic participation in policy-making and planning; the
process is resolutely top-down (Yu, 2012). As those communities, who often are both the most dependent
upon and the most knowledgeable about the local environment and resources, have difficulty achieving
voice they have been largely left out of eco-island planning and development.
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How can we progress thinking on political ecology to better analyse multi-scalar state led
environmental activities? In the paper we have shown how a political ecology perspective is enriched by
a systematic engagement with a multitude of state activities. These include policy and planning where a
Chinese version of ecological modernization (Zhang et al 2007) is influential in strategic thinking on the
future of the Island as evidenced in Master Plans for instance; to the shifting perspectives of Shanghai
Municipal Government on the ways in which it may utilise Chongming Island as a resource for the megacity
(e.g. from a site of food production to place of landscape consumption). Policy making and delivery is topdown drawing on the elite knowledge of professionals from outside of the Island. Moreover, such
knowledge draws on partial interpretations of the environment that emphasise aesthetic values over
biodiversity as we showed with the canalisation of waterways. The challenges of top-down governance
and increasingly marked discrepancies in interpretations of the environment as we move from a policy
elite to those charged with managing the environment are starkly revealed by the actions of river cleaners
and river chiefs. In this way, we can discern the tensions within an emerging Chinese environmental state
as it grapples to make policy rhetoric meaningful in environmentally sensitive ways. These tensions
become apparent on the ground because in contesting the current modernization thinking and
development, local people contribute to a compelling counter narrative that could foster a more just and
sustainable eco-island. By focusing on the interplay between people, place and environment, political
ecology gives voices to local people’s knowledge and desires, and thus enables the creation of more
nature-focused, locally–relevant approaches to promote just planning for sustainable/ecological
development.
Finally, we wish to offer some brief thoughts on future work on eco-development. First, our paper has
successfully drawn out the competing interpretations of eco-development that can come from an
ecological modernization focus on strategic policy and planning initiatives, and a political ecology
informed perspective that explores individual and community perceptions of eco-development. While the
former is more positive about managing the environment and of promoting change, the latter provides a
more critical account of what change means in practice. Judgements on the successes or failures of ecodevelopments therefore need to be much more nuanced. The complex nature of eco-developments
means that researchers need to be more sensitive to alternative and competing perspectives when
designing projects and in interpreting results. Second, the novel nature of much eco-development means
that time horizons are necessarily shortened. What we have shown here, though, is that the development
story for a particular place does have deeper roots and we need to be sensitive to those. Our case studies
need to understand the places that we are researching. Third, we must be aware of scale – the
geographical boundaries – of our case studies. Much of the planning of the future of Chongming Island is
taking place off the Island, in the offices of land use planners and engineers and in corporations such as
Arup. We therefore need methods and conceptual frameworks that enable us to work comfortably at and
between different scales. Finally, we need to ensure that the communities who are the objects of planning
for eco-developments have their voices heard.
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