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3
Redeveloping the Villages

As the previous chapter described in detail, inequality was part of 
economic‑political life in both Chenggu and Beian counties. Disparities 
were manifest not only in different levels of income but also in the 
physical living environment, which tended to be more modern, hygienic 
and service-oriented in the counties’ urban centres than in the villages. 
This chapter discusses the main changes that the Village Redevelopment 
Program brought to the villages. As we will see, while in both counties 
these changes were substantive and profound, local understandings of 
what redevelopment meant differed significantly between the counties. 
As the centre did not impose a specific interpretation of the ‘new socialist 
countryside’, this was left to the provincial and local state to decide.1 
In both counties, local economic conditions and local officials’ perceptions 
of their county’s economic conditions played a decisive role in how the 
redevelopment program was interpreted.

Both Anhui and Shandong governments instructed their counties to draw 
up a ‘scientific’ plan before redevelopment could start.2 Thereafter, any 
redevelopment project was expected to be in accordance with that plan. The 
concept of a ‘plan’ was new to villages in Beian. Prior to 2006, village plans 

1	  It is common for the central government to announce national policies without specifying the exact 
methods of implementation. Beijing expects localities to find the most suitable practices to ensure successful 
implementation. Lieberthal, Governing China, 167; Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 65–68. 
Nonetheless, China’s experience teaches that for local players it is not always easy to achieve flexibility. See, 
for example, O’Brien, ‘Implementing Political Reform’, 33–59; Rosenberg, ‘Why Do Local Officials’, 
18–42.
2	  In October 2007, the requirement to draw up detailed plans in rural areas as a precursor for 
any redevelopment gained legal validity with the adoption of the Law on Urban and Rural Planning 
(Chengxiang guihua fa).
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did not exist at all, and villages developed piecemeal mainly in accordance 
with geographic conditions and people’s individual financial capacities and 
wishes, as long they did not violate local construction regulations. More 
striking, even the townships did not have an overall plan for their jurisdiction 
and their pre-2006 plans were likely to include only the township seat and 
nearby villages.

From this perspective, the request to draw up an overall and detailed 
master plan for every township and administrative village was new to 
Beian. Typically, township plans consider the main features, such as the 
location and size of administrative villages, industrial zones, nature reserves, 
main roads, reservoirs, etc. Typical village plans include residential areas 
and style of housing, infrastructure (such as roads, electricity networks and 
underground pipes, water channels and reservoirs), public squares, green 
areas, public facilities, etc. In 2010, Anhui Province extended its demand 
for plans not only for every administrative village but also for every hamlet, 
of which there were more than 3,000 in the county. This demand put the 
county Construction Bureau (jianshe ju 建设局), the unit in charge of 
drawing up the plans, under pressure due to a lack of human resources. 
By early 2010, they had only just finished drawing up plans for all the 
townships and 175 administrative villages (not including individual plans 
for these villages’ hamlets). Drawing a map for each village took at least two 
weeks, not including approval procedures.

In contrast to Beian County, villages in Chenggu County had plans in 
place long before the Building a New Socialist Countryside (BNSC) 
policy was announced. However, these plans were very general in nature, 
normally including only residential areas, and were not strictly enforced. 
Consequently, having a comprehensive compulsory plan for the villages, 
to which any future redevelopment must adhere, was an innovation in this 
county as well. Unlike in Beian, where the responsibility for drawing up 
the plans was borne by the county’s Construction Bureau, in Chenggu, 
professional designers from the prefectural or provincial Housing and 
Urban–Rural Development Office (zhufang he chengxiang jianshe ju / ting 
住房和城乡建设局/厅) were invited to draw up the plans for the villages 
to ensure the highest quality.
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Figure 3.1: A village map at the entrance of a village, Beian County
Source: Author’s photograph.

In both counties, the village plans were made accessible to all villagers and 
served as a source of pride to village officials, who always seemed happy to 
present them to outsiders, explaining the many benefits of the ‘new’ village 
over the ‘old’. In many of the villages, though much more frequently in 
Beian due to the county’s direct demand, maps presenting the new villages’ 
appearance were displayed publicly on the main streets and entrances and/
or in other public areas. In Chenggu, maps were mounted mainly inside 
the village offices. However, to spread knowledge about the redevelopment 
program, large bulletin boards along the county seat’s main road presented 
selected village redevelopment plans, with a few paragraphs explaining the 
expected benefits for the inhabitants of each village. Publicity is a clear 
indication of the seriousness and desirability of a policy.3

3	  Kennedy, ‘State Capacity and Support’, 383–410; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 
179.
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Village plans announced two types of redevelopments. The first were villages 
in which the residents were most likely to stay in their original housing while 
efforts were invested in improving the villages’ original public environment. 
This model was popular in Beian County. In the second group were villages 
where the whole, or a significant portion, of the village’s population were 
expected to move to entirely new residential areas known as nongcun 
shequ (农村社区) or ‘rural communities’. This model was more typical of 
Chenggu and entailed two distinctive residential patterns. The first were 
villages where residents moved into new housing inside their original village 
jurisdiction. The second (and more popular) were villages where residents 
moved to a new nearby location and merged with other villages to form 
a large new community. In both models, the transition was mainly to 
multistorey apartment buildings, which were becoming a common part of 
the county’s rural landscape.

Village redevelopment in Chenggu has gone through two distinct stages. 
In the early years of implementation there were no unified standards in the 
county regarding rural housing. With the exception of Township D, which 
the Chenggu government selected as an experimental site for piloting the 
policy of constructing rural communities, and a few industrialised villages 
that county officials designated the heart of future rural communities 
(and in which villagers had to move to multistorey apartment buildings), 
villages under redevelopment could decide for themselves whether to 
construct new housing and could choose their desired housing preferences 
in line with local financial capacities and wishes (e.g. multistorey buildings, 
townhouses or villa-like housing).

Table 3.1 presents residential patterns in selected villages in Chenggu, as 
reported by village leaders in 2009. It includes villages that had already 
started their redevelopment, as well as villages in which redevelopment was 
still at the planning stage. The table excludes villages in which construction 
of multistorey apartment buildings was imposed by the local government. 
It clearly demonstrates that, when villagers could decide for themselves, 
multistorey apartment buildings were not necessarily their choice. This was 
true for industrialised villages as well as rural ones.
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Table 3.1: Residential patterns in selected villages, Chenggu County, 2009

Village 
name

Housing Unit size in square 
metres

A1 Private one-storey buildings 132

A2 Mostly private two-storey buildings, plus a 
few four- to five-storey apartment buildings

320 (for houses); 100, 120, 
140 (for apartments)

B1 Five-storey buildings 130, 168

C1 Most people would stay in their original 
housing; a few private two-storey buildings, 
plus one building of five stories 

160–70

C2 Five-storey buildings 140–50

C3 People would stay in original housing

C6 Five-storey buildings 126

H1 Private one-storey buildings, private two-
storey buildings and some four- to five-
storey buildings

*

F1 Most people would stay in their original 
housing, except for houses that were in the 
way of straightening the roads 

G1 Five-storey buildings 120, 140

H1 Private two-storey buildings 300+

H2 Private two- and five-storey buildings 128 (for apartments) 
300 (for houses)

Source: Author’s interviews. *Figures not available.

In 2009, the county government intensified its involvement and drew 
up a  grandiose plan in which all villages would be concentrated in 173 
residential communities. Most of these communities were expected to host 
several villages living together, mostly in multistorey apartment buildings. 
To  support this plan, several townships had changed their construction 
policy  by the time of my second round of fieldwork, and construction 
approvals for family housing were no longer available. By mid-2011, 
construction had already started in 67 communities.4

4	  Interview with officials from the Construction Bureau, Chenggu County, 18 May 2011.
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Figure 3.2: A new residential community, Chenggu County
Source: Author’s photograph.

Figure 3.3: A new residential community, Chenggu County
Source: Author’s photograph.
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Construction of new rural communities was one of the most profound 
developments of the early twenty-first century in rural China. It was 
advocated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) as an indispensable 
part of the BNSC at the sixth plenary session of the Central Committee 
of the 16th Party Congress, held in October 2006. Central authorities 
have strongly supported it up to the present day, and new high-rise rural 
communities have continued to be planned and erected.5 

Construction of rural communities manifested the authorities’ belief that 
solving rural problems required not only channelling more finances into 
rural areas but also significantly restructuring the countryside to ‘rectify’ 
some of its most basic characteristics, which authorities perceived as 
impeding modernity and perpetuating social disparities. These include 
poor infrastructure and public amenities; lack of village planning; waste of 
land (e.g. rural housing patterns that tend to seize large plots of land and 
the existence of empty villages due to people migrating to cities for work); 
dispersal of villages (resulting in difficulties in adequately providing for the 
needs of each locality); rural economic patterns (e.g. fragmented land and 
the prevalence of small-scale family economic ventures, decentralisation 
in decision-making and old-fashioned business philosophy) that create 
difficulties in adjusting to the developing market; and low capacity of local 
investment due to lack of finances, a weakening of collective consciousness 
and an unwillingness to invest in non-profitable public undertakings.6

Construction of large-scale rural communities was supposed to remove these 
impediments and boost rural (and subsequently national) development in 
ways that could not have been achieved under previous conditions. First, 
it was expected that, after transition, villagers would enjoy a modern 
living environment—new housing equipped with modern facilities, 
better infrastructure and accessible public amenities and services. These, 
according to China’s Ministry of Civil Affairs (Minzheng bu 民政部), were 
expected to include at least the following: social assistance to those in need, 
maintenance of public order, health care, family planning, and sports and 

5	  General Office of the CCP Central Committee and General Office of the State Council, Guanyu 
shenru tuijin nongcun shequ jianshe shidian gongzuo de zhidao yijian [Instructions on further promoting 
the pilot work of constructing rural communities]; Zhang, Zeng and Ruan, ‘Miaozhun yiliu biaozhun 
gongjian xingfu jiayuan-Xianningshi zhashi tuijin nongcun shequ jianshe’ [Work together to build 
high standards happy homesteads: The city of Xianning soundly promotes construction of rural 
communities]; Yep, ‘Local Alliances’, 169–86; Meyer-Clement, ‘Rural Urbanization’, 187–207.
6	  Yang, ‘Dui xin nongcun shequ jianshe de tansuo’ [Exploring the construction of new rural 
communities], 36.
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cultural facilities. A direct instruction of the ministry was that all rural 
services should be provided within a radius of no more than 2–3 kilometres 
and no more than 20 minutes walking distance.7 When the communities 
were located adjacent to rural towns/urban centres, local governments were 
expected to integrate rural and urban services and infrastructure.8

Second, transition from rural housing and small-scale villages into large 
residential compounds was expected to save land. Central authorities have 
acknowledged the need to optimise land allocation and use, and to more 
effectively link urban and rural land systems, as an essential part of national 
development and solving ‘rural problems’. A major means has been the 
policy of ‘linking increases and decreases of urban and rural construction 
land’ (chengxiang jianshe yongdi zengjian guagou 城乡建设用地增减挂钩), 
with which the Ministry of Land and Resources (Guotu ziyuan bu 国土
资源部) has experimented since 2005. According to this policy, quotas of 
farmland and construction land can be mutually exchanged between rural 
areas and nearby urban centres on the condition that the same amount 
of construction land is converted to farmland in the rural areas. Quotas, 
however, are fixed and this process is highly regulated.9

Construction of rural communities provided another means to save land 
at the local level. After villagers had moved to their new location, the land 
occupied by the former homesteads (zhaiji di 宅基地) was freed up and 
could be used for further industrialisation, commercial undertakings or 
agricultural extension, without the need (as long as agricultural land was not 
involved) to involve officials in the conversion of arable land or violating 
land seizure laws.10

Third, construction of large-scale communities was expected to strengthen 
the state’s capacity for managing rural society. Construction of rural 
communities was not only about new housing for the villagers to reside in. 
From the authorities’ viewpoint, rural communities were expected to replace 
administrative villages as a new type of rural grassroots unit. As such, they 
were expected to pool their local political, social and economic resources 

7	  Ministry of Civil Affairs, Minzheng bu guanyu kaizhan ‘nongcun shequ jianshe shiyan quan fugai’ 
chuangjian huodong de tongzhi [A notice by the Ministry of Civil Affairs on ‘full coverage of experimenting 
construction of rural communities’].
8	  General Office of the CCP Central Committee and General Office of the State Council, Guanyu 
shenru tuijin nongcun shequ jianshe shidian gongzuo de zhidao yijian.
9	  Ong, ‘State-Led Urbanization in China’, 165–66.
10	  Su, China’s Rural Development Policy, 244–45. See also, Meyer-Clement, ‘Rural Urbanization’, 
187–207.
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and to engage in activities such as community policing, encouraging 
volunteering, ‘educating people to act according to the law’ and civil 
mediation.11

Last, the new rural communities were perceived as an essential part of China’s 
process of urbanisation. According to the plan, the level of urbanisation was 
to reach 60 per cent by the year 2020 (a goal that, according to official data, 
had already been met by the end of 2019 when China’s urbanisation rate 
hit 60.6 per cent).12 Construction of rural communities was perceived as 
necessary for ensuring the wellbeing of the many hundreds of millions of 
villagers who would remain in rural areas.13 Also, construction of a modern 
rural living environment and improving local labour markets was intended 
to reduce villagers’ motivation for migrating to China’s large cities,  and 
to motivate highly skilled migrant workers to return from the cities back to 
their communities and families.14 In that spirit, central authorities expected 
industrialised rural communities to promote the social integration of 
migrant workers who worked in these communities, and to facilitate their 
access to local public services.15

The province of Shandong was a great supporter of the transition from 
traditional villages to large-scale communities and multistorey buildings, 
and the transition was very fast. In 2007, the Ministry of Civil Affairs 
selected 251 counties nationwide to serve as experimental sites for the 
creation of new rural communities (quanguo nongcun shequ jianshe shiyan 
xian [shi, qu] 全国农村社区建设实验县 [市, 区]). The two leading 
provinces on this list were Shandong, where 34 counties were selected as 
experimental sites, and Jiangsu, with 33 counties selected. Together, these 
two provinces served as a vanguard, leaving the rest of the provinces far 

11	  General Office of the CCP Central Committee and General Office of the State Council, Guanyu 
shenru tuijin nongcun shequ jianshe shidian gongzuo de zhidao yijian.
12	  ‘China’s Urbanization Rate Hits 60.6 pct’, Xinhua, 19 January 2020, xinhuanet.com/english/2020-
01/19/c_138718450.htm, accessed 21 October 2021. 
13	  ‘Jiedu: weisheme yao jiaqiang nongcun shequ jianshe’ [Reading: Why strengthen the construction of 
rural communities?], Xinhua, 17 January 2009, news.sohu.com/20090117/n261802831.shtml, accessed 
21 October 2021.
14	  ‘Xin nongcun shequ diaocha: cunmin ju shang lou, wu ren juzhu cheng “guilou”’ [A survey on new 
rural communities: Villagers refuse to move upstairs, creating uninhabited ghost houses], China News, 
7 July 2016, chinanews.com/gn/2015/07-07/7389910.shtml, accessed 21 October 2021; Yang, ‘Dui xin 
nongcun shequ jianshe de tansuo’. On the role of village conglomerates as a key to rural development, 
as focal points to future controlled urbanisation and as a buffer against excessive migration to big cities, 
see Chen, ‘Politics and Paths’, 25–39.
15	  General Office of the CCP Central Committee and General Office of the State Council, Guanyu 
shenru tuijin nongcun shequ jianshe shidian gongzuo de zhidao yijian. 

http://xinhuanet.com/english/2020-01/19/c_138718450.htm
http://xinhuanet.com/english/2020-01/19/c_138718450.htm
http://news.sohu.com/20090117/n261802831.shtml
http://chinanews.com/gn/2015/07-07/7389910.shtml
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behind. By the end of 2011, out of 106 counties anointed by the Ministry 
of Civil Affairs as national ‘demonstration units’ (shifan danwei 示范单
位) in the project of constructing rural communities, the most prominent 
province was Shandong, with 27 demonstration counties.16 Chenggu 
County was included in the 2007 Ministry of Civil Affairs’ list of 251 
experimental sites (though not in the subsequent list of 106 national 
demonstration units), due to its excellent economic conditions. However, 
as several township and county officials testified to me, the construction of 
rural communities and transition from traditional housing to multistorey 
apartment buildings, although highly valued by high-level authorities, was 
not translated into government-sanctioned quotas or incorporated into the 
cadre evaluation system as hard numerical targets (shuzi mubiao 数字目
标) that local officials had to meet.17 ‘Establishing rural communities is 
a soft target, not a hard one’ (shequ fazhan bushi yingxing de, shi ruan de 
社区发展不是硬性的, 是软的), an official from the county Civil Affairs 
Bureau explained.18 It was, however, an important part of the general annual 
evaluation of the township’s work (zongti kaohe 总体考核) and from this 
aspect could, even if indirectly, influence leaders’ future careers if not taken 
seriously. And yet, it would be wrong to explain grassroots implementation 
only in terms of soft requirements. It became very clear in my interviews that 
the policy of transitioning from traditional rural housing to communities 
was warmly welcomed by grassroots officials in Chenggu, who shared 
common perceptions with their superiors regarding rural development and 
modernisation. They pointed to four main reasons to explain their high 
level of support. First, in most of the villages I studied, redevelopment 
of public areas did not burden the villagers with compulsory payments, 
as it was paid totally out of income from the villages’ collectively owned 
assets, local governmental subsidies, local business groups and voluntary 
contributions, in some cases from the villagers themselves. However, no 
subsidies were available for housing construction and the villagers were 
expected to pay for their new residences. As land for new houses was 
provided free of charge by  the village and villagers were only required to 
pay construction costs, a new rural house/apartment was only about 20 per 
cent of the cost of housing in the county’s rural towns. (On average the 
total expenditure for new housing was RMB100,000–150,000 per unit 
[RMB600–800 per square metre].) Local officials in most townships and 
villages did not  perceive this expense as unaffordable for villagers. What 

16	  Second in the list was Jiangsu with 17 national ‘model units’.
17	  For elaboration on the cadre evaluation system, see Chapter 1, footnote 39. 
18	  Interview with an official from the Civil Affairs Bureau, Chenggu County, 17 May 2011.
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mainly counted for them was that housing in the villages was significantly 
cheaper than in the local towns. ‘This is a developed county’, one said, ‘and 
the villagers these days have money in their hands’. Moreover, villagers were 
expected to receive compensation fees, which were meant to cover part of 
their housing costs after their old houses were demolished.

Second was the desire to save land. All officials claimed that increasing 
rural income was the most important goal under the BNSC policy, and 
they perceived that freeing up land was a precondition to meeting this 
goal. In each of the villages under redevelopment that I studied, the new 
villages occupied significantly smaller plots of land than the old ones: in 
some cases, only 20–30 per cent of the original village size. Even in cases 
in which villagers moved to new private housing, saving land was a result 
of concentrating the villagers in a circumscribed residential area. In several 
cases, this was the result of the transition from one-storey buildings to two-
storey structures, which enabled the villagers to maintain large houses on 
smaller plots of land and/or was due to smaller yards being attached to 
the houses. According to officials from the Construction Bureau, when the 
plan to construct 173 residential communities was completed, the county 
would save 88,000 mu (about 5,870 hectares) of land to boost further 
economic development.19 In all townships, officials contended that, after 
the transition, the land would remain collective and would be used by the 
villages/communities to increase their collective income (e.g. by leasing out 
the collective land for industrial/commercial use or by operating collective 
undertakings), as well as rural household income (by increasing accessibility 
to non-agricultural employment or through expanding the amount of 
agricultural land).20

Third, concentrating thousands of villagers who were previously scattered in 
various villages into higher density residential areas was intended to improve 
the provision of public amenities and services to the villagers, a main target 
under the BNSC policy. Many local officials perceived construction of rural 
communities as a rare opportunity to design new modern environments 
from scratch—a prospect that offered more opportunities to modernise 
villages and was much easier than installing modern facilities in the chaotic 
old ones.

19	  Interview with officials from the Construction Bureau, Chenggu County, 18 May 2011. 
20	  Land grabbing by local governments is a major problem in today’s China, and a main reason for 
rural protests. It remains to be seen whether local officials in Chenggu will attempt to grab villagers’ land 
(in contrast with their statements) when the transition is completed. 
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Last, for many officials, the transition from traditional rural houses 
to  modern apartments symbolised the transition from backwardness to 
modernity; it meant that people’s lives in villages could be equated not 
only to those in cities and rural towns (the ultimate goal of the BNSC) but 
also to those in developed Western countries. Local officials seemed to truly 
believe that leaving the old villages, no matter how difficult, was the only 
possible solution to rural problems and answered a real need. They assumed 
the move would ultimately be welcomed by villagers, even if gradually.

Beian was not selected for the national list of experimental counties to 
construct rural communities. Without pressure from above, officials leaned 
on local economic factors to decide a village’s redevelopment and tended 
to redevelop public areas only. Officials in Beian assumed that requiring 
villagers to move to new homes would invoke serious resentment, possibly 
even social unrest, an outcome they sought to avoid as much as possible.21 
There were two main groups of residents that local officials suspected 
would resist buying new housing and leaving their old villages. First, 
those who had recently constructed a new house. As a less industrialised 
and less economically developed county, Beian had a slower rate of wealth 
accumulation than in Chenggu, and many of the county’s villagers had built 
new houses in the 1990s. In most cases, these houses were quite large (most 
of them were two storeys). They were still in good condition and these 
villagers did not feel the need to move. If officials wanted to ask (let alone 
demand) them to move, they needed to provide these villagers with a 
very good reason to do so. Moreover, unlike officials in Chenggu, officials 
in Beian perceived that buying new housing (which cost the same as in 
Chenggu, although incomes in Beian were lower) was a gigantic economic 
expense for households. Thus, they estimated that villagers were unlikely to 
agree to move without adequate compensation, which the county could not 
afford to pay.

The second group that officials suspected would be potentially problematic 
were the young villagers. As noted in the previous chapter, about a third 
of the county’s population were migrant workers who were absent from 
their villages for most of the year. Officials assumed that they were likely 
to refuse to buy new houses that they would not use. Also, and again 
unlike in Chenggu where saved land could be translated in many villages 
into further wealth accumulation, in most of the villages in Beian, the 

21	  Social unrest is typically classified as a ‘veto target’ in the cadre evaluation system and, as such, gains 
special concern by local officials. The cadre evaluation system is elaborated in Chapter 1, footnote 39.
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more likely scenario was an extension of unprofitable agricultural land—
not a strong incentive. Finally, many of Beian’s villages did not enjoy any 
significant collective income and, therefore, did not have collective revenue 
to support redevelopment of public village facilities. The success of any 
redevelopment was heavily dependent on the willingness of the villagers 
to contribute to the cost of new infrastructure.22 Officials in Beian were 
sensitive not to overburden villagers by demanding, in addition, that they 
move to new residences.

Noting these reasons, officials in Beian assumed that attempts to move the 
villagers would probably fail and could invoke mass anger and resentment. 
Therefore, while warmly supporting the upgrading of villages’ living 
environments by introducing ‘city-like’ public amenities and services into 
the original villages, officials said that the time had not yet come to move.

Although each of the counties had its own preferred interpretation of the 
redevelopment program, in neither of the counties was redevelopment 
imposed blindly on all the townships and villages. In Beian, for example, 
there were a few villages in which people had moved, or were expected to 
move, to new housing as part of redevelopment. One example is Village J1, 
the most industrialised village in the county. It borders the county 
government’s current location and enjoys a very convenient location, 
hosting part of the county’s main industrial area, the county train station 
and a few wood-processing factories. In this village, both household and 
collective incomes were very high in local terms (RMB8,000 per capita and 
more than RMB1,000,000, respectively, in 2009) and, in contrast to most 
of the county’s villages (and similar to many in Chenggu), land was valuable. 
According to the village plan, its entire population of 3,350 villagers were 
to be concentrated in three to four main residential areas, mostly in two-
storey townhouses, in the hope that the saved land would further boost the 
local economy.

At the other end of the spectrum were those who still lived in poor conditions 
and in remote locations. In these cases, transition could be an outcome 
of villagers’ desire to move to new (nearby) residential areas with higher 
standards of living. There were also a few hamlets in which houses were 
widely dispersed due to poor geographical conditions. In these cases, the 
county and the township governments decided that redevelopment was too 
expensive and not worthwhile, and the inhabitants were expected to move 

22	  For further detail on the financial aspects of villages’ redevelopment see Chapters 4 and 6. 
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to nearby villages (the hamlets they belonged to kept their administrative 
position as independent hamlets). Yet, even when villagers were moving, 
they were most likely to move to new rural-style family housing and not to 
multistorey apartment buildings as in Chenggu.

All the officials I interviewed in Chenggu supported transition to 
multistorey buildings and concentration of villagers. Yet, the construction 
of rural communities was not occurring as a campaign-style policy affecting 
all villages simultaneously and in the same way. Since 2007, the year 
Chenggu was selected as an experimental county, the transition to new 
rural communities had affected mainly the industrialised townships and 
villages, where officials assumed more villagers could afford to buy new 
apartments and where land was a valuable resource for further boosting the 
local economy. In rural and less prosperous townships and villages, even 
where officials were very enthusiastic about this idea, construction of rural 
communities remained an unreachable dream and villages were developed 
separately to improve their access to infrastructure and social services. 
As local officials explained, the first priority under the BNSC was raising 
villagers’ incomes, only then could multistorey buildings be built.

The pioneer of merging villages together and transitioning to apartment 
buildings was Township D, an industrialised township that the county 
government designated as an experimental site. By 2011, 3,000 rural 
households had moved into four- to five-storey housing and the township 
expected its entire rural population (approximately 8,000 households) 
to move by 2014.23 Its 39 administrative villages were to be merged into 
10 residential areas (the populations of three to four villages on average 
in each), of which eight were to be located close to the township seat, 
serving as its de facto suburb. After transition, it was planned that the 
villages in each residential area would be merged politically then, at a later 
stage, economically. By then the villages would have lost their status as 
‘administrative villages’ (xingzheng cun 行政村) and would be referred to 
as ‘rural communities’ (nongcun shequ 农村社区).

23	  In 2011, however, the pace of transition had slowed down due to unforeseen land problems, 
as many of the communities did not have enough land left for further construction. The next stage, 
therefore, was to demolish the old houses of those who had already moved to clear new land to continue 
construction of the communities. The prospects of completing the transition by 2014 seemed less 
likely. And yet, whether Township D had been able to meticulously meet its 2014 goal or not, recent 
local documents and online publications leave no doubt that the township had maintained its leading 
position in the construction of rural communities in the county.
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What prompted Township D to push the transition so fast? First and 
foremost were views of the township’s leaders, who perceived their township 
as ‘number one’ in the county. They were extremely competitive and desired 
to lead villages’ redevelopment and appear more advanced than any of the 
county’s townships. In 2008, for example, the township’s goal was to ensure 
that every village had a croquet court—to become the ‘croquet number-
one township in the prefectural city’ (quanshi di yi ge menqiu zhen 全市
第一个门球镇); in 2009, its goal was to finish paving all footpaths in the 
villages before anywhere else had achieved this. The construction of rural 
communities was no different, and a quick transition was to serve as solid 
‘evidence’ of the excellent economic conditions of the villagers and the 
superiority of the township officials over others. The township was proud of 
this impending change and the township leaders considered themselves to 
be the vanguard of the road to development.

The second driver was land. Township D, while one of the most 
industrialised in the county, was the smallest township both in terms of 
total land size and land size per capita, and land was constantly needed 
for further economic development. Concentrating the villagers in 10 large 
residential communities was expected to save 6,800 mu of land (about 450 
hectares), which officials hoped would further boost their local economy. 
The third motivation was the deputy governor of Shandong Province’s 
inspection in 2009, in which he praised the township for its construction 
of rural communities and urged officials to continue the transition as an 
example for the entire province.

Following this path was Township B, the largest township in the county, 
containing 73,000 inhabitants and more than 100 administrative villages. 
Its plan stated that rural households would concentrate in three main 
residential areas with 16,000–30,000 rural residences in each. Each of these 
areas would consist of several smaller communities of some 10 villages 
each. Officials in this township, which was not only significantly larger 
than Township D but also less industrialised (although still considered 
industrialised in local terms), fully acknowledged that, in some villages, the 
inhabitants would not be able to move soon due to economic constraints. 
To enable them to enjoy the benefits of the redevelopment program, their 
original village would be redeveloped while they stayed in their old houses. 
Yet the township would monitor and supervise redevelopment closely to 
ensure that investments (especially in permanent infrastructure) would 
support the master plan of the community construction project.



REDEVELOPING CHINA’S VILLAGES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

82

Township D’s and B’s experiences were of interest to other townships in 
the county, especially the rapidly industrialising Township C. According 
to its plan, all 36 administrative villages would be merged into seven 
communities. Yet, unlike in townships D and B, Township C’s plan was still 
in its initial stage of drafting and far from realisation in 2011. At that time, 
this township was implementing village redevelopment by redeveloping 
every village from within (yi cunzhuang wei danwei 以村庄为单位)—that 
is, without moving residents into new communities. However, since two 
of the township’s villages had enjoyed good economic conditions before 
2006, the county and the township governments decided that these two 
villages would form the heart of two future communities. In these villages, 
multistorey buildings comprised the only permitted residential pattern, and 
government investments in the old part of the villages ceased.24

Township A, the most industrialised township in the county, demonstrates 
the gradual consolidation of constructing communities in the county. In 
the early years of the Village Redevelopment Program, the township’s main 
interest was in improving the accessibility of services and the provision of 
public goods. The township was the only one in the county to subsidise 
villagers’ fees for the new cooperative medical insurance (RMB20 per year 
per person in 2009), and rural residents were not required to pay. It also 
subsidised the cost of travelling by bus between villages and provided free 
public transport inside the township. Focusing on service orientation, 
the township established service centres (renmin fuwu zhongxin 人民服务
中心) in each of its villages. Villages managed these centres and provided 
services that previously could be accessed only in the township seat, such as 
facilities for submitting applications relating to birth control and land and 
residential approvals.25

According to township and village officials, villages at that time were given 
full discretion to choose their preferential residential model. In 2009, 
I interviewed the party secretary of Village A1. This was one of very few 
villages in the county that had taken significant steps on their own to 
improve the living environment before the BNSC policy was announced. 
A new residential area of one-storey houses was planned there in 1989 and 
construction started three years later. The last families moved into their 
new residences in 2009. When asked about their hopes for the future, the 
secretary answered:

24	  Interview with an official, Township C, Chenggu County, 20 May 2011.
25	  The villages sent their own runners to the township seat to collectively submit the applications.
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Our hopes are to live in small townhouses (xiao yanglou 小洋楼),26 
not multistorey buildings (da de loufang 大的楼房). We want to live 
in villa-like (bieshu 别墅) buildings. We want every household to 
have a private car. Our village now has only one style of building. You 
understand the New Socialist Countryside as a national policy, but 
I say every village should have its own style. In our village, the final 
aim is to develop infrastructure while living in villa-like housing.27

Village A3 had a similar perspective. Many of the residents had recently built 
new houses and did not feel any need to move. Their decision, therefore, was 
to construct public areas only. Nevertheless, by 2011, the idea of compressing 
residential areas had gained momentum in Township A. Like Township C, 
Township A had stopped providing construction approvals inside villages, 
apart from villages adjacent to the township seat, and these were all moving 
to multistorey buildings. According to the long-term plan, all villages were 
to be concentrated in a few large residential areas of 10,000 people each. 
However, officials in Township A were prudent about this transition and 
willing to acknowledge publicly its many embedded difficulties. Unlike in 
Township D, transition to rural communities was expected to take a long 
time and was more thought out. What mainly preoccupied officials was how 
to merge the villages—a very difficult problem that none of the townships 
had managed to solve. Moving the villages was easy, they explained, but 
merging them politically and economically was another story.

Although the townships differed significantly from each other in terms of 
how fast they transitioned, it was agreed that under no circumstances would 
people be forced to leave their original houses or to buy new ones due to the 
BNSC. In the many conversations I had with rural inhabitants from various 
townships and villages, I could not find any evidence of coercion. In fact, 
forcing villagers to move was more likely to result in exhaustion of the 
local cadres and other counterproductive outcomes. As one might expect, 
and as several villagers confirmed, even in prosperous villages, not every 
household could invest RMB100,000–150,000 at short notice. Moreover, 
buying new housing was not necessarily a top priority for those who did 
have the required sum. As mentioned earlier, it took 17 years for Village A1 
to complete its residential transition without external pressure. This is an 

26	  Houses in this village were constructed in rows. Each row consisted of four single-storey houses (four 
households) attached to each other. Houses retained their traditional structure and were constructed as 
a quadrilateral around an internal yard. I also witnessed this type of residential structure in a few other 
villages in Chenggu. 
27	  Interview with a village party secretary, Village A1, Chenggu County, 19 February 2009.
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above-average village in terms of collective and household incomes and is 
located in the county’s most industrialised township; therefore, it may serve 
as a good indicator that residential transition may take longer than officials 
predict, especially in less prosperous areas.

Forcing people to invest heavily against their will might have resulted in 
mass discontent and social instability, a very sensitive issue with potentially 
devastating consequences on local officials’ future careers. Understandably, 
officials in Chenggu, like their counterparts in Beian, tried to avoid this, 
not only because of the cadres’ performance evaluations but also because of 
the prefectural city’s special attention to this issue in the context of village 
redevelopment. As Chapter 4 explains, the prefecture inspected every 
village under redevelopment in Chenggu. Successful inspection meant that 
the village had met several conditions imposed by the prefecture, one of 
which was the absence of social unrest. Increasing the economic burden 
on rural households violated a central government direct instruction not to 
do so under the BNSC. Higher government levels were more forgiving of 
delays in implementing the redevelopment program than they were vis-a-vis 
social instability.

Even if officials decided to press the villagers, the likelihood of them 
obtaining mortgages was limited. To obtain a mortgage from a bank one 
must provide an adequate guarantee to support the application. Villagers do 
not possess ownership of the land on which their houses sit; it belongs to the 
collective (today called a ‘villager small group’). Nor do they have premises 
permits (fangchan zheng 房产证), a required certification to convert houses 
into a commodity sold freely on the market,28 that can serve, when and if 
needed, as a guarantee for mortgage applications.29 Other possible channels 
entailed borrowing money from family members or friends or taking out 
loans from the village coffers. However, as many villagers observed, most 

28	  This contrasts with houses in rural towns, where the buyer pays full market price and gets full 
ownership of the asset.
29	  The central authorities have recently recognised the difficulty farmers face in obtaining bank loans 
due to a lack of adequate collateral as a significant impediment to modernising the countryside and 
improving rural life. Since 2015 authorities have been experimenting with a new policy to allow farmers 
in selected areas (mainly within the jurisdictions of Beijing and Tianjin metropolises) to mortgage land 
use and housing property rights as collateral for bank loans. In 2017, the policy was officially evaluated 
as yielding ‘strong outcomes’ in improving rural financial services and in increasing farmers’ income, and 
experiments were extended beyond the original deadline. See, for example, Patton and Yao, ‘UPDATE 1’; 
Xu, ‘China’s Rural Land Reform’; ‘China Extends Pilot Plan to Mortgage Rural Land Rights, China 
Daily, 27 December 2017, global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201712/27/WS5a439592a31008cf16da3d43.
html, accessed 31 October 2022.

http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201712/27/WS5a439592a31008cf16da3d43.html
http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201712/27/WS5a439592a31008cf16da3d43.html
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of them would not attempt any of these paths even if they were available. 
The reason for this was not economic but cultural. Taking out a loan to buy 
a house was considered a ‘habit of the cities’ and not part of rural culture. 
If needed, they would save, persistently waiting for the day their economic 
situation would enable them to afford to buy or renovate their house.

At the same time, the process of residential transition was not totally free of 
local government pressures. As already mentioned, townships changed their 
construction approval regulations and stopped providing approvals for the 
construction of new traditional rural housing. Thus, although not forced 
to buy a new apartment, if people wanted to improve their residence or 
if parents wanted to buy housing for their children—a common practice 
in rural China, especially when children get married—the only option 
was a new apartment. To expedite the pace of transition, when a village 
was designated to make the transition, government investments in the old 
village would stop completely. The hope was that, upon such termination 
of investments, people would move ‘voluntarily’ to the new communities 
or to neighbouring villages that, after redevelopment, offered a better living 
environment to their dwellers.

At least during the early years of implementation, officials did not need to 
even ponder exercising coercion as villagers were moving voluntarily, as the 
following examples from my fieldwork clearly show. As of mid-2009, 80 per 
cent of the villagers in Village D1 had already moved into new apartments; 
in Village B1, about half of the households had already moved; in Village 
H2, about a third of the households had moved, many to new apartments;30 
and in Village C7, a few dozen households had already shifted. In total, by 
the end of 2009, almost 7,000 rural households had moved to new rural 
communities in the county.

Moving to an apartment entailed significant changes in a villager’s living 
habits and customs. In most cases, apartments were smaller than traditional 
rural housing. Social networks could be interrupted since, in most cases, 
people would find themselves with new neighbours. Villagers in apartments 
lacked internal yards, which had had many instrumental uses, such as raising 
livestock, planting vegetables for self-consumption and/or as a storage place. 
When villagers moved to a new geographical area, they could find it less 
convenient, especially if they lived far from their agricultural land. Finally, 

30	  In this village, new apartment buildings and private houses were built side by side. The majority of 
residents, though, were expected to move to apartment buildings.
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in most of the villages I researched in Chenggu, people were expected to 
move before getting compensation for their old houses. Officials explained 
that compensation would be paid after the demolition of the old houses, 
but, in most villages, old houses were not demolished until all the villagers 
had moved to new apartments. Therefore, villagers were expected to pay for 
their apartments up-front. In light of these factors, one may wonder why 
any villagers agreed to move.

The following is based on the many conversations I had with villagers 
both in villages under redevelopment and in those where redevelopment 
had not  yet started. First and foremost, villagers moved because they 
perceived the shift from the ‘old’ and backward villages to living in a 
modern and hygienic environment as a ‘fair deal’, even if that meant living 
in smaller housing units.

In addition, villagers acknowledged the importance of saving land. 
Although  this was especially true in the industrialised townships and 
villages, where saved land could be translated directly into further 
industrialisation and  wealth accumulation, inhabitants in many other 
villages also supported  the idea of concentration and saving land for 
agricultural expansion and future industrialisation or simply because ‘China 
is big and land is [too] scarce’ (Zhongguo da, tudi shao 中国大土地少). 
This phrase was cited by many in Chenggu, almost as a religious mantra. 
The case of Village H1, in rural Township H, is worth mentioning. This 
village lost a significant amount of land in the 1990s to the construction of 
an arterial road. According to village officials, this resulted in a significant 
decrease in inhabitants’ income. Their hope was that, after villagers moved 
to new residences and the old houses were demolished, the land would 
be converted to agriculture. In their view, redeveloping the village was an 
opportunity not only to improve residential conditions but also to regain 
what had been taken from them.

A third factor refers to idealised perceptions of an urban lifestyle. For many 
villagers, the transition from rural houses to apartments symbolised the 
transition from backwardness to modernity. Living in apartments was 
likened to living in the cities, a notion warmly embraced by many villagers. 
This coincided with views held by officials at the province and local level.
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Another factor supporting the transition was the availability of units 
of various prices. Houses were more expensive than apartments as they 
were larger.31 The larger the apartment, the more expensive it was, and 
apartments on upper levels (fourth or fifth floor) tended to be cheaper 
than those on lower levels, as apartment buildings lacked elevators. This 
enabled families to buy the most appropriate unit in terms of size and price. 
Also, although smaller than traditional rural houses (especially when taking 
the internal yard into account), the new apartments were still quite large 
in size, certainly by Western urban standards (see Table 3.1).32 However, 
villagers perceived the apartments as less convenient than traditional rural 
housing for accommodating three generations—a still common practice in 
Chenggu’s rural areas. As a result, apartments often contained only two 
generations, leaving older people to move to their own apartments or, most 
notably in prosperous villages, to local retirement homes, with the collective 
taking full economic responsibility for them.

Last, in all the villages I researched, the new villages were built fairly close to 
the original ‘old’ villages; therefore, the new location was not perceived by 
the villagers as an issue. They were still living close to their land and, even 
though previous neighbours did not necessarily share the same building, 
villagers still lived together in the same residential compound, making 
it easy to maintain social networks. In new communities where several 
villages were expected to reside together, the new residential buildings were 
allocated per village to ensure that those from the same village continued 
to reside together. In many of the new multistorey buildings, warehouses 
and enclosed parking lots were attached to the apartments (or could be 
bought separately), providing better storage than before (see Figure 3.4). 
In several communities, villagers planted vegetables and even grain crops in 
parts of the community’s public area for self-consumption and as part of its 
greenification.

31	  Construction of private houses was confined mainly to the first few years of the BNSC policy. 
As noted earlier, in several of the townships where I conducted research, building new rural houses was 
not an option in 2011; multistorey buildings had become the only residential pattern available for new 
construction.
32	  Shandong Province stipulated that a standard of 30 square metres per person was a desired 
ratio. See Shandong Sheng Fazhan he Gaige Weiyuanhui [Committee of Development and Reform 
of  Shandong Province], ‘Shandong sheng jianshe shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe zongti guihua, 
2006–2020’ [Building a New Socialist Countryside—an overall planning of the province of Shandong, 
2006–2020]. 
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Yet some villagers harboured suspicions about the new lifestyle. Some 
considered it more convenient to stay in their old ramshackle ground-
level house than to live in a modern clean apartment on the fifth floor 
without an elevator (if they could not afford to buy a more expensive unit 
on a lower floor). Several villagers were worried about living without an 
internal yard, which they used for storing agricultural tools. Some had 
livestock living in the yard and could not imagine leaving their animals in 
a separated area far  from their watchful eye. Others were simply used to 
life in the ‘old’ village. However, my overall impression was that, at least in 
industrial villages in which households did not depend on agriculture as a 
main source of income, few people were reluctant to move and such cases 
occurred mostly before and during the early stages of transition. In all the 
villages, I was told that transition occurred gradually. The first to move were 
usually the village officials (if they did not possess a nice house already) and 
young people; others moved after learning from the experience of those who 
had left before them.

Villages after Redevelopment
What did redeveloped villages look like? An unfortunate outcome of 
economic reforms and decentralisation from the late 1970s onwards was 
severe neglect of the provision of public goods in villages by local governments, 
which were more focused on investing in profitable undertakings than 
providing unprofitable public goods.33 The Village Redevelopment Program 
brought significant changes in this area.

Paving Roads

Paving roads was a prominent aspect of village redevelopment. 
The prefectural city demanded that all access roads to the villages and all 
the main roads within the villages be paved as part of the redevelopment 
project. As recounted in the previous chapter, by 2006, Chenggu County 
already had a well-established road system. Most of the county’s roads had 
been paved since the early 1990s, and a new wave of road paving had started 
in 2003 with the announcement of the central government’s cuncun tong 
gonglu policy.

33	  Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 37–42; Tsai, Accountability without Democracy, especially chs 2–3, 8; 
Whiting, Power and Wealth, ch. 3.



89

3. REDEVELOPING THE VILLAGES

Figure 3.4: Paved roads in a new residential community, Chenggu County
Source: Author’s photograph.

While higher levels demanded that access and main roads be paved, it was 
up to villages to decide on, and to finance, the paving of footpaths and alleys. 
In 2009, I found that where villagers had stayed in their original housing, 
most of the roads were still dirt. Officials claimed that paving these roads 
was done gradually due to the large investment required. I revisited two of 
these villages in 2011 and found that a significant amount of paving had 
been conducted in the last two years; many of the previously dirt roads were 
now paved. Yet, in cases where villagers were moving to new residential areas 
(alone or with other villages), the whole of the new residential compound 
was being paved, including all paths leading to and between the houses, 
a sharp contrast to the muddy-after-rain appearance of the old villages.

In contrast to Chenggu, in Beian all roads in and between the villages were 
dirt before 2006. The BNSC policy brought with it the provincial demand 
that all administrative villages have at least one paved access road. Unlike 
in  Chenggu, where officials from the Transportation Bureau (jiaotong ju 
交通局) insisted that the county should decide its overall paved roads 
policy, Anhui Province provided Beian with a deadline of five years to 
pave 711 kilometres of roads (based on provincial measurements). It took 
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the county only four years to meet the target. By 2009, all Beian’s 238 
administrative villages had at least one paved access road. Moreover, the 
county had paved a total of 750  kilometres of roads (39  km more than 
demanded); all the roads were paved at higher standards than the provincial 
ones (at a thickness of 20  cm instead of 18  cm as demanded by the 
province); and, in many of the villages, more than one access road had been 
paved. In some of the townships, roads were also wider than the provincial 
minimum demand of 3.5 metres. After a provincial inspection, the province 
included the county in their excellence list as one of the 10 best counties.34 
Unlike in Chenggu, the expectation in Beian was that all footpaths and 
alleys should be paved in redeveloped villages as well. Driving on bumpy 
dirt roads was slow and inconvenient and could become almost impossible 
after heavy rains or snow. Paving the roads made transportation between 
rural towns and villages, as well as between villages, quicker and significantly 
more comfortable than before.

Figure 3.5: A main paved village road, Beian County
Source: Author’s photograph.

34	  Interview with an official from the county’s Transportation Bureau, Beian County, 22 March 2010.
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Figure 3.6: An internal alley paved in a village, Beian County
Source: Author’s photograph.

Changes inside Villagers’ Homes

All the villagers I talked to who had moved to new houses or apartments 
expressed satisfaction with their move. All the apartments I visited in both 
counties were ‘Western-style’ modern apartments—a complete contrast 
to the houses they had left behind, many of which had old, (often) dirty 
cement floors and outdated facilities. The new apartments were equipped 
with granite or tile floors and modern facilities, such as running water, 
solar water heaters, modern kitchens with methane gas for cooking, hygienic 
toilets, internet facilities, air conditioners and, in some cases, central heating 
systems. Many of the apartments were painted in bright colours, with bright 
floor tiles, and had pastoral views of the countryside reflected through large 
windows (when they faced fields and not the neighbouring building).

In locales where villagers did not move to new residential districts, the 
changes inside the houses were more limited, mainly seen in the introduction 
of home biogas pits (zhaoqi chi 沼气池). These provided villagers with 
cheaper energy than methane gas or electricity for lighting and cooking, and 
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hygienic toilets (since the biogas pits transform human manure into gas).35 
Beian officials also perceived the countywide installation of running water 
as an important goal. Consequently, the number of villages and villagers 
enjoying running water had increased consistently.

Changes in the Villages’ Public Areas

Changes in public areas were prominent in all the villages under 
redevelopment, whether or not villagers were moving to new residences. 
In all villages, inhabitants tried to make the villages cleaner and greener 
than before. They planted trees, shrubs and flowers along the main roads 
and public areas and introduced or improved garbage disposal facilities. 
When needed, electricity networks were upgraded. Water drainage ditches 
were constructed, renovated or cleaned, as were the villages’ reservoirs. 
Streetlights were installed along the villages’ main roads. In Township D, 
Chenggu County, surveillance cameras were installed in the villages and 
residential communities ‘to ensure the villagers’ safety’.

After redevelopment, villages were also likely to offer better cultural facilities. 
Public squares and sports facilities such as croquet courts (in  Chenggu 
County), basketball courts, ping pong tables and other outdoor sports 
facilities were introduced.

Reading rooms, which offered inhabitants reading material in their leisure 
time, were built in all the villages. (In a few villages these functioned as lending 
libraries.) In rich central villages in Chenggu, small-scale supermarkets that 
were significantly bigger than previous grocery stores were built, reducing the 
inconvenience of having to buy some daily products outside the village in 
the township seat or rural markets.36 Village government offices, including 
meeting rooms to serve the village government and village assemblies, were 
also often rebuilt or renovated. In some villages, political and administrative 
activities were consolidated under the same roof alongside communal facilities 
and activities, such as a television room where villagers could gather at the end 
of the working day, a reading room and/or activities for older people. (In such 

35	  I only encountered home biogas pits in both counties; however, in other places in China, central 
biogas pits also exist, serving larger groups of households. Biogas pits have been encouraged by the 
central government as an environmentally friendly energy source and villagers enjoyed subsidies in 2009 
that amounted to more than 50 per cent of the total cost. Villagers still needed to pay about RMB1,000, 
which, as I was told by several villagers, could be earned back after one year of use (by reducing the use, 
and therefore the cost, of other energy sources such as electricity or methane gas).
36	  When residential communities were being built, supermarkets were considered an indispensable 
part of the services provided inside each of these compounds.
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cases, the ‘village office’ could be quite a large building of two or even three 
floors.) Prosperous villages in Chenggu were also likely to build retirement 
homes, as mentioned earlier, to which villagers could move after the age of 60.

And yet, for local officials, successful redevelopment depended not only on 
the availability of better village facilities but also on the ability of the villagers 
(under the guidance of the local government) to change their ‘backward’ 
rural attitudes, habits and perceptions and, as officials occasionally said, 
improve their ‘quality’ (suzhi 素质).37 Officials in Beian complained about 
the reluctance of villagers to pay for home biogas pits, since they were 
accustomed to using manure as fertiliser, despite the financial and hygienic 
benefits of biogas. Officials in Chenggu complained about the refusal of 
villagers to separate the living areas of humans and livestock and to house 
their husbandry animals in designated area—a condition for moving into 
the newly built communities.

Figure 3.7: Recreation facilities in a village, Chenggu County
Source: Author’s photograph.

37	  The concept of suzhi is controversial and difficult to translate. In this book, I only use it in the context 
of direct citations from interviews with local officials and government documents. For general discussion 
on the concept of suzhi see Murphy, ‘Turning Peasants’, 1–20; Kipnis, ‘Suzhi: A Keyword Approach’, 295–
313; Kipnis, ‘Neoliberalism Reified’, 383–400; Anagnost, ‘The Corporeal Politics of Quality’, 189–208.
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The cleanliness of villages was also a major issue. Despite the introduction of 
rubbish bins and disposal arrangements, it was ultimately up to individual 
villagers to decide whether to throw their rubbish in a bin or on the road. 
In many of the villages I visited (mostly in Beian, where the villagers stayed 
in their original villages), redevelopment had not finished and public areas 
were dirty again, with rubbish thrown in redeveloped water ditches, reservoirs 
and along the villages’ roads and alleys. Many officials from both counties 
believed that changing people’s ‘backward’ habits and consciousness was the 
most difficult task under the BNSC policy. In her PhD dissertation, Lili Lai 
inveighed against the urban narrative of villagers lacking hygiene. According 
to her, hygiene plays a significant part in villagers’ lives. Pointing to what 
she calls a ‘perceptible hierarchy of hygienic configuration’, Lai argued for 
several dichotomies that guide villagers’ perceptions of hygiene: interior 
(clean) versus exterior (dirty), up (clean) versus down (dirty), near (clean) 
versus far (dirty). According to her, these dichotomies are responsible for the 
environmental crisis in villages.38 From the officials’ point of view, it was 
exactly this kind of rural culture that needed to change if a ‘new socialist 
countryside’ was to be built.

Conclusion
This chapter has portrayed two distinct perceptions of the national Village 
Redevelopment Program. In industrialised Chenggu, local officials strongly 
supported the notion of rural reorganisation and moving villagers from 
traditional rural villages to large-scale, city-like communities. Yet, even 
under circumstances of being a national-level experimental site, and despite 
the overall support of province and local officials, townships did not 
implement the transition to rural communities blindly; nor did they impose 
it on all villages as a uniform policy. Local economic conditions played 
a decisive role in the development of the policy. Initially, the transition to 
rural communities involved mainly industrialised townships and villages 
that held the best prospects for success. In poorer areas, even when officials 
supported the idea of rural communities and merging villages, inhabitants 
were likely to stay in their original houses due to official recognition that 
villagers had to improve their household economies first.

38	  Lai, ‘Discerning the Cultural’, ch. 1. 
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However, construction of new rural communities is a long-term project and 
what was true of the first four years of implementation may not necessarily 
prevail in the future. When asked about the reluctance of villagers to 
leave their old houses, officials tended to be disparaging. For them, the 
new residences represented a new dawn for the countryside. The new 
communities symbolised modernity and a pathway to improving villagers’ 
wellbeing. Why would a rational person resist this opportunity? Officials, 
especially in the industrialised areas of the county, also tended to disparage 
economic constraints; indeed, in many villages and townships, I was told 
that these simply did not exist. For officials, any reluctance to move was first 
and foremost a manifestation of backwardness.

However, in practice, the construction of rural communities embodied a 
significant reorganisation of the ‘old’ countryside and there were numerous 
pitfalls, especially in relation to the weaker strata of society. An immediate 
problem was the potential discomfort villagers encountered in living further 
from their land. In cases in which several villages moved together, the 
common practice was to build the community around a central village, but 
this was not always convenient for further-out villages. This problem was 
most acute in rural townships where agriculture remained a significant part 
of households’ daily labour. Officials tended to dismiss this by claiming 
that: a) even when villagers dwelt further from their land, it was not very 
far; and b) in any case, most households had transportation (mainly small 
motorcycles), making distance less of an issue. From the officials’ point of 
view, the discomfort of dwelling further from agricultural land was cancelled 
out by the many benefits and comforts embodied in living in a modern 
environment. 

This view was contradicted by a study I conducted in 2016 on the 
concentration of villages in the remote, poor and mountainous township of 
Middle Hill (county level) on the outskirts of the metropolis of Chongqing. 
With a very limited industrial sector and undeveloped labour market, many 
of Middle Hill’s rural households relied on agriculture and work migration 
(mostly young villagers who migrated to China’s south-east provinces for 
jobs) as sources of household income, which stood at only 60 per cent of 
the average rural per capita income in Chenggu (but 75–80 per cent of the 
average income in Chenggu’s rural townships). After the announcement of 
the BNSC, the township government attempted to concentrate villagers 
into newly constructed villages or local urban centres, but with very 
limited success. Within a decade of implementation, only 20–30 per cent 
of the villagers had agreed to move; most villagers chose to stay in their 
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non-developed villages. Apart from financial reasons (apartment prices in 
Middle Hill were similar to those in Chenggu, despite the households’ lower 
income), villagers and local officials pointed to the villagers’ high dependence 
on agriculture as the main impediment to relocation. My interviews with 
about two dozen villagers and local government and village leaders revealed 
that those who had moved were mainly villagers whose land was relatively 
close to the new resettlement locations, those who did not engage in 
agriculture anymore or those who could afford to forgo agriculture after the 
transition. For many others, the new settlement’s location and the required 
changes in lifestyle were simply too inconvenient and did not fit their 
agricultural lifestyle.

In both Beian and Chenggu, in all the villages where people were moving 
away from their old houses, I was told that older people were among the 
most reluctant to relocate and that many refused to leave their long-term 
residences. Some were accustomed to their houses and lacked the energy to 
move. Others lacked the finances to move. For some, buying an apartment 
for their children was a higher priority than buying one for themselves. 
Without adequate finances and no employment, many were likely to end 
up in the cheapest apartments, on the fourth or fifth floors, which could be 
very inconvenient for older people. 

Two points made this problem even more worrisome. First, in 2011, 
I was  told that residential prices in several villages had already increased 
by 10–20 per cent or more. If this trend continued, the longer a person 
waited to buy an apartment, the more expensive it would become. This 
disadvantaged those who lacked the required finances to buy a new 
residence immediately. The second point refers to the involvement of large 
business groups and investors. In some cases, local business groups had 
taken a leading role in financing the construction of new communities. 
According to several officials, these groups were not interested in making 
a profit but had invested for the sake of their communities’ wellbeing.39 
Nevertheless, one thing is clear. After the transition, villages would have 
more land available and new deals could be signed with investors, involving 
large amounts of money. To what extent these economic players, as well as 
the political leaders of villages and townships, would tolerate recalcitrance 
due to economic distress remained unclear. Many township officials did 

39	  Nevertheless, in Village C7, inhabitants claimed that contracts had already been signed with a local 
business group promising it rights on the clear land after transition. According to them, the details of 
the contract were not transparent and village officials had never consulted them.
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not seem to be worried by this. In the worst case, they said, every township 
had a nursing home for older people. They spoke lightly about tearing such 
people away from their old homes and traditional communities. Village 
officials, for whom this problem could be more complicated (due to personal 
relations and personal acquaintance), suggested various solutions—ranging 
from establishing nursing homes (in the case of wealthy villages), to waiting 
for people to die, to offering special subsidies, to providing people with free 
accommodation.

Like the situation in Chenggu, there was a correlation between local 
interpretations of redevelopment and local economic conditions in Beian. 
The importance of adjusting policies to local economic conditions was 
obvious. And yet, considering the economic and political complexity of a 
township and even more so of a county, questions remain about the ability 
of Chenggu and Beian to adjust the policy’s implementation to sub-county 
realities. Obviously, this would have a decisive impact on the ability of 
the Village Redevelopment Program to meet its goals. An answer to this 
question is presented in the following chapters.
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