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Taking Stock: Experiences in the use of ‘eco-city’ indicators, standards and 

frameworks in China 

 

Shenzhen, 25-26 July 2013 

 

SYNTHESIS REPORT 

 

Introduction 

This workshop was jointly hosted by Delft University of Technology and the Institute for 

Building Research (IBR) in Shenzhen, Guangdong province, China, as part of the Leverhulme 

International research network Tomorrow’s City Today. 

This particular session was the first in a series of three sessions having a specific focus on 

progress made in Chinese eco-cities, low-carbon cities and ‘low carbon eco-cities’ and the 

way in framework for eco-city standards are used in them. The workshop was held in the 

renowned headquarters green building of IBR in Shenzhen at 29 Meiao 3rd Lu, Shang Meilin, 

Futian district in Shenzhen, which is currently one of the four recognized green buildings in 

China. Other involved and supportive organizations were Harbin Institute of Technology 

Shenzhen Graduate School (HITSGS), South China University of Technology (SCUT), The 

Shenzhen Low Carbon Academy and the Shenzhen Soft Science Institute. All of the involved 

partners sent senior representatives. 

The purpose of this first workshop was to gather a group of international and Chinese 

academics and professionals together that would potentially grow out to become a 

Community of Practice (CoP) leading to extensive exchange of knowledge and information, 

allowing interested cities to lean on state-of-the-art knowledge on eco-city development 

around the world and Chinese and international academic to have a close connection with 

the world of practice allowing them to collect empirical evidence with greater ease and to 

benchmark their own performance with that of other cities. 

The main topic under discussion was how are eco-city indicators, standards and frameworks 

utilized in Chinese eco-cities. 

 

Participants and programme 

Invited speakers were Simon Joss (who sketched the context by means of an introductory 

video), Mark Roseland (SFU, keynote speaker), Shanfeng Dong (consultant from Blue Path 
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City), Tao Zou (Tsinghua University), Miaoxi Zhao (SCUT), Ronald Wennersten (Shandong 

University and KTH), Han Yu (IBR) and Gong Mei (Shenzhen Planning Bureau). Additional 

commenting panel members at the end of the session were Vincent Nadin (TUD), Margot 

Weijnen (TUD) and Dong Wang (HITSGS). The entire session was moderated by Martin de 

Jong (TU-Delft). A high number of IBR employees, and PhD and master students from TUD, 

SCUT and KTH Stockholm also attended the workshop, making the total number of 

participants approximately 25. 

While the official workshop programme took place on the first day (July 25), towards the 

end of that day, a meeting was organized with officials from the Shenzhen government to 

discuss the options of conducting advisory work for them with the group of collected 

experts. The morning of the second day (July 26) was reserved for a visit to the International 

Low Carbon City in the Longgang district (including the green exhibition hall displaying the 

history of the Low Carbon City), the cleaned-up river and the Hakka village under renovation, 

as well as the newly opened university campus of the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 

Shenzhen and the Information and Telecommunications Institute. A full overview of the 

workshop programme can be found at the end of this document as an appendix. 

Of the presentations given, we were able to retrieve four of the PPT slide shows, since some 

presenters were reluctant to release them since they considered their work still confidential 

and/or work in progress. The presentations given by Mark Roseland, Tao Zou, Shanfeng 

Dong and Ronald Wennersten were made public and have been sent to the members of the 

global eco-city network as PDF-files. 

 

Main topics of discussion during the presentation and discussion 

Mark Roseland had noticed a Chinese passion for a future as an ‘eco-civilization’ and a 

return to the reverence for living in harmony with nature. A large-scale and high-brow 

conference in Guiyang in Guizhou province (attended by both Roseland and Ronald 

Wennersten) had demonstrated their official excitement for this innovative concept. 

Apparently, it is worth a great deal to the Chinese government to show they mean business 

when they speak of sustainable development. However, seeing the astonishing number and 

size of the building projects in and around Guiyang city, most of which taking place in 

previously pristine natural areas, made him doubt the Chinese reality. It cast a dark glance 

on the connection between theory/ideal and actual practice. Therefore, as far as mark 

Roseland was concerned, the question remains on the table how serious the Chinese 

commitment to the eco-civilization is. In the subsequent debate the question whether 

emerged to what extent the practice of developing eco-cities in China can be described as 

window-dressing. Are these large-scale events and the credo of low carbon city construction 

only a way for politicians to legitimize their own investment decisions to boost GDP growth 

which advances their careers? Are green cities and eco-civilization merely OK-words such as 

social harmony and democracy, or can actual trend reversal be observed? On the one hand, 

there was certainly a wish and ambition to learn from foreign advice, but on the other this 

learning had a particularly instrumental edge to it, since it was used to boost technological 

and economic development rather than the ecology. The hope that the evolution and 

flourishing of ‘green and clean technologies’ would lead to both high GDP growth and a 
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more sustainable society is quite popular in the Chinese context, but it may very well prove 

to be wishful thinking. Moreover, adopting green off the shelf technologies is what is often 

hoped for, but taking the complexity of technological development within a broader context 

into consideration was often far from obvious. 

Mark Roseland subsequently introduced his model of various types of capital all of which 

should be preserved to a certain level in order to maintain a sustainable community. These 

are (1) natural capital, (2) physical capital, (3) economic capital, (4) human capital, (5) social 

capital and (6) cultural capital. Questioned by some prominent participants on the extent to 

which these different types of capital are mutually exclusive and could all be successfully 

safeguarded at the same time, he commented that it was a heuristic approximation of 

reality and that the idea of finding a balance between each of those six elements is what 

gives the model its interpretive strength. In his view, in the vision ‘Vancouver greenest city 

2020’ an attempt had been made to realize this balance, although he admitted that in order 

to have a truly acceptable ecological footprint, Vancouver actually required an ever more 

ambitious vision still. The current vision consists of 10 building blocks, which jointly cover 

the key aspects of sustainable urbanization: 

1. Food-Secure Communities 

2. Water & Sewage 

3. Waste reduction & Recycling 

4. Energy Efficiency & Renewables 

5. Transportation Planning & Traffic Management 

6. Land Use, Urban Form & Community Design 

7. Housing & Community Development 

8. Green Building 

9. Community Economic Development 

10. Climate Change 

All of these policy areas adduce components of the eco-city and along with them indicators 

with the help of which environmental progress can be measured. He showed a number of 

examples how on many of these goals indicators showed how over time progress was made 

and how promoting sustainability can only be grounded on a comprehensive concept of the 

ecological environment and good scores on each of the derived indicators, not on just a few. 

His slides contain various examples of how Vancouver approached this measurement 

process. To wrap up his presentation and fulfil his function as global eco-city networker, in 

his last slides, he promoted ‘Pando’ as an effective on-line tool for authorities and experts to 

exchange information on green cities around the world. He invited all participants to join it. 

At the outset of his presentation, second speaker Shanfeng Dong, an academic consultant 

working for the Blue Path City Foundation based in Beijing, gave the core concepts 

underlying the approach by which gives advice to various eco-cities around China (especially 
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in Northern China), and these also target a comprehensive approach to sustainable urban 

development, albeit a conceptually different one. Significantly economic growth and brand 

image play a more prominent role in this approach than they did for the case of Vancouver. 

This is not unusual because it soon appeared that Chinese policy-makers are comparatively 

far more sensitive to technological and economic considerations than most ‘Western’ ones. 

In the course of his speech, he specifically mentioned Sino-Singaporean Tianjin Eco City and 

Sino-German Qingdao Eco-City with their cooperation models, the involvement of their 

leaders, and he briefly referred to the which in which they utilize eco-city indicators. Foreign 

governmental and expert help adds to the reputation of eco-cities in China and those that 

have obtained such support tend to enjoy stronger support from the national government. 

Towards the end, he gave a number of analytical models which he normally uses in his 

consultancy practice to show the impact of various policy measures in different phases of 

development (diagnosis, planning, construction and operations). These elaborate schemes, 

schedules, tables and graphs are highly impactful in China (policy-makers tend to get 

impressed by such models), but most ‘Western visitors’ in general and participants in the 

Shenzhen workshop found them to be overly quasi-scientific, detailed and technocratic and 

refused to believe they could be utilized in honest and transparent ways. They even spoke 

of an obsession with indicators and framework. Chinese participants, however, strongly 

defended his models as being the only way to have an impact in decision-making. Without 

such schemas, tables, arrows and boxes with statistically produced data, analysts would 

have little impact. An elaborate explanation of how the model was used in various contexts 

is given in his most recent bilingual (Chinese/English) publication, ‘Beautiful China; Eco-City 

indicator’s guidebook’, published at Tongxin Press in Beijing. 

After the lunch break, Tao Zou from Tsinghua University, gave a presentation on his 

experiences in the eco-province of Jiangsu, which is one of the more advanced provinces in 

the use of frameworks with indicators. Zou been actively involved in advising the Jiangsu 

provincial government in how to stimulate and monitor the ecological performance of lower 

level governments. Provinces obviously work with a vision and indicators at the provincial 

level, which requires them to employ a higher level of abstraction than cities. For each of 

ten environmental areas discerned, indicators had been developed, which allow Jiangsu 

province to measure progress made by lower governments. In order to encourage cities, 

villages and townships to do the actual physical implementation of this high-level 

conceptual provincial plan, lower governments were asked to take the initiative and draft 

and submit proposals to become demonstration areas and zones. This adds to their 

reputation and attractiveness as a territory for highly qualified workers and companies to 

settle, a reason why a great many of them did. Some but not all were chosen and are 

currently engaged in the implementation. Again, the framework over time showed 

improvements for most of them. Zou showed with what assessment table the province 

evaluated the performance of each of the demonstration areas and how this impacted on 

the province’s performance as a whole. He also made it known that such a framework that 

this sort of approach may not operate effectively in lesser developed provinces where 

environmental ambitions may be lower and where many of the relevant data may be 

missing or not exist. 

Ronald Wennersten, the fourth speaker, is both a professor of environmental science at 

Shandong University and KTH Stockholm and an advisor to the Xuzhou and Nanjing city 

governments on Low Carbon Eco City development. His talk was particularly on Xuzhou City 
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in Shandong province and he noted with equal emphasis as the previous speakers that a 

clear funneling from a core ecological vision through elaboration of general targets across 

various policy and industrial sectors (with due attention for how sectors connect with each 

other) to establishing indicators to measure progress is key to solid Low carbon eco city 

development. More specifically, he had led and participated in various scenario oriented 

workshops in Xuzhou where long term prospects for the city were explored as a sustainable 

city and what steps would be needed to get there (backward mapping). Inspired by ideas 

originating from Stockholm’s Hammarby-Sjostad, connections between various sectors were 

demonstrated and inspiration was drawn for how a similar mapping process could be done 

in Xuzhou. This city is still in its early stages of environmental planning, however. Difficulties 

Wennersten encountered when being involved in this scenario process were especially in 

realizing an interactive and transparent process with the various stakeholders. Collaboration 

in China among various policy sectors, even within the city, is probably even harder than in 

Sweden, unless coordination is made at the highest level of decision-making. These high 

levels, however, are hard to commit to participation in or acceptance of the results of such 

workshops. To him, the long-term environmental prospects of the exercise were still unclear 

although the general interest in such activities made him hopeful. In the second half of 2013, 

he would be actively involved in a similar process in Nanjing, and had high expectations of it. 

The final presentations given were by Mei Gong and Han Yu, a department head of the 

Shenzhen Urban Planning Bureau and urban planner and consultant at IBR, respectively. 

They both showed a great number of slides on the future urban shape Shenzhen Low 

Carbon City in Pingdi, Longgang district, would get in the future. At the same time, they 

made it clear that there was still a need for indicators with the aid of which the reduction in 

carbon emissions could be monitored. In order to keep Pingdi a credible low carbon 

demonstration zone for its greatest national supporter NDRC, actual result had to be shown 

in the future. The remainder of the discussion and the roundtable revolved mostly around 

the topic of how we could put a Sino-foreign team together from among the participants of 

this workshop to develop such a framework. By doing that, the participants could actually 

make a difference in the eco-city planning practice in Shenzhen. A draft for such a proposal 

was written and submitted to the Shenzhen government, but it is at this point highly 

uncertain whether the required funding will be made available. 

 

In sum 

During this workshop it became that low carbon and eco city development in China entails 

both the biggest promise and the biggest challenge probably from all countries around the 

world. On the one hand, the ambition levels exceed those of all other nations and the 

optimism that these may be achieved are sky-high. It is true that policy interventions in 

China will have a decisive impact at the world scale and dwarf all efforts made by other 

nations. It is also true that will-power and therefore the drive to fundamentally change 

something are tremendously strong in a nation ready to reform itself quite frequently. 

On the other hand, the drive to lift the levels for the material quality of life appear in 

practice still to prevail over a truly environmental life-style. Put otherwise, ecological 

considerations only count if they engender economic gains, which in many cases they simply 
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do not in spite of claim to the contrary. There is a high risk that although most involved 

players have good intentions and develop sophisticated approaches and models, 

technocratic approaches hide a reality where behind impressive schemas and figures, 

numbers are seriously gamed, as is not unusual in (ex-)communist policy regimes where 

reporting favourable significant progress is highly valued by superiors and leads to career 

advancement. It should be added here that from a Chinese perspective, this new practice is 

seen as an improvement compared to a history where no environmental considerations 

were taken into account at all. It fits nicely in the dominant optimistic Chinese feeling that 

things in their country are always getting better and better and improve day by day despite 

occasional setbacks. In the second session, we hope to have selected a number of cases 

which can tell us more about the extent of this progress. 
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Appendix 

Tomorrow’s City Today 

An International Comparison of Eco-City Frameworks 

 

China Workshop Series  

Delft University of Technology (TU-Delft) & 

South China University of Technology (SCUT) & 

Shenzhen City Government 

 

WORKSHOP 1 

Experiences in the use of ‘eco-city’ indicators,  

standards and frameworks in China 
 

Thursday 25 and Friday 26 July 2013 

Longgang district government buildings 

Shenzhen 
 

 

Comparing eco-city indicators and their use in various eco-cities in China. 

This workshop is hosted by Shenzhen’s Longgang district government and organized by Delft 

University of Technology in collaboration with South China University of Technology, as part of the 

Leverhulme International Network Tomorrow’s City Today. The collaborative research initiative, 

which involves seven partners globally, aims to compare and analyse conceptual, policy and practical 

approaches to urban sustainability through various indicators, standards and frameworks.  

 

In this first of three workshops hosted in China in 2013-2014, we will take stock of recent 

developments in eco-city development in China and compare approaches chosen in a variety of 

Chinese cities. This will include reviewing recent research (from different academic perspectives) on 

the conceptualisation of eco-city development in China, the application of indicators and 

frameworks in a number of selected cities and drawing lessons from experiences. An important aim 

of the workshop is to bring together researchers, experts and policy-makers and build a community 

of practice in China on this topic. 

 

Convenors 

Martin de Jong (TU-Delft), Shifu Wang (SCUT) and Dong Wang (HITSGS on behalf of Longgang 

District Government) 

July 25 
9.00 Registration and drinks  

9.30 Welcome & Introduction to the topic Dong Wang (HITSGS) 

Martin de Jong (TU-Delft) 

Shifu Wang (SCUT) 

9.50 Short introductory note on the eco-city network 

and goals of the CoP 

Simon Joss (Westminster 

University) through a video 
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July 26: Excursion to the International Low carbon City in Longgang 

China Workshop Series  

SCUT, TU-Delft and UPDIS 

 

WORKSHOPS 2 & 3 

 
 

8-11 June 2014 

Shanghai 

 

Moving towards implementation: evaluating the actual use and monitoring of 

‘eco-city’ frameworks in various Chinese cities 

 

 

August 2014-

January 2015 

 

Comparing successful cases. 

 

 

Further information: www.westminster.ac.uk/ecocities  

 

 

 

10.00 

 

 

11.00 

Good governance for building sustainable cities 

around the world; 

Experiences in eco-city Vancouver 

Break 

Mark Roseland (Simon Frazier 

University, Vancouver) 

11.30 Experiences in Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city and 

Qingdao Sino-German Park 

Shanfeng Dong (Blue Path City) 

12.30 Lunch   

   

13.00 Experiences with eco-province framework in Jiangsu 

province 

Tao Zou (Tsinghua University) 

14.00 Experiences with eco-city frameworks and 

scenarios in Xuzhou City, Shandong province 

Ronald Wennersten (Shandong 

University) 

15.00 Experiences with a 2
nd

 eco-city in Guangzhou Speaker from SCUT or 

Guangzhou 

16.00 Experiences with Shenzhen Longgang Low Carbon 

City 

Han Yu (IBR) and Gong Mei, 

(Shenzhen Planning Bureau) 

17.00 Break  

17.15 Roundtable discussion Zhao Min 

Vincent Nadin 

Margot Weijnen 

Dong Wang 

18.00 Summing up the main findings Martin de Jong 


