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Innovation and Evolution of Planning Decision—Making Institutions: A Compari-
son of Shanghai and Shenzhen City Planning Commissions
HOU Li, Saul WILSON

Abstract: As the Chinese land development system became marketized in the 1980s
and 1990s, local governments and their urban planning agencies came under increas-
ingly untenable pressure as they both imposed and modified detailed planning restric-
tions. As a result, many cities restricted the broad discretionary authority granted
under national law through reforms to both technical guidelines and decision-making
institutions. The Chinese planning literature tends to focus inordinately on technical
guidelines, but in practice even the best technical guidelines leave significant room
for discretion. Hence this paper focuses on the reforms to decision-making institu-
tions adopted in Shanghai and Shenzhen, especially the appointment of expert mem-
bers to city planning commissions. Although their reforms varied in logic and depth,
both cities chose to borrow the authority of planning experts to deflect responsibili-
ty for planning decisions away from the planning bureau. In doing so, they rein-
forced control over planning decisions by the planning bureau, but did nonetheless
expand participation in planning. Most importantly, by creating clear procedures for
plan adoption and modification and incorporating voices outside the planning agen-
cy, these reforms substantially increased the barriers to corruption or technically
flawed plan modifications.
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