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Abstract 23 

 24 

Gentrification is a well-known Western phenomenon involving the upgrading of urban 25 

areas where economic forces compel the original inhabitants to be displaced by a 26 
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wealthier group of people.  Evidence of the gentrification process has been recently 27 

witnessed in Shanghai, which is a special case as the state has extended preferential 28 

policies not yet enjoyed elsewhere in China. This paper examines a more typical 29 

Chinese conurbation, that of the inner city of Yuexiu in Guangzhou, to provide an 30 

example of the characteristics of the emerging gentrification generally in China today. 31 

Some stylized characteristics are witnessed in several parts of the inner city. Several 32 

distinctive features regarding gentrifiers are also observed that are significantly related 33 

to the Chinese socialist market economy. The findings in general correspond well with 34 

the Shanghai studies in that gentrification is a chance happening as a result of extensive 35 

new-build residential redevelopment. However, the result is not associated with a 36 

declining inner-city region as has happened in the West, but rather has emerged in a still 37 

vibrant old urban centre and exists as small scale residential-related gentrification 38 

rather than commercial gentrification. 39 

Keywords: Urban redevelopment, gentrification, Guangzhou, China 40 

 41 

Introduction 42 

Gentrification is a prominent process of neighbourhood change accompanying the 43 

counter-response to the result of completed urbanization and suburban expansion 44 

(Hamnett, 1973; Smith, 1979). The early concept of gentrification was narrow-scoped, 45 

being limited to the rehabilitation of older residential buildings in inner-area 46 

neighbourhoods that resulted in the displacement of working-class occupants by those 47 
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of the richer middle class (Glass, 1964; Hamnett, 1984).  More recently however, the 48 

term gentrification has been expanded to include housing renovation and new 49 

developments in vacant or cleared inner city areas (Smith, 1996; Hackworth, 2002; 50 

Clark, 2005; Davidson and Lees, 2005). This implies the involvement of both 51 

renovation-led gentrification and new-build gentrification (Davidson and Lees, 2009), 52 

that the buildings involved are not limited to housing, and the direct displacement of 53 

working-class may not be necessarily involved (Atkinson, 2000a). It encompasses the 54 

regeneration of city centres and the demolition or privatisation of public housing in an 55 

effort to remake the city along higher-class lines (Hui, 1999; Smith, 2002; Newman 56 

and Wyly, 2006). 57 

Gentrification has been one of the most significant themes in urban studies, planning, 58 

and geography, and which has expanded both hierarchically and laterally in the past 59 

two decades (Lees, 2000; Atkinson and Bridge, 2005). To date, the main understanding 60 

of gentrification in the discipline of urban studies can be summarized as: 61 

  relating with suburbanization, the uprising middle class and urban restructuring 62 

(Butler, 2007; Smith, 1996; Rose, 1984; Beauregard, 1986; Ley, 1996; Bondi, 63 

1999; Uzun, 2003; Hackworth, 2005; Boddy, 2007; Murdie and Teixeira, 2011; 64 

Wagner, 1995; Wu et al., 2011; Fauria and Mathur, 2012); 65 

 being considered as positive process - as a global urban planning strategy to 66 

reconstruct and renovate cities by both government and private developers 67 

(Hackworth, 2005; Boddy, 2007).  68 
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 having few negative social effects, such as residential segregation, displacement 69 

problems and social differentiation (Chernoff, 1980; Lang ,1982; Lyons, 1996 ). 70 

 along with the expansion of gentrification in both longitudinal and lateral 71 

directions, new notions (such as new-build gentrification, state-led gentrification, 72 

rural gentrification, commercial gentrification, tourism gentrification and 73 

super-gentrification) have emerged, which illuminates the broadening process of 74 

conceptualization (Darling, 2005; David and Lees, 2005; Gotham, 2005; Lees, 75 

2000). 76 

 77 

 within global city nodes, gentrification has become much more widespread than 78 

previously (Schaffer and Smith, 1986; Hackworth, 2002; Hamnett, 2003; Davidson 79 

and Lees, 2005), while increasingly stretched downwards to lower-tier cities 80 

worldwide in both developed and emerging economies (see Criekingen and 81 

Decroly, 2003; Sykora, 2005; Bounds and Morris, 2006; Boddy, 2007; He, 2007; 82 

Harris, 2008; Visser and Kotze, 2008). 83 

 84 

Although undergoing massive redevelopment in recent years, very little recent 85 

knowledge exits of Chinese inner-city gentrification except for the Yangtze River 86 

Delta city of Shanghai, which has been the subject of three studies (He, 2007; He, 87 

2010; Wang and Lau, 2009). These have investigated the characteristics, such as the 88 

demographic changes and the socioeconomic consequences, of state-sponsored 89 

gentrification and new-build gentrification. The research findings reveal that the 90 
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socio-spatial effects of gentrification aggregate residential segregation, which results 91 

in social polarization, and goes against social equity and humanistic care. Shanghai, 92 

however, is a special case as the state has extended special preferential policies that 93 

are not yet enjoyed elsewhere in China. For example, in reducing or eliminating 94 

customs duties and income tax, allowing foreign business people to open financial 95 

institutions and run tertiary industries, setting up a stock exchange, expanding its 96 

examination and approval authority over investments and allowing foreign-funded 97 

banks to engage in RMB business. 98 

 99 

In this paper, we examine a more typical Chinese conurbation, that of the inner city 100 

suburb of Yuexiu in Guangzhou. As Xu and Yeh (2003) vouchsafe, Guangzhou’s 101 

problems are not uncommon in other coastal cities in China. Also, Guangzhou is not 102 

the only city in China that is trying to build a world-class city of international standard 103 

through urban planning and design techniques – with 86 Chinese cities in 2003 alone 104 

having prepared plans to develop themselves into an “international metropolitan city”.  105 

Similar efforts can be found in the cities in the PRD, such as Shenzhen, Foshan and 106 

Dongguan and cities in other parts of China, such as Beijing and Chongqing. Thus, 107 

the examination of Guangzhou’s experience can shed light on urban development 108 

issues and problems in other cities in China. 109 

 110 

On the other hand, this paper does not aim to make a thorough comparison of Chinese 111 

and Western urban gentrification, as this has already been conducted by Leaf (1995) 112 
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and Meng (2000). Instead, the purpose of this paper is to add to the limited knowledge 113 

of the gentrification phenomenon resulting from the process of upgrading built 114 

environment and socioeconomic profile in China’s inner-city neighbourhoods 115 

accompanying the influx of capital investment and efflux of lower-class residents.  116 

 117 

An extended literature review is employed to examine the previous literature together 118 

with documentation regarding urban construction and the real estate market, involving 119 

both quantitative data and qualitative data covering the period during which drastic 120 

urban transformation has taken place. Other qualitative data are used to examine a 121 

larger time span in order to analyse the contextual changes before and after the 122 

open-door policy in the PRC. This is supported by a descriptive case study including 123 

in-depth interviews with two local developers and one real estate agent manager, a 124 

questionnaire survey of 50 residents affected by the redevelopment and of 70 residents 125 

of newly developed gated communities. As a result, some stylized characteristics of 126 

gentrification are witnessed in several parts of the inner city, and which determine their 127 

emergence in the area studied. Some distinctive features regarding gentrifiers are also 128 

observed that are significantly related to the Chinese socialist market economy. 129 

 130 

The case of urban redevelopment in Yuexiu, Guangzhou 131 

 132 

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169


7 
This material may be downloaded for personal use only. 

Any other use requires prior permission of the American Society of Civil Engineers. 
This material may be found at https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169 

 

As with much of China as a whole, the Yuexiu district, once the urban centre of 133 

Guangzhou, has been undergoing tremendous urban change, creating problems such as 134 

poor infrastructure, the remains of scattered industrial land and loss of economic 135 

competitiveness. It does not have blighted areas and, although its role as an urban 136 

centre has been greatly weakened, it still has an energetic economy and has not suffered 137 

any obvious population losses. On the other hand, the extent of uneven development 138 

has increased. As with Shanghai, after years of urban reinvestment under market 139 

transition, some neighbourhoods have been selectively upgraded, leaving others in a 140 

continual state of dilapidation. Given that the local government has been aggressively 141 

seeking a competitive inner city, urban redevelopment is expected to continue 142 

indefinitely as a leading force for upward urban transformation. 143 

 144 

Urban transformation at the neighbourhood scale of Yuexiu can be understood through 145 

studying the urban redevelopment process of the locality per se. Corresponding to its 146 

period of market transition, significant urban redevelopment in Yuexiu has taken place 147 

over the last three decades. The main features of this process are discussed below.  148 

 149 

As redevelopment occurs only when structural damage to residential buildings 150 

becomes an issue, the period from 1980 exclusively took the form of housing 151 

rehabilitation, with an annual fund of nearly seven million Yuan being provided by the 152 

government (YCBC, 2009).  From 1992, the influence of the real estate market 153 

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169
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ensured that housing improvement was replaced with various profit-seeking 154 

investments, in which large-scale reinvestment occurred on all types of potentially 155 

profitable land lots and structures. On one hand, by engaging in urban redevelopment, 156 

state-owned developers changed their role from public housing providers to become 157 

profit-makers through land development. On the other hand, private developers also 158 

engaged in urban redevelopment to take advantage of the immense real estate market. 159 

Occasionally, cooperation also occurred between state-owned developers and private 160 

developers when significant amounts of capital were needed. The Guangzhou Jiahe 161 

Garden, for example, was jointly developed by the state-owned Guangzhou Urban 162 

Development Corporation (GZUDC) and a private sector Hong Kong developer. 163 

 164 

By 2007, urban redevelopment had accelerated to the point where, aiming to increase 165 

the speed of place promotion in the inner city, the local government had strategically 166 

established partnerships with developers in terms of urban reinvestment. While the 167 

local government was still in charge of land assembly and conditional land leases, 168 

developers were nevertheless required to submit detailed development proposals for 169 

consideration. 170 

 171 

Gentrification 172 

 173 

Gentrification and the urban redevelopment process 174 
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 175 

In general, the features of urban redevelopment in Yuexiu discussed above have some 176 

similarities with the narratives of gentrification in Shanghai and advanced capitalist 177 

cities in general, echoed in Davidson and Lees’ (2005) four core elements of 178 

reinvestment of capital, landscape change, social upgrading of locale by incoming 179 

high-income groups, and direct or indirect displacement of low-income groups. For 180 

example, large-scale reinvestment in the inner city area of Guangzhou has brought 181 

about significant urban landscape change in the locality. The resulting landscape 182 

improvement has not largely been enjoyed by pre-existing residents, however, with 183 

poorer residents being forced to leave the beautified inner city and replaced by more 184 

affluent incomers who value inner-city living. As with Shanghai, compared with the 185 

former residents living in aging houses and working in nearby factories, the incoming 186 

population has a very different lifestyle (Wang and Lau, 2009). Such replacement of 187 

residents through the action of pricing out has greatly changed some inner-city 188 

communities, which have now become gentrified.  189 

 190 

As with most cities in China, but in contrast with gentrified inner-city Shanghai, 191 

residential redevelopment in Yuexiu has taken place mostly in the form of gated 192 

communities. Jia He Yuan (JHY) in the Dongfeng district, Dong Hu Ya Yuan (DHYY) 193 

in Baiyun, and Dong Shan Ya Zhu (DSYZ) in Nonglin, and are all in this form (Figure 194 

1), with the housing prices of units in these communities currently being much higher 195 

than the Yuexiu average.  196 
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 197 

These three community areas have individual representative characteristics typical of 198 

many China cities: firstly, all the neighbourhoods are located within the city centre 199 

and all of have experienced an extensive redevelopment process. In the Chinese 200 

context they are rated as old neighbourhoods. JHY was once occupied with dense, 201 

dilapidated and private houses before redevelopment, while DHYY used to be an 202 

open space with a historical problem of confused property rights among existing older 203 

buildings. Land parcels of JHY and DHYY have similar geographical features in that 204 

they are both close to the natural lakes of Liuhua and Dongshan respectively, which 205 

have been developed into waterscaped parks by the government. The redevelopment 206 

of JHY and DHYY in the 1990s was difficult due to the large amount of capital 207 

needed. However, the waterfront space was fully developed in 2000 by two Hong 208 

Kong developers with competent financial capabilities. Over eight hundred million 209 

RMB were invested in the sites to develop large-scale residential communities 210 

catering for the high-end market. The new high-rise buildings were elaborately 211 

designed to be decorated with expensive building materials and equipped with 212 

advanced service facilities, with the surrounding landscape being greatly upgraded. 213 

The image of waterfront property was widely and positively advertised and, as a result, 214 

the apartments were quickly sold.  215 

 216 
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In comparison with JHY and DHYY, the land parcel of DSYZ in Nonglin was 217 

considered to be highly valuable because of its desirable location, which is accessible 218 

to Guangzhou’s best high schools and CBD. This DSYZ land tract was previously 219 

occupied with public rental housing in the 1990s. As the land was deemed by 220 

government to have a higher economic potential, it was released to a local developer 221 

who then replaced the houses with high-rise apartments. As with JHY and DHYY, the 222 

well designed and marketable buildings with attractive garden landscapes triggered a 223 

sharp rise in the price of dwelling units, however, they too were sold out within one 224 

week. In this respect, all three communities experienced substantial reinvestment and 225 

upgrading of the local landscape. 226 

 227 

<Insert Figure 1> 228 

In addition to changes in the built environment, the impact of pricing out was also 229 

observed in these communities. The existing residents of the localities were mainly 230 

labour workers in the industrial sector, with JHY residents living in owner-occupied 231 

houses, and those in DSYZ living in public tenements allocated by work units with 232 

extremely low rents1. As redevelopment occurred, these original residents were forced 233 

to move out, receiving either cash or in-kind compensation, and being replacing by a 234 

substantially different group of people. 235 

 236 
<Insert Figure 2> 237 

 238 
<Insert Figure 3> 239 
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 240 
 241 

<Insert Figure 4> 242 
 243 

 244 

This was confirmed by a small comparative questionnaire survey of the displaced 245 

residents and incoming residents, summarised in Tables 1 and 2. Questionnaire survey 246 

(Q1) was conducted with a random sample of 49 occupants designated for resettlement 247 

from four selected Guangzhou apartment blocks and indicate that most involved have 248 

little formal education and work predominantly in the industrial sector as labourers. 249 

Questionnaire survey (Q2) was conducted with a random sample of 70 new occupants 250 

in the three upgraded communities discussed above and indicates that, in contrast with 251 

the original occupants, they have a significantly different socioeconomic status, with 252 

most incoming residents working in an administrative position in the tertiary sector.  253 

 254 

<Insert Table 1> 255 

 256 

<Insert Table 2> 257 

 258 

As is demonstrated explicitly in Tables 2 and 3, the occupants in the three communities 259 

generally have a high socioeconomic status, coinciding with what the gentrification 260 

literature terms the gentrifier proxy (Atkinson, 2000a; He, 2010). This group of people 261 

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169
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can therefore afford to buy more expensive properties, hence encouraging the 262 

developers’ efforts in catering for this niche market. 263 

 264 

<Insert Table 3> 265 

 266 

In short, years of urban redevelopment, regardless of the various approaches and 267 

focuses involved, have led to drastic local and neighbourhood urban changes. Locally, 268 

the real estate market has been greatly fostered and enhanced to the extent that the 269 

urban landscape is now upwardly remodelled by market investment. As inner-city 270 

urban living has been commoditized by developers aiming for a niche market, housing 271 

prices have soared and many working class residents have suffered housing dislocation 272 

and loss. In terms of neighbourhood change, several areas have experienced drastic 273 

socio-spatial transformation in line with Davidson and Lees’ (2005) four elemental 274 

characteristics of gentrification, in terms of changes in reinvestment, landscape and 275 

replacement of the original working-class occupants with those of a higher 276 

socioeconomic status. In other words, gentrification has taken place. 277 

 278 

 279 

Gentrification in a growing inner city 280 

The gentrification identified in Yuexiu is essentially further evidence of the general 281 

third-wave gentrification in emerging economies. It is also an important aspect of the 282 

geography of gentrification. In a similar manner to gentrification in advanced capitalist 283 
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cities, where urban lifestyles in the inner city have been commoditised, mass produced, 284 

and niche-marketed, gentrification in Yuexiu is a product of a burgeoning real estate 285 

market under market transition. However, the gentrification of Western cities has taken 286 

place against a well documented backdrop of a persistently declining inner city. For 287 

example, the gentrification occurring within London city, generally takes place in 288 

certain parts of the old inner-city areas where the built environment is declining or 289 

becoming/has become obsolescent (Lees, 2000). The change pertaining to 290 

gentrification involves the reinvestment of the inner city with fixed capital, an influx of 291 

the middle-class, and displacement of the original (predominantly working-class) 292 

residents. In contrast, Yuexiu has experienced progressive economic growth since 293 

reforms have taken place, albeit rather slow in comparison with Guangzhou as a whole 294 

and very slow in comparison with Shanghai. Also, unlike Shanghai, it has not suffered 295 

from population loss.  Nevertheless, urban redevelopment in Yuexiu is major public 296 

issue and in which, through market reinvestment, the local government seeks to 297 

develop a more competitive urban core and more stable economic growth. 298 

Gentrification, therefore, in the guise of urban redevelopment, has been a significant 299 

part of Yuexiu’s current pro-growth urban policy. 300 

 301 

New-build gentrification and the changing urban landscape 302 

 303 

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169
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Unlike Western cities, where gentrification was identified in its first wave in the form of 304 

housing renovation, Yuexiu’s gentrification arose out of its new-build programme. 305 

Urban reinvestment in some parts of Yuexiu in the form of new construction occurs 306 

much more often than renovation or rehabilitation through demolition and 307 

reconstruction (Table 4). For example, the floor area of new development in Yuexiu-1 308 

in 2001 was 441 thousand square meters, while renovation was only 53 thousand square 309 

meters. With respect to Yuexiu as a whole, while both real estate investment and floor 310 

area of new development have been increasing significantly, the annual floor area of 311 

renovation in Yuexiu was only around 100 thousand square meters in 2007 - less than 312 

10% of the floor area of new development. The absence of renovation in China has 313 

been attributed to the predominant situation where previous occupants only have the 314 

use rights of the property and so are reluctant to renovate the dilapidated buildings 315 

(Wang and Lau 2009). Therefore, since little private reinvestment in renovation occurs, 316 

spontaneous renovation gentrification is rarely possible in China.  317 

 318 

Another reason concerns the lack of cultural capital. During the first-wave 319 

renovation-related gentrification process in Western cities, pioneer gentrifiers created a 320 

culture of liberty, distinction, and aesthetics. In contrast, gentrification in Yuexiu does 321 

not involve the gentrifiers’ creation of cultural capital. Here, the cultural capital of 322 

inner-city living has been commoditised and mass produced, and therefore gentrifiers 323 

can obtain an improved cultural lifestyle simply by purchasing newly built property. 324 

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169
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 325 
<Insert Table 4 here> 326 

 327 

On the other hand, drastic residential investment has created a modern landscape in 328 

the locality. Speculation in property investment in the Huale neighbourhood for 329 

example has led to a visual landscape of crowded skyscrapers combined with other 330 

modern complexes. In the Baiyun neighbourhood for example, drastic residential 331 

investment has produced a large number of high-grade apartments with desirable 332 

garden views.  333 

 334 

Upsurge of housing prices and small-scale gated residential gentrification 335 

 336 

Upgrading of the urban landscape is associated with upsurges in housing prices. Table 5 337 

shows that housing prices in Yuexiu are generally 50% higher than that of the 338 

Guangzhou average. As for Yuexiu, both the statistical data and interviews2 indicate 339 

that Yuexiu-2 has a higher average housing price than Yuexiu-1. As one agent manager 340 

explained, Yuexiu-2’s more up-market apartments, concentrated in the Nonglin, Huale, 341 

Huanghua and Baiyun districts, with better accessibility to high-quality schools and 342 

the CBD and better natural environment, including parks and waterfronts, all 343 

contributed to high housing prices. 344 

<Insert Table 5 here> 345 
 346 
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Guangzhou has yet to become a service society and gentrification has taken place only 347 

in a small number of areas in the inner city. Uneven development in Yuexiu has resulted 348 

in districts such as Baiyun, Nonglin and Dongfeng experiencing significant 349 

socioeconomic upgrading while other areas have solely experienced physical renewal 350 

alone. At this stage, gentrification in Yuexiu is more likely to occur at a small scale in 351 

areas with favourable scenery (such as JHY and DHYY) or desirable accessibility (such 352 

as DSYZ). The gentrification of less desirable localities (such as Daxin and Renmin) 353 

with poor infrastructure provision is likely to be a lengthy process. Likewise, the 354 

gentrification of previously industrial land, such as happened in the London Docklands, 355 

is unlikely to be witnessed in Guangzhou. The pattern in Yuexiu, is strictly one of 356 

residential-related gentrification, and not commercial or brownfield- related as has 357 

occurred elsewhere. 358 

 359 

Different socioeconomic profiles of gentrifiers 360 

 361 

In the Western world, gentrifiers are referred to as a class of owner-occupiers who are 362 

also high degree holders with white-collar jobs and of the relatively young age of 363 

between 25 to 35 years old (Gale, 1979; Filion, 1987; Atkinson, 2000b). However, the 364 

socioeconomic profiles of gentrifiers vary in Guangzhou. While it is true, as Table 4 365 

shows, that most gentrifiers in Guangzhou are white-collars workers, their educational 366 

and demographic spectrums are much different to their counterparts in the world’s 367 
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upper-tier cities. Also, as summarised in Table 6, gentrifiers in Yuexiu are generally 368 

older and do not exclusively hold university degrees. 369 

 370 

<Insert Table 6> 371 

 372 

A reasonable explanation for this variance is that, when competing for a location with 373 

desirable spatial and social resources, older people generally have a higher financial 374 

capability than young adults in the initial stages of their career. When an area is 375 

gentrified, property prices soar and young adults tend to be priced out, in a similar 376 

manner to the replacement of working-class residents. That gentrifiers are older in 377 

Yuexiu also implies that consumption-side discourses of a countercultural ‘new middle 378 

class’ are not applicable in the context of Guangzhou. 379 

 380 

A final point is that Q2 revealed around 25% of those moving into the redeveloped 381 

communities were already from inner-city areas that were not affected by urban 382 

redevelopment. Another 40% were from other areas of Guangzhou, with the remainder 383 

from outside Guangzhou. Therefore, while there is much debate over the extent to 384 

which the gentrifiers of capitalist cities are ‘revanchist’, formerly living in the suburbs 385 

(Smith, 1996a; Slater, 2004), Guangzhou gentrifiers are largely from areas outside the 386 

city in addition to being from the inner city and suburbs. This is echoed by one of the 387 

respondents 388 

https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169


19 
This material may be downloaded for personal use only. 

Any other use requires prior permission of the American Society of Civil Engineers. 
This material may be found at https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000169 

 

“…I moved into DSYZ mainly due to two reasons. For one thing, it is accessible to 389 

CBD of Guangzhou and the property value for living or rent can be increased in the 390 

future. For another, being close to old city centre make me feel like more 391 

established…(Interview, 2nd June, 2010) ” 392 

 393 

This situation of heterogeneous gentrifiers is closely related to China’s ongoing 394 

process of urbanization instead of suburbanization. The evidence in the Guangzhou 395 

case is that people originally disperse in all directions before collecting at a particular 396 

gentrified inner city location. This is in contrast with the popular Western model of a 397 

unidirectional movement of gentrifiers from suburb to inner city or, in the case of 398 

Shanghai, the additional influx of foreign patriots. 399 

 400 

Discussion 401 

 402 

Gentrification, or the general upgrading of an area, usually involving the departure of 403 

currently poorer community members to make way for wealthier residents, has been 404 

considered until recently to be a purely Western phenomenon – relying on a complex 405 

and unpredictable combination of socio-economic circumstances particularly 406 

associated with free markets and movement of people.  Also, it was not thought 407 

possible for planned economies such as China to be able to become gentrified.  408 

However, clear evidence of the gentrification process has been recently witnessed in 409 
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Shanghai. Shanghai, however, is a special case as the state has extended special 410 

preferential policies that are not yet enjoyed elsewhere in China.  411 

 412 

Three major differences between Yuexiu district and Shanghai case are apparent.  413 

Firstly, Yuexiu gentrification has occurred much slower than Shanghai, with no 414 

significant population loss and mostly in the form of piecemeal ‘gated residential 415 

communities’, while Shanghai has given birth to gentrification in a commercial 416 

process, with a reduced population and with many residents in gentrification areas 417 

who are not the actual gentrifies themselves (Wang & Lau, 2009). This involved the 418 

adaptive reuse of an historic neighbourhood into locales for shopping, dining, art and 419 

culture now constitutes an alternative process of neighbourhood renewal (Wang, 420 

2011). Even so, both Yuexiu and Shanghai’s inner-city changes are mainly in the form 421 

of housing redevelopment. In many instances in Shanghai, old inner city 422 

neighbourhoods have been completely demolished and rebuilt into high-end 423 

commodity housing (He 2007). 424 

 425 

A second distinction is that differences exist in the demographic and socioeconomic 426 

characteristics of gentrifiers. Gentrifiers in Yuexiu are generally older and more 427 

localised. The origins of Yuexiu’s gentrifiers are dispersed in other regions of 428 

Guangzhou before they moved into the inner-city. They tend to possess more 429 

economic capital and be more ‘established’ in the traditional ‘city centre’ of 430 

Guangzhou. As housing price in Yuexiu is increasing drastically, and even those with 431 
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a fair cash compensation usually cannot afford to buy a new flat nearby. The original 432 

residents have been replaced by more affluent incomers who value inner-city living 433 

and these new households may have a very different lifestyle to those former residents. 434 

The socioeconomic profiles of gentrifiers vary in Guangzhou, with little evidence of 435 

the amount of expatriot influx seen in Shanghai, which is characterised by an 436 

upgrading industrial structure and a growing middle class population, with images of 437 

elite enclaves and gentrifiers established through improvements in physical 438 

environmental quality and the displacement of the poor by foreign expatriates and 439 

entrepreneurs (Wang & Lau 2009).  440 

 441 

The third aspect concerns the impact of gentrification on the urban redevelopment. 442 

Seen from the gentrified gated community’s perspective, capital necessarily comes 443 

from investors and developers. The urban landscape in Yuexiu has been upwardly 444 

remodelled by market investment and urban living has been commoditized by 445 

developers aiming for a niche market. The principle of market economy is adopted 446 

during the reforms, and capital movements lead to drastic urban investment in 447 

suburban areas on one hand, which also leads to the lack of investment in the old city 448 

centre, slowing down of commerce development and declining competitiveness on the 449 

other hand. This has led to a significant shortage of transportation infrastructure in 450 

terms of intra-city roadways. Shanghai, on the other hand, has provided many 451 

favourable tax free policies to encourage foreign businesses to engage investment, 452 

including many urban renewal and infrastructure projects. These have reshaped the 453 
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function of the urban spatial structure and built environment in Yuexiu city of 454 

Guangzhou overall. 455 

 456 

In arguing that contemporary gentrification is not a homogenous but highly contextual 457 

process, Lees (2000) calls for ‘a geography of gentrification’ - suggesting that the 458 

context, locality and temporality should be taken into account in the empirical study 459 

of gentrification. As a matter of fact, it lacks of operating conditions of gentrification 460 

process and references of western cases in many Chinese cities. On the other hand, the 461 

gentrification process can be identified in many metropolises such as Beijing, 462 

Shanghai and Guangzhou, where socioeconomic conditions are more advanced. In 463 

this study, the gentrification identified in Yuexiu essentially provides further evidence 464 

of the general third-wave gentrification in emerging economies. There are some 465 

similarities to the narratives of gentrification in advanced capitalist cities in referring 466 

to the features of urban redevelopment process in Yuexiu, Guangzhou.  467 

 468 

Taking place at a smaller scale and with a shorter history than Western cities, there are 469 

a variety of driving forces that provide operating conditions for the gentrification 470 

process in the Yuexiu district of Guangzhou. First and foremost, the expansion of the 471 

new middle class in the post-industrial era, and its preference for inner-city living, has 472 

triggered housing consumption in previously working class neighborhoods. The 473 

investment of fixed capital into dilapidated inner-city neighborhoods induced local 474 
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property speculation and therefore attracted gentrifiers to gentrify. Secondly, the 475 

interaction of state and market forces involved in the transition towards the market 476 

economy under a context of socialism, has made the process of urban redevelopment 477 

very complicated. When gentrification occurs in inner-city metropolises of China 478 

during urban redevelopment, the local socioeconomic-spatial transformation occurs  479 

in connection with the broader processes of industrial restructuring, housing and land 480 

reform, in which the state has constantly been a leading role. Furthermore, the 481 

government-led industrial restructuring has further raised the potential rent of land in 482 

the inner city. The disinvestment of inner-city areas and rent gap in Chinese 483 

metropolises has generated a great potential for profitable redevelopment. The rent 484 

gap, however, is not a result of free capital movement generating investment in some 485 

areas and disinvestment in the other. Instead, the rent gap is result of heavy state 486 

intervention in approaches to urban development.  487 

Conclusions 488 

The research reported in this paper examines a typical Chinese conurbation, that of the 489 

inner city district of Yuexiu in Guangzhou. This involved the use of an extended 490 

literature review to examine previous research together with documentation regarding 491 

urban construction and the real estate market, a descriptive case study including 492 

in-depth interviews with local developers and real estate agents, and a questionnaire 493 

survey of residents affected by the redevelopment and of newly developed gated 494 

communities. 495 
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 496 

As Xu and Yeh (2003) vouchsafe, Guangzhou’s problems are not uncommon in other 497 

cities in China and thus the examination of Guangzhou’s experience can shed light on 498 

urban development issues and problems in other cities in China. It is reasonable to 499 

suppose therefore that this will to provide an example of the characteristics of the 500 

emerging gentrification process generally in China today. 501 

 502 

Apart from some notable exceptions relating to Shanghai’s special circumstances, the 503 

situation in Yuexiu corresponds well with Shanghai, in that the gentrification is a 504 

chance happening as a result of extensive new-build residential redevelopment. As with 505 

the Western version, house prices have risen, residents have been displaced from their 506 

homes and with the current incumbents being of a higher socio-economic status.  507 

However, unlike the Western version, the result is not associated with a declining 508 

inner-city but has emerged in a still vibrant old urban centre and is small scale 509 

residential-related gentrification rather than commercial gentrification.  An additional 510 

feature is that the new residents originate from a variety of locations, both from the 511 

inner-city and suburbs of Guangzhou as well as other parts of China. Moreover, 512 

Guangzhou gentrification to date has occurred in only the few communities/streets 513 

possessing advantageous natural or social resources. In broad terms, therefore, 514 

gentrification in Yuexiu can be summarised as occurring mainly in the new-build form 515 

through the redevelopment of both existent buildings and disused sites as part of a much 516 

larger process of urban social-spatial transformation currently being undertaken 517 
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extensively in an era of market transition. Rather than arising after urban recession, it 518 

emerges in the old urban core where cities are still undergoing drastic spatial and 519 

economic growth. In this respect, therefore, gentrification in China needs to be 520 

understood within the context of the socialist market economy. Of course, other themes 521 

are involved, e,g., the driving mechanism, challenges in inducing social conflicts and 522 

barriers to large-scale gentrification, but for which data is lacking at present. Further 523 

research is needed to address these issues and involve multiple examples of 524 

gentrification in other regions of China. 525 

 526 

For many commentators, government intervention, together with an ideology of social 527 

equilibrium has significantly constrained China’s housing quality and urban investment 528 

in the past. Since this constraint was eliminated in the 1990s, intensive capital has 529 

moved in, causing a wave of reinvestment that is closely connected with a globalized 530 

environment and wide adoption of neoliberal urban policies. Of course, globalization 531 

has to a great extent changed urban forms worldwide (Gaubatz, 2005) and China is no 532 

exception.  533 

 534 

Also, in order to attract international capital investment and ultimately economic 535 

growth, competition among cities has been enhanced. As cities in the higher urban 536 

hierarchy have followed post-industrial pathways, urban image, especially that of the 537 

urban cores, has become extremely important for attracting the attention of business 538 
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enterprises, resulting in ‘place promotion’ becoming the mainstream strategy adopted 539 

by local authorities (Wu, 2000). The large-scale redevelopments undertaken in 540 

municipal cities such Shanghai and Guangzhou, therefore, are manifest endeavours at 541 

such promotion (He and Wu, 2009). When viewed from this perspective, gentrification 542 

can be seen as an outcome of a strategy adopted by policy makers to beautify urban 543 

images. 544 

 545 

Finally, it should be noted that the gentrifiees themselves, on the other hand, embody 546 

the unique characteristics of gentrification in the socialist market economy. Market 547 

transition and growth of the tertiary sector in the major cities has given birth to the 548 

expansion of a managerial and professional middle class, which has become the main 549 

recipients of gentrification in urban China. Their choice of a ‘new or rehabilitated 550 

residential enclave’ in the inner city neighbourhoods underpins the urban space 551 

restructuring (Atkinson and Bridge, 2005). For both Western and Eastern versions, 552 

however, there is a price to be paid for gentrification by those displaced.   553 

 554 

As can be summarized from the case of Guangzhou, gentrification plays an active role 555 

in urban redevelopment, in stimulating domestic demand and consumption and 556 

upgrading urban landscape. However, as always, when the economic benefits of 557 

redevelopment are given too much importance, the social cost is largely ignored. It is 558 

anticipated that displacement will become more extensive as the gentrification process 559 
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intensifies and must surely be the focus of the future research in this topic in urban 560 

China and beyond. For example, the increased polarization between rich and poor will 561 

become intensive urban social problems, with more high-income groups continually 562 

moving downtown and lower income groups being removed to the suburban areas of 563 

the city. This is in complete contrast to China’s social aspirations for close on 100 years. 564 

In the absence of any government intervention, it seem that the phenomenon of living 565 

segregation is likely to become increasingly serious while at the same time, the poor 566 

will be gradually excluded from gated communities, which finally form the non-public 567 

areas where only the wealthy can enter. On the other hand, with an increasing flow of 568 

poor people who are moved out of the city centre, an adverse social environment will be 569 

produced, creating a new ‘marginalized’ area in China’s cities. 570 

 571 

Notes: 1 Work units were important in the past in urban China. A work unit functioned both as a 572 

company offering job positions and an administrative entity providing workers with housing and 573 

other socialist welfare to stabilize the society (Zhu, 2005). However, the political nature of work 574 

units has gradually diminished since enterprise institutional reform in 1998. 575 

2  A semi-structured interview with a local manager of Guangzhou Xingye Real Estate Agency 576 

Co., Ltd was conducted to obtain information on neighborhood house prices. Her information was 577 

also useful in choosing smaller community cases to study. 578 

 579 
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Figures 688 

Fig. 1. Profile of Jia He Yuan (JHY) (image by authors) 689 
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 691 
Fig. 2. Profile of Dong Hu Ya Yuan (DHYY) (image by authors 692 
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 694 

Fig. 3. Profile of Dong Shan Ya Zhu (DSYZ) (image by authors) 695 
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Tables 697 
 698 

Table 1. Educational and Occupational Profiles of Displaced Residents 699 

Displaced residents Number 

Percentage 

Educational attainment 49 100 

High school and below 34 69.4 

Technical school and college 13 26.5 

Bachelor’s degree 2 4.1 

Master’s degree and beyond 0 0 

Working sector 49 100 

Banking, insurance, IT, and technical service 3 6.1 

Commerce, transportation, and real estate 4 8.2 

Education, culture, art, and entertainment 4 8.2 

Government, institutions, and social organizations 4 8.2 

Manufacturing industry and others 34 69.4 

Occupation 49 100 

Managers and professionals 2 4.1 

Secretaries and clerks 12 24.5 

Technical staff 5 10.2 

Processing workers, operative workers, and others 30 61.2 

Note: Data from Q1. 700 
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Table 2. Working Sector and Occupation Types of Respondents in theThree Gated Communities 702 

Types of respondents Number 

Percentage 

Working sector 70 100 

Finance, IT and technical service 41 58.6 

Commerce, transportation and real estate 11 15.7 

Education, culture, art, and entertainment 9 12.9 

Government, institutions and social organizations 5 7.1 

Manufacturing industry and others 4 5.7 

Occupation 70 100 

Managers and professionals 51 72.9 

Secretaries and clerks 9 12.9 

Technical staff 6 8.6 

Processing workers, operative workers and others 4 5.7 

Note: Data from Q2. 703 
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 706 
Table 3. Yearly Salaries in Different Working Sectors in Guangzhou (2003–2007) 707 

Yearly salaries in different working sectors 

2003 
 

S Ratio 

2005 
 

S Ratio 

 2007 

S  

Average 29.1 1 33.9 1 41.3  

Finance, IT, technical service 54.2 1.86 59.9 1.77 77.2  

Commerce, transportation and real estate 29.4 1.01 34.6 1.02 42.7  

Education, culture, art, and entertainment 36.9 1.27 42.1 1.24 56.5  

Government, institutions and social organizations 53.5 1.84 58.1 1.71 67.2  

Manufacturing industry 20.6 0.72 23.8 0.70 29.4  

Note: Data from Guangzhou Statistical Yearbook, 2004–2008 [GMSB (2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009)]. S = salary in 708 
thousands of yuan. 709 
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 711 
Table 4. New Development and Renovation in Yuexiu 1995–2007 712 

Year Yuexiu-1 

RE investment 
 

Yuexiu-2 Yuexiu 

FA of n 

Yuexiu-1 

ew development 
 

Yuexiu-2 Yuexiu 

 FA of renovation  

Yuexiu-1 Yuexiu-2 Y  

1995 523.3 — — 555 — — 50 —  

1999 597.3 501.7 1,099.0 532 300 832 109 —  

2001 615.3 661.5 1,276.8 441 400 841 53 —  

2003 — 12,323 — — 1,253 — 20 —  

2005 — — 16,698.2 — — 1,288 — —  

2007 — — 24,613.2 — — 1,432 — —  
Note: Data from Yuexiu District Yearbook 1996–2008 [Statistic Info web of Yuexiu District, Guangzhou city (2010)], 713 

Dongshan District Yearbook 2000–2005 [Statistic Info web of Dongshan District, Guangzhou city (2005)]; RE investment 714 
= real estate investment in million yuan; FA = floor area in 1,000 m2. 715 
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 717 
Table 5. Housing Prices in Yuexiu in Comparison with Guangzhou 718 

Year 

Yuexiu-1 Yuexiu-2 Yuexiu Guangzhou Yuexiu/Guangzhou 

HP HP HP HP HPR 

2000 5.6 — — 4.3 — 

2001 5.9 — — 4.3 — 

2002 5.7 6.4 6.2 4.1 1.51 

2003 6.1 6.5 6.4 4.1 1.56 

2004 5.4 6.9 6.8 4.5 1.51 

2005 — — 7.3 5.0 1.46 

2006 — — 8.0 6.1 1.31 

2007 — — 11.3 8.4 1.34 

2008 — — 14.8 8.8 1.68 

Note: Data from Yuexiu District Yearbook, 2001–2009 [Statistic Info web of Yuexiu District, Guangzhou city (2010)], 719 
Dongshan District Yearbook, 2001–2005 [Statistic Info web of Dongshan District, Guangzhou city (2005)], and 720 

Guangzhou Statistical Yearbook, 2001–2009 [GMSB (2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009)]. HP = house prices in 1000 Yuan 721 
per square meter; HPR = house price ratio. 722 
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 724 
Table 6. Educational Attainments and Ages of Gentrifiers in Yuexiu 725 

Gentrifiers Number Percentage 

Educational attainment 70 100 

High school and below 1 1.4 

Technical school and college 26 37.2 

Bachelor’s degree 31 44.3 

Master’s degree and beyond 12 17.1 

Age (when moving in) 70 100 

Under 25 (inclusive) 0 0 

26 to 35 24 34.2 

36 to 45 44 62.9 

46 and above 2 2.9 

Note: Data from Q2. 726 
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