
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Place-making around High-speed Railway Stations in China 
G. Dai 
 



Place-‐making	  around	  High-‐Speed	  Railway	  Stations	  in	  China	  –	  Dai,	  G.	  

 1 

Summary (EN) 

Place-‐making	  around	  High-‐Speed	  Railway	  Stations	  in	  China	  
 

Guowen Dai 

Department of Geography, Planning and International Development Studies (GPIO) 

Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences (FMG) 

University of Amsterdam (UvA) 

 

The rapid expansion of the High-Speed Railway (HSR) network in China generates leapfrog 
urbanization in the periphery of cities. Different from the European or Japanese development 
of station areas in city centers, the ambitious blueprint planning and policy supports have 
been initiated to stimulate spatial development around those hubs in former farmlands. 
Nevertheless, most of the developed station areas and spatial extension thereof lack “place 
quality”, despite aspirations of official policies towards “place-making”. These developments 
are cut off from the local context, lack room for public activities and communication, and 
allocate mono-functions. The space is produced but not urbanized. Such failure to produce 
place quality in new town developments around HSR stations is not an accidental effect of the 
pro-growth rationale behind Chinese urbanization strategies. While most research 
concentrate on the spatial impact of HSR stations, this study pursues the how questions in 
relation to the underlying power games surrounding Chinese development agendas. 
Therefore, an institutional approach with particular emphasis on the ways in which actors 
interact under institutional conditions is taken. Guided by an initial observation about how 
the present Chinese polity relates to efforts of place-making, i.e. that the government-led, pro-
growth institutional context in China makes it difficult to install place quality in megaprojects 
with regards to development around HSR stations, the main research question is raised:  

How do the institutional arrangements shape the actor arena of spatial 
development around mega transport hubs (particularly the HSR stations) in China, 
and to what spatial outcomes with regard to place-making does this lead?  

 

The conceptual framework treats the place-making process as a multi-actor arena in which 
key collective action problems can be solved under particular institutional arrangement. It 
aims to open the black box of decision-making process instead of simply focusing on 
quantitative impact studies. Several keystones of neo-institutionalism provide the necessary 
theoretical equipment. The research firstly identifies the “place quality” in the context of 
megaprojects and the associated collective action dilemmas. The place quality around such 
mega infrastructure is operationalized as four components of location, integration, diversity 
and sustainability. These components provide the key sets of analytical units for collective 
action problems. Built upon that, the research unfolds each “action arenas”, where the 
government, market and civic actors, formulate into “actor constellations” according to their 
own capabilities and orientations. The study goes on unfolding the institutional arrangement 
with regards to the relations among governmental actors, the involvement of market actors, 
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and the involvement of civic actors. Finally, the institutional conditions that pave the way to 
achieving specific place quality are investigated. 

This study combines the cross-comparison of three single-case studies to answer the main 
research question. Each one tackles a part of the research question and has a complete 
storyline. The case studies progressively build upon the former one with different but related 
theoretical concepts to ensure construct validity. Three cases are selected:  

Wuhan Yangchun-lake new sub-center around the Wuhan Railway Station 

The Wuhan case can be considered as a negative case of place-making. The hub was 
located at the fringe of the city transportation network and the territorial municipal area. The 
lack of public transportation connection isolated it from both the immediate built 
environment and the city center. The planned built environment has a clear functional layout 
but lacks functional diversity. Yet, the attention spent there on environmental sustainability 
makes it a worthwhile case. This Yangchun-lake sub-center case illustrates the typical 
centralized, government-led institutional arrangement.  

Nanjing south new extension around the Nanjing South Railway Station 

The Nanjing case shows outstanding place quality in both location choice and 
infrastructure integration. The hub is oriented to the city’s future spatial expansion. It enjoys 
high public transport accessibility from the existing center and offers convenient transfer 
ability among other transportation modes. However, the need for large improvements in 
functional diversity and sustainability, particularly in the core area, still remains. This case 
represents another type of institutional arrangement in which central government dominance 
is combined with a collaborative arrangement.  

Shanghai Hongqiao Business District around the Hongqiao Integrated Transport Hub 

The Shanghai case can be considered a positive case endowed with more 'place quality' 
than the former two cases. Although located at the periphery, it is easily accessible from the 
other parts of the city, the country and even the world with public transport. Multiple modes 
of transportation are conveniently integrated for transfer. The hub and the core area enjoy 
functional diversity. Interestingly, the top-down attention for environmental sustainability 
has started to become a form of local branding. This positive outcome in this case is due to the 
more decentralized, coordinative and semi-collaborative institutional arrangement.  

 

To conclude, the formulation of spatial development along the HSR hubs in different 
institutional settings requires cross-territorial governance. Although the traditional 
government-led, pro-growth rational in China causes a number of difficulties with place-
making around the HSR hubs, this study finds surprising exceptions. It proves that even 
under the pro-growth conditions, the variation of institutional arrangement can subsequently 
determine the spatial outcome. Thus, the crucial institutional conditions that influence place-
making can be summarized: decentralization to local government, coalition for cross-
jurisdictional coordination, distinguishing the entrepreneurial and the governmental roles, 
project partnerships, and involvement of civic actors. 


