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Wuhan Railway Station, Photo: Author, 2011
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THE IMPACT OF 
POLICY NETWORKS ON THE 

URBANIZATION AROUND HIGH-
SPEED RAILWAY STATIONS IN CHINA

The Case of Wuhan

ABSTRACT

This paper addresses the nationwide impulse of using new High-Speed 
Railway (HSR) stations to catalyze urban extension of Chinese cities. It aims 
to unfold four modalities of actor relations in the process of urbanization 
around the HSR stations, i.e. the vertical intergovernmental relations, the 
horizontal intergovernmental relations, the government-market relations and 
the government-society relations. By introducing the network perspective, 
the paper demonstrates how the particular policy networks in China shape 
the actor relations in the policy games, and correspondingly impact on the 
outcomes of such urban policies. The case of the new sub-center in Wuhan is 
taken as an in-depth case study. The paper identifies key policy networks as 
the institutional settings. It analyzes the role of such policy networks in the key 
policy games: location choice, infrastructure integration, functional diversity, 
and environmental and public space quality. Finally, as a consequence, the 
characteristic coordination problems are characterized that yield the policy 
games of urbanization, which concern respectively: the tension between central 
and local competences of decision-making, the cross-jurisdiction separation, 
the over-dominant role of governments and their opportunist behaviors, and 
finally the lack of public participation.
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Introduction

Although China has undergone a tremendous urbanization in the past three 
decades, the attendant arises of social conflicts and political tensions are 
changing and slowing down the pro-growth agenda. Problems concealed in 
the interactions among governmental actors and between public and private 
actors are challenging the routines of urban expansion. Two paradoxical notions 
must be taken into account to better understand this transition. First and 
foremost, it is necessary to pay attention to the tendency of recentralization 
in the ongoing context of decentralization. Although decentralization has 
significantly enhanced extensive urbanization, it is now facing the resurgence 
of state strategies to control the articulation of scale. Here emerges the interplay 
between trends of decentralization and territorialization and counter-trends 
of recentralization and hierarchization (Xu & Yeh, 2009). The rescaling of 
statehood (Li & Wu, 2012) in China’s spatial administrative hierarchy has been 
observed through various studies  (Ma & Wu 2005; Chen, 2007; Shen, 2007; Su, 
2011; Yang & Li, 2014). The impulse of local leaders to push for decentralization 
creates a countermovement towards the concentration of territorial power 
(Hsing, 2006a). Secondly, the horizontal interaction also matters, both within 
public jurisdictions and between government-society relationships. Within 
public jurisdictions, various types of regionalization (Li & Wu, 2012; Li et 
al., 2014) or territorialization (Shen, 2007; Wei, 2012; Zhou et al., 2010) are 
taking place. The boundary between government and society is blurred by the 
overwhelming neoliberal transformation of the land market and the property 
circulation (Wu, 2008; Zhu, 1999; 2005). 

Facing both recentralization and decentralization, the horizontal support 
from governmental agencies, market actors and civic actors at local level 
becomes as crucial as the state intervention in the urban megaprojects of 
national significance. The linkage between the vertical/horizontal actor relations 
and the spatial impact on urban megaprojects has not yet been fully investigated. 
As such, the ambitious urbanization around High-Speed Railway (HSR) stations 
offers vivid cases for study.

As one of the major stimulations for the domestic economy in the post-
crisis era, the state government launched a four-trillion-CNY investment into 
infrastructure and urbanization since 2008. As of 2012, the HSR network has 
already become the longest in the world. Unlike the redevelopment of central 
stations in Europe and Japan, most of China’s new stations are located on average 
about 10 km from the city centers and have airport-style designs (Chen & Wei, 
2013; Dai et al., 2013). For local governments, the most favored strategy is to use 
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the HSR station to catalyze extensive urbanization and economic restructuring. 
However, the projects are often overly ambitious while not devoting enough 
to strategic reflection and resilience on the long term (Duan, 2009; Ye & Tang, 
2010). Although the functionalism of their spatial layout and their large volume 
of programs are often claimed to support Transit-Oriented-Development (TOD), 
these extensive HSR urbanizations actually go against the essential advantages 
of urban density, with particular concerns of walkability, diversity, livability, 
vitality, and mix-function (Cervero, 1998; Dittmar & Ohland, 2003). In many 
cases, they turn out to be just another strategy of extensive urbanization or even 
urban sprawl.

What is the rationale of policy processes behind this style of leapfrog 
urbanization (Dai et al., 2013)? As the prevailing literature does not yet address 
it very much, it is time to rethink this nationwide issue. This paper adopts the 
theoretical lens of Policy Networks Theory (PNT), which enables the author to 
gain insights into the multi-dimensional relations. I will investigate the impact 
of dynamic institutional governance of policy networks on the process of 
urbanization. The research question is thus raised: 

How do the multi-dimensional actor relations in policy networks impact 
the urban extension around HSR stations in China? Correspondingly, three 
sub-questions will be answered: How can the policy networks be identified? 
What sort of coordination problems do they create for the policy games? 
What implications for urban governance can be drawn in order to improve 
conditions for better coordination? 

This paper is part of a larger research project into different urban extensions 
around HSR stations in China. Here, I will focus on the particular findings in 
the case of the Wuhan Railway Station. The case selection was made according 
to three criteria: First, it should contain multi-dimensional coordination in 
practice. The station area is planned to be a new city sub-center. The project 
demands both vertical (state) intervention and horizontal (local) policy 
support. Second, it should have certain generality for other relevant cases. 
Although Wuhan city is not considered as a first-tier city, such as Beijing, 
Shanghai or Guangzhou, its urbanization practice is highly relevant for other 
megacities because of the tremendous transport significance, city scale, and 
economic development. It locates at one of the most strategic nodes in the 
national transport network, it covers 8494-km2-land and it produces the GDP 
of 56367 CNY per capita (6th National Census, 2010). Third, the key actors 
and documents should be accessible. Since the population of interviewees was 
difficult to target in advance, the author followed the “snowballing” strategy 
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(Goodman, 1961) starting from personal academic network and then extending 
to local practitioners.

Fieldwork was conducted from October 2010 to February 2011 and from 
January to February 2012. The study uses social science methods of policy 
network analysis, combined with field observations and extensive desk research. 
The primary sources include 14 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with local 
officials, transport planners, urban planners, urban designers, representatives 
of station architecture, and developers. Other first-hand sources of information 
are based on policy documents, archives, plans and publications about the case. 
Online media reports from newspapers and dialogues on social media sites are 
also taken into account.

The paper is structured according to the sub-questions: Next section explores 
the perspective of multi-dimensional governance and identifies four major 
modalities of actor relations in Chinese governance literature. Next, after 
introducing the Wuhan case study, the policy networks and the institutional 
settings will be investigated in order to analyze what impact they have on the 
policy games with regards to four major issues of HSR urbanization in Wuhan. 
Finally, I will reflect on the outcomes and consider the characteristic problems 
of policy coordination in current processes of urbanization.

Identifying Modalities of Actor Relations 

The Policy Network Theory would seem to appropriately support the 
examination of the sets of formal and informal institutional linkages between 
governmental and other actors structured around shared interest in public 
policymaking and implementation (Rhodes, 2007). A substantial body of 
literature has addressed the network perspective in the Western context as it 
moved from a descriptive “metaphor” of the state-society relation, to attempts 
to formulate models categorizing actors’ interest relations, to the governance 
perspective of networks as inter-organizational relationships, and then to 
the “managerial” approach. Two schools can be distinguished: the interest 
intermediation school and the governance school (Marsh & Smith, 2000). The 
interest intermediation school understands policy networks as power-dependent 
relationships between the government and interest groups in which resources 
are exchanged (Dowding, 1995; Jordan, 1990; Marsh, 1998; Marsh & Rhodes, 
1992; Marsh & Smith, 2000; Rhodes, 1990; 1997; Richardson & Jordan, 1985). 
This school is criticized for lacking explanatory rigor for the transformation of 
policy networks (Blom-Hansen, 1997; Börzel, 1998; Rhodes & Marsh, 1992). 
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The governance school stresses the complexity of the decision making involved 
in achieving policy outcomes. Starting from inter-organizational research (Hanf 
& Scharpf, 1978), it focuses on the networks involving policy initiatives and 
implementations, and on reconstruction and improving the networks and policy 
process (Kooiman, 1993; Marin & Mayntz, 1991), and addresses the deliberation 
process between actors (Klijn, 2008; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2012). 

Indeed, we are aware of political differences in different countries: though 
policy network perspective originates from the “Westminster-style” democracy 
in United Kingdom, the federal democracy in America, or other European 
polities. And the Chinese context has its own features, such as “the role of the 
Chinese Communist Party, the importance ascribed to hierarchy, the dislike 
of structure, transparency and initiative, the value of personal relations and 
personal networks” (Zheng et al., 2010, p. 413) and “guan-xi” (Groenleer et al., 
2012). Nevertheless, despite its limitations in capturing the different political 
and administrative systems, it does not mean the network perspective is useless 
for understanding the practice in China. On the contrary, it generally helps 
debunk “the idea that all decision making in China is top-down” and that “the 
Chinese system is fundamentally different from other multi-party polities” 
(democratic systems with a bottom-up civil society) (Zheng et al., 2010, p. 414). 
Still, it makes sense to use the analytical distinctions of the network approach. 
I will follow the general conditions of the aforementioned governance school 
because of its distinction of inter-organizational dimensions of governance. This 
enables the author to investigate the main modalities of actor relations. Since 
whether these actor relations might be controlled by proactive management 
remains to be discovered in the empirical analysis of policy games in the case 
study, I focus in the first instance on the analytical aims.

There is a substantial body of literature on the inter-organizational 
dimensions of governance in China, which do not necessarily use the network 
perspective. They can be categorized in four modalities of actor relations: 
vertical intergovernmental (central-local), horizontal intergovernmental (cross-
jurisdiction), government-market, and government-society. Adopting the 
contemporary terminology in Chinese politics, the vertical intergovernmental 
system is called “tiao”, while the horizontal system among bureau or territorial 
authorities is called “kuai”, (Lieberthal & Oksenberg, 1988; Cartier, 2004; Ma, 
2005; Hsing, 2006b).

First, the central-local relation has been intensively explored with the focus 
on decentralization. The “local” in this paper refers to the constellation of 
governments on province, prefecture (municipality), county (district), and 
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township levels. The relevant research provides differentiated perspectives. Some 
(Donnithorne, 1981; Shue, 1988) take the structural approach, emphasizing the 
formal organizational distribution of resources and authority between the center 
and provinces. The procedural perspective, on the other hand, views the central-
local relation as the function of discrete strategic interactions between actors 
to achieve consensus with regard to particular sets of policy issues (rational 
calculation). This “fragmented authoritarianism” (Lieberthal & Lampton, 1992; 
Lieberthal & Oksenberg, 1988) “asserts that policy made at the center becomes 
increasingly malleable to the parochial organizational and political goals of 
various vertical agencies and spatial regions charged with enforcing that policy” 
(Mertha, 2009, p. 996). Additionally, advocates of the cultural approach (Pye, 
1981; 1992; Solomon, 1971) indicate the importance of proper understanding 
of the Chinese culture in order to better explain the nature of political alliances, 
expectations of political behavior, attitudes towards authority relations, and 
the fundamental strength of political organizations. Zheng proposes a “de facto 
federalism” (2006; 2007), referring to “a relatively institutionalized pattern which 
involves an explicit or implicit bargain between the center and the local” (Zheng, 
2006, p. 107). Whatever perspective is taken, the consensus is that although 
economic decentralization has given local government sufficient autonomy and 
power, the central government still retains considerable control (Edin, 2003).

Second, the horizontal relations between governmental jurisdictions are 
much less studied. It is argued that the legal forms (i.e., laws, regulations, and 
contracts) often considered as just the “beginning of business” for bargaining 
among actors is a must during the enforcement and implementation of policy 
(Zheng, 2006; 2007). Cross-jurisdictional relations in urban studies are mainly 
mentioned at the level of regionalism and metropolitan governance (Xu & 
Yeh, 2013). Several strategies have reappeared in China since 2000, including 
regional coordinated development, inter-city regional association, functional 
area policy, and experimenting with province-leading-county administrative 
reform (Li & Wu, 2012).

Third, the neoliberal tendency in urban policy triggers more uncertainty and 
diversity in government-market/society interaction. “Local state corporatism” 
(Oi, 1992; 1995) describes the critical role of the municipality in government-
market relations since the late 1990s. Local governments view the enterprises 
within their administrative purview as the diversified component of a larger 
corporate whole, and treat themselves as the equivalent of a board director 
or chief executive officer. This entrepreneurial spirit evolves forward and 
enables the local governments to participate even more actively in the market. 
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Municipalities introduce the institutional arrangement of business into land 
management, and link the external environment of competition and the internal 
mechanism of ownership responsibility (Wu, 2003; Zhu, 2004; Zhao, 2002; 
2005). 

Last, but not least, the government-society relation mainly concerns public 
participation. The current participation in the urban realm remains superficial. 
The common efforts include the publishing of urban plans (both online and in 
reality) and the involvement of experts (Zhu, 2012). Actually, such practices 
only exist in the cases of regeneration and gentrification of urbanized areas 
and environmental protection. In the former circumstance, the struggle for 
a right to participation (He & Chen, 2012) lacks of formal institution. The 
local civic actors are (forced to be) engaged in this agenda and show their 
“civic territoriality” (awareness) through “conscious cultivation and struggles 
(protests)” (Hsing, 2006b). As to the environmental issues, public participation 
has gradually shown the emergence of advocacy coalition (Han, 2013). Yet, 
the general policies remain limited to the form of complaint systems (hotlines 
and digital communication), pilot studies, or information disclosure by the 
government (Kostka, 2013). The institutionalization of information transparency 
and the sanctioning of environmental violations are still difficult to persist over 
time (Li, 2012).

To summarize, the state of governance studies in China reflects the dynamic 
nature and paradoxical changes of the four distinguished modalities of actor 
relations, indicating the transitional stage of the governance context within 
China. The urban extension around the HSR in Wuhan offers a vivid empirical 
illustration of the impact of this transition and its inherent tensions. In this 
case study, I will first describe in more detail the institutional setting of policy 
relations in order to investigate their influence on the policy games of the most 
substantial issues of urbanization. 

Wuhan Railway Station Area: Arena for Multi-dimensional 
Interactions 

As the capital of Hubei Province, Wuhan was merged from three counties on the 
banks of the Yangtze-River and occupies the geographical center of China. In 
the latest City Master Plan (2010-2020), Wuhan’s position has been raised to that 
of a “core city in central China,” playing a more important economic and social 
role in the nation. The population has reached 9,94 million in 2010 within an 
area of 8494 km2 and is estimated to reach 11,8 million by 2020. Wuhan holds a 
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strategic position within the national transportation network and is planned as 
one of the four national conjunction nodes (Mid & Long-term Railway Network 
Plan, 2008). Its passenger railway network consists of three stations. While the 
two existing stations were named after former counties, the naming of the new 
station after the municipality shows its symbolic and strategic importance. 
Wuhan Railway Station is located peripherally on the third express ring, which 
encompasses the urbanized area (“main city district” in Figure 4-1). It is 12 
km from Wuchang center, 17 km away from Hankou center, and 22 km from 
Hanyang center (centers of the former counties). The station is consists of 20 
railway tracks and 11 platforms serving both HSR and regular railway lines. The 
architecture covers 107,000 m2 of buildings and 114.2 ha of land (Figure 4-2).

The spatial planning of the station area aims to build a new sub-center (out 
of three sub-centers in Wuhan) out of a relatively un-urbanized area (Figure 
4-3). The site currently (2010) consists of farmland and garden (54,8%), polder 
and lake (8,7%), industrial land (8,9%), rural housing (15,3%), and urban 
housing (4,6%). Following regular procedures, international competitions for 
architectural design (2004) and urban planning (2006) were held in order to 
gain innovative insights. The selected urban plan follows the idea of building 
two functional centers (local and regional) that are composed of high-rise 
office, hotel, and housing, and one central lake park as public space. From 1995 
until January 2012, the planning process involved 13 official plans and research 
projects. According to the latest Regulatory Zoning Plan (2010), 20,38% of the 
station area will be reserved. The new program will include 23% urban housing, 
25,6% green space, 14,4% public service, and 3,9% industry. 

Figure 4-1. Spatial settings for Wuhan Railway Station. Source: author.
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Figure 4-2. Photo of Wuhan Railway Station (2012). Source: author.

Figure 4-3. Artist vision of Wuhan Railway Station area. 
Source: Comprehensive Plan for Wuhan Yangchun-lake Sub-center, 2007 (from official website of Wuhan Land 

Resource and Planning Bureau: http://www.wpl.gov.cn/pt-4-7-70-0.html)
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Policy Networks Actors

Governmental 
Network 

(Railway service)

(Former) Ministry of Railways
Wuhan-Guangzhou HSR Corp. Ltd.
Provincial governments (Hubei, Hunan, Guangdong)
Regional subordinate railway actor: Wuhan-Region Railway Bureau
Local Railway Station Construction Command Office

Governmental 
Network 

(Urban public 
service)

Wuhan municipal government (represented by Wuhan Land Reserve 
Center, Wuhan City Investment and Development Company)
Wuhan & Wuchang Railway Station Area Management Office
Other public departments (Wuhan Metro Corp., Wuhan Bus Corp.)
Local governments (2 districts & 9 villages)

Market Network
(Real estate)

Private developers
State-owned developers

Civic Network

Residents
NGO
Experts
Mass media and internet

  

Table 4-1. Involved actors in the policy networks. Source: author.

Policy Networks as Institutional Settings

In order to analyze the policy games with regards to the urban extension around 
the Wuhan Railway Station and the problems of coordination in these policy 
games, I firstly have to unfold the institutional settings, i.e. the policy networks 
that condition the differentiated strategic behaviors of actors in the games.

What are policy networks? They are the more or less stable contextual 
conditions within which separate games about urban policy decisions take 
place (Klijn et al., 1995). PNT scholars, especially the governance school, 
have developed several ways to identify the characteristics of networks as the 
(formal and informal) institutional settings for the games (Klijn,1995; Klijn 
et al., 1995). According to them, policy networks can be characterized by the 
actors, their relations, the existing distribution of resources, and the prevailing 
rules. Building on Ostrom’s typology (1990; 2005), rules may be categorized 
into arena and interaction rules (Klijn, 2001; Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004). The 
arena rules provide a handle to determine the nature of the network, defining 
the social practices and distinguishing the important matters from unimportant 
ones (Klijn, 2001). It includes rules with regards to the position of actors, the 
reality (and identity) of the situation, and the rewards for certain activities. The 
interaction rules have a more procedural character and regulate actors with 
regard to what is (and not) allowed in a network. They include access and exit 
rules (Klijn, 2001; Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004). Following the aforementioned 
characterization, four key policy networks are identified in this case (Table 4-1):
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a. The governmental (railway) network 

The reason to distinguish the railway actors from the other governmental 
network is because of its unique institutional characteristics. It refers to all 
actors that deal with the planning, construction, and operation of railway 
infrastructures. Most actors demonstrate the bureaucratic identity. Due to the 
rationale of the Socialist planned economy, the railway system is monopolized 
by the (former) Ministry of Railways (MoR) , which is wholly separate from 
the Ministry of Transport (MoT). This inefficient, hierarchical, and enclosed 
institution has been criticized for years. Despite several attempts of institutional 
reform, the MoR still holds a dominant role in route planning, station location, 
investment, and construction of railways. Railway actors are positioned in a 
strict administrative organization under vertical accountability. As the typical 
“Socialist land master” (Hsing, 2006a; 2010), the regional subordinate railway 
actor, Wuhan-Region Railway Bureau, mainly carries out tasks assigned by 
the superior railway agency. At the project level, Railway Station Construction 
Command Office (“Zhi-hui-bu”), was founded to keep the construction in line 
with plans. Once the task is accomplished, the office will be dismissed. The 
reward rules of the railway actors differ on various levels: For the MoR, it is 
considered as a political achievement and normative responsibility to facilitate 
the passenger flow during the Chinese New Year. That is why MoR is eager to 
promote technology innovation, network expansion, and transport accessibility 
(though the ticket system is still heavily criticized). Yet, for the Wuhan-Region 
Railway Bureau, the rewards are different, this bureau has interest in gaining 
profit from the non-railway functions (such as parking, retail, etc.) on its own 
land. 

The access and exit to the railway network is rather exclusive. The information 
and knowledge circulates within the networks. Besides the hierarchical 
interaction pattern within the MoR, negotiation also exists between MoR and 
local governments. One notable thing in this case is the exceptional importance 
of the provincial government as a powerful mediator, due to the founding of the 
Wuhan-Guangzhou HSR Corp. Ltd. In order to relieve the financial burden, it 
was the first time that the state-owned railway construction was co-conducted 
by the MoR (51% share) and three provinces in the corridor. 

•	 a. The governmental network (railway service);
•	 b. The governmental network (urban public service);
•	 c. The market network (real estate);
•	 d. The civic network. 
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b. The governmental (urban public service) network 

This network concerns the actors that are involved in building public urban 
facilities, such as culture and art, entertainment, sport, education, health, 
industry, and transport infrastructure (except railway). The use of GDP 
growth rate as the key indicator of political performance also encourages local 
governments to pursue economic growth and spatial expansion, an achievement 
rewarded by political promotion. And the 1994 tax-sharing reform generated 
the pragmatic identity of governmental actors to gain profit from land transfers. 
They are hierarchically positioned and gain monopoly power by owning the 
land of the station area (excluding the station). The Wuhan Land Reserve Center 
expropriated the land from the two districts and nine villages, which were 
put in a rather weak position. The Wuhan City Investment and Development 
Company provided the financing platform by mortgaging land to banks and 
investing the loan into the public facilities construction (sewage, electricity, etc.). 
As subordinated actor of this company, Wuhan & Wuchang Railway Station 
Area Management Office  was established to mediate the horizontal cooperation 
for the urban development around the station. Besides, the other municipal 
departments are in charge of separated public transport arrangements, such 
as Wuhan Metro Corp. and the Wuhan Bus Corp. The only sources of power 
districts and villages still have stems from their administrative capabilities for 
land clearance and resident replacement. 

The access rule of interaction in the urban network in this case is rather 
exclusive. Although the basic principle is “government-led, market-operated,” 
the hierarchy still leaves limited room for information and knowledge exchange. 
Citizens are nearly excluded from the policy process.

c. The market (real estate) network

This network refers to the actors who develop the real estate projects. They rely 
heavily on the improved accessibility brought by the HSR station. For instance, 
the OCT Ltd. (‘Huaqiao City’), known as a successful state-owned developer in 
thematic tourism and real estate, sets its feet into the sub-center development 
with its latest flagship project. Besides the developers, several state-owned 
factories/enterprises were also involved, whose influence on the spatial outcome 
differ considering their economic contribution to the local GDP. These actors 
demonstrate a pragmatic and opportunistic attitude. They pursue commercial 
housing and retail development as a standard spatial product. Little attention is 
paid to social housing for relocating the existing villagers and the dormitory-
style residences associated with work units. 
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Officially, access to this network is rather open for market bidding. But in this 
particular case, the access rule shows semi-exclusiveness and semi-transparency. 
Since the governmental network holds the dominant position in land 
development, the developers are keen to position themselves in the primary 
land market (land acquisition) rather than in the secondary land market 
(land bidding and property construction). And the information provision is 
limited, pending the developer’s relationship with the government. Negotiation 
thus becomes a must. The developers tend to bond their interests with the 
municipality so that they can participate earlier in the process and gain a better 
competitive advantage at market. 

d. The civic network

The civic network is generally weak, including residents, NGOs, as well as the 
mass media and Internet. The public participation of urbanization is limited 
to the public consultancy of the draft planning scenario without de facto 
modification. The environmental issues demonstrated the only exception, 
aiming to maintain the accessibility and the sharing of natural resources and 
public space. The actors share the normative packages but keep a discrete 
identity. The actors are positioned within a loose horizontal relation when 
environmental and public space quality is challenged. There is not much 
evidence of a formal organization for expressing civic opinions. The reward 
rule is more severe than the other three policy networks. In case of success, 
the environmental issues and the civil rights will gain publicity and awareness. 
Otherwise, the network would be blocked by the local government to avoid 
controversy.

The network is relatively inclusive and open for debate but still subject to 
local government censorship. The actors who have shared cognitions may 
organize themselves into a temporary advocate coalition for common demands, 
such as environmental protection. Information and knowledge is actively 
exchanged among citizens in online communities. Two informal exchanges can 
be identified in this case: the media monitoring of governmental scandal on 
environmental issues, and the participatory performance art project inspired by 
media exposure. 

Key features of policy networks

Three features of the policy networks stand out. First, actors within the 
governmental policy networks hold the dominant power. Second, even within 
governmental networks, actors’ perceptions and goals differ because of the 
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vertical-horizontal (“tiao-kuai”) institutional settings. Third, the rationale can 
be characterized as a supply-side approach. Actors in both governmental and 
market networks are keen to gain profit from railway operation and land value 
increases, in order to balance the fiscal burden of infrastructure construction. 
Lastly, as the end-users of space, the civic network employs only a few resources 
or power.

Analysis of the Policy Games in Station Area

This section investigates how the rules of the involved policy networks impact 
the policy games. They focus on the challenges and progress of four major issues 
of project development. There were two crucial moments in the period between 
1990 and 2012: the official approval for the Beijing-Guangzhou Passenger-
Dedicated HSR in 2004, and the official decision to build a new sub-center 
around Wuhan Station (City Master Plan of Wuhan, 2010). Three phases can be 
identified: the decision making for the station location and the spatial planning 
for the surrounding area, the infrastructure construction, and implementation 
of the spatial plans and the station operation. I have identified four crucial 
issues in the urbanization around the HSR station and position them in 
temporal-scalar coordinates (Figure 4-4): the location choice, the infrastructure 
integration, the functional diversity, and the environmental and public space 
quality. 

Figure 4-4. Policy games in Wuhan railway station area. Source: author.
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Policy game 1: location choice

Choosing the station location was a fundamental issue. The collective action 
challenge was whether to build a new central station or a new peripheral one. 
Two sets of rules were at play in this dilemma: the rules of the railway network 
and those of the urban service networks. The debates started with the revision of 
the city master plan in the 1990s and intensified during the planning of the new 
Beijing-Guangzhou HSR. The MoR proposed a plan (“west proposal”) to jointly 
use the old Beijing-Guangzhou Railway corridor throughout the city center 
to minimize the costs of demolition and replacement. However, the Wuhan 
municipality preferred a more peripheral proposal (“east proposal”) for the sake 
of future urbanization (interviews). First, cutting through the existing urbanized 
area would leave many inefficient and fragmented land parcels and ownership. 
Second, the west proposal was rather close to an area rich in landscape and 
cultural resources, such as lakes, universities, museums, hotels, and resorts. 
The station and its traffic would strongly affect the quality of the environment. 
Third, the eastern part of Wuhan was considered as the favored location for the 
knowledge economy and R&D industry. The municipality preferred to reserve 
space for future urban expansion towards the east (interviews). Furthermore, 
the municipality already expected to use the railway station to provide a growth 
pole for city restructuring. The impasse lasted for years until the external 
scenario changed: a new national HSR corridor, the Shanghai-Wuhan-Chengdu 
Line, was planned, and it was planned to go through the city outskirts. The 
“east proposal” was reappraised, and located the new station at the northern 
periphery, avoiding both the existing urbanized area and the ecologically 
sensitive area, which was the main concern of the municipality. This provided 
the breakthrough for Wuhan and MoR to come to a final agreement (Location 
Report of Wuhan Railway Station, 2004). It also managed to fulfill MoR’s 
preference of low construction costs. Additionally, the peripheral location might 
even attract more regional passengers from surrounding cities than the central 
location, which was also favored by MoR (interviews). 

To summarize, the interactions took place during early stages and on too high 
level to involve more local actors. The railway network acted as the hierarchical 
decision maker. Nevertheless, despite the rather impeded communication 
channels outside the railway network, the joint interests of actors in these two 
networks appeared to provide adequate negotiation space. The municipality of 
Wuhan appealed to the province of Hubei to act as an intermediary to bargain 
with the MoR on the issues of location choice and land acquisition along the 
rail corridor. This proved to be the only way to come to the seemingly win-win 
agreement. The nodal importance of Wuhan in the national railway network 
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also gave the municipality a bit more “right to speak out” during the vertical 
intergovernmental communication personal connections and networks (“guan-
xi”). But the actual users – the residents and the enterprises – did not have a 
tangible impact. 

Policy game 2: infrastructure integration

Infrastructure integration was the main issue in the second phase. The collective 
action challenge was how to achieve transfer accessibility with other modalities 
of transportation within the station and the connectivity between the station 
and other parts of city. It mainly involved the railway and urban networks. The 
integration of infrastructure had not yet been sufficiently addressed: Two metro 
lines that had been planned earlier than the station but were not put into use 
until three years after the station began operating. The one-hour bus ride to the 
city center was apparently not preferable, thus increasing private commuting 
traffic and less attractiveness to urban activities . And the other transport 
facilities were located outside (but next to) the station. This problematic 
situation is due to segregation of land ownership: The Wuhan-Region Railway 
Bureau owned the ground level of the station, the Wuhan Metro Corp. owned 
the underground land, the Wuhan Bus Corp. owned the land next to the station, 
and the Wuhan City Investment & Development Corp. was in charge of the land 
surrounding the station area. The Station Area Management Office manages 
the immediate area around the station. The Office could have played a more 
proactive role, but already soon the municipality re-obtained its power and 
limited it to daily management of station plaza. 

To summarize, the infrastructures were not integrated enough. It is due to the 
non-cooperative horizontal intergovernmental interaction between the railway 
network and the urban service network. The problematic coordination at the 
local level reflects the segregation between the MoR and the MoT at the national 
level. The differentiated accountability mechanisms bring difficulties to actor 
coordination: On the one hand, the Wuhan-Region Railway Bureau followed the 
vertical (“tiao”) command from MoR and was not necessarily responsible to the 
requirement for integration with local transport. On the other hand, the local 
transport authorities rarely depended on the MoT but relied more on being 
consistent with municipal commands. In this sense, it is easier to understand 
the difficulty of transport integration. 

Policy game 3: functional diversity

The collective action challenge in this game was whether and how to integrate 
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mixed urban functions in the station and station area. This issue has gradually 
entered the scopes of both the railway and urban networks but still has room for 
improvement.

Regarding railway network, the MoR favored mobility efficiency. As a result, 
the retail and recreation functions in the Wuhan Station were restricted to small 
convenience stores, bookstores, souvenir shops, and pedlar carts. Interestingly, 
owning the land stimulates and empowered the Wuhan-Region Railway Bureau 
to profit from non-transport functions. That has led to a de facto functional 
mix. It was implemented without collaborating with urban actors. For instance, 
during the construction of the station, there were suggestions from the railway 
actors to add more retail space to the waiting hall and the underground metro 
floor (interviews). They were eventually vetoed because of the extra costs that 
would be required to change the architecture design (e.g., the unqualified smoke 
and oil ventilation system). The local railway actor therefore sought other 
alternatives: restaurants with diverse food choices for the passengers but without 
local planning authorization were built under the highway entrance ramp. 
Another example was the functional change of the railway office building. It was 
originally designed as office space and (partly) rented out as a profitable hotel 
later.  

The actors in the urban service networks, aware of the “illegal” situation, were 
not motivated to cooperate or intervene (interviews). Because of the separate 
land ownership, the taxes of the restaurants or hotel in the station would go 
to the administration of the railway network and thus not contribute to urban 
revenues. Therefore, instead of promoting functional integration within the 
station, urban actors preferred the planning of diverse functions on their own 
land outside the station. Once the municipality re-obtained its land ownership 
and planning authority midway in the process, it directly took part in attracting 
real estate and recreation projects, with a particular preference for the flagship 
project that will bring considerable economic return and branding landmarks. 
This is the OCT Thematic Park and housing project, which will be discussed in 
the next section. 

To summarize, the Wuhan Station area has not shown much progress in 
functional diversity because of the missing cross-sectorial coalition and the 
poor horizontal coordination among actors at the local level. The planning 
procedure was still very much driven by physical design and regulation-oriented 
planning as opposed to interactive and communicative planning or market 
prediction. However, the zoning plan has begun to address the issue of mixture 
and compatibility of urban functions by establishing new mixed land use codes 
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(Regulatory Zoning Plan, 2010).

Policy game 4: environmental and public space quality  

Given Wuhan’s unique geography and rich ecological resources, its citizens have 
traditionally been more sensitive to environmental and public space qualities 
than other cities. Besides the bottom-up attention, there has been increasing 
top-down political pressure to the local government indicating more preference 
to sustainable urbanization. The Wuhan metropolitan area was thus set up as 
a national innovation pilot area for the “Resource-saving and Environment-
friendly Society” initiative (2008). The collective action challenge was how to 
protect the natural environment and maintain accessibility of public space. This 
issue was mainly reflected in concerns about ecological sensitivity around East 
Lake Park. About 5,6 km2 of the Wuhan station area falls within the boundary 
of the national East-lake Park. The dilemma first manifested when the OCT 
Thematic Park and housing project were reported for illegal land expropriation, 
forced demolition, privatization of lakeshore, and lack of information during 
construction of the south station area. One local newspaper exposé  (2010) led 
to a wave of media attention and public outcry  that soon flooded online forums 
and social networking sites. The developer denied the report, claiming that no 
part of the protected scenic area would be affected. But further examination 
revealed that more than 67 ha of East Lake’s water area would be impacted. 
With the mediation of the municipality, the OCT was compelled to add more 
freely accessible public facilities on the lakeshore to the project plan, such as 
the art museum and concert hall. Meanwhile, subsequent reports on violent 
demolition and environmental consequences were censored by local authorities 
(Lin, 2013). In response, a participatory art project entitled “Everyone’s East 
Lake”  was initiated in 2010, inviting participants, citizens, and artists to express 
their concerns through performance art along the lakeshore. It was re-launched 
in 2012. However, despite the civic protest, the municipality was determined 
to implement the project (interviews). They considered it as the branding of 
the new sub-center, and therefore made great efforts in attracting the project 
to locate at the current site from the very beginning. In order to guarantee 
implementation, the developer compromised by reducing the privatization 
of the lakeshore and adding more public cultural facilities in the project 
plan (interviews). The OCT Thematic Park began operating in 2013, and the 
associated housing project and resort hotel are under construction.

To summarize, this game mainly took place through bottom-up and horizontal 
coordination at the local level. Since the judicial system is still dependent on 
the administrative system, the media played an important monitoring role 

Chapter 4:  Wuhan Yangchu-lake Sub-center



107

in public interest and triggered public debates. When public interests were 
jeopardized, online protests and participatory art became the channels available 
for civic actors to express themselves. Although the centralized system prevents 
such bottom-up behavior, the voice of the public was heard and addressed. 
The bottom-up self-awareness from citizens in this case made the government 
(passively) intervene and pushed the private project towards a more publicly 
accessible direction. Nevertheless, civic opinions still need an institutionalized 
channel for expression. 

Reflections: Coordination Problems 

The interactions in the four key policy games have shown that this case of HSR-
led urban extension takes place in a relative vacuum of pro-active coordination. 
This section will reflect on the coordination problems in a more general way by 
referring to the four modalities and the corresponding network rules that lead 
to them. I would like to share the next observations:

Central-local tension

Most fundamentally, this case confirms the bidirectional rescaling of the 
statehood in post-reform Chinese urbanization, which is the resurgence of 
recentralization and continuity of decentralization, as many researchers have 
discovered (Li et al., 2014; Ma, 2005; Shen, 2007; Su, 2012; Yang & Li, 2014). 
First, there is no obvious evidence of the weakening of vertical linkages – the 
state is definitely not as “hollowed out” as some Western PNT researchers 
have observed (Rhodes, 2007). Second, the province and municipality seem 
to confirm the notion of a “de facto federalist” (Zheng, 2007) capability to 
bargain with the powerful MoR on the location and routes of the station. This 
bidirectional rescaling in the central-local relation is shaped by the arena and 
interaction rules: the hierarchical position rule of the railway network brings 
efficiency in location choice, infrastructure implementation, and integration. 
Hubei province’s share of the regional HSR Corp. empowers it with the unique 
position to negotiate for local interests with the central actor. However, the 
exclusive access to information and decision-making during the interaction 
results in insufficient functional diversity and environment protection. The 
local urban actors have to struggle through the “fragmented” policy process 
under the “authoritarianism” (Lieberthal & Oksenberg, 1988) for a better urban 
environment and also for their own interests.

Cross-jurisdiction segregation
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As a consequence of the arena rules, the non-cooperative cross-jurisdiction 
relations are rooted in the different positions of the actors. Land ownership 
matters. The vertical accountability of railway network conflicts with the 
horizontal accountability of the urban service network. This generates difficulties 
in creating infrastructure integration and functional diversity. Compact use 
of space and mixed urban functions, especially commercial space, are not 
preferred in the decision-making logic of the railway actors at the national level. 
Nevertheless, this case also shows the possibility of matching the profit-making 
interest of the local railway bureau with the municipality’s interest in multi-
functions for further coordination. Regarding the interaction rules, a platform 
or coalition for information provision, knowledge exchange, and coordination 
is lacking. The Station Area Management Office did not fulfill its original task 
to intermediate the interaction processes due to the exclusive access in land 
ownership and the information sharing from the municipality. This differs from 
other HSR cases in China, for the others are given more unitary administrative 
power in station area development. Besides losing land ownership to the 
municipality, two districts were rather excluded from the policy network and 
games, except for land clearance and villagers’ relocation. 

Over-dominant role of the governments and opportunist behaviors

The shortcomings of the government-led, supply-side approach of “state 
entrepreneurialism” (Duckett, 1998) are gradually arising. From the arena rules 
perspective, this case shows the over-dominant position of the public sector 
over the market. The municipality is both a rule-maker and a participant in the 
game of station area development. The involvement of railway actors enhances 
the monopoly position, and therefore excludes the possibility of market 
competition. Even the key developer in the Wuhan case, OCT Ltd., is a State 
Owned Enterprise. From the interaction perspective, the rent-seeking behaviors 
of both governmental actors and developers are pervasive. Developers have the 
opportunist tendency to bond their interest with governments. This led to the 
unstoppable implementation of the controversial real estate project. There is a 
lack of a formal institution or informal coalition for government and private 
actors, such as Public-Private-Participation.

Lack of public participation

This case exemplified the active engagement from citizens and the emerging civil 
society in public issues. The protest against the privatization of the lakeshore 
illustrates a possible means of bottom-up public participation, including media 
monitoring, online protests, and a participatory art project. It indeed echoes, 
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as demonstrated by academia, the “popular-pressure model” that is forceful 
enough to change the policy agenda setting (Wang, 2008). Nevertheless, this is 
only one possible outcome. In the other key policy games, the dominate position 
and reward rules of governmental networks are bound to minimize the interest 
of civic network, although both governmental and civic actors seem to share 
some appreciation for sustainable urbanization. The contradictions between 
normative preference and strategic interest have already been shown in three 
other key policy games. Therefore, in order to gain more convenient railway 
station location, more integrated infrastructure and diverse functions, it thus 
calls for an institutionalized channel for public participation. 

Conclusions 

This paper applies the network perspective to the new urban extension 
around Wuhan Railway Station and explores the impact of policy networks 
on the problematic interactions during the policy games. This case has its 
generalizability to other HSR cases in that it vividly shows the four modalities 
of actor coordination in typical Chinese institutional settings. The main 
findings show: 1) a bidirectional rescaling of the statehood, in the sense of 
re-strengthening vertical linkages and growing power of local government 
through decentralization in the HSR urban extension; 2) the cross-jurisdiction 
coordination problems result from conflicts between the vertical accountability 
of the railway network and the horizontal accountability of the urban service 
network, due to the separated land ownership; 3) the government’s role 
dominates the market’s and leads to opportunist behaviors on both sides; and 
4) the government-society relation still lacks an institutionalized channel for 
sufficient public participation that can involve the currently absent civic interest 
groups. Therefore, it comes to the conclusion that a more open and collaborative 
approach better able to intermediate the multi-dimensional coordination – the 
network governance – is needed.

Furthermore, what implications can be drawn with regard to the urban 
governance in order to change the institutional settings for better coordination? 
In general, network restructuring is more fundamental but time consuming. 
Thus, initiatives can start from progressively changing the arena rules 
and interaction rules of networks. For instance, adopting entrepreneurial 
experiences to change the reality, position, and reward rules would be one 
good strategy, such as PPP. This has been more common in property-led urban 
redevelopment (gentrification) (He, 2012; He & Wu, 2005) at the local level, 
but much less common in infrastructure megaprojects, except for metro and 
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highway construction (Mu et al., 2010; Mu et al., 2011). The attempt to realize 
regional governance through more autonomy in financing and constructing 
HSR in the Pearl-River-Delta (Xu & Yeh, 2013) is one example of changing the 
interaction rules.

This case study touches the underlying ideas, values and consensual 
knowledge of actors during the policy process, without further elaborating 
them culture-specifically. Some researches have been exploring the Chinese 
characteristics in the policy-making (De Jong, 2012; 2013). Further research 
questions could address the institutional capacities (Healey, 1998) underpinning 
the guidance of complex strategic urban projects (Salet, 2008; Salet & Gualini, 
2007) towards better place-making in the Chinese context.
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