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ABSTRACT

A true understanding of Ecological Civilization
Construction is key to comprehend the connotation
and goals of China’s territorial spatial planning,
which echoes the ideological keynote of the
country’s upgrade of socio-economic development
mode. Missioned as a means to public policy
making, territorial spatial planning develops
roadmaps for Ecological Civilization Construction
by addressing macro spatial governance
problems such as the shortage of resources,
severe environmental pollution, and ecosystem
degradation. Furthermore, the author interprets
the relationship between ecological restoration
and territorial spatial planning system, and
argues that the territorial spatial planning system
should employ a macro-medium-micro hierarchy
in scale while focusing on life-circle ecological
restoration planning and implementation. In
addition to the necessity of developing cross-
administrative border plans, the author
emphasizes the importance of multi-disciplinary
cooperation. Then, he points out that "The Two
Assessment Standards” should value regional
characteristics and avoid to indiscriminately apply
planning and design patterns in different cases.
Finally, the author puts forward suggestions to
practitioners in Landscape Architecture and other
allied professions to prepare themselves by self-
retraining with new concepts, methodologies,

and technologies to be more competent for the
contemporary needs of territorial spatial planning.
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1 Interpreting China’s Territorial Spatial Planning with an
Understanding of Ecological Civilization Construction

A true understanding of Ecological Civilization Construction

is key to comprehend the connotation and goals of China’s
territorial spatial planning. The Report of the 18th CPC National
Congress positioned Ecological Civilization Construction as a
national strategy to upgrade China’s economic growth mode

that supports sustainable development!". Among the central
government’s initiatives and documents, academic literatures,
and public releases, terms similar to “Ecological Civilization
Construction” (4 Z5CHHEE ) include “the construction of
Ecological Civilization™ (4= 253 HH), “the institutional reform
of Ecological Civilization” (4= 25 3C B 2 4), “Ecological
Civilization” (A3 H), “Beautiful China” (32 H[E), “Chinese
Dream” (1 [E %), and “a moderately prosperous society” (/N5
#1:23). These concepts share the same essence that emphasizes the
national-level transformation of socio-economic development
which can be generally understood as “a sustainable way to
achieve the prosperity for all.” Other international agendas are
represented with the Sustainable Development Goals by the
United Nations, the Green New Deal by the United States, and
the Green Economy by African nations”.

All socio-economic development on the world is built on
continuous reforms and upgrades. Today, China’s current reform
of economic development mode comes after pondering the
lessons from her rapid economic growth and urbanization in the
past forty years. A series of environmental and social problems
have accompanied the economic boost, including the shortage of
resources, severe environmental pollution, ecosystem degradation,
and the divorce of the improvement of people’s well-beings and
the nation’s increased prosperity, which are all associated with
and witnessed in spatial construction at varied scales. The central
government adjusted the overall pattern of territorial spatial
management to promote the implementation of the economic
upgrades by introducing new policies, such as the Opinions
on the Establishment and Supervision of the Implementation
of Territorial Spatial Planning System, issued in May 2019,
which accentuated that establishing a consistent, scientific, and
efficient territorial spatial planning system that improves China’s
territorial security pattern from a holism perspective and clearly
defines the related responsibilities and rights is significant to fuel
the formation of green production mode and lifestyle, promote
Ecological Civilization Construction, and foster the Beautiful
China construction'”’,

Unprecedentedly, the central government overhauled the
existing planning and management system and attempted to
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form a new institution that guarantees the deployment of
national strategies of economic development mode upgrades
by formulating sustainable territorial development guidance
and blueprint from the national to local scales. The newly
established Ministry of Natural Resources is responsible for
the management of the nation’s territorial spatial planning,
which takes over the job of urban and rural planning from
the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development and
the job of ecological planning from the former Ministry of
Environmental Protection, as well as part associated macro-
planning affairs from the former National Development

and Reform Commission. Meanwhile, the newly established
Ministry of Ecology and Environment is responsible for the
supervision of ecological and environmental quality, and the
Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development continues
to take charge of the supervision of architectural design and
construction. Only by considering the reform of territorial
spatial planning system a means of national institutional
adjustment, can we truly and fully understand its goals in
territorial spatial management and control, and the policy aim
to consistently exercise the supervision of territorial spatial use
control and ecological protection and restoration"’.

Whereas, notably, territorial spatial planning and territorial
ecological restoration cannot be addressed separately, because
one of the key objectives of territorial spatial planning is
territorial ecological protection, a primary concern of which
is territorial ecological restoration. China characterizes herself
a vast diversity in biology, geography, and climate conditions
and enjoys a rich civilization and cultural legacy in a history of
thousands of years. It makes the scale of territorial ecological
restoration vary from as large as an entire region (e.g., the Loess
Plateau) or a full watershed (e.g., the Yellow River Basin) to as
small as a site pollution control or species habitat restoration
(Fig. 1). The macro-scale ecological restoration planning
basically is to conduct national-scale ecological protection
planning, and other smaller-scale practices, consisting of park
reconstruction, urban renewal, brownfield remediation, etc.,
which are often critical to a city’s work of environmental
improvement and the physical ends of the implementation of
territorial spatial planning at all levels. Therefore, the territorial
spatial planning system should employ a macro-medium-
micro hierarchy in scale and focus on life-circle ecological
restoration planning and implementation, namely investigation
of the status quo and strategic assessment, planning, design,
impact assessment, cost-benefit assessment, ecosystem service
evaluation, engineering construction, monitoring, management,

and environmental education.
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The costly large-scale
afforestation employing
constructed irrigation
ignores the water
shortage in Northwest
China (photo taken

in Beishan Mountain,
Xi'ning City, Qinghai
Province, China in
October, 2018).
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Global warming has
caused glaciers melting
and more secondary
disasters, calling for
global actions for
solutions (photo taken
in Hailuogou, Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture
of Garzé, Sichuan
Province, China in
October 2019).
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2 Planning as Public Policies

Indeed, the current reform of territorial spatial planning
system reflects a shift in institutional focus from technology
towards governance, but it does not equal with a true return
of China’s planning institution to public policy making — In
China, planning was theoretically recognized as an implement
of public policy making, it however run far apart from such a
mission in its practice. The planning system largely served the
economic development and construction during the decades of
urbanization by intelligently investing in land planning, urban
growth, industrial development, new city / town construction,
etc., with less concern on environmental impact, livelihood
improvement, and ecological protection. It has resulted in an
improvement of living quality yet compromised with increasingly
physical sprawls, as well as the exacerbating dissonance between
the civil life and urban construction: Today, almost all Chinese
cities are faced with problems such as separation of residence
from workplace, rigid industrial structure or difficulties of
industrial restructuring, environmental pollution, and ecological
deterioration. The existing urban(-rural) governance mode is
extremely challenged.

Instead of only drawing schemes of spatial construction,
planning must and should undertake the making of public
policies, center on macro strategies and long-term sustainable
agendas, and respond to the social and environmental issues
beyond physical creation. Besides, the establishment of territorial
spatial planning system will help advance China’s planning
profession and disciplinary education with international
experiences. In addition to addressing China’s own social and
environmental problems, the territorial spatial planning is
expected to have a global outlook on issues such as reduction
in carbon dioxide emission, global warming mitigation, and
biodiversity protection (Fig. 2) — China is a great in territory,
population, and economy which means that her efforts in
mitigating environmental impact would appreciably contribute to
that of the world. Seizing the opportunity offered by the current
reform of territorial spatial planning, China would play her new
role in the world community.

3 The Planning “Boundaries”

The “Five-Level, Three-Type, and Four-Procedure” regime
of territorial spatial planning is conceived in accordance with
China’s regional and local administration, meaning that the
delimitation of planning areas complies with the boundaries
of corresponding jurisdictions. However, subjects in natural
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ecosystems (e.g., air, water, animal migration, and seed spread)
cannot be planned by administrative boundaries, for which

it requires cross-regional and -administrative border plans to
deal with specific ecological and environmental problems. The
new territorial spatial planning system complements itself with
such considerations, evidencing an enhancement in planning
comprehensiveness. Recent planning outcomes, such as the
projects for the Yellow River Basin, the Yangtze River Basin,
and several sections in the Bay Area, are unimaginable and
would be difficult to conduct within the previous urban-rural
planning system, which, of course, still need more efforts in the
implementation through continuous exploration.

In return, the comprehensiveness of the new territorial spatial
planning system greatly challenges planning practitioners: they
must fully and profoundly understand the spatial, social, and
cultural elements, resources, and contexts in the planning area
by carefully identifying and recognizing the localities. It requires
ecologists, hydrologists, geologists, meteorologists, climatologists,
humanists, and sociologists to work together during the whole
process of territorial spatial planning. Previously, they have acted
as experts or consultants to offer specialty opinions on individual
issues or cases. To the professionals, this unprecedented demand
for coordination and collaboration is both a huge challenge and
a rare opportunity.

The Trail Technical Standards for the Resource and
Environmental Carrying Capacity Assessment and the Suitability
Assessment of Territorial Spatial Development (“The Two
Assessment Standards” hereafter) issued on January 19,

2020 is an instrument employed to technically standardize
planning processes and guarantee planning outcomes. Such a
swift package shows a proactive response to the inadequacy

in scientism, quantitative support, and working procedure
specification in the existing urban(-rural) planning system.
However, I personally take The Two Assessment Standards with
a grain of salt for practice reasons. First of all, the reform of
territorial spatial planning just kicks off, and the difficulties and
uncertainties involved in various sections in planning processes
remain unknown and need to be examined and tested through

a considerable number of authentic practices. Secondly, Chinese
regions witness an extreme variety in geography and ecology,
population and culture, and social and economic development —
It is hard to find two socially and environmentally identical sites
throughout the country, neither scarcely to indiscriminately apply
planning and design patterns in different cases. So, in my opinion,
using the same technical standards to evaluate the territorial
spatial planning at varied scales or regions will inevitably

face problems in practice and may see a failure to perform its
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expected roles; or worse, the problems in territorial spatial
planning and management at different levels might be ignored,
voided, or concealed. However, The Two Assessment Standards
has no longer been underscored among the latest documents
by the Ministry of Natural Resources, who instead increasingly
encourage practitioners to explore more practical and realistic
standards with basic planning principles and methods.

4 Struggles and Opportunities for Landscape Architecture

Education — including design education, of course — is to
thrive talent training with an insight, not just see and act for
the current professional interests and industrial demands. Since
2012, 1 have been lecturing on the theme of “China’s new era
of planning and design” in colleges and universities across the
country, during which I has observed two misplacements in the
planning and design profession. First, most urban(-rural) planners
mis-orient themselves as drawers of physical construction plans
while seldom playing their roles in developing public policies.
The disciplinary mission of Urban(-Rural) Planning is to study
the rules of societal, economic, and industrial development, to
widen the range of planning research, and to formulate strategic
plans for spatial construction across the territory. Secondly,
under the profound influence of Chinese traditional gardening
culture, the discipline of Landscape Architecture has often been
named with “Garden Design / Landscape Design” in Chinese,
where the associated education implies the consistency between
traditional garden techniques and modern landscape methods,
and equals modern landscape education with the training of
traditional gardening knowledge and skills while neglecting the
differences. Revolving among scenic area planning (i.e., national
park planning or protected area planning after the reform),
urban green space system planning and design, landscape and
garden design and construction, the current landscape practice
has hugely restrained the creativity and social influence of both
the profession and disciplinary education', and narrowed the
future of landscape development.

With a history of over 120 years in international academia,
Landscape Architecture has shaped itself into two distinctive and
complementary disciplinary strengths: one is Landscape Planning /
Spatial Planning that targets large-scale land design and spatial
planning; the other is Landscape Design which aims at satisfying
production and living demands, increasing overall social well-
beings, coordinating resource utilization, and protecting
ecosystems through site-scale spatial design so as to harmonize
the human-nature relationship. In this sense, Landscape
Architecture leads and integrates territorial spatial planning,
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urban-rural construction planning, ecological protection
planning, and living environment design, in forms of spatial
design and construction plans. As one of the exceptions in China,
Peking University names Landscape Architecture after its essence
in Chinese (as “HWi& %)

discipline missioned to solve all sorts of land problems with

*l'and defines it as an application

principles from Natural Sciences and Social Sciences as well as
concepts in Arts, by the means of planning and design.

The specialty of Urban(-Rural) Planning anchors in devising
socio-economic development and spatial construction strategies,
while Landscape Architecture powers the implementation of
these blueprints on varied spatial scales. Such an understanding
helps spur a constructive dialogue in theoretic exploration and
practice between the both.

What does the current reform of territorial spatial planning
mean to the future of planning and design disciplines? An
obvious challenge is that, given that the existing knowledge and
thinking dominating China’s planning and design professions
over decades can no longer support planners and designers
to perform their job as required by the new territorial spatial
planning system, they have to be retrained and armed with new
concepts, methodologies, and technologies and adapt to new
working patterns.

Also, the reform asks scholars and practitioners of Landscape
Architecture to shoulder a greater social responsibility and be
committed with more influential agendas with expertise. In other
word, to answer the nation’s call, or would be eliminated by the
times. Planners and designers who would serve contemporary
needs can prepare themselves by recognizing the three aspects as
follows:

First, the outcome of territory spatial planning is a whole
set of documents on public policy and governance. It requires
professionals to carefully study and comprehend all kinds of
relevant release by the central government since 2012 (when
the reform was initially organized), and truly understand the
implications of the national strategies. It signifies that, instead of
big changes on technical methods, the systems of policy making,
thinking, and knowledge structure must be adjusted and altered
in an unparalleled way.

Secondly, the “work alone” norms in regional and urban
planning and design practice will end up and professionals
should enhance their competence for a broader cross-field
and -disciplinary cooperation. Valuing regional diversity and
localities and strengthening empirical study and scientific
management of spatial planning will encourage interdisciplinary
and cross-regional collaboration in the research and practice of
territorial spatial planning, eventually leading to a substantially
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