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Abstract 
From the perspective of spatial accessibility, a public space is a place that is open and 
accessible to all citizens. Urban public space is the most important part of the city and 
the most basic carrier of urban life, especially in high-intensity urban built-up areas. 
However, the quantity and quality public spaces are not meet the needs and desires of 
the growing number of city residents, a predicament that is compound by the China’s 
phenomenal urbanization. On the one hand, the land policy fundamentally shapes the 
space structures without highlighting the importance of open space system, is 
responsible for the deficiency of diverse and lively urban public space; on the other hand, 
semi-public space (residential space, parks in residential areas, campuses, factories, 
etc.), where is only accessible for identified groups, occupying large number of urban 
lands widened the gap between supply and demand of open space. The article discusses 
the deeper reasons and vectors involved in the issue, trying to find potential mitigation 
policy or strategy to expand and improve public space in urban area based on the 
experience of New York City’s Privately Owned Public Spaces (POPS). 
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1. Introduction 

 

Figure 1. Urban and rural population trends in China, 1950–2050. Source: United Nations (2018). 
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Most of China’s cities have undergone a high-speed process of urbanization, which is the result of 
dramatical urban land expansion and millions of migrations from villages since the 20-century. 
According to the data from the United Nations Prospects, more people left rural counties for urban, 
about 59 percent of the total population in China lived in cities in 2018. (Image1). However, the 
development of open space in urban area is not satisfied with the rapidly growing demands for it. The 
lack of open space become a negative force for sustainable development, which has aroused growing 
attentions. In order to find out a feasible and sustainable solution for the issue, an in-depth 
understanding of the causes of the phenomenon and contributing factors is necessary. 

2. Analysis 

2.1 Reasons and Vectors Contributed to Lack and Low-quality of public space   

Since the economic reform (Economic reforms introducing market principles began in 1978 and were 
carried out in two stages. The first stage, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, involved the 
decollectivization of agriculture, the opening up of the country to foreign investment, and permission 
for entrepreneurs to start businesses. The second stage of reform, in the late 1980s and 1990s, 
involved the privatization and contracting out of the much state-owned industry and.) in the late 1970s, 
China has seen unprecedented economic growth. Land development and the related investments in 
infrastructure not only contribute the GDP, but also stimulated the land conversion games in the 
rapidly urbanizing process. In 1994, the central government embarked on a program of fiscal 
centralization that left local governments with the huge burden of providing public services and scant 
revenue sources to finance them. Therefore, the local revenue mainly depended on land leasing fees, 
given the scant sources from higher levels of government. The public land ownership in urban China 
allows this expropriation to be implemented at a large scale in cities. (Li Xun, Li Zhigang, & Xu 
Xianxiang, 2010) Local governments are allowed to acquire rural land from village residents on a 
compulsory basis, providing them with standard compensation, and then to install infrastructure 
services and lease the land to developers. (Yiping Fang & Anirban Pal, 2016). Cities have expanded, 
and this trend will likely continue, nearly all cities are now proximate to a large agglomeration. 
(Image2) If the urbanization rate reaches 65% by the end of the China's 14th Five-Year Plan, tens of 
millions of people will move from rural to urban areas each year in order to justify the demand of 
land conversion. Demand for multiple forms public spaces will be massive.  

 
Figure 2: China’s urbanization level and urban population in 1978 and 2015. 

Source: Guan, Xingliang, Houkai Wei, Shasha Lu, Qi Dai, and Hongjian Su. 2018 

 

In conclusion, there are four main actors in the urbanism process in China: central government, local 
government, market developers, and villagers. Urban growth in China turns out to be a land grab 
competition game among the state, market developers regardless of the improvement of urban space 
quality, especially the open spaces which can only benefit to the citizens. Although, the central 
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government compel the local official to increase investment in urban public space construction, the 
development of public space dominated by the local government always concentrated expression of 
the city government’s interest and decision-maker’s preference, disregarding the real need of citizens. 
Moreover, the developers, who competitive allocation of urban land resources only to pursue greater 
economic benefits, build livable public space only in their gated community serving community 
residents. The semi-public space lost publicity, equality and accessibility for all citizens, which make 
the lacking of urban public space in China more complicated.  

3. Analysis 

3.1 Possible Mitigation Policy or Strategy  

To resolve the issue that open space is inefficient and low-quality in China in an effective and 
sustainable way is a huge challenge for the policymakers. Due to the current land property rights 
system, limitations of government fiscal budget, urgent demands of high-quality open space where 
the human dimension is main priorities, the traditional government-invested and managed public 
space can no longer meet the needs of urban residents. The unity collaborates of the vectors who 
participated in the urbanization in China is necessary for the improvement of open public space in 
future. About a century ago, a new public space category, called privately owned public space (POPS), 
was obtained from this multi-party cooperation model in New York City.  POPS is a specific type 
of open space which is open to the public while remaining privately owned and maintained. (Jerold 
S. Kayden, 2000). 

3.2 Summary of the experience of New York City’s privately owned public space 

As early as the early 20th century, the quality of urban life in New York City declined sharply due to 
the tremendous of constructure projects. In order to control the phenomenon, the New York City 
government issued a planning law to clarify the land use, distance between buildings and height 
limitations in the urban area. Meanwhile, the regulations proposed a basic principle: a certain amount 
of space must be reserved on the ground near the street on the assumption that the building height is 
increased, which is the prototype of POPS. Later, in 1916, the municipal government revised this 
planning regulation comprehensively and systematically, formally introducing the concept of 
privately owned public space (POPS). The modification is an incentive zoning mechanism offering 
developers the right to gain bonus floor area in return for open space service the public in or near 
their buildings. From 1960 to the present, the policy of POPS has gone through a series of revision 
processes based on continuous practice. In half a century, New York City have more than 500 private 
public spaces, total of about 3.5 million square feet of POPS was built, becoming an indispensable 
part of the entire urban space system. (Yu Yang, 2016) 

3.3 POPS’ value of reference for open public space construction system in China  

“The term ‘privately owned public space’ refers specifically to private property required to be usable 
by the public under zoning or similar regulatory arrangements.” (Stephan Schmidt, Jeremy Nemeth, 
& Erik Botsford, n.d.) However, Due to the particular characteristic of the Chinese land policy, land 
in urban areas is owned by the State at all times.  There is no strict concept of privately owned public 
space in China because a developer in such land only acquires the 'use' of that land for a certain period. 
Therefore, the longstanding land-use right is analogized to land ownership in the following analysis. 

POPS benefits to current Chinese urban public space development in several ways:  

1. The incentive mechanism increases land of the parks, plazas, and arcades that demolished by 
irrational urban spreading, while decreasing the local government's fiscal burden on construction and 
maintenance of infrastructure in the urban area.   

2. Floor area ratio rewards and simplified approval procedures will encourage the developers return 
certain existing semi-private space to all the citizens. The small and micro update of stock space avoid 
the tremendous demolition and construction, while improve the efficiency of the urban land.  
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3. Compared to traditional government-invested public space, POPS is more diversity and human-
scale, which can really serve the citizens and activate the surrounding environment. For example, the 
first POPS project at 777 Third Avenue in New York City, was completed in 1963. It belongs to the 
catalog of a plaza and arcade, and covers a total area of 1107.59 square meter. At the arcade, the 
architect designed a “Big Red Swing” bench in the shape of a piano, making it almost to be "Pop" 
art.(Image 3) 

 

 
Figure 3: The first POPS project: 777 Third Avenue. Source: Advocates for Privately Owned Public 

Space (APOPS) & New York City Art Society (MASNYC), compiled by the author 

3.4 The complications to implement POPS regulations in China 

The essence of architectural public space is land, which has a certain characteristic of ownership. 
According to the Chinese "Property Law", the ownership of land belongs to the state or collective; 
private individuals (enterprises or individuals) only own land development rights, and have ownership 
of buildings developed and constructed within the land. However, as previous mentioned, the POPS 
challenged the rule of ownership. How to clarify the boundaries of rights and profits between develops 
and governments is a challenge. 

The citizens will affect the urban open space development directionally through their behavior. In 
population perspective, Chinese urbanization process is a large-scale rural-urban migration process 
in the population perspective over the past 30 years of reform. In this basis, almost 50% citizens are 
immigrants from rural area who live far from technology and close to the nature. How to solve the 
conflict between the new immigrants’ rural habit and urban environment should be considered in 
open space design and management.  

4. Conclusion 

The future of cities in China is becoming increasingly important, because more than half of the 
population will live in urban area. With the continuous urbanization and the improvement of people's 
living standards in China, there is an increasingly urgent demand for the quantity and quality of urban 
public space. Quality design and careful management of public space is benefit for sustainable 



International Core Journal of Engineering Volume 7 Issue 12, 2021
ISSN: 2414-1895 DOI: 10.6919/ICJE.202112_7(12).0037

 

284 

development of a city. However, due to the dramatically transformation of urban land while the 
ignoring of open space system, the corresponding public space supply is far more insufficient. On the 
one hand, policymakers need to be more responsive to the full range of urban space types considering 
all the citizen’s need. On the other hand, developer should return to the society with more high-quality 
open space which is not close community resident exclusive. Thus, a new public space planning and 
construction strategy needs to be proposed as a supplement to the existing public space or mature 
built-up areas. The concept of POPS shed a light for Chinese policy-makers, though this method is 
more like a technical strategy. A systematic policy and detailed design guideline need to be developed 
and practiced in a relevant controllable scale before applying to the entire city. Otherwise, any 
perfunctory decision might lead to deleterious effects on urban development. It is impracticable and 
unintelligent to solve a problem caused by hasty decisions with a hasty solution. 
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