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Urbanization along the Coast of China (Yellow: populated areas)	 

(Base map: World Digital Elevation and Bathymetry; Populated areas: Openstreetmap)
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Sustainability is about resilience, security, and 
politics. It is essentially a human-oriented mis-
sion to ensure that our societies withstand risks 
and challenges further into the future. Climate 
change is an exemplar of the crisis of human 
civilizations marginalising the nature, which is 
gradually recognized as a central element for 
our very existence on the Earth. On the other 
hand, urban development continues to drive 
the global economy, cities are still the vital de-
cision makers in leading international progress 
on sustainability.

For urban governance, orchestrating a sustain-
able future is a complex task with difficulties in 
striking balances both technocratic and admin-
istrative. As a neighbour to Hong Kong, Shen-
zhen has undergone tremendous urban trans-
formations within a limited timeframe. Such 
changes were propelled by a radical political 
reform and Shenzhen will continue as one of 
the focus areas for urban transformation in 
China. From the economic development since 
the 1970’s, to becoming a Pilot Demonstration 
Area for China in 2019, Shenzhen’s position is 
being redefined as a city concerned with sus-
tainability in urban life, culture and ecology. In 
this way Shenzhen can offer some transferable 
lessons in urban development for a large group 
of Chinese cities that are commencing their 
own journey of growth and development. 

Reaching a certain level of balance between eco-
nomic and ecological development can be con-
sidered as a significant lesson and achievement 
that Shenzhen can offer.  Situated at the mouth 
of the Pearl River Estuary, Shenzhen’s ecological 

system is both diverse and fragile. As the fluvial 
sediments of the river delta are hardened into 
the concrete edges forming the Pearl River Del-
ta Metropolitan Region (PRD), can the ecology 
of the delta survive such fast and heavy transfor-
mations to the urban region taking its name? 	 
 
Ecology	  
Hong Kong and Shenzhen share the same eco-
logical system within the PRD territory. Unlike 
other administratively defined developments, 
ecology operates with its own natural boundar-
ies beyond any urban borders. Mitigating ad-
verse effect to the natural environment requires 
regional collaboration, therefore inter-munici-
pal alliance is crucial to safeguarding the natu-
ral environment of the PRD. Planning is an ef-
fective tool to deliver this goal, yet each city’s 
administrative and development goals can con-
tain diverging visions. 

In Shenzhen’s case, the first official “Compre-
hensive Plan” for the Shenzhen Economic Zone 
(SEZ), launched in 1986, envisioned a linear 
arrangement of 5 parallel clusters along the 
west-east axis. In order to prevent uncontrolled 
sprawl, 5 “green fingers” were introduced be-
tween these clusters. This structural map was 
significant from the perspective of sustainability 
in that it signalled the necessity of urban ecol-
ogy through preservation and a utilization of 
the existing natural elements on the site. As part 
of the SEZ Comprehensive Plan, this “green” 
strategy was ensured with a legal basis, and re-
mained as a critical component in guiding the 
subsequent urban plans for Shenzhen that seek 
to strike a balance between urban develop-
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ment and environmental preservation.	  
 
The neighbouring cities of Hong Kong and 
Shenzhen are both ecologically connected 
and administratively distinct. Perhaps these 
ecological bonds; the ever moving air, the 
shifting waters and the border-crossing flo-
ra and fauna can provide the basis for some 
common ground and common goals in ur-
ban policy to overcome the differences in 
the administrative and political systems.	  
	  
Inter-governmental Cooperation on 
Climate					      
Coordinating the ecological protection threat-
ened by individual city demands an outstanding 
effort that must stretch beyond the boundaries 
of the city, and in many cases requires interna-
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The 50-50 principle: 	  

half of Shenzhen to development and half reserved for nature 

Map of Shenzhen Basic Ecological Control Zones, updat-

ed in 2013 by the Government of Shenzhen

Map of Urban Structure Analysis from the Comprehensive Plan of the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone (SEZ), 
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tional agreements across national borders. This 
is particularly clear for the PRD, as individual 
cities continue to expand into their outermost 
boundaries, and soon will greet, or already 
have collided with their neighbours, such as 
the case between Hong Kong and Shenzhen. As 
such this demand for inter-governmental coop-
eration will expand, yet the difficulty in mitigat-
ing administrative differences is equally high, 
as we have already witnessed in the repeated 

failures of the Climate Change project.	  
 
However, climatology still sheds a light in the 
realm of cooperative organization. The World 
Meteorological Organization (WMO) has suc-
cessfully managed to establish and maintain a 
truly international network in order to provide 
the world with crucial and timely climate in-
formation and services. From the 1872 Leipzig 
Conference that gave rise to the 1873 Vienna 
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Contemporary network of global climatology	  

(Base map: World Digital Elevation; White lines: Submarine telecommunication cables in 2014; Yellow 

dots: Regional climate centres; Black dots: Synoptic surface weather stations)				     
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Congress to the contemporary world meteoro-
logical network, the WMO has carried out tre-
mendous work in promoting international and 
inter-governmental collaboration in both tech-
nocratic and administrative directions. Agreeing 
on standards and methodologies, establishing 
permanent bodies across international commu-
nities, organizing supports for collaborations 
and infrastructural constructions, these are just 
a few items on the to-do list for achieving inter-
governmental cooperation to coordinate infor-
mation of our one and only Planet Earth.	  
 
Sustainable governance secures sustainable 
cities. As countries including USA and China 
consider increased levels of protectionism in 
their foreign policies, the world will also need 
to proceed with more frequent exchanges and 
higher mobility in relation to the environment. 
The complex and uncertain future contribute to 
multi-faceted connotations for sustainability as 
a concept. It is important that we embrace these 
connotations with extreme care, and envision 
our cities with true respect for all this entails.	 
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