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URBAN VILLAGES AS INVISIBLE BEACONS OF ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL SUCCESS: THE 

ROLE OF MIGRANT COMMUNITIES IN SHENZHEN, CHINA 

w w w

This paper will critically examine how Shenzhen’s urban villages, as working-class communities, have survived and evolved under 
the pressure of globalization, rising land values, gentrification, and redevelopment pressure. The important role of the local 
government and its policies and strategies in relation to these unique and important communities will also be evaluated in the context 
of an era driven by the market economy and rising of neoliberalism. The paper will conclude by articulating the importance of the 
migrant working-class communities of Shenzhen’s urban villages against the context of the limitation of existing urban policies. 

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 A BRIEF BACKGROUND ON SHENZHEN: REFORM AND OPENING-UP POLICY IN

SHENZHEN

The Uniqueness of Shenzhen

In Shenzhen, the party-state has arguably achieved an economic liberalization far beyond what Western-led, neoliberal 

global institutions have managed in the post-socialist cities of Eastern Europe 

Mary Ann O’donnell, Winnie Wong, and Jonathan Bach1. 

Shenzhen was a series of small villages, on China’s border with Hong Kong, totaling around thirty thousand 

people before China’s ‘reform and opening-up’ policy was introduced in 19792. At this time, there were no 

skyscrapers and built-up areas were surrounded by paddy field. Today, Shenzhen has become a megacity with 

a population of more than twenty million (13 million permanent registered and 8.5 million permanent non-

registered residents)3.  

Whilst cities in neighboring countries boomed as a result of economic development as a result of capitalist 

initiatives, China sought its own unique economic path. Due to lack of experience and social institutional 

barriers, it was difficult for China to replicate the successes of the ‘Asian Tigers’ (Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

Singapore and South Korea) or the way of western modernization4. China had been isolated from the outside 

world for a very long time after World War II and its own Civil War between 1927 and 19495. The 

subsequent Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976 exacerbated the challenges to economic growth6. In 

1979, the Communist Party’s central committee and state leaders headed by Deng Xiaoping began to seek 

new ways to reconnect mainland China to the outside world  and the idea of a ‘special district’ was first 

introduced in March 1979 5.  
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Before 1980, Shenzhen was basically a loose amalgamation of small fishing and agricultural settlements, but 

this provided abundant farmland for urban construction, therefore making it relatively easy to implement any 

political experiment. At that time, the income of Hong Kong residents was approximately 100 times that of 

residents living in the Shenzhen area, moreover, the city infrastructure of Hong Kong was incomparable to 

that of Shenzhen. At that time, more than a million southern Chinese people would risk their lives to illegally 

enter Hong Kong to enjoy the benefits of the prosperous colony 11, 12. Interestingly, today some villages have 

same name in both Hong Kong and Shenzhen, due to their establishment by villagers who fled to Hong 

Kong at that time. The huge economic gap between Hong Kong and Shenzhen in the early 1980s became the 

economic driving force behind Shenzhen’s future successes.  

 

As a pragmatic leader, Deng Xiaoping believed that it was futile to rely on border patrols and military 

measures to solve the problem of economic refugees fleeing from Bao’an County (Shenzhen) to Hong Kong. 

He concluded that the problem of economic refugees was a result of poor policies and he also realized that 

the economic gap between China and the developed world had created a situation of increasing political risk 
1. One of the first measures introduced was the elevation of Bao’an County to the status of Shenzhen 

Municipality in 1979. With the implementation of the reform and opening-up policy in Shenzhen, this started 

to bring in capital, technology, and management know-how from Hong Kong (or more importantly from 

developed countries via Hong Kong). Subsequently, Shenzhen has become the pilot site for transforming the 

planned economy elsewhere in China.  

 

In 1980, an 84.5-kilometre administrative boundary, known as the Second Line (二线 erxian), was created in 

Shenzhen, which divided the municipality into the Shenzhen Economic Zone (SEZ), which occupied 327.5 

km2 of the municipality and the ‘rest’. The China Merchants Shekou Industrial Park was first area to be 

created in the SEZ. The border of the SEZ was opened up gradually and as the city matured the border was 

fully erased in 2018. This meant that the Shenzhen model had matured and could be promoted to the whole 

country without any reservations. It also demonstrated that the central government had achieved their desired 

results from this innovative experiment.  

 

1.2 A BRIEF BACKGROUND OF THE URBAN VILLAGE: THE DEFINITION OF THE 

CHINESE URBAN VILLAGE  

An ‘urban village’ in the Chinese context refers to those traditional villages which have lost their farmland 

(usually purchased compulsorily by the government), in a geographic location that has gradually been 

surrounded by urban development. The subsequent dichotomy, of rural and urban, creating two opposing 

statuses of space and inhabitation. The economy of rural areas relies on its production of land, which mainly 
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refers to agriculture and animal husbandry, however, secondary and tertiary industries are the main financial 

support of urban areas. Due to the high cost of compensation and fees for relocating the farmers, they have 

often been left ‘enclosed’ by urbanisation as an autonomous zone within an expanding city and outside the 

control of local government. Because of the high autonomy of the villager and the high value of land in 

modern city, the villagers have often tried to build apartment buildings as high as possible on their own land 

for the rental income, since they no longer have land for farming. The high density of building in urban 

villages can create abundant income for the villagers but also cause a series problem, such as poor living 

environments, poor levels of hygiene, poor construction quality, and potential safety hazard from fire and 

criminals13. However, beyond these obvious factors, social conflict and the obstacle that urban villages cause 

to a city’s further urban development are serious problems facing many cities. 

 

1.3 A BRIEF BACKGROUND OF THE URBAN VILLAGE: THE FORMATION OF THE 

URBAN VILLAGES IN SHENZHEN 

There are various reasons for the emergence of urban villages in Shenzhen. The main drivers were the 

existence of urban-rural dual system and the popularity of neoliberalism are the main drivers, which brought 

about an impact on the strict planned economy. The urban villages in Shenzhen can be regarded as the typical 

product of this period and their creation is explained in the subsequent section. 

 

Influx of Migrant Workers 

China has a long history of rural-urban segregation. As such, after the found of the People's Republic of 

China in 1949, under the policy of urban-rural dualism, cities became responsible for industry and 

management, while rural areas were mainly responsible for agriculture. Before 1980, Shenzhen was like most 

other poor Chinese areas and had a very low rate of urbanization. Because of controls on where people could 

own homes under the regulation of the ‘Hukou’ system, the migration from rural to urban areas was strictly 

controlled and had to be approved by the authorities 14, 15, 16, 17 (for details on the Hukou system see: 18, 19, 20, 21, 

22, 23, 14. After the implementation of the open market policy, the control of ‘Hukou’ system was relaxed, and 

in 1985, for the first time, rural migrants were allowed to register as temporary residents in urban areas24. 

These ‘temporary’ migrant workers from rural areas have since become an important driver of urbanization in 

China 25, 26, 27, 28, 13.  

 

According to statistical data from the Shenzhen Municipal Government Housing System Reform Office, the 

average monthly income among migrants in Shenzhen was 1,149 RMB in 2004, which was relatively high 

compared to other cities. It was, however, much lower than the income among official residents (2,195 RMB 

per month)9. Nevertheless, it was still largely beyond the average income of people in rural areas and many 
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other cities in 2004, which was typically around 3000 RMB per year 29. The huge income gap between rural 

and urban areas resulted in more and more migrants moving into developed cities like Shenzhen. The 

permanent non-registered population (767,800) exceeded the permanent registered population (648,200) for 

the first time in 1989. Subsequently, the non-registered population kept growing year-by-year and reached 

8,181,100 in 2017, which was as twice the number of the permanent registered population (4,347,200) 3. 

Moreover, these figures did not include the large ‘floating population’ that is not registered at all. Significantly, 

this ‘floating population’ tended to find it impossible to afford the extremely high house prices in Shenzhen 

and therefore the relatively low-rent homes in the urban villages often provide their only solution.  

 

Significantly, China’s increasing neo-liberalism and central fiscal decentralisation led to large amounts of land 

being sold by local governments to raise revenue. As a result, most of the former agricultural land that 

belonged to the urban villages was expropriated, resulting in two major consequences. First, the villages lost 

their agriculture land on which they relied for income leading to them illegally expanding the scale of 

construction on their ‘homes’ to obtain profits from renting out rooms. Secondly, the large amounts of 

previously rural farmland were sold to property developers enabling significant profits for both the 

developers and the local government. The subsequent rising land prices drove-up house prices 3 in the city 

and subsequently the poorer quality housing in the urban villages became affordable housing for the 

immigrant labour force (market economy and neoliberalism). Thus, the strategy of land acquisition did not 

purify or upgrade the urban village, on the contrary, it created low-rent housing in urban villages that became 

indispensable in Shenzhen.  

 

The Issues Facing the Urban Villages  

Due to the absence of governmental control and high-level autonomy of village affairs, the ‘illegal’ 

construction in the urban villages lacked the basic principles of urban planning alongside other building 

regulations. Thus, the profit driven construction process caused a spectrum of problems in relation to the 

physical environment of the urban villages. The original homes were typically traditional Chinese houses of 

no more than 3 storeys, however, in Shenzhen’s urban villages most buildings are now at least 7 storeys tall 

with some exceeding 20 storeys. The original plot size and layout remains and therefore many of these ‘tall’ 

buildings are only a few metres apart leading to little natural light, and security issues. In addition, car parking 

is often completely lacking leading to further congestion and a lack of open space for residents 30, 31. 

 

Besides the terrible physical conditions, there are significant environmental health issues with pollution, waste 

discharge, and garbage disposal creating problems for residents 32. Indeed, essential infrastructure such as 

rainwater and sewage pipes could not easily be integrated into the dense urban villages. High crime rates in 
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the urban villages is also often a problem with data suggesting that more than 90% of criminal behavior is 

caused by migrants in Shenzhen 33, 34, 35. Moreover, the large number of small unregulated stores, such as hair 

salons, food outlets, etc., who often avoid paying taxes can easily lead to a culture of crime. The lack of 

control of these illegal businesses also exacerbates hygiene and fire hazard issues 32. 

 

Behind the scenes of Shenzhen’s rapid rise to become an international city, and ‘under the radar’ of the local 

government, the urban villages continued to evolve. The potential impact of these villages and their locations 

upon the strategic layout and aspirations of Shenzhen has, however, increasingly created obstacles for the city 

government. The urban villages have therefore now become obstacles to the future urban development of 

Shenzhen and the local government is increasingly trying find appropriate ways to intervene in these unique 

places. 

 

2. URBAN VILLAGE, THE BEACON OF SHENZHEN  

2.1 HOW SHENZHEN’S URBAN VILLAGES SURVIVED AND EVOLVED  

The different phenomena of the evolution of the urban villages closely reflects the pace of economic and 

social development in the city. Indeed, the urban villages have evolved under the pressure of globalisation, 

rising land values, gentrification, and redevelopment pressures. This evolutionary process can be explained 

through the following five stages, from their birth to the new retrofit strategies. The discussion about these 5 

stages will be expanded based on,5 factors: time; macro policy in Shenzhen; the situation of the Shenzhen’s 

urban villages; policies for the urban villages; and the economic and social development of Shenzhen (see 

table 1). The macro policy in Shenzhen gives a general view on the current focus of Shenzhen’s municipal 

government and then the situation of the Shenzhen’s urban villages shows the status of it during that period. 

After that the policies related to the urban villages demonstrates the local government’s attitude and this will 

also be emphasized in section 4. Lastly the interaction between the urban villages and the economic and social 

development of Shenzhen will be discussed at the end of each stage. Because of the uniqueness of stage 5, it 

will be treated in more detail in section 3.3. 

 
STAGE TIME MACRO 

POLICY IN 
SHENZHEN 

THE SITUATION OF 
THE SHENZHEN'S 
URBAN VILLAGE 

POLICY ON THE 
URBAN 
VILLAGE 

ECONOMIC 
AND SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
OF SHENZHEN 

0 1949-
1979 

Urban and 
rural areas are 
divided and 
isolated 

No urban villages have 
yet emerged 

No urban villages 
have yet emerged 

Have no different 
with other poor 
cities in China 
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Fig. 7: The entrance gate and fence surrounding the Beyt al-Ayla social housing neighborhood. (Source: 
Author).   
 

 
Fig. 8: Masaken Osman neighborhood: children playing in the street despite an inhospitable and unsafe 
environment (Source: Author).   
 

Concerning Masaken Osman, the settlement is a much larger estate, and this urban refuge for the Syrian 

newcomers was facilitated by a faith-based organization that has established its charitable works and set up an 
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office inside a local mosque in Sixth of October city. The organization has its own criteria for accepting 

Syrians into the areas it controls. Arous calls it a “Patronage Type of protection”.70 The urban environment in 

Masaken Osman is much more deteriorated than in Beyt al-Ayla, the area is more populated and dense, and 

people tend to be more aggressive and suspicious.71 Moreover, interviewees have pointed out the problems of 

insecurity that impede free mobility, especially women, that are often harassed by thugs.72 Along the unclean 

streets, informal kiosks for basic grocery are randomly scattered but any other amenities are lacking (FIG. 8). 

 

In both neighborhoods, Beyt al-Ayla and Masaken Osman, the Syrian community is excluded from fair 

employment and from accessing socially valued resources such as services. Thus, the informal solutions have 

emerged as a result of the unavailability of amenities and as an economic strategy for survival.  

 

Hence, refugees wanted to be integrated and merged with others in some urban areas, such as in the case of 

Al-Hosary Mosque area. While in social housing estates, they kept a low profile, preferred anonymity and 

even searched to be hidden. This was noticed during casual conversations and interviews, some respondents 

were open and at ease, while many others have refused even talking to the researchers, adopting a certain 

apprehension attitude and mistrust. This is certainly due to the dire and fearful experiences they had to 

endure after they were forced to flee their homeland during the war and the persecution they faced by the 

local authorities and some Egyptians.  

 

As such, the more Syrian refugees are socially and economically vulnerable, the more they feel insecure and 

alienated.  In search of social recognition, they have negotiated their ways through new traditions, new 

mechanism of coping and new spatial practices to feel more securely rooted in society. Searching for stability 

and continuity, recovering their repressed histories and identities, their places of congregation and gatherings 

provided them with a sense of familiarity they may be unable to attain in public space, especially in 

economically depressed neighborhoods. Practices, such as cooking traditional food and listening to Syrian 

music made them recover a sense of belonging to the social communities they left in their homeland. 

Reviving their ‘roots’ but also expressing the changes they experienced through their displacement and 

resettlement. In ‘Little Syria’, for example, Syrian newcomers have a sense of self-confidence provided by a 

welcoming and fulfilling environment from a strong Egyptian-Syrian bond.  

 

As a socio-tolerant urban environment, due to its location, being far away from the capital and the political 

conflicts in the inner city, the Sixth of October city has accepted all immigration groups, such as Sudanese, 

Somalis, Iraqis, and others and since 2011 Syrians. However, also thanks of being detached from the capital, 

many of Syrians refugees are living there illegally “in shadow”. In fact, the power that those social groups are 
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obtaining from the surrounding community made them less keen to be legally recognized. Others cannot 

afford to have official documents, or do not want to for security reasons.  

 

Before the Syrians’ arrival, many scholars have pointed out that the financial feasibility of the 6th of October 

city was not stable.73 The city’s urban sphere was failing to attract residents because of the lack of public 

amenities.74 Yet, after the Syrian refugees’ choosing the Sixth of October city as an urban refuge, the city’s 

socio-economic and urban setting have been developing. 75 Syrians were able to gain a recognized position in 

the Egyptian economy because of their reputation as skilled businesspersons and employees, especially in the 

food industry. The well-to-do among them were able to start their own businesses and provide opportunities 

to Syrians and Egyptians alike. Among them, many investors decided to move all their resources in terms of 

capital and economic activities and open factories in the Sixth of October city, consequently, the investments 

have increased in the area in general. The Syrian community’s concentration, clustering and its commercial 

activities and cultural expressions can be considered a catalyst for the under-developed city of Sixth of 

October. Thanks to strong networks between the Syrians and with Egyptians, within these islands of 

freedom, a spatial appropriation took place in the urban space where a collective identity is clearly expressed. 

 

Nevertheless, with a community of Syrian refugees that has begun to settle in Egypt since nearly nine years 

(2011-2020) at the time of writing, a long way is still ahead for them to be fully accepted and recognized 

especially in low-income groups environments. However, they proved in many ways that they are active 

agents of the society and not passive victims whose needs should be considered more effectively.  

 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

For the Egyptian government, Syrian refugees are considered a security threat, a community that has to be 

contained and subjected to strict control and surveillance. Therefore, the Syrian refugees in Egypt cannot 

overcome the self-perception of being “victims”. In government-subsidized social housing neighborhoods, 

they have been suffering from marginalization and exclusion and the class-based polarization of the Great 

Cairo region has aggravated their livelihoods on a daily basis. There, the Syrians live in shadow and created 

their own controlled communities. 

 

The Egyptian government should reconsider its restrictive measures in term of visa regime and access to 

residency for Syrian refugees, and all immigrants as a matter of fact. In accordance with Egypt’s legal 

obligations towards refugees, and signed conventions and protocols, the local authorities should ensure their 

protection from abuse and exploitation and should support their legal recognition to help their equitable 

inclusion into the workforce and labor market. Empowering provinces and cities in managing migration 
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could address the notable mismatch between an evolving labor market and the location of the labor force. In 

fact, housing affordability in provinces, away of main urban centers such as the Great Cairo Region and 

Alexandria can be a driver for starting new urban nodes of development including new factories and 

enterprises, and new employment opportunity for Egyptians and the displaced communities.  

 

Humanitarian agencies and NGOs supporting refugees need to develop their system by introducing planners 

and experts that could work in synergy with local authorities and municipalities to help developing urban 

strategies for newcomers. These International agencies, such as the UNHCR, and local associations should 

also create networks with real-estate offices and work with them to develop their structures in order to 

provide suitable housing options for the refugees. The role of these humanitarian agencies should also 

provide legal assistance to poorer residents to protect them from the threat of eviction. 

 

Although the Government of Egypt continues to allow Syrian children equal access to public primary and 

secondary education as Egyptians, challenges remain. 76 Initiatives that have been taken from the Syrian 

community to integrate Syrian children in the national school system by establishing different educational 

facilities for them should be supported by the Government, the different associations and the local 

community. Education is vital and has a great role to enable Syrian children and youth to feel connected to 

their roots, their origins, to the past and its resources, as “the sense of continuity in time we derive from 

history is an essential nutrient for the soul”. 77  

 

The Media should have a role to help raising public awareness about the importance of supporting and 

integrating migrant communities socially, economically and psychologically; journalists and writers should 

promote the acceptance of ‘the other’. Besides, they can put pressure on the Government towards revising its 

restrictive measures in terms of visa regime and access to residency for migrants and asylum seekers. For 

these refugees who have endured human atrocity and terrible hardships, the “right” of everybody to “have 

rights” 78 must be recognized in host cities.  

 

The spatial polarization of society between rich and poor and the phenomena of uneven development and 

division of labor, as observed by theorists on urban space and human geography cannot be clearer than in the 

Great Region of Cairo. The Megapolis has showed its capacity to house different displaced communities that 

could resettle by establishing networks and relationships to seek livelihood opportunities, this is truly a lifeline 

for them. Nevertheless, no one can say how the situation in Syria will evolve, or if Syrians will ever be able to 

return back home and how many refugees will continue to choose Egypt as a haven. In the 21st century, this 

is a situation facing many cities of the Global South, especially in the Middle East region. This entails a 
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rethinking of the challenges and the potentials, and of the way researchers understand space. Putting in mind 

that space is not something static and neutral but it is something intertwined with time, to respond to the 

fundamental and rapid changes that lie ahead in terms of population, urban dynamics, migration, 

technological and cultural change in cities. 
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