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ABSTRACT
 
New town development remains a significant phenomenon shaping urbanization in the Global South, 
even as architects, planners engineers and consultants from the Global North continue to play an outsized 
role in designing these urban developments. However, contemporary practice and references to circulating 
planning models, ideas and practices are no longer restricted to a unidirectional flow originating in the West 
as aspirational cities from the formerly colonized world have emerged. In recognition of  these emergent 
centers, I focus on the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC), a government-to-government flagship 
project between Singapore and China, situated in Tianjin, China, as a case study of  a new model of  
transnational new town development. 
 
Situating the SSTEC in its broader global intellectual heritage and national sociopolitical contexts, I 
sought to examine the overall structures and planning processes of  the SSTEC. Through interviews with 
Chinese and Singapore planners and actors, I found that it was not a purely state-driven effort, with state 
and private sector actors taking on different roles and responsibilities at each stage from planning and 
design, construction and development to operation and management. The SSTEC represents a model of  
collaboration that is atypical in the supervisory and operational structures set up, length of  commitment 
and its collaborative nature of  the planning process. Furthermore, unlike typical transnational eco-city 
developments, foreign involvement went beyond the mere production of  a set of  plans and designs or even a 
design-build model but rather a design-build-operate model where the Singaporean partners were involved 
at every stage of  the project development. Gaining a deeper and more nuanced theoretical and empirical 
understanding of  policy and planning models, ideas and practices emerging from and mutating in the cities 
of  the Global South will prove to be more urgent as the center of  urban thought leadership shifts away from 
the Global North. 
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1/ INTRODUCTION 
Planning ideas, models and practices have always flowed across borders, facilitated by political 

and economic relationships and in more recent years, networks of  planners, ‘consultants’ and academics. 
These ideas run the range from concepts about the ideal spatial form and imagined utopias (such as 
gated communities, eco-cities), instruments and policies, governance processes and techniques (such as 
sustainability indicators or impact assessments) as well as theories. Imperial expansion and colonialization 
were the primary means of  this transnational flow in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, while the 
hegemonic concepts of  ‘good’ urban planning practices in the mid-twentieth century were shaped by 
Western notions of  ‘modernisation’, Keynesian ideas and industrial economic expansion. (Healey & Upton, 
2010) The foundational notion of  developmentalism and modernisation grounded the transfer process of  
planning ideas in the mid-20th century, as planning was seen as the means by which developing countries 
could then achieve a higher stage of  human social development along a single, universally valid linear 
pathway of  development. (Healey, 2012) Planning traditions and ideas that have emerged from the West have 
traditionally formed the hegemonic standards and metrics of  urban planning and have been perpetuated 
through colonial and aid networks  and through other forms of  international consultancies: the ‘Global 
Intelligence Corps (architectural, engineering and planning professionals) which have traditionally been 
concentrated in first tier cities in Europe and America, like London (Healey, 2012; Olds, 2001; Rimmer, 
1991). These ideas and practices have developed hegemonic power and are seen as the apex of  desirability 
and appropriateness in places that may be far removed from their original conception and context. (Healey, 
2013) 

However, there have been changes in the nature of  this transnational flow of  planning ideas, in 
two main ways, the first being that the scope, pace and intensity of  transnational urban policy transfer 
has increased significantly in the past two decades, given the increased ease of  communications in today’s 
globalised world and an increasing internationalization of  the built environment industry (Harris & Moore, 
2013; Healey, 2013; Rapoport & Hult, 2017). Also, contemporary practice and references to circulating 
planning models, ideas and practices are no longer restricted to a unidirectional flow originating in the West, 
but have widened in scope to include new connections amongst the formerly colonised world, amongst cities 
such as Singapore, Shanghai, Mumbai and Sao Paulo (Roy & Ong, 2011). In particular, the export of  the 
Singapore model of  planning and planning expertise points towards the emergent trend in transnational 
practice of  a new flow of  ideas that could supplant and replace traditional hegemonic one-way flows from 
the global North to the former colonial world, with a potential reverse flow of  planning ideas and practices 
from the emergent aspirational cities of  the developing and former colonial world to the developed world. 
(Sanyal, 1990; Ward, 2010) 

In particular, when one looks at the design and construction of  New Towns today, while architects, 
planners, engineers and other consultants from the Global North still play an important role in designing 
the numerous varieties of  New Towns arising in the Global South, the design and construction of  New 
Towns in the Global North has largely become a historical phenomenon. In fact, one could argue that in 
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the ideological and pedagogical training of  the professional elites in the West, the designing of  New towns, 
the “construction of  entirely new, integral urban systems, the writing of  technocratic and ideological books 
on how to build new cities” has largely disappeared from architectural and planning education. (Keeton, 
2011) In that sense, there appears to be a mismatch between the theoretical and cultural foundations of  
Western architects, planners and engineers and the outsized role they play in designing and constructing 
New Towns in the Global South, given that building the New Town or New City is no longer perceived to 
be “the ultimate horizon the climax of  architectural thinking and urban ideology.” (Keeton, 2011)

On the other hand, in the Global South, New Towns in its various forms, Smart City, Eco-City, 
Low-Carbon City etc. have an enormous potential to change the built environment as they are still very 
much part of  the practice of  urbanization, especially given the break-neck speed of  urban growth and 
development in countries across the Global South. As these contemporary forms of  urbanism begin to rise 
in this latest wave of  urbanization, it is important to situate them in the broader transnational networks of  
policy mobilities, knowledge transfer and circulations of  planning ideas, concepts and models. Today, rather 
than the national or local governments, large multinational firms are becoming increasingly responsible for 
the exchange of  knowledge and design of  New Towns rising in the Global South. The authority over the 
master plan now rests with separate cities in multinational firms. (Keeton, 2011) 

Are these the new cities of  tomorrow? In recognition of  these shifting trends and emergent centers 
of  new urban thought and practices, I look at the Eco-City as a case study of  a contemporary form of  
New Town development in the Global South, particularly in Asia and use Singapore as a case study as an 
example of  an emergent aspirational city as model that is not from the Global North. With this framework, 
I focus on the case of  the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC) as a new model of  transnational New 
Town development that I argue departs from the traditional models of  development in significant ways. 

Along with the (failed) Dongtan Eco-City, the SSTEC has been heralded as a national exemplary 
and a forerunner for other Chinese cities to emulate, representing a new form of  China’s contemporary 
urban development. (Chang, 2017) Indeed, the SSTEC is meant to serve as a model city that would 
fundamentally transform how cities in China will be built in the future. As Mr. Ho Tong Yen, then-CEO of  
the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and Development Company remarked: 

“this will be a model that many people will study, some cities will replicate certain aspects of  the concept 
we have developed here. They may not replicate eco-city in its whole but I think as long as some ideas are 
replicated elsewhere, then I think we would have made a very big contribution to sustainable development.” 
(as quoted in Pow & Neo, 2015, p. 137)  

This modelling of  green urbanism in the form of  new eco-city development in contemporary China 
is increasingly bound up in the global practices of  inter-referencing and the emulation of  aspiration cities and 
best practices not only from traditional Global North sources but also from cities across Asia in the Global 
South. (Pow & Neo, 2015) While the SSTEC can be read as reflecting certain localised regional and national 
ecological conditions, policy initiatives and directions as well as socio-economic context, the international 
collaborations underlying the SSTEC and the transformation of  the project into an exemplary model both 
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locally and internationally points towards the significance of  the SSTEC in transnational networks that 
facilitate the creation of  urban sustainability practices, ideas and standards. 

As an example of  a collaboration that is not between the Global North and South, the SSTEC 
project represents a transnational circulation of  models from emergent centers of  new practices that departs 
from the traditional model of  transnational new town development in several important ways, the most 
obvious one being the role of  the state and the range of  the actors and division of  responsibilities. In the 
case of  the SSTEC, I argue that the planning process, structures of  collaboration and length of  commitment 
as well as the design-build-operate model offer a new model of  new town development that is not typically 
seen in today’s form of  transitional new town development taken on by members of  the Global Intelligence 
Corps. In order to undertake this examination of  the SSTEC as a new model of  development, I draw on 
interviews with six Chinese and Singapore planners who were part of  the planning team or are still involved 
in the project. Apart from these interviews, I also use observations from my site visit to the SSTEC and 
draw from other secondary sources. Much of  the literature on the SSTEC were written in the project’s 
earlier years and I respond to some of  these critiques and commentaries given that the project continues 
to mature and adjust the plans to take into account changes in the larger sociopolitical context, changing 
market trends etc. 

1.1 LIMITATIONS & BOUNDARIES

As a government-to-government project, there is a certain level of  political sensitivity associated 
with the SSTEC. There was a certain degree of  reluctance amongst the Singaporean and Chinese planners 
I had established contact with to be interviewed for this thesis. Coupled with the limited timeframe of  a 
Master’s thesis, this meant that I was only able to incorporate findings from six interviews with Singaporean 
and Chinese planners involved in the project in this thesis. Furthermore, as some of  the reviews of  the plans 
for the first phase of  development were still underway as I was writing this thesis, access to quantitative 
data, such as the actual performance in specific SSTEC Key Performance Indicators, was not available. 
Most importantly, as I reviewed existing scholarship on the SSTEC, which were based on the early days of  
implementation and development, I noted that in many cases these early assessments were premature as the 
SSTEC is still very much in a state of  evolution and further growth and development. At its ten-year mark, 
the SSTEC is still only one-third completed and is only starting to move into phase two of  the development 
plans. Even at this ten-year milestone, it does still feel premature to conclusively assess the performance of  
the SSTEC as a new town development or eco-city, as there are still plenty of  opportunities for iterative 
review and refinement as the project continues to evolve. 

In this thesis, I seek to provide a detailed and in-depth overview of  the SSTEC project, unpacking 
the complexities and nuances of  this project from the potential motivations behind this government-to-
government project on both sides, to the various levels of  actors involved in the planning process. I provide 
a detailed discussion of  the underlying structures and planning processes involved based on the series of  
in-depth interviews done with Singaporean and Chinese planners involved in the project and supplemented 
with a site visit and secondary research from established scholarship on the SSTEC.  
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This thesis does not, however, seek to provide a quantitative assessment on the performance of  
the eco-city or a critical analysis of  the Key Performance Indicators chosen, which other scholars have 
attempted as part of  larger surveys of  Eco-City performance (Zhou et al., 2012). Similarly, I do not attempt 
a discussion of  measuring how “Eco” the SSTEC is as an eco-city, given the lack of  global or national 
definitive standards of  what is considered an eco-city and limited access to quantitative data, this would 
be a much more complicated endeavor that would be beyond the scope and capacity of  this thesis. While 
I seek to provide a detailed discussion that unpacks the underlying structures and processes of  the SSTEC 
as a development model, at this point, I am unable to provide a robust assessment on the outcomes of  this 
development model though I hope future scholarship will fill in this gap. 
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2/ NEW TOWNS:  
IDEAS, MODELS AND PRACTICES

In this chapter, I explore the transnational diffusion of  planning ideas, practices and models 
with some historical perspective and set the larger global context and backdrop to this thesis by a brief  
introduction to the structures and ways in which this transnational transfer occurs. Recent theorists in 
related fields of  geography and political economy have looked at this through policy mobilities studies and 
have posited that the primary ways that this transnational flow of  planning ideas and policies occur are due 
to structural forces of  political and economic regimes or the role of  actors with oftentimes outsized influence 
in the intellectual realm as they peddle knowledge and expertise in the built environment industry. 

An example of  one such transnational circulation of  planning models is that of  the eco-city or 
sustainable urbanism, which one could consider as the latest permutation of  the transnational new town 
movement. The Singapore case study highlights the emerging trend of  cities as models, especially those from 
the formerly colonized world, which is a marked departure from the previous status quo that saw a steady 
West to East or global North to global South unidirectional flow of  planning ideas, practices and models. 
The Singapore case is also unique in that the state is a critical actor in selecting and packaging elements and 
aspects of  its urban planning and design practices and development model for transnational dissemination, 
consumption and adoption in contexts far removed from its origins. This chapter sets the stage for the later 
chapters by providing the background context in which the Tianjin Eco-City project is situated. 

2.1 THE DIFFUSION OF PLANNING IDEAS, MODELS AND PRACTICES  

While town planning had occurred in the ancient civilizations, the modern planning movement 
in the West owes its early beginnings to Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City model, as this watershed model 
represented the birth of  a significantly distinct movement, distinguished by its social purpose. (Hall, 2010) 
Much attention has been paid to the historical analysis of  the international character of  twentieth century 
planning in particular, with scholars pointing to the replication of  Hausmann’s boulevards, Ebenezer Howard’s 
Garden City, the practices of  Reinhard Baumeister and Joseph Stübben’s Stadterweiterungen (town extension) 
in Germany, amongst others as an increased institutionalization of  the international flows of  planning ideas 
and practices. Similarly, the role of  particular individuals like Patrick Geddes, Daniel Burnham, Raymond 
Unwin etc. and their seminal works cannot be ignored in the formation of  an international discourse of  
planning. Despite the disruptive effects of  major wars, internationalism has remained a powerful theme 
in urban planning. (Healey & Upton, 2010) The ideas contained in these publications were interpreted 
and applied into specific national contexts by a host of  professional planning elites throughout the world 
as individual planners began to work transnationally while taking with them their own national planning 
conceptions. (Ward, 2000) Key historical writing that have considered how and why planning ideas and 
practices flowed transnationally would include Peter Hall’s Cities of  Tomorrow and Anthony Sutcliffe’s Towards 
the Planned City. 
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After World War Two especially, in the West, state intervention in the urban development process 
became bureaucratized, requiring larger numbers of  trained professionals who received similar forms of  
training based on the overarching discourse of  planning as “an unambiguously beneficient statist activity 
– comprehensive, technocratic, scientific and still somehow magically reformist” with minimal community 
participation. (Freestone, 2010) The history of  urban planning is complex, encompassing achievement, 
failure, resilience and challenges that integrates a mix of  utopian, anarchist, authoritarian and utilitarian 
reformist influences that favored an emphasis on logic, order, science and rationality as well as the belief  in 
professional intervention for social good (Freestone, 2010) Within this overarching framework, modernist 
practices such as land-use zoning, which includes inherent assumptions of  individualized and formally 
recorded land and property rights and the system of  drawing up spatial plans only after undertaking 
systematic expert surveys as well as a careful analysis of  options to reach a set of  formal plans that would 
then guide development, have been carried by networks of  colonial and post-colonial administrations, 
broader geo-politics like cold-war global political alliances, as well as the professional and academic 
training and networks of  expert groups like development economists, architect-planners and civil engineers 
(Freestone, 2010; Healey, 2013). This transnational transfer of  planning ideas and models brings certain 
cities into conversation with each other while also creating “new mental maps of  best cities for policy that 
inform future strategies” such as Curitiba for environmental planning or Portland for growth management 
(McCann & Ward, 2010). These policies and ideas that rise to the status of  models of  emulation affirm and 
strengthen dominant paradigms and consolidate powerful interests. 

Yet it should be noted that the balance of  exchange and dominant centres of  innovation and 
patterns of  emulation across nations have shifted in these past decades and have not remained static, as the 
circulation of  planning ideas and practices are no longer just in the direction of  global North to South or 
from the developed to the developing world but instead there are new cross-movements with an expansion 
of  regional and global networks of  planning professionals and academics working in different contexts, the 
expansion of  planning education and an increasing production of  academic work on planning experiences 
throughout the world. (Healey, 2010; Ward, 2000) As modern communications allow the transnational 
diffusion of  planning to be more rapid and less spatially bounded, new global thought leaders and centers of  
planning expertise have risen in traditionally non-dominant non-Western contexts, changing the previously-
established paths of  these transnational flows of  planning ideas. 

2.1.1 THEORIES ON HOW PLANNING IDEAS AND MODELS ARE DIFFUSED  

What is the process by which ideas, techniques and practices are formed and then diffused, flowing 
across transnational boundaries? Broadly, planning historians have attributed the diffusion of  planning ideas 
to some combination of  the role of  ‘great men’ – global architects and planners, members of  the global 
international corps with big ideas that “spread because of  the potency of  message and the charisma and 
energy of  those who carried it” (Rimmer, 1991; Ward, 2000, p. 42) and the structural forces of  the global 
hegemony of  Western imperialism that has resulted in the export of  planning ideas in both the colonial and 
post-colonial eras  (Home, 1990; Ward, 2000). Structural dynamics that emphasizes the role of  agents and 
cultural milieux are more common explanations for the means through which planning ideas are circulated. 
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(Healey, 2010; Ward, 2000) 

In this structural vein, others have also used the Actor Network-Theory (ANT) and Interpretive 
Policy Analysis (IPA) as strands of  conceptualization to understand the relations through which policy ideas 
develop and are then packaged and consolidated as concepts with the capacity to travel transnationally 
and have impacts in geographies far removed from their initial formulation. Using ANT, academics have 
analysed how an idea or technique has moved from one site to another transnationally, and how the 
authority embedded in these new concepts are generated through the creation of  networks of  interested 
parties, thereby enrolling these parties into a “recognition of  the value and importance of  a new concept 
or technique”, allowing the concept to accumulate power. (Healey, 2013) These power concepts are then 
able to reorganize and translate how issues and situations are viewed amongst the stakeholder parties and 
how ideas and objects are combined into new ‘assemblages’ of  actors and things that then get formed into 
networks, allowing them to travel, perpetuating this transnational flow of  planning ideas and techniques. 
(Healey, 2013) While ANT focuses on the materiality of  the way practices and ideas are formed and flow 
transnationally, interpretive policy analysis scholars instead give more emphasis to institutional dynamics, 
focusing on how the construction and mobilization of  meaning produces policy discourses which are then 
intitutionalized into practices (Healey, 2013). The focus is on the formation of  policy discourse, in the 
micro-dynamics of  how new perspectives are articulated and the narratives that evolve to form a coherent 
discourse, and the structuring properties of  systems of  meaning. Both ANT and IPA analysts critically 
examine the rationalities and fundamental intellectual positions that are embedded in planning ideas and 
practices as they flow transnationally. 

Based on the post-structural emphasis on a materially heterogeneous and emergent world of  urban 
assemblages, planning ideas and practices also travel around the world in “assemblages”, in the form of  images 
of  urban form or analytical approaches and techniques, administrative and legal policies and operating 
procedures, with political ideas and professional networks forming the ‘circuits of  knowledge’ (Healey, 2013; 
Healey & Upton, 2010). It is this selective diffusion of  planning ideas that are further repackaged and ‘carried’ 
by academics and planning experts and professionals, who select ideas and models or aspects of  models that 
they have been exposed to and ‘take’ these with them. Diffusion processes are therefore not simply about 
the logistics or tracing of  how ideas, practices and models flow transnationally but also involve non-linear, 
complex processes of  translation, interpretation and adaptation. (Healey, 2010) The “global circuits of  
policy knowledge” through which many policy ideas pass are shaped by the dynamics of  globalizing forces 
and political and economic structures and struggles and while there are obvious players such as the United 
Nations, World Bank and International Monetary Fund, there are other circuits of  political, professional or 
academic networks, bilateral aid and investment relations. (McCann, 2011; McCann & Ward, 2010, 2012; 
Roy, 2011; Watson, 2009) Scholars like McFarlane (2011) focus on how the movement of  ideas is carried out 
through the role of  intermediaries and agents, models and texts that constitute the flow of  planning ideas, 
while others like Peck and Theodore explore the mobility and mutation of  policy ideas and techniques as 
they travel, asserting that the process of  policy transfer is “deeply structured by enduring power relations, 
policy norms and local politico-institutional contexts, while at the same time remaking the landscapes from 
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and through which policies emerge and travel” (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 169). As models are applied in 
settings foreign to the contexts of  their original conception, while their universal replicability is typically 
expected, Peck and Theodore argue that the messy realities of  policymaking at the ground level complicates 
the situation, resulting in mutations of  the models, as the models also take on lives of  their own. (Peck & 
Theodore, 2010)

As a means of  categorization, Ward has developed a typology for the diffusion of  planning that 
falls into two distinct groups of  “borrowing” and “imposition” that each contains a spectrum of  three 
subtypes, with the two groups having a fundamental distinction between one situation where the ‘importing’ 
country has the greater role in shaping and controlling the diffusion process (borrowing) versus another in 
which the ‘exporting’ country is the main determining force (imposition) (Ward, 2000). Crucial to the this 
multidimensional matrix that ranges from synthetic borrowing to authoritarian imposition is the larger 
context of  the power relationship between the ‘importing’ and the ‘exporting’ entities.

2.1.2 ACTORS 

The transfer of  ideas is a global-relational, social and spatial process that “interconnects and 
constitutes cities,” making it imperative to undertake a more careful tracing of  the intellectual, policy 
and practitioner networks that support the global expansion of  these planning ideas and their eventual 
implementation in the form of  government initiatives, policies and actual projects on the ground (Larner 
& Laurie, 2010; McCann & Ward, 2010; Peck & Theodore, 2010) Taking a closer look at how these 
ideas flow, one has to consider the role of  actors involved in the travel, transfer and flow of  urban policy 
and planning models, ideas and techniques, which include consultants, experts, gurus and other urban 
policy entrepreneurs, international foundations and think-tanks who serve as ‘transfer agents’ utilizing 
an infrastructure of  conferences, publications, study tours and site visits, with policymaking channels and 
circuits. (Harris & Moore, 2013; McCann & Ward, 2010) Institutions, organizations, professionals and other 
transnational global architecture and planning firms have framed and packaged knowledge about best 
practices, successful cities and new cutting-edge ideas, as seen in the travel and transfer of  ‘new urbanism’ 
ideas through the Congress for New Urbanism for instance. Yet one should note that actors involved in 
the international diffusion of  planning ideas, models and practices do not exist and operate in isolation 
but are sociologically complex actors with identities and professional trajectories that are often intimately 
intertwined with the policy positions and discourses that they espouse (Peck & Theodore, 2010; Prince, 
2012). 

One of  the key groups of  actors involved in the international travels of  planning models and ideas 
would be the Global Intelligence Corps, the “small community of  property developers, architects, planner 
and academics working within transnational architecture, engineering and property development firms who 
draw upon each other’s work in planning and building urban megaprojects around the world” (Olds, 2001; 
Rimmer, 1991). These GIC firms run the range from large multinational companies to small boutique 
starchitect practices, but what sets them apart is the breadth of  their international work and the scope of  
their influence as they establish and standardize norms and narratives of  planning models and practices, 
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such as what constitutes ‘sustainable’ 
urban planning. These consultancies can 
be seen as ‘transfer agents’, or ‘policy 
transfer entrepreneurs’ who mobilize 
policy and planning ideas internationally 
by producing and packaging knowledge 
through a careful selection of  ideas, 
practices and techniques that allows 
for the easy dissemination and export, 
thereby establishing and reinforcing 
norms (Prince, 2012; Rapoport & Hult, 
2017). Through their role in creating 
and diffusing knowledge and mobilizing 
policy, private sector agents have gained 
ascendancy in the transnational diffusion 
of  planning ideas and models. While 

North American and Western European firms have traditionally been disproportionately represented in 
these large-scale international projects, the international work of  the GIC has started to veer away from 
the simple unidirectional former colonial lines of  domination but there have an increasingly complex and 
multidirectional flow of  ideas with firms from other regions of  the world, such as Lebanon’s Dar al Handasah 
and Singapore’s RSP achieving an increasingly regional and global reach. (Rapoport, 2015a)

Besides corporate actors, state actors may also operate as active transfer agents. As Bok and Coe 
argue, states should be seen “not just as functional and institutional infrastructures across and through 
which policies circulate” but instead as agents of  policy mobilization. (Bok & Coe, 2017, p. 52) State actors 
can play active roles in importing and exporting policy knowledge across transnational boundaries, making 
space for industry consultants as state transfer agents work with local consultants to select and package 
aspects of  urban planning ideas and practices in an exportable model suitable for easy foreign consumption 
(Bok, 2015; Bok & Coe, 2017; Pow, 2014). While it is important to acknowledge that state actors are active 
players in this international diffusion of  planning ideas, state actors are often not a monolithic bloc acting in 
tandem, but are frequently a dynamic coalition of  actors capable of  actively creating, selecting, steering and 
adopting these transnational policy mobilizations according to their specific agendas as they can play both 
the role of  importer and exporter. It is also in this setting that the private sector Global Intelligence Corps 
are able to act and influence the trajectories of  policy mobilizations as state actors increasingly create spaces 
for these international experts, who move across space as exporters of  knowledge and ideas, leveraging 
their market power to legitimize particular policies and standards as normative best practice. (Bok & Coe, 
2017; Rapoport & Hult, 2017) Similar to the private sector actors, there are shifts in the global balance that 
arguably undermine paternalist neocolonial exchanges, with the emergence of  new powerhouses that have 
disrupted previously established patterns in the production, modeling and mobilizing of  best practices, and 
planning ideas, signifying shifts in the geopolitics of  urban policy relations though not necessarily supplanting 

Figure 2: Sir Norman Foster, one prominent member of  the GIC
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the existing North-South channels. (Bok & Coe, 2017; Roy, 2011) Singapore is one such example of  a state 
playing an active role in packaging its urban development experiences and positioning its branding as an 
aspirational success story, for easy export to countries in the Global South especially. 

2.1.3 POLITICAL STRUCTURES  

There has been a long history of  exporting and transferring urban planning ideas, techniques 
and systems from the global North to the South through colonialism and postcolonial power relations. 
Colonialism and imperialism promulgated ideas about the ideal city form and structure and the organization 
of  urban land and property rights that left legacies which affect former colonies to this day. (Healey, 2013; 
Home, 1990; King, 1977) French, British and German models of  town planning were imposed on their 
colonies, with the imperial world serving as one of  the “principal test beds for modern Western style urban 
planning” (Ward, 2010, p. 49). Prominent examples include the British planning of  the new capital for India 
in New Delhi as well as the renewal of  major port cities of  Bombay and Calcutta, which the principles were 
then later exported and transplanted in other British colonies like Malaya, Nigeria etc, while the French had 
its imperial protectorate Morocco in which it launched a national programme of  urban planning. With a 
lack of  planning institutes in the colonial territories, the technical expertise lay with the professionals from 
the colonial powers as few indigenous professionals were sufficiently qualified to be employed by the colonial 
governments as experts. Furthermore, the few indigenous professionals had also received their training in 
the centres of  colonial power, setting up long-term patterns of  overseas training and expertise dependence 
that shaped transnational flows of  planning ideas and models. (Ward, 2010)

 
Even after the decline of  formal colonialism, a neo-colonialism underpinned by dependency 

on foreign aid and supported by supranational institutions like the World Bank or the United Nations 
has perpetuated a predominantly one-way flow of  planning ideas from the Global North to the Global 
South, from the developed world to the developing world (Sanyal, 1990; Ward, 2000). For many of  the 
former colonies, the responsibilities of  physical planning to cater to the emerging needs of  the urbanizing 
population surpassed the limited available technical capacities of  the new national governments, forcing 
them to depend on external expertise through foreign technical aid. (Ward, 2010) With many bilateral 
and multilateral aid programs run by wealthier countries as well as other international non-government 
agencies that work in the planning and environmental fields or support planning and development projects, 
there are new networks and lows of  people, resources and an exchange of  experiences, expertise and an 
advocation for particular approaches, models and practices that are grounded in particular theories and 
philosophies transplanted from their original places of  conception. (Healey, 2010) In many cases, colonial 
planning officials remained and occupied advisory roles or took on academic roles in newly formed planning 
institutes and programs to meet the shortfall in expertise in the immediate years, while the legal structures, 
systems, policies and working practices that were grounded in concepts and theories exported from the West 
remained part of  the planning practice of  the post-colonies. Naturally in the postcolonial Cold War era, 
the Soviet bloc also played a significant role in the transnational circulation of  planning ideas, providing aid 
and technical assistance to new nations with communist governments that was grounded in the communist 
ideological framework, with Soviet planning experts dispatched to draw up appropriately communist and 
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plans for cities in China, Northern Vietnam and other Soviet bloc states that departed from ‘colonial’ ways 
of  thinking. Some postcolonial socialist or revolutionary governments also invited planners from communist 
countries to assist in training indigenous planners or to provide technical planning assistance. (Ward, 
2010) These architects and urban planners who designed and built the new towns of  the Soviet Bloc were 
members of  a generation of  professionals who went through years of  exile during National Socialism and 
the war, which enhanced their international networks and the transfer of  planning concepts. Their planning 
expertise was promoted by the Soviet regime on the basis of  reconstruction, economic development and the 
means of  imagining an ideal socialist world. (Wakeman, 2016)

Today, postcolonial networks of  the exchange of  professional and academic training and expertise 
still reflect these structural relations for the circulation of  planning ideas. Criticisms have been raised on 
the general universal applicability of  planning concepts and the inherent assumptions built into ideas about 
particular techniques, urban forms and models that are inappropriate to different contexts and situations 
especially when these concepts are transplanted in the Global South (Healey, 2013; Ward & Cherry, 2013; 
Watson, 2009). However, in recent years, power centres in the Global South, in places like Asia and Latin 
America that have challenged the dominance of  the traditional Western hegemony of  planning ideas 
and practices and the unidirectional flow of  ideas and concepts, reorienting urban theory and planning 
policymaking and practice forming from the Global South. (Harris & Moore, 2013; Healey & Upton, 2010; 
Roy, 2009, 2011; Watson, 2009) As noted earlier, Singapore is one such example that challenges the notion 
that urban policy innovations and flows must necessarily originate from the West as intra-Asian urban 
connections and policy flows within the Global South has gained significance in recent years. 

2.2 NEW TOWN DEVELOPMENT & ECO-CITIES 

2.2.1 NEW TOWN DEVELOPMENT  

New towns have been constructed since the beginning of  recorded history but what is ‘new’ about 
it is that the label is applied “at specific moments in history to denote deliberate and highly symbolic acts 
of  territorial control and settlement” such that each town acted as a brand and a vision of  the future, with 
the design and layout, societal functions and structures underscoring the underlying philosophy and core 
concepts (Wakeman, 2016, p. 1). The New Town movement in the West had its golden years primarily in 
1945-1970, deployed to address the housing crisis of  postwar reconstruction, congestion of  inner cities and 
served as an asset to the military-industrial complex, being located next to or around key sites of  production 
(Forsyth & Crewe, 2009).  The new town movement has a rich intellectual history (Osborn and Whittick, 
1977; Wakeman, 2016; Hall and Ward, 1998; Ward, 2002; Fishman, 1977; Forsyth & Crewe, 2009b), 
though much of  the existing literature on new towns is contemporary to the golden age of  the new town 
movement with little attention thereafter (Forsyth & Crewe, 2009). However there has been a revival of  
academic interest in new towns at the turn of  the millennium. 

Precisely because of  the nature of  new towns, as a tool for reconstruction and resource extraction, 
population resettlement or territorial dominion, as a solution for the problems of  big cities – overcrowding, 
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congestion, pollution, as aspirations for living in nature but above all, as a symbol of  the future and 
embodiment of  higher ideals, architecture and planning experts played a huge role in the circulation of  
these ideals, concepts and models. Notable actors involved on the global scale included practitioners such 
as Constantinos Doxiadis, Victor Gruen and James Rouse, as well as organizations such as the RAND 
Corporation, the Ford Foundation and the United Nations, though of  course governments from the national 
to the local municipal levels as well as new town development corporations also played significant roles in 
the new town movement, contributing to the movement as an intellectual endeavour.  (Wakeman, 2016) 
Constantinos Doxiadis, with his self-constructed “Ekistics” or the ‘science of  human settlements’, designed 
and implemented New Towns, extensions to existing cities, and whole ecologies of  agriculture and villages, 
utilities like waterworks, sewage installations and urban renewal projects across four continents, particularly 
in the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent as he was frequently hired by supranational entities like the 
World Bank on projects in the Global South. (Wakeman, 2016)

The new town movement played a major role in regional growth strategies in the West and became 
a transnational movement, being exported to and adapted by newly independent nations in postcolonial 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East (Wakeman, 2016). New towns comprise a diverse range of  typologies, 
having been adapted over the decades, with scholars differing on the categorisation and definition of  
new towns versus satellite towns, new communities, planned communities etc. (Forsyth & Crewe, 2009; 
Wakeman, 2016). New towns are an example of  the transnational flow of  planning ideas and models, with 
Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City or the export of  new town design and development through the colonial 
period and into the post-colonial period as newly independent nations constructed new towns to break 
away from the colonial past and seek to address the problems of  the present cities through development and 
modernisation, drawing on Western influences or in the case of  the communist bloc, from the Soviet Union. 

New towns are still being developed in Asia at ambitious scales, especially in countries like India 
and China where new town developments like Thames Town in Shanghai, China or the Kolkata West 
International City near Kolkata, India are employed as planned suburbanization on a national scale, to 
accommodate population from highly dense urban centers and redistribute resources across the metropolitan 
region. (Wang et al., 2010) In India, a national policy to promote the growth of  100 new towns of  one-
million target population by 2020 was announced in 2010. (Wang et al., 2010) However in the US there 
are few developments that have sufficient population and use density to be self-contained (Forsyth 2003). 
In recent years however, new town development has shifted to the ideals of  sustainability and ecotopia, as 
well as smart cities that apply cutting-edge digital technologies. New towns are ambitious blueprints for the 
future that act as transformational objects and still serve as a source of  fascination for urban practitioners 
because of  the utopian promise that they embody, acting as critique and corrective for the present and the 
“material structure of  potentialities and aspirations” (Wakeman, 2016, p. 307). 

2.2.2 ECO-CITIES AND SUSTAINABILITY 

Today, sustainability is a prominent discourse in urban planning practice in many parts of  the 
world, with the ‘eco-city’ and ‘low-carbon city’ as the latest form of  the New Town movement that has 



24

gained traction in academic and policy discourse in the past decade (de Jong et al., 2015; Rapoport, 2015a; 
Rapoport & Hult, 2017). International demand for practical solutions to ensure the sustainability of  urban 
living has grown, leading to a proliferation of  proposals for new urban developments designed with the 
principles of  sustainability, with these sustainable urban projects ranging from small urban infill projects to 
entire new towns (Rapoport, 2015a) The ‘eco-city’ concept has emerged from the fundamental objective 
of  sustainability and the application of  ecological principles to urban planning, design and management 
and over time has evolved in tandem with changing environmental priorities. In the 1970s, aspects of  
the eco-city concept surfaced in the U.S. and Western Europe as an integrated approach of  self-sufficient 
urban living to address the ills associated with industrialization and hyper-urbanization.(Chang, 2018)  Eco-
cities are part of  a lineage of  new town developments that have sought to improve the built environment 
for social, economic and environmental reasons, responding to the perceived ills of  society by creating a 
‘sustainable’ future in the built environment. 

Scholars differ on the exact 
origins of  the ‘eco-city’, though Richard 
Register and his colleagues at Berkeley 
have been seen as some of  the early 
thinkers in this field who developed ten 
principles to rebuild cities in balance with 
nature, but also to create socially equitable, 
environmentally-friendly communities 
through affordable, compact, green and 
mixed use developments near transit 
nodes with clean transportation options 
and ecologically sound commercial and 
personal practices such as recycling and 
resource conservation. (Caprotti et al., 
2015; Imura, 2010; McManus, 2015) 
There is even less consensus on the 

definition of  an eco-city globally, with some existing cities being labelled as eco-cities, while the label has 
also been applied to emerging new cities that include the latest eco-technology, design and materials. The 
eco-city concept has remained largely open to interpretation in terms of  definition and focus, with three 
broad definitional categories that encompass most current eco-city developments: (a) new-build eco cities, 
(b) retrofitted existing urban developments, (c) expansion of  existing urban areas. (Chang, 2015; de Jong et 
al., 2015; Imura, 2010; Joss, 2011; Pow & Neo, 2010) In the West, this form of  new town development has 
typically emphasised “compact, self-sufficient communities with minimal ecological impact, constrained 
economic growth, orientation towards the locality, community participation and social equity” (Chang, 
2015, p. 61). Other definitions of  eco-cities are as broad, defining an eco-city analytically as a development 
of  substantial scale, occurring across multiple sectors and supported by policy processes. (Joss, 2010, 2011) 
Given this lack of  clarity on the definition of  an eco-city, the eco-city is perhaps better understood as an 

Figure 3: Richard Register – Rebuilding Cities in Balance with Nature



25

“umbrella concept” that encompasses a collection of  normative and procedural proposals about how to 
create more sustainable urban areas. (Rapoport, 2014)

Ideas similar to the eco-city 
have been in global circulation for many 
years in the form of  the Garden City or 
green city concepts. (Imura, 2010; Lye 
& Chen, 2010b). Ebenezer Howard’s 
Garden City model was a response to 
the deplorable living conditions found 
in the industrial cities of  Western 
Europe at the time, which were 
places of  pollution and overcrowding.  
However, unlike its predecessor of  the 
Garden City model, there is no clear 
consensus on the exact definition of  an 
eco-city and this model of  sustainable 
urbanism is not codified or written 
down as a set of  definitive rules or 
model but could be seen as a collection 
of  ideas or a “menu of  options” (Imura, 
2010; Rapoport & Hult, 2017). While 
critical concerns that earlier version of  
‘eco-cities’ or sustainable urbanism tried to address were centered on issues of  rapid population growth, 
serious air, water and land pollution in the 1960s and 70s, in the 1980s, the ‘ecopolis’ concept pioneered by 
the Germans emphasised the use of  natural energy sources and a proactive approach to environmentally-
friendly practices such as recycling, seeking to incorporate nature, resources and energy efficient use in an 
integrated way in a city development. (Imura, 2010) 

The eco-city concept has been promoted by various agencies, most notably the United nations 
through their 1991 Sustainable Cities Program that seeks to promote environmentally sustainable urban 
development, even as the emphasis on aspects of  sustainability has changed during various phases of  this 
program. In more recent years, the eco-city concept has grown in stature in the urban policy landscape 
and is now widely embraced as a means of  achieving urban sustainability. Today, flagship eco-city projects 
are being built across the globe, such as Masdar in Abu Dhabi, Songdo Eco-City in South Korea, while 
retrofitting eco-city concepts into pre-existing urban forms is also becoming more commonplace with 
examples like Curitiba in Brazil, Freiburg in Germany and Vaxjo in Sweden. (Caprotti, 2014a; Chang, 
2018; Cugurullo, 2016; Kim, 2014; Shwayri, 2013) Swedish, German and Dutch cities in particular are seen 
as the frontrunner of  establishing eco-city concepts.  The proliferation of  planned eco-cities is especially 
evident in the Global South, where there are significant growing concerns about climate change and rapid 

Figure 4: Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City model
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urban growth and the urbanization challenge is most severe.(Chang, 2018) In China alone, there are more 
than 100 planned eco-city projects (Caprotti, 2014a), with the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City, Dongtan 
Eco-City in Shanghai and the Caofeidian in Tangshan in particular drawing keen academic focus (de Jong 
et al., 2015; Fu & Zhang, 2017; Joss & Molella, 2013). 

Figure 5: Masdar City masterplan by Foster + Partners

Figure 6: Songdo Eco-City masterplan by Kohn Pederson Fox
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More crucially though, sustainability concepts in the form of  eco-city development ideas and 
practices in popular circulation transnationally find their origins in post-industrial societies in the Global 
North. These Western-based models of  eco-cities showcase a form of  urbanism that features local 
communities with minimal ecological footprints, a service-based economy, strong local civic participation 
and egalitarian social relations as well as a “return-to-nature” form of  development. (Chang, 2018) As these 
models, ideas and practices are circulated and land in the Global South where socio-political and economic 
contexts and conditions differ from the original setting, they could morph and mutate. However, as a model 
ostensibly originating outside of  the Global North, in many ways, the planning of  the SSTEC is a departure 
from these ideals and concepts of  the eco-city as propagated by members of  the Global Intelligence Corps 
hailing from the Global North. In siting the SSTEC within this larger framework and transnational flow of  
sustainability concepts and eco-city ideas, it is important to first understand the Singapore context, how this 
planning model is circulated, referenced and packaged, as well as the players involved.  

2.3: THE SINGAPORE PLANNING MODEL 

Given its economic successes and achievements in the realm of  urban planning, Singapore is often 
considered a model city to be emulated, not only by cities in the Global South but those in the Global 
North as well, particularly in the areas of  urban housing, transportation planning and economic planning 
strategies. As Pow argues, Singapore has become “a site of  the production of  urban planning knowledge 
and ‘best practices’ that gets assembled and translated into contemporary circuits of  capital” (Pow, 2014, p. 
297). This is part of  a larger global circulation of  urban models, exemplars of  best practices and values that 
have been dislocated from their place of  origin and transplanted to an adopted site (Woods & Kong, 2017). 
The allure of  the Singapore model stems from the fact that it has solved many of  the urban problems that 
have plagued other cities with which it once shared ‘developing city’ status and has since become a global 
icon. The Singapore urban model thus has been exported to many cities in the Global South, as a “set of  
perfectible, repeatable technocratic spatial controls now available as lessons of  urban economic development 
that can be imparted transnationally… to the emerging economies of  Asia and elsewhere”(Chua, 2011, p. 
38). 

Singapore as an aspirational model is part of  a larger distinct shift, in which the capitalist modernity 
is “no longer understood as having its centre in the West with postcolonial urban forms a mere derivative 
or imitation of  them” (Watson, 2016). As Ong argues, the emergent practices of  urban modelling, inter-
referencing and forming of  new solidarities constitute a set of  distinctive visions of  global modernity “that 
exist without essential reference to the West”, “destabilising established criteria of  global urban modernity” 
(Roy & Ong, 2011, p. 14). Singapore has emerged as a replicable aspirational urban model that “does not 
find its ultimate reference in the West”, becoming a global urban centre to be invoked, envied and emulated 
in its slew of  urban innovations and governmental policies to tackle urban planning problems such as public 
housing, water management systems, industrial development etc. in its journey to becoming a world-class 
city (Roy & Ong, 2011). Indeed, as a director at the Urban Redevelopment Authority stated in an interview, 
“in many developing countries, there is great demand for Singapore’s expertise. Many of  them came to 
Singapore and saw what we have achieved and want to replicate what we have done here. We often get 
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Figure 7: Singapore as an Aspirational City

Figure 8: Visuals for the Guangzhou Knowledge City Project
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requests from China, India, Myanmar and even faraway places like in Africa and South America. They are 
all eager to learn from us and apply those lessons back home.” (Pow, 2014, p. 292) 

As Shatkin argues, Singapore’s state control of  urban planning and use of  planning for political 
ends while still achieving economic success lends Singapore a sense of  allure and firmly positions her as 
an aspirational city, particularly for cities of  the Global South, with governments throughout Asia evoke 
Singapore as a model for effective technocratic planning, environmental sustainability, public housing 
provision and urban redevelopment (Shatkin, 2014). The Singapore model and its policy flows amongst cities 
in the Global South challenges the Anglo-American-centric scholarship that often assumes urban policy 
innovations and flows must necessarily originate from the West. Indeed, in many cities of  the Global South, 
the “Singapore brand name” is well-received and highly sought-after, being associated with ‘reliability’, 
‘efficiency’ and ‘some form of  quality assurance’ (Pow, 2014, p. 292).

The Singapore model has been actively marketed by the state itself, with entities such as government 
ministries, statutory boards and research institutions serving as ‘transfer agents’ that work collectively to 
distil the model into easily digestible bite-sized information for the consumption of  foreign visitors. The 
Singapore government has systematically made efforts to export the country’s public sector expertise. 
Singapore has a network of  public agencies that work to perpetuate and disseminate the Singapore model, 
burnishing Singapore’s image abroad while strengthening economic and political relationships at the state 
and municipal levels. In the area of  urban planning, the key players are Urban Redevelopment Authority 
(URA) and other institutions such as the Centre for Liveable Cities (CLC)1. Chua argues that together, these 
entities serve as the transfer agents and policy peddlers for the Singapore model (Chua, 2011). 

Urban officials, consultants and professionals from all over the world frequently visit Singapore on 
‘study trips’ to learn about Singapore’s policies and urban innovations.  Indeed, since 1992, municipal officers 
from China, Southeast Asia and other developing regions have attended a special programme in Singapore, 
dubbed “The Mayors’ Class” to learn of  Singapore’s experiences and practices in city government. For 
many of  these developing countries, there have also been high-level exchanges at the state level (Chua, 
2011). The URA had also set up a special department in 2009, the URA International Group, to share 
Singapore’s planning experience and expertise with foreign counterparts (this department has since been 
incorporated into other departments in subsequent organisational restructuring). URA has run various 
planning courses targeted at both foreign and local government officials and private sector professionals, 
with other numerous customised short sessions conducted in Singapore for visiting dignitaries, leaders and 
professionals. (Urban Redevelopment Authority, 2011) In a more practical aspect of  exporting its planning 
expertise overseas, URA has also played a leading role in the master planning of  the Sino-Singapore Tianjin 
Eco-City, Guangdong Knowledge City Project, of  which this thesis will draw on the Tianjin Eco-City as a 
case study. 

Besides just exporting the Singapore model, Singapore has also positioned herself  as an arbiter 

1  Centre for Liveable Cities (CLC): a statutory board established by the Ministry of  National Development and the 
Ministry of  the Environment and Water Resources in 2008 to showcase Singapore’s expertise in urban governance, integrated 
urban planning, resource and traffic management, affordable quality housing, environmental sustainability, etc. 
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on the world stage for what is deemed to be desirable in the realm of  urban development, as well as 
a ‘thought-leader’ that facilitates the exchange of  ideas amongst cities, especially through initiatives 
such as the Lee Kuan Yew World City Prize. Jointly organised by the URA and the CLC, the Lee 
Kuan Yew World City Prize is a biennial international award given to cities and their key leaders 
and organisations that “honours outstanding achievements and contributions to the creation of  
liveable, vibrant and sustainable urban communities around the world” and focuses on the sharing 
of  “practical and cost effective solutions and ideas” (Lee Kuan Yew World City Prize website, accessed 
2018). Awardees have included the recent urban planning darling Medellin (2016) and Seoul (2018). 
Interestingly, the first two awardees were Bilbao (2010) and New York City (2012) – Singapore’s stature 
has risen to the point of  being able to validate urban practices and practices from the Global North. 

The URA and the CLC also organise the biennial World Cities Summit (WCS) and its associated 
annual World Cities Summit Mayor’s Forum. The WCS serves as “an exclusive platform for government 
leaders and industry experts to address liveable and sustainable city challenges, share integrated 
urban solutions and forge new partnerships” while the Mayor’s Forum is an annual “by-invitation-
only global event for city leaders to discuss pressing urban issues and share best practices with one 
another” (World Cities Summit website). These international forums are crucial sites in the process of  
policy assemblages but also serve to generate policy consensus through the hegemonic construction of  
urban knowledge about what constitutes ‘innovative’, ‘sustainable’ and ‘liveable’ models and paradigms 
of  urban development policy (Pow, 2014). By hosting forums such as the World Cities Summit, which 
sees more than 3000 participants including politicians, industry leaders and professional planners or 
key civil servants from across the world, Singapore has staked a place on the world stage by facilitating 
the exchange of  ideas and collaborations, further burnishing the global profile of  the city-state. 

Similar to the study trips taken by public officials on their visits to Singapore, a key component of  
the WCS are also the site visits, which are half-day tours hosted by various public agencies in Singapore, 
designed to “offer participants first-hand perspectives on how policies and ideas can be implemented 
successfully… while providing unique, practical learning experiences”. (World Cities Summit, 2018) As 
Pow notes, this form of  ‘policy tourism’ is not restricted to meeting rooms and offices or at global forums, 
but occurs in the city itself, which serves as a stage for the dramatization of  urban policies (Pow, 2014). Such 
‘policy tourism’ involves the “rescripting of  places, the reassembling of  cities out of  the bits and pieces that 
are visited by urban policy-makers” (Pow, 2014) 

As seen in the sections above, the Singapore government is more than happy to oblige with 
packaging Singapore’s development experience, history, policies and strategies and marketing this as the 
Singapore model, having instituted structures, departments within key planning agencies and even set up a 
coordinating agency to respond to foreign governments’ interest in the Singapore development experience. 
However, the marketing of  the Singapore model is not restricted to the purview of  the public sector only. As 
Chua notes, “convinced that the Singapore urban planning guidelines and parameters ‘work,’ self-assured 
Singaporean government-owned and private architectural and planning consultancies have been marketing 
their expertise in environmental and infrastructure planning, and implementation of  urban industrial parks 
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Figure 9: Lee Kuan Yew Prize 2018 Award Ceremony

Figure 10: The WCS is jointly held with other conferences and has delegations from all across the world
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and residential estates, to the world” (Chua, 2011). The belief  in the replicability of  the Singapore model of  
development is perhaps best exemplified by Singapore’s theme and exhibition at the 2010 Venice Biennale, 
“1000 Singapores”, which envisioned the entire world population of  6.5 billion living and working in 1000 
Singapore-sized islands as a global sustainability solution, disregarding Singapore’s unique political and 
socioeconomic context and assuming the universality of  applicability. The context of  urban planning and 
housing principles were seen as abstract formulas that could be applied transnationally. In particular, two 
of  the government-linked planning consultancy firms are especially active in this realm – Surbana and 
Jurong International which was spun-off from Housing Development Board (public housing authority) 
and the Jurong Town Corporation (industrial estate development and management authority) respectively. 
As an urban planning and design consulting firm, Surbana has expanded to operate in 24 countries, not 
just regionally in Southeast Asia, but in the Middle East, Latin America and Africa. As Shatkin notes, 
Singaporean state-owned enterprises and government-linked private developers have been engaged as 
investors and consultants in a wide range of  large-sale urban redevelopment projects throughout Asia and 
have further expanded their reach into the Middle East, Latin America and Africa (Shatkin, 2014). 

As Chua (2011) argues, Singapore’s economic and urban planning success is the result of  a 
comprehensive package of  inextricably linked ideological, political and economic practices that form a 
network of  interconnected factors that contribute to Singapore’s development in complex and non-linear 
forms of  interactions. Each factor developed at a particular moment in time in response with a given 
situation and modified according to changing domestic and global economic and socio-political conditions 
and needs. To develop the Singapore model, the entire trajectory of  Singapore’s history of  growth has to 
be disassembled into separate discrete practices and abstracted as a formula for a “best practice” that is no 
longer spatially or temporally bound through transnational transference to cities of  the Global South, with 
no regard for the new contexts as a simplistic form of  ‘mix-and-match’.  

Figure 11: Singapore’s Surbana Group was involved in the masterplanning of  Kigali, Rwanda
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Questions have been raised about the replicability of  Singapore’s industrial zones, financial districts 
or sustainable infrastructure, given that any urban model has to be inserted into a different set of  political, 
socioeconomic and material conditions and contexts elsewhere. As Shatkin (2014, p. 94) recognises, there 
are a number of  questions that need to be asked regarding the exportability and applicability of  urban 
models to different contexts, such as the responsiveness of  the models to local opportunities and constraints, 
the effectiveness of  the models in overcoming obstacles to urban redevelopment, and what implications the 
resulting models of  urban governance and design have for social and political change. As Roy & Ong (2011) 
assert, city-modelling can have complex political implications that go beyond improve urban infrastructure 
but can also serve as a political tool for changing the built form and social spirit of  another urban environment 
through the introduction of  new governing norms or the incorporation of  unwilling subjects into a new 
scheme. Urban modelling therefore represents “the commodification of  urban innovation; a product that is 
packaged and marketed to an international audience of  planners, policymakers and politicians looking to 
leverage the success of  countries like Singapore” (Woods & Kong, 2017, p. 211). 

Singapore as model is doubly unique both in terms of  the underlying political and socioeconomic 
structures undergirding urban planning principles but also in the active role of  the state in packaging and 
marketing its urban planning expertise as a means of  stimulating continued economic growth for Singapore. 
As asserted, the state plays a significant and active role in coordinating and managing the packaging, 
dissemination and diffusion of  key lessons and digestible models of  Singapore’s planning ideas, local private 
sector entities are also critical agents in supporting and facilitating the mobilities of  these policies, practices 
and ideas. It should also be noted that the dissemination of  planning ideas and practices from Singapore are 
also aided by supranational entities like the World Bank, which released its Urban and Local Government 
Strategy (System of  Cities) that highlighted the crucial links between cities across transnational boundaries 
and the roles that cities play in confronting global issues. The World Bank lauded Singapore as a model 
and furthered the transnational promotion and dissemination of  urban planning and development ideas by 
facilitating World Bank-Singapore government partnerships in the region. (McManus, 2015)

2.4 CONCLUSION

Aided by modern communication and the greater ease of  accessibility and increased participation 
in intellectual discourse, the diffusion of  planning will continue with these transnational flows of  planning 
ideas becoming more rapid, comprehensive and less spatially bounded though the process is still being driven 
by economic imperatives as cities seek planning models from aspirational cities in the bid to attract or retain 
highly mobile international capital (Ward, 2000). Hence, it is imperative to grapple with and examine the 
transnational flow of  planning ideas as understanding what happens as planning concepts, ideas and models 
travel from place to place could help us to learn what the “contingent universals” are, how to learn from 
the contingent experiences of  others and when to turn to endogenous responses to particular situations, as 
we gain greater sensibilities to the implicit pasts and in-built assumptions of  these transnationally circulated 
ideas and models. (Healey, 2012)

Cities play a significant role as “strategic geographical locales for the emergence, translation, 
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circulation and realization of  sustainability at all scales” (Chang, 2015, p. 58), given the evolving urban 
sustainability policies and the rapid rate of  urbanization globally. While eco-cities were originally conceived 
of  as small-scale interventions to be developed through a bottom-up process motivated by concerns about 
ecological protection and social equity, today contemporary eco-city projects are more likely to be large, 
ambitious and technologically-driven projects with bold claims, ambitious targets and attractive designs that 
are led by state and transnational private sector actors. (Rapoport, 2014) 

Eco-cities are seen as potential viable models of  future urban development and while environmental 
concerns remain a driver of  these projects, there are often larger aims and objectives that are as much 
political or economic in nature as environmental. Their benefits, lessons and consequences stand to have 
a significant impact well beyond their local or even national contexts, especially because building an 
eco-city is seen as not only a powerful way to indicate a commitment to sustainability, but also a means 
of  differentiating a particular urban development in a competitive environment to encourage further 
investments and economic development, as the nature and ecological aspects of  the eco-city project is seen 
as an important selling point. (Rapoport, 2014; Wu, 2012) However, given the concerns that eco-cities may 
be impractical or inaccessible to the vast majority of  the world’s urban dwellers who are unable to afford 
these new urban innovations, eco-city projects could have the undesirable effect of  increasing inequality and 
patterns of  exclusion. (Caprotti et al., 2015; Lye & Chen, 2010a) 

New-build eco-cities have had a poor track record in terms of  actual implementation. Given the 
recent spate of  eco-city developments in China, it would be remiss not to explore Chinese eco-cities. In 
particular, the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City has been heralded as an exemplar eco-city and has achieved 
recognition as being perhaps the most successful Chinese eco-city. As a government-to-government flagship 
project, the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City offers an interesting case study that could point towards new 
trends in eco-city development. 
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3/ ECO-CITY DEVELOPMENT IN CHINA 
AND SINO-SINGAPORE RELATIONS 

3.1 INTRODUCTION

To understand the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC), it is necessary to not only situate the 
project within the larger global circulatory discourses of  knowledge-sharing, policy transfers and networks 
of  Global Intelligence Corps, but to also consider the wider geographical and socio-political context of  the 
SSTEC as these are critical drivers of  eco-city development, especially in China. (Bok & Coe, 2017) With eco-
urbanism becoming an increasingly popular form of  urban development in China, spurred by the central 
government’s national shift to a growth model of  sustainability and directives to meet national goals on 
renewable energy development, reduction of  carbon emissions, curb pollution and other environmentally-
focused national policy targets, it is critical to understand how the SSTEC fits in with this framework as an 
early prototype and frontrunner of  eco-cities in China.  

China’s urbanization has received significant global attention in recent years given the rapid 
rate and scale of  this phenomenon. China’s rapid urbanization is driven by rural-urban migration, with 
more than 350 million people expected to migrate to urban areas by 2025 and approximately one billion 
people will live in China’s cities by 2030. (Hu et al., 2015) This rapid urbanization has created problems 
with regards to land availability and spatial development, as well as issues of  water and energy shortages, 
environmental pollution and other socio-environmental issues. In recent years, given growing concerns on 
the environmental pollution, as reflected in the state’s environmental rhetoric which has started to focus 
on urgent remedial measures, China was one of  the first countries in the developing world to strategically 
introduce sustainable development on a national and regional policy level. 

In this chapter, I will start with providing an overview of  the context and (recent) history of  the 
development of  eco-cities in China and how this was largely driven by the state’s recent direction to address 
environmental concerns traditionally related to urbanization and industrialization. In particular, I will 
introduce Dongtan Eco-City as an example of  a failed eco-city project to illustrate some of  the issues 
associated with eco-city development and draw parallels with the SSTEC. As a bilateral government-to-
government flagship project, the SSTEC is a different model of  partnership in new town development so 
it would be necessary to first explain the history and context of  Sino-Singapore bilateral relations before 
delving into an overview of  the SSTEC. 

3.2 CONTEXT AND HISTORY OF ECO-CITIES IN CHINA 

Given that the “mindset of  ‘first’ and ‘biggest’ is an important feature, looked for by the Chinese 
government when it picks development projects to support” (Chang, 2015), eco-city new town development 
reflects China’s desire to be at the forefront of  green urbanism. With a growing recognition of  the need 
for more ecological and sustainable forms of  urban development and a sense of  urgency to tackle critical 
pollution and environmental problems brought on by rapid economic and urban growth, China is poised to 
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play a key role in the emergence of  new forms of  ecological and economically sustainable human settlements, 
given its appetite to adopt new ideas, experiment and incorporate new forms of  urban development, ideas 
and models. 

In recent decades, concerns of  environmental degradation and pollution and its impact to public 
health have steadily gained political attention with increased investment and expenditure on environmental 
protection and pollution control. Between 1996 and 2004, China’s investment into environmental pollution 
control increased to more than 900 billion yuan, approximately 1% of  that period’s GDP and in 2006, 
expenditure for environmental protection was formally itemised in the State’s financial budget. (Pow & Neo, 
2010). The Chinese government has also developed a broad strategy of  “Three Changes” – the change from 
emphasising the Deng era’s “growth-first” philosophy of  economic growth at all costs to emphasising both 
environmental protection and economic growth, to synchronise environmental protection and economic 
growth rather than allowing environmental protection to lag behind economic growth and to employ 
a comprehensive use of  legal, economic, technical and administrative measures to solve environmental 
problems rather than only relying on administrative measures in environmental protection. (Pow & Neo, 
2010) In 2007, during the 17th National Congress of  the Communist Party in Beijing, President Hu Jintao 
coined the new term shengtai wenming (生态文明), “ecologically harmonious socialist society,” advocating 
for China to “pursue comprehensive, balanced and sustainable development… and build a resource-
conserving and environment-friendly society… so that our people will live and work under sound ecological 
and enrivonmental conditions and our economy and society will develop in a sustainable way.” (quoted in 
Sze, 2015, p. 36) This speech put ecology and sustainability explicitly on the Party’s agenda. 

3.2.1 CHINESE ECO-CITIES 

Given this political and socioeconomic context, since the 2000s, eco-cities are seen in China as 
a remedy for hyper-urbanization and environmental pollution caused by industrialization from rapid 
manufacturing-based economic growth. This is because eco-cities are seen as a new urbanism model 
ostensibly capable of  accommodating massive rural-to-urban migration in a sustainable way, orienting city 
dwellers towards a sustainable lifestyle, and transforming China into a “greener” society. (Chang, 2018) 
These claimed capabilities of  eco-cities therefore fit well fits in with a larger shift at the highest levels towards 
new priorities in the model of  China’s urbanization as seen in the overarching national development goal 
stated in China’s 11th and 12th Five Year Plans of  building a sustainable society in harmony with the 
environment, and the introduction of  the “circular economy” – a paradigm of  industrial ecology based 
on a closed-loop circulation of  energy, materials and waste and supported by practise of  reduction, reuse 
and recycling that would allow for the transition to a resource-efficient industrial economy and eco-friendly 
urbanization that could continue to accommodate China’s rapid urban growth and facilitate an expanding 
economy. (Chang, 2018; Wu, 2012, 2015) A joint report by the world Bank and the Development Research 
Center of  China’s State Council,  Urban China: Towards Efficient, Inclusive and Sustainable Urbanization, also 
highlighted priority areas for a new model of  China’s urbanization in coming years, specifically calling 
for a reform of  urban planning and design to make better use of  existing land for more efficient urban 
development, better transportation infrastructure linkages to urban centers, and better management of  
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environmental pressures through laws, regulations and enforcement. (as quoted in Li & Wu, 2015, p. 13) 
Furthermore, both the Ministry of  Environment (MEP) and the Ministry of  Housing and Urban-Rural 
Development (MOHURD) proposed new national eco-city policies in 2003 and 2004 respectively, while the 
political slogan “Eco Civilization” was invented in 2007 and was widely utilized in governmental narratives 
as the means by which ecological lifestyles will allow for a China to surpass Western industrialised nations. 
(Chang, 2018) In 2008, the MEP became responsible for examining and approving “trial eco-provinces, 
cities and towns”. 

As mentioned, Chinese eco-cities have largely been proposed as tabula rasa solutions to the emerging 
environmental and social problems blighting existing cities, with a preference for newly built eco-cities. 
While China’s eco-cities have been planned since the 1990s, construction only tentatively began in the 
early 2000s, following strong governmental support, with 14 provinces constructing “eco-provinces”, 150 
“eco-cities” and 11 “eco-counties” (Sze, 2015). The Chinese government announced in 2010 that 300 
new cities will be built by 2025, of  which 20 should be eco-cities and by late 2015, there was a list of  284 
eco-cities purportedly dealing with a list of  ecological problems. (Williams, 2017) These eco-cities were 
seen as a policy tool that could address urban environmental issues while meeting demands for further 
urban growth. The circular economy of  industrial production and eco-cities as a new form of  urban 
development were seen as sustainable development “with a scientific outlook”, in adherence to the national 
goal that focused on “scientifically innovative and ecologically sustainable development.” (Chang, 2018, p. 
70) Given this economic development focus, early proposed Chinese eco-cities were first conceived of  as 
greenfield projects that could incorporate exurban fringes and isolated rural economies into the larger urban 
ecosystem (May Tan-Mullins et al., 2017). Eco-cities were seen as a viable economic project as these urban 
developments could serve to commodify land at the urban fringe and contribute to the municipal finance, 
accommodating further urbanization at the rural-urban boundary while supporting local economic growth. 
(Chang, 2018) However, later conceptualizations of  eco-cities have started to focus more on greyfield and 
brownfield developments, led by the success of  the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City that helped to facilitate 
a paradigmatic shift in thinking that also included a new emphasis on social welfare provision. (Chang, 2018) 

However, it should be noted that in the case of  China, the label of  eco-city has not been clearly 
defined and the performance criteria is vague and there is no clearly defined set of  criteria, with the Chinese 
government’s 2015 Green Book describing eco-cities as “ecological cities with Chinese characteristics” (quoted 
in Williams, 2017, p. 20). There is often a large gap between what is on paper and what happens in practice, 
making these “eco” or “ecological” labels rather meaningless on the ground as evidenced by various cases 
of  fraudulent claims laid bare by whistleblowers. (Williams, 2017) While there are a number of  national 
programmes related to sustainable urban development led by government institutes like the Ministry of  
Housing and Urban Rural Development (MOHURD), which runs the Ecological Garden City national 
programme (19 categories of  indices based on ecological principles such as balanced regional development, 
natural and cultural heritage, infrastructure, urban amenity and public participation) and Liveable City 
Standards programme (32 indices in six main categories of  urban civilization, economy, environmental 
amenity, available resources level, living convenience and public security) (Wang & Shao, 2010), there are 
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no clear guidelines on eco-cities. While there appears to be a general understanding that eco-cities should 
exhibit certain environmental protect measures, result in energy savings, bring about the “harmonious co-
existence of  humans and nature”, there are few quantitative standards and indicators to coordinate and 
guide the development of  eco-cities in China. (Sze, 2015) Given the lack of  clarity on what constitutes an 
eco-city in terms of  performance criteria or requirements, there are a range of  typologies that have been 
labelled “eco-cities”, with many new Chinese eco-cities being existing cities with add-ons or smaller towns 
or villages, and the exact “eco”-ness of  the development debatable. 

The development of  eco-cities in China cannot only be understood against the backdrop of  an 
increased national attention and focus on environmental issues but should be sited within a transnational 
web of  networks and flow of  concepts and ideas. As mentioned earlier, globally there is no fixed definition 
of  what constitutes an eco-city either. Instead, certain ideas of  ecological and sustainable development are 
propagated by the Global Intelligence Corps. These global planning, engineering and architecture firms 
and experts have a strong presence in China, attracted by the perceived ability to treat China as a “test-bed 
for progressive design… that offers a new freedom to build in a way that many Western societies have not 
experienced since postwar development” (as quoted in Sze, 2015, p. 85), with this “new freedom” dependent 
on an authoritarian state structure. Recognizing the need to work with international partners to develop 
Chinese expertise, China began partnering with foreign governments, private companies and international 
planning professionals to pursue these ecological urbanization objectives in the mid-2000s and there have 
been numerous Western consultants and experts offering advice to Chinese municipalities seeking to create 
their own eco-city. These consultants commissioned to carry out eco-city developments typically picked 
from a line-up of  usual suspects, leading to a situation in which eco-cities resemble one another not only 
because they share similar ideologies but also the same designers (Sze, 2015; Williams, 2017). 

Some famous Western consultants and experts who were active in China include Richard Register, 
who served as a consultant to the China Society for Urban Studies’ Eco-Cities Planning and Construction 
Centre of  China, a national non-profit, or Professor Eero Paloheimo, known for planning a sustainable 
suburban town in Finland – Eko-Viikki 
– who was invited to plan an eco-city 
on a site in the Mentougou Valley west 
of  the Jiufeng National Forest Park 
scenic area outside Beijing, though 
this development never materialised. 
The American ‘green’ architect 
William McDonough was invited by 
an organization run by Deng Nan 
(daughter of  Deng Xiao Ping) to design 
an “eco-village” at Huangbaiyu in 
northeast China in 2001, with the high-
profile project receiving tremendous 

Figure 12: Masterplan for Caofeidian International Eco-City
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local and international attention. However, although more than 40 houses were built, they still remain 
empty and the project has failed due to a lack of  understanding of  the local rural Chinese context. (Sze, 
2015) Another example is the Caofeidian International Eco-City in Tangshan, Hebei province, a Chinese 
collaboration with Swedish firm Sweco that remains unfinished (Joss & Molella, 2013). It should be noted 
that while local governments in entrepreneurial competition with each other have driven most of  these 
eco-city partnerships with foreign partners, the level of  central state involvement varies across the various 
projects. (Chang et al., 2016)

However, in discussing Chinese eco-cities, it would be remiss not to mention the Dongtan Eco-City, 
which was the first proposed eco-city in China that received international attention, with many international 
sustainability experts and various international media outlets promoting Dongtan as an exemplary urban 
sustainability model even after the construction of  Dongtan was halted in 2008. Before work was indefinitely 
suspended, many cities within China and beyond sent planners and policymakers on study visits to the 
Dongtan project site. (Chang, 2017)

3.2.2 DONGTAN ECO-CITY AS AN EARLY CHINESE ECO-CITY DEVELOPMENT 

Dongtan was China’s first attempt to build a sustainable urban model from scratch and was to 
have been built on the eastern part Chongming Island near Shanghai, with the intention to have the first 
phase comprising 25,000 residents to be opened in time for the Shanghai Expo in 2010. This project was in 
line with the state’s efforts to promote ‘green civilisation’ in China, as Dongtan was conceived as a prestige 
model project to be emulated by the rest of  China and the rest of  the world. The site was owned by the 
Shanghai Industrial Investment Corporation (SIIC) and contracted to the British engineering firm Arup 
following an international master plan competition that featured other high-profile firms, members of  the 
Global Intelligence Corps, such as London-based Atkins group and Paris-based Architecture-Studio. (Miao 
& Lang, 2015; Sze, 2015)

The plans for Dongtan were ambitious: Arup described Dongtan as “the quest to create a new 
world”, a new model for Chinese urbanism that propagated the idea that economic development and 
environmental protection could go hand in hand. (Sze, 2015) Arup’s ‘integrated urbanism’ plan ostensibly 
sought to integrate environmental, social and economic aspects of  the city and was planned to be developed 
in three successive phases with the planned community targeted to reach 500,000 residents by 2050 while 
retaining much of  the natural wetlands on the site. The plan envisioned a self-sustainable city with an 
ecological footprint of  two hectares – two hectares of  land to accommodate waste generated by each person 
– and planned according to a compact urban design and a range of  ecologically-friendly features such as 
vehicles powered by clean energy sources, organic farming, waste recycling and renewable energy drawn 
from wind turbines and biofuels from agricultural waste, while building construction was to adopt high-
tech green building technologies (Pow & Neo, 2010). Dongtan’s ecological footprint was modelled as less 
than half  that of  a typical Chinese city with 90% of  all waste to be recycled and 95% of  all energy from 
renewable sources, while only cars with zero tailpipe emissions were to be allowed inside the city. (Sze, 2015) 
In Arup’s conception of  sustainability and ecological development, this eco-city model relies on segregating 
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nature and environment while embracing technology and engineering as the solution to environmental 
problems. (Sze, 2015) 

However, following the arrest of  the former Shanghai Mayor Chen Liangyu in 2006 on corruption 
and fraud charges, Dongtan as a pet project of  the deposed political powers was on indefinite hiatus. As a 
project that was driven by a strong desire for place marketing and branding, and given its close association 
with the local government, a change in local government leadership resulted in a sudden withdrawal of  
support for the project. There have been many reasons offered for the failure of  the project, with critics 
eventually pointing to the “inappropriate location” – as Dongtan was planned on wetland and farmland 
with high agricultural productivity, urban development became prohibited on the site after the area was 
re-designated for natural conservation and farmland conservation following policy change. (Chang, 2018) 
Another oft-cited reason was the disagreement over who was paying for the project, Arup or the SIIC. The 
Dongtan project was ambitious, with many experimental technologies used in its innovative design that 
were untested in actual urban development, making it less than affordable, making cost issues especially 

Figure 13: Dongtan Eco-City Promotional Materials from Arup

Figure 14: Part of  the Dongtan Eco-City Masterplan by Arup



41

pertinent. (Chang, 2018, 2017) To the critics, this showed that a foreign private company, even one as large 
as Arup, lacked the political and financial capabilities to build China’s flagship eco-city. (Chang, 2018) 
Furthermore, once the buzz and excitement had died down, critics later argued that the vision of  lower 
population density and other concepts inherent in the Dongtan Eco-City were unsuitable and incompatible 
with the Chinese path towards sustainability given the massive population and rapid pace of  urbanization in 
China. (Chang, 2018) There were also complications in the multiple layers of  government entities involved, 
with divergent agendas and goals between the local level government and the SIIC (which really represented 
the interests of  the Shanghai municipal government). (Chang, 2015, 2017; Miao & Lang, 2015; Sze, 2015) 
To the Western consultants then, the project was derailed due to complex national and regional politics that 
they could not control or understand. However, what is perhaps more important to note is the way in which 
technology, engineering, development and politics are intimately woven together in large-scale projects such 
as eco-city developments. 

As seen from the discussion above, there is a strong transnational dimension behind the development 
process of  eco-cities in China. The development of  eco-cities, especially the newly-built eco-cities, involve a 
transnational search for urban sustainability in terms of  policy transfer, green knowledge mobility and the 
development of  transnational municipal networks with a highly complex interaction between transnational 
agents like large multinational architecture, engineering and planning firms, and foreign governments as 
well as the central, regional and local authorities in China. Furthermore, in examining the concepts and 
ideas regarding sustainability that undergird the design and planning of  these eco-cities, arguably, while 
contemporary Western discourse seeks an accommodation with nature, prioritizing nature over the human 
experience, China wishes to transform nature and sees eco-city construction as a people-centred development 
to improve living conditions, to address environmental harm caused by societal underdevelopment rather 
than overdevelopment (Williams, 2017). For instance, in this ideological construction of  the Dongtan eco-city, 
Arup’s iteration of  the eco-city presents it as a place in which a particular conception of  nature dominates 
in a landscape that is devoid of  large numbers of  buildings and people. (Sze, 2015) At the same time, even 
though Dongtan was lauded as an innovative form of  sustainable urbanism, its development was perceived 
as a pragmatic solution to local development constraints by local planners and policymakers, as it provided 
an opportunity to change the land use of  agricultural land on the outskirts of  the Shanghai metropolitan 
area, attract foreign investment and reduce out-migration from this rural area to Shanghai. (Chang, 2015, 
2018) The Dongtan Eco-City project was therefore not just simply an environmental sustainability project 
but an economic and urban development project to retain population and seek development and investment. 

Dongtan’s suspension of  works and perceived failure as well as the track record of  other failed 
eco-city or eco-village developments also coincided with a shift in the central state conception of  what 
constitutes a suitable eco-city model for China. Rather than seeking eco-city development in localities with 
productive eco-systems, the new emergent thinking from the central government sought to find a suitable 
eco-city model that could then be replicable across the less fertile northern and western provinces, reflecting 
the broader strategic concerns of  excessive concentration of  urbanization along the more fertile and vibrant 
coastal regions. Hence, importance was placed on greyfield and brownfield sites rather than greenfield sites, 
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thereby also removing the need for acquisition of  arable land. (Chang et al., 2016)

It is against this backdrop that the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City project (SSTEC) was proposed. 
Hence, where the Dongtan Eco-City sought to convert ecologically pure landscapes from undervalued rural 
space to economically valued real estate by siting an eco-city on an ecologically sensitive wetlands greenfield 
site, the two governments were explicit in their desire to choose a brownfield site on non-arable land for their 
flagship project. Before delving into this government-to-government flagship project, it would be helpful to 
first have an overview of  the Sino-Singapore relations, especially since the SSTEC project was the second 
such flagship project collaboration undertaken by Singapore and China. 

3.3 SINO-SINGAPORE RELATIONS 

Deng Xiaoping first visited Singapore in his official political capacity in 1978, during which he 
was deeply impressed by Singapore’s socio-economic progress since its independence in 1965 and this 
continued high regard for Singapore was on display in Deng’s Nanxun or Southern Tour speech in 1992 
when he set China on the path of  economic reform. Deng referenced Singapore in his speech, exhorting 
his cadres to “tap their (Singapore’s) experience and learn how to manage better than them” (quoted in 
Lye, 2016, p. 109), thereby opening the political window for greater cooperation between Singapore and 
China as it sparked off a “Singapore fever” in China with numerous study visits to Singapore by Chinese 
delegations. (Lim & Horesh, 2016) On Singapore’s part, there was an acknowledgement of  the need to 
expand businesses regionally, to venture into the neighbouring countries to overcome the small domestic 
market of  the city-state. (Saw, 2014)

Supporting the Sino-Singapore relationship are several high-level institutional mechanisms that 
facilitate cooperation between the two countries, such as the Joint Council for Bilateral Cooperation that are 
headed by Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister and China’s Vice Premier. This is the highest level institutional 
mechanism that overseas bilateral cooperation such as the two flagship projects, the Suzhou Industrial Park 
and Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC). Supporting these high-level institutional mechanisms are 
other cooperation platforms with specific Chinese provinces that are chaired at the ministerial or vice-
ministerial levels. (Zheng & Lye, 2016) 

The first flagship project, the Suzhou Industrial Park, broke ground in 1994 while the SSTEC 
Project broke ground in 2008. Both these flagship projects are government-to-government projects in which 
both governments are actively involved in reviewing their progress through regular updates and setting 
initiatives and development directions. Given the high political stakes involved in such flagship projects, 
both governments share a responsibility to ensure the success of  the projects as a successful project will 
have a positive impact on bilateral relations while an unsuccessful project could prove to be a liability to the 
bilateral relationship and affect the reputation of  both countries. (Zheng & Lye, 2016) While there are only 
two such flagship projects at the highest level of  government-to-government cooperation between Singapore 
and China,  another category of  projects involving collaboration between Singapore and China are the ones 
in which the private sector plays a leading role in their development with support and facilitation from 
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the political leaders who create a conducive environment for the private sector to operate. These projects 
are: the Sino-Singapore Guangzhou Knowledge City, the Sino-Singapore Jilin Food Zone, the Singapore-
Sichuan Hi-tech Innovation Park and the Singapore-Nanjing Eco Hi-Tech Island.  (Singbridge, 2016)

3.3.1 SUZHOU INDUSTRIAL PARK 

As the first flagship project, the Suzhou Industrial Park (SIP) has laid the foundations for Singapore 
and China to deepen their relations through the high-level bilateral cooperation framework that was 
initially set up to drive the SIP project forward and later expanded to include other areas of  bilateral 
cooperation. (Lye, 2016) The SIP project was conceived due to a confluence of  several political factors, 
the first being that Singapore was seen as a useful reference for China’s economic development, especially 
given Deng Xiaoping’s endorsement of  Singapore and Singapore’s growing emphasis on the importance of  
regionalisation to augment Singapore’s small domestic market. (Lye, 2014; Wong & Chong, 2014) While the 
Singapore Government had played a role in supporting and pinpointing projects in international locations 
that could generate economic returns for Singapore, such as the Batam Industrial Park or Bintan Industrial 
Estate which were spearheaded by Singapore-led consortiums, the Suzhou Industrial Park government-
to-government project required a much more active role played by the State from the conceptualization, 
planning and design to the construction and management. (Lye, 2014) 

The goal of  the project was to develop a 70 square km site east of  Suzhou to provide employment 
for more than 300,000 workers. The new town would consist of  three parts: industrial, commercial and 
residential and was targeted to be completed in ten to fifteen years. (Saw, 2014) Estimated to cost US$20 

Figure 15: The Suzhou Industrial Park today
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billion upon completion, a key objective of  the project was to create investor-friendly environments for 
foreign capital. 

The project was not without its problems, especially in the initial years as the Singapore planners 
and officials encountered problems in ‘software transfer’ in terms of  sharing certain key values, concepts and 
practices with their Chinese counterparts, resulting in friction in the working relationship. For instance, one 
critical software concept that ostensibly took a longer time to gain traction with the Chinese counterparts was 
the importance of  a master plan. At that time, a practice of  “rolling development” (滚动式发展 gundongshi 
fazhan) was typically employed – this approach allowed for land to be arbitrarily developed if  there was a 
need or demand and supported quick development to meet the needs of  investors immediately. (Lye, 2016) 
However, critical to Singapore’s planning process was the use of  the master plan that guided land use and 
development decisions as this facilitated long-term planning and fosters transparency and predictability in 
development. This difference in approaches led to initial difficulties in the collaboration though they were 
subsequently resolved. 

Furthermore, there were some tensions at the local government level with divergent goals and 
agendas. After the Suzhou Industrial Park project was approved, the Suzhou City government restarted 
the development of  a geographically proximate dormant project, the Suzhou New District Industrial Park 
(SND), in direct competition with the SIP. While the SIP endeavour was a 50-50 split, the Suzhou City 
government held a majority stake in SND, which led to City officials ignoring the SIP and focusing their 
efforts on promoting the SND, resulting in the SIP losing US$77 million between 1994 and 2001. (Horesh 
& Lim, 2018) Following a protracted period of  friction, this issue was finally resolved in 2001 after the 
Singapore consortium lowered its stake in the project to 35% and raised the Chinese consortium’s stake to 
65% while also reducing its involvement in the construction from the original 70 square km to just 8 square 
km. (Horesh & Lim, 2018) As seen in this instance, transnational policy transfer is not a passive process and 
subnational political actors are active agents that do not simply respond mechanically to central government 
directions, but instead protect their vested interests by sidestepping or undercutting arrangements. 

After the local consortium was given more control, the SIP started to generate profits and now the 
SIP is widely regarded as a successful industrial park today with good performance in both economic and 
non-economic indicators. By the end of  2014, the GDP contribution of  the SIP was RMB200 billion and 
its imports and exports amounted to US$80.3 billion, having supported some 4,300 foreign-owned projects 
with 84 from Fortune 500 multinational companies (Lye, 2016; Saw, 2014). Furthermore, the SIP model 
has been replicated in other parts of  China, with other industrial parks within Jiangsu province such as the 
Suzhou Suqian Industrial Park and Su-Tong Science and Technology Park, as well as the Suzhou-Chuzhou 
Modern Industrial Park (Anhui Province) and the Horgos Economic Development Zone (Xinjiang) that can 
trace their “lineage” to the SIP, from which they have borrowed heavily. (Lye, 2016)

Following the SIP, collaborating on the SSTEC was made easier as cooperation frameworks were 
already established with structured platforms and committees at various political levels and political and 
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business leaders had also established relationships, with better mutual understanding of  working cultures 
through the channel offered by the joint industrial park project. Tracing the trajectory from the SIP to the 
SSTEC, one can see a shift in China’s economic and development strategy from positioning itself  as an 
export-oriented manufacturing base to a service-driven and environmentally-friendly economy.

3.4 CONCLUSION 

The Chinese eco-city is by no means a perfect model of  sustainability. Instead, it is meant to be a 
practical and realistic tool that is intended to help China meet its internal guidelines and goals of  minimising 
polluting emissions, addressing environmental concerns, facilitating continued urbanisation and economic 
growth while securing foreign investments. (Ghiglione & Larbi, 2015) Precisely because there are no clearly 
defined global or national definitions or standards of  what can be considered an eco-city, the Chinese 
eco-city phenomenon is arguably essentially self-proclaimed. Without a consistent measurable standard 
established, it would be difficult to ascertain or quantify the success of  these purported eco-cities. This 
lack of  clarity on what constitutes an eco-city in terms of  clearly defined performance criteria or series of  
indicators or measurable standards has led to the label of  eco-city being applied to a range of  typologies 
beyond new-build developments, from existing cities with add-ons to neighbourhood-scale developments. 
(Williams, 2017) In recent years, new forms of  eco-city developments have emerged, though these are 
beyond the scope of  discussion in this thesis. 

While strong political support from the central government is needed to facilitate the success of  
new eco-city developments, a top-down bureaucratic approach is insufficient and there needs to also be 
strong support from the local government who needs to be invested in the project. (Ghiglione & Larbi, 2015) 

Figure 16: One of  the latest eco-city projects, Forest City in Liuzhou, China by Stefano Boeri Architetti
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There are often competing agendas from actors on different political levels, as well as private sector interests 
in these highly complex, transnational eco-city development projects that requires careful navigation and 
coordination. There is a strong transnational dimension behind the development process of  eco-cities in 
China which not only involves members of  the GIC but also draws upon knowledge circulations of  concepts 
and ideas on sustainability that undergird the design and planning of  these eco-cities. 

Singapore as a state is one such player in this field of  transnational new town development projects, 
having trialled this form of  bilateral partnership in the case of  the Suzhou Industrial Park, the Tianjin 
Eco-City is a second such government-to-government project that builds upon previous experience and 
existing relationships between the two countries. The SSTEC as one of  the first generation of  eco-cities in 
China, should be read in relation to its peers, such as the Dongtan Eco-City, whose failure arguably shaped 
and impacted the development direction and motivations for the SSTEC. (Chang, 2017) For instance, the 
SSTEC departed from the first few iterations of  Chinese new-build eco-cities that were typically sited on 
ecologically pure greenfield sites but instead sought to rehabilitate a brownfield, non-arable site to convert 
this to productive economic use. The choice of  Singapore as a partner was also seen as being more politically 
palatable given the recent failure of  Dongtan in partnership with a Western multi-national firm (Arup) that 
was partially seen as being culturally incompatible. (Sze, 2015)

Having provided the context of  Chinese eco-city development in terms of  the political, economic 
and environmental agenda and the basis for Sino-Singapore relations and cooperation especially in the 
area of  new town development, the next section will focus on the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City as a 
case study of  a new model of  new town development emerging from non-traditional sources in the Global 
South. 
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4/ A DETAILED OVERVIEW OF THE  
SINO-SINGAPORE TIANJIN ECO-CITY

The Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC) has been touted as a prominent national exemplar 
and a model eco-city for other Chinese cities. It is a government-to-government flagship project collaboration 
between China and Singapore, the second such flagship project, though unlike the first flagship project, the 
Suzhou Industrial Park, this new town development had a strong residential focus. The SSTEC project 
is planned to be a compact, mixed use development based on transit-oriented development principles. 
Singapore is well-known for its efficiency and efficacy of  its city planning and management, as well as its 
water treatment and management techniques, making Singapore a high desirable partner in the experimental 
development of  eco-cities as a new form of  urban development in China. 

In this chapter, I provide the background of  the SSTEC, tracing its original conception and 
locational considerations, overview of  the project’s mission, vision and ambitions given its flagship status, 
before introducing the masterplan designs and Key Performance Indicators that guided the planning of  
the SSTEC. As the SSTEC represents a different form of  new town development model and process, I 
will then provide an overview of  the planning process, explaining the bilateral supervisory mechanism and 
frameworks that were set up to facilitate the development of  the SSTEC. Following this, the next section 
breaks down the various key actors that were involved in the planning, development and continue operation 
of  the SSTEC and speculates on the agenda and goals of  these actors that shape this highly complex 
development. 

4.1 BACKGROUND + OVERVIEW 

High-level Chinese and Singapore officials met several times at the end of  2006 to discuss options 
to transplant Singapore’s garden city model to China before the project was first publicly suggested by then-
Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong and then agreed to by then-Premier Wen Jiabao in April 2007. The official 
inter-governmental agreement on collaboration on this second national flagship eco-city project was then 
signed at the end of  2007. (Chang, 2017; “Tianjin Eco-city,” 2018)

Once the framework and agreement was finalised, the project then moved into the site selection 
phase. For the site selection process, the Chinese and Singapore governments jointly agreed on a set of  
criteria and preferences for site selection: 

1. The Eco-City should not be sited on arable land but on brownfield or greyfield sites.  
2. The Eco-City should be located in a water-scarce area so as to demonstrate the transformative effects 

that the Eco-City has on its surroundings and the potential of  eco-cities to resolve environmental 
issues 

3. The Eco-city should be sited close to an existing urban center, so as to capitalize on the existing big 
city transportation infrastructure and services, as well as basic foundations, minimising the costs for 
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infrastructure development
4. The Eco-City should be sited near the coast. 
(Deng & Cheshmehzangi, 2018; Peng, 2018; Sun, 2019; “Tianjin Eco-city,” 2018)

Crucially, it should be noted that the criteria for the eco-city to be sited on non-arable land (brownfield 
or greyfield site) is a marked departure from earlier eco-city developments in China which had always been 
sited on arable land or greenfield sites, in line with typical urbanization patterns in China that involved an 
expansion in farmland as rural land was converted into urban land. This set of  criteria led to a shortlist of  
four initial sites for consideration: Baotou (Inner Mongolia), Tangshan (Hebei), Tianjin municipality and 
Urumqi (Xinjiang). By late 2007, the site near Tianjin had been jointly selected by both Singapore and 
Chinese governments taking into account considerations such as the economic strengths and long-term 
commercial viability of  the area, state of  development of  the surrounding infrastructure, potential for near-
term implementation, as well as accessibility to major cities like Tianjin and Beijing and ease of  pollution 
control. (Chang et al., 2016; McManus, 2015; Peng, 2018; “Tianjin Eco-city,” 2018) 

4.1.1 SELECTED LOCATION: TIANJIN 

Prior to Tianjin even being shortlisted for the SSTEC site, Tianjin Municipality had already 
exhibited focus on ecological and environmental concerns. For instance, in the Tianjin Municipal Master 
Plan (2005-2020), one of  Tianjin’s strategic goals is to build itself  into a liveable city with a good ecological 
environment. Tianjin is designated as China’s third growth pole, along with Shenzhen and Shanghai, 
but differs from its peers with this explicit 
focus on environmental protection and energy 
conservation, serving as a model city for low-
carbon economy and environmental protection.  
(Chen & Zhao, 2014)

Located about 40 kilometres east of  
Tianjin, and 150 kilometres to Beijing city 
center, the SSTEC sits within the Tianjin Binhai 
New Area special economic zone, which also 
encompasses the nearby Tianjin-Economic 
Technological Development Area (TEDA). The 
Tianjin Binhai New Area has a total planned 
area of  2,270 sq km, a 153 km long coastline and 
is located in the Bohai Bay Region, which covers 
Beijing, Tianjin and part of  Hebei Province 
(part of  the Jing-Jin-Ji region). The Bohai Bay 
region has been identified as a new growth area 
in China, after the Pearl River Delta and the 
Yangtze River Delta. Figure 17: Location of  the SSTEC in relation to notable destinations
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Figure 18: SSTEC in context

Figure 19: Designated economic development zones in the Tianjin-Binhai 
New Area
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The site is on a former wetland area that had been used for industrial purposes, including the 
storage of  contaminants in effluent ponds, and comprised mainly saltpans, non-arable land and these 
polluted waterbodies. The chemical industries to the north and the south of  the new city are some of  the 
worst polluters in the Bohai Bay region and the SSTEC is seen as a symbolic antidote to these polluted lands 
that can represent a new solution to addressing the ills of  industrialisation and urbanisation. (Keeton, 2011) 
In order to allow for urban habitation, the site had to be rehabilitated and decontaminated, successfully 
reclaiming “wasteland” into economically productive and habitable land. The geometric salt pans that 
had occupied the site were then infilled. Furthermore, due to dry weather and a polluted coastline, water 
resources for the SSTEC is scarce.  

4.1.2 PROJECT VISION AND AMBITIONS  

The SSTEC’s vision is to be “a thriving city which is socially harmonious, environmentally-friendly 
and resource efficient” (“Tianjin Eco-city,” n.d.), underpinned by the concepts of  the “Three Harmonies” 
(三和):

• People living in harmony with other 
people, i.e. social harmony

• People living in harmony with 
economic activities, i.e. economic 
vibrancy

• People living in harmony with the 
environment, i.e. environmental 
sustainability

 
The “Three Harmonies” can be read as 
a “Chinese” cultural representation of  
international and Western concepts of  

Figure 20: The site consisted of  geometric salt pans, barren land and 
polluted waterbodies.

Figure 21: SSTEC before development

Figure 22: Three Harmonies and Three Abilities of  the SSTEC
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sustainable development, as a balance of  social, economic and environmental concerns for current and 
future generations.  

Early on in the planning process of  the SSTEC, both governments at the highest levels had agreed 
for the need for this new urban development to serve as norm-setting model, within a larger global context 
of  variegated urban sustainability. These are encapsulated in the “Three Abilities” (三能) that the  seeks to 
achieve as stated on the official Singapore Ministry of  National Development website (“Tianjin Eco-city,” 
n.d.): 

• Practicable: the technologies adopted in the Eco-City must be affordable and commercially viable
• Replicable: the principles and models of  the Eco-City could be applied to other cities in China and 

even in other countries 
• Scalable: the principles and models could be adapted for another project or development of  a 

different scale  
 
As Wu Tsai Wen, the first CEO of  the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and Development 

Co. Ltd stated in an interview, 

“We are realistic. We are not going to demonstrate an eco-city with the most state-of-the-art 
environmental technologies, zero carbon emission and zero waste, where people need to spend a lot of  money 
and wait twenty years for completion to move in… We are going to make cities that normal Chinese people 
with average income can buy and move into within three to five years.” (quoted in Chang et al., 2016, p. 
937) 

Thus unlike Dongtan Eco-City (or other ambitious projects like Masdar Eco-City), the SSTEC 
was not designed with the ambition to reach zero carbon emission, 100% renewable energy standards or 
self-sufficient food production goals. Instead, the focus is on implementing technologies that are practical, 
replicable and affordable. For instance, with regards to energy standards, wind turbines and solar panels 
have been proposed to supply renewable energy for up to 20% of  the total energy consumption while the 
rest of  the energy needs will come from two combined heating and power plants outside the city. While 
the SSTEC features green transportation options such as rail transit and environmentally-friendly internal 
bus networks, slow mobility systems with bike lanes and pedestrian networks, the eco-city does not ban 
conventional automobiles from entering. The “eco”-ness of  the SSTEC was not intended to be ambitious, 
as a Tianjin planner indicated in an interview, reflecting on previous study trip to the Dongtan Eco-city 
project site, 

 “I realised eco-city planning does not have to be an entire new way of  planning. Dongtan fell apart because it 
tried to achieve too many things at once. Tianjin needs to avoid it. Of  course there are always new sustainability 
approaches, but we can still plan the bus routes as we have done in other places. Simply replacing regular buses 
with hybrid or electric buses will do the trick: housing, water treatment, garbage recycling, all [can be made 
“ecological with] the same idea.” (as quoted in Chang, 2017, p. 1728) 
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With an emphasis on ensuring the 
practicality of  creating an “eco-city”, the 
planners hoped that this would allow the 
SSTEC to serve as a model for replication. 

 In the original plans, the 
construction of  the eco-city was expected 
to be completed by the mid-2020s, with 
an expected overall population of  350,000 
residents within its total area of  34 square 
kilometres. The overall planned spatial 
density of  the SSTEC is relatively high at 
about 10,000 persons per km2 and while 
this is lower than the projected density in 
Tianjin’s core city center (approximately 
12,500 perons per km2) it is close to double 
the projection for the population density 
in the core area of  the surrounding Binhai 
New Area. (Deng & Cheshmehzangi, 
2018) 

4.1.3 SSTEC MASTERPLAN: ONE AXIS, THREE CENTRES AND FOUR DISTRICTS 

The structure of  the SSTEC can be described as “one axis, three centres and four districts”. The 
axis refers to the eco-valley spine, a slow mobility green network that goes through all centres and districts, 
linking the southern and northern surrounding areas of  the eco-city. The centres refer to the main City 
Center or Central Business District as well as the two sub-centers in the north and south. The four districts 
refer to the residential districts. The green and blue network emanates from the central green lung, Jing 
Lake and the park around it. 

The “eco-cell” forms the blocks of  the eco-city. Each cell is a block size of  400m by 400m wide 
with 20-30 storey high residential towers and shared infrastructure, schools and businesses. A combination 
of  four neighboring eco-cells forms an eco-community or eco-neighborhood. The combination of  four 
eco-neighborhoods then forms an eco-district, which also contains a business center. The “eco-valley” is 
therefore a central connecting greenway along which transportation and other infrastructure are aligned. 

The eco-valley stretches 12km through the eco-city in a north-south direction and incorporates 
water-sensitive urban design elements like eco-swales and dry streams. The eco-valley is also intended to serve 
as one of  the SSTEC’s main public spaces. High-rise residential towers are arranged along the eco-valley, 
as the eco-valley connects four residential districts (eco-district), three city centers and multiple recreational 
parks. As the eco-city’s main artery, the residential building heights along the eco-valley are the highest 
along its edges, with the building heights gradually tapering off from 150m at the edges of  the eco-valley to 

Figure 23: Model of  the SSTEC on display in the Tianjin City Urban Planning 
Exhibition Hall
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Figure 24: Master Plan of  the SSTEC
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60m and then 40m moving outwards from the eco-valley. 
This height restriction is intended to give the central axis 
a much greater density than the outlying areas. The 
eco-city plans also include educational facilities and 
community amenities. Educational, commercial, office 
and recreational areas are distributed within the eco-
cells, close to residential areas to minimise commuting. 

A green transportation network was planned as 
part of  the push to reduce carbon emissions. A light rail 
system was planned as the main mode of  transportation, 
supplemented by a secondary network of  trams and 
buses running on clean eco-fuel. Car traffic within the 
eco-city is not prohibited however, and each residential 
development has an underground parking garage, with 
charging stations for electric cars. In the original plans, it 
is expected that 90% of  travel within the eco-city will be 
made on foot, by bicycle or by public transportation by 
2020. (Hu et al., 2015; World Bank, 2009) Currently, the 
main focus has been on building up the Start-Up Area, 
an 8 sq km area, which also includes the administrative 

area. 

4.1.4 SSTEC KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS 
FRAMEWORK 

The Key Performance Indicators (KPI) is a 
critical component of  the eco-city. In fact the SSTEC 
is the first eco-city development that uses a KPI 
framework to guide its planning process, as well as an 
urban management system. (Deng & Cheshmehzangi, 
2018) This set of  KPIs were jointly developed in 2008, 
based on national standards of  China and Singapore as 
well as international best practices. The KPI framework 
consists of  26 KPIs, comprising 22 quantitative 
indicators and 4 qualitative indicators that are then 
further grouped into four assessment categories: 
environment (good natural environment), resource 
(healthy balance in the man-made environment), 
economy (developing a dynamic and efficient economy) 
and society (good lifestyle habits).2 The 26 KPIs are 

2   Refer to Appendix 1

Figure 25: The Eco-Cell, Eco-Community and Eco-District 
structure

Figure 26: Transportation Network in the SSTEC
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further broken down into 51 core factors3, 129 key components4 and 723 control measures5 which also 
include 275 quantifiable control targets. (Li et al., 2018) Together, these KPIs and sub-indicators are used 
to guide the development of  the SSTEC’s masterplan as well as evaluate the overall performance of  the 
SSTEC. Through the detailed elaboration and rationalization of  the KPI system to monitor and evaluate 
the performance of  the SSTEC, this KPI framework helps to position the SSTEC ostensibly as a sustainable 
and exportable urban development model with a set of  clearly defined guidelines. (Li et al., 2018)

Within each of  the four categories of  environment, resource, economy and society, each category has 
to address several eco features. For instance, under “Society”, more than 90% of  trips should be categorised 
as green trips; there should be at least 20% public housing provision and employment housing equilibrium 
should be at 50%. Under “Environment”, ambient air quality should meet Grade II more than 310 days per 
year, noise pollution should meet 100% of  respective functional area standards, there should be zero loss of  
natural wetland area and more than 70% preservation of  native plants. 

In terms of  clean and renewable energy, 20% of  total consumption was planned to be drawn 
from renewable sources by 2020, with the remainder provided by two combined heating and power plants 
outside the SSTEC that run on clean coal and waste heat. (Chang et al., 2016) As there is an abundance 
of  geothermal resources on the site, the SSTEC was planned to draw on geothermal energy for 70% 

3   Core factors: Core factors are factors that affect the achievability of  the original KPIs. 
4   Key components: These refer to areas that have significant impact on the core factors. 
5   Control measures: Control targets are the quantitative and qualitative measurements that are used to measure performance of  the key areas. 

Figure 27: SSTEC KPI Framework
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of  its total renewable energy needs while solar power was planned to provide 30% of  total renewable 
energy. Given the lack of  harvestable wind in the Tianjin area, large-scale wind power systems were not 
viable. According to original estimations, it was projected that by 2020, 80% of  energy demand would 
come from residential and commercial buildings and 20% from industrial processes and transportation. 
(Hu et al., 2015) Given the water scarcity and history of  water pollution on the site, water management 
techniques are especially critical for the SSTEC, with integrated water management systems that included 
water collection, production, distribution and reclamation to increase the water resources and ensure water 
quality and security. A key standard is to ensure the potability of  the tap water in the SSTEC and increase 
water resources such that 50% of  the water utilized in the SSTEC would come from non-conventional 
sources. (Hu et al., 2015) In terms of  waste management, the amount of  domestic waste generated by each 
resident should not exceed 0.8 kg per day by 2020. Residents would be required to recycle their waste, 
with a goal of  60% of  total waste generated to be recycled. All hazardous and non-recyclable domestic 
waste will also be treated before being sent to the landfills or other disposal facilities. Economically, the 
planned industrial or economically productive business parks were intended to support service industries, 
educational and research and development centres, as well as software, animation and pharmaceutical 
industries, as environmentally-friendly, clean and high-skilled jobs for the residents. (Chang et al., 2016)

The original set of  KPIs is now under review to reassess the standards to which the SSTEC will 
be held. Based on preliminary assessments, the revised set of  KPIs will consist of  36 KPIs, 30 of  which 
are control KPIs and the remaining 6 as guidance KPIs. The revised KPIs will have a stronger focus on 
eco-environment and resources, while social KPIs have also increased with a proposed introduction of  6 
new KPIs, which will include aspects focused on urban transportation management as well as residents’ 
experience. On the economic front, there will be an additional KPI of  technological innovation. The revised 
set of  KPIs has yet to be officially approved and publicly released. 

4.2 SUPERVISORY FRAMEWORK OF THE SSTEC + PLANNING PROCESS 

Two other key aspects of  the SSTEC project are the robust frameworks that support the bilateral 
collaboration on the supervisory political and technical operational levels, as well as the planning process 
that is shaped by these frameworks. 

4.2.1 BILATERAL SUPERVISORY MECHANISM AND FRAMEWORK 

Rather than being a typical commercial undertaking by members of  the Global Intelligence Corps, 
the SSTEC project is atypical in the high degree of  government involvement. While other projects may 
have minimal government involvement and support, allowing the private sector to take the lead on the 
project with the government playing the role of  facilitator and creating the right conditions for success, 
in the case of  the SSTEC, as a high-profile government-to-government collaboration, the Chinese and 
Singapore governments brought this project under an official supervisory mechanism and framework, 
following the structure that had been developed for the Suzhou Industrial Park. This was formalised in the 
2007 Framework Agreement for the Development of  the Sino-Singapore Eco-City Project and according 
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to the agreement, the bilateral cooperation will run until 2020 when urban development was scheduled to 
reach completion. (Belle, 2015) Recently however, this agreement was further renewed to facilitate Phase 
Two developments and increased cooperation on international and local marketing efforts, on the 10th 
anniversary of  the SSTEC since its groundbreaking ceremony. As a bilateral cooperation, the mechanism 
overseeing the project is divided into two levels, one being a more political supervisory committee, and the 
other focused on operational and technical aspects. 

The highest and first level that oversees all aspects of  the SSTEC project is the Joint Steering 
Committee (JSC), which is co-chaired by the Singapore Deputy Prime Minister and China Vice Premier. 
The JSC comprises the heads of  the relevant ministries and government agencies from both countries, as 
well as the Tianjin municipal government.6 (Chen, 2016) It examines all major policy issues related to the 
development of  the SSTEC and reports to another committee, the Joint Council for Bilateral Cooperation 
that oversees all aspects of  bilateral cooperation between Singapore and China.  (Chen, 2016; Peng, 2018

The second level of  the supervisory mechanism is the operational and technical arm, the Joint 
Working Committee (JWC). The JWC reports its key deliberations directly to the JSC and surfaces any critical 
issues that were not resolved at the JWC. Co-chaired by the Singapore Minister of  National Development 
and the Chinese Minister for Housing and Urban-Rural Development, the JWC oversees issues such as 

6  The JSC includes the heads of  the following ministries and agencies: from the Singapore side –Ministry of  National Development, 
Ministry of  Environment and Water Resources, Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, Ministry of  Trade and Industry, Building and Construction authority, 
International Enterprise Singapore, Jurong Town Corporation, National Parks Board, Public Utilities Board, Urban Redevelopment Authority, 
Housing and Development Board and National Environment Agency. From the Chinese side – Ministry of  Housing and Urban-Rural Development, 
Ministry of  Environmental Protection, Ministry of  Land and Resources, Ministry of  Foreign Affairs.
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Figure 28: Bilateral Supervisory and Operational Structures of  the SSTEC
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the Master Plan for the entire 30 sq km area and the detailed plans for the 3 sq km start-up area, the key 
performance indicators (KPI) that are to guide the planning and construction of  the eco-city and the work 
schedule and key milestones of  the project. The JWC also oversees the roles, powers and responsibilities 
of  the Eco-City Administrative Committee (ECAC) that is the local level government administering to the 
SSTEC. (Chen, 2016; Peng, 2018)

As the SSTEC is not an administrative district within the Tianjin Municipality but organized as 
a functional district, the ECAC acts as a local branch or representative entity of  the Tianjin Municipal 
Government, overseeing the everyday affairs of  SSTEC. This includes undertaking all administrative 
functions within the Eco-City, including the day-to-day management and approvals processes, economic 
development and social management of  the SSTEC. (Belle, 2015; Sun, 2019) The ECAC itself  comprises 
of  different bureaus, such as the environmental bureau, which is in charge of  overall environmental 
management, the construction bureau that oversees, the construction bureau is in charge of  drawing up 
the planning documents – the master plan, control plan and urban design plans – and at the building level, 
oversees the designs and plans for government-funded amenities such as schools, hospitals and government 
agency office construction, as well as government-funded infrastructure like roads, bridges, utilities, 
transportation stations and parks. (Sun, 2019)

Alongside the official supervisory mechanism, the commercial component of  the project includes 
a Joint Venture (JV) company, the Sino-Singapore  Investment and Development Company with both the 
Singapore and Chinese consortiums having a 50-50 stake. The JV company is the main developer for the 
SSTEC. The Singapore consortium is headed by Keppel Corporation while the Chinese consortium is led 
by the Tianjin TEDA Investment Holding Corporation. The JV company still indirectly reports to the JWC 
on issues that cannot be resolved at their level, allowing the JWC to step in and push the project forward

wherever necessary. The rationale for having a JV company was to ensure the financial sustainability 
of  the SSTEC, that it would be guided by sound commercial principles in its development.  (Chen, 2016)

4.2.2 PLANNING PROCESS  

The SSTEC masterplan was collectively designed by the China Academy of  Urban Planning and 
Design (CAUPD), the Tianjin Urban Planning and Design Institute (TUPDI) and a Singapore planning 
team headed by the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) as the lead planner. While the SIP was a 
unilateral direction of  knowledge transfer, the process has been one of  expertise sharing and mutual learning. 
(Chen & Zhao, 2014) Chien (2018) argues that Singapore actually adjusted its approach for SSTEC based 
on the experience with SIP, in terms of  coordinating central fragmentation, integrating local interest and 
budgetary and scheduling control of  land development, signalling a form of  sequential “self-learning” 
process based on prior experiences with the Chinese government. 

In my interviews with planners on both sides who were involved in the planning process, everyone 
stressed the collaborative and reiterative nature of  the process, emphasizing that it was truly a process in 
which the technical agencies came together to work through technical details and address directives given 
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by the political leaders. On Singapore’s side, 
the planning and urban design was driven 
by URA as the lead agency, while MND’s 
role was more administrative and served 
primarily as a project manager. Close inter-
agency collaboration amongst the various 
planning and technical agencies (URA, the 
Housing and Development Board (HDB), 
Land Transport Authority (LTA), National 
Parks Board (NParks) etc.) was needed. In 
fact, several of  the Singaporean planners I 
spoke with spoke fondly of  this experience 
in working in this inter-agency team as 
being a truly multi-disciplinary and cross-
agency cooperative effort as everyone 
involved was working collectively towards 
making the project successful. Surbana, as 
a planning consultant was also at the table 

for these discussions and played a prominent role as well by supporting the project with manpower and 
resources. Typically, the Singapore team would put together several options or key design principles that 
were collectively agreed upon prior to meeting with the Chinese counterparts from CAUPD and TUPDI 
for regular working sessions at which representatives from the various Singapore agencies would be present. 
As the Chinese planners would have a more intimate knowledge of  zoning regulations and requirements, 
as well as local context and expectations, they would provide advice on changes to the plans and it would 
be a reiterative process of  working through the designs during these joint working sessions as information 
and expertise would be shared amongst these planning professionals. In that sense, as planners were keen 
to stress, it would be splitting hairs to objectively attribute very specific ideas to individuals or organizations. 
However, it should be noted that generally, Chinese planning regulations were upheld, with Singaporean 
design contributions being adapted to fit within these larger zoning laws and requirements. 

Another unique aspect of  this project in terms of  the planning process was that since it was a 
government-to-government collaboration, both the Singapore and Chinese technical teams had to also 
report to their respective political leaders on the progress of  the project. There would be regular updates 
scheduled in the project timeline to political leaders. Intractable issues that could not be resolved at the 
working level would then be surfaced and escalated to the political levels at the Joint Working Committee 
or even the Joint Supervisory Committee for larger strategic issues. Otherwise, as the planners I interviewed 
shared, at the working level it was typically easier to work out suitable solutions to technical issues as everyone 
was working together collaboratively and drawing on their respective professional experience and technical 
expertise to push the project through an ambitious timeline. 
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INTER-AGENCY EFFORT 
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WORKING SESSIONS 
SINGAPORE + CHINESE PLANNING TEAMS
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REGULAR REPORTS TO JOINT WORKING 
COMMITTEE FOR APPROVALS 

Figure 29: Planning Process
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4.3 KEY ACTORS IN THE SSTEC PROJECT  

4.3.1 CHINESE ACTORS 

Chinese Central government: 
The cooperation between the Chinese 
and Singapore partners takes place at two 
levels of  state hierarchy, with the Chinese 
Central Government playing a critical role 
in the project. As a flagship government-
to-government project, national level 
ministries on the Chinese side are involved 
in the overall planning and supervisory 
roles. Political support from a higher level 
is critical in attracting resources for the 
development of  eco-cities and to ensure 
their continued progress, with personnel 
changes at these higher political levels sometimes having a detrimental influence on the operation of  the 
projects. (Fu & Zhang, 2017) Furthermore, as the SSTEC is a development located in Chinese territory, 
the Chinese government retains the exclusive right to make legal decisions. At the national level, under the 
Framework Agreement, the Chinese Vice-Premier co-chairs the Joint Steering Council while the Working 
Committee is led by the Chinese Ministry of  Housing and Urban-Rural Development (MoHURD) with 
additional Chinese ministries and offices playing supporting roles. The central government would be 
concerned with benefits for the nation as a whole, playing a more supervisory and steering role on such 
large-scale projects that have far-reaching consequences on a regional and even national scale. According 
to planners I interviewed, there is further speculation that since Tianjin is Wen Jiabao’s (the then-Chinese 
Premier) hometown, there was additional impetus to ensure that the project was a success. 

The support of  the central government was instrumental to launching the project, but central 
government directives also need to be supported and implemented by the municipal level government. The 
municipals and central government’s approvals were needed for instance to change the type of  land use and 
to acquire initial funding as the government bodies could instruct state-owned enterprises like banks and 
other enterprises to give credit or invest in the project. (Belle, 2015) 

Municipal & Local Government: Urban planning in China is primarily concerned with 
economic development and in the case of  eco-cities, they are seen as a form of  ecological modernization that 
will allow environmental protection to be done in tandem with economic and technological development. 
For many municipal governments, adopting globally recognized best practices like eco-cities and other 
green urbanism projects are perceived to be a safer and quicker solution for projecting an appealing 
international image, allowing them to better attract foreign investments. (Chien, 2018; Pow & Neo, 2010; 
Wu, 2015) However, there could be a dissonance of  agenda between the different layers of  administration, 

Figure 30: Singapore Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean (L) with Chinese Vice-
Premier Han Zheng (R) at a meeting in 2018
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with the central government potentially having a stronger focus on sustainability while the peripheries or 
local governments might not have the will nor the means to actively comply with the central government’s 
agenda. (Ghiglione & Larbi, 2015) The importance of  the role that local officials play cannot be understated. 
As an unnamed staff member of  SSTEC mentioned, “We have very strong high-level government links – 
but not with officials at the lower and provincial levels. It’s the Tianjin officials’ support we need to get things 
done – be it focusing only on green projects, building a light-rail transit line in the Eco-City or creating a 
community mix of  different income groups” (quoted in Horesh & Lim, 2018, p. 75).

The idea of  building the SSTEC originated at the central government level, with the municipal 
authority only becoming involved after the location was chosen. The Tianjin Municipal Government was 
then required to set up a local administrative branch and to oversee the integration of  the project on the 
regional level. (Belle, 2015) With the Tianjin Municipal government overseeing the entire larger metropolitan 
area that includes the Tianjin Binhai New Area which is a critical growth area for Tianjin within which 
the SSTEC is located and the Eco-City Administrative Committee (ECAC) overseeing the SSTEC and 
the adjacent land next to it, the decisions that these levels of  government make could potentially be at 
odds with supporting the growth of  the SSTEC as they may seek to direct investments and developments 
in neighboring areas instead of  the SSTEC. As their geographical area of  concern is larger than just the 
SSTEC, decisions on infrastructure development for instance would extend beyond the boundaries of  the 
SSTEC. This is why the planned light rail station has been shifted to the eastern edge of  the SSTEC 
rather than the center of  the SSTEC so that the transit station can also serve the adjacent Binhai Leisure & 
Tourism Zone. Furthermore, at the municipal level, since competition for political office is a consideration 
as political leaders who manage to achieve visible results during their time in office qualify for promotion, 
there would be additional impetus to ensure the quality and speed of  development projects in their three to 
five years in office. (Belle, 2015) 

Local development is driven by local officials so the ECAC also needs to ensure a steady flow of  
revenue through land and real estate development and secure continued sources of  revenue beyond the real 
estate development in order to fund the operation of  urban infrastructure and maintenance. (Belle, 2015) 
While the joint venture company is primarily responsible for attracting and finding tenant companies for 
the SSTEC, the ECAC has an interest in ensuring that there is a critical number of  tenant companies to 
generate tax revenues. 

Planning institutes: The China Academy of  Urban Planning and Design (CAUPD) as well 
as the Tianjin Urban Planning and Design Institute (TUPDI) were part of  the master planning process. 
CAUPD is a state-owned design institute that is related to MOHURD and as a national-level planning 
institute, is commonly involved in large-scale planning projects in China. On the other hand, the TUPDI is 
a municipal-level design institute under the authority of  the Tianjin Municipality. 

4.3.2 SINGAPOREAN ACTORS 

Singapore Government Agencies: the Singapore Government actors could be broadly grouped 
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into two main categories: planning agencies with technical expertise and economic and policy agencies. 
The Ministry of  National Development served as the lead ministry overseeing the project with the project 
management office housed within this ministry. The MND coordinated the project from Singapore’s side 
and worked with other ministries and agencies to ensure that Singapore’s interests were kept. On the more 
technical aspects, the master plan and urban design was led by the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA), 
with technical expertise and support from other planning agencies, the Housing Development Board (HDB), 
National Parks Board (NParks), Public Utilities Board (PUB), Land Transport Authority (LTA), National 
Environment Agency (NEA) and Building & Construction Authority (BCA). With the overall coordination 
and project management provided by the MND, the various planning agencies did not have separate 
agendas to fulfil as they were brought on as technical experts to contribute to the SSTEC master plan and 
development process. The economic and policy agencies involved in the project included the Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs, Ministry of  Trade and Industry, Jurong Town Corporation and International Enterprise 
(IE) Singapore, though the economic and trade policy discussions will not be examined in this thesis. 

Surbana: Surbana Corporation (now named Surbana Jurong following a merger in 2015) is a 
government-owned urban planning and infrastructure consultancy that traces its roots as the Building and 
Development Division of  the Housing and Development Board that was spun off and corporatized in an 
effort to export Singapore’s urbanization and housing expertise to other countries in 2003. (“Our History,” 
n.d.) Brought on as an urban design consultant for the SSTEC project to support the government agencies’ 
planners and fill the gap in manpower for the tight deadlines and quick turnaround time required on the 
project (Interview 1, Interview 3), Surbana has since been involved in urban design and master plans in over 
90 cities and across 30 countries. (Surbana Urban Planning Group, 2014) One of  the key contributions 
attributed to Mr Jeffrey Ho, the lead consultant from Surbana, was the 12km-long man made “Eco Valley” 
which is a unique feature of  the SSTEC, as a “multi-functional and multi-dimensional green corridor that 
would support every aspect of  the city’s human activity and infrastructure operations” (Surbana Urban 
Planning Group, 2014, p. 57).   

4.3.3 JOINT ACTORS 

Joint-Venture Company: Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and 
Development Co. Ltd:  Critically, unlike other eco-city developments with international involvement in 
China, the SSTEC exists as a joint venture investment, while the others are typically pure client-consultant 
relationships. (Zhan et al., 2018) The joint-venture company (JV Company) is a joint venture between 
the Singapore consortium and the Chinese consortium with a 50-50 split. The Singapore consortium is 
headed by the Keppel Group, which is a government-linked conglomerate with real estate development, 
technical expertise and infrastructure development capabilities and subsidiary companies, while the 
Chinese consortium is led by the Tianjin TEDA Investment Holding Co which is wholly owned by the 
Tianjin municipal government. The company has led the development of  TEDA zone since 1984 and 
is also involved in various sectors such as property, finance, transport and energy in the larger Tianjin 
Binhai New Area. (Chen & Zhao, 2014) The Chinese consortium comprises TEDA Holding (35%), 
China Development Bank (20%), with other shareholders including Tianjin Real Estate Development and 
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Management Group (Tianfang), the Tianjin Tanggu Urban Construction Investment Corporation, the 
Tianjin Hanbin Investment Company and the Tsinlien Group Asset Management Company, with TEDA 
Holding and Tianfang engaging in land and real estate development while the remaining companies mostly 
contribute financial investment. (Belle, 2015) On the other hand, the Singapore consortium consists of  
Keppel Group and its subsidiaries as well Singbridge International. Keppel was also involved in the bilateral 
Suzhou Industrial Park project and therefore was perceived as having the necessary networks, technical 
know-how and capacity to take on the SSTEC project. While not a public agency or ministry, the JV 
company has quasi-government links on both sides though it exists operationally as an independent entity. 
The JV was launched with an initial investment of  40 billion RMB. 

The JV serves as the master developer of  the SSTEC, working closely with both governments and 
private sectors of  China and Singapore while also attracting international investments and partners to plan 
and develop the SSTEC. Its role includes the development of  infrastructure, residential, industrial and 
commercial properties. In this capacity, the JV then seeks partners both locally and internationally, with real 
estate developers like Shimao (China), Vanke (China), AyalaLand (the Philippines) and Farglory (Taiwan) 
involved in the project. It is important to note that unlike other typical new town development projects, 
the Chinese government whether at the local level or national level, is not directly involved in the land 
and real estate development as this responsibility is left to the JV company, which is authorised to directly 
develop, seek a development partner or sell the site to third party real estate developers. (Peng, 2018) As 
the master developer of  the SSTEC, the JV is especially concerned with ensuring the commercial viability 
of  the SSTEC in terms of  its residential, commercial and industrial development by attracting continued 
investments and tenants. The JV’s concerns are also primarily limited to the boundaries of  the SSTEC.  To 
facilitate infrastructure construction works and implementation, the JV had also established 11 subsidiary 
companies, ranging from the water utilities company, green transportation company, to the business park 
management company. 

4.4 BROADER STRATEGIC AGENDAS AND GOALS UNDERPINNING THE SSTEC 
PROJECT 

As a government-to-government collaborative flagship project, the SSTEC is more than just an 
environmental or ecological socio-technological project, or a transnational exchange of  planning practices, 
techniques, models and concepts. Critical to the project’s success and continued support are the political 
and economic agendas embedded in this project across the various actors and stakeholders involved in this 
complex urban development. The political angle of  this project should not be overlooked as such forms 
of  close government-to-government collaboration at the highest levels promotes interaction and mutual 
understanding, builds long-term relationships and strengthens bilateral ties (Lye, 2016). In this section, I 
highlight some of  the (speculated) motivations for the Chinese government to seek a collaboration with 
Singapore and the corresponding motivations for Singapore to undertake this eco-city project with China. 
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4.4.1 CHINA’S MOTIVATIONS TO COLLABORATE WITH SINGAPORE  

As Chang et al (2016) found in their interviews with Chinese planners, my interviews with Chinese 
planners and Singapore planners identified a set of  factors that influenced the initial decision for China to 
choose to collaborate with Singapore: a previous collaboration with Singapore on a high-level, government-
to-government flagship project, political and cultural affinities and high-level political and financial 
endorsement. Launched against a backdrop of  acute environmental pollution and income inequality, the 
proposed eco-city project represented an answer to new forms of  urban development that could address 
these environmental concerns. 

Politically, the shift of  partnership from a Western private firm to the Singapore government following 
the failure of  Dongtan Eco-City could be seen as a deliberate decision, especially since there was a prevailing 
political narrative in China that called on local governments to ditch the Western models of  development 
in favour of  a “Chinese model” (Chang, 2018; Chang et al., 2016). Singapore was seen as an ideal partner 
for China’s next national flagship eco-city project given perceived similarities in political context of  one-
party rule, strong government control over the economy and urban planning, general political approval of  
Singapore as a model, cultural compatibility given Singapore’s predominantly Chinese population, as well 
as Singapore’s international renown and reputation as a “Garden City” that made it a suitably qualified 
alternative to Western partners on ecological and sustainable urban developments. (Chang, 2018; Chang 
et al., 2016; Sun, 2019) Similar to the ‘Singapore Fever’ of  seeking policy transfer, it is likely that Chinese 
government officials were keen to work with Singapore planners as it was more politically palatable to refer 
to an Asian rather than Western entity as a model for development, citing cultural similarities. (Horesh & 
Lim, 2018) 

Furthermore, on a practical note, the SSTEC was the second such bilateral flagship project between 
Singapore and China following the SIP and working relationships and practices as well as an institutional 
framework had already been established to facilitate collaboration between the two countries’ governments. 
(Sun, 2019) Working with the Singapore government as a partner was also seen as a more stable and reliable 
option than foreign private companies, as the Singapore planners were seen as being more adept at securing 
support for their masterplans from the local governments. (Chang et al., 2016)

Given the capital-intensive nature of  eco-cities that require initial investments that most municipalities 
are unable to afford, the Singapore government’s promised financial investment and institutional support 
was also another key factor, as the Singapore partners would contribute half  the construction costs while 
also providing project management and technical support from the Ministry of  National Development and 
other state planning agencies. (Chang et al., 2016; Wu, 2012) Furthermore, Singapore’s reputation and 
branding would also help to lend the project credibility as a Singapore planner suggested in an interview, “at 
a time when many private [investment] projects have failed across Chinese cities, work[ing] with Singapore 
can make sure [that] the eco-city is a risk-free investment and will certainly be built on time.” (quoted in 
Chang et al., 2016, p. 937)  Though of  course, labelling the SSTEC as a risk-free endeavour might be too 
much of  stretch, given the scale and complexity of  such a project. 
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For the Chinese planners, working with the Singapore planners and drawing on their experience in 
urban development and management also represented a useful learning opportunity and means of  gaining 
further exposure to international best practices. (Sun, 2019) As a Singapore planner noted in an interview, 
“[The] Chinese planners are not ignorant; in fact they are catching up very fast. They are very quick to 
take what you offer and replicate [it] elsewhere in other parts of  China.” (quoted in Pow & Neo, 2015, p. 
138) A key ambition for China and Singapore in this collaboration was to “commit to share expertise and 
experience in areas like urban planning, environmental protection, resource conservation, water and waste 
management and sustainable development, as well as policies and programs to engender social harmony” 
(“Tianjin Eco-city,” n.d.) The SSTEC is an inter-governmental partnership proposed on the basis of  sharing 
policy knowledge, techniques and technologies in the realm of  sustainable urban development, facilitating 
the transnational circulation of  knowledge, practices and policies. 

4.4.2 SINGAPORE’S MOTIVATIONS FOR COLLABORATING WITH CHINA 

Strategically, the Eco-City project represents Singapore’s continued attention to remain relevant 
to China’s rise by identifying a niche area for collaboration with China. As then Singapore Prime Minister 
Goh Chok Tong explained, “China at that time was emphasising the environment, green development, 
urbanisation without too much pollution. So, we had the expertise in Singapore, so I was able to align our 
expertise with China’s interest of  wanting to have a clean environment for its urbanization” (quoted in 
Horesh & Lim, 2018, p. 75) This then allows Singapore to leverage on China’s growth. 

With a supervisory and technical framework in place for the bilateral SSTEC project, there are 
increased opportunities for Singapore and Chinese political leaders, officials, planning professionals and 
businessmen to interact. Politically then, the network of  engagement between Singapore and Chinese 
leaders have provided opportunities for leaders, ministers, officials and businessmen to meet regularly and 
work on areas of  common interests, strengthening political and economic ties between the two countries 
while giving Singapore an unprecedented level of  access to the Chinese leadership at the central and local 
levels. (Lye, 2016) The SSTEC therefore allows Singapore to “broaden and deepen the Singapore-China 
partnership” through this bilateral project, which is one of  the key objectives for this bilateral cooperation 
that the Singapore government has highlighted. (Keeton, 2011) As a flagship project, the SSTEC is a 
showcase that could shape the future of  this bilateral relationship by showcasing Singapore’s relevance to 
China’s development. (Peng, 2018) Following the SSTEC project, there have been two other new projects, 
the Sino-Singapore Guangzhou Knowledge City and Sino-Singapore Jilin Food Zone which are driven by 
the private sector with strong government support, representing another model of  bilateral Sino-Singapore 
cooperation made possible by the predecessor government-to-government flagship projects as Singapore 
continues its efforts to stay relevant to China’s growth and derive mutual benefits by seeking collaboration 
in areas of  mutual benefit with China. 

Furthermore, the SSTEC as a flagship project represented an opportunity for Singapore planners to 
“build a city from scratch”. As a planner involved in the project explained, with high-level political support 
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from both countries that allowed these technical experts to “be innovative and experimental…something 
that cannot be done in Singapore where land is scarce with most land being already developed” as such large 
empty plots of  land to experiment with is not a luxury afforded to planners in Singapore. (as quoted in Pow 
& Neo, 2015, p. 137) This bilateral cooperation with China therefore allowed Singapore to further improve 
its international reputation, showcase its ability to export planning knowledge and expertise in the realm 
of  sustainability and further solidify Singapore’s position as a nation committed to an environmentally-
friendly, green and sustainable urban future and a global thought leader in this field by demonstrating 
Singapore’s determination “towards environmental protection, resource and energy conservation and 
sustainable development” (as quoted in Keeton, 2011, p. 79). Based on the interviews I conducted with the 
Singapore planners who were involved in the planning of  the project, working with the Chinese planners 
and learning about Chinese planning considerations and systems helped to broaden Singapore’s planning 
professionals’ international exposure, for instance with an exchange of  technical expertise in the areas of  
water management technologies. 

Scholars have also argued that the export of  the Singapore model sought to offshore some of  
Singapore’s excess urban capacities through overseas planning projects that further expand the city-state’s 
global economic ambition. Given Singapore’s small and highly saturated market and state-controlled urban 
planning, private companies and developers as well as urban planning agencies were now compelled to 
look beyond its borders for new urban development opportunities (Pow, 2014; Roy, 2009). Rather than 
only offering technical assistance, unlike other cities in the developed world, Singapore has harnessed 
these interests into its economic growth strategy, structuring the country’s growth around sustainable 
development and positioning Singapore as a test bed for future urban solutions. In this way, Singapore is 
able to simultaneously address urban challenges while facilitating the export of  expertise and knowledge 
globally, thereby supporting business and creating jobs for people (Kolesnikov-Jessop, 2010).

4.4.3 THE SSTEC AS MODEL AND SHOWCASE 

To the Chinese government, the SSTEC serves as a national model eco-city that offers an exemplar 
of  how to productively and sustainably convert environmentally disadvantaged and degraded land into 
economically productive and habitable land, a model of  urbanism that can be then applied to less fertile 
northern and western regions of  China. In this way, the SSTEC represents the potential to address major 
problems facing Chinese urbanization and environmental concerns. (Chang et al., 2016) 

While the Singaporean partners similarly view the SSTEC as a model, the model serves a different 
purpose, as a showcase of  Singapore’s technologies and expertise with regards to eco-city and new town 
development as well as sustainable city practices given global trends and rising environmental concerns 
with climate change. (Peng, 2018) As posited by both Chinese and Singaporean planners I had interviewed, 
while Singapore had a model industrial park in the Suzhou Industrial Park, the goal was to create an 
additional flagship project to showcase Singapore’s planning expertise that was more residential in nature, 
with a strong ecological focus, given global trends towards sustainable and environmental concerns in urban 
development. (Sun, 2019) The SSTEC project can be seen as an opportunity for Singapore to showcase 
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its strengths in housing, environmental services and water technology. In this perspective, the SSTEC is 
inherently an economic venture to build a prototype city that can be then further replicated in China and 
internationally, bolstering both Singapore’s and China’s credentials in the realm of  eco-urbanism and new 
eco-city developments.  

Through this partnership, both the Chinese and Singapore partners sought to develop the SSTEC as 
a new model of  partnership and new town development, using the SSTEC as a test-bed for new sustainable 
technologies and an approach to eco-city development that still allowed for continued economic development 
and urbanisation while marrying concepts of  sustainability and environmental preservation, meeting social, 
economic and environmental needs. For both parties, the SSTEC was seen as a model on a global scale 
that illustrated an established expertise and capability in eco-city development, sustainable practices and 
technologies. Politically, the SSTEC was also intended as a model that can showcase nationalism and the 
strength of  interstate cooperation, an explicitly bilateral initiative with substantial investment on both sides 
that marked a significant milestone of  Sino-Singapore geopolitical relations. (Bok & Coe, 2017)

4.5 CONCLUSION

As one of  the early frontrunners of  eco-cities in China, the SSTEC is a highly complex project 
jointly undertaken by Singapore and China as a bilateral government-to-government flagship development. 
With the widespread implementation of  eco-cities, China has become an indispensable part of  the global 
proliferation of  eco-city technologies, frameworks and indices and given the national status as a model 
eco-city, the SSTEC is firmly embedded in the transnational flow of  planning ideas, practices and models 
and a globalizing city-making process. (Chang, 2017) Recognized as being perhaps the most successful 
eco-city project in China, the SSTEC is regarded as an exemplar and forerunner. There are aspects of  the 
SSTEC in terms of  practices that have already been replicated in eco-cities across China, such as the set of  
KPIs that have guided the development of  the SSTEC, in which other upcoming eco-cities have similarly 
incorporated KPIs in their planning process. As seen from the discussion above, there are many actors 
involved in this eco-city development, oftentimes with complementary goals and agendas but occasionally 
with conflicting objectives. Navigating the various levels of  political actors with overlapping but also divergent 
areas of  interest, bringing together the private sector and the public sector, and cooperating across cultural 
differences in practices and ideologies require skill and nuance. Both Singapore and China are able to 
extract benefits from this bilateral project, many of  which are intangible, such as political relationships and 
improved branding and reputation. Having provided a detailed overview of  the SSTEC, in the next chapter, 
I examine the underlying structures and processes that facilitate the planning, development and continued 
management and operation of  the SSTEC.  
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5/ THE SSTEC AS A MODEL OF NEW 
TOWN DEVELOPMENT  

Various studies have examined whether the SSTEC has exemplified urban sustainability ideals 
(Caprotti, 2014a; Caprotti et al., 2015; Miao & Lang, 2015; Pow & Neo, 2015), or questioned how the 
SSTEC and other eco-cities can be used to develop indices and assessment measures (Peng, 2018; Rapoport 
& Hult, 2017; World Bank, 2009). However, as Chang (2018) argues, many of  these studies tend to interpret 
the SSTEC as reflecting China’s unique context and often uncritically treat urban sustainability concepts 
and ideas developed in the Global North as the ideal or normative standard.  Drawing on post-colonial 
urban studies that question the presumption that urbanization in the Global South will follow the same 
trajectories in the North or that ideas and practices developed in the North can be adequately translated and 
transplanted in the Global South, cities in the Global South are not merely passive receptors of  policy and 
planning models derived from the Global North. Instead, new models may emerge in the South, re-circulate 
back to transnational policy and professional networks and contribute to the development of  new planning 
and policy standards that challenge traditional hegemonic ideas. In this view, ‘worlding’ is underway in cities 
everywhere and it is important to develop urban planning ideas and practices from the South and to learn 
from such cities. (Robinson, 2011; Robinson & Roy, 2016; Roy, 2009; Roy & Ong, 2011; Watson, 2009) 

What then, can be learnt from the Tianjin Eco-City? In this chapter, I will lay out some of  the 
aspects in the overall structures and planning process of  the SSTEC that represents a new model and 
form of  transnational new town development and where the SSTEC continues in the tradition of  typical 
international new town development practices. 

5.1. PARTICIPATION IN THE GLOBAL TRANSFER OF PLANNING IDEAS, MODELLING 
THE CITY

As Pow & Neo (2015) have shown, there are a few commonalities amongst the eco-city projects 
emerging in China, which the SSTEC shares similarities to: these projects often involve mobilising a 
transnational network of  policy experts and professional planners, architects, engineers etc, and are also 
often strongly driven by entrepreneurial objectives and ideals of  ecological modernisation that can serve as 
a catalyst for further economic growth through pioneering new environmental technologies. Likewise, if  one 
examines other megaprojects and new town development in post-colonial Asian cities, which are similarly 
shaped by underlying nationalist motivations and spectacles of  sovereignty, the development of  the SSTEC 
features significant local government involvement.  

Indeed, as Bok & Coe (2017) emphasize, a distinctive characteristic of  eco-cities of  today is the 
networked extent of  knowledge of  transfer in which these projects are situated, with a growing network 
of  international agents eager to exploit opportunities in sustainable urban planning and development. As 
mentioned in Chapter 2, the  Singapore government is a willing and active partner or even proponent 
of  endeavour to develop the “Singapore Model” by transforming policies, practices, ideas and strategies 
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into abstract, technical lessons and best practices to be exported as urban planning expertise and public 
management knowledge in the form of  international aid and cross-boundary partnership through professional 
courses and seminars or profit-driven commercial consultancies (Roy & Ong, 2011). As the SSTEC project 
has illustrated, state policymakers can be active transfer agents in the transnational circulation of  policy, 
models and practices. In such country contexts of  strong, centralized state governance, this examination of  
the role of  state actors becomes especially salient as the SSTEC case illustrates, “the institutionalization of  
bilateral and geopolitical agendas becomes inseparable from the global, circulatory discourses of  ecological 
modernization that permeate ‘sustainability’” (Bok & Coe, 2017, p. 53). 

Crucially, in the case of  the SSTEC, Singapore policymakers who possess the relevant technical 
expertise provide consultancy services and participate in the transfer of  best practices, technologies and 
ideologies based on the knowledge and experience they had accumulated during their careers but also 
drawing from Singapore’s urban development experience and practices. In this project, the export of  the 
“Singapore Model” is led by the state with the support and participation of  critical private sector players like 
Surbana and Keppel, who play the role of  consultants and developers that assist in packaging and exporting 
Singapore’s urban development experiences as these firms have played significant roles in Singapore’s urban 
development history. This departs from the usual form of  eco-city megaprojects involving international 
actors who play the role of  planning consultants, which are typically private sector members of  the Global 
Intelligence Corps hailing from the Global North, as seen in Dongtan Eco-City (Arup), Masdar Eco-
City (Foster & Partners), Songdo Eco-City (Kohn Pederson Fox). Instead, in the case of  the SSTEC, this 
project is spearheaded by state actors who originate from an emergent center of  policy and practice and an 
aspirational city model in its own right. The Singapore state actors then bring on board corporate actors as 
consultants. The level of  involvement by state actors and the role that the state plays in situating the SSTEC 
as a model of  sustainable eco-development is different from the traditional model of  transnational eco-city 
development. 

However it should be noted that there are still key similarities. For instance, collectively, Singapore 
politicians, policy professionals, urban planners and consultants acted as transfer agents, shuttling ideas, 
practices and knowledge across national boundaries in the planning process of  the SSTEC and continue 
to do so with their Chinese counterparts, through organizing conferences, facilitating study trips to the 
SSTEC, touting the eco-city as a new model of  urbanism that can address environmental concerns while 
meeting urbanization needs. Conferences and trade fairs are common venues for such actors who are then 
able to showcase and market sustainability expertise. For instance, in 2010, the SSTEC hosted the inaugural 
International Eco-City Forum and Exhibition and Climate Change Conference, with many global companies 
demonstrating their products and services at the trade fair. Other exhibitions and conferences were also 
organized in Singapore – for instance in 2012, the Urban Redevelopment Authority in partnership with 
the Singapore Institute of  Planners hosted an exhibition on “Urban Transformations: Overseas Planning 
and Urban Design Works Done by Singapore Consultancy Firms” that showcased the overseas planning 
projects of  Singapore firms like Surbana. As mentioned earlier, Surbana had played a significant role in the 
planning and urban design of  the SSTEC as a member of  the masterplanning team from the Singapore 
side. 
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With annual eco-city and green building conference in Singapore and China such as the International 
Green Building Conference, which help to market not only the SSTEC as a model but also demonstrate 
Singapore and China’s sustainability expertise and foster new connections between state and corporate 
actors. (Bok & Coe, 2017) Key eco-city professionals and activists have also been invited to tour the project 
site, conferences and workshops on green building and green urbanism hosted and foreign and local media 
outlets have been contacted to sell its vision and raise the visibility of  the project. (Chang, 2017) As the 
SSTEC has become an exemplar and model for other cities in China and internationally, not only through 
the efforts of  the Chinese and Singapore governments in promoting the development through conferences, 
seminars and forums, but also through international organizations and specialized programs within these 
organizations such as the World Bank Eco Cities Initiatives and the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, 
the SSTEC has further cemented its role in the transnational circulations of  knowledge. (Chang, 2018) 

Another thing to note is that the SSTEC has explicitly modest goals, which make it practical and 
affordable and facilitate its replication across other Chinese cities and internationally as well, though critics 
have argued that the SSTEC has not been ambitious enough in its objectives. As the former Chief  Executive 
Officer of  the joint venture company, Goh Chye Boon, stated, expectations were limited from the beginning, 
in favour of  developing a project that was realisable, drawing lessons from earlier failed ambitious eco-cities 
like Dongtan:

“We aspire to one day be a dream city like Dongtan but we want to take one credible step at a time… 
Dongtan inspired me, but I think when you reach too high, you may forget that the ultimate beneficiary must 
be the resident.” (quoted in Keeton, 2011) 

The SSTEC’s promises are more attainable than Dongtan’s. Furthermore, since the SSTEC model is not 
particularly tied to place-specific, local eco-systems in nature and the structure of  the residential blocks 
system facilitate the ease of  ‘de-territorialization’ and ‘re-territorialization’, the model can be flexibly taken 
apart and re-assembled for ease of  transfer and circulation nationally and transnationally as the eco-city 
model can be standardized and replicated anywhere. (Chang, 2018; Chang et al., 2016)

5.2 COMMERCIALLY-DRIVEN ECO-DESIRES  

As Sze (2015) argues, eco-cities like Dongtan reflect an “eco-desire” that is mobilized by planners, 
engineers, real-estate developers and politicians as investment strategy, fusing sustainability and ecological 
discourses and concepts with economic development and profit-making – both ecology and the pursuit of  
profit are inextricably linked. This is likewise reflected in the SSTEC, which was a commercially-driven 
enterprise that sought to maximise profits and ensure the commercial viability of  the project especially since 
the funding needed for the operations and maintenance of  the eco-city was drawn from tax revenues collected 
from land sales and industrial tenants. (Peng, 2018) Similarly, this focus on commercial viability and profit 
margins could also be seen in the relative proportion of  subsidized public housing available, which decreased 
from the original target of  50% to 20%. (Chang et al., 2016; Pow & Neo, 2015) While both governments were 
involved in the planning and development of  the SSTEC and still continue to play a supervisory role, within 
the framework that was set up, the governments have essentially allowed for the private sector to enter and play 
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the role of  master developer within a set of  
regulations and guidelines that were drawn 
up by the bilateral technical teams. In this 
intentional separation of  state and private 
functions, the private sector is also tasked 
with carrying out infrastructure preparation 
works and is paid by the local government 
to undertake certain public works, such as 
utilities laying etc. Rather than attempting 
to prop up the SSTEC by subsidizing 
expenses or making financial contributions, 
the Chinese government has stopped 
public contributions to the SSTEC, while 
allowing the ECAC and JV to retain profits 
and tax revenues earned to go towards the 
operations and maintenance of  the SSTEC, 
requiring the SSTEC to be a commercially 
viable enterprise. Fundamentally as well, 
the commercial motivations of  converting a 
barren wasteland into productive land is a 
huge financial incentive and showcases how 
ecological restoration could go hand in hand 
with and even support long-term economic 
development. 

5.3 MODEL OF COLLABORATION 

More crucially, as a previous survey of  Sino-foreign eco-city projects found, the Sino-Singapore 
model of  collaboration was deemed to be the most robust in an evaluation of  the intensity of  bilateral 
cooperation across these Sino-foreign partnerships. (de Jong et al., 2013) A significant part of  this assessment 
was due to the development of  a formalized organizational structure that had been created to institutionalize 
the sharing of  policy expertise across multiple scales of  governance. The model of  collaboration between 
China and Singapore is unique as a government-to-government collaboration at the highest levels of  
government in the plan, design, development and operation/management of  the eco-city. 

5.3.1 SUPERVISORY AND OPERATIONAL STRUCTURES 

As introduced in Chapter 3, the Framework Agreement led to the establishment of  supervisory and 
operational structures and committees, allowing the Chinese and Singaporean governments to collaborate 
at both the strategic and operational levels. At the strategic level, the Joint Steering Committee co-chaired 
by China’s Vice Premier and Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister sets the project’s broader strategic 
overview while the Joint Working Committee, co-chaired by China’s Minister of  Housing and Urban-

Figure 33: Promotional material from Keppel Group for a residential development in 
SSTEC
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Rural Development (MOHURD) and Singapore’s Minister of  National Development (MND) is tasked 
with overseeing the project’s implementation and achievement of  key targets. The importance that has been 
placed on this project can be seen in the level of  political representation involved. Operationally, the Eco-
City Administrative Committee (ECAC) as the branch of  local government, and the JV company oversee 
key domains and aspects of  the planning, operations, maintenance, land and real estate development and 
marketing of  the SSTEC, though the ECAC also has additional regulatory roles that JV does not have.  At 
the planning and design phase, technical agencies from both countries provide technical support in drawing 
up the master plan, while once the plans get into the more detailed design phases, additional external 
consultants might be hired with guidance and support from the relevant technical agencies on both sides.  In 
the implementation phase, this process is primarily led and managed by the ECAC though if  detailed plans 
need to be drawn up, the ECAC will work with URA and if  there are changes to be made to the master plan 
and detailed plans, the ECAC will still seek URA and MND’s comments and feedback on the plans, so both 
sides are involved at all stages of  the development of  the SSTEC. 

Besides the point that supervisory and operational structures were established from the start of  
the project and reflect a more robust and intensive level of  close bilateral cooperation than is commonly 
seen in Sino-foreign partnerships, I would argue that the SSTEC departs from the traditional model of  
transnational new town development as typically undertaken by private sector members of  the Global 
Intelligence Corps in the length of  time, nature of  the planning process, phasing approach and continuation 
from planning and design, to implementation and operation and management, as this project is not just 
simply a plan and design project or even a design-build project but a design-build-operate bilateral project.

5.3.2 LONG-TERM COMMITMENT  

From the early stages of  site selection, planning and design of  the overall master plan and detailed 
design plans for the Start-Up Area in Phase 1 development, and now moving into the Phase 2 development 
of  developing the Central Business District, it has already been 10 years. In terms of  physical development, 
the SSTEC is only one-third completed. A recent Memorandum of  Understanding was signed in late 
2018 to further expand the realm of  cooperation with the additional task of  promoting the replication of  
the SSTEC development experience in other Chinese cities as well as along the Belt and Road regions, to 
bring the SSTEC closer to realizing its vision to be a practical, replicable and scalable model for sustainable 
development by establishing the SSTEC as a “leading global hub on urban solutions, theoretical research 
and practical innovations”. (Ministry of  National Development, 2018). This level of  involvement and 
timeline of  commitment is atypical in the realm of  transnational new town development. 

5.3.3 COLLABORATIVE AND REITERATIVE PLANNING PROCESS  

Furthermore, if  we consider the planning process as described by the planners who were involved 
in the process, we see that it was a collaborative, reiterative process between the Singapore and Chinese 
planners, rather than the Singapore planning professionals simply producing a set of  plans and designs to 
be implemented by the Chinese local government. Instead, it was a cooperative process of  mutual learning 
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and exchange of  ideas and practices grounded on professional expertise and experience at all levels of  the 
planning process, amongst the Singapore planners within the public sector and with Surbana consultants, 
and at the joint working sessions amongst the Singaporean and Chinese planners. As design and planning 
processes go, based on the descriptions I heard in my interviews it was a reiterative process that drew on 
the experiences and skills of  the planners involved, with everyone pitching in and contributing, building on 
each other’s ideas and designs. While it would be possible to point to “uniquely Singaporean” ideas that 
were transplanted in the Chinese context, as the Chinese planners were also keen to learn from Singapore 
planners, there were similarly many examples that the planners involved cited as instances of  Chinese 
planners directly influencing the plans based on the context, planning regulations and best practices, and 
their understanding of  what would be suitable and workable according to the local context. 

For instance, the facing and direction of  the grid and housing development were shaped by real 
estate preferences and climate considerations as given the cold climate, there was a strong preference for 
South and East facing units. Furthermore, as there were regulations that determined the spacing between 
blocks based on the Chinese solar exposure criteria (Interview 6). The appropriate streetscape in terms of  
the street width and elements to be incorporated were also subject to many rounds of  review and discussion 
as there needed to be a balance between designing for a minimum capacity and traffic volume while also 
seeking to move away from a reliance on private vehicles especially given that the SSTEC is intended as a 
sustainable eco-city development. 

 
Of  course, there were also many distinctive ideas that were imported from Singapore, drawn on 

Singapore’s urban development experience. For instance, the idea of  a neighborhood centre was something 
that was drawn from the typical design of  Singapore’s public housing new towns. Typically, in China, 
amenities, retail and food and beverage options are found along the street, not in a cluster form. In the 
SSTEC, each neighborhood has its own neighborhood centre that consists of  retail, public amenities like 
sports and recreation facilities, as well as open space and parks. While the lack of  continuous shopfronts 
along the street has occasionally been cited by critics as a drawback of  the design, having services, amenities 
and retail placed in the neighborhood centre allowed residents to have a central place for congregation that 
was within a 500 metres to 800 metres service radius coverage thereby encouraging residents to walk rather 
than driving their cars. Another key idea from the Singapore planners that was adopted was the underlying 
structure of  the residential areas, a three-level design that builds upon the basic unit of  the eco-cell, as a 
400m x 400m unit to form the larger grid, which was drawn from Singapore’s HDB housing estate typology 
and experience in designing public housing estates. However there were some issues at the implementation 
stage, which detracted from the original design intentions and guidelines that I will discuss in subsequent 
sections. 

5.3.4 PHASING APPROACH AND CONTINUED PROJECT REVIEW  

Moving on to a consideration of  the development approach to the SSTEC, from the beginning, 
the plan was to develop the SSTEC in phases, starting with the 8 square kilometres Start-Up Area. Of  
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course, the first phase also included the environmental remediation and clean-up of  the entire site, which 
also included the environmental treatments needed to clean up Jing Lake and create a clean, recreational 
environment for residents. Following the first phase of  development and at the 10 year mark of  the project, 
reviews of  various aspects of  the project have been underway, such as the ongoing review of  the Key 
Performance Indicators to establish an updated and more relevant set of  KPIs that could continue to guide 
the development of  SSTEC’s Phase 2 and the management and operations of  the SSTEC. Other aspects 
of  the masterplan are also under review. 

For instance, the size of  the eco-cell is currently under review. In the conceptualization of  the 400m 
by 400m eco-cell, the intention was for a secondary network of  pedestrian paths to run through the eco-cell, 
as the eco-cell was visualized as a fenceless development that would allow for seamless permeability through 
the site or at least having a cross-shaped secondary pedestrian and bike path in each block that would help 
to create small 200m by 200m blocks, thereby creating a denser pedestrian and cyclist network grid and 
maintaining the walkability and cyclability of  the eco-city by having shorter block lengths. However, since the 
entire block was sold to private developers, even though the pedestrian paths were included in the documents 
and plans for approval, in reality the paths were behind gates as the private residential developments were 
gated and walled, showing a disjunction between plan and implementation. In reviewing the plans for the 
CBD, the road grid network and eco-cell structure are under further review as the Singaporean and Chinese 

Figure 34: One of  the typical neighborhood centers in SSTEC
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planners work together to improve the three-level structure of  the residential neighborhoods. (Sun, 2019) 
The phasing and in-built review process allows for the SSTEC to undergo a reiterative process of  plan 
design and development that is responsive to issues that have arisen, as well as changing trends and contexts. 
Furthermore, given Singapore’s continued involvement in the project as a bilateral partner and not merely 
a consultant, Singapore would remain involved in the review of  these plans and in the reiterative process of  
drawing up the revised detailed plans and review of  the KPIs that would guide the continued development 
and management of  the SSTEC. 

5.3.5 DESIGN-BUILD-OPERATE MODEL 

Rather than merely only 
serving as a planning consultant 
that draws up the masterplan and 
detailed plans, the Singapore team 
is involved at every stage of  the 
project development. In fact, the 
project could be characterized 
as a design-build-operate model 
of  transnational new town 
development, with different actors 
involved in each stage as the public 
and private sector take on different 
responsibilities in this complex 
project. At the masterplan design 
stage, on Singapore’s side, the effort 
was driven and overseen by state actors with the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) serving as the 
technical lead amongst the government agencies involved and Surbana included in the team as a private 
consultant, while the Ministry of  National Development was the overall supervisory lead and project 
manager, and on the Chinese side, the central and municipal planning institutes as well as local government 
were part of  the design team. When the project entered next phase of  developing detailed plans and designs 
for particular sites and amenities such as the planning for the Friendship Library or Friendship Garden, 
the relevant Singaporean technical agency would be included as a consultant to help guide the design and 
planning process, which in those cases would be the National Library Board and National Parks Board 
respectively. (Sun, 2019) 

At the build and operate stages, Singapore’s involvement was transferred to the private sector with 
the Joint-Venture company, as the Singapore consortium in the JV company was led by Keppel Group with 
its subsidiaries that also had technical capabilities to implement critical infrastructure like the wastewater 
treatment plant, water reclamation technologies etc. As the master developer JV was responsible for 
infrastructure preparation works, which also included laying public utilities such as drainage, potable water 
and sewage. The JV was responsible for selling land and also developing land, with a development arm 

Figure 35: Plans for the Friendship Garden by Grant Associates
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that allowed the JV to also implement their own residential projects in the SSTEC. Furthermore, the JV 
also took on the role of  facilities management. Arguably, through the combined efforts of  the public sector 
agencies and the private sector actors, this bilateral flagship project demonstrates Singapore’s ability to 
support the local and national Chinese governments to provide a suite of  urban solutions and services that 
a township would require, from the planning and design stage, to the development and construction stages 
to the management and operation stages. 

5.4. CONCLUSION 

The SSTEC represents a new model of  transnational new town development that differs from other 
Sino-foreign eco-city collaborations and new town development projects that employ members of  the Global 
Intelligence Corps in terms of  the structure and process that offers new insights into the sort of  bilateral or 
international collaborations that might be possible in new town development. While certain elements such 
as the structure plan, Key Performance Indicators or neighborhood centres could be specifically taken apart 
as an idea or practice, what is more interesting is the entire model of  the SSTEC development. The bilateral 
government-to-government collaboration is not purely state-driven or with only state actors – instead as 
seen in the discussion above, state actors and private sector actors take turns to play more prominent roles 
and taken on different responsibilities at different stages from the planning and design, to implementation 
and construction, to management and operation. As a design-build-operate model, the SSTEC departs 
significantly from traditional forms of  transnational new town development in the depth and length of  
commitment. The underlying framework and structure facilitates the cooperation at both the strategic and 
operational levels by allowing the political actors to take the lead and remain as the overall decision-makers 
while providing the private sector with sufficient latitude to achieve their goals. Furthermore, rather than a 
uni-directional, consultant-client relationship, the planning process was a collaborative one, a meeting of  
planning professionals with their own respective technical expertise and experience from both Singapore 
and China. 

With this different model of  new town development, what would be interesting to study would also 
be the assessment of  what the outcomes of  these different structures and processes, though of  course, it 
would be difficult to make the argument that these outcomes are necessarily the direct result of  this different 
form of  collaboration. However, it is still a worthwhile endeavor to document and assess the experience of  
the Eco-City project, given the hype and attention surrounding the SSTEC, so in the next section I provide 
a brief  qualitative assessment and update on some previous assessments that have been undertaken by other 
scholars in the earlier years of  the SSTEC development.   
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6/ A WALK THROUGH THE ECO-CITY  
Much of  the scholarly attention thus far have focused on the project’s specific components and 

technical assessments, such as analyses of  the eco-city’s green building standards (Lee & Qi, 2017; Sun & 
Song, 2016), its Key Performance Indicators (Zhou et al., 2012) and the role of  the eco-city in China’s urban 
and economic transition (Hu et al., 2015). Recently, as the SSTEC’s population has increased, scholarly 
focus has also shifted towards interrogating the “lived” aspects of  the eco-city, from the perspectives of  
new residents and through an experiential evaluation of  the SSTEC. (Caprotti, 2014a; Caprotti et al., 
2015; Caprotti & Gong, 2017; Flynn et al., 2016; Rapoport, 2015b) Given a lack of  access to quantitative 
measures and assessments of  the Eco-City’s performance when measured against their KPIs, I will focus 
most of  my assessment and evaluation on qualitative aspects of  the SSTEC, focussing on the built-up area 
in Phase 1 of  the development. 

Especially since many of  the earlier assessments were done were in the early days of  the SSTEC, 
it deserves a revisit to mark the progress and implementation of  plans, especially at this juncture when 
the SSTEC has just celebrated its 10th year anniversary in 2018 and the two government partners are 
starting on plans for Phase 2 development, which includes a new Central Business District (CBD) which 
will be a mixed development area with commercial, retail and hotels, centred on the light-rail transit 
station. (Sun, 2019) Rather than only examining the eco-city from a theoretical viewpoint, I also sought 
to understand the eco-city in terms of  how the plans materialize on the ground in their implementation. 
Drawing on Caprotti’s experiential examination of  the SSTEC, six years on from Caprotti’s walk through 
the SSTEC, (2014a) I take a similar walk through a section of  the Start Up Area. Similar to Caprotti 
(2014a), I use the narrative tool of  a walk through the SSTEC as an entry point to addressing some of  
the issues raised in existing scholarly research regarding the SSTEC, enabling a closer look at the reality 
behind the marketing, blueprints, masterplans and rhetoric that present the SSTEC and other eco-cities as 
entrepreneurial, technological solutions to environmental problems resulting from unchecked urban growth 
and industrialisation. 

6.1. THE LOCATION & CONTEXT 

My journey into Tianjin Eco-City from downtown Tianjin was broken up into two parts. I had taken the subway 
out from downtown Tianjin the day before, watching the landscape change as the train emerged into the sunlight on the outer 
neighborhoods of  Tianjin City and gradually more empty plots of  land appeared as the train sped further and further from the 
city center. Yet there was no truly ‘rural’ area that I could see, in these areas on the outskirts of  the metropolitan area, at least 
not in the pastoral sense. Although it was clearly no longer part of  the dense urban fabric of  Tianjin, all along the train tracks, 
I could see clusters of  dense high-rise developments. Gradually the buildings grew shorter and the clusters more spread out, with 
more buildings and structures of  an industrial nature appearing the further we went from Tianjin. Finally after 1 hour and 
45 minutes, I reached Tanggu station, where I was spending the night, curious to learn a little more about the context that the 
Tianjin Eco-City finds itself. Here in Tanggu, the area around the station was lined with express hotels, ostensibly catering to 
the budget-conscious business traveller, as the nicer upmarket options were located nearer to the Convention Center in Tanggu. In 
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Tanggu, the buildings were mid-rise (six to ten storeys), with an older building stock – gone were the shiny towering skyscrapers 
in downtown Tianjin. 

After spending the previous days in 
Tianjin breathing in smog and haze, I was 
pleasantly surprised to find that the air had 
cleared up the day I was headed to the Eco-
City, although this meant that the day while 
sunny was a blustery mid-winter day with 
wind chills that made me want to stay indoors. 
Tanggu is located approximately 15km away 
from the Tianjin Eco-City and as we travel 
through the Tianjin Economic-Technological 
Development Area, I see skyscrapers scattered 
along the skyline, though most of  the buildings 
I see are mid-rise office and commercial 
buildings. While this is not a major city like 
Tianjin or Beijing, this area is by no means 

an economic backwater, having been identified as a special economic zone and one of  the centres of  economic and technological 
development in the Bohai Economic Rim. The Tianjin Binhai New Area (TBNA) is no stranger to starchitects and other 
multinational planning, architecture and engineering firms. Perhaps the most well-known example would be MVRDV’s much-
accoladed Tianjin Binhai Library that forms part of  a larger cultural district masterplan, along with other cultural buildings 
designed by an international team of  architects like Bernard Tschumi Architects and Bing Thom Architects. Of  course, TEDA 
does not only consist of  offices and commercial buildings and the urban fabric shifts to large industrial buildings as we enter 
the TEDA Hi-Tech Industrial Park. The streets our car passes through are lined with familiar names like Honeywell, Otis 
Elevators, FedEx. This is the immediate context of  the Tianjin Eco-City within the larger TBNA. 

Looking at the larger geographical context, the SSTEC is a short 10km away from the Bohai 
Bay, an industrial coastal region that suffers from significant environmental externalities, given that the 
Bohim Rim includes several heavy industrial trade sectors, such as aviation, car production, petrochemicals, 
manufacturing and electrics, while also home to the largest port in Northern China and an active shipbuilding 
industry. (Caprotti, 2014a) Within the larger Tianjin municipal boundary, there are an estimated 583 
chemical companies, including the Tianjin Bohai Chemical Industry and the Tianjin Heavy Industry steel 
casting plant and the China National Coal Group power plants. (Williams, 2017) The SSTEC is an eco-city 
located on the outskirts of  a major industrial belt. As planners I interviewed admitted, air quality in the eco-
city was a factor that they were not able to control as the air quality was dependent on pollution controls of  
the surrounding areas, rate of  industrialization and urbanization, as well as environmental factors like wind 
direction and strength. 

Arguably, the eco-city is primarily conceptualised as a project that is “eco not for the environment, 
but for its inhabitants” even as the residential units in the eco-city are marketed and conceived as protecting 

Figure 36: The Tianjin Binhai library designed by MVRDV
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its occupants from the surrounding environment, functioning not only as gated, private developments but 
also as “containers of  a sanitized, ‘green’ form of  living, in which the outlying environmental hazards (air 
pollution, non-potable water, and so on) have little or no effect on the citizen-consumer.”  (Caprotti et al., 
2015, p. 504) In this sense the SSTEC as an eco-city project could be read as a project that constructs an 
environmentally-friendly city for its inhabitants as a sort of  “filtered and protective envelope within which 
urban life can be made clean, healthy and comfortable”, thereby enabling those who can afford to purchase 
property within the eco-city to essentially insulate themselves from the environmental externalities. (Caprotti 
et al., 2015) The concern then is to prevent the eco-city from becoming an “ecological enclave” or “pearls 
in the sea of  degrading urban environments” (Wong & Pennington, 2013). 

Looking at the economic context of  the SSTEC, the economic prospects for the Tianjin metropolitan 
area seems to have dimmed significantly. While Tianjin has long been considered an economic powerhouse 
of  China, one of  China’s fastest-growing provinces, its growth has slowed significantly in recent years, with 
this sharp deceleration resulting in Tianjin showing up as the slowest-growing of  China’s 31 province-
level regions in 2018. (The Economist, 2018) Tianjin’s annual GDP growth has averaged just 3.5% since 
2017. This is despite Tianjin’s numerous assets, such as a busy port, skilled workforce with several good 
universities, good location and accessibility to Beijing (half  an hour by train). In the Tianjin Binhai New 
Area, the new financial district that was originally billed as China’s Manhattan has an approximate 70% 
vacancy in its office spaces, with many skyscrapers standing unfinished or empty. (Chen et al., 2018) The 
Tianjin government has struggled with the repercussions of  a crackdown on risky lending and curb on bad 
debts, which has been further exacerbated by the deteriorating finances of  the Tianjin government due to 
cooling measures to curb property speculation following the Central government’s directions to pivot away 
from a credit-fuelled growth model. (Chen et al., 2018; The Economist, 2018)

Given this economic context, the SSTEC might find its attempts to rebalance the jobs to residents 
ratio an uphill task as it might prove difficult to attract investors and manufacturing companies to relocate 
or set up offices and operations in the SSTEC. Furthermore, to address the issues of  an ageing population, 
in 2018 the Tianjin municipal government offered hukous to attract young professionals to live and work in 
Tianjin, targeting those under 40 with a university degree. (The Economist, 2018) Hukous in big cities are 
typically highly in demand though they are difficult to obtain for migrant workers. With these changes in the 
economic landscape and new social policies implemented by the Tianjin government, the continued growth 
and progress of  the SSTEC could be affected or slowed down.  

6.2. ECO-CITY POSTCARD VIEWS

As we near the Eco-City, I spot the now-iconic Rainbow Bridge and a line of  towering wind turbines, their stark white 
aluminium bodies and gently rotating blades contrasting against the bright red of  the bridge. This is the postcard view of  the 
SSTEC, the wind turbines a calling card for the sustainable pedigree of  the Eco-City, as the SSTEC asserts its “eco”-ness, a 
distinctive element from its surroundings. 

As Keeton (2011) notes, although there is no standard to quantify what exactly an eco-city must 
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be, there are some trends across these 
contemporary eco-cities, foremost of  all 
being that the contemporary eco-city wants 
you to know it is an eco-city. A crucial 
marketing feature is the overwhelming 
presence of  greenery, with green roofs, large 
public gardens or parks, wetlands and tree-
lined streets to visually communicate the 
city’s eco-pedigree. Other elements include 
water as a pragmatic and aesthetic urban 
component as yet another connection to 
the natural world. Contemporary eco-cities 
also typically include components such as 
sustainable public transportation systems, 
zero-energy buildings, renewable energy 
sources (such as wind turbines, solar panels 
etc), waste management systems and elements 
of  water-sensitive urban design, which are 
then combined at different scales and with 
different degrees of  success. (Keeton, 2011) 
The wind turbines are both advertisement 
and a source of  renewable energy, though 
there is not enough wind power for the wind 
turbines to meet a significant amount of  the 
SSTEC’s energy needs. The power of  visual 
communication to “sell” sustainable urbanism as a travelling idea or concept is especially since sustainable 
urbanism and eco-cities are models in circulation, composed through transnational references. (Rapoport, 
2015b)

6.3. SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY OF THE SSTEC  

 Entering the Eco-City, unlike many academics hand-wringing over the density of  the SSTEC, I am not 
entirely surprised. The height of  the residential blocks are familiar, the density something I can identify with, having grown up in 
Singapore. The scale and density of  the Eco-City, even just within the 8 sq km Start-Up Area, is something that runs contrary 
to the evocative pastoral images of  low-rise residential units integrated with nature that is sometimes seen in eco-urbanism 
discourses. What is more surprising to me are the long street block lengths as I walk along the streets – unlike the public housing 
estates on which these residential areas are supposed to be based, these developments are hardly fenceless. Gone is that sense of  
openness and permeability that is associated with the public housing estates in Singapore. Here, the residential developments are 
sometimes sited on a raised ground level that is far above the street level, creating a clear separation between the private and the 
public realm that is further accentuated by the walls, fences, security guard posts at the entrances and the card access pedestrian 
gates. 

Figure 37: The Rainbow Bridge with wind turbines in the background

Figure 38: The wind turbines of  SSTEC
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 A friendly elderly man notices me hovering around one such security gate and invites me into the residential 
compound (Vanke’s Jinlu Apartments) after I ask if  it is possible for me to walk around the compound for a visit. As he ushers 
me in through the security gate and my face is scanned and photo taken, my guest status permissible with a wave of  his access 
card, he states with obvious pride that this is the best apartment complex in the eco-city and that he likes living here because of  the 
convenience, safety, quiet and cleanliness. It turns out that he is currently visiting his son’s family for a few weeks in preparation 
for the Lunar New Year and helping out with keeping the house in order and looking after his grandchild. Walking through the 
security gate, it becomes apparent that this is a rather common arrangement as we pass a few other elderly grandmothers and 
grandfathers hand-in-hand with their grandchildren toddling along in uneven steps. We part ways as he points out his apartment 
block, noting the high floor that his son’s family lives on before he leaves me to wander around the residential compound. Vanke’s 
Jinlu Apartments are a mix of  high-rise tower blocks and low-rise 4-5 storey long blocks.  Within the compound, the blocks are 
not arranged only in a rigid grid, but have slightly different orientations amongst the different clusters. The common areas are 
landscaped with plenty of  trees, shrubs and greenery though the trees are mostly bare since it is the middle of  winter. There is 
a playground and common areas for gathering. Since it is a weekday morning, I don’t encounter many people as I walk around, 
though a cursory look at the windows seem to indicate that almost all the apartment units are occupied. Another interesting thing 
is there are no surface parking lots as the parking garage is underground, with direct connections to the apartment buildings from 
the basement. After walking through the whole compound, I can see the appeal of  living in this residential compound – it is well 
maintained, clean, comfortable and feels safe, ideal conditions for raising a family. Furthermore, within easy walking distance 
of  Jinlu Apartments are the neighborhood centre with supermarket and other food and beverage options, park, elementary school 
and kindergarten. 

Over the course of  the two days while I’m on the site, I talk to taxi drivers and none of  them live in the Eco-City, 
living instead in the surrounding towns around the Eco-City like Tanggu. While they typically recognize the Eco-City as being 
a desirable place to live, they cite the rising property prices in the new residential developments as a prohibitive factor. 

Similar to the charges levelled against Dongtan Eco-City by Julie Sze in her book Fantasy Islands,  
“the motivation behind new [eco-city] projects seems to be green in the financial sense only” (Caprotti, 
2014b). Similarly, others have found that the original objectives of  the Tianjin Eco-city were revised to 
more modest levels and more closely aligned to economic objectives (Chang, 2017; Miao & Lang, 2015). For 
instance, public housing provision was decreased to 20% from the original goal of  50% affordable housing 
units as Singapore-style public housing that caters to low-income Chinese was not seen as being politically or 
financially desirable. The focus on social sustainability and subsidized housing is a hallmark of  Singapore’s 
public housing policy which includes a commitment to economic diversity within the neighborhoods to 
prevent social stratification. However, there was a seeming lack of  support for such subsidized housing, as 
seen from an anonymous Tianjin official who was quoted as saying that

“by the time the public housing project is completed, many of  us Tianjin officials would like be promoted 
elsewhere. Who would still be around to ensure that it is really the poor people who are relocated to this public 
housing estate.” (quoted in Pow & Neo, 2015, p. 138)

While this rate of  20% could be comparable to other major Chinese cities, this is lower than the 
provision of  30% in Tianjin City. (Chang et al., 2016) In the case of  Tianjin Eco-city, politically sensitive 
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Figure 39: The density of  the SSTEC is reminiscent of  Singapore

Figure 40: High-rise residential blocks in the SSTEC

Figure 41: Hi-tech security gates

Figure 43: Residential compounds are typically pedestrian-friendly 
and seemingly car-free as the parking garages are undergroundFigure 42: Walking through a residential compound in the SSTEC
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issues that are ostensibly linked to the social aspect of  sustainability, like intra-urban social polarisation, 
institutionalised social segmentation are sidestepped in this technocratic, apolitical and ultimately 
economistic approach to the development of  a new town. (Caprotti, 2014a, 2014a; Caprotti et al., 2015; 
Horesh & Lim, 2018)

Scholars have attempted to assess the urban social sustainability of  the SSTEC, drawing upon 
the factors of  social equity (“fair distribution of  resources and an avoidance of  exclusionary practices, 
allowing all residents to participate fully in society, socially, economically and politically” (quoted in Caprotti 
& Gong, 2018, p. 164)) and sustainability of  community. This concept of  sustainability of  community 
involves a range of  practices and processes that includes aspects such as the level of  civic participation, 
the rate of  population turnover, trust and pride as well as identity-formation in the community. (Caprotti 
& Gong, 2018) Drawing on Jane Jacob’s conceptualisation of  live urban spaces, Caprotti & Gong (2018) 
sought to examine the spatial experience of  social and community facilities provided in the SSTEC, the 
Eco-City as an economic space of  both production and consumption and the lived domestic spaces of  
the city in contrast with the green marketing claims of  the eco-city by real estate agents and developers as 
well as the city authorities. In this study, Caprotti & Gong came to several conclusions: that the social and 
community facilities, as well as programming and other amenities were appreciated by residents though a 
certain amount of  enjoyment stemmed from the relatively low population and emptiness of  the city; there 
was a paucity of  employment opportunities in the vicinity of  the eco-city and limited retail options; and 
that while property developers had built residential accommodations according to green building standards 
while including additional technologies like water filtration, solar water heating etc, there was a range of  
experiences in the quality and performance of  these technologies in the residents’ lived experiences as 
compared to the green marketing materials produced by the property developers. (2018) As Caprotti et al 
(2015) note from their assessment of  marketing materials from the residential developments in the SSTEC, 
the eco-city could be described as an “aspirational city”, with the property developers having participated 
in a process of  “imagineering” – “combining imagination with engineering to create the reality of  dreams” 
(Paul, 2004 as quoted in Caprotti et al., 2015, p. 503). Based on this assessment, they note that the private 
residential developments were aimed at a high-end market, with an attempt to align themselves to East 
Asian prestige projects from ‘successful’ cities like Singapore and Taipei. In the marketing of  the apartments 
in the SSTEC then, living in the SSTEC was linked to notions of  comfort, luxury, health and a wealthy 
lifestyle that was free from environmental externalities. (Caprotti et al., 2015)

Eco-cities like SSTEC risk becoming another real-estate speculation project, as eco-cities in China 
are better understood as entrepreneurial projects, with the environment as another field to be tamed and 
mobilised to sustain capital accumulation. (Chien, 2018; Pow & Neo, 2015) Given the attractive living 
conditions and environment in the SSTEC, it is not surprising if  a substantial number of  residential units 
have been purchased for investment purposes. The gated residential developments in the eco-city are also 
representative of  an increasingly rapid trend towards gated communities in China’s urban centres, with 
fears that the eco-city could become an “eco-enclave” as apartments in the eco-city are marketed as high-
end urban developments.  (Baeumler et al., 2009; Caprotti et al., 2015; de Jong et al., 2013; Joss, 2011) 
Despite the eco-city’s stated aims of  social sustainability, the presence of  gated communities in the eco-city 
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could be also seen as a reflection of  larger nationwide concerns that these could be instruments for forging 
social segregation. (Wu, 2012) As seen from the Key Performance Indicators that guided the development 
of  the SSTEC, there were fewer social indicators than the other categories pertaining to environmental or 
economic considerations. 

However, in my interviews with the Chinese planners, they posited that the majority of  population 
in the eco-city was probably slightly below middle class status. They explained that this was because in 
the early days of  the eco-city development, only the residential units were constructed and without the 
industrial sector, the earliest eco-city residents were people who were self-employed and owned small 
businesses from the outskirts of  Tianjin City. They were attracted to the SSTEC as they hoped to gain 
Tianjin hukou or residency status through purchasing a home in the SSTEC as the home prices then were 
cheaper. In the earlier years, the ECAC and JV company faced difficulties in attracting residents as there 
was still the perception that the environment was uninhabitable given the previous condition of  the land as 
barren salt flats and wastelands. (Sun, 2019; Interview 4, 2019) It was only through continued development 
and sustained marketing efforts that this earlier perception was changed and demand for residential units 
increased, also attracting higher-income and well-educated residents, thereby changing the demographics 
of  the SSTEC. Indeed, walking around the SSTEC and extrapolating from the range of  food and beverage 
options  available and their respective price points, I did not have a sense that the SSTEC was especially 
catered to the wealthy, as there were no high-end restaurants or retail options currently available.  

6.4. STREETSCAPE EXPERIENCE   

Caprotti found in his experience that the SSTEC is “built in a structure of  large urban residential 
blocks separated by multi-lane highways” and that “eco-buildings are significant in size being mostly over 
25 stories in height” (Caprotti, 2014a, p. 12). While he was there, Caprotti noted that the feeling is of  
being in a “large but as yet empty city” (Caprotti, 2014a, p. 12), with rapid progress in construction not 
matched by occupation. He also commented on the lack of  greenery, observing that there was “very little 
grass – everything there has been uprooted and decontaminated as this was formed from salt marsh and 
industrial land” and that the only two visible trees having leaves made of  plastic stuck on to branches with 
tape (Caprotti, 2014a, p. 13). 

Similar to Caprotti, walking around the eco-city, I am also surprised at the seeming normality of  the eco-city with 
more obvious instances of  “eco”-technologies like wind turbines, solar panels etc. more visibly apparent. While the Start-Up 
Area could certainly be characterised clean and airy, with a generous planting strips and tree-lined avenues that was a pleasant 
departure from lack of  trees I had encountered in downtown Tianjin, perhaps the full effect of  the lush greenery during the 
summer time would have a greater impact in conveying the “eco”-ness of  the site. Walking along the street, I am struck by the 
wide street profile. The pedestrian walkway and adjacent protected bike paths were lined with young trees on either side, with a 
generous planting strip and well-maintained shrubbery. The streets though, were as criticised, wide avenues with three lanes in 
either direction that made crossing them somewhat daunting. Even though the there was a median planting strip with another row 
of  trees to separate the traffic in either direction and a pedestrian median island at the crossing, the wide avenues certainly lend 
credence to the argument that despite the assumed sustainable goals of  the eco-city, the streets still seem to be designed to focus on 
the car as the primary means of  getting from one place to another. After a few blocks, the long block lengths start to wear on me 
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Figure 46: Planned regional transportation network linking the SSTEC to major cities

Figure 45: Pedestrian crossing at a typical road

Figure 44: Wide pedestrian and bike paths
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as I realise that I have been too ambitious in my plan to walk.  

While there were plans to link the eco-city through a new subway line directly to Tianjin city centre 
and the rest of  the Tianjin Binhai New Area, the construction works on the lines are still not completed. The 
light rail Z4 line will connect the SSTEC to the heart of  the Tianjin Binhai New Area, Yujiapu, a planned 
financial hub for the new economic zone, with current estimates that the light rail construction will be 
completed in 2022. However, construction for the subway connection to Tianjin City has not commenced 
though the alignment has been determined and the company to undertake this project has been established. 
(Sun, 2019) This means that the primary mode of  transportation for the eco-city residents is ironically 
private vehicles, going against the environmental principles of  the eco-city. While there are existing internal 
bus services running on eco-friendly natural gas, as well as long-range buses that connect to high-speed 
rail stations outside the SSTEC in the Tianjin Binhai New Area, with one or two options that also bring 
commuters directly to downtown Tianjin City, these public transportation options are less popular given the 
inconvenience and longer travel times. (Sun, 2019) 

It is likely that this lack of  public transportation connectivity likely contributed to the eco-city’s 
‘ghost town’ image during its earlier years. While there is a dense highway network between Tianjin and 
the eco-city, commuting between Tianjin and the eco-city remains costly by car and troublesome by public 
transport, as I personally experienced in my site visit. 

With the sale of  eco-cell parcels to real estate companies, these private developers have sought 
to maximize profits by targeting households with above-average incomes. The original plans for a porous 
pedestrian network through the eco-cell in the style of  Singaporean public housing neighborhoods was 
altered, as fences, gates and elevated driveways were added, creating private, gated communities that cut off 
pedestrian access and disrupted the slow mobility network, extending the pedestrian block length to the full 
400m of  the eco-cell block. 

6.5 PUBLIC REALM EXPERIENCE 

Thankfully during this trip, I failed to see the sort of  plastic leaves and fake greenery that Caprotti described in his 
paper. The grass, shrubs, landscaping and trees seem to have been planted in the intervening years since his initial visit. Given 
Singapore’s involvement in the SSTEC, I would be surprised if  there had been such dismal treatment of  the greenery, parks and 
streetscape planting given that Singapore’s reputation as a garden city. Walking along the Eco-Valley, I see that there are themes 
running through the green spine, with that particular section I’m in being the “Statue Cultural Education” (雕像文化教育) 
district with statues and sculptures capturing various historical scenes placed along the path. The Eco-Valley is a pleasant walk 
that I’m sure would be even nicer in the summer time. There are large open plaza suitable for gatherings as well as seating areas 
and furniture along the way, with direct pedestrian access to the adjacent residential compounds lining the Eco-Valley through 
security gates. 

I have lunch in the neighborhood centre, with a wide array of  options in terms of  cuisines and price points, and decide 
on the X-Café for the novelty factor. The X-Café is next door to the X-Supermarket, a cashier-free store that is supposed to be 
an example of  the smart future. At the X-Café, robots prepare certain dishes though some of  the more complicated dishes still 
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Figure 47: Walking through the Eco-Valley

Figure 48: The Eco-Valley is punctuated by large open plazas like this
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Figure 49: During working hours on weekdays, the neighborhood centers are largely empty

Figure 50: Community Dancing in the plaza
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require human chefs and while there are some human waitstaff, the food is typically delivered by a robot. This is the smart future 
of  the eco-city. 

Given the primarily residential nature of  the eco-city, there are few people walking around during work and school 
hours on a weekday. Towards evening though, the restaurants and eateries start to fill out and a slow trickle of  people emerge 
from the supermarket in the neighborhood centre. After dinner, I get treated to a sight of  middle-aged to elderly Chinese doing a 
group dance in the plaza 广场舞), a common pastime amongst people of  that demographic. There are separate groups on 
the plaza, seemingly self-sorted by some combination of  age, agility and ability to keep up. As the music blared from different 
speakers, the leader of  the larger, more elderly group leads everyone in doing some simple actions as they shuffle around in a circle. 
Meanwhile the smaller but slightly younger crew were executing a much more complicated sequence of  dance moves to a more 
upbeat techno track. Meanwhile, families were strolling about the plaza, buying desserts and honeyed hawthorne berries, a local 
delicacy from pushcarts. 

More than five years on from Caprotti’s initial walk through the eco-city, the Start-Up Area has 
seemed to have moved past its initial “eerie post-apocalyptic landscape”  (Caprotti, 2014a, p. 14) and 
“ghost town” fears, where the “only place which show[ed] signs of  life in this eco-city was the workers’ 
city”. However, it should also be noted that although initial plans had indicated projected population goals 
of  350,000 residents by the mid-2020s, in the absence of  sufficient employment opportunities within the 
SSTEC and in the nearby Tianjin Economic Technological Development Area (TEDA) economic zone, 
there are only approximately 100,000 residents. (Sun, 2019) The timeline for completion of  the SSTEC 
has also been adjusted along the way, as the original plan was to complete the eco-city by the mid-2020s. 
While the Eco-City has certainly not reached its target population and does still feel empty during the day, 
if  there is a steady demand for residential units in the Eco-City, those ghost town fears would hopefully be 
put to rest entirely. 

Similarly, the neighborhood centres have also been developed, offering amenities and services to the 
residents, as well as a space for spontaneous interactions, community gatherings and group activities like the 
senior dancing in the plaza. The neighborhood centres appear to be rather successful in terms of  serving as 
a gathering space and social venue for the community where residents can purchase daily necessities from 
the supermarket, buy dinner and run other errands within walking distance of  their apartments. 

6.6 CONCLUDING THOUGHTS  

In just five years since Caprotti had taken his walk, much has changed on the ground from those 
initial years when there were fears that the project would just be another ghost town, remaining as the sort 
of  apocalyptic deserted landscape described by Caprotti on his visit. (Caprotti, 2014a) Even at the ten year 
milestone, it still feels premature to conclusively judge the overall success of  the SSTEC at this point, especially 
since many of  the critiques levelled at the SSTEC based on the earlier years of  its development appear to 
have been rectified or addressed in later years. From my interviews with the Chinese and Singaporean 
planners involved in the ongoing development and operations of  the SSTEC, there is a recognition of  the 
ways in which the eco-city has not lived up to its plans, such as the inadvertent formation of  the mega-block 
that is common across new market-rate housing residential compounds in most large Chinese cities like 
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Beijing, which is unfriendly to pedestrians due to the long block lengths, or the current imbalance in number 
of  jobs available in the SSTEC and its immediate surroundings versus the residential units available that 
coupled with a current lack of  mass transit options (since the light-rail Z4 line is not constructed yet and 
there are no direct high-speed rail connections), has resulted in a dependence on private cars and traffic 
congestion during peak hours. Despite the generous roadside planting strips and planting medians and wide 
pedestrian and bike paths, I would argue that the existing roads in the SSTEC are too wide and belies a 
car-centric design in its sizing that sacrifices the comfort of  the pedestrian. As the two countries continue to 
develop this complex project further in a reiterative process and the surrounding areas around the SSTEC 
begin to take shape, in time more rigorous assessments of  the SSTEC can be done as the project matures 
and attempts are made to address issues that have surfaced in the first phase.  

That said, at this moment 
in time and based on my initial 
observations in the public realm 
without having been in the individual 
apartments or buildings and in the 
absence of  quantitative data, while 
the SSTEC does seem to offer a 
comfortable, clean and generally 
attractive living environment for its 
residents, the built form and design 
of  the SSTEC does not appear to 
be particularly innovative or ground-
breaking. The mega-blocks formed by 
the lack of  public pedestrian access 
through the residential compounds 
are reminiscent of  the gated new 
market-rate housing developments 
in most large Chinese cities like 
Beijing. Similarly, the wide roads 
are no different from other Chinese 
cities. While there were interesting 
streetscape elements like the Smart 
Bus Stop that not only provided 
estimated bus arrival times but also 
allowed residents to access city services 
and amenities like the library, or the 
installation of  recycling bins with households also encouraged to sort their trash for recycling, there were 
no truly surprising aspects of  the public realm design that departed significantly from traditional forms and 
designs. 

Figure 52: Recycling bins in the SSTEC – a sight not commonly seen in most other Chinese 
cities

Figure 51: A Smart Bus Stop in the SSTEC
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The most innovative aspects of  the SSTEC seem to be its intangible aspects and technologies that 
are not immediately evident in the public realm. The structures and processes underpinning this model 
of  development and form of  bilateral government-to-government collaboration are perhaps the truly 
innovative aspects of  this project. Also, if  one considers the original state of  the SSTEC site as a non-
arable wasteland then the technologies implemented to remediate the land and waterbodies to transform 
this into a habitable residential development with clean, beautiful waterbodies for recreational purposes, 
then it appears that a further technical examination of  these technologies would likely shine a light on the 
innovative aspects that are not as readily apparent while walking about in the SSTEC. 

Critiques have been levelled at the SSTEC for its modest goals and lack of  ground-breaking 
ambitions along the lines of  Dongtan’s or Masdar City’s zero carbon-emissions and zero-waste goals.  
(Caprotti, 2015; Chang, 2017; Miao & Lang, 2015) However, neither eco-city has successfully attained 
these ambitious goals and in light of  all the failed or stalled Chinese eco-cities like Dongtan or Caofeidian 
International Eco-City ( Joss & Molella, 2013; Sze, 2015) perhaps the truly innovative or ground-breaking 
thing about the SSTEC is its successful implementation of  the Start-Up Area (the first one-third of  the 
SSTEC) and its continued development. 
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7/ CONCLUSION 

Historically, the construction of  New Towns has almost always been based on a political decision, 
taken at the local, regional or national level. The rise of  the new-build eco-city in China is no different in this 
aspect and the SSTEC is certainly very much a politically-driven project, as much as it has commercially-
driven interests. Without the necessary political support from both the Chinese and Singaporean governments, 
this project will likely not have had the same level of  progress. Furthermore, as discussed in this thesis, the 
SSTEC has a complex constellation of  political actors at various levels of  government, from the Central 
Government to the municipal level and local level or branches of  government who often have similar broad 
agendas but differ in the nuances and specificities of  their agendas and priorities. A transnational new town 
development project is a complex and massive undertaking that also needs to successfully navigate these 
nuanced and diverse interests and network of  actors. 

As one of  the newer models of  New Town development, the Eco-City draws on many of  the original 
objectives and motives of  the Garden City and represents an attempt to achieve the best environmentally-
friendly performance as a new form of  urbanism. Unlike some of  these earlier models of  New Towns 
though, this younger successor is rather amorphous and loosely defined, opening itself  up to a range of  
forms that can still be labelled as “Eco-City” even as it aims to espouse ideas and concepts of  sustainability 
in its built form. The Eco-City could perhaps be best understood as an “umbrella concept” (Rapoport, 
2014) of  a range of  principles and practices rather than one overarching rigid definition with a single model. 

Figure 53: As SSTEC evolves in the coming years, it could serve as a precedent for future eco-cities
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There is no one streamlined and globally accepted standard or measuring system for sustainability or to 
gauge the success of  the Eco-City. In that sense, “eco-city projects are simultaneously creating and drawing 
on imaginaries of  an alternative, environmentally sustainable urban future” and offer an opportunity for 
experimentation in new urban forms and urban living to address critical challenges of  sustainability and 
ecological protection. (Rapoport, 2014)

Gaining a deeper and more sensitive theoretical and empirical understanding of  policy and 
planning models, ideas and practices emerging from and mutating in the cities of  the global South or 
amongst the non-traditional non-Western emergent cities will prove to be more urgent as the center of  
thought leadership shifts from the West. Given this, it is crucial that we understand “how different elements 
of  a urbanism model are sewn together and then disassembled for the next journey” as the eco-city model 
is “a set of  urban practices intertwined in a globalizing city making process, conditioned by China’s specific 
planning regime, reassembled and rebranded through a specific spatiality and temporality.” (Chang, 2017, 
p. 1737) 

While there is a pressing need for scholars to engage in critical analysis on teasing apart and questioning 
the assumed justification and need for new-build projects I would also argue that an examination of  the 
networks, models and structures guiding these new town developments are also important considerations 
especially given the increased attention paid to flagship urbanization and eco-urbanism as potential new 
drivers for more sustainable urban futures in the context of  global environmental crises. Given the SSTEC’s 
model eco-city status, planning practices, models and ideas borrowed from Singapore and refashioned in 
Tianjin have been replicated in newer eco-city projects, becoming part of  the standard sustainable planning 
repertoire in China. (Chang, 2017) The SSTEC has been and will actively continue to be positioned as an 
exemplar of  what it means for a city to be “eco”, not only in the context of  China but also internationally. 
As an emergent aspirational model, the SSTEC has the potential to serve as blueprint for eco-urbanism, 
what it means for urban living and urban development in the Global South and beyond to be sustainable 
and environmentally friendly. (Caprotti et al., 2015) 

More than only offering best practices in specific elements like the eco-cell structure of  residential 
development or set of  KPIs, the SSTEC as a model of  transnational new town development that departs 
from the typical form involving an international planning and design consultant with the local government as 
client and implementor / developer, points towards a potentially different way of  doing things. The design-
build-operate model also allows for state actors and private to take on different roles and responsibilities in 
this complex project, within the framework that had been set up to facilitate this process from planning to 
implementation and management. As a long-term commitment and project that has already spanned 10 
years with only the first phase completed, the SSTEC is atypical in many ways. 

As both Singapore and China shift towards paying more attention to the replication of  the SSTEC 
as model, it would be interesting to see which aspects of  the SSTEC will be packaged and marketed, the 
entities that would be involved in this replication effort, the forms that this replication would take and how 
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closely the agents involved in the replication efforts would adhere to the SSTEC a model. As the SSTEC 
project continues to evolve and mature, more attention should be paid not only to assessing the successes of  
the SSTEC or measuring its quantitative achievements in terms of  targets met but the reiterative changes 
and self-driven reviews and rebalancing that are undertaken with each phase of  development. 

7.1 FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 For future research directions, to build upon this research that I have done in this thesis, 
a continued assessment of  the SSTEC that situates the SSTEC in its larger context and accounts for the 
development of  the surrounding areas as the Tianjin Municipal Government’s and Central Government’s 
plans for the various economic zones in the Tianjin Binhai New Area are realized in the future as part of  
a larger economic growth strategy for the Bohai Rim would be helpful in expanding the existing literature 
on the SSTEC, which currently tends to focus on the eco-city itself  without making these larger contextual 
connections. Furthermore, as mentioned above, given the phased development of  the SSTEC and built-
in options for ongoing reviews and rebalancing in each phase of  development, the SSTEC project will 
continue to evolve and mature with time. For instance, in just five years, I would argue that many of  the 
observations made by Caprotti (Caprotti, 2014a) were superseded by changes and an ongoing evolution and 
adaptation as changes and edits to the master plan and detailed plans were made and development pushed 
forward. 

Of  course, one key part of  the assessment that I was unable to undertake in this thesis due to a 
lack of  access to sufficient quantitative data, would be a quantitative assessment of  the performance of  
the eco-city and a more detailed assessment of  the outcomes of  this different model of  transnational new 
town development. Does this collaborative form of  design-build-operate model of  transnational new town 
development facilitate a different set of  outcomes and in which specific areas or paradigms? Furthermore, 
having a more robust comparison of  the performance of  the SSTEC as an eco-city against Western eco-city 
models or other Chinese eco-cities designed and built by traditional members of  the GIC could also help to 
provide a deeper analysis of  the outcomes of  this development model. 

Expanding beyond just the SSTEC itself, an in-depth comparison of  the planning processes and 
development models used in new Sino-foreign eco-city collaborations will be helpful to situate the SSTEC 
and to determine if  there were aspects of  this collaboration that the Chinese planners and government 
officials have adopted as best practices or learning opportunities specifically in the area of  new town 
development. Given China’s rapid rate of  urban development, the models and forms of  collaboration that 
China seeks in her new town development would help to shape planning discourses, economic decisions 
and planning practices amongst the Global Intelligence Corps. More specific to the Sino-Singaporean 
relationship and continued endeavor to develop more flagship government-to-government projects with a 
third such project, the Guangzhou Knowledge City Project following the SSTEC, there is an existing gap 
in the literature to examine and compare the planning processes and development models across all three 
Sino-Singapore government-to-government projects and track the evolution or changes in approaches, 
relationships, rhetoric, purposes and processes that underpin and shape these massive undertakings. 
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Along this line, given the 2018 Memorandum of  Understanding signed between China and 
Singapore that explicitly focused on bringing the SSTEC closer to realizing its vision to be a practical, 
replicable and scalable model for sustainable development by promoting the replication of  the SSTEC 
development experience across other Chinese cities and as part of  the Belt and Road Initiative (Ministry 
of  National Development, 2018), this offers a new research area to explore the aspects of  the SSTEC that 
Singapore and China choose to package and disseminate as part of  this replication strategy. Similarly, as this 
project and other eco-city projects that came after the SSTEC evolve and development, another gap in the 
existing literature is to determine the ways in which the SSTEC has impacted and influenced the planning, 
design, development and the underlying structures and processes of  subsequent eco-cities especially in 
China since the SSTEC has been lauded as a model for other Chinese eco-cities. 

It is my hope that this thesis has offered a useful glimpse into the complexities and nuances of  
the structures underpinning such transnational new town developments while positioning the SSTEC as 
new model of  transnational new town development that has arisen through a non-traditional south-south 
cooperation framework. 
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APPENDIX A
QUANTITATIVE KPIS

GOOD NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Ambient Air Quality
The air quality in the Eco-city should meet at least China’s National Ambient Air Quality Grade II Standard 
for at least 310 days. The SO2 and NOx content in the ambient air should not exceed the limits stipulated 
for China’s National Ambient Air Quality Grade 1 standard for at least 155 days.

Quality of  water bodies within the Eco-city
Water bodies in the Eco-city should meet Grade IV of  China’s latest national standards.

Quality of  Water from Taps
Water from all taps should be potable.

Noise Pollution Levels
Noise pollution levels must satisfy the stipulated standards for different functional zones.

Carbon Emission Per Unit GDP
The carbon emission per unit GDP in the Eco-city should not exceed 150 tonne-C per US$1 million.

Net Loss of  Natural Wetlands
There should be no net loss of  natural wetlands in the Eco-city.

HEALTHY BALANCE IN THE MAN-MADE ENVIRONMENT

Proportion of  Green Buildings 
Description: All buildings in the Eco-city should meet green building standards.

Native Vegetation Index 
At least 70% of  the plant varieties in the Eco-city should be native plants/vegetation.

Per Capita Public Green Space 
The public green space should be at least 12 square metres per person.

GOOD LIFESTYLE HABITS

Per Capita Daily Water Consumption 
The daily water consumption per day each person should not exceed 120 litres.
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Per Capita Daily Domestic Waste Generation 
The amount of  domestic waste generated by each person should not exceed 0.8 kg.

Proportion of  Green Trips 
At least 90% of  trips within the Eco-city should be in the form of  green trips. Green trips refer to non-
motorised transport, i.e. cycling and walking, as well as trips on public transport.

Overall Recycling Rate 
At least 60% of  total waste should be recycled.

Access to Free Recreational and Sports Amenities 
All residential areas in the Eco-city should have access to free recreational and sports amenities within a 
walking distance of  500m.

Waste Treatment 
All hazardous and domestic waste in the Eco-city should be rendered non-toxic through treatment.

Barrier-Free Accessibility 
The Eco-city should have 100% barrier-free access.

Services Network Coverage 
The entire Eco-city will have access to key infrastructure services, such as recycled water, gas, broadband, 
electricity and heating.

Proportion of  Affordable Public Housing 
At least 20% of  housing in the Eco-city will be in the form of  subsidised public housing.

DEVELOPING A DYNAMIC AND EFFICIENT ECONOMY

Usage of  Renewable Energy 
The proportion of  energy utilised in the Eco-city which will be in the form of  renewable energy, such as 
solar and geothermal energy, should be at least 20%.

Usage of  Water from Non-Traditional Sources 
At least 50% of  the Eco-city’s water supply will be from non-traditional sources such as desalination and 
recycled water.

Proportion of  R&D Scientists and Engineers in the Eco-city Workforce 
There should be at least 50 R&D scientists and engineers per 10,000 workforce in the Eco-city.
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Employment-Housing Equilibrium Index 
At least 50% of  the employable residents in the Eco-city should be employed in the Eco-city.

QUALITATIVE KPIS

MAINTAIN A SAFE AND HEALTHY ECOLOGY THROUGH GREEN CONSUMPTION AND LOW-
CARBON OPERATIONS.

ADOPT INNOVATIVE POLICIES THAT WILL PROMOTE REGIONAL COLLABORATION AND 
IMPROVE THE ENVIRONMENT OF THE SURROUNDING REGIONS.

GIVE PROMINENCE TO THE RIVER ESTUARINE CULTURE TO PRESERVE HISTORY AND 
CULTURAL HERITAGE, AND MANIFEST ITS UNIQUENESS.

COMPLEMENT THE DEVELOPMENT OF RECYCLING INDUSTRIES AND PROMOTE THE 
ORDERLY DEVELOPMENT OF THE SURROUNDING REGIONS.
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