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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In the context of rapid urbanisation in China,
demolition and forced eviction have been used by
Chinese governments as urban development strategies
to get rid of old, dilapidated properties while paving the
way for new developments. Yet it has been argued that
the impact of such forced eviction on different groups of
people may vary widely, with compensation and improved
living conditions for some and complete loss of shelter
for others. The latter is especially true when demolition
targets so-called “illegal housing,” which is often mostly
occupied by migrant tenants. This paper will analyse
the differences in rehousing choices between groups
of migrant tenants. The first section of the paper will
analyse the Chinese government’s policy of demolition
targeted at rental housing. The second section will focus
on the differential impact that demolition has had on
the livelihoods of two groups of migrant tenants – the
high-skilled and subsequently more resilient, and the
low-skilled and subsequently more vulnerable. The
final section will discuss the serious shortcomings of
the current demolition policy, which fails to distinguish
between these groups. The government must try to
create policies to address the varying degrees of needs
and vulnerabilities of the tenants it proposes to displace.
Instead of a homogenous policy, this essay argues that
policies should be carefully devised to accommodate
different migrant tenants’ needs and situations.
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INTRODUCTION
When it comes to housing, most citizens of the global North
might think of the cliché “location, location, location!” For tens
of millions of Chinese citizens, their experience bears out only
one word: demolition. In fact, the word “demolition” (chai 拆)
featured twice in China’s annual hot words of 2010 (China Youth
Daily, 2011).1 Around 460 million square-metres of buildings
were demolished annually from 2011 to 2013, according to a
report by the Chinese Academy of Building Research (China
Academy of Building Research, 2014), an area equivalent to
more than 15 times the amount of office building space available
in Greater London (London’s Economic Plan). All of this is
happening thanks to the roaring wheels of urbanisation, a
powerful rural-to-urban transition involving massive amounts
of people, land use, economic activity, and culture. In the process,
demolition has played a large part in inflicting fortunes or
suffering on rural citizens, many of whom are migrant workers
making enormous contributions to China’s economic miracle
while struggling to improve their lots.
Demolition as part of the urbanisation process is not
necessarily a bad thing, as getting rid of old, dilapidated
properties can make way for large infrastructure projects or new
developments in peripheral areas of big towns and cities. Yet the
impact it has on different groups of people can differ greatly,
with compensation and improved living conditions for some,
and complete loss of shelter for others. The latter is of particular
concern when the demolition plan mainly targets so-called
“illegal housing,” which is often mostly occupied by migrants for
group renting, make-shift rooms, and rooms in urban villages
(Shen, 2015).2 While the landlord may not lose much in the
process of demolition, for the millions of low-paid migrant
tenants who are excluded from subsidised social housing as a
result of China’s hukou system3, the forced eviction that follows

1. As in “There
would be no New
China without forced
demolition. 没有强
拆就没有新中国”
and “How can the
intellectuals feed
themselves if we don’t
demolish houses and
relocate people. 我
们不拆迁知识分子
吃啥？”
2. These types of
dwellings are illegal
because China’s
residential law
sets standards for
minimum living
space per person
(five square meters),
maximum number
of people sharing
a rented room (two
people) and prohibits
restructuring
apartments or
partitioning rooms in
order to house more
people (Jie, 2013).
3. China’s hukou
system is a household
registration system
in mainland China.
The system aims
to prevent large
amounts of people
migrating from
rural to urban areas
as hukou status is
largely linked with
one’s public services
entitlements, such as
education, housing,
and health care.
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demolition results in a scramble to find equivalent alternatives,
and often means that they may end up without any shelter at all
(Liu, 2016).
In terms of the policy impact of demolition, a small portion of
the existing literature deals with the restriction of housing choices
for migrants but lacks any in-depth analysis of the differential
effects of forced removal on different types of migrant tenant
groups. Given Cui and Hooimeijer’s (2014) observation that one’s
profession can to some degree help to overcome institutional
barriers associated with the hukou system, one potential avenue
of analysis involves distinguishing between high-skilled and lowskilled migrant tenants. Such an approach reveals that it is often
the case that, when faced with the prospect of demolition, skilled
migrants are more resilient than unskilled migrant tenants due to
their financial resources, social capital, and networks.
This paper aims to investigate the differences in migrant
tenant groups’ abilities to adapt to forced eviction, as well as
to evaluate China’s existing demolition policy and its failure
to address these differences. The first section of the paper will
analyse the Chinese government’s policy of demolition targeted
at rental housing. Gentrification in city centres and subsequent
informal housing demolition have considerably reshaped the
distribution of housing opportunities, which may have a direct
bearing on those migrant renters who are more likely to rent
lower-end properties. The second section will focus on the
differential impact that demolition has had on the livelihoods of
two groups of migrant tenants, as defined by their labour market
positions – the high-skilled and subsequently more resilient,
and the low-skilled and subsequently more vulnerable. The final
section will discuss the serious shortcomings of the current
demolition policy, which fails to distinguish between these
groups. I argue that the government must try to develop policies
to address the varying degrees of needs and vulnerabilities of the
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tenants it proposes to displace, including through the sponsoring
of rehousing programmes for the most vulnerable.

DEMOLITION TARGETED AT RENTAL HOUSING
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
In the context of rapid urbanisation in China, rental
housing has played a vital role in the livelihood strategies of
migrating populations. “A local urban hukou continues to be
an important qualification for accessing several types of urban
housing, particularly those that are more affordable and in better
condition. Migrants cannot acquire ownership of municipal and
work-unit public housing directly because only sitting tenants
(local urban residents) can do so. Commodity housing, the
only real property sector open for migrant ownership, is often
unaffordable for most migrants” (Wu, 2006). Given these barriers,
rental housing has provided migrating populations with the most
accessible means of residence, especially in Chinese mega-cities
like Beijing (Shin & Li, 2012). Academics agree that this housing
option has responded to the needs of migrants mainly in two
ways: first, the access to affordable rental housing provides the
basis for new arrivals to establish footholds and adapt to their
new environments; second, rental housing has also provided
“choices” for those migrants who prioritise saving on rent in
order to increase remittances to their families (Kumar, 2001). To
meet the increasing demands created by the flood of displaced
or redundant farmers seeking work in the city, various informal
and sometimes illegal housing has proliferated in China. These
dwellings are often characterised by structurally unsafe and
overcrowded conditions, and usually have poor sanitation and
inadequate access to safe water (Misra, 2015).
However, even with its contribution to urban development,
critics argue that this unlicensed housing has failed to meet the
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goal of providing migrants with reliable and secure settlements
because it is not officially approved, and often marked as a
demolition target by many Chinese municipal governments.
It has been reported that urban authorities often justify forced
eviction based on the “poor housing quality, inadequate safety
infrastructures and also negative impact on the images of modern
cities” (Fulong & Zheng, 2017). A more in-depth analysis reveals
that this demolition-based redevelopment is a process used by
the various levels of the government to both regain control over
their urban space and to augment their budget through a share
of the profit. Very often demolition is actually fuelled by the
local governments’ desire to collude with developers to achieve
higher land value. For example, Fang and Honghe (2004) find
that a local government may be induced to engage in demolition
transactions for the purposes of profit, especially when land can
be sold to developers at high prices for the development of highrises or other such profitable real estate. To maximise land sale
profits, governments are likely to cooperate with developers to
demolish and redevelop dilapidated properties, in the process
evicting existing residents with little compensation.
According to the 2014 Annual Report of Urban Housing
Demolition in China, more than twenty percent of urban
migrants experience relocation and eviction because of
demolition schemes in Chinese cities (Beijing Cailiang Law
Firm, 2015). The urbanisation plan enacted in Guangzhou
city, for example, aims to eliminate the “three oldies” – old
villages, old urban districts, and old factories – (Guangzhou
Municipal Government, 2009), including informal housing. As
the city-wide clean-up campaign has gained momentum, it has
driven migrant renters into a state of insecurity that is further
exacerbated by their limited housing choices resulting from the
institutional constraints imposed by the hukou system (Shin & Li,
2012). Huang and Yi (2015) have pointed out that these migrant
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renters have largely been ignored and have even been invisible
to the political agenda. Despite this argument, I am inclined to
hold the position that these vulnerabilities are more a result of
bureaucratic intentions of controlling urban population size than
of mere ignorance.
The most recent illustration comes from the highly-criticised
approach adopted by the Beijing municipal government in their
clean-up campaign against the so-called “lower-end population,”
which refers to those who “work in low-end service jobs”
(Zheping, 2017). After the deaths of 19 people in a tenement
fire in Beijing’s southern outskirt, Beijing authorities launched a
40-day housing crackdown. Activists believe that the authorities
are using this as an excuse to hasten their target to demolish 15
square miles of illegal structures, composed mainly of unlicensed
shops and homes without formal lease contracts. While the
government claims that it is not targeting migrant workers, critics
argue that these demolitions affect the work and life of “low
end” migrant workers at disproportionate levels and are driving
thousands of these workers out of Beijing (Roxburgh, 2018). It
seems obvious that the underlying reason for demolition is to
drive away these “undesired,” low-skilled migrants. As a result,
the remainder of the paper analyses the differential effects of
eviction on high-skilled and low-skilled migrant groups.

IMPACT ON DIFFERENT GROUPS OF MIGRANT
TENANTS
Existing literature on residential mobility in Chinese cities
tends to regard migrant populations as “homogenous” (Huang
et al, 2014; Fulong, 2016). Related research shows that migrant
workers have not only been “excluded from the mainstream
housing-distribution system” (Cui and Hooimeijer, 2015, p.
628) but also from official negotiation processes regarding
compensation or alternative rehousing choices (Hao, Sliuzas,
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and Geertman, 2011). The threat of forced eviction compels
migrants to decide on where to move. Nevertheless, not all
displaced migrant tenants experience the same problems or the
same severity of problems, and thus they cannot be treated as a
homogenous group.
Early works regarding the categorisation of landlords have
helped policy makers to better differentiate the target group of
housing policy intervention (Gilbert and Varley, 1989; Aina,
1990; Edwards, 1990; Kumar, 1996; Ikejiofor, 1997). However,
little analysis has been conducted from the perspective of
tenants. By referring to the labour market distinctions among
migrants, this categorisation has sought to explain how labour
market skills may influence migrants’ housing decisions after
demolition. While some evictees can rehouse themselves in
equivalent conditions in peripheral urban areas, others might
end up in “another disadvantaged urban village near their former
residence (on-site relocation)” (Huang et al., 2018, p. 114). It is
also important to recognise that high-skilled immigrants are
likely to adopt different strategies of economic adjustment than
low-skilled immigrants.
Compared with traditional rural migrants, skilled migrants
not only differ with regards to “recruitment in the labour market,”
but also in “their access to housing” (Cui and Hooimeijer, 2014, p.
1). Comparatively, skilled migrants are considered to have more
resources and capabilities to “overcome institutional barriers”
(Shen & Liu, 2016). As a result, their adaptability and residential
distribution after demolition differs from lower-skilled migrants.
For migrant tenants who are low-skilled and low-income,
affordable rent plays a critical role in keeping living expenses to
a minimum (Zheng et al., 2009). As demolition happens, they
are comparatively more vulnerable to difficulties such as losing
their social connections and paying more for transportation, as
their housing choices are restricted rather than enlarged (Talen,
2014). An empirical study conducted by Huang et al. (2017)
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in Jiangsu found that forced relocation has a negative effect on
low-skilled migrants’ social networks because of the potential
damage to their existing networks and the difficulty of building
new contacts.

CRITIQUE: IS IT FALSE JUSTICE TO TREAT ALL
TENANTS THE SAME?
On the basis of the above, it could be argued that most Chinese
demolition policy was devised without an understanding of how
diverse migrant tenant groups are, and what problems a one-sizefits-all policy could cause. In the wake of eviction, a question
arises of who amongst the migrants were most seriously affected.
The evidence shows that eviction has tended to move low-skilled
migrants and their households further away from the city centre.
Anecdotally, the Telegraph interviewed three migrants who
were forcibly vacated from their homes under Beijing’s 40-day
campaign described above. Among these low-skilled migrants,
Mrs. Wu, the owner of a local grocery, confessed that her family
had no choice but to return to their hometown and do farm work.
The other two men that were interviewed have faced difficulties
in finding equivalent accommodation because the housing
supply is rapidly diminishing (Conner, 2017). Comparatively,
high-skilled migrants tend to be more resilient and better able to
deal with tough situations, due in part to their greater financial
capacities and their ability to utilise social capital in seeking new
housing (Shen, 2015).
The urban space produced by China’s demolition policy can
be interpreted, according to Lefebvre (1991), “not as a mere
passive container of people and activities,” but rather as “a
means of control, and hence of domination, of power” (p. 26).
I would argue that housing has been used to marginalise and
exclude certain social groups in Chinese cities, even within
the migrating populations. Through urban housing policies,
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restrictive residential spaces have been carved out, thus
deepening exclusion. Knowing that most low-skilled migrants
squat in crowded rental housing in urban villages (Hua, 2005),
the exclusionary practice of demolition is therefore utilised to
drive out “undesired” migrants, without consideration of the
kind of people who reside there and what contributions they have
made to the city. According to the Beijing Committee of Housing
and Urban–Rural Development’s (2011, 2012) stipulation, “there
should be no more than two persons in one room and per capita
living space should not be less than five square metres in rental
housing” (Huang & Yi, 2015, p. 2958). The demolitions aim at
tackling illegal housing, but this housing predominantly shelters
migrants, who not only are not compensated, but are also then
faced with homelessness and a lack of affordable housing. This
policy of high rents and lack of affordable housing for low-skilled
workers serves as a de facto way of driving them out of the city.
Furthermore, migrants are often denied housing registration
in cities and their employment opportunities are very limited,
which may also drive “undesired” migrants away from cities
(Duan and Zhu, 2009; Song and He, 2008).
The question arises as to why those marginalised migrant
tenants cannot simply claim their rights, as the local residents do.
Faced with demolition and eviction, both skilled and unskilled
migrants “are not eligible for compensation or resettlement,”
(Huang, 2015), processes which apply only to home owners. This
leaves them with little choice but to rely on their own abilities
and networks to deal with the threat of homelessness. There
seems to be no institutional intervention to support displaced
migrants, which can be interpreted as a failure of responsibility
of municipal governments, as observed by activists when at
least 100,000 people were forcibly evicted during Beijing’s Mass
Eviction Campaign in 2017 (Yang, 2017). The failure for this
may lie in the fact that current Chinese housing policies have put
more emphasis on ownership rather than tenancy. Considering
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the conditions of rural migrants, it is important to note that
most of them are tenants who have no property rights, and thus
discussions about ownership are irrelevant here. Unlike local
tenants, migrant tenants are further excluded from urban social
welfare, such as financial resettlement subsidies after demolition,
again because of the hukou system. When considering their
rights, it is therefore more relevant to examine their “secure
occupancy” (Hulse and Milligan, 2014), defined as “the extent
to which households who occupy rented dwellings can make a
home and stay there, to the extent that they wish to do so, subject
to meeting their obligations as a tenant” (Wu, 2006, p. 1288). This
concept has provided a lens through which we may examine the
position of renters, as the concept of secure occupancy recognises
that policy factors, in addition to market forces, have played a
crucial role in influencing the security of occupancy. The official
reluctance to recognise the existence of these tenancy groups
has exacerbated their insecurity. Moreover, there are grounds
for thinking that secure occupancy is especially valued by lowskilled migrants, who are likely to have little choice but to rent
during their stay in cities, and also cannot afford to travel long
distances from their homes to where jobs are available.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
As part of urban development strategies, demolition
and forced eviction have been used as a means to get rid of
old, dilapidated properties while paving the way for large
infrastructure projects or new developments in peripheral
areas of Chinese cities. However, this paper has attempted to
explore the outcomes of such forced relocation on different
migrant groups in Chinese cities, who have been driven out
by the demolition of rental housing. By categorising migrant
tenants into different groups according to their labour market
skills, a better understanding of what demolition policy means
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4. For example, the
Shanghai Municipal
Government has
adopted strategies
to upgrade industry
since 2013, intending
to reduce the amount
of labour-intensive
manufacturing with
low efficient land use
(Shanghai Municipal
Government, 2013).
These industry
restructuring
strategies generate
the demand of
high-skilled labour.
In that case, the
eligibility criteria of
public rental housing
programmes, for
example, imply that
the public housing
welfare targets
migrants with greater
skill and average
income because they
are considered as
human capital which
is more valuable to
the local economy
(Shen, 2015).
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to different groups of migrants can be achieved. Being evicted
from informal housing does not seem to bring the same hardship
to skilled migrants compared with unskilled migrants. It is also
reasonable to conclude that demolition has reinforced existing
socio-economic inequalities and that the differing capacities of
migrant tenants exemplifies Eitzen’s argument that “the powerless
bear the burden” (Eitzen, 2003).
This essay argues that policies should be carefully devised to
accommodate different migrant tenants’ needs and situations
based on their interactions with the labour and housing markets.
Over the past decades, it has been evidenced that the skilled
migrant population has been gradually incorporated into China’s
urban economic restructuring.4 Their skills have contributed
to their advantageous position in the labour market compared
with other migrants, which results in their enhanced ability to
respond to demolition risks. In contrast, for unskilled migrants,
who are in a more disadvantageous position, protection-sensitive
rehabilitation strategies should be adopted that include both
short and long-term policies. For the short-term, financial
support could help migrants to ease the pressure during the
transition periods from the start of eviction until they resettle
into their destination housing. For the long-term, initiatives
“such as the provision of public rental housing and access to
mortgage finance” should be further expanded to low-income
migrant tenants (Huang et al., 2018: 134), targeted to reduce their
vulnerabilities resulting from forced eviction and improve their
security of occupancy.
Migrants, as outsiders facing exclusionary experiences, have
largely been discussed in the process of urban development;
however, the existing research has not adequately dealt with
how their diverse interests and needs have been long-ignored by
the government. According to Fulong (2016), migrant workers
in China are treated purely as a labour force and lack influence
over the course of urban development and redevelopment. I
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have argued that Chinese urban housing policies, which focus
only on ownership, are insufficient to protect the tenancy
rights of migrant tenants, who are particularly vulnerable to
the influence of policy interventions such as demolition. The
research and analysis in this paper show that instead of one
general policy, the government should develop housing policies
targeting different migrant needs. While skilled workers’ needs
have been increasingly recognised, it is high time to consider
how to accommodate marginalised groups who are also needed
in the labour market and contribute to the general economy.
These findings provide important policy implications for future
Chinese government decisions and housing reform in promoting
efficiency and equality of housing provision.
Ideally, the Chinese government, at various levels, will adopt
a more cohesive and sympathetic approach to involve these
marginalised groups. To further meet the residential demands
of different migrants, the next step could be reforming the hukou
system and tackling hukou-based barriers, because exclusion
from local residency status constitutes the biggest obstacle
for migrants to have a level playing field with locals, such as
accessing public rental housing or buying private housing.
Additionally, employers can no longer deny their responsibility
to provide migrant employees with accessible housing. To further
integrate these migrants into the urbanisation process, insights
can be gained from developed countries where civil societies,
collaborating with communities, are actively involved in carrying
out initiatives and projects to help migrants better resettle
in cities. While measures such as fine-tuning rental housing
policies and involving social actors (including NGOs and other
community organisations) can reduce migrants’ temporary
vulnerabilities to some degree, the housing issues for Chinese
migrant workers can only be addressed when policy makers aim
to bring more justice and equality to the population as a whole,
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and to distribute the fruits of economic reform and urbanisation
more evenly.
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