<]
TUDelft

Delft University of Technology

Urban orchard in a megacity
Formality and informality in China

MacLachlan, lan; Tan, Diwen; Shi, Tao; Yang, Yixiao

DOI
10.1080/15387216.2024.2351399

Publication date
2024

Document Version
Final published version

Published in
Eurasian Geography and Economics

Citation (APA)
MacLachlan, I., Tan, D., Shi, T., & Yang, Y. (2024). Urban orchard in a megacity: Formality and informality
in China. Eurasian Geography and Economics. https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2024.2351399

Important note
To cite this publication, please use the final published version (if applicable).
Please check the document version above.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download, forward or distribute the text or part of it, without the consent
of the author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license such as Creative Commons.

Takedown policy
Please contact us and provide details if you believe this document breaches copyrights.
We will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.


https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2024.2351399
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2024.2351399

Green Open Access added to TU Delft Institutional Repository

'You share, we take care!’ - Taverne project

https://www.openaccess.nl/en/you-share-we-take-care

Otherwise as indicated in the copyright section: the publisher
is the copyright holder of this work and the author uses the
Dutch legislation to make this work public.



Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

W) Check for updates

Urban orchard in a megacity: formality and informality in
China

lan MacLachlan@?, Diwen Tan°®, Tao Shi(®?® and Yixiao Yang({?

EURASIAN GEOGRAPHY AND ECONOMICS
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2024.2351399

39031LN0Y

aSchool of Urban Planning and Design, Peking University Shenzhen Graduate School, Shenzhen,
China; PDepartment of Urbanism, Faculty of Architecture and the Built Environment, Technische
Universiteit Delft, Delft, Netherlands

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This anonymized Research Note reports qualitative observa- Received 10 September 2023
tions and interview evidence to explore the operation of Accepted 30 April 2024

a U-pick lychee orchard located in China’s Pearl River Delta. KEYWORDS
Observation reveals the ironic juxtaposition of an owner-built Urban agriculture; lychee
cottage on a forested hillside surrounded by an intensively orchard; informality; Pearl
planned, densely populated urban environment featuring River Delta; China
high-rise apartment towers. Field data show that informality,

social networks, and petty entrepreneurialism are all manifest

in urban agriculture, lychee production, labor, and land

tenure. This Research Note illustrates the interstitial porosity

that exists within the incorporated bounds of an urban area

with informal economic activity adjacent to formal occupa-

tions and hillside orchards in the shadows of high-rise apart-

ment towers.

Introduction

Based on field observation of “Lychee Vista,” a pseudonym for a hillside lychee
orchard in urban Guangdong, and social engagement with its operators,
a couple originating in Sichuan (we call them Frank and Maggie), this
Research Note is motivated to record our observations and explore the informal
character of urban orchards as an atypical form of urban agriculture (UA).

UA has clear health, environmental, social equity, food security, and income
generation benefits (Orsini et al. 2013; Smit and Nasr 1992). It is an accepted part
of the urban landscape in most Asian countries and especially in China (Smit,
Nasr, and Ratta 2001; see also Yeung 1987). Indeed, megacities such as Shanghai
have incorporated UA into their economic development strategies (Wen 2003),
yet the status of food producing spaces in urban areas is often ambiguous. Most
empirical studies on UA in Chinese cities focus on horticulture on comparatively
open and level sites (Glaros et al. 2022; Wei and Jones 2022). UA practices may
occur on otherwise vacant spaces, or land parcels awaiting (re)development
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which is especially common during rapid urbanization. The informality and
insecurity of land tenure on these “guerilla gardens” has been recognized in
developed cities (Hardman and Larkham 2014). Observing agricultural activity
on the urban periphery of Chongging, Asa Roast (2022, 391) uses “kongdi”
(vacant land with connotations similar to wasteland) as a concept to indicate
a temporary phase “awaiting an imagined future of urban development.”
Reusing and reclaiming “empty” space facilitates informal urban agriculture
for food production and physical activities detached “from the unhealthy food-
ways of the city” (Roast 2022, 401).

Our case study concerns a hillside lychee orchard on terrain too steep for
traditional urban land uses. A blend of U-pick orchard and custom harvesting for
shipment to a nationwide clientele has become the foundation for a profitable
business, albeit neither registered nor incorporated. How can such informal
activity thrive on urban land subject to formal regulation by local authorities?
The land is used with the knowledge and consent of an urban village (chengz-
hongcun; for example see Hao et al. 2013, 2177) which owns the land. The
orchard is classified as “country parkland,” but its unsuitability for orthodox
construction land and concealment provided by the trees makes it seem
“empty,” providing opportunities for villagers and rural migrants who are entre-
preneurially disposed. This highlights the nuances of informality as manifest in
labor, markets, land tenure, and housing of urban farmers.

Informality of urban agriculture

UA in China is characterized by four types of informality:

(1) Informal, often part-time, labor is embodied in self-employed or recrea-
tional horticultural activities, but those same workers may also hold
formal sector employment.

(2) The second aspect of informality refers to the agricultural production
process. On the one hand, cultivation, production, and harvesting may
be formally organized in an integrated value chain subject to codified
institutional regulation. On the other hand, the various stages may be
articulated informally by a looser self-employed value chain of producers,
pickers, and vendors, linked by tacit knowledge, social capital formation,
and trust (guanxi).

(3) The spontaneous and unauthorized use of apparently vacant land is the
most visible aspect of informality in the urban landscape. Much of the
land used for urban agriculture is cultivated by people with no legitimate
authority to use the land for that purpose in guerilla gardens. In the case
of Lychee Vista, there is some expression of tenure, of informal authority
to use the land, but such an undocumented usufruct is unlikely to survive
a challenge from the local state.
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(4) Fourth, the reproduction of informal labor and oversight of urban agri-
culture requires housing nearby which may also be informal and
unauthorized in areas that the state has not managed to regulate
(Polese 2021, 324).

This Research Note is inspired and motivated to observe these four informalities
in a party state where labor, economic activity, land, and housing are monitored
and closely regulated. In unraveling this apparent paradox, we are reminded
that the opposition between formality and informality is a false binary; they are
poles along a continuum and they are often interdependent (McFarlane 2012,
2019; Roy 2005). Our field observations remind us that boundaries between
formal and informal categories may be blurred, calling for a more nuanced
understanding of processes embedded in an urban “way of life” (AlSayyad 2004,
7; Wirth 1938, 1).

Data collection and ethical considerations

This project began unintentionally during a Sunday afternoon walk when the
senior author stumbled across a pathway leading from a paved parking lot to
a wooded hillside. The path led to a cottage in a lychee orchard and a warm
welcome from Frank and Maggie, a married couple, in their mid-40s (Figure 1).
Situated amidst a metropolis, the mountain site is a fifteen-minute walk from
public transit. Formerly surrounded by fertile farmland and traditional agricul-
tural villages, the mountain area is now classified as “country parkland” -
a landscape amenity contrasting with nearby industrial buildings, urban vil-
lages, and commercial centers.

What began as “inquisitive observation” (Zhong, Crang, and Zeng 2019, 177)
and impromptu socializing evolved into friendship and eventually as an exercise
in qualitative data collection. The obstacle of mutual English-Mandarin unin-
telligibility was overcome with the help of bilingual colleagues and student
assistants. Qualitative data was gathered from 12 March to 13 June 2023 over
a span of weekly and biweekly meetings with two additional meetings in

r

M‘H’_,ﬁ,;[ |

a » A I e
anl M ——
ei A W (&" | Zf ||
- b Swff
ome FALy f (T ‘ U f |
rank and Maggie' x\
om homestead breirt

Apartment under Idstl Lanshan Market, mall, office buildings etc.
construction Apﬂrtmems

(]
(; ]

o

[
[
|
|
|
1.

15y

Figure 1. Landscape profile showing the upland orchard, lychee vista homestead, high rise
apartment buildings under construction, and the urban village in a process of reconstruction
and gentrification. Source: Diwen Tan
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November. Some engagements were semi-structured interviews, while others
were conversations over tea and meals both indoors and out.

As sociable cross-cultural conversations morphed into purposive interviews,
we recognized our ethical obligation to explain our intentions. The first time we
recorded a conversation, we asked permission to do so, and while this was
willingly given, we were concerned that our respondents did not fully grasp the
significance of a digital voice recording, and that acquiescence was not truly
“informed consent.” Ensuing visits were not recorded, in part because of their
social nature. Later, we wanted to record verbatim responses in Mandarin for
subsequent transcription, translation and quotation. Thus, we sought to reiter-
ate our ethical obligations to obtain informed consent prior to recording further
interview data. We explained that we were planning to write a story about the
lychee orchard for an English-language academic journal.

This caused concern and bewilderment. Maggie asked, “What is the use of
recording this conversation? We are just ordinary people; we are just chatting
normally.” Maggie could not imagine how her folk wisdom gained through
years of living on the land in urban China might be of any value. She displays
a remarkable mixture of peasant modesty, allegiance to the Party, and is quick
to confess her lack of formal education. She went on to express apprehension
about our research and its dissemination. After reassuring her that we would be
prudent in what we wrote, | concluded the preliminaries for this recording by
reiterating that Maggie was under no obligation to answer any questions and
she was at liberty to change the subject at any time. Her answers would be
translated carefully to avoid any trouble with authorities. Photographs would
not be used and pseudonyms would replace personal names and toponyms.

Informal and formal labor: on the job and in the orchard

Frank and Maggie operate an orchard producing lychee for sale and vegetables
for household consumption. In these activities, they are self-employed and not
subject to labor regulations, social security benefits, or income tax — their work is
not recorded, protected or regulated by public authorities hence they are
informal workers according to the ILO (2002). But they are also formally
employed full time: Frank is a police officer and Maggie works in an institutional
kitchen.

While the revenues from a U-pick lychee operation can be lucrative, full-time
employment is a risk management strategy. Permanent off-farm work, formal
and sanctioned by local government, provides employment security and social
benefits in the city. In a good-harvest year, the income from lychee production
could comprise 80% of total household income, however yield depends on
weather conditions, and lychee is prone to “biennial bearing” with rich and poor
crops in alternate years. Thus, urban farm income is unstable as “it depends on
heaven for sustenance (kaotianchifan),” as Maggie told us. This stands in sharp
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contrast to migrant families adopting a “hoe and wage” survival strategy,
regarding self-employment in agriculture as vital to household security even
though formal employment typically provides a larger share of household
income (Ye 2018, 7). The intense connection between agricultural self-
employment, ancestral land tenure and rustic memories leads many rural
migrants to consider farmland as a form of indemnity to sustain their liveli-
hoods. Whether informal agricultural work is considered to be the main or most
reliable source of long-term sustenance varies considerably. In contrast, Maggie
regards formal employment income and associated access to the city’s medical
resources and future retirement benefits, as a kind of insurance policy while the
orchard is the major income source, insecure though it may be.

Frank works a forty-hour week, alternating between day and night shifts,
patrolling city streets as a community-based police officer (minjing). Maggie
works about a kilometer from home, providing institutional food service. She
starts work every weekday at 5:00 a.m. It takes about 15 minutes to pick her way
down the mountainside in the pre-dawn dark, escorted by her dogs. Her formal
work ends at 3:00 p.m. so she has time for household chores and to monitor the
lychee orchard.

These full-time formal sector occupations allow Frank and Maggie the flex-
ibility to be part-time farmers, tending their orchard through the year: pruning
the trees, repairing storm damage, monitoring blight and insects, and spraying
to control pests. Frank and Maggie use their summer vacations to operate the
orchard and their son helps out, so lychee harvest season is a family affair.
This year they asked the son of a fruit wholesaler to assist with the harvest,
providing a WeChat red envelope (hongbao) as an expression of thanks and
informal compensation. This also reinforces an informal relationship with poten-
tial benefits in marketing the fruit.

Informal lychee production, harvesting, and marketing in relatively small
urban orchards competes with the commercial lychee industry. Lychee has
been the iconic summer fruit in South China for thousands of years and is
Guangdong’s largest fruit crop (Huang 2002). Lychee production accelerated
rapidly in the late 1980s when city markets grew, and the Household
Responsibility System provided an incentive for U-pick orchards. Thus, the
area under lychee cultivation in Guangdong tripled in just 10 years reaching
300,000 hectares in 2000 (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2022,
Chapter 11). In recent years the focus of investment and attention has shifted
to technological innovation and culture-themed tourism in large commercial
orchards (Xinhua 2023).

In contrast, Lychee Vista is a small-scale tourist orchard covering an area of
about 20 mu (1.3 hectares) with 200 lychee trees, some longan, and a patch of
dragon fruit. In June and July, city people come, often as families, to pick their
own lychee. In June 2023, U-pick visitors were charged a flat rate of 60 RMB
(about US$10) for all the lychee they could pick and eat on-site. Customers
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wanting to take fruit away are charged at the market price: 30-35RMB per half-
kilogram (jin) for Nuomici, the premium lychee variety.

Marketing relies on Frank and Maggie’s social network, including friends,
relatives, and off-farm coworkers. WeChat, China’s most popular social medium,
is the most effective channel to invite old customers to return. U-pick customers
appreciate the sylvan atmosphere, fresh air, open space, and spectacular vista,
quite different from city life in the traffic-choked streets below. Picking lychee is
a nostalgic experience shared by all in the family for whom the rural atmosphere
prompts reminiscing about village origins. Frank promotes lychee products
through his social network of U-pick customers and uses WeChat to attract
potential buyers nationwide. He is planning to expand the business and diver-
sify his resource base by renting another lychee orchard nearby.

Formal land use rights and informal land tenure

UA may occupy temporarily vacant land awaiting (re)development; steeply
sloping parcels not suited to construction; margins of road, rail, or drainage
allowances; or public land that is formally zoned as a community garden (Zhang
et al. 2022). In the case of Lychee Vista, the tenure arrangement for the level
homestead area of less than 200 square meters and the adjacent orchard on the
hillside, is informal though it also seems quite secure.

The orchard can be traced back to the 1980s when reclamation of unculti-
vated land (kaihuang) was encouraged by the central government. Traditional
village farmland expanded to reach the limit of field crop cultivation along the
mountain’s perimeter. Uncle Xie, a local villager, occupied this rugged hillside by
planting lychee and longan trees in an environment unsuitable for any other
crop.

In ensuing years, many traditional agricultural villages were engulfed by
urban growth and became urban villages, while their agrarian land was expro-
priated for industrial, commercial, and residential land uses. The steeply sloping
hillside, reclaimed wasteland through lychee planting, was of no interest to the
government because of its limited urban development potential, thus rights to
this land remained with the village collective while it was designated as “coun-
try parkland” under municipal land use regulations.

In the early 2000s, villagers started to rent out their forest land to rural
migrants, both to obtain rental income and to manage and protect their lychee
trees. Orchard tenants could harvest and sell the fruit however they chose and
had an incentive to maximize their yield. In the case of Lychee Vista, Uncle Xie
granted informal tenure to Frank rent-free, based on their close personal
relationship and mutual trust developed over a period of years. However,
Uncle Xie's authority to grant use of the land to Frank, whether approval by
the village collective was necessary, and whether such approval was actually
given, is unclear. There is no document, contract, or deed transferring
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stewardship and usufructuary rights to the land to Frank and Maggie. However,
Frank seems quite confident in the long-term security of his tenure. “The villager
[Uncle Xie] lets us use the land and manage the trees. | can stay here as long as
the government does not take over the land,” a prospect that Frank views as
extremely unlikely.

Frank’s social networks and personal relationships are diverse and not limited
to people with common village origins (laoxiang). Uncle Xie is from Guangdong
and speaks Cantonese while Frank is Sichuanese. Yet Frank has managed to
overcome the cultural divide which has been fundamental to his informal land
tenure and informal lychee production and marketing. Sharing fruit with rela-
tives, friends, or coworkers and inviting their children to help have become the
means for creating and maintaining a rich social network comprising a wide
range of personal relationships (guanxi).

Informal housing

Frank and Maggie’s farmhouse is a single-storey cottage on a concrete pad. The
walls are green metal-clad foam-core panels 3-4 centimeters thick topped off
with a corrugated shed roof. It has an air-conditioned living room, three bed-
rooms, a detached open kitchen (considering fire safety), and a separate toilet
structure that drains into a septic tank. The structure is mainly self-built, but
workers were brought in to assist in erecting the walls. The standard of con-
struction is much better than the precarious shanties near other UA fields in
Guangdong (Talamini, Zhang, and Vigano 2022, 109). In some respects this is
a form of “small property rights” housing (Lai and Lin 2022). However, Frank and
Maggie’s property rights depend on the benevolent munificence of Uncle Xie;
there is no document to legitimate their occupancy.

Rainwater to irrigate the trees is collected in concrete water tanks built (and
later abandoned) by villagers for the irrigation of village farmland in the 1960s
and 1970s. Potable domestic water from city supplies is tapped in from the
construction site down the hill on an informal basis. Lychee Vista has an
electricity meter in the industrial park down the hill, so the monthly electrical
bill requires a formal transaction. However, the electrical conduit is DIY and runs
through the woods up to the house.

Frank and Maggie own their home but not the land on which it stands. In the
unlikely event that the government expropriated Lychee Vista, Frank is not sure
that they would receive any compensation. He recognizes that their house was
illegally built. “You definitely cannot sell the house ... Uncle Xie (informal
landlord and villager) told us to build a good quality house. If the government
were to take over the land, it might provide some compensation for the home-
stead.” Maggie and Frank express a deep attachment to place: Lychee Vista is
their home and an important part of their livelihood. “For as long as we have
lived here and worked here, this land has belonged to us. | want to protect it and
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manage it well as a productive lychee forest. Since the uncle gave it to us, we
have the responsibility to protect these lychee trees and to make good use of
them.”

Despite being built on rugged terrain deep in the bush, Frank and Maggie’s
home is not completely undocumented and unregistered. Technically, they are
under the jurisdiction of the park office, Lychee Vista's land is registered with the
village management committee, and the house is registered with the sub-
district office. Yet their neighborhood of homesteaders is well off the beaten
track and visits from any authority are a rare occurrence. The dogs discourage
visitors outside of lychee season. The local government adopts a laissez-faire
approach to management, not interfering with production activities but provid-
ing notification of emergencies such as fires, typhoons or disease outbreaks.

Conclusion

These empirical observations are important because they challenge Western
imaginaries of urban land use regulation in China. Regulatory capacity is not
comprehensive; some authorities are oblivious while others simply turn away
when the opportunity to intervene presents itself. This points to an unrecog-
nized porosity in the monitoring and regulation of land use and construction
standards of the Chinese party state at the local government level.

In operating a lychee orchard in the midst of a megacity, Frank and Maggie
live a hybrid formal-informal lifestyle. Hundreds of households are scattered
through rugged forestland well within municipal boundaries. Most have full-
time off-farm formal sector occupations and in no sense are their homes truly
“off the grid,” yet they enjoy a rural lifestyle. By delineating multiple informalities
in the organization of on- and off-farm labor, orchard land tenure, and housing,
we foreground “segments of the population that have been neglected by
orthodox economic and economic policy approaches” (Polese 2021, 324).
Without ever challenging the state’s power and legitimacy, Frank and
Maggie’s Lychee Vista demonstrates how the construction of a lifestyle alter-
native stands in sharp contrast to the normative urban behaviors anticipated
under an ideology of modernization. Their search for the “good life” leads down
heterodox pathways amidst urban orthodoxy.

The kongdi concept has been used to highlight the temporary nature of
informal agricultural practices on urban land that may be considered empty
or vacant in the vernacular (Roast 2022). However, our case suggests another
sense to “empty” that emerges from the laissez-faire management of local
government, benign neglect by property inspectors, and the ambiguity of
land use regulations especially when applied to land not (yet) built up with
urban uses. As a land use designation, “country parkland” does not convey any
precise indication of the types of vegetation that are appropriate or activities
that are permitted, thus the care of lychee trees and fruit production for profit
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(which is considered agricultural and outside of urban life) is ignored as a matter
of tacit disregard by the party state.
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