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Abstract: In China, to improve the quality of urbanization development, the government has 

carried out a series of urban village renovation programs, to achieve sustainable urban 

development. However, the renovation of urban villages has also caused new social problems, 

one of them is that many rural migrant workers may choose to return to their hometowns due 

to the displacement or unaffordable housing and living costs in urban areas. Considering the 

factors affecting the stay and departure of rural migrant workers, this study will focus on 

urban housing security policies. By analyzing the different urban village renovation policies 

and residential housing security policies in Beijing, Shenzhen and Hangzhou, it can be 

concluded that the policy reasons leading to the loss of rural migrant workers as mainly as 

follows: inadequate housing security policies with low coverage, policies not reflecting 

migrant workers' needs, and insufficient government-subsidized housing supply, making 

affordable urban housing scarce for these workers. Therefore, completing the housing 

security policy for rural migrant workers and providing them with suitable housing is the key 

to preventing a larger scale of rural migrant workers leaving urban areas.  

Keywords: rural migrant workers, urban village renovation, labour shortage, housing security 

policy, government-subsidized housing 

1. Introduction 

Since the Opening and Reform in 1978, China’s society has developed at an astonishing growth rate. 

The urbanization rate has been up to 66.16%；in just several decades this rate has been over the 

world’s average[1] [2]. However, the development of urbanization is rapid, and many problems come 

out due to the gap between development speed and quality. One of these problems is that migrant 

workers, especially rural migrants, are declining in cities due to urban village redevelopment in China. 

Migrant workers underpin Chinese urbanization, but rapid growth widens urban-rural gaps. Most 

settle in urban villages for low rents and short commutes, but environmental and security issues hinder 

sustainable urban development [3]. To address urban village issues, China has launched 

redevelopment policies and urban renewal plans. However, these often overlook rural migrants' 

housing and livelihoods, causing many to return home[4]. This displacement decreases the urban 

labor force and erodes the demographic dividend, hindering sustainable development. Retaining rural 

migrants is crucial for economic and social stability. This study aims to examine the factors 

influencing rural migrants' decisions to remain in or leave urban areas, particularly focusing on the 
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impact of housing security policies during the process of urban village redevelopment. Utilizing 

policy analysis and case study methods, the research seeks to provide insights into how these policies 

affect rural migrants and offer recommendations for enhancing housing security measures to 

safeguard their rights in urban village redevelopment projects. This research will focus on housing 

security policies, employing case studies to assess their potential benefits for rural migrant workers 

in urban areas and their effectiveness in encouraging rural migrants to remain in urban settings 

following the demolition of urban villages. To ensure comprehensive analysis, four representative 

mega cities—Beijing, Hangzhou, and Shenzhen—will be selected as case   

2. The Influence of Urban Village Development on Migrant Workers 

In 1990, China's urbanization rate stood at 26.44%, significantly lower than developed regions 

averaging 72.4% [2]. Fast forward three decades to 2020, China's urbanization rate exceeded the 

global average by 63.89%, nearing that of developed countries, signifying a trajectory toward higher 

urbanization levels. While internationally lauded, China's rapid urban development has widened the 

gap between urban and rural areas, and between large and small cities, impacting the quality of 

urbanization and precipitating various social issues [5]. Among these challenges is the displacement 

of rural migrant workers due to the redevelopment of urban villages, thereby affecting urban labor 

demand and sustainable development [6]. 

As socially marginalized populations, rural migrants are often excluded from the urban social 

welfare system and lack access to social services such as housing security, health care, education 

welfare, etc. [7]. Urban village redevelopment in mega cities has been ongoing for years, altering 

demographic, spatial, and industrial structures. While villagers receive compensation for demolitions, 

rural migrant workers are excluded from housing security policies. Without compensation and facing 

high rents in redeveloped areas, many rural migrants choose to leave cities and return to their home 

villages [8]. Research from Liu etal. has proven that, before and after the redevelopment of urban 

villages in Shenzhen, most rural migrants strongly desire to stay in their original neighbourhood [9]. 

Nevertheless, recent studies indicate a significant trend of migrant workers returning to rural areas in 

recent years, leading to a labor shortage in cities such as Beijing, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen [4][10]. 

This suggests that despite the desire of rural migrants to remain in urban settings, they are often 

compelled to return to their hometowns due to factors such as the vanishing urban villages, rising rent 

prices in cities, and deficiencies in the social and housing security systems [7]. 

Yet, migrant workers play an indispensable role in the sustainable development of urban areas. 

Many of them reside in urban villages because of the affordable rent and short commuting distances, 

making them a crucial labor force for urban economic growth, particularly in labor-intensive sectors 

[4][11][12]. According to the Migrant Workers Monitoring Survey Report, there are over 171.9 

million rural migrant workers in urban areas, most rural migrant workers are engaged in the tertiary 

sector, such as the construction industry, manufacturing industry, wholesale and retail trade, 

warehousing and transportation and other service industries [13]. In addition, they contribute to 

affordable labour costs, fostering economic competitiveness and urban growth. As the State Council 

Office of China published the “Guidance on Positively and Steadily Promoting the Renovation of 

Urban Villages in Mega cities”, an important part is to construct indemnification rental housing so 

that rural migrant workers are able to resettle in renewal urban villages [14]. Research by many 

scholars has shown that housing security policies, social housing support and personal factors, such 

as gender, marriage, income and children’s education, influence the choice of rural migrants to stay 

in urban areas or return to home villages [6] [10].  
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3. Cases Study—Take Beijing, Hangzhou and Shenzhen as examples 

3.1. Beijing—indemnification housing 

As of 2022, there are 501 urban villages in Beijing, and the migrant resident population is up to 8.251 

million [15]; more than 3 million rural migrant workers live in urban villages on the outskirts of 

Beijing. According to the relevant housing security policies issued by the Beijing government, there 

are four kinds of social housing for low-income populations and families: affordable housing, fixed-

price housing, low-rent housing and public rental housing [10][16], except public rental housing, 

tenants of the other three types of housing are required to have a Beijing household registration. 

Despite this, a significant portion of low-income migrant workers remains excluded from these 

policies [17], primarily because they fail to meet the criteria for public rental housing, which typically 

mandate formal employment and a stable income [18]. According to the “Public Rental Housing 

Application, Audit and Rent Allocation Management Measures of Beijing” (2014), migrant workers 

who meet the stringent criteria—including a minimum of one year of continuous and stable formal 

employment in Beijing, demonstrate good civil behavior, and have a family income below the 

specified thresholds (annual income of 100,000 yuan or less for a family of three or fewer, and 

130,000 yuan or less for a family of four or fewer)—are eligible to rent in indemnification housing 

[19]. However, despite these provisions, many rural migrant workers are at risk of displacement 

following the loss of housing in urban villages. 

Tangjialing Village's 2012 redevelopment included public rental housing on collective industrial 

land[20]. However, low-income migrants, excluded from housing policies, faced high rents and 

moved to more distant villages. [16]. As the concentration of migrant workers grows in newly formed 

urban villages, the time and financial burdens of commuting have escalated, creating a vicious cycle 

of dilemmas within the renovation of urban villages [21]. Consequently, the underlying issues of 

urban villages remain unresolved. This cycle mirrors challenges encountered during the 

redevelopment of Beiwu Village and Bi Village in Beijing [21]. Moreover, a significant number of 

migrant workers opting to leave Beijing and return to their rural hometowns have exacerbated the 

phenomenon of labor shortages in the city, adversely affecting the sustainable development of 

Beijing's economy and urbanization efforts. 

3.2. Hangzhou – housing security policy 

Unlike Beijing and other urban areas, in recent years, Hangzhou has taken the renovation and 

upgrading of urban villages as an important way in the transformation of the city to drive the 

transformation of the economy, the transformation of the way of life and the transformation of the 

way of urban governance. In 2016, the Hangzhou Municipal Government issued “Implementation 

Suggestions on Launching the 5-year Critical Action about Urban Villages Reconstruction in the 

Main District of Hangzhou (2016-2020)”, plans to complete the renovation of 355 urban villages. 

According to the “Hangzhou Government Work Report 2023” [22], the five-year urban village 

renovation plan has been completed, greatly eliminating the urban environmental dirty and security 

risks, improving the quality of people’s living, and enhancing the public support services, to achieve 

sustainable urban development. As a mega city, with rural migrant workers exceeding half of the 

floating population, a proper way to handle the issue of resettlement of migrant workers is also one 

of the keys to the success of urban village renovation. 

Since 2005, the Hangzhou Municipal Government has paid attention to and emphasized the 

housing security of rural migrant workers, publishing “Several Opinions on Improving the 

Employment and Life of Migrant Workers”, focusing on improving the living conditions of rural 

migrant workers. The official attempted to address the housing issues of migrant workers through the 
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construction of apartments for them [23]. In 2016, while Hangzhou City’s five-year urban village 

renovation program began, once again, the government published “Implementation Opinions on 

Further Improving Services for Migrant Workers”, requesting to further improve the living conditions 

of rural migrant workers and include the eligible rural migrant workers in groups of enjoying urban 

housing security through relaxation of access criteria [24]. To facilitate greater access to government-

subsidized housing for migrant workers, the "Notice on Adjustment of Admission Requirements for 

Public Rental Housing in Hangzhou City" has been issued. This notice specifies that for housing 

issues concerning lower-middle-income families, applicants who have been permanent residents of 

urban areas for at least five years (inclusive) are eligible to apply for public rental housing. As a result, 

more migrant workers can now avail themselves of the security benefits offered by government-

subsidized housing. 

Despite improvements in housing security policies for rural migrant workers, large-scale urban 

village demolitions and redevelopments continue to negatively impact their housing and livelihoods. 

Key issues include: limited construction of government-subsidized housing, with urban village 

renovations reducing available apartments for migrant workers and demand far exceeding supply; the 

inconvenient location of subsidized housing, as government priorities often focus on the commercial 

value of construction land, leading many workers to prefer more accessible urban villages despite 

inadequate housing security and compensation; and a lack of awareness among rural migrant workers 

about subsidized housing policies, application procedures, and required documentation. Insufficient 

policy advocacy has hindered the effectiveness of these measures [6][25]. If this situation persists, 

more migrant workers may return to their hometowns, worsening urban labor shortages and 

undermining sustainable urban development[26]. 

3.3. Shenzhen – unified rental housing 

High-speed economic development and the influx of a large floating population have made Shenzhen 

the city with the largest number of urban villages in China. According to incomplete statistics, there 

are more than 1,300 urban villages in Shenzhen, with a population of over 7 million accounting for 

60% of the total population of Shenzhen City and 80% of the resident population are rural migrant 

workers [27]. Considering the different urban village renovation policies and the complexity of the 

situation in the village, this part only analyzes the housing security policies and urban village 

renovation policy of Baimang Village, a typical case in Shenzhen. 

In 2015, Baimang Village in Shenzhen housed 530 locals and 23,700 migrants due to its 

convenient location, low rent, and primary school. In 2023, rental housing rehabilitation began under 

the State Council's affordable housing policy[28] but was forced to be suspended after a while in its 

implementation. Unified rental housing refers to a model of urban village redevelopment, funded and 

managed by the government, signing a contract with landlords (the original villagers) to take over 

their property, and performing interior decoration to upgrade to high-quality housing, then uniformly 

leased to the migrant population. The original purpose of this renovation was to provide secure 

housing for low-income groups and the migrant population [29]. To analyse this failed pilot, the main 

problem is the demands and social rights of rural migrants: (1) Uncertainty of relocation 

compensation, as many tenants had disputes with their landlords because they were not duly 

compensated due to unclear government policies; (2) The time of moving away was short and some 

landlords contracted by the Government did not allow sufficient time for tenants to relocate, in 

violation of the tenant's right to housing;(3) Education concerns were not addressed initially, leading 

to uncertainty among migrant workers regarding the education of their children. The lack of clarity 

in the early stages of the rehabilitation policy left migrant workers worried about the continuity of 

their children's education. (4) The issue of rents for unified housing was not clearly specified, causing 

tenants to fear they would be unable to afford the new rents in the redeveloped urban villages. 
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Consequently, many tenants chose to vacate their homes. Although the government has stated its 

intention to continue the program, a more comprehensive policy has yet to be introduced.  

The analysis of the three cities reveals a lack of comprehensive consideration for the housing needs 

of migrant workers and the protection of their social rights and housing security in urban village 

reconstruction and housing policies. Specifically, urban housing rights are not adequately 

safeguarded. Therefore, the following section will offer recommendations for enhancing housing 

security policies for urban migrant workers. 

4. Suggestion 

The “Opinions of the General Office of the State Council for Accelerating the Development of 

Government-Subsidized Rental Housing” emphasize that providing government-subsidized rental 

housing is crucial for addressing the housing needs of low-income populations[28]. A robust housing 

security system for rural migrant workers is essential to retain them in cities and prevent labor loss 

amid urban village renovations. Key measures include developing targeted housing policies for rural 

migrants, clarifying eligibility for subsidized housing, and lowering application thresholds to enhance 

their urban social integration. Additionally, it is vital to collect extensive feedback from rural migrant 

workers to ensure housing policies reflect their actual needs and encourage their participation in 

policy formulation. Expanding the supply of government-subsidized housing by incorporating it into 

urban village redevelopment projects is also necessary to meet demand. Finally, promoting housing 

security policies through online and offline channels will provide rural migrants with information and 

application opportunities, while enabling real-time monitoring and feedback to continually improve 

these policies. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, by analyzing different cases, this study attempts to summarize the policy reasons that 

lead rural migrant workers to leave cities during the urban village renovation process. Although the 

renovation of urban villages is a necessary initiative to enhance urbanization, the unsustainability of 

the current programs is affecting the housing and livelihoods of rural migrant workers, causing new 

social problems of urbanization. The imperfect housing security system for rural migrant workers, 

insufficient government-subsidized housing and lack of policy advocacy are all affecting migrant 

worker’s housing choices. The further influence is that rural migrant workers will choose to leave 

when they cannot find a sense of belonging in the city and cannot afford the living cost of urban life. 

Although the population burden is reduced for cities, the lack of a labor-intensive population may 

lead to changes in the structure of the urban labour market and a decline in the quality of services, 

which in turn affects the sustainable development of urban socioeconomic. Moreover, the study's 

scope is primarily focused on policy reasons influencing migrant workers' decisions, potentially 

neglecting other socioeconomic and cultural factors at play.  Future research could address these 

limitations by employing mixed-method approaches, including quantitative surveys and qualitative 

interviews, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the complex dynamics involved in 

rural migrant workers' experiences during urbanization processes. 
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