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Abstract 

Urban transition is a multi-dimensional cooperative process accompanied with increasing uncertainty in a city’s size, location, 
complex function system and variant resources endowment. As direct participants and beneficiaries, stakeholders including local 
governments, enterprises and citizens have played an essential role in urban development. The existing research on urban 
transition, however, has been generally confined to the cognition of economic and institutional transition, so that the discussion 
of all stakeholders is weakened and marginalized, especially in the aspect of citizen involvement. 
This paper looks into the relationships between the fragile ecological environment and severe urban diseases, such as traffic jams, 
rocketing housing prices and overpopulation in current China, arguing that urban green transition is a new opportunity to heal the 
urban diseases and to create a sustainable urban future. Based upon influences on urbanization in social, economic and 
environmental dimensions, this paper admits a common consensus for economic indicators like GDP, which though cannot 
reflect the comprehensiveness of sustainability, and puts forward a more systematic and theoretical framework of urban transition 
towards greening. Given the distinctive contexts of China, it emphasizes the significance of the conceptual change and 
stakeholder involvement relevant to the process of the transition in question as safeguards defending urban sustainable 
development. Literature analysis is applied in this research to develop the framework of urban green transition which can provide 
replicable experiences for researchers and policy makers. 
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1. Introduction 

Rapid urbanization is the most prominent feature globally, especially in developing worlds. According to the 
latest official data released by the United Nations, nearly 3.9 billion people live in cities now, accounting for 53.6% 
of the total population [1]. It is expected that this proportion will continue to expand and rise to 60% by 2030, when 
the city will become the main inseparable dwelling place where people live and work. The growing urban 
population, however, puts forward the challenge of demand for goods and services, such as food, water, energy, 
health care, education and transportation [2,3,4]. Meanwhile, climate change, environmental pollution, soil erosion, 
biodiversity loss and energy depletion are gradually aggravating accompanied with urbanization [5,6,7]. The ‘Green 
Economy Report’ indicates that there are 75% of resource consumptions and 75% of carbon emissions occurring in 
the urban area which occupies 3% of total land area [8]. All the facts mentioned above, without exception, are 
restricting the urban development towards real prosperity and sustainability. Therefore, how to balance the 
contradiction between economic growth and environmental crisis is meaningful and essential for the trajectory of 
urban transitions, and we need better ways of governing city and improving on sustainability transitions profoundly. 

In response to those troublesome issues ahead, the United Nations and parts of developed countries have launched 
a series of development initiatives which are characterized by ‘Green’ and innovation. The United Nations 
Environment Programme regards the green economy as a worthwhile pathway to achieve sustainable development 
and poverty eradication [8], promoting governments to utilize the policy superiority and seize the opportunity of 
green development; such developed countries as Germany, France, the U.K. and the U.S. have implemented the 
‘Green New Deal’ [9], a package of policy proposals which aim to address global warming and financial crises; C40 
Cities Climate Leadership Group (C40), since its establishment, has been committed to low or even zero-carbon 
emissions locally and globally under the framework of Clinton Climate Initiative (CCI) in order to bring about urban 
sustainable development through the cooperation among cities [10]. Although these significant plans or agreements 
have received attention worldwide, current policies and measures are insufficient to achieve the announced targets 
[11,12]. This is due to the preferred national interests on the one hand;  and a combination of economic, political, 
social and cultural factors on the other hand [13]. Therefore, it is quite necessary to rethink the current contradiction 
and evaluate the sustainability urban transition reasonably. 

In China, governments at all levels are facing a variety of unprecedented challenges. Since 1950s, China’s 
urbanization rate had been remaining below 20% until 1978 when the open policy started. Thereafter the urban 
population continued to rise and exceeded the rural population for the first time in 2011, accounting for 51.27% of 
the total population [14]. China has transformed itself from an under-developed and largely agrarian country into a 
rapidly urbanizing industrial economy, and the governments expect the urbanization rate to reach 60% by 2020 [15]. 
Although this rate has been significantly improved, it is still far behind the average level of developed countries. In 
addition, extensive economic growth, non-optimized energy structure and relatively backward management skills 
have an adverse impact on the urban development in the course of transition. If we entirely learn from the experience 
of developed countries to govern Chinese cities, not only can it be out of work, but also make things worse. In view 
of this, sustainable urban transition in the context of China is a necessary and feasible development pathway which is 
used to break through the resource bottleneck and heal the severe urban diseases at present. 

What kind of urban transition is suitable for China, or in other word, can make Chinese urban development more 
sustainable? Urban transition is a process of fundamental transition in structure – multi-dimensional and radical 
change – .that can successfully direct urban development towards desired goals [16]. So in this paper, we try to 
develop the concept of ‘urban green transition’ (hereafter UGT), a mode more appropriate for the urban development 
in China, which is oriented by the targets of sustainable development. UGT originates from the awareness of how to 
deviate from currently unsustainable modes, with economic, social and environmental dimensions taken into integral 
consideration. UGT especially emphasizes the significance of the conceptual change and stakeholder involvement 
relevant to the process of China’s urban transition in order to comprehensively understand the process of urban 
transition and effectively defend the achievements of urban development. 

In the next section we review the history of urban development and identify four types of urban transition models, 
followed by an analysis of their respective strengths and weaknesses. We then conceptualize UGT from the 
perspective of economic, social and environmental dimensions, and stress the importance of the conceptual change 
and stakeholder involvement in the process. In section 4, we put forward the theoretical framework of UGT and 
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