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“While the discursive power of “green and smart” has been significant for the strategic
marketing and branding of the project, it has also unevenly transformed the local way
of life and endangered local and trans-local environmental dynamics”, write Dr Yimin
Zhao (Renmin University of China), Dr Sin Yee Koh (Monash University Malaysia), and
Prof. Hyun Bang Shin (LSE)

The geopolitical dimension of China’s capital outflows, invested in primary industries (e.qg.,
mining) and manufacturing facilities in Africa, is often captured by the term “Global China.”
However, there is still a lack of attention to its urban dimension, especially on how and to
what extent the process of “Global China” reshapes urban spaces and everyday lives of
urbanites beyond Africa. As part of our that examines differentiated modes of speculative
and spectacular urban production in this process, here we focus on the Forest City project in
Iskandar Malaysia, which has been developed by a major private developer from China.
Drawing on fieldwork conducted in 2019, we foreground the three entanglements that made

the project possible: (1) the entanglement of domestic and transnational interests, (2) the
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entanglement of two distinctive versions of green urbanism, and (3) the entanglement of the
materiality and sociality of environmental discourses. These three entanglements, in turn,

render the green urbanism discourse that legitimises the project, speculative.

The Country Garden Group, ££[H, is the largest property developer in the world today. It
originated from a collectively-owned construction company in Shunde, Guangdong Province.
Yang Guogiang, its manager, collaborated with his partners to privatise that company in the
1990s and founded the Country Garden Group. The Group soon made its local reputation as a
credible and efficient property developer, especially for projects at urban peripheries.
Greening and gardening elements have been a key marketing feature of the Group’s property
projects. It was Mr Yang's preference and instruction to have “green everywhere you can see”
(HARERRELRE) in their marketing materials, and this preference is further evidenced by the
Group's new headquarter building (Figure 1). Our interview data suggest that this version of
green urbanism reflected “the Founder’s vision and imagination of urban futures.” More
importantly, this version of green urbanism became the Group’s “nuclear weapon” (i.e., unique
selling point) in sales and marketing. Indeed, we have also observed the materialisation of
this vision of “green everywhere” in the Group'’s Forest City project at Iskandar Malaysia. This

brings us to the following question: how and to what extent has this version of green

urbanism been transplanted from Shunde to Iskandar Malaysia?

Figure 1: The new headquarter of the Country Garden Group in Shunde, China (Source: photo
by authors, 19 August 2020)
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Iskandar Malaysia is one of the five economic corridors (i.e., special economic zones) in
Malaysia, and the only one where the federal government shares equal directive power with
the state government (Johor in this case). From 2006 to 2016, this corridor attracted foreign
investments at about 48 billion USD, with China ranking the first. The majority of these
investments went into property development. As foreign developers are not allowed to
operate independently in Malaysia, mainland Chinese developers have formed joint venture
companies with local public or private entities. In the case of the Forest City project, the
Country Garden Group cooperated with a local company, Esplanade Danga 88 Sdn Bhd
(EDSB), which is in turn jointly owned by the Sultan of Johor, Kumpulan Prasarana Rakyat
Johor (KPRJ, a Johor state-owned company) and Daing Malek (the Sultan’s aide and business

partner).

This is the first moment of entangling, where the international capital (from China) has to
share their revenues with local partners in order to make their business possible. But this is
only the starting point of our story, and we now turn to the second moment of entangling,

where the local version of green urbanism is entangled with that from Shunde.

At the onset of Iskandar Malaysia’s establishment, green urbanism - and low carbon society
and green technology in particular — has been the local authority’s key concern that is also in
line with the federal government’s agenda. In 2011, Iskandar Malaysia was selected as a pilot
area for the “Development of Low Carbon Society Scenarios for Asian Regions,” a five-year
joint research program between Japan and Malaysia. A key project facilitated by this program
is the Green Accord Initiative Award (GAIA), a certification scheme that promotes
sustainability in the built environment. By setting up a home-grown certification scheme that
is of a much higher standard than existing schemes, the local authority believes that GAIA
can help Iskandar Malaysia to be greenerthan its (global) competitors. Moreover, according
to a local authority officer interviewed, developers “do like the accolade” because it helps with
the sale of their projects to end buyers. Here we can see not only some clues to what David
Harvey (1989) has coined “urban entrepreneurialism,” but also the second moment of

entangling where two versions of green urbanism are put together.
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Figure 2: The sales gallery of the “Forest City” project, Iskandar Malaysia (Source: photo by
authors, 4 September 2079)

Forest City is marketed as a “green and smart” city with a multi-layered mobility system where
parking, street-level activities, and residential communal areas are segregated from each
other. It also boasts a “forest-like environment” with “vertical greenery,” an idea from Shunde
(Figure 2). On top of this, Country Garden PacificView (CGPV), the joint venture between
Country Garden Group and its local partners, has also spent considerable efforts and
investments in creating an overall green landscape in this project. This is well explained by a
marketing manager of a major local developer, who related to us the local industry’s shock
with regard to CGPV's marketing strategy and expenditure on landscaping: while local
developers typically spend 2-3% of the Gross Development Value (GDV) on marketing costs,

CGPV was spending close to 10-15%.



Figure 3: New tech adopted in the Forest City (Source: photo by authors, 4 September 20179)

In addition to the “green everywhere” look, CGPV has also incorporated various smart building
technologies into the post-construction management of Forest City. It adopts an Internet of
Things sensing platform and an artificial intelligence city application, which enable remote
and automatic online monitoring of energy consumption and building security (see Figure 3).
This technique is not only in line with the local authority’s vision of green urbanism, but also
plays a positive role in attracting targeted consumer groups, especially those from China.
Underlying the two seemingly different green urbanism strategies are one and the same logic
of speculative city-making: the success of Forest City’s branding may bring international
attention to Iskandar Malaysia, which can be translated into more capital investments. In
other words, the two versions of green urbanism are entangled with each other to pave the

way for international property speculations.

What should also be noticed, though, is the fact that these activities do have social and
environmental effects, which might be far different from what have been promised by the
discourses of green urbanism. This marks the third moment of entangling, where the

material and social effects of these discourses are entangled together.

The Forest City is indeed a city-scale project, with a targeted population of 700,000. Built on
four reclaimed islands totalling 14 square kilometres in the Johor Straits, this project has

been inducing negative impacts on sea areas nearby, which have rich seagrass, mangrove
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and marine diversity. It is this diverse eco-system that has long been supporting the
livelihoods of local residents in the surrounding fishing villages. And now, such negative
impacts induced by the large-scale land reclamation turned out to be irreversible. In addition,
land reclamation and green-landscape making also involve transnational transactions of
sand, gravel, plants, and other natural resources from elsewhere (Rizzo, 2019; Tateishi 2018),

which further challenged the local, regional and global eco-system.

Figure 4: The beachfront of the reclaimed island (Source: photo by authors, 4 September
2019)

Local people did not benefit that much from this “green urbanism” project either. When asked
about their first impressions about Forest City, a group of local youths expressed a sense of
alienation and of impending change to their existing culture and ways of living. One of them
criticised that the “green everywhere” fagade of Forest City was not natural or authentic, while
another spoke about the loss of village culture and heritage as a result of the mega
development. The youths also spoke of water and electricity disruptions in their village as a
result of the construction works at Forest City. This suggests that the idea of a “green and
smart” city is only manifested in the saleable areas which are visible to the public and
potential buyers; it is not extended to other places nearby, which are by and large rendered

invisible.
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In the production of the “green and smart” Forest City, such invisible undersides of actually-
existing green urbanism are unequally experienced by local stakeholder groups. While the
discursive power of “green and smart” has been significant for the strategic marketing and
branding of the project, it has also unevenly transformed the local way of life and endangered
local and trans-local environmental dynamics. In this sense, we suggest that the specific
connotation of “green” in a certain context depends on who is speaking about what type of
“green urbanism” to which audience, and for what purpose. In the context of speculative
urbanisation, the discursive usage of “green urbanism” becomes suspicious and worrying. It
is through this line of inquiry that we can better understand the entangled urban mechanisms

of Global China — or, more accurately, Glocal China.
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* This blog post is based on a working paper entitled “The Micropolitics of Speculative Green
Urbanism at Forest City, Iskandar Malaysia”, co-authored by Dr Sin Yee Koh, Dr Yimin Zhao
and Prof. Hyun Bang Shin. The project discussed herein is supported by the British Academy’s
Tackling the UK’s International Challenges Programme (IC3\100155), the Universiti Brunei
Darussalam University Research Grant (UBD/ORI/URC/RG(337)/U01), and the Monash
University Malaysia School of Arts and Social Sciences Internal Grant (PC 208-19).

* Dr Yimin Zhao presented the findings related to this blog post for a roundtable discussion
on 29h October 2020 as part of SEAC Southeast Asia Week 2020. You can access a recording

of the “Politics of city-making in Southeast Asia” roundtable here.

* The views expressed in the blog are those of the authors alone. They do not reflect the
position of the Saw Swee Hock Southeast Asia Centre, nor that of the London School of

Economics and Political Science.
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