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Abstract: Large infrastructure projects play a crucial role in regional development but can also
negatively impact cultivated-land protection. This study focuses on the role of local governments
in land-use conflicts and the rebalancing of land-use structures during large infrastructure con-
struction. Using the construction of a reservoir in the Huaihe River as a case study, the research
examines the evolution of government attention and the process of township local governments
promoting land-use adjustment. The findings reveal that local governments go through a process of
“Create–Reinforce–Adjust–Delivery” in their attention to reservoir construction to maximize their
interests. Attention fluctuates in terms of reservoir construction, cultivated-land protection, and
immigration-development assistance. Biased land-use decisions were made at different stages, lead-
ing to four stages of rebalancing efforts: “Generation–Challenge–Marked effect–Continuous negative
impact”. This process provides insights into land-use decision-making and the rebalancing of land-
use structure. The study suggests that the superior government should guide local governments
to enhance attention to cultivated-land protection through laws and policies, while local govern-
ments should focus on the quality protection of cultivated land and mitigate the negative impact of
rebalancing efforts.

Keywords: government attention; large infrastructure; cultivated-land protection; reservoir area;
China

1. Introduction

Cultivated land and its agricultural production functions play a crucial role in ensuring
food security and are essential for achieving the United Nations 2030 goal of “eradicating
poverty and hunger” [1]. Currently, approximately 10% of the global population lives in
extreme poverty, with around 820 million people suffering from hunger. It is, therefore,
imperative to protect cultivated land, as it serves as a vital guarantee for addressing
these challenges. Simultaneously, the “Global Infrastructure Outlook” report highlights a
projected investment gap of USD 15 trillion in global infrastructure by 2040, particularly
in developing countries [2]. The demand for infrastructure construction poses significant
pressure and challenges for safeguarding cultivated land, particularly in developing nations.
China, as the world’s most populous developing country, has impressively achieved its goal
of eliminating absolute poverty ten years ahead of schedule; nonetheless, the protection
of cultivated land remains a strategic priority due to its large population of 1.4 billion [3].
Both cultivated-land conservation and large infrastructure construction are critical and
pressing issues. However, the construction of large infrastructure inevitably results in
the occupation of various types of land, particularly arable land. Failure to address the
reduction and imbalance of cultivated land caused by large infrastructure projects could
pose hidden risks to regional food production and overall food security.
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With the rapid development of the global economy and society, the situation of large
infrastructure occupying cultivated land is increasingly serious. Various types of large
infrastructure construction, such as Roads [2], Airports [4], Water conservancy facilities [5],
and Ports [6], directly occupy cultivated land, which not only changes the regional land-use
pattern but also affects the regional landscape pattern [7]. The resulting increase in service
demand has promoted the development of regional cities and towns, increased competition
risks in land use [8], and even led to consequences such as the degradation of habitat
quality [9], the reduction of ecosystem service value [10,11], and the forced transformation
of local residents’ livelihoods [12]. Therefore, many scholars try to find solutions by
explaining the influencing factors and formation mechanism of land-use function conflict,
quantity imbalance, and space occupation using stakeholder theory and game theory [13,14].
It is generally believed that the scarcity of land resources and the different demands of
stakeholders are the underlying causes of many land-use problems [15,16]. These problems
evolve in the mutual game of multiple subjects [17], with the interest subjects including
land managers, land investors, and land users. Their game relations involve the game
between the three parties and the internal game of land managers.

The main influence in rural areas, where the game among the three parties is usually
represented by “local government–enterprises (developers)–farmers”, is reflected in the im-
proper operation of land acquisition, replacement, compensation, and other aspects [18,19].
This leads to government and people compensation disputes, which have a negative impact
on the livelihood of local residents and the surrounding environment [20]. To effectively
prevent conflicts and benefit rural communities and the surrounding environment [21], the
government and enterprises should fully consider the demands of farmers and formulate
transparent, open, and clear processes and policies according to the site selection, planning,
construction, and management of large infrastructure.

The internal game of land managers is mainly the interaction between different levels
of government. Having different dominant holders of land planning leads to different
game processes. In countries or regions where land-use planning is dominated by the local
government, land planning is primarily carried out at the county or city level or in urban
areas [22]. Large infrastructure construction is entrusted by the federal government to the
state government, and the degree of achieving the goals is assessed. The local government
is then responsible for specific construction and maintenance with the support of the state
government [23]. However, if the local government is unwilling to restrict the use of land
or cultivated land for the construction of large infrastructure, their land-use decisions may
damage the construction and operation of important national large infrastructure [24]. The
study suggests that the federal government, state governments, and local governments
must “share the challenges” and make responsible land-use decisions through cooperative
efforts to protect cultivated land for global food security [25]. In countries or regions where
the state dominates land planning, the land-use planning power of local governments
comes from the authorization of the central government, which is a series of top-down
and prospective planning systems [26]. This makes the construction and operation of key
national infrastructure unaffected by local land-use decisions. However, this does not
mean that local governments lack institutional space to exercise their power [27]. The
central government often implements the requirements of land use and land protection
from the perspective of national protection of public interests; Local governments pursue
the property value of land and rely on land financing to promote regional development [28].
The central and local governments have different views on the value of large infrastructure
construction and cultivated-land protection from different perspectives, which makes the
local governments not only need to protect the public interests but also need to consider the
financial benefits brought by the land, thus leading to the local governments to carry out
the rebalancing efforts of land use. The research recommends that the central government
should build a cultivated-land protection system with economic incentives as the core,
introduce economic means into cultivated-land protection, and improve the management
system of construction land indicators [29]. It is also noted that if the local government can
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implement effective cultivated-land protection decisions, the reduction of cultivated-land
area will be curbed to a certain extent [30].

The existing research rarely treats large infrastructure construction and cultivated-
land changes from the perspective of land-use decision-making of local governments
and fails to clarify the rebalancing-efforts process carried out by local governments to
consider large infrastructure construction and cultivated-land protection. However, in
RLCCP, the role of local governments as actual executors, participants, and stakeholders
is irreplaceable. Local governments cannot make the most perfect decision, but can only
comprehensively evaluate and weigh multiple factors to make “relatively reasonable
and relatively satisfactory” decisions, thus forming a shift in the focus of government
attention [31,32]. As decision-makers, local governments have limited attention to a specific
issue under the influence of multiple factors such as organizational systems, social factors,
sudden public events, and personal cognition. Therefore, the process of decision-makers
actively choosing the focus of attention will lead to a shift in the limited attention of
the government, resulting in a shift in the direction of government decision-making [33].
However, scholars analyze government decision-making behavior from a completely
objective and rational perspective or analyze government decision-making results from the
perspective of fully considering farmers’ interests and demands, it is an ideal situation, and
the conclusions drawn may not be in line with reality. Local governments face multiple
driving forces from different entities, such as farmers, enterprises, and governments at
all levels, requiring continuous weighing of decision-making directions. Among them,
farmers’ interest demands for land resource utilization, personal economic development,
and personal living conditions, etc., are only one aspect of government decision-making
considerations. Therefore, the perspective of government attention can better explain the
process of local governments making “relatively reasonable and relatively satisfactory”
decisions based on limited attention driven by multiple factors.

This study focuses on RLCCP, which examines the land-use structure changes caused
by the construction of large reservoirs. The main objective is to explore the government’s
attention from three perspectives. First, it examines the changes that have occurred in the
land-use structure during large reservoir construction. Second, it analyzes the changes
in local government’s attention at different stages of the construction and the resulting
adjustments in land use. Lastly, it identifies the driving factors that influence the local
government’s efforts in land use rebalancing based on the changing level of government
attention. By addressing these questions, the study aims to provide theoretical support for
promoting the coordinated development of large infrastructure construction and cultivated-
land protection.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Overview of the Study Area

The Huaihe River basin, located in the transition climate from a subtropical to a warm
temperate zone, is one of the seven major basins in China. It serves as a crucial grain
production area, accounting for about 11.7% of the total cultivated area and approximately
17.4% of the total grain output of the country [34]. The study area, situated in a township
in the upper reaches of the Huaihe River basin, consists mostly of agricultural land, with
rice being the primary food crop. In light of the frequent drought and flood disasters in
this region, the central government approved the construction of a large reservoir project
in 2011. This significant project, which completed its acceptance process in 2021, is the
only flood control system on the upper reaches of the Huaihe River trunk line. It holds
great importance in the mitigation of flood-related issues and disaster reduction. The study
area encompasses a total area of 13,944.37 hectares, with the submerged area of the large
reservoir comprising 14.39% of the total area. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the
registered resident population of the township was 55,892 as of 2019. Within the township,
there are 75 industrial enterprises, one of which is classified as above designated size. The
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total output value of the township reaches 903 million yuan, and the per capita net income
of farmers amounts to 17,807 yuan.

2.2. Research Method
2.2.1. Spatial Analysis

This study utilized the ArcGIS spatial analysis technology platform (Esri; Berkeley,
CA, USA; Version 10.7) to examine the spatial distribution characteristics of land-use
data. Spatial analysis methods, including kernel density analysis and buffer zone analysis,
were employed for this purpose. Kernel density analysis was utilized to determine the
density of point elements or line elements in the neighborhood. On the other hand, buffer
analysis involves creating a polygon layer surrounding geographical elements to assess the
relationship between them by overlaying with the target layer. In this study, nuclear density
analysis was used to measure the degree of concentration of village construction land and
road network density. Moreover, buffer zone analysis was applied to assess the relationship
between village construction land and cultivated-land abandonment at various distances.

2.2.2. Natural Language Processing

This paper utilizes NVIVO 11 (QSR International; Burlington, MA, USA; Version 1.6.1)
for natural language analysis (NLP). Natural language is classified and quantified through
semantic coding. The semantic code of “Reservoir Construction” (RC) comprises the staged
decision-making in the process of reservoir construction and resettlement. The semantic
code of “Immigration-development Assistance” (IA) encompasses support measures such
as community management, employment assistance, and fund distribution. Lastly, the
semantic code of “Cultivated-land Protection” (CP) involves measures like cultivated-land
protection publicity, food planting, pollution control, and supervision measures.

2.3. Data Source and Processing
2.3.1. Land-Use Data Sources and Processing

The land-use data in the study area is derived from the second and third national land
survey databases. However, since there are differences in statistical caliber, principles, and
methods between the two surveys, it is necessary to revise the land types and names based
on the actual survey in the study area and the Second National Land Survey Technical
Specification (TD/T 1014-2007). In this revision, agricultural land includes 11 land types,
construction land includes 8 land types, and unused land includes 4 land types, resulting
in a total of 23 land types (Table 1). Specifically, the cultivated land mentioned in this
paper encompasses Paddy Field, Irrigated Land, and Dry Land. Additionally, the land for
reservoir construction consists of Reservoir Surface and Hydraulic Construction Land.

Table 1. Classification of land-use status.

Land Category Name Land Category Name

Agricultural
Land

Paddy Field

Construction
Land

Mining Land
Irrigated Land Urban Residential Land

Dry Land Village Land
Orchard Special Land

Tea Garden Railway Land
Other Gardens Road Land

Woodland Reservoir Surface
Other Woodland Hydraulic Construction Land

Pond Water Surface

Unused Land

Other Grassland
Ditch River Surface

Facility Agricultural land Inland Tidal Flat
Bare Land
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2.3.2. Natural Language Processing Data Source and Processing

The publication of government work reports is the right and obligation of govern-
ments at all levels under the Constitution of China. The government work report is more
instructive and authoritative as compared to general administrative decision-making and
is considered the highest decision-making document on an annual basis [35]. The data for
natural language processing (NLP) in this study is from the 2011–2022 government work
report of the study area. By searching keywords, this paper carries out semantic coding to
reveal the law of local government’s policy change among different issues through “local
government’s attention change”. Additionally, a quantitative comparison is conducted
by constructing an indicator of “local government attention intensity” which refers to the
degree of local government’s attention to an issue, expressed by the proportion of the text
of the government work report.

The land-use situation before reservoir construction in the research area was repre-
sented by the Second National Land Survey data in 2009. Due to the start of reservoir
construction in 2011, 2011 was chosen as the starting stage for local government attention
changes. The data from The Third National Land Survey in 2019 represented the land-use
situation after the reservoir storage, as the reservoir construction officially began to store
water in 2019. To further explore the trend of land-use policy changes after the completion
of reservoir construction, 2022 is chosen as the deadline for local government attention to
change analysis (Figure 1).
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3. Results
3.1. Comparison of Land-Use Status from 2009 to 2019

From 2009 to 2019, the main trend of land-use change in the study area was a decrease
in agricultural land and an increase in construction land, as well as the efficient utilization
of previously unused land (Figure 2). The total area of agricultural land, which was the
primary land-use type, decreased by 9.11% during this period, leading to a change in
the dominant land-use type. In 2009, paddy fields accounted for 36.21% and forest land
accounted for 32.27% of the land use. The remaining land-use types were all less than
10%. By 2019, forest land had become the predominant land-use type, accounting for
34.45%. The significant decrease in paddy field area was the main reason for the reduction
in agricultural land and the change in the primary land-use type in the study area. Over
the past ten years, the area of paddy fields decreased to 22.20%. As paddy fields were the
primary cultivated land in the study area, the decrease in paddy field area directly led to
a decrease in the overall cultivated land area. Compared to 2009, the scale of cultivated
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land decreased by 40.19% over the ten years. In 2019, the scale of construction land in
the study area was 2.67 times larger than it was ten years ago, mainly due to changes in
reservoirs, transportation infrastructure, and village construction land. The construction of
reservoirs contributed the most to the growth of construction land, accounting for 98.17%
of the increase. Additionally, the proportion of road network area increased by 59.89%
compared to 2009, resulting in a significant improvement in traffic accessibility, reflected by
the maximum linear density increasing from 0.74 to 1.91. The maximum nuclear density of
village construction land also increased from 0.27 to 0.48, indicating a significant increase
in concentration. Moreover, the rate of unused land decreased from 9.07% to 2.18% as
previously unused land was developed and utilized. Among these changes, grassland and
river water surfaces had the highest rates of reuse, accounting for 60.68% and 36.98% of the
decrease in unused land, respectively.
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According to the comparative analysis of land-use change from 2009 to 2019, the
primary type of cultivated-land use, paddy field, directly led to a sharp decline in the
scale of cultivated land in the study area. Additionally, the construction land increased
significantly due to the reservoir construction. The effective utilization of other grasslands
and rivers was also observed. To determine the direct relationship between the change and
result of this land-use adjustment and the land-use decision of the local government in
the study area, it is necessary to combine the reservoir construction process, analyze the
characteristics of land-use transfer in the study area, and further explain the process of
regional land-use structure adjustment.

3.2. Results of Land-Use Adjustment from the Perspective of Government Attention

As a leader and stakeholder in reservoir construction and cultivated-land protection,
the local government’s attention distribution and transfer process (Figure 3) directly in-
fluences land-use decision-making and is manifested in the form of land-use adjustment
(Figure 4). Land-use change, which serves as a reflection of the government’s land-use
decisions, reflects society [36].
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3.2.1. Create Attention: Reservoir Construction as the Center of Gravity

From 2011 to 2014, during the Early Evaluation Stage of large reservoir construction,
the local government in the study area exhibited a shift in focus toward reservoir construc-
tion. Initially, while the central government decided to build the large reservoir, the local
government still placed a higher emphasis on protecting cultivated land rather than reser-
voir construction. However, in 2012, the local government swiftly increased its attention
towards reservoir construction by 7.82%, while simultaneously decreasing its focus on
cultivated-land protection, as indicated by the “Attention to Cultivated-Land Protection”
(ACP) metric. Although the ACP eventually rebounded, the average attention given by
the local government towards reservoir construction remained 1.32% higher than that
towards cultivated-land protection during this stage. This deliberate emphasis on reservoir
construction suggests both the significance of the project and the local government’s deter-
mination to improve its implementation. To demonstrate this, the local government created
the “Attention to Reservoir Construction” (ARC) initiative, highlighting its importance in
the area.

In the study area from 2009 to 2019, the local government implemented land-use
adjustments in response to the construction of large reservoirs. These adjustments included
increasing the scale of land designated for reservoir construction. Notably, the reservoir
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construction land experienced the largest increase in scale, accounting for 60.96% of the total
area increase in the study area. Within this category, the scale of the reservoir inundation
area saw the greatest increase, representing 59.24% of the total area increase. Consequently,
the reservoir surface land in the flooded area became the third largest land-use type in
the study area, covering 14.39% of the total region. Additionally, the local government
adopted the “Reservoir Construction as the Center of Gravity” approach during land-use
adjustment, prioritizing construction land planning. Thus, significant changes occurred
in the area and distribution of construction land, particularly in villages, leading to a
restructuring of land use in the study area and setting the stage for the beginning of RLCCP.

3.2.2. Reinforce Attention: Building Reservoirs at the Expense of Cultivated Land

The main-body construction stage for the construction of the large reservoir was from
2014 to 2017, during which the local government significantly prioritized its focus on the
construction of the large reservoir. This focus has been further strengthened by the local
government’s continued efforts to enhance the ARC, which has direct implications for the
ACP. Notably, there is a strong negative correlation coefficient (−0.93) between changes
in ARC and changes in ACP during this period. This means that the higher the intensity
of the local government’s focus on ARC, the lower the ACP. In particular, in 2016 when
the ARC peaked at 11.39%, the ACP accounted for only 2.72%. Consequently, the shifting
attention of the local government towards prioritizing the construction of large reservoirs
has directly influenced their decision-making process, leading them to prioritize completing
the construction planning of these reservoirs at the cost of cultivated lands in their land-use
adjustments.

According to the results of the land-use structure adjustment, the paddy fields trans-
ferred out are mainly used for water surface land of the reservoir, accounting for 43.31%
of the paddy fields transferred out. The water surface of the reservoir mainly comes from
paddy fields and rivers, accounting for 48.36% and 17.37% of the newly increased area of
the reservoir. In addition, 92.67% of the reduced river water surface land is converted to
the reservoir water surface. However, as the main grain production cultivated land in the
study area, the quality of paddy fields distributed along the river is often better. Therefore,
the local government chose to give priority to completing the construction planning of
the large reservoir, sacrificed some high-quality cultivated land, and planned the reservoir
inundation area along the river flow direction. This decision has brought challenges and
crises for local governments to carry out RLCCP. The other types of transferred out-land do
not exceed 20%.

3.2.3. Adjust Attention: Scale of Supplementary Cultivated Land

From 2017 to 2020, the local government has readjusted its focus. The emphasis has
shifted to the construction of the large reservoir, specifically the Opening Sluice Water
Storage Stage, with the Agricultural Cultivated-Land Protection (ACLP) gradually being
de-emphasized. As a result of completing the main reservoir construction, the local gov-
ernment has reduced the ARC by 2.78% and shifted its attention primarily to cleaning the
reservoir bottom. Interestingly, the local government has placed slightly more attention on
cultivated-land protection compared to reservoir construction, by 0.91%. It is worth noting
that since 2017, there has been a significant increase in the local government’s attention to
Immigration-development Assistance (AIA). In 2019, this peaked at 10.23%, focusing on
fund allocation, community management, civilized guidance, and employment assistance
for immigrants. This adjustment in attention, following the completion of the main reser-
voir works, has led the local government to decide to supplement the scale of cultivated
land rather than significantly increase land for reservoir construction during the land-use
adjustment process.

The increase in cultivated-land-use scale in the study area mainly comes from agri-
cultural land (forest land) and unused land (other grasslands), accounting for 42.75% and
19.80% of the increase in cultivated land, respectively. Among them, the newly increased
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cultivated land is mainly irrigated land and paddy fields, accounting for 59.13% and 37.78%
of the increased cultivated land. The increase of irrigated land has changed the structure
of cultivated-land use in the study area, surpassing dry land as the second largest type
of cultivated-land use. The proportion of paddy fields, dry land, and irrigated land has
changed from 170:14:1 in 2009 to 20:1:3. Therefore, the increase in irrigated land has ef-
fectively alleviated the imbalance in the amount of cultivated land, contributing to the
positive results achieved through readjusted attention by local governments in addressing
the issue.

3.2.4. Divert Attention: Negative Impact of Newly Cultivated Land

During the Completion Acceptance Stage of the construction of the large reservoir from
2020 to 2022, the negative impacts on the newly cultivated land have not been completely
resolved. One issue is the decline in the quality of cultivated land in the study area. The
process of land-use adjustment from 2009 to 2019 revealed that local governments took
over a significant amount of paddy fields to build reservoirs. Although a large amount of
irrigated land was subsequently added, the overall quality of the cultivated land in the
study area decreased. Additionally, a new problem of cultivated-land abandonment has
emerged. Despite the land-use adjustment, more than half of the newly cultivated land
remains uncultivated, with some types of land reaching abandonment rates exceeding 80%
after the transition to irrigated land. This phenomenon is related to the agglomeration of
village construction land following the relocation of reservoir area immigrants (Figure 5).
Due to the abandonment of cultivated land by immigrants and their relocation to the
resettlement areas built by local governments, only 13.48% of immigrants continue to
engage in agricultural work after relocation. Consequently, the construction of the large
reservoir not only increases the extent of agglomeration for village construction land but
also reduces the proportion of reservoir immigrants involved in agricultural work. It has
also been observed that the rate of newly cultivated-land abandonment, particularly for
newly irrigated land, increases with distance from the village construction land. In the
buffer zone located 50 m to 350 m away from the village construction land, the rate of
newly irrigated land abandonment ranges from 34.65% to 65.85%.
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The average annual growth rate of AIA of local governments at this stage is 0.11%
higher than that of ACP. This indicates that as the reservoir construction comes to an
end, the local government is shifting its focus toward the management of immigrant
communities, employment assistance, mental outlook, and other aspects of development
assistance. Additionally, more attention is being given to solving the feedback problems
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related to cultivated-land protection from superior supervisors, investigating and handling
cases of illegal occupation of cultivated land, and soil pollution control. However, there is
no effective attention being given to RLCCP’s “Continuous negative impact”—the decline
in the quality of newly cultivated land and abandonment.

3.3. RLCCP Evolution Mechanism from the Perspective of Local Government

The development process of RLCCP during the construction of large reservoirs is
influenced by the attention trend of local governments. The local government’s attention
to the “Create-Reinforce-Adjust-Divert” large reservoir construction leads to various re-
balancing efforts aimed at mitigating the impact on cultivated land. These rebalancing
efforts undertaken by local governments can be categorized into four stages: “Generation—
Challenge—Marked effect—Continuous negative impact” (GCMC), resulting in different
outcomes in land-use adjustment. To understand the evolution mechanism of RLCCP, it
is necessary to analyze the driving factors and decision-making purposes of local gov-
ernments in land-use decision-making at different stages of large reservoir construction
(Figure 6).
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3.3.1. Create Attention: Generation Period of RLCCP

On the one hand, local governments, as administrative subordinate organs established
by the central government, must obey and fulfill the goals and requirements of the cen-
tral government. Thus, when the country faces the national demand for Huaihe River
governance and water for people’s livelihood, the central government assigns the task of
“large reservoir construction” to the local governments. Consequently, the administrative
management system and the land state-owned system require the local government to
take immediate action upon accepting the task. This prompt response creates the “ARC”
in the study area. Additionally, the requirement of cultivated-land protection is also a
long-term top-down task. Therefore, the local government needs to continuously pay
attention to cultivated-land protection during the reservoir construction period, resulting
in a continuous ACP. Moreover, local governments must build large reservoirs.

The status of cultivated-land protection in the performance appraisal is more similar
to the “thankless” work, thus leaving many hidden dangers for the work of cultivated-
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land protection. On the other hand, factors such as the implementation of the important
tasks of the superior and the efficiency of completion are not only the standard of the
daily performance appraisal of the government but also the typical political achievement
of “breaking through the tight encirclement” in the performance appraisal of the local
government. The typical practices of the local government in the study area during the
planning and construction of large reservoir and resettlement areas have been visited,
investigated, and studied by the superior government and other local governments in the
reservoir area as excellent cases many times. The resettlement work has won the third-class
collective credit three times, and won the title of “Top Ten Influential Water Conservancy
Projects in China”.

Therefore, based on the requirements of China’s administrative management sys-
tem and the land state-owned system, the local government maintains an “optimistic”
attitude toward the future advantages brought by the construction of large-scale water
conservancy infrastructure. This is primarily driven by the consideration of improving the
local government’s political achievements. To achieve this, the local government created
the ARC program, which focuses on selecting large reservoir construction projects that
can bring significant political achievements. However, it is also recognized by the local
government that the construction of large-scale infrastructure can lead to various issues
related to land utilization. Therefore, the local government has adopted a comprehensive
approach that emphasizes the protection of cultivated land while addressing these issues
and has implemented a series of rebalancing measures.

3.3.2. Reinforce Attention: Challenge Period of RLCCP

With the development of large reservoir construction, the local government’s self-
interest appeal is highlighted, which intensifies RLCCP in implementing the strategy of
“Strategies for Scramble Funds through Projects” and expanding the source of tax revenue.
Finance and taxation are the core elements for local governments to seek their interests.
Local government decision-making is a rational choice between the explicit achievements of
project construction and the implicit achievements of cultivated-land protection. However,
local governments in villages and towns often find it difficult to achieve financial self-
sufficiency. Driven by the project system governance in China, large reservoir construction
projects, as state-level projects, have led the local government to focus more attention and
energy on exploring derivative projects that can rely on large reservoir construction. To seek
superior financial support, the local government further strengthened ARC. As a result, the
resettlement area in the reservoir area has become a new “Cornucopia”, which is used as a
bargaining chip to compete with the superior government, compete with the same level
government, and successfully obtain nearly 15 million special financial allocations from the
superior government.

The local government in the study area has chosen to expand the area of construction
land by occupying cultivated land to support large reservoir construction and resettlement
projects. This decision was made to cultivate tax subjects and support backbone tax sources.
On one hand, the government obtains land finance tax through land acquisition, land
transfer, and land development. On the other hand, it attracts investment through the
construction of large reservoirs and resettlement areas. As a result, the average annual tax
revenue in the study area has increased from 5.3083 million yuan/year to 12.5133 million
yuan/year since 2019, demonstrating the success of land management decision-making.
However, this has also led to an increase in demand for Public Complaints and Proposals
(PCP) from local residents and immigrants. During the Early Evaluation Stage, only 1.01%
attention was given to PCP by the local government in the reservoir area for the construction
of the large reservoir. However, as the main-body construction stage commenced, the local
government started paying closer attention to PCP, raising the degree of attention to 3.41%.
This mainly pertains to land disputes in resettlement, land acquisition, and production
land adjustment.
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The local government has focused on large reservoir construction projects as a means
to achieve significant financial benefits, making it one of the interesting subjects of RLCCP.
However, the implicit achievement of cultivated-land protection has contributed minimally
to local financial growth. Consequently, the decision to occupy cultivated land for the
construction of a large reservoir and resettlement area was made by the local government
to meet its financial interests. As a result, the rebalancing efforts of the local government
are facing challenges and crises.

3.3.3. Adjust Attention: Marked Effect Period of RLCCP

The local government of the study area has implemented a series of measures, such
as “Supplementary cultivated land”, “Land reception”, and “Control of soil pollution”,
by the requirements of “Basic cultivated-land protection”, “the red line for the protection
of cultivated land”, “cultivated-land balance”, and “Increase and decrease connection of
land”. These measures were taken to fulfill the tasks and requirements stipulated by the
central government through land management laws and policies, to protect the quantity
of cultivated land. In addition, from 2017 to 2019, intensive efforts were made in the
“Production land adjustment of immigrant” work, resulting in the resettlement of 12,978
people for production purposes and the transfer of 26.28 hectares of land. These actions
have to some extent met the production land demand of some immigrants. The rigid
constraints of the Cultivated-land Protection Requirements and the supervision constraints
of the Land Public Complaints and Proposals System have prompted local governments to
confront the crisis of cultivated-land loss.

Residents in the study area have repeatedly exercised the right to supervise the land
acquisition process from the bottom up to the local government through PCP. At the stage
of impoundment, the local government proposed to carry out the “PCP Responsibility
Implementation Year” activity in depth, focusing on the PCP stabilization of reservoir
demolition cases. Resolving problems related to reservoir construction accounted for 86%
of the total PCP in the township. Furthermore, the local government mediated nearly a
thousand conflicts and disputes caused by reservoir construction and successfully resolved
nearly a hundred resettlement problems.

In the process of land-use adjustment, the top-down cultivated-land management
policy rigidly restricts the behavior of local governments to occupy cultivated land based
on their interests. This, in turn, affects the effectiveness of the bottom-up mass supervision
mechanism, which also restricts local governments. To stabilize social governance, local
governments have prioritized the protection of cultivated land and carried out supplemen-
tary works to alleviate challenges faced during previous rebalancing efforts. However,
the local government’s attention has mostly been focused on increasing the quantity of
cultivated land rather than ensuring its quality, resulting in insufficient supervision. Con-
sequently, the study area has experienced a decline in the quality of cultivated land as a
result of the decrease in paddy fields and the increase in irrigated land.

3.3.4. Divert Attention: Continuous Negative Impact Period of RLCCP

The local government’s commitment to the construction of large reservoir projects,
such as the RLCCP, has helped maintain the regional land balance. However, this initiative
has also resulted in detrimental consequences, primarily the decline in the quality of newly
cultivated land and widespread abandonment. Currently at the Completion Acceptance
Stage, the construction of large reservoirs has diverted the local government’s attention
away from safeguarding cultivated land due to its Ambition for Local Development and
the Willingness of Immigrants for Employment.

With the construction of the large reservoir nearing completion, the local government
has demonstrated its ambitions for local development in various sectors such as economy,
tourism, and culture, with the large reservoir acting as the primary focal point. The aim is
to utilize the resources surrounding the large reservoir, utilizing the immigrant village as
the main spatial carrier, and leveraging regional advantages to establish a vibrant town
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that encompasses healthcare, vacationing, leisure, culture, and sports. The goal is to create
an appealing and livable home suitable for residents, workers, and tourists alike. Simulta-
neously, the local government takes proactive measures to guide immigrants in finding
employment and engaging in entrepreneurial activities in their respective hometowns. To
transform the perception of migrant employment, it is crucial to develop a comprehensive
migration education and training system, which emphasizes professional skill-building
and quality education. Moreover, to expand employment opportunities for immigrants,
the government has planned and constructed an immigrant entrepreneurship park, which
has successfully attracted over ten enterprises. Additionally, the government encourages
immigrants to actively participate in the development of the tourism industry by providing
guidance and support in establishing services such as homestays and farmhouses, thus
promoting the growth of tertiary industries.

The local government in the study area has aspirations for the future development
of the region and the immigrants residing there. They aim to utilize the resources of
the large reservoir, devise plans for tourism development, and stimulate the growth of
catering, accommodation, and other service industries to enhance the income of immigrants.
However, this ambitious outlook surpasses the realm of existing infrastructure construction
and the prevailing business environment conditions in the region, resulting in a conflict
between reality and the local government’s aspirations. A survey conducted highlighted
that in 2022, the primary employment intentions of migrants will still be in the realm of
migrant work, with only 7.52% of migrants engaged in tourism-related activities. Although
more than 60% of the migrants possess the necessary time, capital, and energy to participate
in the tourism industry, a significant majority (74.61%) still perceive engagement in the
tourism industry as difficult and risky. Moreover, the local government does not prioritize
the cultivation of new farmland, the migrants residing after relocation are far removed from
cultivated land, and the remaining households who did not relocate are relatively older
(43.89% of farmers are over 50 years old). Consequently, after relocation, most migrants
neither involve themselves in tourism work as desired by the local government nor return
to large-scale farming on cultivated land, which further exacerbates the “Negative Impact
of New Cultivated Land” that remains unresolved by RLCCP.

4. Discussion

Cross-disciplinary solutions have become the main trend of current research in ad-
dressing issues such as functional conflict, quantity imbalance, and space occupation in
the adjustment of land-use structure [37]. The attention perspective, which focuses on
government decision-making, holds theoretical significance in explaining the process and
mechanism of land-use rebalancing. It also offers a new analytical perspective and inter-
pretation method for research in this field. In the analysis, the question of whether “people
and land” can develop harmoniously and uniformly involves various phenomena in land
use such as function conflict, quantity imbalance, and space occupation [38]. Tracking
the process and dynamic changes in land use is crucial in addition to focusing on the out-
comes of land-use adjustment [39]. The decision-making of stakeholders is closely linked
to the process and dynamic change of land use. Previous research on land-use structure
adjustment primarily regarded the government or its policies as one of the influencing
factors, considering local government decision-making as only a part of the outcomes of
land-use adjustment [40,41]. Consequently, this study aims to address this gap by examin-
ing land use from the perspective of the local government as a stakeholder, providing a
more comprehensive understanding of the influencing factors, decisions, and objectives of
the local government in land-use structure adjustment. Furthermore, this study elucidates
the strategies employed by the government to achieve land-use rebalancing, which serves
to compensate for the limitations in the analysis of policy influencing factors resulting from
restricted land spatial use data acquisition time and varying resolution quality. Moreover,
this approach facilitates a deeper-level analysis of the thought process and actions of inter-
est subjects in the “rebalancing” process. Government decision-making in the process of
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land-use adjustment involves decentralized information [42]. In the analysis process, the
government’s attention perspective, through text analysis, tends to focus on comprehensive
texts and coherent timelines. This includes government official documents, government
news, and meeting minutes. These texts not only summarize and analyze past work content
and planning schemes [43,44], but also organize and plan future work. This perspective
aids in understanding the process and future trends of land-use structure adjustment from
a “planner” perspective.

The evolution of RLCCP is a land-use rebalancing scheme with Chinese characteristics.
To understand and practice RLCCP, this article discusses its evolution mechanism from
the perspective of local government. It combines specific construction cases with current
research on land-use function conflict and spatial adjustment of “construction land and
cultivated land”. This helps to provide Chinese ideas and plans for local governments.
First, the process of land-use change involves the increase in construction land and a
reduction in cultivated land due to the construction of large infrastructure. Similar to
construction land expansion, cultivated land is also sacrificed for expansion. In this article,
the process of land-use structure change is consistent with the conclusions of the existing
research on “construction land and cultivated-land change” [45,46]. Second, the underlying
reason for local governments to rebalance land use is the conflict between stakeholders [19].
This study explains that the central government assigns large infrastructure tasks to local
governments to fulfill national needs and public interests. Meanwhile, local governments
take this opportunity to achieve their own performance and financial interests. In this
process, local governments carry out rebalancing efforts. Lastly, the strategy for land-
use rebalancing efforts is influenced by top-down rigid land constraints and bottom-up
mass supervision constraints [39]. This study verifies the “resolution” stage of land-use
conflict as the ultimate goal. As a type of construction land, large infrastructure land
shares similarities with other construction land structure adjustments. However, large
infrastructure construction led by local governments has characteristics such as wide area
coverage, involvement of many people, and complex land types. These factors make
government policy changes closely related to land-use evolution. The local government
supplements the number of cultivated land and carries out “Production land adjustment of
immigrant” work to mitigate the imbalance caused by construction land occupation. Based
on previous studies, this study focuses on the construction stage of large infrastructure
and explains the decision-making focus, reasons, and results of land-use changes caused
by local governments at different stages. This forms a cultivated-land evolution model of
“balance–imbalance–rebalance” under the influence of multiple factors.

After the local government has conducted land-use rebalancing efforts, there is still
a certain “continuous negative impact”—the low quality of newly cultivated land and
the abandonment problem. The low quality of supplementary cultivated land shows that
the local government does not pay enough attention to the protection of cultivated land
quality. This is due to China’s cultivated-land protection system’s focus on protecting the
quantity of cultivated land rather than its quality. The lack of a complete and systematic
set of laws and regulations on cultivated-land protection, as well as a lack of incentives
and requirements for cultivated-land quality protection, contribute to this problem [47,48].
The local government’s priority is on how to supplement the quantity of cultivated land,
disregarding the quality of cultivated land after large-scale infrastructure construction.
Consequently, this results in challenges to food security as it leads to the problems of
“being unable to abide by” and “lax law enforcement” in the process of cultivated-land
protection by the local government. The problem of newly cultivated-land abandonment
is related to the inadequate consideration of the local government’s newly cultivated-
land and village location planning. Previously, Qiu et al. found that village location and
accessibility significantly impact cultivated-land abandonment. In this study, it is further
revealed that the local government’s practice of combining resettlement construction with
the planning of the new area has promoted urban-rural integration. However, the distance
between the newly cultivated land and the village has not been fully considered in the
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planning process, resulting in the abandonment of most of the newly cultivated land [49].
To address these issues, improving the assessment mechanism of cultivated-land protection
and strengthening the assessment of cultivated-land quality protection levels is crucial.
Promulgating the Cultivated-Land Protection Law and implementing other measures
would urge and encourage local governments to prioritize the protection of cultivated-land
quality during the large-scale infrastructure construction process.

5. Conclusions

This study discusses a series of land-use rebalancing efforts made by the local gov-
ernment in the reservoir area under multiple driving factors and the resulting land-use
adjustment results, based on the perspective of government attention. The main conclu-
sions are as follows: First, the impact of large infrastructure construction on cultivated land
objectively exists. In rural areas, the sharp decrease of cultivated land and the increase of
large infrastructure land occur simultaneously during the process of land-use structure
adjustment. In countries with public ownership of land, priority is given to large infras-
tructure construction projects that promote national development and social stability. Local
governments tend to sacrifice cultivated land in favor of large infrastructure construction,
with subsequent efforts made to establish new cultivated land. Second, local governments
focus on the “Wind vane” of regional land-use structure adjustment. The issues that receive
more attention from local governments during large infrastructure construction serve as a
basis for government decision-making. This directly influences the planning ideas of local
governments for regional land-use adjustment, resulting in a targeted land-use structure
adjustment plan at different stages of large infrastructure construction. Finally, the land-use
adjustment decision resulting from changes in the local government’s attention represents
a series of land-use rebalancing efforts with Chinese characteristics, as a subject of interest
in land-use. Driven by goals such as Local Government Political Achievement, Local Finan-
cial Interests, Local Social Stability, and Local Regional Development, local governments
make land-use adjustment decisions to intensify their interests and development. Through
various means, these local governments supplement cultivated land and adjust productive
land, attempting to achieve a balance between large-scale infrastructure construction and
cultivated-land protection objectives through rebalancing efforts.

6. Prospect

From the perspective of government attention, this study has limitations on RLCCP
research. On one hand, the NLP analysis reveals that local governments will continue to
prioritize cultivated-land protection and food security from 2020 to 2022. However, the
land survey data used in the analysis only covers 2009 and 2019, restricting the ability to
examine the process of land-use structure adjustment. Thus, future research should monitor
the adjustment and changes in land-use structure after 2020, and explore the impacts of
improved ACP on land-use structure. On the other hand, existing research on government
attention typically relies on semantic coding of government work reports, news, and other
texts, quantifying the proportion of texts related to the research topic as an indicator of
attention intensity changes. To provide a more comprehensive and objective representation
of government decision-making attention trends, it is recommended that future studies
explore alternative methods of quantifying government attention and consider diverse
data acquisition channels.
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