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Private Leasehold, Debenture and Strike: A Historical Survey of the Retrocession
of the Tianjin Belgian Concession in the Period of the Republic of China

Li Shan

Abstract: The Belgian Concession in Tianjin was the only concession whose sovereignty was regained purely through
negotiations during the reign of the Nanjing Nationalist Government. Ever since its establishment in 1902, the Belgian
government had not devoted much energy to its development. Instead.,its right of management was conceded to private
corporations, In 1927, the Belgian government promised to return the concession to China in the negotiation over the
revision of the Sino-Belgian treaty. However, the following negotiation on the retrocession was held back by Belgium’s
insistence on exploiting the notion of “private property”,and as the Beijing Government collapsed, the negotiation failed
to reach an agreement. After the signing of the Sino-Belgian equal treaty, the negotiation restarted between China and
Belgium,and the two parties kept arguing over the problems of the nature of property owned by “la Société anonyme de
la Concession belge de Tientsin” and the debenture of the municipal administration. The outbreak of the strike of
Tientsin Tramways &. Electric Lighting Co. ,Ltd,a company owned by Belgian merchant, interrupted the negotiation.
After the Belgian raised the proposal of China paying back the debenture through the purchase of the land from the
company,a plan inspired by the British, the Nanjing Government compromised and the two parties reached the
agreement. The negotiating process not only reflects the related problems brought about by the unusual administrative
mode of the Belgian Concession, but also shows the common issues such as the nature of the private leaseholds, the
payment of the debenture,and the collusions and collaborations between the Powers during the negotiations over the
concession retrocession.
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