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Foreword
Picture any of dozens of seminars and conferences. Luminaries from local and international 
architectural and planning fi ms, academics, and offi als gather together with the question posed: 
how can Chinese cities becomemore sustainable? How can vibrant streetscapes, low per capita 
energy consumption and environmental impact, and high levels of walking, cycling and public 
transport usage be achieved within a modern development paradigm? Much hand-wringing 
ensues, with reference to successful case studies outside China

What nobody mentions is that Chinese cities such as Guangzhou, the capital of Guangdong 
province with around 15 million inhabitants, are already in many ways models of modern urban 
sustainability, especially from a transportation perspective. The challenge is to maintain and learn 
from these existing sustainable models, and apply the lessons in new developments.

This report documents some of the successful models of sustainable transportation and 
development being achieved without fanfare or recognition at sub-district levels of government in 
the Pearl River Cities of Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Hong Kong, in the historical core, socialist-era 
housing areas, urban villages, and some of the new developments. The common characteristics of 
each area include high density, extremely low car ownership and usage, attractive streetscapes, and 
overwhelming reliance on walking, cycling, and public transport as transportation modes.

Many experts contributed to this report, and ITDP would like to especially thank John 
Zacharias from Concordia University, Sujata Govada from the Urban Land Institute, and Lawrence 
Liauw from Hong Kong University for their contributions. This work was partially funded by a 
grant from the Energy Foundation, and partly by the Climateworks Foundation.

Karl Fjellstrom
Institute for Transportation and Development Policy
Regional Director for East & Southeast Asia
January 2013  
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1. Introduction
China’s great urban transition was launched in 
1978 in the Pearl River Delta, making it a fitting 
location for a study of urban development. 
Massive urbanization has accompanied the 
restructuring and rebuilding of Chinese cities, 
first in Guangdong province and then across 
eastern China. As economic forces have 
accelerated this process, urban planning has 
struggled to keep up. Contemporary Chinese 
urban plans emphasize city-scale transportation 
and broad land use distributions, but do little 
to ensure quality development at a district or 
neighborhood scale. 

It is at this scale that the largest and 
most rapid improvements can be made to 
address human environmental impacts. The 
organization of local life is a key driver of how 
much energy we consume, the quality of our 
air, and ultimately how healthy we are. The 
scale of our movement on foot, by bicycle, and 
via public transportation is a neglected but 
essential criterion in urban planning. Urban 
development must address this scale, between 
the city-wide plan and individual projects.

What features of projects work in favor 
of this energy-conserving, high quality 
urban environment? Features that are well 
recognized to support such an outcome in 
behavior are summarized in ‘8 Principles for 
Transportation in Urban Life’ (see sidebar, and 
section 1.4). Environments that support high 
levels of non-motorized movement support this 
vision of a connected, low-carbon urban future.

In the search for real-world models to 
implement in Chinese cities, we face a signifi ant 
challenge. The way land has been allocated 
and re-allocated in Chinese cities bears little 
resemblance to Western practice. Projects are 
large. Densities are high. It is not immediately 
obvious how certain Western prototypes can 
be adapted successfully to the Chinese context, 
although the principles underlying their success 
are certainly transferable. 

What has been missing so far in the search 
for models is the exploration of Chinese 
examples. Chinese cities have a wealth of local 
environments that display many of the features 
advocated by those debating the future of cities. 
Based on the indicators for success that we now 

have in hand, some of these cases are world-
class. The organization of these environments, 
and their outcomes, are useful for those 
who want to replicate their success in a new 
development.

None of our examples highlight every 
desired feature of low-carbon, joyful and 
prosperous local areas, but they all score highly 
on multiple criteria. What is important is to 
understand how a principle of organization, 
or the implementation of a standard, becomes 
a real place invested with people. That real 
place is evidence that the principle indeed 
works, and provides a richness of detail and 
social and behavioral outcomes that can 
guide the development of more humane new 
environments.

Though the examples drawn from the 
Pearl River Delta vary widely in their date of 
origin, and physical location, each case shows 
us how the physical arrangements–streets, 
blocks, buildings, and open spaces–support a 
movement pattern that sustains non-motorized 
modes and public transit and features very low 
private motor vehicle usage. They demonstrate 
vibrant community, typically characterized by 
a public realm that is central, both spatially and 

1. Walk: Develop neighborhoods that 
promote walking

2. Cycle: Prioritize bicycle networks
3. Connect: Create dense networks of 

streets and paths
4. Transit: Support high-quality transit
5. Mix: Plan for mixed use
6. Densify: Coordinate increased density 

with transit capacity
7. Compact: Create compact regions with 

short commutes
8. Shift: Increase mobility by regulating 

parking and road use

Developed by a team of urban design experts 
including ITDP, Gehl Architects, Nelson Nygaard, 
and Calthorpe Associates

8 Principles for 
Transportation in Urban Life
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in terms of the patterns of daily life. Diverse 
activities and land uses characterize these 
places, whether by design or by the gradual 
interventions of local community actors. 
Some cases show how the local community 
has participated in its own evolution, for 
instance through direct intervention in the 
physical space. Finally, some of the examples 
also provide evidence of a social mix, in terms 
of age and household composition, as well as 
income and social status. The implementation 
of such concepts take a great variety of forms, as 
illustrated by the diversity of cases selected.

1.1 Study objectives

The preliminary field studies were set up to 
identify areas, communities and projects 
where we could see sustainability principles 
in action. An initial selection was made 
across four categories of development: 
historical communities; danwei-style mid-
rise developments; urban villages; and 
contemporary projects. The varying historical 
and legal origins of projects in each of these 
categories make them important to the 
selection. In addition to these area-based 
studies, cases were added where the central 
organizing feature was infrastructure, rather 
than an administrative or property boundary.
     The first line of investigation utilized field 
studies intended to reveal just how daily life is 
led in a community, to measure its achievement 
in one or more categories. The studies are 
a quantitative record, avoiding problems 
of interpretation. These numerical scores–
pedestrian fl w levels, walking distance, people 
using public space, boardings on public transit, 
visits to local commerce–are intended as 
benchmarks for achievement in contemporary 
projects even though the design, layout and 
served population are markedly different. The 

question becomes: How can we achieve these 
levels of public activity or non-motorized mode-
share in a contemporary development?
     A second area of investigation concerns 
how projects were carried out. In the case of a 
single, developer-led project, we investigated 
the planning and development process. In the 
case of existing communities, the focus shifted 
to projects implemented in their communities 
in the last decade. In the infrastructure projects, 
we examined quantitatively what impacts they 
had on circulation of people and goods, on land 
uses ,and on real estate values.
    Our third approach interviewed the major 
players in each of these areas or projects.  What 
they did, and why, provided background for 
later community involvement and the results. 
    Finally, we were interested in how local people 
adapted to these environments, regardless of the 
area’s history. Their daily behaviors became the 
most important evidence for the success of the 
project and its specific features.  Where relevant, 
their own views of the process and the outcome 
have also been included, providing insights 
into how people interacted to make the project 
a reality, and whether they feel better off since 
implementation. 

1.2 Scope, method, and case summaries

All of the case studies cover certain sets of 
information. The broad approach is uniform, 
with variations regarding what is covered in 
detail and the indicators of success. The main 
studies were carried out by a small field team 
concentrating on an area for several days, 
over two weeks in early summer 2010, with 
supplementary and additional research and fi ld 
studies during 2011 and into early 2012. The 
counts and observations are a snap-shot of daily 
behaviors, but enabled the team to extrapolate 
more general patterns.

Documentation was carried out in the 
archives of district offices, at the offices of the 
street committee, and at residents’ organizations. 
The results of the fi ld interviews were collected 
verbatim and summarized. The field assistants 
also kept notes of their observations in the 
fi ld.  Th s work was organized into the written 
cases that follow, with additional information 
integrated to fill out the structure of the cases.

The following are short descriptive 

Danwei ( 单 位 ): ‘Work Unit’, or 
‘Company’.  Refers also to land 
parcels, developed by state-owned 
industries, that included workplaces, 
services, and worker’s housing, the 
latter historically organized as rows of 
3-9 story apartment blocks.
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summaries of each case, with the chief success 
of the particular project highlighted along with 
particulars of the project and area.

PART I: Historical Core & Urban Villages

1. Fengyuan–Xiguan

The Fengyuan block of Xiguan is a perfect 
example of a dense urban environment 
lived entirely close to the ground and almost 
completely non-motorized. Low-rise but 
high-density, with an ingenious and complex 
layout of walking streets, it is alive with social 
and commercial life. The street committees 
together with local citizens have undertaken 
street restoration work and landscaping 
improvements. 

2. Shisanhang–Xiguan

The trading, packing, marshalling, and shipping 
that have occurred for centuries in this historic 
area operate almost completely without 
machinery. Complex logistics are efficiently 
handled in a human-powered model that has 
invented its own structures and adapted to the 
conditions available in the public environment. 
The street layout serves very well these trading 
functions, which are simultaneously local, 
regional, and international in scale.

3. Shang Xia Jiu–Xiguan

These high-quality walking streets have 
developed their own characters that have 
remained stable for many years. The area is well 
connected to the outside city while also being 
easy to navigate at the local level. The setting of 
blocks and streets has absorbed unique clusters 
of activities that are known throughout China, 
and could not occur without the careful balance 
of density, block size, and connected street 
system. 

4.  Xiaozhou urban village

Xiaozhou’s picturesque traditional houses 
and temples, stone bridges and streets, and 
a network of winding streams lined with old 
trees, altogether create a picture of a Lingnan-
style water village with more than 600 years of 
history. New investments in art studios, cafes, 
and other shops due to the arrival of local artists 
and students has contributed to the village’s 

upgrading and revitalization. The entirely 
pedestrianized core and fine-grid circulation 
network has been retained, making Xiaozhou 
Village an example of a vibrant non-motorized 
neighborhood adapting to a modern era.

5.  Shipai–Gangding

Shipai and Gangding together form a particular 
model of effici t urban mobility. Shipai Village 
has an intensively used non-motorized street 
network and diverse commercial environment, 
deeply connected to Gangding, where bus 
rapid transit and metro stations, bike lanes and 
walkways, handle a huge volume of circulation 
in an optimal way.  This unusual combination 
of a low-income community, high-capacity 
transport facilities, and commercial uses 
across the whole range of market segments, is 
supporting the emergence of an important city-
scale center for Guangzhou.

PA R T  I I :  Wa t e r wa y s  &  Tr a n s p o r t 
Infrastructure

6.  Guangzhou BRT - Shipaiqiao 

With Shipaiqiao served by both metro and Bus 
Rapid Transit (BRT), it is a prime location in the 
city for high density development. Promenades 
were built along with the new BRT system, and 
bike lanes were re-introduced into the corridor, 
with public bike sharing made available at 
most of the stations. The new developments at 
Shipaiqiao are primarily commercial, but also 
surrounded by new high density residential 
developments. The area is characterized by a 
dense network of small walking-oriented streets, 
and offers a seamless connection between the 
new Metro, BRT, and surrounding properties. 
The massive new Taikoo Hui development, 
which combines retail, hotel, and offices, has 
only 4% of the built floor area dedicated to 
parking, very low by international standards 
and well below China’s national off-street 
parking guidelines.

7.  Mid-levels Escalator

A simple mechanical device for getting people 
up and down a steep slope from Central in 
Hong Kong has come to define travel patterns 
and social life along its length and in nearby 
streets. The escalator has contributed to major 
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new investments in buildings, commercial uses 
and public infrastructure along its nearly one 
kilometer length, and has been instrumental 
in the redevelopment of lands at the highest 
elevations. It is becoming a key visitor 
attractions in Hong Kong, combining a unique 
sustainable transport mode with both new and 
traditional social venues.

8.  Donghaochong Greenway

Th s restored stream linking Baiyun Mountain 
and the Pearl River is one of many that used to 
characterize the urban landscape of Guangzhou. 
Once an open sewer, and still overtopped by 
an expressway, the space beneath has been 
reclaimed for water-based recreation, cycling, 
and walking. It is an excellent example of how 
high quality space can be extracted from the 
margins of heavy infrastructure to become the 
recreational and social heart of a community. 
The quality of the landscaping, along with 
careful attention to the climatic and social 
environment of Guangzhou has made this 
case noteworthy far beyond the city itself. It is 
becoming a major visitor attraction and a model 
for similar developments elsewhere.

9.  Lizhiwan Canal

The Lizhiwan Canal restoration is a remarkable 
success story of opening up a previously paved-
over canal to enable public space and design 
improvements. This historic canal brought 
water from the mountains to the north and 
east, eventually flowing into Liwan Lake. The 
restoration required the removal of buildings 
and people, and the reconstruction of  the water 
supply and sewer systems. The new public space 
along the canal attracts large numbers of daily 
visitors and tourists, and the surrounding well-
established local community is beginning to 
experience the benefits of a major attraction.

PART III: Mid-Rise Communities

10.  Liuyun Xiaoqu

Liuyun Xiaoqu is located in the central area 
of Tianhe District. Adjacent to major civic 
facilities and shopping centers, its fi e-grained 
fabric contrasts with the monumental facilities 
and spaces of Tianhe, and it has become the 
unofficial center of the district's daily public 

life. The layout accommodates small, start-up 
commercial ventures on pleasant streets where 
the pedestrian and the bicycle dominate, and 
provides a model for combining community life 
and central area commercial activity. Notable 
for its open access – in contrast to similar gated 
areas – and fully pedestrianized interior, with 
ground floor shops providing a mix of uses, it 
should be replicated to revitalize the thousands 
of similar mid-rise housing areas across China.

11.  Jiangnan Xincun

Jiangnan Xincun is a typical Guangzhou 
development of the 1980s, but with planned 
diversity of land uses and an extremely rich, 
attractive, and pedestrian-friendly public 
environment, and a fine-grid and recently 
upgraded pedestrian network. The area 
continues to attract new social, residential 
and commercial activities, including high-
rise developments around its perimeter. It has 
absorbed change remarkably well, due in part to 
the vigorous involvement of local citizens.

12.  Guangyuan Xincun

Guangyuan Xincun is a very large residential 
development that has carried out many open 
space improvements to accommodate lively 
public life. Residents have been much involved, 
intervening in the public improvements 
and participating in social and commercial 
activities. A diverse network of well-used open 
spaces and an expanding pedestrianized street 
network complemented by ground fl or shops 
is the result of these efforts. Streets have been re-
designed to constrain motor vehicle movement 
and parking, which provides a clear pedestrian 
priority and enhances the many public space 
improvements. The local community is active in 
promoting a pedestrian-friendly environment 
and open space in support of micro-enterprise.

PART IV: Superblocks

13.  Whampoa Gardens

This large and densely built housing project 
is also a major commercial center attracting 
outside visitors and workers. Residents like this 
mid-rise development for its more intimate 
scale and convenient layout. Visitors appreciate 
the comfortable street shopping experience 
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and its easy accessibility by public transit. 
The walking system of Whampoa Gardens is 
highly integrated, with public access to gardens 
and recreational facilities at the podium level 
and additional walking and shopping space 
underground.

14.  Junjing Gardens

This large, contemporary residential project 
supports active social life in its public spaces 
and streets. Commercial uses line the largely 
pedestrianized street fronts inside the 
development, adding to street life and the sense 
of place. This housing development is also 
increasingly connected with the surrounding 
environment by the daily habits of its residents. 
A low parking ratio and controls on motor 
vehicle circulation encourage residents to rely 
on the three nearby BRT stations and one metro 
station for longer distance travel needs. The 
developer has been responsive to the needs and 
aspirations of the local community, enhancing 
the recreational facilities, augmenting the local 
commercial facilities and pedestrianizing the 
major streets. What the developer has learned 
from the first phases of the project will be 
incorporated in later phases. 

PART V: Contextual Redevelopment

15. OCT–Overseas Chinese Town

Th s development covering nearly 4km2  features 
very high quality streets and public spaces that 
have made the area highly desirable as a place 
to live or work. Much of the internal traffic is 
on foot or by minibus, as a result of the plan 
layout and the design of the street network. The 
open space was made almost entirely public and 
was designed to accommodate a wide variety 
of recreational and cultural activities. The 
developer also supported the conversion of part 
of its industrial park to art and design studios, 
exhibition space and supporting facilities, the 
only one in Shenzhen.

16.  Huaqiangbei

This industrial area has regenerated as one 
of Shenzhen’s most important centers for 
commerce, trade and public activity. The 
government provided basic infrastructure 
in the form of small blocks, relatively small 

development units and public transportation. 
The private sector responded vigorously 
in converting many of the original factory 
buildings to new uses and inserting new 
housing and shopping. The public environment 
is among the liveliest in Shenzhen, where 
the streets are effectively mixed with cars, 
pedestrians and bicycles. The commercial and 
popular success of this area has been achieved 
with relatively little parking and with narrow 
streets. 

These 16 cases serve together to illustrate many 
of the principles of good urban development 
we have outlined.  Their diversity suggests that 
almost any new project can fi d some valuable 
lessons from within this collection.

1.3  Local Development Practices to 
Address China’s Urban Challenge

Urbanization continues at a rapid rate in China, 
with approximately 20 million people added to 
cities each year. Cities are growing in physical 
extent much faster than their populations are 
growing, on a percentage basis. Th s is leading to 
the motorization of urban travel, environmental 
degradation, and the loss of farmland. Urban 
planning is increasingly reacting to urgent issues 
at the urban and regional scale, rather than 
showing a visionary way forward.

Local urban development in the PRD occurs 
in very large units, such that efforts within those 
units can significantly address negative effects 
at a larger scale. Many, however, are occurring 
without context, side-by-side with other new 
developments or adjacent to areas whose destiny 
remains unclear. Often inwardly focused as a 
result, their negative impacts are externalized. 
It is critical to see local urban development not 
merely as the sum of discrete projects, but as a 
coordinated system of elements that contribute 
to a larger vision.

Local urban development can reduce the 
negative impacts of urbanization by addressing 
people’s needs in a more sustainable way. In 
addition to the ‘hardware’ of development, we 
need to consider how people live, the quality 
of their living environment, and how their 
needs related to their living habitat are being 
fulfilled. Success can be measured in terms 
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of an increase in non-motorized forms of 
transportation, lower transportation costs, a 
vibrant public environment, rising land values, 
successful shops, and public engagement in 
the management of the local environment. 
Increasing the proportion and extent of 
local trips reduces demand on the wider 
transportation system, allowing walking and 
cycling modes to dominate local movement, 
supporting a lively public environment. 
The degree of engagement in such a public 
environment is a measure of community, 
and may extend to direct management of the 
public space, investment in the space itself in 
the form of management programs, physical 
interventions and the presence of public activity.

In the following cases we look for evidence 
of these positive local area characteristics. Our 
evidence includes a detailed mapping of the 
behavioral patterns of the local population–their 
local area movements, activities in public space 
and how these local dynamics interact with the 
larger urban context.

The physical elements at a local level 
that support these social, commercial and 
transportation outcomes include the circulation 
network and block layouts, the design and 
location of public spaces, the integration of 
other land uses, ground-fl or shops, pedestrian-
dominated streets, and effective parking 
management.

 • A Regional Approach

The Pearl River Delta is an appropriate unit 
for the examination of local urban development 
in China for several reasons. Firstly, it has 
historical specific ty, both culturally and in terms 
of urban practices in general. Secondly, the PRD 
has hosted China’s longest-running experiment 
in land policy innovation. The designation of 
Shenzhen as a ‘Special Economic Zone’ (1980) 
was soon extended to Guangzhou (1984), and 
then the entire PRD (1985)1, among other 
coastal cities and regions. A longer exposure to 
market practices in urban development can be 
seen in the PRD than in many parts of China, 
bringing innovations in land practices and 
increases in equity. These developments have 
taken place next door to Hong Kong’s earlier 
and distinctly different development. Thirty 
years into this process is a good time to refl ct 

on the results. Good developments should be 
able to stand the test of time. Only in the PRD 
can one fi d deliberative planning efforts under 
the new system that are already two or three 
decades old, with a living community today 
demonstrating the viability of the original idea. 
The region also hosts urban communities that 
go back more than a thousand years.

Finally, it was necessary to consider just 
a handful of cases when there were many 
more available. The three largest cities in 
the Pearl River Delta, under quite different 
governmental, regulatory and social regimes 
are also representative of a power axis in the 
delta spanning from Guangzhou to Hong Kong 
(Figure 1-1). The Pearl River Delta is larger than 
this axis of intensive urban development and 
economic power, but these are the leading cities.

A regional approach to best practice is more 
valuable than looking for universal spatial 
practices. Best practices do not exist without 
context, even if there is a fairly strong consensus 
on their results. In history, spatial practices in 
China varied a lot, influenced by geographical 
circumstance, climate, the role of the city in the 
region and variations in urban management 
styles. There may well be a coherent, single set 
of theoretical planning principles in history2, 
but the reality has been regional variation. Rules 
and regulations from Beijing, addressing such 
large regional variations, are necessarily quite 
general and high level, while many of the most 
critical decisions about urban development and 
urban design must be made at the city level 
and, as many of these case studies show, at the 
district and local level.

The three big cities of the Pearl River Delta 
are different from each other but share some 
regional characteristics. Most obviously, the 
Pearl River Delta has a common climate, with a 
long, warm and rainy season, and a short, cool 
and dry winter. Historically, these conditions 
supported particular architectural features 
such as the arcaded qilou, or building types 
like shophouses, and remain highly relevant in 
practice today. It is also commonly recognized 
that public life in Guangdong is quite distinct 
from that in other regions. Public life has always 
been important in Guangzhou and can be found 
in abundance in local settings.  Climate, relative 
autonomy due to distance from political power 
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centers, and a history of greater interaction with 
outside cultures, may contribute to the extensive 
public quality of daily life in the PRD.

Finally, the geography of the region has 
had a major impact on the form the cities 
have taken. The management of water has 
been fundamental in the organization of local 
areas. The city name Shenzhen ( 深 圳 , deep 
waterways along fields) itself refers to the 
water environment. Craggy hills contrast with 
flat lowlands, often laced with rivers, canals, 
and ponds. In all three major cities, the hills 
have become important features of the urban 
landscape. Extensive orthogonal layouts, a key 
feature of classical Chinese urban planning 
theory and widely practiced in the north of 
China, are rare in Southern cities constrained 
by both hilly environments and natural or 
man-made water systems. Thus, adaptation 
to geography and especially topography is an 
important characteristic of the urban PRD.

Nevertheless, there are sharp contrasts 
among the three big cities of the PRD in 
terms of urban development. For example, 
Guangzhou has extensive historic districts of 
courtyard housing not found in the other cities. 
Shenzhen is a city largely without history, except 
for some remnant urban villages. Shenzhen’s 
urban villages have mostly been re-organized in 
orthogonal layouts, while most of Guangzhou’s 
urban villages retain organic layouts close to 
their original forms. Hong Kong is composed 
of two main urban forms: a dense and gridded 
urban environment built up mostly before 
the Second World War, and a string of new 
territories following the principles of the New 
Town movement in Great Britain.  Each city 
has somewhat different traditions and has been 
built up in a unique way. 

Guangzhou is a mix of historical forms 
and contemporary innovation. Today, many 
believe the new should take account of what 
preceded it. The modalities of taking account 
of precedent vary and seem an inexhaustible 

source of city culture and creativity. For a city 
like Guangzhou, so evidently layered by history 
and rich in urban fabrics, the situation evokes 
many new possibilities, and is an enormous 
asset in the evolving PRD where the major 
centers are moving quickly from a production-
based economy to an information-based one. 

Shenzhen epitomizes cities without a past. 
Built out over 30 years to the size of the two 
other major cities, it is largely a product of 
formal planning. While Shenzhen has found 
it difficult to create planned environments 
that are attractive and people-filled, there are 
some exceptions. Only in such a new, planned 
city can one observe examples on such a 
scale. Such environments are also a product 
of a development period, just now coming 
to maturity, when whole areas were built up 
according to a singular spatial logic. Functional 
change is bringing a transformation of the 
building fabric. The development pattern is 
entirely new in China–an atomized, market-
driven building system on a street and block 
grid, not unlike Manhattan. The timing of such 
urban development has much to do with what 
actually happened. 

Of course, Hong Kong looks and is 
organized quite differently from mainland 
cities, including Guangzhou. The original city 
and its new towns were built in compact form 
and at very high density, an extension of post-
war modernist urban planning. Except for 
central areas that were built before the end of 
World War II, the city is built closely around 
a rail-based public transportation system, 
although most public transport trips in Hong 
Kong take place by bus. This adaptation of a 
particular British urban development policy 
to the political and economic geography, and 
climate, of this part of China contrasts with the 
Mainland, where more expansive development 
at lower density is the norm. In Hong Kong, 
land ownership and exchange also have an 
enormous impact on what can be built and how. 
All of these conditions result in a building fabric 
that is distinct from those found in Shenzhen or 
Guangzhou. 

The three major cities of the PRD have 
distinct characters and histories that help build 
the rich tapestry of urban environments that 
have been created so far. This diversity within 
a larger urban region is also interesting for the 

Qilou ( 骑楼 ): an arcade space along a 
street, typically with shops below and 
dwellings above, or the building type 
which in aggregate forms this street 
edge – see Figure 2.1-9
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Figure 1-1 The Pearl River Delta, including Guangzhou, 
Shenzhen and Hong Kong, where the case studies are located

N
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other two major, emerging urban regions in 
China, the lower Yangtze River basin and the 
Beijing-Bohai area.

1.4  Definition of est Practice

Good urban development can be recognized 
by its qualities, as evaluated through its physical 
elements, the way it is used, and how users feel 
about it. What it achieves locally can make a 
contribution at the urban and even regional 
scale, and be considered 'Best Practice'.

Urban habitats that host a diversity of urban 
functions meet most needs locally. A diverse 
public realm enriches the sensory environment 
and contributes to satisfaction with local habitat. 

A vital space and human environment attracts 
sustained investment of people and their 
activities. An emerging public environment 
accompanies a sustained and stable investment 
of money, people and activity. Developments 
that accommodate historical sense and meaning 
and geographical context tend to be more 
meaningful to inhabitants and visitors. New 
developments may build on traditions and 
introduce new meanings and ideas. 

While the current demands on urban 
space might be identifiable, future demands 
are more difficult to predict. In the interest 
of conservation, and to facilitate future 
requirements that cannot be known now, 
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routes, at least 3m wide, to transit, shopping, 
and job centers.

2. Prioritize bicycle networks

Design streets that emphasize bike safety and 
convenience.

Create dedicated bike lanes, at least 2.5 meters 
wide in each direction, on all streets except low-
speed local streets.

Provide secure bike parking in buildings, on 
streets, and at transit stations.

3. Create dense networks of streets & paths

Create auto-free streets and greenways to 
encourage non-motorized travel.

Establish car-free corridors across the city grid, 
no more than 800 meters apart.

Create dense street networks that enhance 
walking, bicycling.

Plan for a minimum of 50 intersections per 
square kilometer.

Vary block size and street design to provide 
multiple options for all types of traffic.

Disperse high traffic volumes over multiple 
s m al l e r,  p ara l l e l  ro ut e s  rat h e r  t h an 
concentrating on fewer major arterials.

Incorporate through roads that connect 
surrounding neighborhoods at least every 300 
meters.

4. Support high-quality transit

Ensure frequent and direct transit service.
Establish at least one high-capacity, high-
speed transit corridor every 800 meters with 
dedicated transit lanes.

Minimize the number of transfers needed for 
most passengers. Provide an integrated multi 
modal system and ensure seamless transfers to    
all available transit options.

Locate transit stations within walking distance 
of homes, jobs, and services.

All housing and job centers should be within 400 
meters of a local transit station and 800 meters 
of regional transit service.

5. Zone for mixed-use neighborhoods

Encourage an optimal balance of housing and 
services through zoning codes.

Housing options should accommodate a mix of 
income levels and age groups.

Shops, schools, parks, and services should be 
located within 400 meters of housing. This 
includes age-specific services, such as day care. 

urban form should be adaptable.  Accessibility 
to a wide range of goods and services is a 
fundamental human need. Local areas should 
provide as much of these needs as feasible, but 
residents will always require access to the larger 
urban environment. That access needs to be 
reliable and efficient, with minimal impact on 
the environment. 

There are a number of outcomes we associate 
with good development. The following eight 
goals and approaches are what we have used 
to select and evaluate the case studies.  Though 
none of our case studies achieved every one, 
they serve as measures of success, and therefore 
targets for planners and designers, and for those 
who continue to improve their communities.

We judge an area as ‘best practice’ if it has 
achieved some or all of the following: 

Our Cities Ourselves: 8 Principles for 
Transportation in Urban Life

1. Develop neighborhoods to promote walking

Shorten street crossings and emphasize 
pedestrian safety and convenience. 

Limit street width to 45 meters for through 
traffic and 25 meters for local access.

Limit traffic speeds on local streets to 25 km 
per hour or less.  Use traffic-calming to enforce 
speed limits.

Encourage ground-level activity and create 
places to relax along primary pedestrian 
routes.

To encourage sidewalk activity, visibility, and 
safety, residential developments should have 
multiple access points, and perimeter walls 
should be eliminated or replaced with see-
through fences. 

Encourage sidewalk activity by zoning for varied 
uses; limit the distance between buildings and 
the sidewalk to 1m for retail uses, 3m for office 
and business uses, and 5m for homes and 
apartments.

Create direct routes and permeable blocks to 
shorten walking distance.

Limit average block length to 150 meters.
Create public paths to allow pedestrian access 
through existing superblock developments. 

Develop safe, well-marked, direct pedestrian 
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Provide a variety of accessible parks and open 
space.

Neighborhood parks should be located within 
400 meters of housing; large regional parks 
within 1 kilometer.

Unique natural environments and local cultural 
and historical assets should be preserved and 
creatively reused.

6. Match density and transit capacity

Concentrate highest density development 
along high capacity transit lines.

Match transit system capacity to density
Coordinate increases in density with increased 
transit capacity

In key employment areas, zone for mixed-use 
districts that combine everyday uses.

A mix of recreation, services, and retail should 
be located in employment areas to provide for 
workers’ daily needs.

7. Create compact regions with short commutes

Reduce sprawl by focusing development in 
areas adjacent to and within existing cities.

Regional development should seek a compact 
footprint through preservation, reuse, and infill 
of existing areas, balanced with dense areas of 
new growth.

Where possible, new development should avoid 
agricultural lands and other environmental 
assets.  

Create a jobs / housing balance within a short 
commute distance.

Decentralize job centers and aim to limit 
commutes to approximately 5 kilometers or 15 
minutes.

Create smaller decentralized job centers that 
encourage reverse commutes.

8. Increase mobility by regulating parking 
and road use

Limit parking in key employment districts to 
discourage driving during peak traffic periods. 

Limit parking ratios in employment areas to 0.2 
stalls per worker.

Eliminate long-term on-street parking to ease 
congestion and reduce street width. 

Remove all parking-space minimums for 
residential buildings; establish citywide 
maximums consistent with targets for private 
car use. 

Adjust car fees by time of day and destination. 
Institute a congestion-management system that 

limits auto use in key urban and employment 
districts at peak traffic hours. 

Charge tolls for use of overloaded roads and 
bridges and use the fees to support transit. 

Vary parking charges by time of day and 
location to insure high turnover.    

How do we measure what is good?

These approaches to transportation in urban 
development can be realized in specific projects. 
We already know some characteristics of urban 
form that validate the approaches listed above. 
There are specific, physical things that can be 
done that are almost always right. Physical 
elements that signal good urban development 
include the following:

A circulation system supporting travel for daily 
needs by non-motorized means – A growing 
part of daily travel involves household and 
personal activities. If people can carry out these 
activities in their local environments by using 
non-motorized transportation, a major burden 
on the city’s infrastructure and environment is 
removed, while enhancing quality of life. Non-
motorised movement as a daily pattern of life is 
an important measure of achievement for urban 
development.

A public transportation system for travel to 
more distant activities –A major preoccupation 
of contemporary urban planning is how we 
travel to accomplish daily routines. A fixed 
amount is between work and home, for which 
urbanites increasingly have choices. A key 
decision-making factor is the organization of 
the local environment. Because the private car 
is unnecessary for the great majority of people, 
and a huge burden on the road system and the 
environment, the use of public transportation 
for work-related travel should be maximized. 
Good planning at the local level can make its 
use much more attractive. The extent to which 
local people opt for public transportation for 
more distant daily needs is a measure of success 
for an urban development.

A Mix of Land uses in proximity – Satisfying 
daily needs through commercial and service 
infrastructure at the local level is itself a measure 
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of success. Though such services might be 
found just outside of a physical ‘gate’, preferably 
the project or the local neighborhood should 
absorb these needs within its own structure. 
How the mix is accomplished in the PRD case 
studies is very instructive and provides lessons 
for new development. When the potential 
conflicts between uses can be successfully 
resolved, the land use mix adds greatly to quality 
of life, the pleasure that local people take in their 
daily activities, and ultimately to the value of the 
place in the whole urban system. Our measures 
of success in this regard are the extent to which 
mixing is achieved, and also how it is achieved.

A largely car-free local environment, 
dominated by pedestrians and non-motorized 
vehicles – Most prefer their local living habitat 
to not be dominated by other’s cars, but 
increasingly many individuals want convenient 
use of their own car. Certain features of new 
developments can address this tension in favor 
of the majority, but the local community must 
be active in maintaining these qualities of the 
local environment. A simple measure is how 
much of the local movement system, and the 
movement itself, is actually without motor 
vehicles. In addition, how it was achieved is 
valuable for those wanting similar qualities in 
their own neighborhoods. The availability and 
management of car parking plays a key role in 
achieving low-car or car-free development.

Public space well used by the local population 
– When outdoor space is intensively used for 
the wide variety of purposes that local people 
have, we have a measure of its success. When 
that use of space becomes a pattern, then the 
space also becomes meaningful to local people. 
In this way, use and meaning become joined. 
Some spaces have purely symbolic meaning and 
host little in the way of active public use. People 
need meaning in their lives and in the spaces 
of daily living. So activity and/or declared value 
are measures of success, evidence that history or 
design has bequeathed spaces to which people 
become attached. 

The local habitat is densely built and 
compact in form – Dense development is a 
pre-condition for achieving all of the above. 

What is considered ‘dense’ varies, and desirable 
density, as measured by fl or-area-ratio (FAR), 
is more a range than a specific target figure. 
There are ways of compensating for lower FAR’s 
within the desirable range, while very high FAR 
might not achieve some of the goals outlined 
above. Within the PRD, desirable FAR is not 
going to be less than 2.0 in the living habitat. 
The FAR of the whole development project 
or neighborhood might be lower because of 
significant contributions to urban services 
and public facilities. Compact arrangements 
facilitate movement on foot to destinations. The 
linear forms, ribbon and strip developments 
that became popular in the 1960s are less 
amenable, unless along mass transit corridors 
with intensive station area development.

The local setting should be connected to its 
context – These connections are usually visible 
on the ground and in the plan, and we first 
should look for evidence from both sources. 
But a variety of limits to movement exist, 
not all of which are visible, while even visible 
barriers can be crossed. It is the permeability 
of these apparent limits to the local area that 
need to be evaluated. In many cases, it is the 
local inhabitants who are most concerned 
about maintaining the permeability of 
their local area and its connections with its 
surroundings. Secondly, we should see if the 
potential connections are actually used, by 
observing daily travel behaviors of those exiting 
the study area and going to outside locations. 
A fi al measure of success in this regard is the 
length of the walking path.  If the environment 
is unfriendly or difficult, then people will be 

Donghaochong, a restored canal, at night
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reluctant to travel far on foot, or travel at all. 

The local habitat should be adaptable – 
Cities are constantly changing. Local areas need 
constantly to adapt to new needs and standards. 
Evidence of this adaptation is a sign that a 
place has value, that people have been willing 
to invest in it, and that new investment is likely. 
That investment might be fi ancial, or simply in 
terms of its use value as public space or a place 
for recreation or shopping. We usually think 
of such local environments as dynamic. There 
are many measures: the way local spaces are 
used by people or adapted to new recreational 
needs; the conversion of residential space to 
commercial space; or the complete replacement 
of a structure within the existing urban fabric, 
but without disturbing that fabric.

Ev i d e n c e  o f  v a l u e  –  G o o d  u r b a n 
developments visibly demonstrate two kinds of 
value: the exchange value of their components, 
and the use value of both their components and 
the whole. When a place becomes desirable, 
exchange value rises. Developers who do a 
good job pass on projects that rise in material 
value. They make a positive contribution to 
urban society by creating desirable goods. 
Local inhabitants themselves, by their sense of 
community or by their direct interventions in 
their local space, can also raise the exchange 
value of a place. Exchange value can rise due 
to external influences, such as a planning 
operation or new transportation infrastructure, 
but this is not our primary concern in these 
studies, which focus on the local.

Use value is less tangible but no less 
important. How people value a place can be 
gauged by their degree of public engagement. 
When issues of development and change arise, 
they may want to voice their opinion and see 
change that reflects their own values. Their 
‘home’ is not just their personal living space, 
but the entire community. Their very presence 
in the public space is a measure of such 
engagement and an expression of use value. But 
also in the process of development, we can see 
the role of the local community. Aside from the 
outcome of such social processes, the process 
itself, as a dynamic force in the community, is a 
measure of success.

1.5 An introduction to the Case Studies

We ultimately defi ed five categories for the 
cases that together encapsulate the major built 
urban forms in China:

 1. Historical core & urban villages
 2. Transport infrastructure & waterways
 3. Mid-rise communities
 4. Superblocks
 5. Incremental development

There was an attempt to showcase a range 
of types of urban development. New urban 
projects can satisfy some of the criteria and 
measures we propose, but they increasingly 
display characteristics that are harmful in their 
effects on the larger environment, however 
desirable they might be within their own space. 
Contemporary development projects with 
positive qualities should be celebrated, to show 
the way for other developers to follow. 

The danwei, by its history as an economic 
unit, often resulted in uniformly designed 
buildings arranged formally across the property. 
Danwei housing in the PRD is typically 9 fl ors 
or lower walk-up housing that was previously 
owned and used by a particular work unit but is 
now turned over to private use. Many principles 
of Modernism – efficiency, rational planning, 
un-decorated functionalism - as interpreted 
by the Soviets, and transformed in China, are 
often visible. Though often dismissed for their 
connotation of leaner times, they have many 
positive qualities to celebrate, which, in addition 
to their ubiquity, make them worth drawing 
contemporary lessons from.

The historic urban fabrics of the city are 
important in their own right, for their cultural 
meaning. So much of Guangdong culture 
seems invested in these places that are still alive 
with daily living. But they also have important 
lessons for us in contemporary planning 
approaches. This is not to say we should 
reproduce the courts, alleys and qilou of the 
historic fabric in new developments–although 
this is not excluded either–but there are much 
bigger lessons in how to organize space locally. 
Those we find in Guangzhou are probably the 
largest and most intact of all the largest cities of 
China.

With a large population of the city residing 
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Endnotes

in urban villages, several good practices can be 
found in these places. They are not universally 
admired, but they intrigue, fascinate and bubble 
with life. Our aim is to discover lessons for 
future urban development in this intensive 
concentration of resources and energy on 
a small urban territory. In the context of a 
devolution of responsibilities to the local level in 
Chinese cities, how local levels of administration 
carried out their plans is important. Urban 
villages have enormous impact on the economy 
of the city and are themselves large generators 
of capital for external investment. They also 
represent the densest and largest concentrations 
of people in the city (Figure 1-2).

1. Dr. Jean-Paul Rodrigue;  http://people.
hofstra.edu/geotrans/eng/ch5en/conc5en/
China_SEZ.html

2. For example, Xu, Yinong, 2000. The Chinese 
city in space and time: the development of 
urban form. The University of Hawaii Press

Finally, some projects occur as insertions 
of infrastructure that change surrounding 
developments indirectly, such as the mid-
levels escalators in Hong Kong and the 
Guangzhou BRT.  Here, targeted public 
investments, with their own positive 
outcomes, lead to changes in the market that 
expand on the initial benefits.  These projects 
show how public and private investment can 
work together to improve the city.

With the above in mind, we will now 
consider the selected cases in detail, before 
concluding with what they can teach us for 
future practice. 
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Figure 1-2 Guangzhou case study locations
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1Group 

2.1    Case Study 1: Fengyuan ( 逢源 ) - Xiguan ( 西关 )
  
2.2    Case Study 2: ShiSan Hang（十三行）- Xiguan ( 西关 )

2.3    Case study 3: Shang Xia Jiu ( 上下九 ) - Xiguan ( 西关 )

2.4    Case study 4: Xiaozhou Village ( 小洲村 ) 

2.5 Case study 5: Shipai ( 石牌 )  – Gangding  ( 岗顶 ) 
 

Historical core and urban villages
Dense pedestrian networks and mixed-use buildings
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Group 1 Introduction:
Guangzhou’s Historic 
Roots in Xiguan
The Xiguan Plain is a low-lying area to the west 
of the original walled city of Guangzhou. Water 
naturally fl wed from the higher north-east part 
(Shang Xiguan, 上西关 ) to the lower southwest 
parts along the river (Xia Xiguan, 下西关 ). The 
convergence of the Zhujiang (or Pearl River, 
珠 江 ), and the Xiaobeijiang (or Little North 
River, 小 北 江 ) facilitated the emergence of a 
sophisticated canal system, interspersed with 
roads. Seasonal fl ods were controlled through 
the use of dams and flood channels. East-
west streets were longer and wider than north-
south streets, to accommodate a drainage canal 
in the center of the street, covered with stone 
blocks. The Song ( 宋 ) and Yuan ( 元 ) dynasties 
(960-1367 A.D.) were marked by the growth 
of vegetable and fruit production, along with 
an embryonic craft industry. A commercial 
culture began to develop in the Ming ( 明 ) 
dynasty (1368-1644). Commerce on the Silk 
Road, which terminated in the Xiguan area of 
Guangzhou, involved foreigners as early as 1406 
A.D., which can be inferred from the founding 
of a trading post for officials and business 
travellers (Huaiyuan Yi, 怀 远 驿 ). Shortly 
thereafter, a district of 120 houses was built up 
to accommodate foreign traders.

In these early days, a commercial area 
known as Shibafu ( 十 八 甫 ) built up, as the 
name suggests, a district of eighteen blocks. 
Shisanhang (13 Trade Houses, 十 三 行 ), the 
trading and transshipment point at the river 
already existed as it does today, the oriental end 
of the Silk Road. The Qing ( 清 ) dynasty (1616-
1911) was marked by the internationalization 
of the commercial industry, with government 
playing a growing role in regulating trade and 
extracting profit. The textile industries boomed, 
especially in cotton and silk production. It was 
reported there were more than 50,000 textile 
workers in more than 2,500 production plants 
in the early Qing period. 

It was in this period that certain streets 
began to acquire specific functions related to 
these industries, and names that referred to 
the activities that went on there. For example, 
certain streets associated with the silk industry 

include Jinghuadajie ( 锦 华 大 街 ), Jinlundajie 
( 锦纶大街 ) and Mashaxiang ( 麻纱巷 ). Other 
specialized streets were those devoted to textile 
industry machinery, textile sales and banking. 
This pattern persists today after so many 
centuries, not so much because of tradition but 
because the layout of the area supports this kind 
of specialization by street. Athough textiles and 
clothing remain an important function in the 
area, the nature of the activities have changed 
substantially, with new activities emerging. Still, 
the commercial functions are distributed in a 
clear pattern, as will be seen below.

For many visitors, these areas of the city are 
the essence of Guangzhou.  The spatial layout of 
the area, its structure of buildings and lanes as 
well as the social life that invests these places all 
form a memorable picture of Guangzhou. In the 
early Qing dynasty, businesses and industries 
lined the streets with residential quarters 
crowded inside the blocks. The particular style of 
building is known as the Xiguan Dawu (Xiguan 
Mansion, 西关大屋). Communications delivered 
by foot made street frontages extremely 
valuable. As a consequence, the frontage was 
narrowed to the minimum required, while the 
lots developed substantial depth. This pattern 
also characterized Amsterdam at about the 
same time and for similar reasons. The main 
thoroughfares of Xiguan were then designed 
to accommodate the commercial life of the 
city. The ground floor shops were designed 
with high ceilings, sometimes looking onto the 
covered arcade by shophouses, known locally as 
qilou( 骑 楼 ) (Figure 2.1-9). Th s arcade served 
multiple purposes: a walking space protected 
from summer sun and rain, a forecourt for the 
businesses and a continuous architectural space 
in its own right. Th s well-dimensioned walking 
space is where one will find architectural 
fl urishes, substantial supporting columns, and 
large openings into shops. Behind and above 
this frontage are narrow shop houses, extending 
far back into the block. 

Wealthy industry entrepreneurs and 
merchants tended to locate their homes near 
their areas of business. As China underwent a 
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Figure 2-1 Xiguan area in Guangzhou

modernization drive during the Republican era 
(1912-1949), the traditional Xiguan houses also 
underwent some transformation, influenced by 
foreign trends. Western decoration figures on 
façades and private gardens reflected Western 
taste. Examples of these can still be found in our 
case study block Fengyuan, intermixed with 
more modest dwellings. All respected the block 
and lot layouts of the area of centuries before, 
a testimony to the adaptability of this structure 
over so many years.

Of course, production and commerce would 
be meaningless without outlets to market. 
Guangzhou long enjoyed two significant 
advantages: access to the sea via the Zhujiang 
(Pearl) River, and access to the Silk Road 
westward through the interior of China, to 
Western Asia and Europe. The Shisanhang 
refers in particular to the trading and shipping 
area associated with the river port and is most 
closely associated with Shisanhang Road. 
Because foreigners could not transact directly 
with suppliers in Guangzhou, such an area 
served the useful purpose of brokerage and 
customs clearance which in all cities even today 
tend to gather near the port of entry.  The First 
Opium War (1840) had a specific outcome 
for the Shisanhang, ending the monopoly 

enjoyed by this trading place and allowing 
foreign merchants to transact directly. During 
the Second Opium War (1856) furious citizens 
sacked Shisanhang, burning it to the ground. But 
Shisanhang has re-emerged from this long and 
turbulent history as a trading and distribution 
center for goods, mostly textiles and clothing 
produced in Guangdong province. It is testament 
to the power of location. With modest or no 
support in most recent years and with a greatly 
liberalized trading environment, the area retains 
its essential importance as a gathering point for 
trading and shipping. How it operates, as seen 
on the street and in terms of movements and 
functions, is detailed below.

In history, as today, this street environment 
is a lively mix of functions. While we can find 
concentrations of certain business activities in 
certain areas, we can also find streets with a 
remarkable mix of functions in the same street 
length. Streets which primarily carry functions 
serving the local community will be more 
mixed – a restaurant next to a clothing store, 
next to a convenience store, next to a hardware 
store. But streets with activities serving the 
region or country as a whole will be highly 
specialized. Such concentrations of activities are 
known throughout China in some cases and 

广州中心城区
Guangzhou city center
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are also part of the recognizable character of 
Guangzhou.

A mix of functions in urban areas is now 
widely understood to provide many benefits. 
The monocultures advocated in the post-
war period are now wholly discredited as 
having produced more travel in the city than is 
necessary, a deadening of local space and areas 
that undergo decline as new monocultures 
spring up. Mix is more sustainable than single 
use areas because functions tend to reinforce 
each other.  Living habitats contain their own 
range of services that can best serve the needs 
of a captive population. Finally, mixed use 
is an appropriate approach for development 
because it reduces risk of fi ancial failure or of 
obsolescence.

The present studies are not a historical 
treatise and focus most particularly on the 
dynamics of the contemporary city. The main 
point is that there are lessons that can be learned 
from Xiguan and applied to new developments. 
Fortunately, the push for modernization 
after 1978 focused on a trajectory of growth 
eastward and more recently to the south. As 
a consequence, in this turbulent period of 
extremely rapid growth and transformation, 
Xiguan was largely ignored, effectively 
preserving it. While the spatial structure of 
the area was maintained, so too were the 
main commercial functions, trading and 
manufacturing, and also the living habitats and 
the social environment. 

In contemporary urban planning, one of the 
biggest problems is how to maintain continuity 
with the past, while forging a future adapted 
to contemporary needs. Xiguan’s historical 
meaning stands on its own as a precious asset for 
Guangzhou, a heritage site of world importance. 
Its meaning for contemporary planning is of a 
different order and involves looking for a stable 
spatial structure which accommodates change 
but whose essence remains intact. We return to 
this point at the end of the Xiguan case studies 
to extract lessons of such an environment for 
best practice in urban development.

Fengyuan is a living community integrated 
into the Xiguan fabric. The extensive block 
features an almost completely non-motorized 
road network and mixed uses. Two other 
areas of Xiguan merit attention because they 

represent the other activities of this multi-
purpose community. The first is the Shisanhang, 
the historic center for the marshalling and 
shipping of goods to other parts of China and 
abroad. The second is the web of commercial 
streets around Shangxiajiu, housing specialized 
commercial activities. In Shisanhang, we want to 
know how such an area of wholesaling, logistics 
and shipping can operate almost entirely in a 
non-motorized way. In Shangxiajiu, we want to 
see how such specialized commercial activities 
can come to exist and remain stable features of 
the local area for so long. The answers to these 
questions provide some clues as to how we 
could organize such activities in the city of the 
future. 
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Figure 2-2 Cases studies in Xiguan area
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Figure 2.1-1 Fengyuan context map. Fengyuan is part of a 
much larger Xiguan functional area. Residents within the 
block access services outside, while outsiders use the services 
within the block.
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Background
The Fengyuan block is located in the Liwan 
district of Guangzhou and forms part of 
Xiguan (Figure 2.1-1). The block is bounded by 
Longjin Zhonglu ( 龙津中路 ) on the north side, 
Wenchang Beilu (文昌北路 ) on the east, Huagui 
Lu ( 华贵路 ) on the west, and Changshou Xilu 
( 长寿西路 ) on the south. The Fengyuan street 
committee (逢源街道) manages the entire block, 
which is made up of three neighborhoods with 
their own administrative units: Huagui( 华 贵 ) 
in the north, Hejiaci ( 何 家 祠 ) in the middle; 
and Yaohua ( 耀 华 ) in the south. Before being 
urbanized, it was a park reserve for the imperial 
family of Liu during the Five Dynasty Period, 
but reverted to public use subsequently. The 
area first built up in its present form in the 
early 16th century, at the dawn of the Qing 
dynasty. The important trading origins of the 
Fengyuan block left its traces in the architecture 
and the street forms, a rich mixture of spaces 
and buildings. It was handed down to a local 

community over the centuries and is best known 
today as a typical living environment in the heart 
of historic Guangzhou. 

Why Best Practice 
We often think that such areas, with their narrow 
streets and many cul-de-sacs, do not offer good 
accessibility. The overall road provisions, as 
a proportion of total land area, are relatively 
small at about 25% of the total land area, all of it 
shared public space. In contemporary planning, 
it is often assumed that increasing the area 
devoted to movement improves accessibility. 
In fact, if the additional area prioritizes private 
automobiles it will typically degrade accessibility. 
Such motorized mobility comes at a high 
price–poorer air quality, congestion, and large 
amounts of resources consumed. Travel time 
in Fengyuan's non-motorized environment 
is predictable because congestion is seldom 

Figure 2.1-2 Urban fabric of Fengyuan & surrounding areasImage Source: Google
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an issue. Travel modes have adapted to the 
available channels. Moreover, it is well served 
by bus routes and metro, making this area 
highly accessible.

A second feature of great interest in such 
a residential area is the way in which daily 
services are integrated into the urban fabric. 
The separation in many ‘developed’ cities of 
living from work is relatively recent. Here the 
local daily market is integrated into the urban 
fabric and is a mere walk away from home. 
Similar daily fresh provisions markets are 
located at intervals across this urban fabric, 
along with a myriad of other stores of local 
purpose. The spatial structure of these services 
is of interest to planners. Th s distribution has 
built up over a long time to meet the needs 
of the community (Figure 2.1-4). Such needs 
do not change much, although the spatial 
arrangements of the market have changed 
enormously in our time. In developed 
societies, the availability of a full range of local 
services of high quality is a desirable local 
amenity. But such arrangements are seldom 
examined in any detail. Fengyuan’s layout 
is efficient - just enough services, correctly 
distributed and with great stability, indicating 
a good fit between needs and provisions.

A third element that distinguishes the 
Xiguan environment is the nature of the 
street in the living environment. Much more 
than a mere carrier of people and goods, the 
streets in Xiguan are social spaces and an 
extension of the indoor living area. The street 
is an intimate space shared by passersby, 
the residents in the houses along its length 
and occasionally by vendors at certain key 
locations. Corners are often social spaces, 
some with extra space to accommodate 
those usual social activities present in the 
community. The persistence of these patterns 
is of considerable interest. While other 
communities fret over apparent, growing 
insecurity about the spaces around their 
homes, this is not an issue in the Xiguan 
areas. The very structure of the space provides 
natural defenses against perpetrators, 
since people are engaged in appropriating 
and controlling this space for others in 
the community as well as those passing 
through. In this way, such an area supports 

Figure 2.1-3 Fengyuan landscape plan with building footprints. 
Fengyuan block in the Xiguan area is a dense network of pedestrian 
pathways and low-rise housing, with a wide range of local services
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the appropriation of social space. This spatial 
relationship between home, commercial space 
and the public realm is extremely well handled, 
largely explaining its durability. The dominance 
of pedestrians and the appropriation of street 
space as public space are illustrated in Figure 
2.1-6 which contrasts the vehicular and 
pedestrian/bicycle networks in Fengyuan.

Finally, the Xiguan area of Guangzhou is an 
example of an urban system that is increasingly 
desired even if the specific layout and design 
may not be. Industrialized building systems 
simply expanded at the urban scale have many 
disadvantages. They produce a monotonous 
urban fabric that supports the human 
environment with great difficulty. The human 
environment must overcome the handicap of 
rigidly designed space. Such mechanical forms 
are also difficult to adapt in the long run. In the 
post-war housing environments of Western 
Europe, the long-term future of massive and 
highly integrated physical plans is full of 
uncertainties. In the long run, cities need a 
spatial system for renewal that does not depend 
exclusively on programs, policies and financial 
resources, which tend to be short-lived. Rather, 
such resources should be allocated to long-term 
sustainability of the community, which means 
instilling local autonomy and self-regeneration. 
There are examples of such supportive policies 
in action in Xiguan. For example, civic efforts 
at improving public transportation in this area 
have made its markets and pedestrian streets 
more accessible to all of Guangzhou.

The Xiguan area is a system of streets, 
blocks and buildings. The system itself is a very 
stable structure, where the individual buildings 
can be replaced quite freely and without 
negative impact on the structure as a whole. 
The qilou ( 骑楼 , Figure 2.1-9 ), this distinctive 
Southern Chinese system of porticos along 
the street, an adaptation of a foreign concept, 
is also a building component that is separable 
from the main part of the building. 

Accomplishments

 A pedestrian environment with 
controlled vehicle access

Xiguan is a dense fabric of neighborhoods 

N

Figure 2.1-4 Commercial Uses in Fengyuan
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Fengyuan alleys. Paving 
and public space elements 
are regularly upgraded.
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into Xiguan in an effort to improve overall 
circulation has also enabled much of this non-
motorized traffi to move more easily between 
the local areas of Xiguan. In an earlier time, 
without these arteries, communications were 
confi ed locally, but now commercial uses and 
services have a much wider market, generating 
more exchange between the local communities. 

The rebuilding at very high density in some 
areas of the Xiguan has placed considerable 
pressure on its urban fabric. Some of the 
newer developments were designed for motor 
travel. Although the number of cars actually in 
circulation is fairly small, private cars exiting 
these developments have to negotiate a local 
environment that continues to be dominated by 
non-motorized transport. 

The provision of bus routes to many parts 
of the city and, to a lesser extent, the arrival of 
the metro, has made Xiguan’s shopping and 
wholesaling areas highly accessible to the rest 
of the city. Taxis and small delivery vans, more 
easily able to negotiate the shared streets, play 
an important role locally.     

 A vital neighborhood with walking 
as the foundation

A tracking survey was conducted at 6 locations 
at the perimeter of the area, from the corners of 
the Fengyuan block (figure 2.1-7). Individuals 
were followed from these locations to their 

with a sinuous, organic system of major roads 
generally running east-west or north-south, 
in keeping with the drainage of this low-lying 
land to the Pearl River. The widest roads today 
were water channels originally and remained 
so until the current motorization drive after the 
1990s. Certain of these major channels then 
were widened or, in the case of the World Bank-
funded inner ring road, topped with elevated 
expressways, but the whole system retains its 
organic feel of blocks and streets.

The basic blocks of Xiguan are large even by 
the practice in cities in China. The Fengyuan 
community is approximately 800 m by 230 m 
and is entirely non-motorized by design. The 
area within the block is intensively built up, 
at approximately 68% building coverage. The 
block community makes considerable demands 
on the outside urban environment, but not for 
motorized travel. Instead, the traffic generated 
to outside services in the urban environment–
to the metro, the bus and to various urban 
services–is also strongly non-motorized. 
Because services must enter the community 
via narrow passageways, the great majority of 
this traffic is also non-motorized. Pedestrians 
and bicycles dominate the surrounding streets, 
with a much smaller part of the traffic made 
up of delivery vans, taxis and buses. Overall, 
the motorized portion of travel is very small. 
The introduction of certain major streets 

Figure 2.1-5 Bus routes passing near Fengyuan
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destinations or out of the area. It is clear that from 
4 of the locations, individuals continued along the 
perimeter streets and seldom entered the Fengyuan 
block itself. The destinations of these people were 
along the main arteries of Xiguan. While we 
cannot be sure of their starting point, it seems 
that this movement pattern is quite distinct from 
the movement within the block itself. Hejiacidao 
( 何 家 祠 道 ) had the same kind of movement as 
the other main streets. We can observe the top of 
the movement hierarchy as the perimeter blocks 
but with Hejiacidao also acting as a main artery 
through the area. These movement patterns have 
historic routes but are also a refl ction of the spatial 
structure of Xiguan–main traffi arteries forming a 
grid, with an internal street system largely serving 
local community needs.

The detailed volume counts along the streets 
within the Fengyuan block and at its perimeter 
reveal that there is a clear hierarchy according to 
use levels. Firstly, it was already noted that the 

outside streets host as much movement as 
the busiest of the internal streets, with all of 
these important streets having pedestrian 
levels typical of completely pedestrian streets 
elsewhere in the world. The movement in 
the north part of the block is in the form of 
a cross, with the market traversing the block 
from east to west, but within the block, not 
at its perimeter. Of course, for the purposes 
of selling fruits and vegetables, it is much 
more valuable to arrange a market with two 
sides. The commercial frontages on the north 
perimeter street, Longjin Zhonglu ( 龙 津 中

路 ) contains shops that complement but 
do not replace the market. That east-west 
pattern of movement continues in the streets 
immediately to the south. Each of these 
streets has a specialized function in the whole 
system. Daily food purchases are generally 
separated from hardware and other domestic 
goods. But also, movement in the market 
street is slow and deliberate while movement 
on the adjacent streets can be fast and direct 
to the destination.

Bicycles tend to follow the pedestrian 
paths, except for the market street. Overall, 
for every bicycle or tricycle on a street in 
the block, there are two to five pedestrians. 
Tricycles tend to be concentrated on certain 
streets that allow best access to the interior of 
the block. The fl ws on some street segments 
approach 300 bicycles and tricycles per hour. 
Although this flow is far below congestion 
levels, it still represents a significant part of 
the modal share in Xiguan. Clearly there 
are distances and purposes that make it 
very desirable to use a bicycle, not only for 
locals with destinations beyond easy walking 
distance, but also those making deliveries 
and doing local business in the wider Xiguan 
area.

The south part of the block has a 
slightly different morphology. The spatial 
behavior and the location of the shops follow 
closely this different arrangement and the 
movement patterns it generates. In this case, 
there is an evident strong, north-south street 
running through the center of the southern 
zone. This street has also attracted most 
of the commercial activity. This zone also 
contains more workshops than the northern 

N Figure 2.1-6 Pedestrian and 
bicycle (left) versus motor vehicle 
(right) networks in Fengyuan
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zone. There is a tradition of furniture making 
and repair in these streets, which continues 
actively today. The nearest metro entrance is 
just at the perimeter of the southern part of 
the block. Although this half of the block is 
a quieter space, with some pleasant outdoor 
corners and shade trees–almost totally absent 
from the busier northern part of the block–this 
is the nearest location to the metro. But because 
nearly all access to the local markets is from the 
local area and on foot, the metro serves largely 
for commuting and so does not support much 
commerce in its vicinity. This suggests that in 
a largely pedestrian environment, the main 
gathering spots and places of commerce will be 
geographically central to the whole community 
regardless of where the metro entrance is. 

Although people from the whole block visit  
Hejiacidao and enjoy its leafy cool spaces, not 
everyone visits the north-end market. Another 
market is accessible on foot no more than five 
minutes south-east of the Fengyuan block. Th s 
is no self-contained community in fact. From 
the point of view of good urban development, 
projects may have their own internal structure 
and open spaces for public activity, but quality 
daily life requires an order at a scale that is 
much larger than this urban block. In fact, 
this urban block is similar in area to many 
typical new developments, though with the 
critical difference of having a much more fi e-
grained pedestrian network. Many of those 
new developments tend to be quite isolated 
from each other, with some attempt by the 
developers to internalize the services and public 
life. The Fengyuan block shows that overlapping 
structures at different scales are preferrable, 
depending on the particular functions being 
accommodated.

 A mix of functions distributed by 
location in the street system

In many contemporary developments, there is 
powerful resistance to mixed use, even if people 
desire goods and services at close range. People 
want mixed use just beyond their own home 
environment and ideally accessible on foot. 
Study after study across many environments 
and cultures confi m that people desire a diverse 
range of experiences and services. Property 
values follow the provision of services. Mix 

Figure 2.1-7 Pedestrian tracking survey in Fengyuan. Individual 
trips of pedestrians follow an efficient path to destination that is also 
comfortable for movement and the environmental experience.
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arranged vertically is often the contemporary 
solution but it is not the only solution. 
Arguably, vertically arranged mix is a product 
of contemporary planning and in particular 
the tendency to carve up the city in marketable 
chunks of land. The Xiguan environments offer 
a model for horizontal separation.

The main street environment of Guangzhou 
offers a linear commercial and service 
environment that is itself highly connected. 
Across Xiguan one can observe that this street 
system forms a large-scale grid that corresponds 
closely to the commercial structure of the city. 
Multiple pathways lead between the specialized 
commercial districts, while at the local scale, 
these segments of main streets are the most 
accessible spaces in this part of the city. Inside 
this grid are the protected and quiet living 
habitats that many associate with Xiguan. 
Typically, these quiet residential streets are set 
somewhat below the level of the main arteries. 
Some of those original arteries are in fact 
covered watercourses, such that the finished 
surface of the street must be substantially 
higher than the Xiguan streets. As a result, the 
transition from the high street to the local, living 
environment also involves a change of level. 
Often that transition to the local habitat involves 
a series of steps down. Sometimes there is also a 
gate, generally kept open but sometimes closed 
late at night. Finally, there is also a change in 
scale, from the generally broad and relatively 
straight main arteries to a narrowed pedestrian 
street with sharp turns and closed vistas. Such 
arrangements clearly signal that one is passing 
from the urban-scale public environment to the 
local-scale living habitat.

The commercial structure of the Fengyuan 
block closely corresponds to the daily 
movement of its inhabitants. The market is 
mostly concentrated in the heavily traveled 
and accessible north end. Establishments 
for eating and drinking tend to locate along 
the connections between the block interior 
and the external streets and generally not at 
the center of the block. These connections 
between the outside city and the local 
community are reinforced by the presence 
of these establishments, because they open 
the street to outsiders but also serve local 
purposes. This balance between representing 

单位 Unit：人/小时 pedestrians/hour
500 1000

1500 2000

Figure 2.1-8 Pedestrian flows in Fengyuan. The street hierarchy is 
clearly visible in the pedestrian movement within the block. The 
market street takes on particular flows at times of day, with other 
streets carrying flow all day.
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the needs of the local community on one hand 
and the integration of these communities in 
the larger urban environment is a tension 
that all contemporary urban development 
has to grapple with. The Fengyuan block is 
in fact highly connected both within and to 
the outside. The limits and internal space 
of the local community are very clear but 
there are also multiple connections to the 
outside. The tendency in contemporary urban 
development is to reduce these connections to 
a minimum, for the purposes of control. The 
Fengyuan approach is multiple exits scaled for 
the local environment. The more distributed 
pedestrian movement along all these corridors 
is desirable for many reasons. Among them is 
security because of passive surveillance and the 
presence of people everywhere. The location 
of the services along these corridors to the 
outside area also speaks to how community is 
organized. It is organized according to the travel 
patterns of daily routines. Th s pattern is larger 
than the scale of a single block or set of blocks, 
with shopping and local services figuring 
prominently in local patterns of movement. 
One should imagine overlapping movement 
fields, which change according to the time of 
day and the day of the week. But the patterns 
are also different depending on the type of 
activity represented, as richly demonstrated in 
the Fengyuan case.

Beyond the cacophonous main artery with 
its relatively large spaces are the exceptionally 
quiet narrow streets of the living environment. 
These quiet secondary streets with their fine 
details and human scale are also carefully paved. 
The central space of the street is paved in large 
stone sets, bordered by a continuous stone 
course or slightly raised edge to signal that the 
bordering spaces belong to the living habitat 
of those who live along the street. Furnishings, 
plants, tables and sometimes the daily activities 
of the inhabitants occupy that narrow bordering 
space. The domestic environment spills into 
this part of the street environment and defi es 
its character. Nothing encumbers the main 
traveling space. It is dimensioned rather 
precisely to allow the passage of a cart, two 
people carrying goods and passing each other, 
or a person and a bicycle. Any other objects in 
the space will render the passage difficult or 

impossible. By a combination of convention 
and periodic supervision and enforcement, 
everyone respects that this space remain free.

 An adaptable spatial system

One characteristic of the Fengyuan plan is the 
modular layout.  It has particular relevance in 
the contemporary context, where there is a real 
need in China to break down the scale of large 
developments into more walkable blocks.

The hierarchy of this spatial system, 
consisting simply of the main arteries of the 
grid and then the living habitat behind, has a 
second feature that makes it a good practice for 
urban development–its adaptability. The street 
frontage is such that the core of the building can 
be replaced without touching the features of the 
front. For example, the qilou, often surmounted 
by two floors of space, is a separate structure 
from the building immediately behind  which 
provides the primary commercial space but 
also living or commercial space immediately 
above. Behind these, there is generally a small 
court providing ventilation and separation from 
the entirely domestic space that continues to 
the back of the lot. The properties were often 
divided into two or three linear units lengthwise, 
served by one or two narrow passageways at 
ground level along the side. Thus it is possible to 
access the rooms arranged linearly passing along 
the passageway to the back. The most private 
spaces of the domestic sphere, the kitchens and 
bathrooms, are generally located at the rear of 
the lot, back-to-back with the properties facing 
the other side of the block. In this way, a single 
lot was made up of several distinct structures, 
although they are functionally joined and have 
little to separate them but narrow courtyards.

Over time it was possible for owners to 
replace the rear portion of their properties and 
to upgrade their infrastructure, insert courtyards 
or add an additional fl or, without touching the 
street frontage. The street frontages maintained 
a colorful and fairly uniform appearance in this 
way, but the rear domestic spaces developed 
much diversity. The fabric also lent itself to 
partial replacement. On the Fengyuan block 
are several examples of danwei-style walk-up 
apartments. In these cases, the buildings were 
sized and arranged to preserve the movement 
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patterns of the local people, for example with 
a passageway under the building to maintain a 
pedestrian linkage, and the provision of a small 
square. This 1980s intervention pays attention 
to key features of the local environment.

Th s spatial system allows adaptation and the 
replacement of individual parts. The dynamic 
city must also be the adaptable city. Local areas 
may change their uses and even domestic space 
must sometimes be substantially modified to 
accommodate new household needs, or new 
household composition. Conventional and 
reproduced forms seldom meet the requirement 
of adaptability. While we might not today 
replicate the forms of Xiguan for contemporary 
environments, the lesson of adaptability is 
important.  In many highly-regarded new 
developments, the emphasis is on control over 
the elements forming the public space, as this 
is the zone of common interest.   Individual 
owners benefit when some coherence in the 
appearance of the shared space is maintained, 
often expressed through common architectural 
idioms and similarly scaled structures.  What 
goes on behind the façade is of much less 
concern to the group. The flex bility with which 
inhabitants can approach their domestic space 
is also of considerable appeal. How architecture 
is done is also worth re-examination. The 
inclusion of multiple design talents in a single 
project is a new trend in developed countries 
that fits well with cities’ ambitions for the 
development of a creative culture.

 Activity throughout the day

The flow of people through a neighborhood 
over a typical day provides insights into how 
people live. Fengyuan’s ~20 ha urban block 
is almost entirely non-motorized. However, 
because the area is closely linked with a much 
larger area where most of the local services are 
located, it also attracts vehicular traffic. All-
day counts were conducted in two locations 
in Fengyuan to capture the size of the non-
motorized fl ws as well as the rise and fall of the 
fl ws. The locations were on Hejiacidao ( 何家祠

道 ), and on the north-south street just south of 
the main fresh produce market (Figure 2.1-10). 

Hejiacidao was one of the former east-
west drainage canals. After it became severely 

Figure 2.1-9 Qilou Diagram
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polluted and lined with decrepit structures, it 
was converted to a street and open space. The 
first phase of development of the Hejiacidao 
started in 1984 under the direction of Wang Hui 
of the street committee. His successors, Xian 
Qin and Mr Lin promoted successive projects 
for this street and are credited with building 
the strategic alliance with the neighboring 
communities for carrying out the plans. 

The most recent renovation of the Hejiacidao 
involved repaving the street and adding a range 
of impressive public space and design elements.
This street is particularly wide because of its 
history as a waterway. That fact, combined 
with the efforts of the street committee, made 
it possible to turn the street into a public open 
space of exceptional quality. People use this 
space the entire day for relaxation and leisure 
activities but also for observing the ebb and 
flow of traffic from east to west and between 
the north and south communities of the block. 
As can be observed in so many cases, the 
most successful public open spaces in these 
development cases in south China are correlated 
with major fl ws of pedestrian traffic

The observations carried out at this location 
accounted for movement crossing from north 
to south but also traveling along the Hejiacidao 
itself. Movement here picks up very early and 
provides an eyeful for the elderly who come 
to pass some cool morning time at the space. 
Before 9 a.m. the flow through the crossing 
(Figure 2.1-10A) varies from 800 to over 
1,000 pedestrians per hour. The flow drops 
off a little in the later morning hours, to 700 
to 800 pedestrians per hour, as the rush to 
work and school ends and people return to 
their homes for domestic activity. Numbers 
continue to decline through noon and over 
the early afternoon, dropping to a low of about 
350 per hour around 3 p.m. The space is not 
empty, however, and this relatively low fl w of 
people is still substantial by the standards of 
most modern developments. Traffic picks up 
again after 4 p.m. and continues to rise to 700 
or 800 pedestrians per hour right through the 
6 p.m. to 7 p.m. time. Only thereafter do the 
numbers decline a little through the evening, 
dropping to about 600 pedestrians per hour. 
At this time, people are strolling, walking their 
dog, entertaining children and meeting friends. 

Evening here, as in many active communities, is 
a social time.

The pedestrians are accompanied by 
bicycles and other non-motorized vehicles. 
Some residents use bicycles, and also delivery 
persons use bicycles for carrying gas and 
water bottles. Other deliveries are carried out 
using a tricycle with a box on the back, while 
still others are carried out using a trolley or 
push-cart. In the early morning, before 9 a.m. 
pedestrians nevertheless dominate. For every 
tricycle or push-cart, there are 7.5 bicycles and 
71 pedestrians. In the afternoon, when the 
number of pedestrians declines somewhat in 
this location, the number of bicycles and non-
motorized vehicles increases. At this time, for 
every non-motorized push-cart or tricycle, there 
are 2.9 bicycles and 39 pedestrians.

At a location just south of the market (Figure 
2.1-10B), the situation is similar. At this location, 
there are more delivery vehicles because of the 
market and the more intensive commercial 
activity in this area. For every delivery vehicle, 
there are 4.9 bicycles and 38 pedestrians. The 
pedestrian flows in this location tend to be 
somewhat higher than on the Hejiacidao, 
refl cting the stronger pedestrian fl w generally 
in this part of the neighborhood. In the early 
morning, the flow through the counting point 
varies from 900 to 1,100 pedestrians/hour, 
nearly all of whom are traveling north-south.

 Small improvement projects in sup-
port of community life

The funds to upgrade Hejiacidao were relatively 
modest, and it was implemented in phases, 
as the early ones were successful. That kind 
of incremental investment in urban space 
improvement projects is highly desirable, since 
it is possible to evaluate the effects of earlier 
efforts and ensure that later efforts will also bear 
fruit. The long-term result is that the Hejiacidao 
is justly famous throughout the Xiguan area as a 
model of its kind.

 Related to this project was the development 
of a retirement home facing directly on the 
Hejiacidao. Ideally located for elderly people, 
this project involved the transformation of an 
old factory. The project began in 2003 and was 
funded under the Starlight Plan, a project that 
involves volunteers helping elderly people with 
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Figure 2.1-10 All day counts at two locations in Fengyuan show that 
that the street environment is vibrant all day, with local peaks at 
particular times of day.
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their daily life, for about 2 million yuan.
The façades of Hejiacidao and Yaohua 

street were recently restored through a project 
financed by Guangzhou municipality. The 
Yaohua buildings are particularly notable for 
their excellent representation of historic Xiguan 
architecture. The key ideas about the renovation 
of the façades as well as the repaving of the 
streets came directly from local sources and 
especially the street committee. Other streets 
that had degraded paving have also undergone 
refurbishment. Materials were donated by some 
real estate developers who had extra materials 
from their projects. Some funds were spent on 
transporting the materials to the site as well 
as for installation. The total cost of repaving 
of each of these Fengyuan streets amounted 
to about 100,000 RMB per street or about 300 
RMB/m2. These repaving projects are ongoing 
and sponsored by Guangzhou municipality. 
What is remarkable about them is the way 
that cooperation between developers, the local 
community and the authority produced a low-
cost, durable solution. 

Finally, we should mention the gating 
project. The community had been without gates 
for hundreds of years and the closing of gates 
would have imposed an enormous hardship 
on this vibrant community with such heavy 
flows through the day and evening. It is quite 
interesting to see how the gating rule has been 
observed in various local communities. In the 
case of Fengyuan, the gates are constantly open. 
The street committee managed to negotiate that 
the ends of the Hejiacidao remain without gates. 
In effect, if one wanted to enter the community 
without passing through a gate, one has merely 
to use the Hejiacidao to do so. 

If there was a problem before the gates, 
the new metal gates have done nothing to 
solve them. Instead, the community engages 
in several pre-emptive actions to ensure local 
security. For example, local government 
offices in concert with business arrange their 
own patrols for their local areas. The street 
committee is quite active in this regard. They 
employ and pay some retirees in the local 
community to provide surveillance. In effect, 
retirees do this work voluntarily but the system 
provides a means for communication should it 
be required. Finally, the street committee also 

employs some professionally trained security 
guards. Thus, the formal provision of security 
is particularly well organized and complete 
across the community.

It has been well demonstrated elsewhere 
that gating is largely symbolic and has little 
to do with security. A walk around Fengyuan 
also reveals why this community feels so safe. 
A remarkable number of front doors are open. 
Rarely do we even see the horizontal bar doors 
drawn shut across the openings. Often doors 
can be seen open without anyone in them. 
But in effect, there are many people using 
the spaces in front of their homes who will 
recognize a stranger and who are well able to 
observe what they might be doing. The “eyes 
on the street” of Jane Jacobs (The Death and 
Life of Great American cities, 1961) are well 
and truly in action in Fengyuan. In addition to 
these features, the net of commercial facilities 
and community services across the network of 
streets both promotes continuous use of those 
streets and provides their own surveillance on 
the local scene. 

Lessons
The fi st thing new development must consider 
is how people want to conduct their daily lives. 
People everywhere prefer an intimate local 
environment with a wide range of products 
and services with the least interference from 
motorized traffic. This development has all 
this, in a very different physical form than 
contemporary developments. The most 
important element here is the close relationship 
between private space and the street. This 
degree of connectivity also promotes a feeling 
of urbanity–one is in effect connected to many 
places by multiple pathways, all at the same 
time. 

The second lesson is the location and 
nature of the commercial system. The first 
character of this local system is that it is 
somewhat specialized on the ground with 
like establishments tending to group together 
and supporting a daily activity pattern. Every 
local living habitat has this but it requires 
some design skill to accommodate the range 
of services in an interesting network that is 
an integrated part of the daily movement 
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of the residents, and not some specialized 
travel pattern. Secondly, this system promotes 
exchange with the outside, by sending people 
from inside to nearby services and markets, 
but also by inviting in outsiders to the services 
found within. New and especially gated 
developments seldom meet this standard of 
provision largely because their spatial model is 
inappropriate. Exchange should be promoted 
by linking internal routes to those outside the 
development, while promoting a hierarchy of 
commercial and service uses at ground level 
along the major movement corridors. At the 
densities practiced in China, this ground floor 
commercial infrastructure is an important 
feature.

It might seem challenging to re-create these 
qualities in a contemporary form. One lesson 
is that the most important features for the 
purposes of making the whole development 
work well are relatively simple. The basic 
principles of layout and dimension that make 
this work are not complicated and leave open an 
enormous range of building possibilities.

Fengyuan’s adaptation of existing building 
forms marks a dynamic urban culture. It also 
deeply marks the three cities of our study. 

Buildings constructed for one purpose are 
refitted for a new purpose and perhaps replaced 
altogether for yet another use. Th s is a normal 
and healthy situation for a city while it develops. 
But the urban fabric must be conducive to such 
interventions at a later date. We should always 
be conscious of the possible need to re-use parts 
of buildings constructed for new purposes. A 
more modular approach to the building system 
would be a great assist in promoting this kind of 
urban culture.

Located in the old town, Fengyuan is a 
highly permeable urban fabric with excellent 
accessibility to public transportation. Its narrow 
street network is dominated by pedestrians 
and shared with cyclists, which also serves as 
public space. The public space in Fengyuan 
is intensively used and well managed by local 
people. It is the number of people using and 
filling the open spaces that provides the greatest 
security to the local population. The densities 
practiced here are typical of new areas, such 
that one should be able to expect self-policing 
without elaborate environmental controls or 
heavy policing. The elements that make this case 
successful should be extracted and replicated. 
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Figure 2.2-1 Context Map of Shisanhang (23.114°N, 113.246°E)
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Background
Shisanhang (Thi teen Tradehouses, 十 三 行 ) 
is famous today as a transshipment point and 
place of negotiation for purchase, particularly 
for textiles and clothing. Th s activity has existed 
at almost the same site for six centuries. With 
the development of sea routes in the early Tang 
dynasty, Guangzhou began to prosper as a 
maritime port of importance on the Silk Road. 
The banks of the Zhujiang (Pearl) River served 
as a port for the transshipment and point of 
distribution of local production for several 
centuries. The port was a convenient stop on the 
route from South-East Asia to China’s northern 
ports but was also the first stop of importance 
in China for ships coming from the Middle East 
and farther west. Ship-building also came to be 
very important in Guangzhou as China became 
pre-eminent worldwide in sea-based shipping. 
Since Xiguan captured so much of the artisanal 
production of the period, here was a natural 
outlet. 

The links with the Xiguan area in general 
were then both economic and spatial. The 
proximity allowed the whole operation to go 
on largely with non-motorized transport. It 
continues to operate largely according to the 
same principles of movement and exchange and 
largely for the same purposes. While port activity 
has moved, the location remains important 
for transshipment, now largely by land. It is a 
powerful demonstration of the durability of a 
system, one that owes much to the urban fabric 
that surrounds the activity itself, which takes 
place almost entirely in the public realm.

Accomplishments
In Shisanhang, as in the rest of Xiguan, buses 
provide citywide access, with routes fanning out 
to many areas of the city (Figure 2.2-2). Local 
vitality is dependent on accessibility, which is 
best achieved through public transportation. 
In this area, as in certain others, it is clear that 
the local area is easily reached from many areas 
across a large part of the city.

Shisanhang still acts as an import-export 
node. It largely occurs in a compact area to the 
west of Renmin Road up to Kangwang Lu (both 
north-south). Textile goods are assembled, 

packed and expedited here. In a series of blocks 
that were not developed for their specific a tivity, 
these complex and potentially messy activities 
might not appear very promising territory for 
good management. But because they are such 
an integral part of a central economic activity 
in Guangzhou, anchored in a particular urban 
fabric, the most prudent course is to manage 
the activity in place. Such places are important, 
everyday environments that might otherwise be 
overlooked in a survey of best practices. Many 
people would not expect to find examples of 
excellence in such a setting, often described as 
‘chaotic’, and clearly not following a formal plan. 
If the result is somehow excellent, then what 
conditions could have produced it? What did 
people do? 

 There is a single main artery of movement 
at Shisanhang with its original node cut by 
the Renmin Road's elevated and ground-level 
urban arterials. While the node may be gone, 
the movement continues across this barrier. At 
the Shisanhang memorial are three-wheelers, 
waiting for orders. Porters and men pulling 
trolleys make up a stream in the middle of the 
street with pedestrian movement to the sides 
and fi ally packing and moving from expediting 
offices lin g the north side of Shisanhang street. 

Shisanhang is an integral part of a larger 
system, and demonstrates that dense commercial 
areas can function largely reliant on non-
motorized travel modes. At the local scale, most 
human activities will self-organize in ways that 
make sense, by mobilizing many resources, and 
adapting closely to local conditions.   

The challenge in urban design is providing 
just enough of a framework to allow daily life 
to take its place in the urban environment. 
Many designs fail to take into account the 
realities of daily life, focusing instead on the 
creation of aesthetic or symbolic urban space, 
largely without people. The amount of design 
needed depends largely on the type of activity. 
At Shisanhang activity is primarily movement, 
rather than stationary space use. A good design 
for such activity would take account of starting 
and end points of the trips, the amount of space 
needed for the movement of people and goods, 
as well as the need for space to organize the local 
activity.   
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Figure 2.2-2 Bus routes within 300m of the Shisanhang case study area

Figure 2.2-3 Layout of the Shisanhang with the location of the major 
land uses related to the movement of goods, along with the flows of 
goods and people.
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Future Directions
There has been a long debate about that 
whether a wholesale market located in the 
city center is appropriate. Liwan District 
government is progressing plans for “4 
Districts 1 Street”1, and Shisanhang is one of 
the “4 districts”. It is designated as a culture 
area which demonstrates the historical and 
cultural characteristics of this area2. While 
culture and tourist industries may increasingly 
occupy some space at this historic locale, 
the intensely commercial and pedestrian 
atmosphere should remain.

Endnotes

Goods movement, pavement & drainage, and 
huge pedestrian volumes in ShiSan Hang

1. “4 districts 1 street” includes Lizhiwan, Chen 
Clan Academy, Shamian, Shisanhang, and 
Shangxiajiu.
2. The Minute of Meeting of “4 District 1 Street” 
Project [荔湾区“四区一街”建设工作领导小组会议纪要 , 
(2009)10 号 ], no.10, 2009.

Figure 2.2-4 Pedestrian & bicycle (left) and 
motor vehicle (right) networks in Shangxiajiu

N
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Pedestrian Shopping Street Length:                        800 m
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Figure 2.3-1 Shangxiajiu is central to the historic core’s wholesaling and goods 
movements, and is also a popular shopping area (23.115°N, 113.24°E).
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Background
Shangxiajiu is a distinctive set of urban blocks 
set in the southern part of the Xiguan area of 
Liwan district, which has a highly distinctive 
commercial structure. Since 1995, the main 
east-west streets, Xiajiu Lu ( 下 九 路 ) and 
Shangjiu Lu ( 上九路 ), have been designated as 
car-free shopping streets. Here we can see the 
power of the urban fabric to shape the activity 
structure and help maintain it for generations 
and even centuries.

Accomplishment and 
Lessons
Shangxiajiu is most well-known for its 
pedestrian shopping street, but also features 
classic Cantonese shophouses (qilou), and a 
dense network of pedestrian alleyways lined 
with shops, residences, small workshops, and 
warehouses. 

The walking streets within the area are 
themselves an attraction because of their 
intimate scale and the attention to the 
pedestrian experience. There is a net preference 
for certain streets over others, apparently for 
environmental reasons. The more enclosed and 
shady streets, without motor traffic are clearly 
preferred routes over their alternatives on busier, 
more exposed routes. New urban spaces often 
pay insufficient attention to daily experience 
and people’s needs. Such adapted public space 
could be retrofitted on many of these unsuitable 
designs and new plans should pay much more 
attention to the daily experiences of people. 

There is more than one good way to frame 
a street. But this area demonstrates a range of 
profiles, tree cover and activity mix that is highly 
adapted to human use of those streets. 

The ground floors of these buildings are alive 
with activities that have taken a distinctive form 
over time and have been replicated in place for 
many generations of vendors and buyers. One 
can observe a specialization by street in the area, 
with hundreds of similar vendors gathered in a 
street or series of streets. Though not the result 
of a formal plan, the area is highly organized. 
Individual streets have acquired their own 
character, each associated with its particular 
activity. It is an example of self-organization 
within a physical context that facilitates it, and a 
template for diversity.

The set of streets surrounding our study 
area include Heping Lu on the north, recently 
converted to a pedestrian street. The area is a grid 
of three east-west streets and four north-south 
streets, with some minor street connections 
between them, mostly running north-south. 
As a result the area is highly connected with 
through streets. Grids of course have served for 
thousands of years as a classic way to organize 
urban activities, especially economic ones, since 
they can distribute a large number of addresses 
and equalize accessibility among them. So it is 
little surprise that this part of Xiguan came to 
host these particular economic activities.

The commercial activities in Xiguan are very 
clearly delineated. The traditional medicine 
streets are highly organized, as are the pet streets 
and the dried fish street. It turns out that people 
entering the area to go to any one of these 
streets make their own distinctive pattern of 

非机动车与步行网络 Pedestrian and Bicycle Networks

Figure 2.3-2 Pedestrian & bicycle, and motor vehicle 
networks in Shangxiajiu
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Figure 2.3-4 Commercial Uses in ShangXiaJiu
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movements that is quite limited in the network. 
But other points of entry with other people 
entering and making similar choices help fill in 
the other streets. Overall, one has the impression 
of intense street-level vitality through the area. 
The specialization by street is linked with the 
fact that there are specific trajectories to take to 
visit particular destinations.

It is also clear that Shangxiajiu owes its 
diversity in part to the fact that it has many links 

Shangxiajiu's pedestrian shopping street (below) is 
well known, but it also contains shophouses and a 
dense network of pedestrian alleyways lined with 
shops, residences, small workshops and warehouses.

at its edges with the wider urban fabric and with 
the rest of Guangzhou. There are ten bus stops, 
two on-street bus terminals, two ferry terminals 
and one metro station (with one more under 
construction) at or near the edge of the area.

These are some of the most pleasant walks 
in the city, and yet are also are lined with 
important commercial functions and living 
habitat. The grid again proves useful as a way of 
organizing diverse activities and movement.  
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Figure 2.4-1 
Context map of Xiaozhou
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Background
Xiaozhou Village is located at the south-east 
fringe of Guangzhou at the city’s so-called 
South Lung Fruit Orchards ( 万 亩 果 园 ). The 
land around the village features a dense network 
of waterways connecting to the Pearl River. 
Xiaozhou Village was established 700 years ago. 
Within the 400 ha village, there is a 270 ha fruit 
orchard (which includes Yingzhou Ecological 
Park,  瀛洲生态公园) and a 30 ha water network

1
.

Why Best Practice
Xiaozhou has developed differently from many 
other villages at the fringes of an urban area. It 
features large-scale pedestrianization, a highly 
interconnected pedestrian street network 
(Figure 2.4-2), numerous environmental 
improvement projects, and the physical 
upgrading of the building stock while 
retaining the pedestrian-oriented urban fabric. 
Improvement projects include paving, drainage, 
lighting, plazas, trees and other plants, and 
other public space elements, all of which make 
Xiaozhou Village an appealing and pleasant 
place, and an example of how villages as an 
urban 'type' need not be associated with low 
quality building stock and an overbuilt physical 
environment. Xiaozhou Village shows how an 
urban village can be upgraded while retaining 
its car-free characteristics. While many of 
Guangzhou’s more than 100 urban villages will 
be demolished in coming years, others are being 
upgraded in a similar manner to Xiaozhou 
Village. Several of its characteristics, such as 
its high quality public spaces, pedestrianized 
interior, and fine grid network of alleyways, 
provide guidance for new developments which 
aim to create safe, pleasant and walkable 
communities with ground level shops and 
services and a rich social life.

The landscape at the edge of urban 
Guangzhou is dotted with villages, orchards, 
urban infrastructure and water bodies. The 
municipality of Guangzhou incorporated 
Xiaozhou in its strategy for retaining a green 
environment to the south of the Pearl River. The 
village promoted creative industry for its own 
economic development. The result is a well-
preserved ancient village with a lively arts and 
culture scene, all set in a green landscape.

How It Happened
The initiative to preserve the agricultural 
landscape south of Guangzhou came from the 
municipality. Its South Lung Protection Plan 
(2000) aimed to preserve the fruit orchards and 
consolidate the existing urban development 
in villages like Xiaozhou. The Yingzhou 
Ecological Preservation Park was the first step 
in implementing this green plan. The basic 

N

Figure 2.4-2 Mobility netowrks - contrast between dense 
and sparse by mode
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infrastructure for the park was built in 2000, 
while a second phase that involved ecological 
improvement of the waterways, landscaping and 
tourist facilities followed in 2003. The remaining 
orchard lands were divided among the villagers, 
making it difficult to assemble and redevelop 
this agricultural land.

The Yingzhou park plan has three main 
activities: Some of the ancient fruit trees, 
nearing the end of their productive life, are 
being replaced. The park also supports the 
development of new strains of fruit and the 
marketing of seeds and seedlings from this 
research. Finally, the restoration of the ecology 
of the rivers and streams support a more 
sustainable future for this fruit-growing area. 

Also in 2000, Xiaozhou was listed by 
Guangzhou municipality as one of the villages 
to be preserved and enhanced as a cultural 
monument. In 2004, the Guangzhou Planning 
Institute prepared a historic preservation 
plan. The plan was officially passed in 2009 as 
the Xiaozhou Village Historical and Cultural 
Protection Plan ( 小 洲 村 历 史 文 化 保 护 规 划 ). 
This plan emphasized enhancement of Ming 
Dynasty relics, façade decoration, street 
repaving and new landscaping. River and canal 

frontages were given particular emphasis, along 
with the restoration of the Jianshi ancestral hall 
( 简氏宗祠 ), Tianhou temple ( 天后宫 ) and Yuxu 
temple ( 玉 虚 宫 ).  As with other case studies, 
preparing for the 2010 Asian Games was a high 
priority. At the same time, a plan was prepared 
to separate rain-water run-off from sewage, and 
to impose height limits on new construction.

These projects were initiated and carried out 
by the Guangzhou Construction Bureau, with 
the Land Administration Bureau providing 
support. The village was not involved in this 
plan, and some of the villagers have a different 
vision of how they should develop. For instance, 
the city's façade decoration program applied 
a generic Guangzhou design, covering up or 
erasing some of the characteristic features of 
Xiaozhou architecture. 

The village has been interested in raising the 
living standard for the villagers and improving 
the living environment. To this end, they have 
focused on economic development. The village 
has been promoted as an artist colony since 
the 1990s. In 2011, about 2500 of the 10,000 
residents of the village were artists, while 6,500 
are villagers. Their plan involved the conversion 
of some abandoned factories at the village edge 
to lofts and creative industry. Galleries, studios, 
sales spaces and cafes have made the village a 
center for both craft and fine arts production. 
Art schools have opened, and galleries are  
attracting art and crafts from elsewhere in 
the Pearl River Delta. These new uses have 
generated significant new revenue for the 
village, raising per capita incomes by a factor 
of 10 in just 10 years, according to the village 
committee director. 

These new creative industries have displaced 
some of the villagers. In response, the village has 
been developing a plan for rehousing villagers 
within their ancestral space. The new economic 
activity has spurred on new development within 
the village, but with a limit of 3 to 4 fl ors being 
applied to all new buildings. In this way, the 
street environment is being preserved.

Accomplishments
Xiaozhou has been successful in rebranding 
itself as an artist colony set in a picturesque and 
green landscape. The village has embraced the 

Figure 2.4-4 Preserved Area of Xiaozhou Village Historical and 
Cultural Protection Plan
Source: People’s Government of Guangzhou [ 广 州 市 人 民 政
府 ] (2009) Notification of Xiaozhou Village Historic Culture 
Preservation Area Planning [ 广州市海珠区小洲村历史文化保护区规划通
告附图 ]
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ecological mission for the agricultural lands set 
by the municipality. The villagers participate in 
those programs as farmers and guides.
     The village itself remains as a living habitat 
for the villagers, so that characteristic local life 
can be seen everywhere. So far, the studios and 
galleries have been sensitively located within 
existing historic buildings and according to a 
distribution plan that does not result in over-
concentration in any one street. The overall 
impression remains that of an historic Ming 
village of pleasant, uncrowded local streets 
and picturesque views of the natural landscape 
surrounding Xiaozhou on all sides.
     New construction respects the scale and 
placement of the historic buildings, if not 
the architectural style. Importantly, new 
construction has also stayed within existing 
building footprints, maintaining the highly 
interconnected grid of pedestrian streets.
     Xiaozhou’s own involvement in its future has 
been an interesting and successful experiment. 
Some local plans for improvement of the living 
environment and economic enhancement  
have combined well with the plans for cultural 
and touristic development on the part of 
Guangzhou municipality. The tension between 
these different agencies within the local space 
is a potentially creative one. The natural and 
historical assets of Xiaozhou have been the 
main raw materials for the regeneration effort, 
rather than some alien and inappropriate model 

of contemporary development. The villagers 
themselves have taken a central role in this 
redevelopment effort and have marked the new 
Xiaozhou with unique and culturally signifi ant 
interventions.

Lessons
Xiaozhou Village provides an example of 
upgrading and rebranding an urban village 
while retaining the pedestrian-oriented urban 
fabric and high quality public space elements. 
Xiaozhou is continuing to evolve. As its role as 
a cultural pole develops, it will continue to face 
the challenges of maintaining traditional village 
life and the historical meaning of the village 
itself, while accommodating growth and change. 
The involvement of the local community is 
key to this future and to a sustained role in the 
larger Guangzhou area.  

Endnotes

1. Lu, Q. and Zhuo, L. (2011) “Spatial Structure and 
Urban Form Of Xiaozhou Village in Guangzhou” [广
州市小洲村的整体格局与空间形态 ], South Architecture 
[ 南方建筑 ], no.1, pp. 36-39.
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Xiaozhou Village provides an example of upgrading an urban village while retaining the
pedestrian-oriented urban fabric and high quality public space elements. Other urban
villages in Guangzhou are similarly undertaking public space improvement projects.
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Figure 2.5-1 Shipai-Gangding map of major land uses, including 
Shipai Village, Guangzhou BRT, and metro. The area shows distinct 
stages of development - the original village, and developments along  
Tianhe road - while forming an integrated whole.
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Gangding BRT station is adjacent to large electronics malls, with 
Shipai Village immediately behind the malls.

Background 
Shipai and Gangding are closely connected 
in space and in function. Shipai is an ancient 
village on a small hill surrounded by former 
agricultural lowlands, now engulfed in the 
expanding city. Gangding is a kind of gate to the 
east, on an ancient route through the Pearl River 
Delta lowlands, that is becoming an important 
business center because of superior accessibility, 
and increasing centrality as the city expands 
east and south. Shipai is a huge community 
of workers for whom all of Guangzhou is 
accessible, thanks to the transport facilities of 
Gangding. The dynamics between and within 
these two areas are what make this an example 
for development. Cities everywhere would 
like to support such internally dynamic and 
commercially vibrant areas.

Why Best Practice
Shipai offers an example of how an entirely non-
motorized environment can operate with only 
modest provisions for walking and the transport 
of goods. Though it should not be copied exactly 
for new developments, it provides a measure 
of how far we can push non-motorization 
and the minimization of land area devoted to 
movement for a given population. Urban land 
is an increasingly limited resource. If Shipai is 
one extreme of population concentration and 
limited road provision, on the other hand we 
have examples of 12-lane roads in some new 

development areas devoted purely to motor 
vehicles. The total flow of people at the two 
extremes is not all that different. Somewhere 
in between is a reasonable level of provision. 
Rather than simply decry the poor housing 
conditions of this urban village, we should learn 
what it says about 'spatial effici cy', one of the 
acheivements of good urban development.

Shipai is an amazing concentration of 
affordable accommodations and businesses 
in the heart of the city. It is a motor for the 
Guangzhou economy, providing abundant labor 
for urban services and businesses. Unlike other 
cities, particularly in the north of China, where 
the low-income population increasingly lives far 
from jobs, here the service population is right at 
one of the centers of the city.  Living conditions 
for inhabitants are difficult, but the economic 
benefits for Guangzhou are large.

Urban villages provide the primary housing 
option for the working poor of Guangzhou. 
Without them, the city would suffer a loss of 
service quality and eventually the inability to 
attract businesses requiring large numbers of 
low-wage service personnel, affecting quality 
of urban life as a whole. For quite similar 
reasons, all major metropolises in the world 
are grappling with the problem of affordable 
housing accommodation.

Shipai is also an enormous generator of 
‘urban vitality’, both economic and social. 
The villagers, through their development 
corporation, have built up the surrounding 
space, known as Gangding, turning it into a 
major urban center for Guangzhou. Th s urban 
center also contains the largest electronics 
market in Guangdong province, accounting for 
more than 200b RMB in sales, or 70% of the 
provincial total for that market segment. 

Without the village and its managing 
corporation, the Sanjun Group, it is unlikely this 
development would have happened. Ironically, 
the loss of village livelihood and risk of poverty 
fueled this explosion of economic development. 
The villagers, and the village itself, play an 
important role in the daily dynamics of this 
urban place.

Shipai also reflects the geographical and 
topographical history of its site. The place is 
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Figure 2.5-2 Landscaping and street network in Shipai Village 0 1005025
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Shipai Village, looking southward

meaningful, not only to the three clans that 
founded the village, but also as a community 
absorbed into the urban fabric of Guangzhou. 
Th s village, together with others in the vicinity, 
are in particular locations, linked by old roads 
that took the path of least resistance. The 
fabric of the whole district today refl cts of the 
presence of Shipai village.

How it Happened
All of present-day Guangzhou outside the 
historic core is dotted with villages because the 
land is low, rich, and productive. The villages 
tended to high ground to avoid the seasonal 
floods and to make best use of the productive 
bottomlands. Shipai, one of the largest of these 
original villages, gathered on a small hill above 
the plain. The market that was established along 
with the village at the end of the Ming Dynasty 
is still visible in today’s Shipai (Figure 2.5-1). 
The confiscation of agricultural lands around 
these villages after the founding of the People’s 
Republic put the economic future of this and 

other villages into doubt. Several universities 
were established on these former agricultural 
lands, including South China Normal 
University, along with the Changan hospital.  
The village responded by investing in property 
development on its remaining agricultural lands 
along Tianhe road to the north and Huangpu 
road to the south. These projects were successful 
in part because due to their location just 2km 
east of Guangzhou’s new city center. 

The village decided to incorporate in 1997 
as the Sanjun Group, in recognition of the 
three founding clans. Th s corporation invested 
heavily in the Gangding corridor on Tianhe 
road. The Shipai Hotel was followed by the 
Tianhe Computer Plaza, the Renfeng Building, 
and the Yigao Digital Plaza. Construction 
continued at a rapid rate through the 2000’s. 
The Bainaohui digital market opened in 2006. 
The President Hotel was refurbished in 2007 
as a four-star hotel, joining the existing Dahua 
and Royal Mediterranean Hotels, both four-star, 
which opened in 2005. Other major projects are 
still under construction. As a result, this area 
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has become one of the most vibrant economic 
generators for the whole of Guangzhou. 

The income generated from these and 
related early investments enabled the village 
to make further investments within the village 
itself.  While this village corporation had an 
interest in protecting its biggest asset, which 
continued to produce substantial revenue, the 
investments largely benefitted new residents of 
the village, primarily workers who had migrated 
to Guangzhou from outlying areas, or other 
provinces. In the fi st five years of operation, the 
Sanjun Group invested 25% of its accumulated 
revenue on improvement projects in the village, 
or about 17 m RMB.

T h e  f i r s t  m aj or  pro j e c t  i nv o l v e d 
undergrounding the sewer, supplemented 
in recent years with two discharge facilities 
for flooding. The drinking water system was 
renewed in 2007-08 with connections to the 
city’s supply. The street system of the village has 
been entirely repaved as part of a ten-year effort. 
At first, the surfaces were consolidated with 
concrete and fi ally repaved, such that they can 
be cleaned and remain relatively water-free. 
Street lighting has been continually upgraded. 
Most of the requests have come from villagers 
and residents requesting particular installations.     

Urban villages are reputed to be relatively 
unsafe places. However, Shipai is known as quite 
a safe and secure environment, in part due to 
the installation of security cameras and control 
stations throughout the village. A system of 
communication ensures quick reporting of 
incidents. Guangzhou municipal government 
promoted the redecoration of the four 
memorial gates of the village, but the design 
was carried out by villagers with expertise in 
such matters and executed by teams organized 
by the villagers. The project was financed by 
the municipal government at a cost of about 
400,000 RMB.

The village also invested in high-end 
residential and offic developments in Zhujiang 
Xincheng (Pearl River New City) to the south 
and west. Shares in the Sanjun company held 
by the villagers could be exchanged for space 
in these residential developments, such that 
most of the villagers relocated by 2008. Only 
some elderly remain as inhabitants within the 
village, frequenting the family temples and 

As well as the advantages of close proximity to 
the huge commercial area of Gangding, Shipai 
Village’s labyrinthine pedestrianized interior 
offers a range of shops and services within easy 
walking distance.

the community center for the elderly. Other 
facilities include a highly rated primary school 
in the southern part of the village.

By 2010, the rebuilding of the village for 
migrant workers had long since come to 
an end. The footprint of the original village 
strongly resembles the footprint today, but with 
buildings of several fl ors instead of one. Supply 
met demand until the conditions at street 
level became so degraded, further additions in 
height no longer made economic sense. Former 
apartments at or near the ground level could 
only be used for warehousing, when they were 
not attractive for commercial use. So Shipai 
also became a back-offic for the IT industry in 
Gangding. A daily caravan of carts laden with 
merchandise out of the village attests to the 
linkage between Guangzhou’s electronic Mecca 
and the urban village that made it happen.

All of these projects were undertaken by 
the village itself, either collectively or as a 
corporation. It appears that the improvement 
projects resulted from robust communication 
between the whole village and the leadership. 
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Gangding BRT station and Shipai Village (right), looking eastward

to serve the area from the west, but subsequently 
turning north toward Tianhe Coach Terminal, 
left areas further east with poor access. It is at 
this point that the recent Bus Rapid Transit 
(BRT) line along Tianhe road intersects with 
metro Line 3, providing much needed high-
capacity transit service to the eastward march of 
Guangzhou's urban development. 

It is at Gangding that the huge workforce 
residing in Shipai village accesses public transit 
to commute to work. Accessibility to the 
BRT station and metro from this residential 
community is very good. In a relatively modest 
space at Gangding, surface transport was re-
organized to accommodate the huge number of 
boardings of the BRT–about 55,000 per day at 
this station alone, excluding transfers.

 An advantage of surface transit systems is 
that they connect more easily with surrounding 
areas, improving transitions from the transport 
node itself to the surrounding land uses, and 
yeilding many benefits for urban development. 
This is strongly evidenced in the Gangding-
Shipai case where the ground level dominates.

The BRT at Gangding provides a vital link 
to the city for tens of thousands of inhabitants 

A visit quickly reveals that this form of idea 
generation and organization of the ensuing 
effort is closely adapted to real needs. This 
cooperative management style seems to 
characterize the Sanjun corporation to a lesser 
degree, as their interests have gone far beyond 
those of the original village or even its original 
shareholders. As a consequence, the village’s 
legacy after several hundred years of occupancy 
on the land is in doubt. But regardless of how 
the village might be renewed or destroyed 
and rebuilt, it will forever be a place marker in 
Guangzhou’s urban geography.

 Gangding: Development Oriented 
Transit

The success of Shipai Village's investment 
in developments along Tianhe road in time 
contributed to significant traffic problems 
at Gangding, the functional zone around 
the transport node of the same name.  
Concentrating movement along a single large 
corridor due to topography and development 
patterns, Gangding became a well-recognized 
bottleneck for vehicular traffic in Guangzhou. 
The Gangding metro station (Line 3) was built 
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Figure 2.5-4 BRT routes at Gangding station, with evening peak passenger boardings. Gangding has the largest passenger 
boardings of any non-terminal BRT station in the world, with more than 9,000 boardings per hour during a typical 
evening peak period.

Figure 2.5-3 BRT passenger trip origins, with destinations at Gangding BRT station (indicated by the star), morning 
peak, for BRT routes. Most demand originates from along the BRT corridor, including from Junjing Huayuan (the largest 
circle), but passengers come from all over the city to reach Gangding.

living in the immediate vicinity who for the 
most part do not work there. The transport 
node and the presence of this large resident 
population together are encouraging the 
appearance of a new public space node that 
is attracting commercial activity to serve 
that population. Commercial development 
is likely to continue at a rapid rate, making it 
increasingly an important destination in all 

of Guangzhou. That growth shows that such 
vitality requires support. Just as the transport 
infrastructure enabled synergies between the 
transport node, the community, and an urban 
place, so the emerging center is making possible 
new forms of commerce at this location. The 
space could be adapted and developed to 
accommodate these new functions and further 
enhance the transport node.
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Gangding’s BRT station, and two other 
Guangzhou BRT stations, are the first in the 
world to feature direct connecting tunnels 
between a BRT and metro station.  Gangding 
station averages nearly 9,000 boardings per hour 
during the weekday evening peak - excluding 
transfers, which are free in the same direction - 
a record for any BRT station worldwide, . 

It is the longest continuous-platform BRT 
station in the world (220m, not including bridge 
access walkways and ramps). It averages around 
25,000 passing BRT passengers on BRT buses 
per hour in a single direction in peak periods, 
and 300 buses per hour per direction (1 every 
12 seconds), more than triple any other BRT 
station in Asia (though less than some other 
stations in the Guangzhou BRT system).    

After the BRT implementation in February 
2010, throughput was dramatically improved 
following the removal of conflicts at bus stops 
between buses and other vehicles.  Bus speeds, 
mixed traffic speeds and the number of bus 
passengers have all increased by roughly 
20%. Mixed traffic volumes, meanwhile, have 
doubled. Bike parking facilities and modest 
improvements in bike facilities at Gangding 
have resulted in a 30% increase in bicycle 
volumes since the BRT implementation.

Over the course of 2010, however, the 
freed-up road space was quickly occupied 
by additional traffic, with volumes roughly 
doubling. In early 2011 car speeds at Gangding 
remained 20% higher than before the BRT 

Figure 2.5-5 Gangding BRT station (yellow) and metro (blue/gray) station integration with connecting walkway & 
escalators (turquoise shading), completed.

implementation, but with congestion continuing 
to worsen. The problems are testimony to 
the volume of activity, including through-
movement, here, and transactions continue 
nevertheless, in spite of the congestion.  Private 
vehicle access is not the driver of its success.

The Gangding transport node provides a 
template for other stations, by estimating the 
needs of new facilities based on the operations 
of this one because of its intensive use level. It is 
also a demonstration that high residential and 
commercial densities around such transport 
nodes have a powerful effect on the transport 
system, enabling much more movement to 
occur in much less space than most other 
conventional transport systems. The tendency 
in China to build transport nodes in isolation 
from the communities around them reduces 
boardings and limits the ability of the area 

Typical scene at Gangding bus stop, before the 
BRT implementation
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After implementation of the BRT, separated traffic moves more 
quickly and smoothly.

to support further development. Gangding 
demonstrates the opposite. While far from 
perfect in its overall arrangement, the result of 
successive infrastructure and building efforts, 
it demonstrates the direction Chinese cities 
should be pursuing with regard to urban 
transport.

Other cities in China and around the world 
are looking to organize places for exchange 
of information, transaction of business and 
movement of the related goods. Shipai-
Gangding is one model.  Its basic characteristic 
as a non-motorized subset of the urban 
economy is one that is worthy of attention.

Achievements
 Non-motorized  mobility

The result of the development of this area is 
an extremely efficient, pedestrian-dominated 
mobility system, well connected to recently 
improved bicycles routes and high-capacity 
public transit.  Figure 2.5-6 compares the 
pedestrian & bicycle and motor vehicle 
networks in Gangding-Shipai. The volume 
of movement on Shipai’s streets has few 
equals in Guangzhou because of the density 
and variety of the traffic. At peak times, we 

Gangding BRT station includes a connecting bridge to an adjacent 
shopping mall & hotel.
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recorded up to 4,500 pedestrians per hour 
on some of the busiest street segments in the 
village. Some of the entrance streets have up to 
7,000 pedestrians per hour, among the highest 
such flows in China. This flow of individual 
people is equivalent, in terms of the total 
number of units, to about 5 lanes of car traffic 
in Guangzhou at peak time. Given the actual 
width of the pathway in Shipai, the spatial 
effici cy of this pedestrian way is about 9 times 
that of the street, in spite of the higher speed of 
motor traffi on the road. That is to say, the rate 
of throughput of people, carts, bicycles and all 
manner of vehicles on the busiest of the Shipai 
streets is 9 times that of a typical Guangzhou 
main artery. The assumed efficiency of private 
motor traffic is highly questionable, even if an 
accepted part of modern life. On the “major” 
streets of Shipai, the flow rate of pedestrians 
typically hovers around 1,000 per hour and 
accommodates a corresponding fl w of bicycles, 
carts and other vehicles (Figure 2.5-7). That 
fl w is not always easy or comfortable, as some 
tricycles can just barely negotiate the space. 

The streets are narrow and contain many sharp 
turns, reducing their effective capacity. But there 
is never complete stoppage of traffi or gridlock. 
Globally, some pedestrian streets, especially 
during festivals, risk overcrowding and panic. 
This has never happened in Shipai, one of the 
most densely populated urban places on earth 
and with the most minimal of street provision. 
Shipai streets form a web, which provides 
overflow channels at times of peak flow. 
Residents learn the alternate pathways to the 
same destination, but typically won’t use them 
unless the main street becomes very crowded.      

The all-day flow through a single point in 
Shipai differs from other case studies in that 
is sustained throughout the day, although the 
low point is again in the early afternoon in the 
hot summer months (Figure 2.5-8). Because 
Shipai is generating commercial exchange and 
the movement of goods, it is also supporting 
a sustained f low. Sustained pedestrian 
flows indicate that an area is likely to be 
multifunctional. The high fl w hours, especially 
in the evening, are about double the low flow 

非机动车与步行网络 Pedestrian and Bicycle Network 机动车网络 Vehicle Network

Figure 2.5-6 Circulation Networks in Shipai-Gangding
N
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Figure 2.5-7 Pedestrian flows follow the most accessible and connected streets in Shipai village, 
which are also those with the best environmental conditions. Non-motorized vehicles are 
numerous in the village and occupy the same street space as pedestrians.

 天河路

 天河
路

黄埔大道西 

石
牌
东
路 

石
牌
东
路 

石
牌
西
路 

石
牌
西
路 

Tianhe Lu

Tianhe Lu

Shipai DongLu

Shipai XiLu

Shipai DongLu

Shipai XiLu

Huangpu Dadao Xi

1000 人/小时  pedestrians/hours
2000 人/小时  pedestrians/hours
3000 人/小时  pedestrians/hours
4000 人/小时  pedestrians/hours

5000 人/小时  pedestrians/hours

0 10050250 1005025
 Meters

N



Best Practices

71

0

50

100

150

200

250

6:
00

6:
15

6:
30

6:
45

7:
00

7:
15

7:
30

7:
45

8:
00

8:
15

8:
30

8:
45

9:
00

9:
15

9:
30

9:
45

10
:0

0

10
:1

5

10
:3

0

10
:4

5

11
:0

0

11
:1

5

11
:3

0

11
:4

5

12
:0

0

12
:1

5

12
:3

0

12
:4

5

13
:0

0

13
:1

5

13
:3

0

13
:4

5

14
:0

0

14
:1

5

14
:3

0

14
:4

5

15
:0

0

15
:1

5

15
:3

0

15
:4

5

16
:0

0

16
:1

5

16
:3

0

16
:4

5

17
:0

0

17
:1

5

17
:3

0

17
:4

5

18
:0

0

18
:1

5

18
:3

0

18
:4

5

19
:0

0

19
:1

5

19
:3

0

19
:4

5

20
:0

0

20
:1

5

20
:3

0

20
:4

5

21
:0

0

21
:1

5

21
:3

0

21
:4

5

22
:0

0

22
:1

5

22
:3

0

22
:4

5

Time Ped 5-min Time Car 5-min Time Bike 5-min Time Three-Wheeler, Pushcart 5-min

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

6:
00

6:
15

6:
30

6:
45

7:
00

7:
15

7:
30

7:
45

8:
00

8:
15

8:
30

8:
45

9:
00

9:
15

9:
30

9:
45

10
:0

0

10
:1

5

10
:3

0

10
:4

5

11
:0

0

11
:1

5

11
:3

0

11
:4

5

12
:0

0

12
:1

5

12
:3

0

12
:4

5

13
:0

0

13
:1

5

13
:3

0

13
:4

5

14
:0

0

14
:1

5

14
:3

0

14
:4

5

15
:0

0

15
:1

5

15
:3

0

15
:4

5

16
:0

0

16
:1

5

16
:3

0

16
:4

5

17
:0

0

17
:1

5

17
:3

0

17
:4

5

18
:0

0

18
:1

5

18
:3

0

18
:4

5

19
:0

0

19
:1

5

19
:3

0

19
:4

5

20
:0

0

20
:1

5

20
:3

0

20
:4

5

21
:0

0

21
:1

5

21
:3

0

21
:4

5

22
:0

0

22
:1

5

22
:3

0

22
:4

5

Time Ped 15-min Time Car 15-min Time Bike 15-min Time Three-Wheeler, Pushcart 15-min

Time Ped 30-min Time Car 30-min Time Bike 30-min Time Three-Wheeler, Pushcart 30-min

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

6:
00

6:
30

7:
00

7:
30

8:
00

8:
30

9:
00

9:
30

10
:0

0

10
:3

0

11
:0

0

11
:3

0

12
:0

0

12
:3

0

13
:0

0

13
:3

0

14
:0

0

14
:3

0

15
:0

0

15
:3

0

16
:0

0

16
:3

0

17
:0

0

17
:3

0

18
:0

0

18
:3

0

19
:0

0

19
:3

0

20
:0

0

20
:3

0

21
:0

0

21
:3

0

22
:0

0

22
:3

0

人
数

/P
er
so
n

人
数

/P
er
so
n

人
数

/P
er
so
n

Figure 2.5-8 All-day flow by all modes at one central 
point in Shipai shows relatively strong flows all day 
with peak flows equaling the busiest pedestrian 
environments in the entire region. Pedestrian flow is 
one measure of vibrancy
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The busiest streets in the village tend to 
house more grocery stores, restaurants and 
drinking establishments than other urban 
services (Figure 2.5-10). On such busy streets, 
particularly those arranged generally north-
south, such food-related shops account for 
60% to 70% of all commercial activity. The 
busiest ones have a very high proportion of 
restaurants and prepared food shops, catering to 
commuting residents and capturing visiting foot 
traffic In connecting streets and on streets deep 
within the neighbourhoods, the food-related 
shops may only be 30% to 40% of the total. But 
all areas of Shipai are equipped with food shops, 
attesting to the behavior of local people who 
travel a short distance to acquire at least some 
of their daily food requirements. There are also 
some specific groups of commercial activities 
that have aggregated to become a destination 
for particular activities or services. At a micro-
scale, this is exactly what has happened with 
Gangding at the urban scale. The principles of 
organization are the same.

hours in the early afternoon, a testimony to the 
fact that a large proportion of the population 
is away at work during the day. Evening hours 
are the busiest of the day, reflecting how this 
population spends their leisure time. Before 
returning to tiny accommodations, they walk 
in the streets, shop, and exit the village to 
Gangding, alive with people promenading on 
the large open spaces in front of the electronics 
shops and on the BRT bridges. Though the 
plazas in front of the shopping centers are places 
for social activity throughout the day, they see 
their true purpose in the evening. 

The most traveled streets are those 
connecting the south edge of the village to the 
north edge, but the most commercially lively 
parts of this system are heavily influenced by 
the availability of natural light.  Businesses and 
shoppers seem to shun the darkest of the streets, 
or even the segments of busy streets without 
much natural light. Those most commercially 
viable spaces generate the highest revenues in 
the village. In this way, a kind of self-regulating 
ecology of the street governs today’s village open 
space. 

2010年8月份 工作日     5:00pm-6:30pm
Aug, 2010    weekday 5:00pm-6:30pm

  跟踪路线 Tracking Routes
ABCD E F

N

Figure 2.5-9 Tracking at Gangding-Shipai shows the strong relationship between Shipai and the transit 
node. The two crossings are BRT station bridges, and the largest single movements are from the BRT 
station and electronics mall into Shipai Village (A-C). Nearby gated communities have a much weaker 
connection to Gangding. The tracking survey stopped at the entrance to the village (C).
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Figure 2.5-10 Commercial space and land use distribution in Shipai. Commercial space follows 
the pedestrian movement. It has organized according to the flow level of pedestrians and the 
location within the community. It has a close fit with the needs of the local population. 
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A Shipai Village playground, including robust stone table tennis 
and a range of age groups

 Wide Range of Services Nearby

Planning for a full set of urban services in the 
local area is an important goal in all new urban 
habitats. Both residents and city managers 
prefer a wide range of urban services within a 
compact geographical area. This provision is 
attractive to residents and reduces unnecessary 
urban travel. Multiple, competing outlets and a 
high density of provision also helps ensure high 
quality. It is well recognized by locals that the 
freshest produce at the best price can always be 
found in the urban village.

The relationship between Shipai and 
Gangding is a structural one, initiated by 
the village and supported by the Guangzhou 
government through its  provis ion of 
infrastructure. The economic success of 
this nexus of activity was planned. It is well 
recognized that the fast-evolving electronics 
market requires a place for information 
exchange, goods display, negotiation, purchase 
and shipping. Research and development as 
well as manufacturing occur elsewhere but are 
completely dependent on markets. 

Gangding provides the place where buyers 
and sellers come together. The volume of 
activity and the amount of money transacted 
requires a major facility with space for many 
competitive players. They need to be in a 
relatively small space where they can move 
easily between venues to compare and transact. 
That movement occurs on foot, from hotel to 
restaurant to shop and to offic (Figure 2.5-11). 
The electronic goods must also be constantly 

renewed as products evolve. The goods must 
move quickly as transactions are completed. 
On a daily basis one observes an enormous 
quantity of goods moving from warehousing, 
often in Shipai village, to small vans, or directly 
on foot to the metro and the BRT. The public 
transportation system of Guangzhou is a vital 
link in the economic chain.

 Incremental Redevelopment

Shipai’s current form came about incrementally, 
with many individuals fi ding out what works 
and acting accordingly. But they could never 
do this without the village first existing as an 
assemblage of many parts. The small increment 
of village land uses makes it possible to have 
many different interventions in the physical 
space, in the commercial activity, and in the 
social space, all at the same time.

T h e re  are  t wo  appro a c h e s  t o  t h e 
development of urban space.  The top-down 
approach consists of detailed master plans 
with rigid specifications, due to a belief that 
coordinating functions and imagining ahead of 
time everything that will go on in a space can 
eliminate conflict, incongruity and waste. The 
approach merits, but also limitations, one of 
which being the limits of the human mind. We 
cannot imagine all human needs in the present, 
let alone those for the future. Master plans are 
useful, however, for building large projects 
quickly, as it is difficult to efficiently organize 
many different developers on a single site.

 Hair dressing salon at groun level
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Entrance gate to Shipai Village from Gangding. Field counts in November 2009 showed 
that nearly 3,000 pedestrians per hour stream out of this gate in the morning peak, an 
average of one person every 1.2 seconds. Evening peak volumes are much higher again.

Figure 2.5-11 
Shipai and Gangding area 
parking inventory. The 
underground parking spaces 
generally operate at far 
below full capacity.

From above, most of the 
pedestrian spaces are not 
discernable.
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The other approach is bottom-up and 
incremental. Places built up over time can work 
quite well, because small problems are solved 
before they grow. Not everything must be done 
at once, allowing learning from previous efforts 
and adjustment to plans. Bottom-up approaches 
create efficiencies due to better predictions 
of the resources required. Village space is not 
randomly allocated, but the result of a self-
regulating mechanism that can be a procedural 
model. One of the most interesting things about 
Shipai is that it has attained a kind of balance. 
It can no longer grow as it did because internal 
mechanisms make that impossible, not because 
rules imposed from above prevent it.

Lessons
Shipai and Gangding as a paried case show that 
dense pedestrian environments, when coupled 
with efficient urban transportation, can serve 
large amounts of residential and commercial 
activity without resort to private automobiles. 
They also demonstrate that urban areas can 
evolve incrementally to accommodate new uses, 
when the unit of decision making (typically the 
individual lot) is kept small, and some freedom 
of direction is allowed.  

Shipai Village seniors’ recreation area. All streets and dwellings are numbered & named.
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Group 2 Introduction: 
Linear Upgrades
Older urban districts, though having many good 
qualities, can nevertheless often benefit from 
targeted investments that address particular 
issues.  In the interest of preserving the good 
that already exists, such investments may take 
the form of insertions or upgrades with only 
modest alterations to the existing urban fabric.  
Narrow but elongated, they can thread their way 
through existing complexities, while having an 
impact far beyond the legal project boundary. 
In the following section we look at a number 
of projects which address, to varying degrees, 
a combination of environmental quality and 
urban mobility improvements.

The Mid-Levels Escalator in Hong Kong is 
a surgical insertion adding only a mechanized 
pedestrian transportation system, but catalyzing 
changes in the use of public space and private 
buildings throughout its length.  More extensive 
is the insertion of the BRT into the vehicular 
circulation system of Guanghzou, as mentioned 
previously in the Shipai-Gangding case 
study, and covered here in the context of  the 
Shipaiqiao area's recent developments.  While 
focused primarily on mobility, both projects 
have had positive spillover effects on their 
surrounding land uses.   

The two canal projects investigated here, 
Donghao Chong and Lizhiwan Chong, 
demonstrate a renewed interest in urban 
waterways as organizers and activators of 
public space.  From its origins a city of water 
to the towers of the present day, Guangzhou 
has moved, as most cities, from a reliance 
on combined systems, to articulated and 
specialized infrastructures.  Key among these is 
the continued separation of rainwater removal 
and sewerage conveyance systems.  As the city 
grew, the mountain streams and river canals 
serving as transportation, water supply, and 
waste removal became primarily waste removal 
channels, eventually being covered to serve also 
as transportation routes for wheeled vehicles.  
For both historic and environmental reasons, 
increasingly sewage is being intercepted and 
sent to treatment plants, allowing the old 
waterways to be uncovered, their edges restored 
to largely non-motorized travel modes.

The restoration of Donghao Chong is an 
important outcome of discussions that started 
on restoration of the hydrological environment 
of Guangzhou in the 1990s. Until 2000, there 
were few examples of ecological restoration in 
urban development in China, with the emphasis 
on urban development and infrastructure-
building. Today, there is increasing sensitivity 
to environmental issues and an insatiable 
demand for improvements. Now that much of 
the major infrastructure is in place, it is possible 
to imagine how better to accommodate such 
structures in the urban environment and how 
to enhance the environment at the same time.

While Donghao Chong combines what 
is primarily an environmental improvement 
project with improving public space and public 
mobility - without removing the transportation 
infrastructure above - Lizhiwan Chong goes 
further in combining improvement of the canal’s 
ecological health with removal of motorized 
vehicles and pedestrianizing the edges of a 
canal re-opened to the sky, surrounded by 
historic - or historicist – building renovations or 
restorations, and including many demolitions. 
Though some areas are not easily accessible to 
bicycles, it nevertheless is one model for urban 
district renovation.  

Right: Lizhiwan Chong at night.
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Background
As cities grow both larger and more dense, 
they will have to redesign major avenues to 
prioritize transit, walking and cycling if traffic 
gridlock is to be avoided. As the area around 
Shipaiqiao developed, Guangzhou’s Zhongshan 
Avenue faced gridlock.  A world-class, high-
capacity BRT system was implemented to 
address the limits to further development.  In 
response to infrastructure investments, the area 
has continued to see new investment in land 
development, strengthening its position within 
the city.

Why Best Practice
Some mistakenly believe BRT cannot support 
the same volume of passenger traffic as rail, 
with cities also being reluctant to occupy limited 
road space. Guangzhou’s BRT system shows 
that passenger volumes can equal, or exceed, 
those of metro lines in China. With relatively 
little road space it is possible to organize 
very large volumes of movement and handle 
interchanges with other modes. In addition, 
BRT has the advantages of flex ble routing and 
extensive coverage, better surface connections 
to surrounding land uses, and far lower cost.

How it Happened
In 2004, an initial study was done on the 
most congested corridors in Guangzhou, to 
determine which, if any, would benefit from a 
BRT system.   Surveys were done to analyze bus 
quantities, speed, and passenger volumes, other 
vehicle volumes and speed.  Based on a number 
of criteria, an alignment following much of 
Zhongshan Avenue in the eastern portion of the 
city was selected, due to the severe congestion, 
mixed-traffic, nd sub-optimal bus speeds.

Discussions with government officials and 
agencies followed, and further studies were 
done to refi e and develop the idea, before fi al 
approval of the project. The project moved from 
planning into design and engineering, with 
construction beginning in 2009, and the system 
opening in February 2010.

Accomplishments
After the opening of Guangzhou’s new Gold 
Standard BRT system, average bus speeds 
increased from about 15 kph to about 22kph, 
and mixed traffic speeds increased by about 
15%. The Guangzhou BRT system carries 
over 800,000 passengers per day, and 27,400 
passengers per hour in a single direction, more 

Shipaiqiao BRT station under construction, November 2010
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Congestion at Shipaiqiao in December 2008, just before the BRT station construction

Shipaiqiao BRT station in November 2010, with Tiyu Zhongxin BRT station in the background
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Shipaiqiao BRT station, 31 May 2011, just after the opening of the BRT-metro connection at Taikoo Hui mall

than most metro systems. It is the first BRT 
system in the world with full integration with a 
metro system. 

The Shipaiqiao station handles one bus 
every 13 seconds, and the nearby Gangding 
Station handles more than 100,000 boarding 
and alighting passengers a day (not including 
transfers within the station, which are free), 
the highest of any single station in the world. 
Multiple sub-stops and passing lanes at each 
station allow buses to pass one another, 
effectively tripling the station capacity compared 
to a station without overtaking lanes and sub-
stops and also making express buses possible.

The Guangzhou BRT is one of the fi st of a 
new wave of 'direct service' BRT systems that 
combine full BRT station features but also do 
not require passengers to change buses to reach 
destinations outside of the BRT corridor.

With Shipaiqiao served by both metro 
and BRT, it is a prime and central location in 
the city to build high density development. In 
addition, when the BRT system was built, new 
promenades were built, new bike lanes were re-
introduced into the corridor, and bike sharing 

was made available at most of the stations, 
another world fi st.

The new developments adjacent to 
Shipaiqiao are commercial, but surrounded by 
new high density residential developments. The 
area contains a dense network of small walking-
oriented streets, and offers seamless connections 
between the Metro, BRT, and surrounding 
properties.

Parking Provision at 
Taikoo Hui
The massive new Taikoo Hui development, 
which combines retail, hotel, and offices, has 
only 4% of the built floor area dedicated to 
parking, which is very low by international 
standards and well below China’s national off-
street parking guidelines.  To get a deeper 
understanding of how Shipaiqiao represents 
a best practice in parking management, we 
compared it to a nearby development with 
similar characteristics. Each site was surveyed 
on a weekend day and a Friday to learn the 
access modes. The Guangzhou International 
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Aerial view of Shipaiqiao 
in 2005, before Taikoo Hui, 
Onelink Walk, the BRT system 
and other developments
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Finance Center in the Pearl River New City 
had higher use on the weekday, likely because 
it has more office tenants, while Taikoo Hui, 
the other development site 2km to the north of 
IFC at Shipaiqiao, had approximately 30% more 
visitors on the weekend. The sites are described 
in Table 2.6-1. 

Surveyors were stationed at every entrance 
to each site and instructed to count people 
entering on foot or by automobile. Efforts to 
ascertain the access mode and origin were 
undermined by the security guards who 
forbade the surveyor team from engaging with 
the site visitors but we are able to infer valuable 
information from the entrance counts.  In two 
days over 18,000 people visited the International 
Finance Center (IFC). The vast majority walked 
or came by public transit but 16% of weekend 
visitors and 12% of weekday visitors came by 
car. The site generated over 1,500 auto trips. 
This site comprises an extensive retail area, 
offic space, a conference center and hotel and 
serviced apartments. Though it is zoned for 
0.5 parking spaces per 100m

2
 the developers 

supplied less at 0.38 spaces per 100m
2
 instead. 

The comparison site, Taikoo Hui, saw almost 
55,000 visitors. As with the IFC the majority of 
people came by transit or walked from nearby 
locations, only 9% came by car on the weekend 

and 7% came by car on the weekdays. The site 
generated 3,000 auto trips; in spite of attracting 
three times as many visitors Taikoo Hui 
generated only twice as many car trips. Both 
sites are located along the new metro but Taikoo 
Hui, which is also accessible by BRT, has half as 
many parking places. Parking at IFC is 2RMB/
hour (20%) less expensive.

The prevalence of parking, rather than 
affecting the number of trips to these sites, 
appears to have a larger impact on the way in 
which people choose to access the sites. The 
modal splits are shown in Table 2.6-2.  IFC, with 
more auto infrastructure, has disproportionately 
more auto trips.  Taikoo Hui with far more trips 
suffers no ill consequences of having provided 
fewer parking spaces. Auto access peaks at 
Taikoo Hui in the early evening and is relatively 
flat throughout the day at IFC. Diurnal access is 
shown in Figure 2.6-1 and Figure 2.6-2.  

An analysis of parking utilization shows 
that neither site externalizes excess parking 
demand to the nearby areas; there is an excess 
of available parking at both sites. At Taikoo 
Hui, the site with fewer parking spaces, average 
weekday and weekend occupancy was 20% 
and 36% respectively. Peak occupancy never 
exceeded 60%. At IFC average occupancy is 
27% on weekdays and 23% on weekends. Peak 

Table 2.6-1 Development site comparison 

Taikoo Hui (Shipaiqiao) Guangzhou International 
Finance Center

Site size (sq. meters) 50,000   31,000

Floor area (sq. meters) 358,0001 450,000

Uses Retail, office, hotel, serviced 
apartments

Retail, office, hotel, conference center, 
serviced apartments.

Parking spaces 7182 1,700

Parking/100sq.meter 0.20 0.38

Parking Price  8am-10pm: 10RMB/hour 8RMB/hr

Year opened 2011 2010

District Tianhe Tianhe

Transport context Shipaiqiao BRT and Metro Line 3 Zhujiang Xincheng metro station 
(lines 3 and 5)
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Table 2.6-2 Site Access

 15,728  2,420 13%

  Weekend  5,770  1,076 16%

  Weekday  9,958  1,344 12%

TaiKoo Hui  49,768  4,557 8%

  Weekend  28,483  2,861 9%

  Weekday  21,285  1,696 7%

International Financial Center

Figure 2.6-1 Weekend Access by Time of Day

Pedestrian or Metro  
Access Auto Access Auto modeshare

occupancy was 35%. Table 2.6-3 summarizes 
these fi dings.  Follow-up surveys conducted in 
late 2012 support the initial conclusions drawn 
here.

Lessons
At Shipaiqiao in particular, the Guanghzou 
BRT system and adjacent projects demonstrate 

the benefits of integrating high-capacity 
transit with bicycle facilities, pedestrian space 
improvements, and high-density, mixed-use 
development with limited parking.  

Weekend Access to Taikoo Hui and IFC
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1. Swire properties http://www.swireproperties.com/
en/our-portfolios/mainland-china/Pages/taikoo-hui-
guangzhou.aspx accessed 2/15/12.

2. http://www.taikoohui.com/en/services/parking 
accessed 11/13/2012

pictures and captions from :
http://www.chinabestpractices.net/shipaiqiao.htm

Figure 2.6-2 Weekday Access by Time of Day

Average occupancy  
19.5% 35.8% 27.2% 23.1%

Peak occupancy 38.4% 57.6% 34.6% 29.6%
Average parking duration 1:22 1:48 2:19 2:21

(10am to 10pm 

weekday weekend weekday weekend

Taikoo Hui IFC

Table 2.6-3 10am to 10pm Parking Occupancy Taikoo Hui and IFC

Weekday Access to Taikoo Hui and IFC
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2.7 Case Study

07
Mid-Levels 
Escalator

地铁站 Subway station 

地铁路线 Subway line 城市主干道 Urban trunk

海洋和湖泊 Sea&Lake绿地 Green space

研究案例 Case study

  九龙

Aberdeen Hongkong
  香港仔HongKong map 

香港地图

Mid-Levels 
Escalator

维多利亚港

Kowloon Peninsula

Port Victoria

mountain land

mountain land

Facts
Opening    1994

Total length    800 m

Vertical distance   135 m

Daily movements up and down 45,000
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Background
The Mid-levels Escalator in Hong Kong shares 
similarities with the Lizhiwan and DongHao 
canal restorations in terms of improving 
pedestrian access through an existing urban 
district and stimulating land-use changes.  It 
took the form of a new ‘insertion’, however, 
rather than a ‘reconstruction’.  It also can be 
compared to Guangzhou’s BRT in providing 
public infrastructure in support of urban 
mobility, though at a very different scale. 

Because the infrastructure rises up a steep 
hillside, the escalator is the primary means of 
access to the residences, restaurants, and cafes 
along its length, but also to the office core of 
Central. It may have been seen as the provision 
of basic urban infrastructure, but has become 
much more–a spine for the regeneration of a 
whole urban area.      

Why Best Practice
The success of  this  case is  worthy of 
documentation because it shows that a transport 
system for pedestrians which improves access 
and exchange can be a generator of urban 
development.

Steep slopes are often avoided for public 
uses, and especially commercial activity, 
because pedestrian access is difficult. Other 
cities have faced challenges similar to Hong 
Kong. The famous telefericos of the port city 
of Valparaiso, Chile (privately-developed) have 
long served similar functions, but without the 
escalator’s signifi ant advantages of access to the 
city at multiple landings, and no fee for use.  In 
Columbia, Medellin’s recently opened escalators 
follow Hong Kong’s lead in being a public 
subsidy, but there for a low-income population.

Utilization of steep terrain is part of Hong 
Kong’s history, driven by land economics.  In 
this location, the general rule to avoid slopes 
has long been challenged; with the escalator, it 
can be largely rejected, because the mechanical 
system moves users uphill with minimal physical 
effort, providing a novel means of access to this 
part of the defining topographical structure of 
the place. More than merely functional, it is a 
delight to the senses and a uniquely memorable 
structure which attracts people and the unusual 
venues that have come to invest this space. 

A number of areas within the Pearl River 
Delta, especially Hong Kong, are mountainous 

Figure 2.7-2 Midlevel escalator section

306m
139m

929m

Source: CentaMap, 20/08/2010
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and challenging from this perspective. Access 
by vehicle is difficult.  Most development 
has occurred on bottomlands, consuming 
productive farmland while avoiding the 
less profitable slopes. New development on 
steep, currently vegetated slopes should not 
be encouraged; rather, this technique should 
be applied to support increased density, 
and improved programmatic mix, through 
redevelopment of existing hillside communities 
near existing centers.  As the availability of 
level ground contracts - via development, 
and conservation - opportunities may arise 
for districts to apply similar infrastructure in 
support of pedestrian movement to both solve 
the technical problem of accessibility, while also 
becoming a central structural feature for the 
redevelopment of a whole district.

How it Happened
The Escalator was built by the Hong Kong 
Highways Department to solve a specific  
problem: the severe elevation differences 
between different parts of the city which inhibit 
circulation. In particular, a better connection 
was needed on Hong Kong Island to facilitate 
commuting between the low-elevation 
commercial core of Central and the hillside 
residential quarters of the Mid-levels area, to 
reduce roadway congestion on the narrow, 
steep, and winding streets.

The Escalator was originally conceived as 
a simple structure–a conventional mechanical 
escalator rising in successive stages depending 
on the slope conditions over some 800 meters 
horizontally and 135 meters vertically (Figure 
2.7-2). Squeezed into place, as the route up the 
slope was narrow and crooked, the alignment 
would not admit multiple tracks, so the system 
resorted to alternating the direction of flow - 
downward in the morning, and upward in the 
afternoon – thereby minimizing impacts on the 
already dense urban fabric. 

The Escalator connects with cross streets, 
attracting commercial activities and venues 
to areas that were, before the escalator, quiet 
and not very vital residential streets. The steep 
street that accompanies the escalator itself also 
became a spine of activity. Unique venues and 
culturally important activities accompanied this 

transportation infrastructure, in a surprising 
but welcome evolution of Hong Kong urbanity. 

The result has actually attracted more people 
to the area, though not cars, stimulating new 
urban development and the regeneration of 
older buildings, both by individual property 
owners and the Urban Renewal Authority. 
Opening in 1994, the 2.5 year project cost 
$240M HKD ($30M USD), and is currently 
managed by Guardian Property Management 
Limited.  Operations costs are estimated at 
$1M (assumed HKD/yr), with electricity costs 
accounting for half that amount.

Accomplishments
The escalator rises the vertical equivalent of 39 
office floors, through a district built up over 
time according to a variety of conditions and 
requirements, with irregular lot layouts and 
winding road infrastructure contributing to a 
disaggregated urban fabric.  The escalator helps 
connect and unify the district.

The flow of people in the streets and 
staircases below the escalator remains strong 
throughout the day. Even with commute traffi
removed, flows on the street amount to about 
500 persons per hour in both directions in 
central sections of the escalator, a respectable 
flow for a retailing or services street. Less 
than half this flow is on an exit path from 
the escalator. With the upward flow in the 
afternoon hovering around 2000/hour, there 
is a substantial flow from the escalator facility 
into the street environment. Many new facilities 
are close to the escalator itself. Several of the 
transversal streets are also dynamic carriers 
of activities and people. They benefit from 
the escalator, but have developed their own 
magnetic qualities.

When the escalator is returning commuters 
homeward in the afternoon, there is still a strong 
flow downward on the stairways and streets. 
Activities that have accumulated around the 
escalator are increasingly contributing to fl ws 
of pedestrians through the day and evening. The 
return fl w downward in the afternoon, as high 
as 700 persons/hour, suggests this kind of land 
use change. It is likely that the activities in the 
streets below and on second fl ors were enabled 
by the escalator. These activities produced 
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flows both to, and within those destinations. 
As they became linked by the stairways, streets 
and the escalator itself, some internal movement 
dynamics began to develop as bars clustered and 
beauty salons occupied second fl ors.

The total flow (street and escalator) in the 
lower reaches approaches 3,000/hour in the early 
evening hours, while early morning commuting 
volume in the same location is about 2,200/hour. 
The most plausible cause for the disparity is the 
arrival of non-residents in the late afternoon. The 
origins and destinations of users of the escalator 
shows a distribution of points at a distance from 
the escalator itself with a mean value of 75 m. If 
this sample is representative, then the total fl w 
at peak time of 2,200 persons is certainly a high 
proportion of the resident population for that 
catchment area. Hindsight suggests that a higher 
capacity system would have been desirable, given 
the strong preference for this means of access, 
and its regenerating effect on the whole area. 
But the case also serves to tell us something of 
the dimensions and proportions as well as the 
internal dynamics of such an urban system. In 
this sense, it is a model for us to use for similar 
developments, beginning in Hong Kong itself.

What the project accomplished can be 
evaluated by looking at the alternatives. The 
layout of the streets on these slopes makes 
movement via road circuitous, and heavy 
roadway congestion was the initial impetus for 
the project. A regularly scheduled bus takes 35-
38 minutes to make the trip, while a taxi takes 
24 to 27 minutes, with both requiring waiting. 
A walk up the slope might take 45 minutes or 
more depending on a person’s physical fitness. 
The same trip made on the escalator will take 10 
to 20 minutes, with no waiting required, by far 
the most time-effici t way to access the higher 
reaches of the urban area.

The escalator is energy effici t, only moving 
people themselves - each segment continuously 
moving and counterbalanced, though with 
friction - rather than the additional mass of 
a vehicle starting and stopping, and having 
to be lifted so high, only to brake on the way 
down.  Without the extra volume of vehicles 
to accommodate, it is also spatially efficient, 
requiring far less urban space to be devoted to 
circulation - recall that road capacity was already 
at its limit - and vehicle storage.  It also improves 
access relative to vehicles, especially buses, 

which cannot stop as frequently as the escalator 
landings. 

The escalator can also be compared to the 
financial costs of motorized alternatives. If 
all 2,000 individuals descending at peak hour 
were to need buses, the total outlay for rolling 
stock and operations could quickly exceed the 
costs of building and maintaining the escalator, 
while worsening the traffi problem.  Privatized 
mobility via taxi would be extremely costly for 
users, and the environment. Both bus and taxi 
(and private vehicles) are useful for persons 
with certain kinds of mobility problems, but 
it is difficult to imagine a system that could 
provide faster or more economical service 
than the escalator for the general population. 
Though it didn’t achieve the original goal of 
reducing vehicular traffic, the traffic may well 
have increased without it.  As with other urban 
mobility improvements, the measure of success 
should not be reduction of traffic but increase in 
access.  And the Mid-Levels Escalator has had a 
wide range of other benefits.

The escalator has sparked urban regeneration 
in the neighborhoods surrouding it.  Bringing a 
fl w of people to within centimeters of windows 
in the second floors of buildings along the way, 
privacy screens were used initially to mitigate its 
impacts.  Today the presence of pedestrians at 
this second level is promoting the conversion of 
the second level of buildings to commercial and 
public-oriented uses. The second floor becomes 
visually part of the street environment of the 
escalator, although a gap usually separates them. 

The stairways between escalator and street 
were conceived to get people to decision points, 
typically the intersection between the transversal 
street and the escalator alignment. Thus, it it 
possible to use the escalator to quickly climb 
several tens of meters, and then continue more 
or less at level on the transversal streets, which 
follow the contour lines of the slope very closely. 
The escalator right-of-way has been treated 
as a stairway and slope, depending on local 
condition, but is non-motorized throughout. The 
degraded façades of buildings lining the escalator 
were rejuvenated as high-value commercial 
real estate, shops and personal services centers. 
These concentrations of activities began to spread 
along the transversal streets such that nodal 
developments of particular character began to 
emerge.
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The central and lower reaches of the escalator 
began to experience serious real estate pressure, in 
particular the older building stock. The improved 
accessibility gained by living near the escalator, 
now complemented with a panoply of urban 
services made these locations very attractive. Lots 
were generally small, but sufficient to allow the 
building of ‘pencil’ housing blocks of 30 or more 
floors. Figure 2.7-6 shows residential buildings 
constructed after the escalator (1993), their 
proximity to it and substantial size a testament to 
the relationship. These buildings, combined with 
the commercial regeneration of some of the older 
building stock along the streets, contributed to 
the distinctive living environment of Soho. The 
escalator passes through the Central Market before 
reconnecting with the street in the heart of the 
business core. The multiple use of the escalator 
seems to mark its present and future state. It is 
already well known to visitors and internationally 
famous, making it a significant tourist draw in 
Hong Kong.   

Over the entire length of the escalator is a 
wide range of land uses (Figure 2.7-6). Local 
services such as grocery stores, pharmacies and 
community services are mixed with eating and 
drinking establishments, entertainment facilities 
and personal services. It is simultaneously a local 
community of strong character and a city-wide 
destination. Locally, one can see how the uses vary 
by street crossing. At Staunton Street, (Figure 2.7-
7) nearly all the ground fl ors have been taken up 
with eating and drinking establishments, creating 
a lively village atmosphere in the late afternoon 
and early evening. At Hollywood Road (Figure 
2.7-8) we see more goods shops along with eating 
and drinking establishments. Groceries are 
dominant at Gage Street (Figure 2.7-9).  Finally 
at Elgin Street, there is a community center and 
related personal and health services. Thus, overall, 
there is a growing specialization by sub-area of the 
escalator, with the whole system evidencing great 
diversity.

The densities of developments along the 
escalator vary considerably. The earlier structures 
now undergoing refurbishment or replacement 
have FARs just above 2.0. Most of the tower block 
residential structures in the area range between 
3.2 and 4.5. A few, large landmark structures at 
the very top of the urban development and taking 
advantage of unimpeded views are developed at 

12.0 to 15.0. Overall, the building density in the 
area including the space occupied by the escalator 
amounts to around FAR 2.2. Given that much of 
the new development is of high value, it is clear 
that the allowable high densities here have little 
impact on the value of the real estate. A higher 
rate of transaction in properties can also be seen 
in new properties, which evidences the recent 
development boom in the middle reaches of the 
escalator. Many kinds of transport infrastructure 
generate declining values, even a zone of discard, 
adjacent to the infrastructure, largely because of its 
environmental impact. But clearly this is not the 
case with the Mid-levels escalator, with residential 
values no lower near the escalator than in those 
areas farther away.

The continuing evolution of the escalator 
calls for more integration with the surrounding 
building and rehabilitation projects. Several 
examples provide a glimpse of the possible future. 
The extension of landing space into private 
building lobbies is one example. Th s is proving a 
useful way of handling the intersection of a street 
and escalator flow, essentially promoting the 
exchange through a lobby ramp and stair design. 
Typically, large new buildings are asked to set 
back so that the street space in a variety of forms 
can be implemented. These now involve ramps as 
well as stairs, and more linkages into the private 
space within adjacent buildings. As ground floor 
space becomes fully occupied, second floors also 
become occupied with commercial uses. The 
mix of commercial and residential uses in the 
area seems to announce the new urban district 
as cosmopolitan, dense, non-motorized and 
accessible. 

Lessons
What began as a piece of mobility infrastructure 
ultimately serves a much larger purpose, that of 
supporting compact urban infill development. Th s 
straightforward technology offers an attractive and 
effici t way to move people in steep terrain while 
improving access throughout the whole area.  
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Figure 2.7-7 Staunton Street
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Figure 2.7-8 Hollywood Road
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Figure 2.7-9 Gage Street
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Figure 2.7-10 Wellington Street
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Facts

2.8 Case Study
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Background
Lizhiwan Chong (Lychee Bay Canal, 荔枝湾涌 ) 
has deep historical meaning, in keeping with 
its important geographical location. From the 
earliest days of urban Guangzhou, the area was 
a garden or recreational site just within reach 
of the city itself. In the Tang Dynasty, a famous 
garden called ‘Liyuan’ ( 荔园 ) was created where 
a particular lychee grew. The area was known 
as ‘Liwan Yu Chang’ ( 荔 湾 渔 唱 ) in the Ming 
Dynasty, and recognized as one of the top eight 
landscapes of Guangzhou. Th s garden landscape 
and its recreational activities were maintained 
through the Qing Dynasty up to 1949.

In the 20th century, the increasingly polluted 
Lizhiwan Chong began to attract low-income 
housing and squatter settlements. The lychee 
trees were cut down and the banks of the canal 
colonized by shops and makeshift housing, 
although the quality of the water in the canal 
continued to decline. 

The whole of the western part of Guangzhou 
was once a network of canals, lakes and 
small streets. The first project that attempted 
to preserve some of this watery landscape 
was carried out in 1958. An idealized Liwan 
Lake was created, but without the original 
water sources that fed into it. The Liwan Lake 
restoration project cut off tributaries and 
blocked Lizhiwan canal in particular. The source 
of fresh water on Baiyun mountain was cut 
off and the canal became a local sewer. As the 
nuisance became increasingly severe, the canal 
was covered and changed into Lizhiwan Road 
in 19921.  Many similar tributary waterways 
were filled in or covered over.  

The canal road became occupied by 
small shops and housing along the original 
watercourse. These small owners perpetuated 
a tradition of small-scale tourist trade in the 
streets near Liwan Lake Park. 

How It Happened 
With the People’s Government of Liwan District 
as the administrative department, the project 
was mainly the responsibility of Liwan Division 
of the Planning Bureau2. Other departments, 
including Liwan Division of Environmental 
Protection Bureau, Agriculture and Water 

Bureau, Construction Bureau and Municipal 
Bureau, were indispensable for coordination3. It 
was funded by the city government and Liwan 
District's divisions of the Construction Bureau 
and Municipal Bureau.

Th s project was stimulated by 4 major civic 
projects. The first one was the hydrological 
system improvements, which dated back to 
late 1990's and peaked in 2009 and 2010. This 
project includes 121 river segments with over 
340 billion investment

4
. Liwan District first 

considered a plan of restoration of Lizhiwan 
canal in 1999. The location of this particular 
river channel was first officially designated for 
environmental improvement in 2002. The water 
source for Lizhiwan canal is now Liwan Lake. 
Because the canal is at the same elevation as the 
lake, water is simply circulated from the lake.

The other three projects - environmental 
comprehensive improvement ( 亚 运 环 境 综

合 整 治 ), “three-old” transformation ( 三 旧 改

造 )
5
and “4 districts 1 street” ( 四区一街 )

6
 - were 

stimulated by the Asian Games. All of these 
have suggested that the culture and historical 
roles of Lizhiwan should be promoted through 
improving its environmental quality.

I n  2 0 0 9 ,  L i w a n  D i s t r i c t  b e g a n 
implementation of the Lizhiwan culture and 
recreation district, covering about 58 hectares, 
celebrating the historical meaning of this place 
in the city in history, while also restoring a 
much admired historical landscape.

The restoration work was a complex 
operation that involved the relocation of 
residents and businesses, the construction of 
a separated sewerage system, the dredging 
and decontamination of the canal and its 
reconstruction in masonry, followed by a 
complete new surface environment of paths and 
green areas. Th s work, on going in phases since 
2009, has also necessitated a re-structuring of 
the water system.

Lizhiwan canal’s historical role as a 
channel for communications meant that the 
surrounding urban fabric is rich with heritage–
cultural relics, scenic views and arrangements, 
and related activities. The ongoing District 
plan is the enhancement of those cultural 
values by creating a more connected and 
walkable environment, giving prominence to 
the monuments of the area, while encouraging 
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cultural consumption. The fi st phase included  
cultural projects, such as the Lingnan museums, 
including Shisanhang Museum, Jiangguangding 
residence, Liwan Museum, and the Xiaohuafang 
Room. In addition, there is the Chenlianbo 
Museum, the Hexiangning Art Center, Xiguan 
Big House District, and Wen Temple Square, 
among others.

The whole of  the Lizhiwan Chong 
restoration project involved a number of 
different initiatives. The occupants of the 
properties along the covered canal needed to be 
displaced, along with many structures located 
within the planning boundary for the restored 
waterway and related green areas (Figure 2.8-1).

Many sewers formerly connected directly to 
Lizhiwan Chong were redirected to the trunk 
sewers going to Dizhiwan sewage treatment 
facility. All other sources of water infiltration 
into the canal were also ended at this point. The 
silted canal had to be dredged and the dredging 
materials disposed of, before landscape 
reconstruction could proceed.

The restoration of the original hydrological 
system in this part of Guangzhou is not 
possible at the present time. This project set 
out to simulate the original canal environment 

on part of its length, with intentions that this 
project should be extended in future

7
, which 

was already underway in 2012. Essentially, 
the water quality maintenance system of the 
enclosed Liwan Lake Park has been extended 
into the canal. In anticipation that it would also 
be a major attraction once again in Guangzhou, 
the canalside environment was enhanced with 
generous walking, resting, and green areas. The 
total planted area in the final project will be 
about 17 hectares.  A lighting project is used 
to create atmospheric effects and to emphasize 
some architectural features. The atmospheric 
lighting supports evening use and can be used 
for events.

Accomplishments
The project has created a significant new 
public space in the city with many social and 
economic benefits, not as an isolated fragment, 
but as the beginnings of a system. The ultimate 
configuration of such a system of waterways 
and pedestrian paths in Guangzhou cannot 
be seen yet, but this project demonstrates 
some of its benefits. The canal restoration 
provides an attractive walking environment 

Figure 2.8-1  Canal Restoration Public Space Planning
N
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that also supports commercial and cultural 
consumption, which is increasingly important 
in Guangzhou’s plan as a cultural capital and 
major tourist destination. The Lizhiwan Chong 
project, when complete, will connect with many 
other important sites and typical local areas 
in Xiguan. In this way, it acts as infrastructure 
for sustainable forms of building the future 
economic fabric of Guangzhou.

While the project does not present a 
complete ecological restoration, it does 
demonstrate what such restorations might look 
like. This is a useful demonstration because 
there are many other cases in Guangzhou where 
real restoration of the hydrological system 
as well as related riparian environments are 
possible. As seen in similar cases worldwide, one 
or two such restoration projects can generate 
the demand for others.

The increased economic activity in the area 
as a result of these investments in infrastructure 
occurs in several categories. The commercial 
premises, expanded and modernized, now 
command 400-500 RMB/m2 in rental price, 
reflecting a rise in values of more than 100% 

in less than two years. Nearby streets with 
commercial activity also experienced relatively 
large increases in value. Values on Pantang 
Road (Figure 2.8-2) have shown a rise from 
120 RMB/m2 in 2009 to 160-180 RMB/m2 in 
January 2011

8
. If this sample can be generalized, 

projects like the Lizhiwan Chong restoration are 
also making a substantial contribution to local 
area economic revitalization. Finally on the 
economic front, there is no doubt of larger than 
average increases in the values of properties 
fronting or having visual access to the canal. 

Total numbers of visitors have increased 
dramatically and over a very short period of 
time. The Statistics Department suggests that 
the last three months of 2010 had about 20,000 
visitors per day, doubling on public holidays. 
On Pantang Road, restaurant owners reported 
a tripling of their business since the opening of 
the canal works. Whatever the precise counts of 
visitors to this whole area, it is clear that the to-
tal numbers have increased dramatically. Land 
use change has begun, with the conversion of 
small grocery and convenience stores on some 
of the local streets, to snack food and tourist 

Figure 2.8-2 Rental value increases associated with the Lizhiwan canal restoration

N
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Lizhiwan canal after rhe restoration

goods. The cultural venues are also benefitting 
from the increased visitorship. Liwan Museum 
reported a twenty-fold increase in visitors since 
the completion of the project. 

Lessons
In the balance is a complex set of benefits 
and losses. The total increase in turn-over 
in the local environment due to the physical 
installations is impressive.  Though some 
uses have been dislocated, others have been 
strengthened, and new ones enabled. Based on 
the high level of visitation, the project clearly 
fulfills a need in Guangzhou. The removal of 
people and activities that invested the place 
previously has its costs, in a loss of memory and 
the risk of making an environment lacking in 

authenticity. There remains, however, a close 
relationship between this restoration project 
and the community that surrounds it. That 
community has also made a contribution to the 
authenticity of the place by offering local and 
characteristic foods for sale, entertainment and 
local street culture.

The impacts at the urban scale are both 
social and spatial. The development of this 
and other walking environments supports 
a version of urban mobility that becomes 
widespread, through the media and through 
direct experience. Other communities, seeing 
the benefits accruing to the project and its 
surroundings, many begin to demand as much 
attention to their own public environment, 
although the outcomes might be quite different.  
Th s is something we would be glad to see.  
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Endnotes

1. GZPI [ 广州市城市规划勘测设计研究院 ] (2010) Lizhiwan - 16th Asian Games City Environment Demonstration Project [ 荔枝

湾——第十六届亚洲运动会城市环境示范工程 ].

2. The Minute of Meeting of “4 District 1 Street” Project [ 荔湾区“四区一街”建设工作领导小组会议纪要 , (2009)10 号 ], no.10, 2009.
3. The Minute of Meeting of “4 District 1 Street” Project7 [ 荔湾区“四区一街”建设工作领导小组会议纪要 , (2009)8 号 ], no.8, 2009.
4. GZPI [ 广州市城市规划勘测设计研究院 ] (2010) Lizhiwan - 16th Asian Games City Environment Demonstration Project [ 荔枝

湾——第十六届亚洲运动会城市环境示范工程 ].

5.  “Th ee-old” transformation means the transformation of old towns, old factories and old villages.
6. “4 districts 1 street” includes Lizhiwan, Chen Clan Academy, Shamian, Shisan Hang and Shangxiajiu.
7. Phase I was fin shed in 2010, Phase II was fin shed at the end of 2011, the rest and Phase III are processing.
8. Ma, X. (2011) "Facades Renovation Led the Rise of Commercial Rental Price" [“穿衣戴帽”引商圈租金走高 穗商铺迎洗牌 ], 
Information times [ 信息时报 ], [Online] http://fi ance.jrj.com.cn/biz/2011/01/0600398922452-2.shtml
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Facts

Total Length (project length):    4225 m

Width:                                                        7-11 m

2.9 Case Study
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since the Song Dynasty and the only one to 
remain open to the air. 

The Guangzhou government announced 
the beginning of the water renovation project 
in Yuexiu District in December 2008. In 
February 2009, a headquarters for sewage and 
river renovation was established, which was 
responsible for this project.

The project was particularly ambitious 
because of the many environmental disruptions 
over the inter vening period of urban 
development. Uncontrolled urban development 
had colonized the channel banks, with sewage 
emptied directly into the channel from dozens 
of residential and commercial premises. 
Periodic flooding in the buildings lining the 
channel occurred, due to the channel capacity 
being constrained by the buildings. 

The first 1.9 km phase of the project was 
completed in June, 2010, after 18 months of 
intensive work. Nearly a thousand households 
were displaced from the site, along with 
48,000 m2 of commercial buildings. The 
local authorities who carried out the project 
attributed the speedy and efficient progress of 
the work to the close collaboration between 
the local community and the authority. The 
local community was consulted and solicited to 

Donghaochong before the improvements (above), and after (below). Most of the greenway 
is located along the canal, but the northern section passes through a dense community, 
providing popular new public spaces for residents.

Background
Donghao Chong is a natural tributary of the 
Pearl River, located to the east of Guangzhou's 
original city center, and primarily in Yuexiu 
District (the word 'Dong' meaning 'East').  
Flowing through the city center from the 
Gan and Wen streams of Baiyun Mountain, 
it reaches the Pearl River near Fazheng Road. 
Since its dredging in 1370, Donghao Chong has 
played an important role in the city as urban 
defense, transportation corridor, sewage and 
stormwater spillway. It was even a clean source 
of domestic water in the Ming Dynasty.

However, as with most of the other rivers 
in the city, Donghao Chong became seriously 
polluted as a result of city development and 
population expansion. Only recently has effort 
been made to clean it up.

How It Happened
Donghao Chong figured among the 121 river 
channels identified for restoration that were 
accelerated into implementation by the Asian 
Games. It is particularly important among the 
restoration projects because it is one of the three 
major north-south channels which have existed 

before

after
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Figure 2.9-1 Context Map of Donghao Chong

Middle Section - Before renovation

Middle Section - Design proposal

Enlarged Area
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participate at multiple points in the fast-tracked 
process. 

T h e  s t r e a m  r e s t o r at i o n  i nv o l v e d 
improvements to sewage networks in the 
vicinity and a clean-up of the ground. 
Significant circulation infrastructure was also 
built under the road viaduct. Ten new bridges 
cross the canal, 5.4 km of pedestrian walkways, 
1.3 km of bike path and 3.2 km of roadwork 
make up the fi st phase of development. Building 
renovation involved 329,000 m2 of space, with 
the Donghao Chong museum, housed in two 
historic villas, providing information on the 
place and its history.

Accomplishments
The walking and leisure spaces are well used 
by local people and also by visitors, drawn by 
this unique venue in Guangzhou. They can rent 
and ride a bicycle for part of the length of the 
canalside, with further extensions planned to 
the north and eventually to the sources of the 
Donghao Chong on Baiyun mountain.

The space itself offers a wide variety of 
local experiences and contacts with the water 
resource. Now that the water is clean, it is 
possible to touch the water and have some 
feeling of contact with a natural stream. More 
than 7 hectares of area adjacent to the waterway 
have been reserved as planted areas, such that 
the whole project is a green corridor at ground 
level.

The overall number of visitors to the 
canalside is unknown precisely, but it is 
obvious that the daily visitor levels are high by 
public space standards. For the area actually 
devoted to environmental improvement, 
there is a larger number of people. This is one 
of the accomplishments of concentrating on 
infrastructural projects such as this one that 
attempt to reweave connections across the urban 
fabric and correct some of the obstacles that 
were generated by rapid urban development. 
They also tend to attract higher numbers of 
visitors, because they are more accessible at 
multiple points and respond to a particular 
recreational need people have. The easiest 
and most accessible form of recreation is an 
extended walk through a varied environment. 
Donghao Chong is a good example of this kind 
of project.

The Donghao Chong museum is currently 
receiving about 2,000 visitors per day, and 3,000 
on holidays. It might be expected that these 
kinds of numbers for a single venue will soon 
expand to other public or private venues that 
will be attracted to the immediate environment 
of the channel. The major benefits of this 
restoration project will be felt in the longer 
term, although the current benefits make clear 
just why the project has been implemented in 
the fi st place.

In addition to the social benefits, there are 
indications that the value of properties may 
have risen in the communities surrounding the 
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restored water channel. It would be expected 
that such environmental improvement and 
the additional amenities it brings to the local 
community would raise the attractiveness of 
that neighboring environment. The significant 
environmental improvements in the spaces 
adjacent to the channel are an example of 
improved value overall.

     

Lessons
The Donghao Chong upgrading project is 
successful due to the combination of a series of 
sub-projects: the improvement of water quality, 
the renovation of canalside landscape and 
buildings, the provision of several ‘pocket parks’ 
along its length, and the implementation of the 
bike paths. Each of them is indispensible for 
improved spatial quality and increased public 
use. Additionally, big events, such as Asian 
Games, are key stimuli for large civic projects. 

Figure 2.9-2 Sales Prices of Pre-owned Housing near Donghao Chong
Source: Websites (Fangtuwang and Anjuke), 2011
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Sources  and Endnotes

http://baike.baidu.com/view/1349942.htm
Information of Donghao Chong renovation supplied by Yuexiu District 
government and committee
http://www.sciencenet.cn/sbhtmlnews/2009/4/218698.html
http://news.scut.edu.cn/newsDetail.jsp?id=96319
http://www.312green.com/bid/detail.php?id=13521
http://news.dayoo.com/history/201008/19/88670_13635562.htm
http://www.gd.chinanews.com.cn/2010/2010-07-26/2/51992.shtml
http://tech.sina.com.cn/d/2010-10-29/08364805101.shtml 
http://2010.163.com/10/0809/08/6DKPS0VL00863AUC.html

The greenway at Xiaobei 
Metro, threading through 
existing buildings 
north of the open water 
segment

Decorative lighting at 
night makes the greenway 
an attractive place to 
stroll or cycle after the 
heat of the day



Best Practices

115



Case studies

116

3Group Mid-Rise Communities
Designing for Mixed-Use and Good Public Space

2.10  Liuyun Xiaoqu ( 六运小区 )

2.11  Jiangnan Xincun ( 江南新村 ) 

2.12  Guangyuan Xincun ( 广园新村 )
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Group 3 Introduction:
Chinese cities contain abundant older, low- 
to mid-rise residential communities facing 
imminent upgrading, or demolition and 
replacement.  The addition of commercial uses 
can extend their lifespan, and offers benefits 
to the the whole city. This trend is known 
as 'Residential-Commercial Conversion', or 
zhugaishang ( 住改商 ).

A number of factors drive this trend.  Since 
the 1980s, small to medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs) have been developing rapidly, 
demanding space.  In comparison with offically 
commercial premises, rent for residential-zoned 
units is lower, and those at ground level are 
the least valuable for housing, due to privacy, 
light, and moisture issues.  In addition, most 
residential developments in the 1980s and 1990s 
were single-use, and cannot satisfy current 
resident's daily needs. Prior to the 1980's, many 
areas would have had no true 'commercial' 
uses, due to the planned economy and danwei 
system, where a 'work unit' developed a single 
piece of land with work and living spaces for all 
employees, often including communal cooking 
and eating facilities, and schools for the younger 
children. Goods were limited, and purchased 
with tickets issued by the government.

The conversion of residential units to 
commercial use, when combined with car 
restrictions, opening of gates and landscaping 
improvements, has transformed several 
pioneering communities. In Guangzhou as a 
whole, there were reportedly more than 59,000 
commercialized residential units in December 
20091. Examples include those in Liuyun 
Xiaoqu, Jiangnan Xincun, Tianhe Nan, Taojin 
and Jianshe Xincun,  among many others.2     

A series of regulatory changes have 
occurred in Guangzhou since about 2000, 
generally tending in the direction of allowing 
such conversion with conditions. It was at 
the end of 2000 that Guangzhou Industrial 
and Commercial Bureau first prohibited the 
conversion of ground-floor premises. One of 
the reasons was a perceived violation of zoning 
regulations.

Later, in August 2002, the authorities allowed 
residential units in specific reas to be converted 
to enterprises. However, in 2005, a new policy 

banned residential-commercial conversion3. 
Two years later, the government’s attitude 
changed again and some converted premises 
which did not negatively affect surrounding 
residents were allowed, including the ground-
floor commercial premises in Liuyun Xiaoqu, 
while entertainment and restaurant uses were 
strictly controlled.4

To encourage start-ups,  a decision 

announced in February 2009 stated that 
residential units could be authorized to be 
business bases.5 At the end of 2009, another 
document affirmed the positive effect of 
residential-commercial conversion in increasing 
employment opportunities.6 However, the 
conversion is allowed conditionally. The 
property law (Wuquan Fa, 物 权 法 ) that came 
into force in May 2010 requires the agreement 
of all owners in a building to convert some 
premises to commercial use.

While in general the policy environment 
has shifted from total prohibition to conditional 
permission over the last decade, the street-level 
reality is that this conversion has been popular 
and successful and has proceeded mostly 
unabated over this period.

Conversion has promoted entrepreneurship 
and unique business venues, while revitalizing 
the housing stock and improving local 
environments. Policy support is based on the 
belief that it helps encourage start-ups and 
increases employment. From a sustainability 
perspective, the benefits are much broader, 
with significant positive impacts on travel, 
energy consumption, land values, and livability. 
In addition, conversion can turn a single-use 
gated super block into a mixed-use community 
with permeable public pedestrian access, as 
pedestrian access is a requirement for the shops.

Ongoing management of the newly-created 
public spaces and shops is essential to their 
success. In addition, a sensitive selection of 
businesses and strict regulation of construction 
can minimize any negative impacts. While 
the regulatory framework for this kind of 
conversion continues to evolve at the urban and 
district levels, particular solutions are developed 
at the local level.  



Case studies

118

1. “Guangzhou may Restrict the Policy of Residential-
Commercial Conversion” [ 广州“住改商”或再收紧 ], 
Nanfang Daily [ 南方日报 ], Dec. 10

th
,2009, p. AI02.

2. Wen F., Li, L. and Xu, X. (2007) ‘On the Issue of 
'Residential Building Mixed with Commercial Uses' 
(RBMCU) in Guangzhou’ [ 广州“住改商”问题初探 ], 
Planners [ 规划师 ], vol. 23, pp. 42-45.

3. People’s Government of Guangzhou (2005) 
Guangzhou Housing Leasing and Renting Managerial 
Reculation[ 广州市房屋租赁管理规定 ].

4. People’s Government of Guangzhou (2009) 
Development Planning of Tianhe Commercial Area 
(2007-2020) [ 天河商业网点发展规划 (2007-2020)].

5. The Recommendation about Encouraging Start-
ups to Increase Employment [ 关于鼓励创业带动就业工

作的意见 ].

6.  The Recommendation about Increasing 
Employment [ 关于做好促进就业工作实施意 ].

Sources: 
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Liuyun Xiaoqu
( 六运小区 )

2.10 Case Study
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Total Site Area:     22.5 hectares
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Background
The 6

th
 National  Games were held in 

Guangzhou in 1987, which gave rise to the 
Tianhe Stadium in Tianhe District. Some 
adjoining areas, like Liuyun Xiaoqu, were built 
up at this time, as the new infrastructure in the 
district allowed residential development. New 
residents were mostly from the central area 
of Guangzhou and here could enjoy relatively 
wide spaces, trees, better ventilation, and larger 

Figure 2.10-1 Context Map of Liuyun Xiaoqu
Liuyun Xiaoqu in this report refers to the block defined by Huangpu 
Dadao Xi, Tiyu Xilu, Tianhe Nanyilu and Tiyu Donglu, rather than 
the original block which only contains Liuyun Yijie, Liuyu Erjie, 
Liuyun Sanjie. 

housing units in comparison with their previous 
accommodation.

Why Best Practice
Liuyun Xiaoqu is composed of typically 
9-story mid-rise buildings1, set in small blocks 
dominated by public space and with limited 
and carefully defi ed spaces for vehicles. Sharp 
corners and divided roads keep the cars to 
a minimum in the local environment while 

六运小区  Liuyun Xiaoqug Study Area

公交站  Bus Station

地铁站  Metro Station 
医   院  Hospital
学   校  School

购物中心  Shopping Center

BRT 车站  BRT Station

N
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allowing more space for trees and walking. The 
interiors of the blocks are tree-filled gardens 
open to the residents of that particular block. 
Most of the open area is devoted to walking 
space and planting. The arrangement has been 
referred to as a European plan, in the sense that 
the building forms follow the streets, which 
themselves follow a hierarchy. 

Planned as a single-use, residential block, 
it has evolved to become a vital area with 
mixed functions and activities. Th s adaptation 
includes functional conversion of buildings and 
environmental renovation, which was initiated 
by the development of adjacent areas and 
affected by policy changes. In addition, such 
conversion was facilitated by the openness of 
the community.

How It Happened

 Residential-Commercial Conversion

When occupants of apartments acquired title 
in 2000, some elected to convert their premises 
to commercial uses, initially for local services.2 
As the surrounding area became one of the 
commercial and business centers in Guangzhou, 
the opportunity arose for Liuyun Xiaoqu 
to develop commercial services for a larger 
interested public, distinct from what is offered 
in the adjacent malls. In 1996, one of the earliest 
shopping malls in mainland China, Teemall, 
opened just north of the community. Three 
years later, the first metro line in Guangzhou 
was completed, along the main east-west 
roadway corridor, connecting Tianhe District 
with the old town center. The early 21

st
 century 

has witnessed the expansion of commercial 
complexes

3
 in this promising area which has 

benefited from the development of the metro 
system

4
 and BRT

5
. 

The residential-commercial conversion 
occurred in a wave starting on Tianhenan Yilu 
and eventually occupying the near totality of 
ground floor level units. Although the policies 
regarding conversion have seen changes over 
the last decade, commercial development in the 
community has not been eliminated. One of the 
major contributions is that the community is 
not gated for most of the day.

In February 2009, it was suggested to retain 

commercial premises on the major roads 
on and around Liuyun Xiaoqu (Tianhenan 
Yilu, Tianhenan Erlu, Tiyudong Henglu and 
Tiyuxi Henglu), but to forbid those inside the 
community

6
. Three months later, then mayor 

Zhang Guangning emphasized the continuing 
effort for commercial development in Tianhe. 
He suggested the Planning Bureau to allow and 
provide guidance for residential-commercial 
conversion in Liuyun Xiaoqu

7
, which has 

reinforced confidence about the commercial 
future of the community.

 The Asian Games renovation

The prominent position of Liuyun Xiaoqu 
made it a key priority for municipal initiatives 
concerning city beautifucation for the Asian 
Games in 2009. In this case, the works included 
street utilities and resurfacing and façade 
restoration. The authorities took advantage of 
the opportunity to add Europeanized fl urishes 
(e.g., a false mansard) to the fairly simple and 
straightforward buildings. 

In this upgrading and rebranding of the 
area, little of substance was changed. The streets 
as pedestrian-dominant spaces have been re-
affirmed, while the whole area has re-assumed 
its earlier vibrant commercial feel. 

Accomplishments
The area now serves a vital role as a place for 
visitors, culture and shopping, closely allied 
with, and complementary to, the shopping 
complexes immediately adjacent. The open, 
exploratory path structure provides a useful 
scale difference with the enclosed shopping 
environment and controlled atmosphere of the 
malls.

Within the local area, values of ground-
f loor spaces have r isen substantial ly. 
Commercialization had already multiplied 
values several times before the renovation 
program. The approximately 900 area shops 
experienced a general increase in value of 
30% following the re-opening. As the whole 
of Tianhe District consolidates, centrally 
located Liuyun Xiaoqu will continue to benefit 
substantially from surrounding commercial 
activity. The area also seems destined to retain 
its desirability for housing, with evidence that 
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the value of the housing is also rising rapidly. 
Following the completion of the street works 
and façade redecoration in September 2010, 
housing values increased by nealry 25% over 5 
months (Figure 2.10-3). Although the data are 
not adjusted to inflation, and other variables 
have not been considered, improvements to the 
quality of the public space in Liuyun Xiaoqu 
have arguably contributed to its increasing 
property value. Its rate of increase is greater than 
that of the overall Tianhe District within which 

Liuyun Xiaoqu is located.
The community was able to build on its best 

asset – the way in which the environment has 
been organized and made accessible from the 
outside. Even with substantial numbers of daily 
visitors to this area, the community remains 
an important residential area with nearly 9,000 
housing units. The co-habitation of residents, 
commercial operators and visitors is vital to 
the happy long term future of the community, 
a situation they have so far managed very well.

Liuyun Xiaoqu is located south of Tiyu Zhongxin BRT station, behind the large Teem Mall shopping 
center (right-background). A linear park which opened in November 2010 (middle of photo) connects 
the BRT station to Liuyun Xiaoqu’s pedestrianized spine.



Best Practices

123

Figure 2.10-2 Commercial distribution and key land uses in Liuyun Xiaoqu
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Liuyun Xiaoqu. Pedestrianized, 
with ground level shops & high 
quality public space
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property management group also proposed 
gating with similar strong opposition from 
locals. The local community continues to be 
upset about these measures. The negative impact 
on the commercial space within the gates has 
been considerable. The repaving of the open 
spaces, while aesthetically pleasing, is not to the 
liking of the shop-owners in these newly gated 
areas. They fi d that the spaces are less attractive 
as places to stay and relax, which negatively 
impacts their business. In other words, the 
businesses prefer that the open spaces in front 
of their shops have social activities and constant 
presence of people. Visual improvements, while 
appreciated, are a lower priority.

Residents who were interviewed about this  
project are aware that it was intended to improve 
local security; however, no one interviewed felt 
that the gating actually improved local security 
(nor lowered it). On the other hand, the gated 
areas had far fewer activities and people, as 
recorded in our observations of social activities 
in the public space (Figure 2.11-5). Just as the 
local community has intervened to restrict 
vehicular movement, they have also intervened 
in the gating project. Improvised steps have 
been placed to allow some residents to scale the 
wall, after the spikes were hammered flat. The 
residents have a clear idea of what makes their 
community special and valuable, taking direct 
action in defense of their space. Eventually, 
a different approach to management of the 
perimeter will need to emerge.

A sewage and stormwater separation project 
was initiated in 2009, funded by Guangzhou 
Municipality to help solve drainage and 
flooding problems, while also resurfacing the 
sidewalk and its related facilities.  Due to its 
location, the community had long been plagued 
by drainage and flooding issues. The Haizhu 
waterway, connecting the two main branches of 
the Pearl River, bounds the southern edge of the 
site and explains the curvilinear outline of the 
roads in that portion of the development. 

The f irst  phase of this project was 
undertaken by the Guangdong Changhai 
Construction Engineering Company ( 广东长海

建设工程有限公司 ) at a cost of 26,000,000 RMB. 
The second phase was also undertaken in 2009 
at a cost of 13,000,000 RMB and was carried out 
by the First Municipal Engineering Company of 

Guangzhou ( 广州市第一市政工程有限公司 ).   
In April, 2009, the Yulong Investment Group 

( 裕 龙 )  implemented the shopping arcade 
beneath Jiangnanxi Lu. The first phase was a 
520 m long, 30 m wide tunnel from Jiangnan 
Dadaozhong ( 江南大道中 ) to Zishan Dajie ( 紫

山大街 ). Th s project was an immediate success 
for pedestrians accessing the metro station, 
benefiting from climate control. A second phase, 
300 m, is planned from Zishan Dajie ( 紫 山 大

街 ) to Baogang Dadao ( 宝岗大道 ), although the 
project has been delayed, likely due to reported 
problems with the fi ancial viability of phase 1.

While the Haizhu district authority 
recognizes that this new concentration of 
shops, restaurants and services is known and 
patronized by residents of the whole of Haizhu 
district, they also would like to see these new 
developments assume a city-wide role. For the 
present, the commercialization has been a rather 
smooth process of transformation of ground-
fl or uses and acceptance by the local residents 
of new users of their public space. Shop- and 
bar-owners have adjusted their operations to 
accommodate the needs of the local community.

A final project is worthy of mention. 
Aesthetic upgrading of the building facades and 
ground surfaces was promoted by Guangzhou 
Municipality as part of a citywide ‘facelift’ project 
for the Asian Games hosted in November 2010. 
Th s work was carried out by the Sizhe Design 
Company ( 广州思哲设计有限公司 ) at a cost of 
about 13,000,000 RMB.

Overall, the development process has been in 
many incremental steps following the initial 
planning and implementation of the GCCDP. 
As the area became inhabited and used, it 
underwent transformation upon the initiative 
of local residents, the Guangzhou municipal 
government, local management authorities 
and commercial investors. Other projects are 
being considered, notably the pedestrianization 
of Jiangnanxi Lu. While the proponents of 
this project, the Haizhu District Bureau for 
Economics and Trade, believe that this is key to 
putting Jiangnanxi on the visitor map for all of 
Guangzhou, the residents have also taken a keen 
interest, concerned that the displaced traffic 
and parking will end up in their community. 
Discussions are continuing on this project.



Case studies

138

 A new pedestrian and shopping 
environment–Jiangnan Xindi

Jiangnan Xindi, the new underground 
pedestrian shopping mall, opened in 2009, 
benefitting from the opening of the metro 
station several years earlier.  This venture was 
the first undertaken by the Yulong ( 裕 龙 ) 
Investment Company. In the fi st phase, a single 
main level was designed below Jiangnanxi Lu 
with a partial level at the second basement level. 
A mezzanine portion was also provided near 
the station area (Figure 2.11-9).     

The dimensions of this underground space 
are generous by Chinese standard practice, 
which helps to accommodate the additional 
fl w of people heading to the metro station. The 
corridor is an extension of the street system, 
although in private control. The shops cater to a 
young adult clientele, who increasingly perceive 

Jiangnanxi as a suitable place to go out.
Observations reveal very substantial fl ws in 

the fi st basement level of about 5,000 persons/
hour in the late afternoon before 6 pm. By any 
standard for a commercial facility, this is a very 
large flow. The comparable flow on the surface is 
about 1,500 people/hour. A high proportion of 
the fl w in the westerly part of this underground 
facility is traveling west, representing the flow 
out of the station at the end of the working day. 
It is obvious that this fl w occurs because of the 
good connection between the station concourse 
and the underground passage, but only a small 
proportion of this fl w is destined for the shops 
along the route (Figure 2.11-10). The flow in 
the second basement level is much smaller, just 
660 people/hour. In our survey just before the 
dinner hour, we recorded 355 persons in all of 
the shops, a small number given the size of the 

Figure 2.11-9 Commercial plans of Jiangnanxindi. The Jiangnan Xindi is an underground 
shopping concourse underneath Jiangnanxi Lu. It has become part of the regular walking 
system while also acting as an attraction for visitors.
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Figure 2.11-10 Pedestrian flows in Jiangnan Xindi underground mall and 
presence in shops. Only a small proportion of pedestrians are destined for the 
shops along the route.

fl w through the tunnel. The shop-owners tend 
to feel that business is not that good in both 
underground levels, but especially in the second 
basement level, where more than a third of the 
shop space is vacant after a year of operations. 
Eventual expansion and improvement of the 
connections with the surface are likely to bring 
growth in the commercial activity. 

As in many such cases of infrastructure 
provision, a gradualist approach is suitable, 
allowing the developer to learn from experience. 
As this area assumes increasing importance 
as a social and commercial hub in Haizhu 
district, these infrastructure enhancements are 
likely to be appreciated. Even at present, they 
have contributed to a change in the image and 
attraction of this local community as a place to 
live and recreate.

Accomplishments

 Demographic diversity

Although no detailed demographic breakdown 
is available for this community, the community 
clearly represents the whole lifecycle, especially  
families with young children and the elderly. 
Given this demographic, it is obvious that 
the community has undergone generational 
renewal since its inception in the early 1980s. 
It is ideal when a community can sustain its 
renewal, with young families coming to replace 
those that have moved on.

For young parents, the area offers an 
abundance of safe and useable open space, 
good primary schools and good transportation 
facilities. For young adults, it may be less 
attractive as a place to live,  because the housing 
stock is particularly suited to families and 
extended families. This aspect is compensated 
for by the fact that the underground arcade, 
Jiangnanxi Lu and the whole local walking 
environment is now quite attractive to a young 
adult demographic from across the district and 
the entire city.

Designed for 70,000 inhabitants, the 
population today actually exceeds this figure. 
The local street committee affirms that the 
population in 2005 was 75,200 inhabitants, of 
which 67,500 were registered residents.

 Good public transportation and 
vehicular movement in Jiangnanxi

The local community has modified the road 
network proposed and implemented by the 
GCCDP planners. Essentially, provision for cars 
has been reduced, even as cars ownership has 
increased. It appears that under the threat of 
random, illegal parking in the open spaces of 
the area, the residents took action to keep them 
out. Hand-made bollards, consisting of concrete 
formed in a bucket can be found in certain 
locations, while cut-stone bollards can be found 
in others. The total parking provisions are very 
small in relation to the number of housing units. 
In the community itself, there is a total of 130 



Case studies

140

parking spaces on the ground. In the larger area, 
within a 2 km radius there are 1046 on-street 
parking spaces and 465 off- treet spaces (Figure 
2.11-11), such that the parking provisions 
overall in the district are exceptionally low by 
contemporary standards.     

Vehicle movements reflect these modest 
road provisions. Figure 2.11-11 shows parking 
facilities by zone. The numbers of motor vehicles 
moving through is exceptionally small for the 
size of the community. The local community 
has reduced the modest road provisions of the 
original GCCDP plan, in keeping with their 
own objectives. The local residents regard the 
community as a car-free zone. Some expressed 
annoyance at the conversion of former bicycle 
parking to car parking. Residents also expressed 
annoyance at the paid parking within the 
gated area. Th s low car use in Jiangnanxi has a 
consequent effect on Jiangnanxi Lu. Th s street 
links the two major north-south arteries in 
Haizhu district, but has very few movements 

with destinations within the community. Total 
movements on this four-lane, two-way street are 
less than 1/4 those on Baogang Dadao.   

Jiangnanxi is served by 7 bus routes 
eastbound and 8 routes westbound. Other bus 
stations for routes north-south are found on 
Baogang Dadao and Jiangnan Dadao (Figure 
2.11-12). Opposition to the gating of the local 
communities is in part related to the location 
of these bus stops which can be accessed easily 
from any location within the area along the 
highly connected local walking network. It is 
this network which is now disturbed by the 
gating effort. Jiangnanxi Lu is a popular bus 
route. These characteristics, along with its 
potential as a destination in Haizhu district 
would make it an excellent candidate for a 
transit mall, allowing only pedestrian, bicycle 
and bus access. Regardless, local residents clearly 
place the car-free nature of their community as 
a higher priority than the pedestrianization of 
Jiangnanxi Lu.

Figure 2.11-11 Parking provision in Jiangnanxi. Parking space is very limited. Car access into the 
area was limited and has been progressively reduced by actions of the local community.
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 A community for pedestrians                          
and bicycles

Pedestrian movement dominates circulation in 
the area. A distinctive pattern can easily be seen 
in the pedestrian volumes map (Figure 2.11-13). 
High volumes were measured on the perimeter 
roads Baogang Dadao and Zidan Dajie. Equally 
large pedestrian volumes can be seen within the 
community itself, forming a grid pattern that 
traverses from north to south and east to west 
across the project. 

Conventional thinking suggests that most 
pedestrians start their trips at home and 
proceed directly and as quickly as possible to the 
perimeter roads, where they can pick up public 
transportation or hail a taxi. In Jiangnanxi, the 
fl ws within the community, for local purposes 
and as part of the social life of this community, 
are as important as the fl ws on the perimeter 
roads. Those perimeter roads are important 
features of the whole Haizhu district and could 
be expected to have much bigger pedestrian 
flows than within the community, but this is 
not always the case (Figure 2.11-13). Pedestrian 
movements within the community are a 
fundamental characteristic of the community 

itself and support the feeling of community that 
people interviewed freely affirm.

The morning peak flows correspond 
closely to the afternoon peak fl ws. Part of this 
movement pattern is associated with taking 
children to school or kindergarten, which is 
done almost exclusively on foot. Flows east-
west and north-south through the area are 
mostly associated with daily social activities. 
These movement directions support the new 
commercial spine of Jiangnanxi, a mix of 
retailing for outsiders and services for locals. 
Preferred routes are along the major crossing 
paths in Jiangnanxi, in keeping with the original 
planning. This supports the description of the 
pedestrian network as a hierarchy of paths–
central spaces and spines with much activity, 
feeder routes into the major ones, and finally 
quiet walkways beneath the trees and between 
the buildings. 

The flow counts conducted at three peak 
times in Jiangnanxi confirm the strong role 
of the pedestrian mode in local travel. The 
total modal split over the course of the day is 
illustrated in Figure 2.11-14. In this method, 
every person and vehicle actually moving 

Figure 2.11-12  Bus routes within 300m of Jiangnan Xincun provide citywide access.
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2010年6月份工作日  5:00pm - 7:00pm
June2010  weekday   5:00pm - 7:00pm

Figure 2.11-13 Pedestrian flow within Jiangnanxi

N

Figure 2.11-14 Transport Modes in  Jiangnan Xincun.  The pedestrian mode is 
dominant with reliance on public transport for travel outside the community.
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through the study area is recorded, including the 
movements on the main streets at the perimeter 
of the project. Evidently, much of the vehicular 
traffic has nothing to do with the Jiangnanxi 
neighborhood, which should be borne in mind 
when looking at the figu e. 

Alhough Jiangnanxi is bordered by 
important arterial roads, walking dominates. 
About 68% of all people and vehicles moving in 
the area are pedestrians, with just 12% motor 
vehicles. Of course, the local community is very 
concerned about the rising traffic circulation 
at the perimeter and is making constant efforts 
to keep motor vehicles out. The bicycle mode 
constitutes 11% of the total, not a small number 
in global terms. Clearly, some proportion of 
the previous bicycle share has transferred to 
the walking mode and to the bus, although 
it is unclear just how much. Including three-
wheelers, the total non-motorized vehicle share 
is 13%. Taxis and buses constitute just 5% of 
the total number, which is quite modest given 
the total number of people who are using these 
modes. From a traffic, energy consumption, 
public health and environmental perspective, 
this modal split is ideal. 

Although the GCCDP planners foresaw a 
much larger role for the bicycle in the original 
plan, today it mostly plays a significant role 
at the edges of the community and especially 
along Baogang Dadao, Jiangnan Dadao and 
Jiangnanxi Lu. The bicycle mode share was 
impinged upon by motorcycles and motorized 
scooters in the 1990s until licensing of these 
vehicles was slowly phased out, culminating 
in a citywide ban on motorcycles from 1 
January 2007

2
. While local movements are 

primarily pedestrian, the presence of parked 
bicycles in the area indicates cycling by local 
residents travelling to destinations outside the 
local community. Figure 2.11-1 provides some 
indication of the density of destinations within 
personal travel distance from the community. 
The daily pattern of adults taking their young 
children to school on foot describes a control of 
the local space by inhabitants and helps explain 
the safe and effective movement between 
various destinations within this area. 

The daily patterns of movement at a central 
point within the community were recorded on 
a single day (Figure 2.11-15). In this survey, 

pedestrian volumes from four directions were 
recorded, passing through a single intersection 
on Jiangnanxi Lu. There are several peaks 
during the day. Most notable among them is the 
morning peak around 7 a.m., another at 12 p.m., 
a third and highest peak at 6 p.m. and a final 
high peak at about 9 p.m. The fl ws accounting 
for these peaks also vary according to time. The 
early morning peak is primarily from the south, 
consisting of parents taking their children to 
school. A return peak from the north is visible 
at around noon. Overall, the contribution from 
the south dominates the movement patterns at 
this point.

These characteristic pedestrian movements 
support the social network and the emerging 
commercial environment of Jiangnanxi.

 A rich and varied activity structure 
in the open space

The GCCDP planners also planned for social 
life in public space in this community. Their 
plan was simple but effective. All vehicular 
movement was closely contained by raised 
curbs, leaving most of the area open and 
simply paved for occupancy of the residents. 
Local residents have placed hundreds of potted 
plants along with seating and play equipment 
in the spaces. Over time, the residents began 
to recognize the places that were most suitable 
for their activities. Today, there is a highly 
characteristic pattern of social activity in 
Jiangnanxi, which can easily be observed in 
Figure 2.11-5. Much of this social activity is 
closely related to the pedestrian movement 
pattern. For example, the cross-like spine of 
movement has as its centerpiece the public plaza 
and community center. Much of the movement 
in late afternoon is directed toward this central 
place, which is alive with people reading, talking 
and supervising toddlers’ play. 

Playing Mahjong, one of the most important 
activities of seniors in the community, evidently 
locates at a signifi ant corner. Here the players 
can capture passing breezes, while enjoying the 
relative cool of a shaded and protected place. 
There are obvious movements to the mahjong 
place, a convenience for older people who can 
proceed rather directly from their homes along 
the closely spaced pedestrian ways.

In recent years, bars have come to locate in 
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Figure 2.11-15  Pedestrian Volume at 15-min Interval    
This graph represents all the travel passing through a 
single point at the heart of Jiangnanxi in one regular, 
working day, in summer, at fifteen-minute intervals.

Pedestrian Count Spot

来自北向的人流
Pedestrian entering from North

来自西向的人流
Pedestrian entering from West

来自南向的人流
Pedestrian entering from South

来自东向的人流
Pedestrian entering from East

人流量计算点

人流方向
Direction Of Flow

N

时
间

Ti
m

e











































Best Practices

165

13
2.13 Case Study

Whampoa Garden
( 黄埔花园 )

Population (est):               32,000

Site area (hectares) :            16

FAR:                                               5.0

Open space:       62,805

Parking ratio:      0.3/100m2

Gross fl orspace:  office:   80,175m2

   retail:   144,779m2

   residential:     709,888m2

Facts

  九龙

Aberdeen Hongkong
  香港仔

HongKong map 
香港地图

维多利亚港

Kowloon Peninsula

Port Victoria

mountain land

mountain land

Whampoa Garden
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Figure 2.13-1 Whampoa Gardens context
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Background
Whampoa Garden was the first development 
of Hutchison Whampoa Properties Group 
(HWPG), built on the former Kowloon 
Dockyards, facing Hong Hom Bay on the north 
shore of Victoria Harbor, east of Hong Hom 
and west of Tai Wan.  Adapting “garden city” 
concepts to the high densities of Hong Kong, 
HWPG envisioned Whampoa Garden as a 
diverse environment where residents could live, 
work and play within the community. 

Th s 16 hectare Comprehensive Development 
Area (CDA) includes 88 residential towers at 
16 stories each, with 10,431 apartments ranging 
from 351 sq ft to 1,110 sq ft., and a current 
population of approximately 32,000. It includes 
shopping arcades and indoor malls, a public 
transport terminus, schools and recreational 
facilities, and is best known to non-residents for 
its central shopping and recreational complex, a 
ship-shaped shopping mall built in the original 
No.1 Dry Dock to represent its history. 

Why Best Practice
Whampoa Gardens is known to outsiders as a 
destination for walking and shopping. Although 
the arrangement of towers and podiums is typical 
of many developments since the 1970s, this one 
boasts a particularly good walking environment. 
It is also well-liked by residents, and the close 
integration between living habitat and public 
settings is an example that should be applied to 
other communities.

When the first phase of Whampoa Gardens 
was developed in the 1980s, the planning 
authorities in Hong Kong and the developers 
involved were intent on providing middle-
income housing of high quality in a prime 
location with characteristics that would support 
local community. We believe those ideals can be 
promulgated by celebrating the particular success 
of Phase One. 

The area is also a brownfield redevelopment 
near existing dense development and transit, just 
~1km east of the Hung Hom terminus of the 
Kowloon-Canton railway.  Initially somewhat 
isolated, Whampoa Gardens has become an 
identifiable destination, while also remaining a 
high-quality residential environment.

The development itself is also quite dense.  
Because of the nearby Kai Tak airport (now 
closed), the planners created compact groups 
of moderate-height towers.  Though shaped by 
constraints, the result has been quite successful. 
The compact arrangement enables a feeling 
of community among the towers, without the 
extreme density of very high towers. More 
recently, higher towers in the vicinity have 
garnered negative responses from locals. There 
is a good balance between density, height, and 
open space in this case, given the density targets 
of Hong Kong development.

Finally, the planners paid attention to the 
linkage between accessible community space 
and the street. The literature on the topic of 
community space at the time emphasized 
that public space should not be far removed 
vertically from the usual movement system. 
Great efforts were made in Whampoa Gardens 
to minimize the vertical distance between the 
public space in the residential estates and the 
street, and maintain visual connectivity and 
open access. The community open space is 
highly integrated with the movement space; a 
major achievement.

How it Happened

 History

Hong Kong and Whampoa Dock was among 
the largest dockyards in Asia, in the decades 
following its founding in 1863 by Douglas 
Lapraik and Thomas Sutherland. The rapidly 
expanding sea trade within East Asia and 
between East Asia and South-East Asia 
generated a huge demand for ocean-going 
vessels. Known from 1865 as the Kowloon 
Docks, the area handled shipping as well as boat 
construction and repair.
     Controlled by Douglas Clague in the 1960s 
through Hutchison International, control 
subsequently passed to Cheung Kong Holdings. 
As happened worldwide, shipyards went into 
rapid decline and closure with the emergence of 
containerization, which was more demanding 
in space, logistics and ship capacity. The older 
dockyards became redundant. Cities with 
shipbuilding went through a sea change in the 
1960s and 1970s, leaving substantial waterfronts 
in a state of abandonment.
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Figure 2.13-2 The site of Whampoa Garden was the former Kowloon Dockyards, the 
largest dockyards in Asia (The British Admiralty, 1909) 
Image courtesy of Hutchison Whampoa Limited

     As a result, in 1976, the Kowloon Dockyards 
began closure in phases. The following year, 
the Kowloon dockyard’s owner, Hong Kong & 
Whampoa Dock Company Limited (HWD), 
merged with Hutchison International Limited 
(HIL) to form Hutchison Whampoa Limited 
(HWL), a property-oriented business that 
included marketing and estate management 
divisions. On December 14, 1984, HWL signed 
a Conditions of Exchange with the Hong Kong 
Government.  The dockyard was officially 
closed in 1985. HWL Group subsequently 
launched the Whampoa Garden Project, and 
invested almost $4 billion in what is one of 
Hong Kong’s largest private residential and 
commercial developments.

 Planning Process

Development on the (Comprehensive 
Development Area (CDA) site was governed by 
the Master Layout Plan (MLP) first approved 
by the Town Planning Board on October 19th, 
1983, with land use designation changing in 
1985 and a major MLP revision April 22nd, 
1988. The site was subject to a maximum 
building height restriction of 52mPD (~16 
story) due to its proximity to the old Kai Tak 
airport in Kowloon City.

Three Section 16 Planning Applications 
(May 1984, June 1987, December 1987) were 
submitted by the developer with the following 
modifi ations: One building on site 12 (Figure 
2.13-3) was removed to provide better air 
ventilation and a view corridor to the Victoria 
Harbour; building orientation on site 10 
was modified to provide a larger communal 
courtyard space.

The total number of residential buildings 
was decreased from 94 towers on the first 
submission to 88 at fi al submission. However, 
the total Gross Floor Area (GFA) was increased 
by decreasing the road/utility footprint and 
local open space at street level. 

The towers are primarily situated above 
the landscaped roofs of podiums containing 
commercial uses at ground floor and/or 
basement levels.  The development includes two 
free-standing commercial complexes, (one is 
The Whampoa Plaza), and four free-standing 
purpose-designed primary schools. The internal 
roads of Whampoa Garden are private streets 

mPD: Hong Kong Surveying term, 
"meters above Principle Datum"
PD = 1.230m below average sea level
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Figure 2.13-3 The development is divided into 12 sites for identification. Totally three 
applications have been made to the Town Planning Board and the major modification was 
reduction of number of towers to provide larger open space.

with public access, maintained and managed by 
the developer. It should be noted that Whampoa 
Garden is not a gated community as in other 
places in China, as the success of the retail is 
dependent on the access of visitors in addition 
to the residents of the development.

 A Self-Contained Urban Community

The major obstacle to good urban development 
on this waterfront site was its relative isolation 
from the city, even if it was geographically very 
close. The concentration of heavy transport 
infrastructure around Hung Hom Station 
effectively cuts off the area from the activity 
center of Tsim Sha Tsui. The Princess Margaret 
Road Link to the east of Hung Hom Station and 
the Cross Harbour Tunnel entrance to the west 
form a large swath that can only be crossed by 
overhead walkways. None of those access routes 
are direct, at reasonable walking distance or 
very comfortable walking experiences, and are 
vastly underused as a result. Early plans for the 
provision of local services made sense in light 
of these difficulties.  In addition, Whampoa 
Garden essentially doubled the size of the 

existing Hung Hom district, contributing to a 
single service area housing more than 60,000 
people. North of Whampoa Gardens is an 
industrial estate, currently in transformation 
but still active at the time of development in the 
1980s.

The initial concept was to provide all 
necessary local services, as well as commercial 
activities of a higher order. To link strongly 
with neighboring Hung Hom residential areas 
and attract visitors, the plan extended the 
street grid of Hung Hom into the Whampoa 
Garden site. Uses were planned in layers, with 
parking provisions at the lowest underground 
level, followed by commercial uses below and 
at grade, a public garden system one story up, 
and finally housing above that. This pattern 
was repeated throughout except for the 
entertainment-retail block at the center of the 
project. The lack of open space at the ground 
level, except for the waterfront park, was 
off et by linking the elevated open spaces with 
pedestrian bridges. In fact, the bridges never 
came to be used, as the gardens could be linked 
effectively through ramps to the street level 
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network. In addition, a waterfront promenade 
lined the entire development, with several access 
points back into the community. Th s walkway 
passes the public facilities at Tai Wan Shan 
Park before connecting with the more recently 
completed phase two.

The isolated nature of the community made 
the inclusion of schools a necessity. As a result, 
a substantial proportion of the land area was 
devoted to two primary schools, while a high 
school is located at a short distance. 

The unique history of Whampoa Garden can 
still be felt in the area today. The ‘ship’ building, 
placed at the location of the #1 dry dock 
(Figure 2.13-2) reminds us of the Whampoa 
Docks that occupied the site previously. The 
waterfront remains dear to the community as 
a favorite local place for relaxation. From this 
same waterfront location the Star ferry departs 
for Central on Hong Kong Island, favored by 
many in the community as a convenient way 
to access the central waterfront and providing 
some nautical activity along the water’s edge. 
The whole development feels throughout to 
be on the water’s edge, because of the relative 

openness between the towers, with nothing in 
the background.  In this way, a particular history 
has come to invest a wholly new and otherwise 
unrelated development. The meaning of the 
place is somehow retained even at relatively 
high density, using quite conventional methods.

Results: Current Physical 
Conditions

 Overall Form and Spatial 
Organization

Whampoa Gardens is very identifiable in 
Hong Kong for its consistent mid-rise pattern, 
surrounded by much more heterogeneous 
developments. To maximize the development 
GFA within the height restrictions, the entire 
development was built to the maximum height, 
resulting in a uniform building height profile, all 
88 towers at 52 mPD, except for the more recent 
commercial development at 100 mPD closer 
to the waterfront. Concerns that similarity 
of building type and height might cause 
disorientation and lack of diversity have been 

Figure 2.13-4 View from the North to South showing the retail and entertainment complex 
(Whampoa Gourmet Place) and ship shape shopping mall (the Whampoa) in the centre of the site.
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Figure 2.13-5 Building figure/ground diagram showing the lot 
size of Whampoa Garden is higher than the surrounding areas

Figure 2.13-6 Land Use

N
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raised. One response is the vibrancy at street 
level because of the retail frontage. Underground 
retail spaces are not linked, due to the expense 
of deeper subway links, and the utility networks 
which follow the roads. Public open space is 
primarily at fi st fl or podium levels, connected 
by footbridges, though residents prefer to use 
the ground level, adding to the vibrancy of the 
streets.  The ship shaped shopping mall at the 
center of Whampoa Garden forms the land 
mark of the development as a reminder of its 
history as a dockyard.

The buildings themselves pay slight homage 
to the nautical theme with white, rounded 
forms and cool, neutral colors, but it is no 
accident that the ‘ship’ in the scheme represents 
a contemporary, passenger vessel and not a 
freighter: the site’s history was considered less 
important than its projected future . Attention 
was mostly focused on environmental qualities 
of the housing, which benefit from natural light 
and an exposure to waterfront breezes.

 Land Use: Zoning

The Whampoa Garden development is zoned 
Comprehensive Developmetn Area (CDA) 
on both sides of Hung Hom Road. Under the 
CDA zone, all uses need approval of the Town 
Planning Board (TPB).

     In 2003, the TPB considered the objective 
of the CDA zoning fulfilled, as the development 
was completed, and rezoned Whampoa 
Garden to R(A) (Residential).  However, this 
was rejected by the residents committee, due 

to fears of future large scale redevelopment, in 
particular the developer using residual approved 
non-domestic GFA for large-scale commercial 
development. With residents preferring that 
the TPB continue to control development of 
Whampoa Garden under the zoning of CDA, 
the Board had to reverse the zoning change.

Whampoa Garden consists of primarily 
residential and commercial uses. Total Domestic 
GFA of Whampoa Garden is 710,000 sq. meters, 
all of which has been developed as residential 
apartments. A total of 157,000 sq. meters of 
non-domestic GFA have been developed, with 
an additional 10,800 sq. meters approved but 
not yet developed.

To maximize the domestic GFA, the elevator 
machine rooms of all residential buildings in 
Whampoa Garden were located on the 16th 
fl or. Thus there is no direct lift to the top fl or; 
residents take the lift to the 15th fl or and then 
walk up. Due to the height restriction at that 
time, rather than a more typical 3 story retail 
podium, commercial was limited to the ground 
floor, and a basement floor in some blocks, 
providing already GFA of over 1.2 million 
square feet.  Since building residential flats was 
more profitable given the physical constraints, 
it was decided to maximize the domestic GFA 
of the development. Even after the relocation of 
Kai Tak Airport, the building height restriction 
was retained, in part due to objections from the 
residents who prefer the current density of the 
area, with a Plot Ratio (PR) of 5 compared to 
other residential areas reaching 10 or more.

N

Figure 2.13-7 Basement map
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Figure 2.13-8 View corridor looking from Victoria Harbour into 
Whampoa Garden

higher revenue for the developer, and makes 
the retail supportable, as well as increasing 
the property value by 20% compared with the 
surrounding residential developments.

 Open Space and Community 
Facilities

Under the agreement in the lease, during the 
development, open space within the interior 
of the block, including street and podium level 
open space, is mandated to be opened to the 
public - much to the dislike of the residents who 
want privacy and security. Like other public 
open space in private development (POSPD), it 
is opened to the public during a certain period 
of time, and is managed by a private company. 
However, there has long been a perception by 
the residents of Whampoa Garden that the 
open space in the podium area is privately 
owned. This illusion can be traced back to 
misleading depictions on sales promotions by 
real estate agents and the private developer. Not 
until the discussion on privatized public open 
space in Metro Harbour View in Hong Kong 
did residents in private development including 
Whampoa Garden start to realize that they 
do not own the podium garden at their front 
door.  This issue has become controversial in 
recent years, with residents complaining that it 
is unfair for them to pay for all the management 
and maintenance fees if the podium gardens are 
open to the public.

Figure 2.13-9 Open Space and Community Facilities

N

A detailed shop inventory was conducted to 
better understand the commercial arrangement. 
Retail in Whampoa Garden is divided into 12 
districts, with 2 major shopping complexes, 
The Whampoa (the ship-shaped structure), 
and Whampoa Gourmet Place. The 10 other 
retail districts are integrated on the ground and 
basement level of the residential buildings, and 
each of the districts are characterized by a similar 
type of use. Partidular uses change constantly, 
however, to accommodate changing demands. 
For instance, the current location of the Park’n 
Shop market used to be a wet market. By having 
open space, public access, and commercial uses 
serving the public, Whampoa Garden generates 



Case studies

174

Internal Courtyard

 Streets, Walking Routes, and Public 
Space

As noted above, the walkways out of the 
development to the west and north-west never 
really operated well to provide access to the rest 
of the city. The local population relies heavily on 
a minibus system within the public transport 
system of Hong Kong. Travel to Central is 
most efficient today via the Star Ferry across 
Victoria Harbour. The transport network of this 
development was never very well developed, in 
part because of the heavy constraints imposed 
by surrounding infrastructure. For new projects, 
better accessibility into and out of such an area 
would be preferred. 

In spite of limited access to its surroundings, 
the community itself remains largely non-
motorized. There is residential parking, 

Transport hub

Major road intersection

although much less than the number of 
housing units (Table 2.13-1). Public parking is 
also limited. As a consequence, traffic on the 
local street network is light and almost wholly 
devoted to servicing needs and taxis. One 
could argue that the provisions are actually 
too much for the traffic being accommodated, 
even if they were thought to be small when 

Figure 2.13-10 There are 2 major roads providing connection between Whampoa Garden and 
surrounding areas, as well as footbridges within Whampoa Garden for internal access

N
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Figure 2.13-11 Whampoa Gardens pedestrian & vehicle flows
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Figure 2.13-12 Whampoa Gardens commercial space 
distribution. ‘Site 6’ is a major ground level department 
store and ‘Site 8’ includes a multilevel restaurant 
complex. Throughout the area, the ground level is 
dominated by retail.
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be considered high density in international 
terms, and in comparison with projects in 
nearby Mainland China, but is within a normal 
range for Hong Kong.  It demonstrates that 
good quality of life and a compatible mix of 
uses is achievable at this density. Critical is 
the attention paid to common services, public 
open space and internal communications, all of 
which were well handled here.

 Parking

The following table (2.13-1) compares parking 
provision at Whampoa Gardens with parking in 
surrounding developments. Whampoa Gardens 
averages only around 1 parking space for every 
5 apartments; three times less than the average 
of the surrounding developments.

fi st implemented. The needs of pedestrian traffic 
have already influenced this 1980s design and 
may yet have influence over the design of the road 
environment. The only major traffic is found on 
Hung Hom Road that passes through Whampoa 
Gardens, serving neighboring districts as a local 
arterial road.

Certain features were the product of 
collaboration between the developer, Hutchison, 
and the Hong Kong colonial government of the 
time, including the openings between the towers 
to allow hints of the open water just beyond, high 
density via reduced local open space at ground 
level, and reduced street widths. This network 
of narrow streets today supports the vibrant 
pedestrian movement found there. 

With an FAR  (PR) of about 5, this project could 

Whampoa Garden (site1) 红磡 600 120 20%

Whampoa Garden (site2) 红磡 2160 502 23%

Whampoa Garden (site4) 红磡 720 196 27%

Whampoa Garden (site5) 红磡 1080 318 29%

Whampoa Garden (site6) 红磡 0 88 0%

Whampoa Garden (site7) 红磡 555 115 21%

Whampoa Garden (site8) 红磡 0 114 0%

Whampoa Garden (site9) 红磡 1216 72 6%

Whampoa Garden (site10) 红磡 600 170 28%

Whampoa Garden (site11) 红磡 1552 148 10%

Whampoa Garden (site12) 红磡 1076 195 18%

Whampoa Garden Average(Excluding site 6 and site 8): 21%

Whampoa Garden Average(Including site 6 and site 8): 22%

香水湾 红磡 300 200 67%

海多轩 红磡 324 324 100%

芜湖居 红磡 3315 1300 39%

君临天下（Harbour side） 九龙站 1122 864 77%

尚御（Meridian Hill） 九龙站 103 103 100%

漾日居 九龙站 1288 1332 103%

擎天半岛 九龙站 2126 1270 60%

富榮花園（Charming Garden） 旺角 3908 681 17%

碧海蓝天 九龙区长沙湾 1616 516 32%

宇晴軒 九龙区长沙湾 2256 669 30%

昇悅居 九龙荔枝角道 2434 595 24%

毕架山峰 九龙塘 197 185 94%

港景峰 尖沙咀 998 341 34%

Average for other properties (near the Whampoa area) 60%

Whampoa Garden (site3) 红磡 960 230 24%

Property Area apartments parking places %

Table 2.13-1 Parking Places for Whampoa Garden



Case studies

178

Figure 2.13-13 Parking inventory of Whampoa Gardens
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Accomplishments

 User Characteristics and Activities

Whampoa was part of a worldwide trend in 
the 1970s and 1980s to take back central city 
waterfronts that had been wholly devoted to 
port activities, industry and transport. Obsolete 
facilities and abandonment gave way to urban 
projects of all kinds, bringing people closer to 
the water and adding public space. Whampoa 
Gardens participated in that movement to make 
vibrant, living environments of the waterfront, 
and its success is a counter to skepticism about 
doing so from scratch. Whampoa Gardens 
is a vibrant urban place as a well as a high-
density living environment. In a later time, 
more attention might have been paid to the 
architectural heritage of the original Docks, but 
the developer opted for a more contemporary 
approach.

One of the advantages of this scale of 
planning is being able to control the whole 
range of services in a single planning effort.  
Smaller projects have difficulty knowing how to 
serve the larger community. Whampoa Gardens 
itself is the second largest housing estate in 
Hong Kong, with 10,431 flats. But the public 
environment is largely retailing-oriented, street-
level and dominated by the walking mode. For 

every five square meters of residential space 
there is 1 square meter of retail space. 

This proportion devoted to retailing, 
deemed appropriate when built in the 1980s, is 
now somewhat out-of-date. People are attracted 
to higher order centers where they can access 
more varied goods and services.  An active 
and vital central commercial space will attract 
outside visitors, increasing overall patronage 
and the demand for commercial space. This 
has happened at Whampoa Gardens, where 
a balance between purely local services and 
brand-name goods retailing is difficult. Just 12% 
of the shops clearly cater to the local population, 
though others are undoubtedly serving the 
local population as well. Such local services do 
tend to cluster in particular locations within the 
area, with the heaviest foot traffi attracting the 
higher order shops paying higher rental rates. 

The extension of the MTR to Whampoa 
Gardens, if it happens, will have a major impact 
on the demand for commercial space as more 
specialized retail will surely be attracted. How 
this demand will be handled is important, but 
beyond the scope of this work. At present, 
the local public environment is relatively 
high quality–spacious, well maintained, well 
patronized and at a human scale. At the same 
time, one never loses the sense that this public 
environment is a residential environment one 
story up from the street. 

Access to Whampoa Gardens from Kowloon is via a 1km long covered walkway
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The public access courtyard 
is at the podium level, with 
main access by stairs

Pedestrian street in Whampoa Gardens, with 
street level shops and upper level housing

Shopfronts lining the 
outer streets can also 
often be accessed from 
within the block.
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Interior public access courtyard, with quality public space and ground floor shops

Exterior street is lined with shops, with few private 
cars to be seen. The walkway has been widened and 
road narrowed to accommodate the large number 
of shoppers visiting the area

Local area map in one of the Whampoa 
Gardens estates, with maritime theme branding

Landscaped interior public courtyard area

Security guards are stationed at each 
entrance to a tower, with controlled access 
to the apartments, rather than at the 
courtyard entrances from the street
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Sport and recreation facilities 
inside the public access blocks

Shops open into the interior courtyard, 
as well as onto the exterior street
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 Demographics 

The site of Whampoa Garden is categorized 
in section G16 and G17 (Figure 2.13-14) of 
the census data, and Hunghom Peninsula 
development is included in section G17. 
Therefore the census statistics of Whampoa 
Garden in this report is approximate due to the 
inclusion of Hunghom Peninsula. According 
to the census in 2006, the total population 
in Whampoa Garden is about 32,000, with 
a majority of Chinese and a slightly higher 
female population (Table 2.13-2). The largest 
age group in the area is 35-64 (Table 2.13-3).

Figure 2.13-14 Census Area (Hong Kong Government, modified by author)

N

Table 2.13-2 Population distribution by gender and ethnicity

Table 2.13-3 Age group of Whampoa Garden

Kowloon City – Whampoa East G16
Number of domestic households: 5007
Average domestic household size: 3.5
Kowloon City – Whampoa West G17*
Number of domestic households: 5058
Average domestic household size: 2.8
*including data of Hung Hom Peninsula
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 Socio-Economic Data

The target market of Whampoa Garden is 
middle class white collar income group. The 
median monthly household income in Hong 
Kong in 2009 is HKD 17,500, and Whampoa 
Garden’s area has a median household income 
of HKD 32,250 and HKD 41,000 (Table 2.13-4), 
which is above the average of Hong Kong.

Kowloon City – Whampoa East G16
Number of domestic households: 5007
Median monthly domestic household income: HKD 41,000
Kowloon City – Whampoa West G17*
Number of domestic households: 5058
Median monthly domestic household income: HKD 32,250
*including data of Hung Hom Peninsula

Table 2.13-4 Household monthly income

 Resident’s Sense of Ownership

It is evident there is a high community “sense 
of ownership” in Whampoa Garden. According 
to the Deed of Mutual Covenant, the Owner’s 
Corporation (OC) must be formed to manage 
resident’s affairs. Within the 12 sites of 
Whampoa Garden, 3 representatives have to be 
selected from each site to act as the members 
of the OC, making 36 members. The OC has 
not yet been formed, as 2 of the sites belonging 
to the developer - where the shopping centres 
are located - have not sent out representatives. 
Meanwhile, an informal Residents Committee 
has been formed to represent their views. “We 
are forming the Residents Committee because 
we want to voice out and protect our property.” 
said Mr. Chan, member of the committee.

The Residents Committee has no regular 
meetings, but gathers when issues arise. 
Recently, regular meetings have been held to 
support changing the land use designation of a 
site adjacent to Whampoa Garden, from CDA 

to open space. The residents feel there is a strong 
need to preserve the last piece of land along 
Victoria Harbour as public open space, rather 
than the proposed hotel CDA development.  
“There is a lack of open green space in the Hung 
Hom and neighboring districts, it is essential 
to save that last piece of land for public use for 
the benefits of the Whampoa Garden residence 
and Hong Kong as a whole” said Mrs. Fung, 
member of the residents committee.

The committee has also expressed concern 
over the effects of the Kwon Tong Line extension 
of the MTR to Whampoa Garden, which has 
been approved and is scheduled for completion 
in 2015.  Residents have grown accustomed 
to the minibus system which delivers them 
quickly to Hung Hom station. There was an 
internal shuttle bus serving Whampoa Garden; 
however it was removed recently as it was 
seen as competition to the minibus, and by 
residents as adding to the road congestion.  
Those interviewed were not enthusiastic about 
the MTR extension, suggesting that this service 
would offer little advantage over the existing 
surface system, while inviting land use change. 
Residents still dominate the local scene, with 
more than 60% of the people on the street 
coming from within the project, according to 
our street survey. In general, the high degree 
of satisfaction expressed by local people about 
their present environment has made them 
cautious, or even hostile to changes that might 
occur in the surrounding areas.

Residents and visitors fi d the arrangement 
of buildings and open space an appealing feature 
of the development, along with the connectivity 
of the street system inside and the diversity and 
number of services. Residents do recognize that 
their area is somewhat isolated from the rest 
of the city. In general, they feel that the overall 
living environment is good, with an accessible 
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waterfront, adequate community facilities, 
quality open space, and good maintenance. The 
positive responses across all 12 indicators in the 
survey suggest a high level of satisfaction with 
the living environment. These positive feelings 
are undoubtedly shared by others not living 
in the community. For example, it is reported 
that the housing within Whampoa Gardens is 
about 20% more costly than equivalent housing 
in the surrounding areas. This suggests that 
the inclusion of public goods in a residential 
environment can account for a substantial 
premium in property value. At a time when the 
effort to add value to housing estates often turns 
to the provision of private goods, or style-based 
branding, the particular success of this project is 
worth noting.

 A Pleasant Walking Environment 
Inside / Local Connectivity

Whampoa Garden is a pedestrian- and transit-
friendly, walkable neighbourhood, with 100% 
of survey respondents indicating walking as 
their major means of transportation within 
Whampoa Garden.  The vibrant streetscape 
and interconnected walkways and footbridges 
contribute to this.  Respondents also gave the 
2nd highest satisfaction rate to connectivity 
within Whampoa Garden, among all other 
criteria. 

A very high proportion of the residents 
walk within their area on a daily basis. They 
are quite satisfied with the walking provisions 
according to our survey. Daily walking through 

the environment to schools, services and 
shops helps build a sense of community and 
encourages appropriation of the public space. 
Th s was a strong feeling of the residents when 
asked their opinions of their local habitat.

The commercial infrastructure also 
influences walking behaviors.  There is a steady 
infl w of visitors from the communities to the 
north and east of Whampoa Gardens, making 
it a destination in its own right, and largely 
without conflict with the interests of the local 
community. Major commercial anchors benefit 
from a pleasant walking environment, with 
more generous provisions than is usual in Hong 
Kong. Climate-controlled interiors complement 
the outdoor venues, the whole operating as a 
single system. 

Although Whampoa Gardens adopted the 
basic features of the podium-walkway system 
of Hong Kong of the 1970s, the system never 
functioned as planned. Instead, the ground 
plane became a network of pathways, with that 
system extending into three of the blocks, and 
continuing underground in two. Whampoa 
Gardens is a contemporary of Shatin new town 
where the town center straddles the railway 
station and continues in the surrounding blocks 
with walkways. There, the height difference 
between walkway and ground is more than 
double that of Whampoa Gardens.  There are 
more frequent and better designed connections 
at Whampoa Gardens between the main 
pedestrian level and the ground. At Shatin, there 
are restricted links, which means the ground 
plane is largely devoted to transportation and 
services, rather than retailing and public use. 
In other words, the same planning model 
had entirely different results because of a few 
critical differences. The net result at Whampoa 
Gardens is a tight grid of possible pathways 
with minor level differences. It was known at 
that time that use of public space decreased as 
the height difference between the space and the 
usual ground plane increased. Undoubtedly, 
Whampoa Garden’s planners wished to 
minimize this height difference in order to 
promote the use of the open space system 
within the blocks. 

The pedestrian grid could have developed 
further, had the underground plane been 
exploited at the time of development. As it is, Pedestrian environment
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Figure 2.13-15 Whampoa Garden street vibrancy map

N

The Whampoa, a ship-shaped shopping center
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there are three main shopping facilities located 
within the blocks. These are not connected to 
each other although they are well connected 
to the street. Because the street provides the 
pedestrian infl w to these centers, they tend not 
to have the pedestrian fl w of the streets above. 
One compensation for this is the introduction 
of large floor retailing operations like Park’n 
Shop and Toys ‘R Us. These operations are 
assumed to operate as their own magnets. 

The strongest flows into the area come 
directly from Hung Hom neighborhood to 
the northwest. There is also a strong inflow 
to the area from the same community via the 
minibus. But most entrants are coming on foot 
in a particular, repeated pattern that has shaped 
the commercial environment in the vicinity. 
Th s infl w of visitors to the area is particularly 
notable on weekends, when the sidewalks 
are filled, though seldom congested. During 
the week, there is also a strong flow from the 

Star ferry dock as commuters make their way 
to and from Hong Kong Island, the major 
work destination for the local population. The 
alternative travel route is minibus to Hung Hom 
station / KCR-MTR. 

The area to the northeast of Whampoa 
Gardens remains in transition, as old industrial 
loft buildings are gradually converted to other 
uses. Some of these structures house large 
numbers of small start-up operations and 
generate substantial pedestrian flow at peak 
hour. These activities do not have reason to 
connect with Whampoa Gardens except for 
services. Pedestrian flows between these two 
areas are exceptionally weak at present and 
cannot be expected to grow. In the meantime, 
the level difference and viaduct on Dyer Avenue 
make access to the north more difficult. New 
housing is appearing in Tai Wan about 500m 
north of Whampoa Gardens. That additional 
population will likely visit Whampoa Gardens 
on a regular basis for local shopping if not 
specialized shopping because they reside within 
walking distance.

Because of major road infrastructure the 
area remains poorly connected with Tsim Sha 
Tsui, a major center further west. It is better 
connected, and deliberately so, to Hung Hom 
on its northwest border.

 Daily Travel Behavior

The result of the questionnaire shows that bus 
or mini bus is the major mode of transport 

Figure 2.13-16 Mobility netowrks - contrast between dense and sparse by mode

Residents’ Questionarie
Interviews using a survey questionnaire have been 
conducted to collect primary data for the resident's 
and visitor’s opinions about Whampoa Garden. With a 
small sample size of 30, this survey is not meant to be a 
representative sample, rather for indicative purposes only. 
The majority of respondents say that they are most satisfi d 
with the building density and set-back, connectivity within 
Whampoa Garden, and types and number of shops.
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to Whampoa Garden, at 68%. This figure 
indicates public transportation is highly used 
by Whampoa residents and visitors. There is 
a transport hub with bus and mini bus at the 
ground level of Whampoa Gourmet Place, 
which is located at the centre of the site and 
is accessible within a 5-minute walk from 
all around Whampoa Garden. The ferry is 
also a common choice of transport that links 
Whampoa Garden to Central and North Point 
on Hong Kong Island. The nearest MTR station 
to Whampoa Garden is currently Hung Hom 
Station, a 15 minute walk.

 Private Car Use

From the information given by the Whampoa 
Garden resident committee, the number of 
private cars is roughly 3,000, that is about 30% 
of the total number of households own a car. 
However, according to them, private cars are 
mainly used for Sunday driving. Most of the 
time in weekdays, they take public transport, 
which is very sustainable.

From our survey questionnaire, 100% of 
the respondents do not travel to or within 
Whampoa Garden by cycling. The resident 
committee explains that is mainly because there 

Figure 2.13-17 A variety of transport is provided including bus, minivan, ferry, taxi, and MTR

N

is not a bicycle track in Whampoa Garden and 
cycling on the road is too dangerous. It is also 
not necessary when public transportation is 
convenient and affordable.

Lessons
A number of converging factors make 
Whampoa Gardens a desirable living habitat, 
a quality public environment, and a dense 
city area with minimal use of motor vehicles. 
Part of this success comes directly from 
careful planning and some from the voluntary 
adaptation people have made to their living 
habitat. The possibilities of living in Whampoa 
Gardens have given rise to a strong idea among 
residents of what makes it attractive, and 
perhaps how to keep it that way.

Whampoa Gardens demonstrates that 
multiple residential communities encompassing 
about one square kilometer of the city can 
share public transport, public space activities 
and shopping. The effective community from 
the perspective of social space is closer to a 
population base of 60,000, rather than the 
~32,000 of Whampoa Gardens proper. The 
advantages of such a population base are 
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obvious, as shown by the ability of Whampoa 
Gardens to capture much of the elective travel 
of inhabitants within these communities. 
The travel behavior of people found in the 
public environment is indicative: 68% of those 
interviewed used the minibus at some point in 
their trip. Those who used walking exclusively 
amounted to 18% of respondents. Cars and 
taxis amounted to just 7% of the total. Although 
there is one resident parking space for every 
five residential units, the cars occupying these 
spaces are seldom used for routine activity. 
Most respondents felt the cars were of use for 
excursions and special purpose trips.

The minibus provides service at the scale of 
the whole district, not just Whampoa Gardens, 
which by itself would have no need for an 
internal transit system. The original concept 
for the development has already adapted to 
accommodate changes in behaviors, and further 
change might be desirable or necessary with 
the addition of a metro station, which is sure to 
impact visitor levels. 

The total traffi volume is quite light on the 
internal road system, and the whole connected 
area beyond Whampoa Gardens itself is at the 
right scale for bicycle travel. For the present, 
however, bicycles are not in use in this area. 
The road design itself makes the use of a bicycle 
quite difficult, and there are no obvious places 
to store a bicycle. In the meantime, the minibus 
is a favored means of travel and is a good fit 
with the street-level life found within Whampoa 
Gardens.

Whether large projects like Whampoa 
Gardens lead to superior outcomes than 
smaller ones remains a question. Avoiding an 
exclusively pedestrian podium-level walkway 
system - with the ground level given over to 
services and automobile uses – and maintaining 
the importance of the street environment 
for the internal network are both admirable 
achievements.  But there is nothing inherently 
advantageous in this scale of implementation 
except its partnership with administrative 
practice. As at Whampoa Gardens, everything 
can be specified in the initial contract, which 
must be carefully written. With mechanisms to 
implement coordination for the larger area, a 
much better fit could be made with actual needs 
on the ground. The poor linkages locally are a 

refl ction of lack of attention at the scale where 
human behavior counts most. 

Overall, residents and visitors enjoy 
Whampoa Garden with its livability, walkability, 
mix of uses, comparatively lower building 
density, and accessibility. For the residents, the 
various elements discussed above contribute 
to the a ‘sense of place’, including lower 
building density relative to other Hong Kong 
developments. The lack of diversity in the 
buildings may actually reinforce the identity of 
the neighborhood as a unique district within 
the larger system, however much it might 
theoretically erode ‘sense of place’ within 
itself.  Public open space on the podium level 
is well used, as is the open space at ground 
level, including Hong Hom Park near the 
waterfront. A well-connected street network 
along with a variety of ground-level shops has 
created a walkable pedestrian environment 
within the neighborhood, as well as serving 
the neighbouring district. Whampoa Garden 
is integrated with the Hung Hom District via 
shared amenities, shops, and open space, with 
the return of making shops more commercially 
viable. 

The residents committee, although not the 
official owner’s corporations, has been vocal 
and active in expressing their wants and needs. 
In the views of Roger Nissim, a former resident 
and development consultant, Whampoa 
Garden is a good example of successful mixed-
use development in the context of high density 
living in Hong Kong, in contrast to the less 
vibrant newer developments on Hung Hom 
peninsula closer to the waterfront.

Further Research
To better understand the degree of success of 
Whampoa Garden, and its causes that might 
be transferable, more detailed analysis should 
be done including expanded user surveys 
(both resident and visitor), more rigorous 
comparison with other developments, and 
multi-modal traffic counts.  In addition, a 
deeper understanding of the financial aspects 
of the original development and contemporary 
conditions could support arguments for 
applying its lessons more broadly.  
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4 Project Information
1.PROJECT WEB SITE
http://www.whampoaworld.com/default.asp 
(Shopping complex)
2.DEVELOPER
Hutchison Whampoa Limited (HWL)
Address: 22nd Floor, Hutchison House, 10 
Harcourt Road, Hong Kong
Telephone: +852 2128 1188
Facsimile: +852 2128 1705
E-mail: info@hutchison-whampoa.com
Website: wwww.hutchison-whampoa.com/eng/
index.htm
3. ARCHITECT
Wong & Ouyang (HK) Ltd.
27/F Dorset House,
TaiKoo Place, 979 King’s Road,
Hong Kong
TEL: (852) 2968 1881
FAX: (852) 2968 1771
Email: wohk@wongouyang.com
4.Reference
The British Admiralty (1909) The Dock Book 
“For the Information of Offic s in H.M. Service 
Only”, Retrived
on the World Wide Web on August 5, 
2010 from: http://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-hk/
File:Dkbkpl18.jpg
Census and Statistics Department (2006) 
Population By-census, Retrived on the World 
Wide Web on
August 5, 2010 from: http://www.bycensus2006.
gov.hk/en/data/data3/index.htm
Hutchison Whampoa Properties Limited (2007) 
Wounderful World of Whampoa, Retrived on 
the World
Wide Web on August 2, 2010 from: http://www.
whampoaworld.com/
Hutchison Whampoa Properties Limited 
(2007), Company Profile, Retrived on the World 

Wide Web on
August 5, 2010 from: http://www.hwpg.com/en/
profile/companyprofile.asp
Hutchison Whampoa Properties Limited 
(2007), Whampoa Garden, Retrived on the 
World Wide Web on
August 5, 2010 from: http://www.hwpg.com/en/
properties/p72.asp
Plans
Town Planning Board (2009), “Kowloon 
Planning area No.9 Draft hung hom Outline 
Zoning Plan
No.S/K9/23, Schedule of Use”, P. 4, 7.
Wong & Ouyang & Associates (December 
1987), Whampoa Garden, “Land Use Pattern”, 
“Basement 1
Plan”, Section”, “Town Planning Office 
Requirements for Open Space Provision” , 
“Ground Floor Plan”
Wong & Ouyang & Associates (June 1987), 
Whampoa Garden, “Land Use Pattern”, 
“Basement 1 Plan”,
Section”, “Town Planning Offic Requirements 
for Open Space Provision”
Wong & Ouyang & Associates (May 1984), 
Whampoa Garden, “Land Use Pattern”, 
“Basement 1 Plan”,
Section”, “Town Planning Offic Requirements 
for Open Space Provision”
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Roger Nissim, Former Resident of Whampoa 
Garden, Development Consultant, and Adjunct 
Professor at
the University of Hong Kong
Patrick Leung, Director of Marketing, Hutchison 
Whampoa Group Limited
Questionnaire, Group interview, 3rd – 4th 
August, 2010.
Whampoa Garden Resident Committee, Group 
interview, 4th August, 2010.

Sources: 
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Figure 2.14-1 Junjing Gardens is surrounded by other communities 
with which it has daily linkages, notably Tangxia and Tangdong 
villages to the north, and Chebei to the east.

N

Background
Junjing Huayuan (Junjing Gardens) is 
Guangzhou’s largest single residential 
development. Currently housing a population 
of up to 40,000 in 0.35 square kilometres, it will 
eventually have a population of some 60,000 
in an area of less than 0.5 sq km (1200/ha). 
The size of this individual development means 
that it must incorporate many urban services 
that would normally be found in a larger 
urban area. It is located between major public 
transportation infrastructures: BRT runs along 
its northern edge, while a Guangzhou metro 
station is located to the south (Figure 2.14-1).

 Why Best Practice
This design is best practice in providing 
ground-level commercial services of interest to 
the local residents in a very pleasant walking 
environment. The roads are of purely local 
purpose with very few moving vehicles. Most 
of the central space is useable landscaping in 
support of public activity on all the local streets 
of the area. There is quite a lot of such public 
activity, in part because the community travels 
to school and to local shopping on foot and has 
integrated social activities into this network of 
daily routine movements. 

In addition, its connections to the larger 
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View to the east from Junjing Huayuan’s western perimeter. Tangdong and Tianlang Mingju 
BRT stations, with Tangdong urban village in the background.

Figure 2.14-2 Public transportation infrastructure around Junjing Gardens: BRT stations, 
metro stations, and bike sharing stations.
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urban environment give the development 
options in terms of how it develops internal 
transportation infrastructure. So far, the public 
transportation infrastructure (Figure 2.14-2) 
is more important in the decisions of buyers in 
this development than the road and parking 
provisions.

Accomplishments
One of the most important features of this 
development is the handling of the public 
space (Figure 2.14-3). While fairly generous 
road provisions marked the early phases of 
development, these roads have largely been 
turned over to pedestrians (Figure 2.14-4). 
Relatively low parking provisions within the 
housing area and reluctance on the part of 
the residents to permit incursions of cars has 
kept the public environment nearly free of car 
movement. 

A second feature of importance is the 
amount of commercial space provided in the 
development (Figure 2.14-5). Of course, the 
size of the development merits commercial 
service provision. These spaces were located on 
the most important street frontages, in keeping 
with the planning idea that the main access 
roads would bring residents in their cars close 
to the commercial spaces. However, with the 
closure of the major access boulevard to vehicle 
traffic, the residents visit the shops on foot or 
on bicycle. The space is fully used and well 
patronized, giving the whole development the 
feeling of a neighborhood, not just a project.

The central boulevard is almost entirely 
pedestrian at this time, largely through a series 
of management measures that reduced car 
intrusions to a minimum and kept them out 
entirely from much of this boulevard. More 
sedentary activity is found on the east-west 
corridors where the scale is more intimate, the 

Aerial photo from mid-2005 looking eastward along the then-proposed BRT corridor. 
Junjing Huayuan is the row of highrises visible in the right middle background.
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View to the west from 
Junjing Huayuan. 
Tangdong and Tangxia 
BRT stations, with 
Tangxia urban village 
in the background and 
Junjing Huayuan’s 
temporary car parking 
yard in the foreground.

N

Figure 2.14-3 Landscape plan for Junjing Gardens with building 
footprints. The main avenue of Junjing Gardens connects local streets with 
commercial activity. Quiet gardens are located inside the residential blocks.

0      25     50           100
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Figure 2.14-4 Pedestrian & bicycle vs. motor vehicle networks in Junjing Huayuan

N

Figure 2.14-5 Commercial space is much in demand at Junjing Gardens 
with many local inhabitants preferring to shop and access services locally.
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road reduced to a narrow strip between walking 
paths separated by greenery and benches. 
These congenial streets harbor quite a lot of 
public activity in addition to the commercial 
activity housed in the ground fl ors in a nearly 
continuous band close to the boulevard. 

Bicycles play a relatively minor role in this 
development. Surveys during the morning peak 
hour showed bicycles carrying 5% of all people 
exiting Junjing Huayuan. Following these 
surveys, a bicycle-sharing facility opened at the 
main west entrance to Junjing Gardens, with 8 
stations within easy walking distance of Junjing 
Huayuan (Figure 2.14-2). 

While the car parking provisions are 
increasing with later phases of the project, the 
ratio of parking spaces per housing unit remain 

very low.  With only 253 underground parking 
spaces, and around 3,000 parking spaces in total, 
Junjing Gardens has 1 parking space per 3.3 
apartments. Parking is located at the perimeter 
of the development, so that the interior is largely 
pedestrianized, creating further incentives for 
people to use the surrounding BRT, metro 
and bike sharing stations rather than relying 
on private motor vehicles, and making it 
desirable for the majority of the population to 
not possess a car. Its location near the BRT and 
the Guangzhou metro are signifi ant factors in 
the decision to buy an apartment there, along 
with the provision of local services and ease 
of access. Public transportation provisions 
and enlightened land use policy support these 
good lifestyle choices of the residents of Junjing 

N

Figure 2.14-6 Pedestrians and non-motorized movement dominates at Junjing Gardens, in part because the 
movement of cars is further restricted from the original plan.
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Gardens, as well as a particular local planning 
vision that works in an upscale environment.

 Pedestrian Movement and Public 
Behaviors

The major pedestrian movement pattern is 
inward toward the major road cross-axis formed 
by Junjing Lu and Junzhong Jie. Most of the 
frontages of buildings on these two streets were 
planned for local services in the original design, 
but strong demand led to developing more 
commercial space along these streets at the 
ground and immediately above. Still, there is not 
enough local commercial space, leading to the 
developer’s decision to increase the commercial 
space in a second and third phase of the project. 
Pedestrian flows are mostly directed to these 

spaces in the later afternoon hours (Figure 
2.14-6). Shopping trips combine with visits to 
the public space, now the reclaimed central 
boulevard of Junjing Lu (Figure 2.14-7). In the 
late afternoon, this street fills with residents 
on daily food-purchasing errands, at play with 
young children, or simply engaged in social 
activities before returning home. The great 
innovation of the Junjing Huayuan project, 
even if partly the result of interventions after the 
opening, is this combined central open space.

At other times of day, other movement 
patterns overlay that described above. A series 
of gardens, laid out in an east-west direction 
lead to the schools at the western side of the 
site. Although gated, most of these gardens 
can be entered freely, which facilitates parents 

N

Figure 2.14-7 Public activities in Junjing Gardens follow the streets where high quality public space 
facilities have been provided.
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accompanying children to school.
A growing flow of pedestrian and bicycle 

traffic out of the major exits is visible in this 
project. Although originally built in the green 
fields at the city’s perimeter, Junjing Huayuan 
is increasingly anchored in a district with 
other residential and commercial uses. As a 
consequence, more residents are accessing new 
services or old markets, like those in Tangxia 
village. The developers intend to repatriate 
some of this commercial trade to the project by 
building new multiple-fl or commercial blocks. 
In the long run, there is likely to be an exchange 
of patrons with surrounding development and 
a reinforced pattern of pedestrian and bicycle 
movement on the streets surrounding the 
project.

This development is a reasonable response 
to the need for quality housing for the middle 
class with good accessibility, high quality open 
space and open space vitality. Even with car 
ownership in the development rising, and with 
planned increases in the parking provisions, 

the residents are relying increasingly on public 
transit and non-motorized travel to get to 
destinations. The project provides evidence 
that it is possible to increase the proportion of 
travel given over to sustainable modes, even 
if household incomes and car ownership are 
relatively high.

Lessons
Junjing Huayuan is a positive example of a new, 
large-scale, dense residential development that 
provides many local services internally, reducing 
the number and length of trips, while providing 
residents good access to surrounding areas, and 
being open to outsiders.  Other developments 
should similarly reclaim interior streets from 
use by vehicles to become vibrant community 
spaces, and keep parking to the perimeter to 
encourages residents to use transit connections.  
As the final parcels are developed, it is hoped 
that the many good features of the earlier stages 
will be repeated.  
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5Group Incremental Developments
Urban Growth and Change

2.15 Overseas Chinese Town (OCT, 华侨城 ) 
2.16 Huaqiangbei （华强北）
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Group 5 Introduction
It is easy to argue that China’s current 
construction boom is not sustainable, neither 
economically, environmentally, nor culturally.  
As development continues, viable models must 
be found that allow cities to adapt to changing 
needs, and make improvements to quality of life, 
while reducing the social costs of displacement 
in the midst of urban restructuring.

The following case studies look at areas that 
have developed incrementally and retained 
traces of their histories.  But it would be a 
mistake to assume their lessons only apply 
where there is a rich existing context.  Rather, 
the lessons are about how humans can interact 
with each other and their cities in more 
sustainable ways, and therefore apply equally to 
preserved villages, evolving ‘villages in the city’, 
and the older residential or industrial districts 
facing increasing pressure to modernize.

Globalization has radically accelerated the 
rate of urban change. The 1980s saw the rapid 
development of light industry in Shenzhen, 
which became the mainstay of the local 
economy for two decades. Industrial zones are 

found throughout Shenzhen, interspersed with 
residential and commercial areas, in keeping 
with the original idea to bring work close to 
home. Many of these industrial zones, like 
Huaqiangbei, have now been redeveloped to 
high-density and high-end uses.  

As the wealth generated displaces its 
generators, and production shifts to cheaper 
areas, the industrial zones within the original 
Shenzhen Special  Economic Zone are 
increasingly viewed as a major resource for 
development because of the high land value, 
the turn-over of leases and relatively simple 
development regulations. The eastern end 
of OCT is largely occupied by an extensive 
industrial zone, making up about 20% of the 
total built-up area of OCT. Th s zone is highly 
accessible to the rest of Shenzhen and could 
easily have converted to other uses long ago. 
However, the OCT group has maintained this 
industrial zone for the purposes of generating 
a center for creative industry.  This shows that 
maintenance of older elements can increase 
diversity, and contribute to the identity of an 
area in ways that make it more commercially 
attractive.  
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A typical street in Overseas Chinese Town (OCT), Shenzhen - narrow, curving, with off-street bike lane
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2.15 Case Study

15
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Background
Overseas Chinese Town (OCT), a 5 km2 district 
in Nanshan, is an early private sector role model 
in Shenzhen development, masterplanned in 
1982 by architect Meng Ta Cheang. 

OCT lies in the bordering area between 
Futian district (Shenzhen’s Central Business 
District) and Nanshan district, with easy access 
to the whole municipality through Shennan 
Avenue and Beihuan ring road, the two most 
important arterials of the city. Its location is also 
convenient for Hong Kong and Macau visitors 
due to the short travel distance from four main 
checkpoints: Huanggang, Futian, Shenzhen 
Bay (via western corridor) and Shekou 
(with a ferry terminal). Located with such 
wonderful accessibility and in a well-landscaped 
environment, OCT has attracted people from 
different places not only for visiting but also 
settling down here. 

Combining residential and tourist areas, 
the larger OCT area can be divided into three 
parts, namely the theme park area, the Shahe 
area (containing several urban villages), and 
the inner OCT area. Our study will mainly 
take into consideration the inner OCT area, 
as shown in Figure 2.15-1. At the same time, 
attention will be also paid to the relationship, 
interdependence, interaction and contradiction 
among OCT and its surrounding areas, for the 
purpose of highlighting OCT as one indivisible 
part of the whole city. 

Figure 2.15-1 Three Parts in OCT

Why Best Practice
The OCT area not only plays the role of a sub-
region of the city with real estate development 
and tourism functions, but also has been 
regarded as a demonstration project to show 
the city’s strong will to develop into a ‘garden 
city’. From the perspective of developing a low-
carbon economy and car-free environments, 
the strong integration of working, living and 
recreation in OCT provides a valuable reference 
point. In this regard, it is worthy to review the 
joint efforts of the developer, planners, and 
stakeholders in the development of OCT, in 
search of principles for creating a cohesive, 
balanced, and sustainable urban environment. 

How It Happened
In the frenetic phase of development that 
characterized the 1980s in Shenzhen, it was 
possible for the government to negotiate the 
lease of an enormous parcel of land: 3.8 km2.  
The development plan for Overseas Chinse 
Town was highly innovative at the time, and has 
remained at the forefront of good ideas in urban 
planning in Shenzhen and elsewhere ever since.

 Development background 

The virgin land of OCT was offered to the China 
National Travel Service (Hong Kong) by the 
municipal government (upon the approval of 
the Overseas Chinese Aff irs Offic of the State 
Council) in the mid 1980s, as an experimental 
approach to attract investment, technology and 
talents from oversea Chinese companies and 
individuals. The OCT Group was established 
in 1985 as a state-owned company. At first the 
OCT area was named ‘Overseas Chinese Town 
Economic Development Zone’, with a similar 
status and policy treatment as some other 
development zones in Shenzhen at that time, 
like Shekou Industrial Development Zone run 
by the Merchant Group, another state-owned 
firm located in Shenzhen. To maximize the 
utilization of investment, development in OCT 
areas has been gradually diversified to include 
tourism, housing, commerce, business, and 
education among others sectors, all of which 
contribute to the dramatic urbanization process 
in Shenzhen. 
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Figure 2.15-2 Context map for Shenzhen Overseas Chinese Town (OCT)
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 Development Phases

According to  interviews with representatives 
from the OCT Group, the developer, and the 
planners who have participated in planning 
projects in the OCT area, the development 
history of OCT can be divided into three 
periods: 

 • Phase 1: (1986-1996) Preliminary 
Development 

The first phase of development was driven by 
the construction of tourist attractions (Splendid 
China, 1989; Folk Village, 1990; Window 
of the World, 1994), with initial attempts to 
invest in real estate projects (Eastern Garden, 
Guihua Garden and Sea-view Garden). In the 
first development phase of OCT, efforts were 
made to establish the main spatial structure and 
develop its key economic components, with the 
aim to develop it into an ‘integral complex based 
on advanced industry, supported by tourism, 
real estate, and fi ance sectors, and with success 

Figure 2.15-3 The virgin land of OCT in 1983 

in other sectors such as trade and commerce, 
information and technology, transportation, 
and so forth’. (OCT Group, 1986) 

The original idea of ‘complex’ development 
was fi st mentioned at that time, which has had 
a great impact on subsequent developments. 
In other words, the development approach, 
towards economic and industrial diversifi ation, 
reserved the possibility of transition in the 
future. The concept contributed to the shaping 
of a self-contained framework of OCT today. 

 • Phase 2: (1996-2002) Intensive De-
velopment 

In the second phase of development attention 
was paid to tourism-related facilities and real 
estate projects, featured by the construction of 
‘Happy Valley’ theme park and several high-end 
properties, e.g., Jinxiu Garden and Portofi o. In 
this period, the three ‘column industries’, namely 
home appliances, tourism, and real estate, were 
further encouraged. Since then, the latter two 
sectors have begun to take advantage of each 
other to make signifi ant progresses. 

Owing to the successful integration and 
interaction between the tourism and real estate 
sectors, the environment in OCT was gradually 
enhanced in this phase. A well-provisioned 
urban sub-region with a high degree of 
landscape and public service came into being, 
as a result of the intensive investment in 
urbanization. 

 • Phase 3: (2002-present) Urban 
Enhancement and Regeneration 

The current phase of  development is 
characterized by an attempt to create a 
world-class  ‘tourism + real-estate’ model of 
development, with heavy investment and 

Figure 2.15-4 construction of OCT   Figure 2.15-5 Opening of Window of the World 
in 1994  
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various innovative attempts to create a ‘high-
value-added atmosphere’. 

Since the new millennium, the OCT Group 
began to implement the company’s strategy to 
expand across the country. In this way, the OCT 
area has become a showcase of the company to 
demonstrate its central development philosophy, 
and guides other projects all over the country. 
This has also led to continuous investment in 
maintenance, enhancement, and regeneration in 
OCT, with the target to set this area at the top of 
the list of tourist attractions in China. The most 
significant approach in this period has been 
the promotion of creative industry through the 
generous provision of artistic places, targeting 
high-end consumers and an emerging class in 
order to satisfy the new economic environment. 

The OCT Group is bent on housing 
Shenzhen’s premier creative industry park. At 
the eastern end of the development is an estate 

of industrial structures. The industries have 
mostly departed, to be replaced with galleries, 
artist lofts and designer studios. The OCT 
Group has elected to sponsor the prime venue 
for Shenzhen’s cultural credentials. As a new city 
without cultural tradition, this is no small effort; 
but one which also serves as marketing.

The approach of the OCT group with regard 
to this space has been gradualist and without 
dramatic interventions. Existing industrial 
structures were lightly converted to house 
exhibition space and working studios. To the 
extent possible, local materials were recycled for 
paving and outdoor landscaping, while vehicle 
traffic was largely excluded, and without new 
parking provisions. OCT group is making a 
contribution to Shenzhen’s desire to affirm its 
cultural credentials. Most of the new creative 
industry is located in the southern part of the 
industrial zone, with active light industry to 
the north. Since these two parts of the former 
industrial park are connected, the area sees the 
flow of artists, gallery visitors and industrial 
workers on a daily basis. 

While the OCT group has continued to 
build high-end housing in other parts of its 
land lease, it has retained the creative industry 
park intact. The presence of these activities have 
supported the new commercial and housing 
ventures, by offering unique attractions and 
cultural venues and by conferring cultural status 
on many of these new developments. 

Figure 2.15-6 Model of OCT area (2000) 

Figure 2.15-7 OCT today
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Planning for OCT: origin, argument, 
and insistence 

The development pattern of OCT was unique 
in terms of planning practice, and according 
to the interviewed planners, has had a strong 
influence on the planning approach and process 
in this area.  Before 1999, in an earlier economic 
reform period, the company reserved the right 
of stipulation of the development plans for OCT, 
which means a high degree of local autonomy 
and great effici cy in implementation. The fi st 
and second versions of master plans of OCT 
were stipulated in 1986 and 1996 respectively, 
which established the main spatial structure 
of OCT: land uses, road network, landscape 
system, and building alignment. Some modern 
planning principles and architectural rules were 
applied in shaping human-scale urban blocks 
and in the management of traffic

The chief planner of OCT, architect Meng 
Ta Cheang, a Beijing-born Singaporean, 
was educated in Taiwan and Germany and 
undertook many projects in Europe, Africa and 
Asia. Besides OCT, the National University of 
Singapore and Sentosa are other of his famous 
planning and design works. It is clear in his 
works that Mr. Meng pays special attention to 
the following aspects: (1) the interrelationship 
between natural and man-made environments; 
(2) the organization of the movement system; 

(3) the scale of space; and (4) the flexible 
implementation of plans. In the first two 
development phases, although the actual 
construction of OCT did not exactly follow 
the original plans, the key planning principles 
of Meng have been realized, such as the green 
space to integrate natural and manmade 
environments, the winding road system 
adapted to the topography, and the designated 
pedestrian environment which highlights the 
human scale. 

In fact, the design of such winding roads and 
curving network once attracted fierce debate 
and opposition. At the time when Shenzhen was 
doing the fi st comprehensive plan in mid 1980s, 
some urban planning experts were appointed 
by the central government as consultants. Those 
experts were strongly influenced by modernist 
and functionalist planning philosophies and 
preferred grid-like urban forms to organize 
road networks and movement systems. They 
posed strong opinions against the winding road 
design in OCT, arguing that this road layout 
would decrease the effici cy of circulation, and 
not be preferable for a city. In addition, it could 
also result in the incompatibility between OCT 
and its surrounding area, which might turn 
the OCT into an isolated place. The voice from 
experts placed obstacles to the implementation 
of Meng’s design. However, due to the firm 
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support of Mr. Ma Zhiming, the then Chief 
Manager of OCT Group, Meng’s proposal 
was eventually carried out. As a result of the 
debate, the once dominant planning method of 
straight roads and gridirons gave way to a more 
contextual approach. Importantly, without the 
constraint of grid-planning, the topography in 
OCT area has been well preserved, facilitating 

connections between nature and the built 
environment. 

After the handover of the right of planning 
management, the municipal government initiated 
planning approaches in the OCT area, with the 
purpose of integrating this special area into the 
whole city. One of the key issues was to look at how 
to enhance OCT’s function as a part of the city, and 

Figure 2.15-8 Proposed Open Space Corridor in OCT Area
Source: Planning Research for Development in OCT area (CAUPD, 2001)
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how to link it with its surrounding areas. For 
example, China Academy of Urban Planning 
and Design (CAUPD) has done two planning 
review projects for the municipal government, 
namely, ‘Preservation and development plan for 
OCT area ( 华侨城地区保护与发展规划 )’ (2000) 
and ‘Planning Research for Development in 
OCT area ( 华侨城地区发展规划研究 )’ (2001), 
in order to study the value of OCT and provide 
consultation for its future development. 

One significant suggestion in the two 
reviews was to establish a north-south corridor 
linking various open spaces in the larger OCT 
region, including community parks, green 
fi lds, open plazas, pedestrian zones, and other 
public spaces. The corridor, which would go 
northward to the mountain area and southward 
to the Shenzhen Bay waterfront area, was 
mainly designated for pedestrians and cyclists, 
with the purpose of continuing the efforts to 
shape and organize human-scale urban space 
and to improve the connection between natural 
and built environment (fi . 2.15-9). 

At the same time, although no longer 

holding the planning right, the OCT Group still 
kept investing in planning studies for the area. 
In 2004, Urban Planning and Design Institute 
Shenzhen (UPDIS) a third comprehensive 
plan for OCT (2005-2015). The development 
strategy focused on longer-term development 
issues such as urban renewal and diversifi ation 
of the urban functions of the whole of OCT. 
They recommended promoting modern service 
and creative industrial sectors in this area, to 
secure OCT’s leading position in the city. 

At t e n t i o n  w a s  a l s o  g i v e n  t o  t h e 
increasingly severe traffic conditions and 
the interrelationship between OCT and 
neighboring sites. More efficient traffic 
management approaches were suggested, with 
the main ideas of promoting green movement 
such as public transport, walking and cycling, 
through the improvement of relevant facilities 
like pedestrian crossings and cyclist paths. The 
company agreed to the idea of establishing a 
municipal-level open space corridor across its 
territory, as suggested by CAUPD on behalf of 
the government. 

Figure 2.15-9 Development Strategy and Comprehensive Plan for OCT Area (2004)
Source: UPDIS
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Sustainable economic growth and 
urban transformation 

The population of OCT in 2000 reached about 
35,000, of which about 17,000 are registered 
permanent residents (with Hukou status) and 
18,000 are temporary residents. This near 
equality is different from most other places 
of Shenzhen, where the temporary residents 
outnumber permanent ones. The OCT area is 
considered one of the well-developed urban 
residential areas in Shenzhen. This has led to 
high property prices. The average price reached 
30,000 RMB/m2 in 2009, about 30% higher than  
other areas of Nanshan District, and almost 
double the municipal average. 

OCT’s development history has to a certain 
extent reflected the growth trajectory of the 
whole city. Keeping pace with the growth of the 
city, or even leading it, sustained the driving 
force for OCT at different times.  At the earlier 
age of economic reform, OCT entered the 
marketization experiment, attracting overseas 
investment.  Later, with the rapid development 
of high-value-added industries, Shenzhen 
began to rely increasingly on tertiary industries, 
creating a great opportunity for OCT to focus 

on sectors like tourism and real estate. Finally, 
inline with today’s low-carbon development 
trend, OCT is shifting toward the development 
of creative industry, through which the 
reputation of OCT can be further improved. 

 The most recent example is an urban 
transformation case, namely the OCAT, OCT 
Contemporary Art Terminal. After the first 
Shenzhen Biennial Exhibition was successfully 
held in a number of loft buildings in OCT’s 
previous factory area in 2005, the place became 
the most famous attraction for artists, designers, 
musicians and others of the ‘creative class’ 
in Shenzhen. With more and more design 
companies, studios, art galleries, cafes and so 
forth locating there the former manufacturing 
site now is completely transformed into a new 
tertiary industriy zone. 

The urban transformation process has not 
only re-utilized the run-down manufacturing 
sites and the aged factory buildings, but also 
brought new added value into OCT. Now 
the OCAT area has become the flagship and 
demonstration zone of OCT, accompanied by  
significant rising rental prices and subsequent 
investment on its second phase development. 

Figure 2.15-10 Main land uses in OCT
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Accomplishments

 Land uses

OCT combines various types of development 
in its territory, including (1) large-scale tourist 
projects, like “Windows on World”, “Splendid 
China” and “Happy Valley” that provide theme-
park experience for tourists; (2) Light industrial 
sites, i.e. showrooms and demonstrative 
production lines owned by Konka Group, the 
leading TV set manufacturing company in 
Shenzhen; (3) middle-class residential blocks 
built in 1980s and up-market communities 
developed after 1995; (4) art galleries and 
exhibition centers either newly built or 
transformed from former factory and 
dormitory buildings; (5) offices, shopping 
centers, plaza and other public spaces. In this 
study we classify the above uses of land into 
three categories, in accord with our research 
objectives of understanding the connection of 
working, living and recreation to reduce car use 
and to promote a low-carbon lifestyle. 

Most of the working and recreation places 
are located near the central area of OCT, with 
good accessibility to the municipal arterials 
and metro stations (Figure 2.15-10). In this 

regard the public attributes of these places is 
strengthened, bringing convenience to office 
workers, residents, and visitors. 

 Urban structure 

OCT can be divided into 6 areas, including three 
main residential zones and a theme park, which 
lie around the central zone, and an affiliated 
zone consisting of urban villages (fig.2.15-11). 
There are several community centers within 
each residential zone, interconnected by a ring 
traffi linkage, and oriented to the OCT center. 
A main axis crosses the central zone northwards 
to the mountain area, and southwards to the 
waterfront area, linking a series of public 
buildings and open spaces.
     Th s urban structure of OCT is simple, clear, 
efficient, and pragmatic, enabling this area to 
satisfy both public and private interests. On the 
one hand, the easy access to the central zone 
ensures the public interest is equally shared 
by all the other parts. On the other hand, each 
community is semi-independent and self-
contained based on the services provided by 
its community center. The community centers 
are not completely independent, however, 
complementing each other as supportive sub-
centers to the main OCT center. 

Figure 2.15-11 Urban structure of OCT

N
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 Movement system

OCT is served by two municipal arterials 
and two metro lines, which provide good 
accessibility to this area. Inside the OCT 
territory, a double-ring road system serves the 
internal traffic As shown in figu e 2.15-12, the 
internal roads have been designed in curved 
shapes, with two main purposes: to adapt to 
the topography of mountains and slopes and 
limit the damage to the original landscape; 
and to reduce traffic speeds, giving priority to 
pedestrians and cyclists. 

External traffi is handled by two municipal 
arterials, Shennan Avenue and Beihuan Road, 
linking OCT with surrounding areas. The two 
east-west traffic corridors are supported by 
OCT's outer ring road, to separate external and 
internal vehicle flows. However, OCT lacks 
direct north-south traffic linkages, making 
it in effect a very large 'super block' without 

Figure 2.15-12 Movement system in OCT

convenient through-access. While reducing 
outside traffic passing through, it also reduces 
the connectivity between OCT and the city. 

Internal traffi is organized by the inner ring 
road system mainly consisting of Xiangshan 
Street, Qiaocheng East Road, and Qiaocheng 
West Road. As shown in Figure 2.15-12, the 
outer ring road loop (yellow) acts as a service 
roads for the two arterials, and helps distribute 
the traffi to and from the arterials. Meanwhile 
the inner ring road system (green) serves as the 
main internal traffic linkage that connects all 
the sub areas of OCT. 

Many traffic alming approaches have been 
applied in the OCT area, which contribute to 
the reduction of car use and improvement of 
the pedestrian environment. The winding road 
is the most significant element of the ‘slow 
traffic’ approach that forces drivers to pay more 
attention to the road condition and to reduce 

N

External traffic
Outer ring road

Iner ring road

Pedestrian zone

Metro station



Case studies

216

Figure 2.15-13 Traffic Calming 
Facilities and Grade Separation

car speed. In the main road intersections and 
pedestrian crossings, special pavements are 
arranged to catch drivers’ attention. There are 
bumps to reduce car speed and obstacles to 
block the entry for cars in certain pedestrian 
areas (Figure 2.15-13). 

Vertical separation between motorized 
and non-motorized traffic also plays an 
important role in creating a pedestrian-friendly 
environment without traffi disturbance. Figure 

2.15-13 also shows an example of a pedestrian 
bridge that allows vehicles go underneath and 
gives the complete upper space to pedestrians. 

According to our observations, there are 
several places designated for pedestrian use 
only that have heavy volumes of pedestrians, 
including open spaces, green fi lds, commercial 
plazas, public squares, community parks, and 
street yards, in various forms and architectural 
styles. According to the users of the spaces, the 
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Figure 2.15-14 Three 
examples of pedestrian 
zones  

OCT level: example – Eco-park 
Plaza
Public activity: gathering of 
large amount of people 

Sub-area level: 
example – OCAT green fi ld 
Public activity: gathering for 
particular purposes (in this case, for 
visiting exhibition)

Community/street level: 
example – a street yard in 
eastern residential block

Public activity: daily meeting and 
entertaining 
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zones can be classified into three hierarchies: 
OCT level, sub-area level, and local level. Figure 
2.15-14 shows three typical pedestrian zones, 
each representing the relevant hierarchy. 

OCT is the fi st place in Shenzhen to restore 
bicycle use. Since year 2006, a construction 
plan for bicycle ways has been implemented, 
costing over 3 million RMB and targeting the 
completion of 16-kilometer of bicycle lanes. As 
shown in the following figures, based on the 
previous road conditions, the bicycle lanes were 
designed into various types, with the purpose of 
facilitating bicycling culture. 

Figure 2.15-15 
Designated bicycle lane 

Figure 2.15-16 Shared pavement with pedestrian 



Best Practices

219

Public transport service

There are four metro stations on two lines 
serving the Inner OCT area. According to the 
interviewed households living in the station 
areas, traveling by metro is the first choice if 
the destination is within walking distance to 
another station, even though private car is 
available. However for some other households 
living farther, they prefer to travel by car. 
Interestingly, the park and ride model seems 
attractive to many people, especially the younger 
generation, however they at the same time show 
concerns about some realistic problems such as 
the safety issue, and the issue of convenience to 
interchange. 

There are a number of bus routes serving 
the whole OCT area, including one local route 
(Route B603) and several municipal routes. 
The latter are mainly focused along Shennan 
Avenue, linking OCT with other areas. The 
former is shown in Figure 2.15-18, running 
along the main (inner ring) traffic corridor 
with several stops near key attractions and 
public-oriented buildings and spaces, such 
as markets, squares, communities centers, 
and so forth. It takes less than an hour for the 
entire Route B603 loop, and the time between 

buses is about ten to fifteen minutes, which is 
convenient and frequent enough for residents 
and visitors travelling in OCT. According to our 
observations, the mini bus stops are important 
pedestrian generation points with a high volume 
of passengers, signifying the high dependence 
on this bus route in terms of travel inside OCT. 

Figure 2.15-18 Public transportation service 

Figure 2.15-17 Local bus in use
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  Activities

The philosophy for circulation in OCT focused 
on reducing car access and mostly eliminating 
through-movement. While its approaches 
have become conventional in many new 
developments in highly developed cities, it was 
a major innovation in the mid-1980s. 

The developer took the bold initiative at 
the time of reducing the area devoted to road 
infrastructure and arranging this infrastructure 
to discourage automobile movement. One 
can drive through OCT, but at low speed and 
without the possibility of going directly to a 
destination. The road system within OCT 
consists of winding, low-speed, two-lane roads 
that intersect at unsignalized intersections. 
The roads are bordered by separate bicycle 
and pedestrian ways. As congestion rises on 
Qiaoxiang Lu and Shennan Avenue, there is still 
a morning and evening flow of commuter car 
traffi through OCT, but the key approaches has 
led to an observable reduction in the number of 
personal vehicle-based trips.

People tend to walk, cycle and use a 
convenient mini-bus system to access local 
services, parks and the metro system. At 
the end of the working day, there are strong 
pedestrian flows into and out of OCT at its 
southern, Shennan avenue side. These are 
primarily flows to and from metro and bus 
stations, facilitated by superior walking facilities. 
Throughout the day, pedestrians also use the 
circulating mini-bus system, to get to certain 
destinations, like local shopping centers, the 
fresh food market or Walmart. Some residents 
prefer to use a bicycle for these internal trips 
because of distance and time reasons. Overall, 

however, the use of the bicycle on the high-quality, 
dedicated bicycle pathway system is hampered 
by a lack of continuity with areas outside. As a 
result, although there are good destinations within 
cycling distance, the bicycle mode remains more 
poorly developed. Car parking provisions vary 
across the project (Figure 2.15-20), but overall, 
the car generation locally is far less than the non-
motorized movement generation.
     The public environment benefits greatly from 
the public space provisions. Density is not low, but 
has been arranged so that one’s attention is devoted 
to walking paths and generous landscaping along 
the edges of all roads and pathways.  One has the 
impression of moving through a park, rather than 
through an urban development.
     The developer chose to remain true to the 
original vision, and each successive projects 
maintained the broad swathes of green along all 
the pathways. Generous park spaces were included 
in all the residential developments. Finally, 
major public infrastructure, like the Ecopark, 
complemented the local open spaces and provided 
attractions for Shenzhen as a whole.

The success from a marketing perspective was 
immediate. Housing that was designed for modest 
and middle incomes became highly sought-after. 
Prices rose, even as new projects in OCT followed 
in close succession. 

Lessons
OCT is a great example of a highly mixed-
use environment with a range of services and 
attractions, making mixing of different types 
of people feasible without direct government 
intervention. The developer intends to maintain 
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Figure 2.15-20 Parking inventory of OCT and surrounding areas. Parking data in the fully gated northeast 
part of OCT was not available.
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the social mix through retaining a certain 
proportion of the community for low-income 
individuals, largely employed in the industries 
located within OCT.  Other developers and 
governments should learn from its success, and 
adapt its methods to their unique contexts.

Designated bike lanes, a friendly pedestrian 
environment and circulating minibus have 
reinforced the accessibility of the local shopping 
centers and public spaces. These elements, with 
measures to tame and limit vehicle movements, 
have successfully achieved the reduction in 
vehicle uses and supported the high quality 
non-motorized environment.

Developed on greenfield in the early days 
of Shenzhen's growth, OCT has developed and 
redeveloped incrementally, while retaining a 
rich landscape of water, hills, and plants between 
its different zones. Based on the landscape 
characteristics, high-rise and low-rise buildings 
are mixed within this single development, 
which has enhanced the environmental 
diversity. The regeneration of the industrial area 
through its conversion to creative industries 
has helped OCT to shift its target market 
and improve its reputation to satisfy the new 
economic environment, continuing to evolve 
in response to outside forces, as all good urban 
developments should. 
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2.16 Case Study
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Figure 2.16-1 Study Site and Local Area plan
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Background
Huaqiangbei is located in the eastern part of 
Futian district, between two centers of the 
city:  Futian, the new CBD, to its west; and 
Luohu, the old center to its east. Huaqiangbei 
has witnessed the urban transition between old 
and new in its neighboring areas. The total area 
of Huaqiangbei is 107 hectares, consisting of 
several orderly grid-like urban blocks. 

In the past twenty years, the Huaqiangbei 
area has experienced tremendous changes in 
terms of function and landscape. Its successful 
transformation from a manufacturing and 
industrial zone into the most famous electronics 
product market in China illulstrates an urban 
development process fueled by bottom-up 
market forces, but guided by planning and 
regulations. 

Why Best Practice
Huaqiangei's small blocks and dense access 
networks have enabled the district to 
incrementally but rapidly transform from 
industrial and housing to more commercial 
uses, without the wholesale relocation and 
demolition which often accompany such shifts. 
Supported by urban mass transit, the district 
has very low private automobile use and modest 
vehicular traffic, rimarily for deliveries.

Balancing top-down government planning 
and bottom-up community or market forces 
in urban transformation is a critical for 
pratitioners. Huaqiangbei’s evolution is one 
approach to increasingly complex urban 
development. The fact that its energy is largely 
self-generated, with an enabling physical form 
and modest guidance from above, is a key 
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characteristic that makes it best practice. All city 
governments would like to create self-sustaining 
communities that generate positive externalities. 
The layout and general planning outline of the 
area are a good fit with the place Huaqiangbei is 
becoming, and have facilitated the emergence of 
the place we see today.

Huaqiangbei is an amalgam of business, 
trading, shopping, and public activities. This 
high density, high energy place interweaves 
activities that all benefit from this location but 
which vary in the degree of their connection to 
eachother. In this sense, the area has a strong 
feeling of a central area, such as New York City’s 
Times Square. How this happened is a complex 
story involving both government and the private 
sector, and serves as a case study for other cities 
facing similar self-generated redevelopment on 
fi st generation land leases.

The area was not developed with a focus on 
private car parking, although vehicle access for 
goods was vital to its development. As a result, 
the whole development has emerged from the 
locational advantages it has within the transport 
system of Shenzhen. The private sector never 
provided parking in support of new facilities. 
The highest density of buses passes on Shennan 
Avenue at the southern extremity of the area. 
As of 2012, the area is also served by 6 metro 

stations on 3 lines. These have served to 
connect the area with the rest of the Shenzhen 
Economic Zone and in turn, make Huaqiangbei 
an important central place in the city. While 
the city was in the lead of cities promoting 
motorized transport in China, Huaqiangbei 
was developing as a minimally motorized zone, 
with equal or greater success than areas with 
extensive road infrastructure.

How It happened
Huaqiangbei is distinct from the other cases 
in being entirely a former industrial area 
undergoing incremental change, enabled 
by municipal infrastructure. The first 
infrastructure was the original small-block plan, 
which enabled market-led transformation -  an 
excellent example of adaptability of urban form. 
Underlying this development is the idea that 
small parcels can regenerate on their own, if 
they are highly accessible.

  History

The development history of Huaqiangbei can be 
divided into four phases: 

(1) Industrial production with 
supportive market 

Futian CBD
福田中央商务区

Huaqiangbei
华强北

Luohu Area
罗湖地区

Huaqiangbei is positioned between Luohu (older) center and Futian (the new CBD)
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In the mid-1980s, when economic reform was 
promoted in the Shenzhen Special Economic 
Zone, Shangbu district, then a suburban area to 
which Huaqiangbei belongs, was given approval 
by the municipal government to develop into 
an industrial zone for manufacturing and 
processing electronics and telecommunication 
products and electronic appliances. Several 
ministerial departments or State-Owned 
Enterprises (such as the Ministry of Electronic 
Industry, Bureau of Aviation, Department of 
Weaponry Industry, and their affiliated units) 
were attracted to establish themselves here. 
Many standardized plants and factories were 
built for production. The number of electronic 
firms clustering here gradually increased, 
resulting in a huge demand in electronic 
components as the materials for production. 

To meet the demand and to support 
exchange between producers, a specialized 
market for the electronic products industry was 
founded jointly by the municipal government 
and other relevant official organizations. 
In other words, the Huaqiangbei area has 
served two functions from the beginning: 
production and exchange. This characteristic 
has  dist inguished Huaqiangbei  f rom 
other industrial zones that only conducted 
production, and seeded the possibility for the 
future transformation of this area. In the late 
80s, due to the clustering effects for industrial 
production and support from the specialized 
market, Huaqiangbei grew significantly, and 
its fame and influence spread widely across the 
whole country, and throughout East Asia. 

(2) Beginning of urban transformation

By the early 1990s, with the rapid development 
of the city, Huaqiangbei was no longer a 
suburban area in Shenzhen. At the same time, 
due to the gradually increasing land value and 
maintenance costs, many manufacturing plants 
began to move out from the Special Economic 
Zone. The outmigration of factories led to the 
redevelopment of former industrial zones. 

In Huaqiangbei, due to the cluster effect 
caused by its high degree of concentration, 
business became increasingly active with steady 
and strong increases in flows of investment, 
goods, and people. As the production 
sector declined, location and transportation 

advantages stimulated a boom in the business 
sector. 

(3) Diversification of business types

From the mid-90’s, the attractiveness of 
Huaqiangbei to business activities continued 
rising, resulting in a diversifi ation of business 
types. On the one hand, traditional electronics-
related trade and commerce continued to 
grow, with differentiated market forms such 
as department stores and chain shops. On the 
other hand, other business sectors like shopping, 
catering, and finance services were also 
entering Huaqiangbei. Th s led to a new wave of 
commercial development, turning Huaqiangbei 
into a hot spot. In 1999, the government-led 
renovation project ‘Huaqiangbei Commercial 
Street Redevelopment Phase One’ was 
completed, signifying that Huaqiangbei was in 
a new era dominated by tertiary industry. Over 
ten thousand companies and shops have located 
here, making Huaqiangbei one of the most 
popular business areas in Shenzhen. 

(4) New redevelopment accompanied 
by metro construction 

The Huaqianglu metro station opened in 2004, 
enhancing accessibility for the working and 
visiting population in this area. Since then, two 
more lines have been completed, and a total of 6 
stations bring an ever greater amount of people. 
As is true elsewhere, an increase in business 
potential will accompany the development 
of high-capaicty public transit systems. Since 
2005, several physical redevelopment projects 
have been undertaken, characterized by higher 
density, taller buildings, and larger block sizes. 
In the Huaqiang Plaza project, several middle-
size blocks have been merged into one single 
high-rise super block, and in the CATIC CITY 
project, the blocks have been retained though 
the permeability across the blocks will be 
eliminated. 

 Key Policy Measures Shaping 
Huaqiangbei

Although Huaqiangbei was driven largely by 
market forces, government actions played a 
key role in guiding the development process. 
Therefore it is necessary to review the urban 
planning actions undertaken here.
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Figure 2.16-2 Land use plan, 1993

 (1) Planning for industrial restructuring 
in Shangbu District (1993)

In 1993 when the urban transformation was 
emerging in Shangbu industrial zone, the 
municipal planning bureau initiated a planning 
study for the industrial restructuring. The study 
was completed in 1995, with suggestions to 
bring in residential development. Th s planning 
study indicates that the government had 
foreseen the potential for industrial upgrading 
in Huaqiangbei.

(2) Shangbu Industrial Zone statutory 
plan (draft) (2000)

Based on the planning study, Urban Planning 

and Design Institute of Shenzhen had worked 
out the statutory plan (draft) for Shangbu 
district in 2000, with the planning objective to 
redevelop this area into a high-quality urban 
place mixed with residential, commercial, and 
offic uses. The focus of this plan was placed on 
the improvement of environmental standards, 
the enhancement of infrastructure, and solutions 
to traffic roblems.

 (3) Urban development strategy for 
Shangbu District (2004) 

In 2004, the urban development strategy for 
Shangbu District was formulated, providing a 
detailed blueprint for this area to develop into 

Figure 2.16-3 New land use plan, 2000



Case studies

228

a world-class regional commercial center with 
mixed functions of trade for electronic products 
and other business services. 

This development strategy reveals that the 
focus of planning control has been placed on the 
physical environment, with efforts to reshape 
the whole landscape under high standards.

(4) Urban Design for Huaqiangbei Area 
(2005) and urban design for Huaqiang-
bei multilevel street (2009) 

Subsequent to the urban development strategy, 
the approaches for physical improvement have 
been continued, as indicated by two urban 
design projects: urban design for Huaqiangbei 
area in 2005, and urban design for Huaqiangbei 
multi-level street in 2009. 

In the two urban design projects, making full 
use of all potential space, i.e., including above-
ground and under-ground space, has been 

Figure 2.16-4 Master plan, 2004

Figure 2.16-5 Tridimensional development concept (left: 2005, right:2009)

suggested as the future trend for development. 
In the 2005 design, an above-ground corridor 
was suggested, with the purpose to separate 
pedestrian and vehicular traffic, in order to 
solve the traffic problems of Huaqiangbei, 
while the 2009 design further consolidated the 
‘multilevel’ or ‘tridimensional’ concept, based 
on an international design competition hosted 
by the municipal planning authority.  Such 
a plan, if implemented, could have negative 
consequences for the vitality of the areas, and 
should not be undetaken without a thorough 
assessment of costs and benefits.

Accomplishments

 Land Use, Movement, and Urban 
Form

The urban development of Huaqiangbei 
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represents a high degree of mixed use. 
According to the land use map (Figure 2.16-
6), all the urban blocks in Huaqiangbei consist 
of more than three land uses, allowing diverse 
urban activities in this area. In terms of business 
type, Figure 2.16-7 shows the four main 
categories: retail, electronic products market, 
catering, and hotel. Retail shops and different 
forms of electronic products markets are located 
along Huaqiangbei Road, illustrating the 
urban image of a fl urishing commercial area. 
Meanwhile, on several streets connecting to 
Huaqiangbei Road, there are many restaurants, 
cafes, canteens, and fast-food outlets that 
provide catering service. 

The hierarchy of the road network is simple 
and clear, due to the original industries needs 
for efficient movement of goods in and out of 
the area. The four urban roads (Hongli, Huafu, 
Yannan roads and Shennan Avenue) around 
the perimeter, plus Huaqiangbei road itself, 
constitute a clear movement framework of 
arterial traffic Th ough these five urban roads, 
this area is easily accessible for external traffic

There are five important district-level roads 
in Huaqiangbei, connecting different blocks and 
facilitating the permeability for internal traffi  
The district roads are four lanes wide, with on-
street parking in some segments, which lowers 
vehicular speeds and creates gaps on these roads 
so that pedestrian can easily cross. 

There are also several internal streets 
within the blocks, previously for cargo loading, 

Figure 2.16-6 Current 
Land use map of 
Huaqiangbei

and now allowing car parking and short-cut 
crossing. These streets are controlled by different 
block owners (or shared owners), with parking 
charges for cars but free access for pedestrians. 

 Open space, public activity, and 
pedestrian environment

 • System of open space 

As a highly urbanized commercial area, the 
open space in Huaqiangbei is characterized 
by a close relationship between public activity 
and the pedestrian environment. As shown in 
figure 2.16-9, the main form of open space in 
the Huaqiangbei area is the linear pedestrian 
sidewalk along Huaqiangbei Road and Shennan 
Avenue, both of which provide enough space 
for people walking, resting, gathering, and even 
entertaining. 

There are few green open spaces distributed 
within the urban blocks of Huaqiangbei, partly 
due to its former function as an industrial zone 
and the current high land value which does 
not encourage land uses that are not directly 
profi able. 

 • Pedestrian environment

Efficient access to and from external areas, 
and a dense network of internal connections 
makes Huaqiangbei very supportive of 
pedestrian mobility.  The heavy concentration of 
pedestrians on Huaqiang Lu, exceeding 10,000 
per hour in late afternoon, is being reinforced 
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with new attractions. At the same time, there 
is spillover of this pedestrian flow onto east-
west streets, which have street-level retail, as 
do most of the frontages in the area, including 
those facing access lanes and inner courts.  In 
many areas, the raised fl ors of older buildings 
(for truck loading) have led to the pattern of 
wide raised sidewalks (fig. 2.16-10), separated 
from the streets by continuous stairs, providing 
separation from vehicles and a place to display 
items for sale, place restaurant seating, or handle 
deliveries.

Figure 2.16-7 Business type in 
Huaqiangbei 

Figure 2.16-8 The Road 
network hierarchy 

Lessons
Though in many ways a success, not everything 
at Huaqiangbei is admirable. Market forces, 
with Planning Bureau consent, are driving 
up the size of redeveloped lots, to internalize 
services like parking.  Massive underground 
parking and over-street connections are the 
result, though completely out of step with the 
elements that made Huaqiangbei successful to 
begin with. The original plan and layout should 
be respected. Th s is clearly a case where urban 
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design guidelines would help guide its future 
evolution.

One major success of Huaqiangbei is that 
it is a place for people. It is in fact, the premier 
public place of all of Shenzhen, gathering those 
who want to do business, but also daily drawing 
thousands interested in leisure and night-time 
activity. Because of its history–a happy oversight 
it turns out–the lack of parking has demanded 
further investment in public transportation. 
That is in turn increasing the number of visitors. 
It is in all but name a non-motorized zone. The 
entire area, perhaps the largest such area in 
China of its kind, is given over to pedestrians 
and bicycles. Taxis find their way through the 
streets, along with some bus routes, but for the 
most part the place is a pedestrian-oriented 
environment. 

Some observers have decried the “mess” of 
the traffic, but it can be demonstrated that it 
works rather well. Some minor interventions 
by the traffic authorities were helpful, and the 
management of parking and access, mostly done 
by the local authority, has been very successful. 
As a result, it is possible to access the area by car 
but the conditions of access are clearly defi ed. 

Huaqiangbei represents Shenzhen’s first 
example of road-sharing in practice. Because 
of the very limited parking facilities in the area, 
there are two basic kinds of vehicles entering 
the district: passenger vehicles and delivery 
vans. In the first instance, a high proportion 
of motor vehicles are actually taxis, but also 
private vehicles that are arriving to pick up or 
drop off passengers. As a consequence, their 
driving patterns are quite predictable–straight 
to destination with as few turns as possible. The 
delivery vehicles are also operating on a point-
to-point system. As a result, most of the vehicles 
one observes in Huaqiangbei are moving 
vehicles that will not remain in the district. 

The road surface for vehicles is relatively 
limited. Most of the space between buildings 
is formally allocated to pedestrian movement. 
Pedestrians are in fact much more numerous 
than any moving vehicles. This situation leads 
to random crossing of the street by pedestrians. 
In many situations in China, the response of 
the traffi engineers has been to erect barriers at 
the sidewalk edge to prevent pedestrians from 
crossing except at control points. The question 

is when such barrier conditions are necessary 
for traffic. There are two reasons why barriers 
might be necessary: 1. Traffic is seriously 
impeded by crossing pedestrians such that 
vehicles must slow down or stop altogether to 
allow the pedestrians to cross; or 2. There is real 
danger of collision.  Neither is the case here.

The mapping of some sections of street show 
the pattern and density of crossing movement 
as well as the flow of motor vehicles in the 
roadway for some specific time intervals. When 
car fl w is relatively low, pedestrians can choose 
when to cross safely. At high vehicle flow, speeds 
are reduced and pedestrians can cross freely. 
This survey shows at what levels of car and 
pedestrian traffic pedance and danger result. 

This aspect of the area is not keeping out 
the investors–quite the opposite. Money is 
flowing into the area at an unprecedented 
rate. Once known as a low-end shopping area 
and electronics bazaar, higher-end retailing is 
coming in, along with serviced apartments and 
high-grade hotels. It is a kind of mini-Midtown 
Manhattan in China.

It may be unique for a time, but it will not 
be in the future. Many former industrial estates 
are undergoing transformation or in search 
of new uses. The conditions of creation and 
management of such spaces are quite uniform 
across the PRD, due to regulatory approaches. 
Huaqiangbei provides a well-advanced model 
for their transformation. 

Zacharias, John, & Desmond Bliek: The Role of 
Urban Planning in the Spontaneous Redevelopment 
of Huaqianbei, Shenzhen. Journal of Urban Design, 
Vol. 13. No. 3, 347–362, October 2008

Sources: 
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Figure 2.16-9 Huaqiangbei pedestrian flows

Figure 2.16-10 Raised sidewalk and stairs
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            Lessons from 
Lessons for decision-makers, 
developers, and designers, 
from case studies in the 
Pearl River Delta.
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3.1 Overview - 
What kinds of lessons
Th s work on best practices selected cases based 
on an preliminary assessement that the projects 
might hold valuable lessons for furture urban 
developments, then collected and examined 
fi ld evidence, before extracting specific lessons 
for future practice.  These lessons take the form 
of linked project features and the resulting 
outcomes.

Our approach is justified for two reasons. 
Firstly, cities in China are different in a number 
of important respects from those cities - 
typically European - championed as examples 
of best practice overseas: cultural and political 
histories, level of material development, 
economic structures, and often climate, to 
name just a few. Applying Western ideals 
to the Chinese context has not produced a 
coherent vision of what the Chinese city should 
be.  Starting with Chinese examples begins to 
address this problem.

Secondly, these case studies document 
examples of vibrant and successful urban 
developments that do not rely on private motor 
vehicles, yet are largely unknown both within 
China and worldwide.

The case studies indicate that some aspect 
of organization, implementation, or physical 
intervention resulted in one or more of the 
desirable outcomes outlined previously (section 
1.4): diversity, vitality, sense and meaning, 
adaptability, accessibility, a human environment, 
and efficiency. This short list resembles the 
prescriptions of many theorists, beginning 
with Kevin Lynch and Donald Appleyard 
and continuing today with Emily Talen, Jan 
Gehl, Brenda Case Scheer, Allan Jacobs, and 
many others. There is a great deal of consensus 
on these basic ‘goods’, even if the lists vary 
somewhat from author to author. What remains 
underdeveloped is how to apply these principles 
in specific contexts. For the practitioner, 
it is important to know how to approach 
planning and design problems from a localized 
perspective.

 In order to be useful for decision-makers 
and designers, the lessons should focus on the 
spatial problem first. How should space be 
organized in order to achieve the ends listed 

above? The fi ld studies here suggest that spatial 
organization is fundamental, and show the 
power of space to enable vital and sustainable 
communities, when organized appropriately. 
At the same time, there are aspects of social 
organization and procedure that support the 
same objectives. The lessons presented here 
concentrate on spatial practice but also make 
reference to social aspects.

The field studies were conducted on 
specific communities and projects in the Pearl 
River Delta, concentrating in particular on 
Guangzhou. Because the studies were at a local 
scale, the lessons are also largely at this scale. 
Of course, good urban development is not 
defi ed purely at the local scale, and is not, for 
example, simply an accumulation of local best 
practices. Work at the scale of the city or region 
would require a different approach and would 
be directed more toward government decision-
making. For the present, we concentrate on 
the local scale, where we can observe how 
the actions of local authorities, the developer, 
planners, and eventually the local community, 
combine to produce the positive outcomes. 
The details of those relationships between the 
various actors at the local level are documented 
in the case studies themselves. Here, we will 
concentrate on the outcomes.

3.2 Lessons
 Lesson 1: Connections are critical

One of the positive outcomes we see in the 
case studies is the prevalence of non-motorized 
mobility, with its benefits for human and 
environmental health and social well-being.  
This is enabled through the particulars of 
the design of the walking environment, from 
connections between buildings and the street 
to those between distinct developments or 
neighborhoods.

 • Connect buildings to the street

 In the PRD, the urban street was traditionally 
both a place to be, and a channel for movement. 
The living environment extended into the 
street, as did the commercial activities of shops 
lining the street. The street became a public 
place largely appropriated and controlled by 
those living or working in the community. A 
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recognizable and generally agreed boundary 
demarcated private space from activity space, 
and both from the street as a channel for 
movement. In this system, sidewalks had little 
meaning as walking space, simply helping to 
demarcate the extension of private space into 
the street, while the designated street came to 
mean a space for the movement of pedestrians, 
non-motorized vehicles and cars. 

Use of the street for non-local purposes, 
such as driving a car through such a street, was 
traditionally negotiated. Thus a certain balance 
was achieved between the place needs of the 
local community and the communication 
needs of the larger urban environment. That 
traditional relationship survives in numerous 
projects built right up to the 1990s and 2000s 
and is jealously guarded by local citizens. They 
see no difference between the meaning of such 
a street in their community and a similar street 
behind the walls of a gated community.

Contemporary developments have turned 
the living habitat inward and away from 
the street. The consequences have been a 
destruction of street life and disconnect between 
the local community and the larger city, with 
at best marginal benefits for traffic at the local 
level. Public security has also suffered in this 
new spatial relationship because the ‘eyes on the 
street’ are no longer there. 

The traditional relationship between private 
and public space is valuable, as our case studies 
demonstrate. The heart of the community is 
actually the street, as seen by local residents 

taking matters into their own hands to control 
the incursion of motor vehicles. They perceive 
this intrusion as a diminution of their own 
rights and have worked hard in some cases to 
prevent it, even as car ownership has continued 
to rise dramatically.

Plans should emphasize frequent and 
direct connections between buildings and the 
street, as this enables an appropriation and 
transformation of the street space by building 
users.  Making new connections where they 
are lacking can bring back street life.  Above all, 
the local community can take charge of its own 
environment and relieve the central authority of 
the costly burden of management and perhaps 
even maintenance. All of the case studies 
achieve an impressive integration between street 
level and building construction, and Whampoa 
Gardens and others show how this translates 
into increased commercial and residential 
building values.

 • Relate projects to their surrounding 
context

In South China since the early 1980s it has been 
customary for the government to lease lands of 
ten to twenty or more hectares to developers for 
a single project. Planners generally support this 
approach because it internalizes amenities, a 
benefit given government withdrawal from that 
role. Developers and their designers increasingly 
combine inspiration from international 
examples with practical matters of internal 
disposition to arrive at a final layout, drawing 
little from the local context. 

The physical connection between project 
and peripherial streets and blocks is crucial in 
establishing the ‘fit’ between the project and 
the urban context, with implications for travel 
behavior, service location, and adaptability, 
among other considerations. When projects 
are designed in isolation, they often create 
discontinuities that inhibit urban change which 
will be difficult to resolve in the long run. 
Residents of such communities may use their 
cars frequently; though in the heart of the city, 
they are surrounded by services that are not 
easy to access.

Critics of a contextual approach point out 
that context is lacking at the urban fringe, and 
even  projects within the city are surrounded by 

Street level, Whampoa Garden
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sites with unknown futures. However, there are 
almost always urban features that can inspire 
and form the backbone of new development. 
In many cases, such features are very difficult to 
displace.

For example, in 1955, the Gangding-Shipai 
area was rural, with the lowlands occupied 
by agriculture and hilltops mostly occupied 
by villages, such as Shipai itself. In 2010, with 
the area entirely built up, many of the original 
features of the layout remain, including most 
importantly the roads that passed through the 
area. In some cases, the blocks arose directly 
from this road layout. Today, some of this same 
area is slated for renewal.  Any new layout should 
draw directly from existing geographical and 
man-made features, with the highest priority be 
given to their maintenance. The avoidance of 
discontinuities requires taking inspiration from 
historical patterns of movement that allowed 
development to happen in the fi st place.

 P l anners  of ten  favor  or t hogona l 
solutions, reasoning 
that  development is 
fac i l i t ated  by  c lear, 
s imple  f rameworks . 
St and ard i s e d  b l o ck 
layouts come from a desire to speed up the 
design process and reduce the amount of 
design going into a project. But residents can 
benefit from feeling they are located within a 
specific geographical and urban context. The 
standardized grid makes it difficult to attach 
meaning to locations that are undifferentiated 
from eachother. As seen in projects in Europe 
as well as China, designs that ignore the local 
context can contribute to a feeling of anomie 
and placelessness. 

A preferable approach is to identify the 
structuring elements in the layout which 
are often larger than the individual project: 
major roads, topographical features and water 
bodies, principally. For example, a major road 
inspires the layout of secondary and tertiary 
roads to form a tightly arranged and highly 
accessible network. This runs counter to the 
advice of conventional 20

th
 century engineering 

texts, where local areas are to be isolated from 
major roads by a series of arterials and then 
intervening local collector roads. Though 
perhaps an efficient way of handling motor 

vehicle conflicts, that approach works against 
effici t access, and can increase social isolation.

Redevelopment should take the same 
approach as new projects. There is no ideal 
urban layout, yet urban plans in China 
begin to all look the same. Studying the local 
environment for its fi ed features and inherent 
qualities can add specifi ity and help form the 
identity of such projects. 

 • Connect Existing Communities and   
Districts with Green Networks

Urban projects are often realized in a form 
that makes adding new networks difficult. 
But cities interested in enhancing local quality 
of life, as well as achieving broader city-wide 
benefits, will find value in promoting green 
circulation networks. Some urban projects 
have included segments of such a green system, 
but were hampered in their scope by the 
limits of the project. Adjacent projects might 
well include similar features, but only in rare 

cases are their green 
networks actually 
connected. In the 
1980s developments, 
such green networks 

were easily created because the networks were 
open systems and part of the larger movement 
structure of the city. But the enclosed and often 
gated communities of the 1990s and after do 
not have this facility. 

Legally, it is possible for cities to intervene 
and insist on the integration of citywide facilities 
even within privately developed and managed 
projects. This is the case in Hong Kong, with 
public pedestrian access through many large 
new developments stipulated by planning 
regulations. There is also the possibility of 
adjacent projects working together to develop 
such integrated networks. If a local community 
can successfully create and manage a non-
motorized movement network, it should be 
possible to integrate local networks.

Examples of such integration are rare in our 
field cases, but the potential is quite obvious. 
For example, Guangyuan Xincun has been 
very aggressive in managing its non-motorized 
space within the community, including linear 
green connections, but faces barriers at its 
perimeter. Yet the patterns of movement 

Requiring public access through large 
private developments adds value to 

the district, and the city
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between the adjacent communities can be 
seen on the ground. There are a number of 
informal links existing between Guangyuan 
and adjacent communities to the east across 
or underneath an elevated road and a railway. 
Because of administrative ‘silos’ and no process 
for integration, the connections that do exist 
and are informally managed by local people 
have not been transformed into secure and well-
functioning links. 

Green networks are already a major asset 
where they exist adjacent to, or within, the 
community. Connecting them would greatly 
improve their utility. Often, the space already 
exists inbetween the footprints of housing 
blocks or point-towers. Such areas are already 
‘green’ in the vegetative sense, even if their 
design privileges the 
visual rather than 
user activity. Their 
transformation for 
walking, cycling, sitting, and passive recreational 
use would be relatively straightforward. When 
well-managed, the housing adjacent to such 
a network should rise in value, in contrast to 
private space adjacent to major road networks, 
which often loses value relative to space away 
from heavy traffi

Whampoa Gardens offers an example of 
such an integrated green network, designed-
in from the very beginning of the project in 
the mid-1980s. That such integration enhances 
the value of the whole leaves little doubt. As 
individual estates mature, these green spaces 
within the blocks have been redesigned and take 
on unique and complementary character across 
the set of estates. In this way, the connected 

system shows a variety of interesting spaces that 
are likely to continue to evolve. 

Jiangnan Xincun is adjacent to a pre-existing 
waterway that now has much the same function 
of the network being advocated here. The 
heavy daily use it experiences for recreational 
purposes is testimony to its value to the local 
community and as the ‘glue’ joining together 
several adjacent communities. 

Several urban villages have been busy 
working on the same idea, but of course within 
the confines of a single administrative unit. 
There is little impediment in these cases. One 
of the strongest suits of Xiaozhou is its walking 
network. Without it, it seems unlikely that the 
village could have sponsored such an explosion 
of arts and crafts s is seen presently.

In Junjing Gardens, 
the daily patterns of 
movement of residents 
are already supportive 

of a network which, if not clearly visible on the 
ground, is at least visible in people’s movement. 
There is a clear pattern of movement from the 
development toward Tangxia village, where  
residents do some of their shopping. Aside 
from the bridges and at-grade crossings of the 
new BRT system, nothing signifi ant has been 
done to support this trajectory of movement. It 
would get even more use if it were declared as 
a feature of the larger district and the landscape 
was restructured to support it. 

In the longer term, as individual project 
open spaces are joined into larger green 
systems, those systems will create opportunities 
for re-investment. This could be a considerable 
advantage in terms of diversifying service 
provision, from introducing unique urban 
outdoor spaces for the enjoyment of residents, 
to re-programming the bottom floors of 
residential buildings and adding new built 
structures in the open areas to provide spatial 
definition and enclosure.  Green links provide 
continuities within an increasingly fragmented 
urban environment.

 • Connec t Non-Motorized Means First

The highest priority in local living habitats 
should be given to the walking environment. 
Daily travel for services and leisure make up 

Perimeter of Guangyuan Xincun

Walking facilities should dominate the 
local living environment
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more than half of all the trips people make, so 
it is important that these trips are supported 
starting in the local environment. By ‘local’, we 
usually mean organized communities (xiaoqu), 
although these tend to be smaller than the area 
defi ed by maximum walking distance.

Our field studies consistently show the 
dominance of non-motorized travel in local 
environments, but they also reveal that the 
distribution among non-motorized modes 
varies a lot between environments. For 
example, two- and three-wheelers are much 
more numerous in Xiguan, as a part of the 
total transportation picture, than they are in 
Jiangnanxincun. The reasons lie in how these 
local areas connect with larger areas. 

As we saw in several of the case studies, 
bicycle use within the community is often 
relatively low, given the tendency of residents 
to walk to destinations rather than cycle when 
the distance is below one kilometer, and the 
lack of supporting facilities for cycling beyond. 
Segregated bicycle routes 
within the community 
are largely unnecessary, 
since vehicle speeds and 
volumes are low. 

For the promotion of two- and three-
wheel transportation, we need to consider a 
network area of about 50 square kilometres, 
given that the mean cycling distance in Chinese 
cities (based on four field studies in three 
cities) is just over 4 km. Such networks are less 
concerned with connecting local communities 
to each other than they are with connecting 
local communities to activity centers such as 
shopping and business, metro and BRT stations. 
The entire city could be covered by such a 
network with fairly modest interventions to 
the existing road network, while a long term 
modal shift away from cars would allow deeper 
modifi ations.

The characteristics of such a citywide non-
motorized network in the PRD would be 
substantially different from those practiced or 
advocated in Europe. Both Guangzhou and 
Shenzhen are similar in their form with regard 
to the potential for a citywide non-motorized 
system, with a limited network of major roads 
and generally linear organization. A traditional 
traffic engineering perspective has this limited 

network wholly devoted to motorized modes, 
but it must also accommodate non-motorized 
modes given the layout of the city and the 
difficulty of creating a secondary grid in current 
large block contexts.

In this system, large roads facilitate re-
allocation of their width. Because of their high 
speeds and heavy volumes of motorized traffic 
physical separation by mode is necessary. 
Roads should revert to shared street space upon 
entering the local community. This is what the 
local communities want, based on what we 
have seen in Guangyuan Xincheng, Jiangnan 
Xincun, among other cases.

The role of two- and three-wheelers is 
controversial in a different sense in Hong Kong. 
Major physical disincentives to use a bicycle 
are in place in much of Hong Kong, which is 
the reason for the relatively low bicycle use 
in downtown areas. Some of the distances to 
destinations are virtually the same as those in 
the Mainland cities. For example, from our 

case  of  Whampoa 
Gardens to popular 
destinations in Tsim 
Sha Tsui ,  walk ing 
distance is above what 

is comfortable, leading to a sharp reduction 
in walking volume for these trips. Rather than 
cycling, most residents opt for the mini-bus. 
The New Towns are a different story. Bicycle 
use varies among these towns, but where 
the physical environment has been more 
accommodating, bicycle use has flourished 
and is a substantial part of the modal split.1 

Planning and design are the only significant 
factors in the difference between these new 
towns and central Hong Kong. Hong Kong was 
planned for walking and public transport but 
should consider the integration of the bicycle in 
substantial parts of the territory.

The  promot ion of  non-motor ized 
transportation requires attention first to the 
conditions within residential areas.  Research 
on local transportation in Chinese cities has 
shown that mode choice is influenced more 
by the local environment than the features of 
the whole transportation network. However, 
most projects are still designed with a focus 
on car transportation. Provision for walking 
and cycling is too often treated as simply a 

Non-motorized wheeled vehicles 
should be connected through networks 

at a larger scale
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local environment. The area served by this 
transportation system is about 1 km2 based on 
the reported travel behavior of the residents 
and visitors. The alternatives–private car, taxi, 
bus and mini-bus–are simply not as attractive 
as the use of the escalator. In this expensive 
part of Hong Kong, where a certain proportion 
of the population actually has relatively low 
income, walking on the escalator and associated 
streets is preferred. Originally proposed as 
merely a technical solution, it has come to 
be seen as a social and leisure experience in 
its own right. Travel on the escalator, views 
into the local environment, and associations 
between the adjacent land uses and the system 
have transformed this infrastructure into a 
social instrument.The escalators have both a 
transportation function and a social function, 
demonstrably maintaining and enhancing 
property values, which is almost never the case 
with car-based transportation facilities. 

For non-motorized systems to be successful, 
the alternatives must be treated as less desirable. 
This means organizing projects so the road 
network is a service system relegated to the 
periphery and minimized in its extent. This 
allows more land to be allocated to productive 
use, which is desirable from the developer’s 
perspective.

 Lesson 2: The Importance of Space

No matter how efficient the connections are 
between people and their needs, there is also a 
need to spend time in a place.  In addition to 
spaces that are good for movement, successful 

Bird's eye view of Junjing Gardens
Source: Developer's marketing material

component of the shared community space, 
rather than part of a connected mobility 
network. Such communities unsurprisingly fail 
to achieve high levels of non-motorized travel. 
In fact, the modal split across communities 
varies enormously and not only as a function of 
income. 

The non-motorized system should be the 
heart of the community. This is desired by 
residents across the income spectrum from 
OCT and Junjing Gardens, to Guangyuan 
Xincun and Jiangnan Xincun. When residents 
didn’t take action into their own hands to make 
non-motorized travel central, they appealed to 
the operators of such developments to make 
it so. In planning practice over the last two 
decades, there has been a serious disconnect 
between this real public desire and the plans 
being carried out. A broad, boulevarded central 
avenue with poor pedestrian facilities and 
non-existent bus or bike lanes combined with 
excessive minimum parking provisions is a 
common feature of many new developments 
in South China. That such provisions are also a 
waste of land and resources is obvious, and goes 
against both the profit interests of the developers 
and the central government's desire for housing 
to be more affordable.

In OCT, much of the ground plane was 
transferred to the movement network–the 
street, bicycle and walking path system that 
joins together the whole, along with several 
major recreation facilities at key locations.

The Mid-levels escalator serves as a 
spectacular case where non-motorized 
travel, in this case walking, dominates the 
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developments have spaces that support other 
activities, as well as meanings.

 • Create spatial hierarchy within projects

Contemporary Chinese developments often 
lack adequate hierarchies of space that allow 
distinct uses to find their place.  Developers 
naturally seek to maximize profit while 
minimizing risk, and competition leads to their 
branding developments in ways that are easy 
to communicate to potential buyers. Together 
with design and construction efficiencies, and 
regulatory requirements, this leads to uniformity 
in building design and placement. Modernism’s 
emphasis on efficiency, which still underlies 
project planning in China, is a factor as well.  
For the same reasons, the reform of urban 
villages has consisted of a similar approach, 
although the module is quite different. These 
influences often fail to anticipate the hierarchy 
of spatial needs that develops over time.

Even in the most uniform of projects, the 
movement patterns and the activities that 
come to invest the public spaces are not evenly 
distributed, instead forming a distinct and 
predictable pattern. For example, at Junjing 
Gardens a carefully distributed pattern of almost 
identical buildings enclose open spaces that 
are uniformly the same dimensions, although 
not always with the same design. Among the 
nearly 40,000 inhabitants, daily patterns have 
built up in ways that could have been predicted,  
but which are at variance with the plan. As a 
consequence, the developer has responded by 
changing the function of some of the spaces. 
Having learned from the experience of the fi st 
two phases, the next one may be much more 
attuned to the daily patterns of movement, 
shopping and staying-in public spaces. 

 It is much better, however, to get the 
spatial hierarchy right from the beginning. 
Analysis of the plan can quickly reveal where 
people will walk, where the shops will thrive 
and where more open space is needed. This 
modest increase in design effort would mean 
paying more attention to the space between 
the buildings, rather than focusing on 
marketing individual apartments or building 
forms. Surveys of residents after they move 
in consistently show that these features are at 
least as important as the apartment unit itself. 

Successful development and management of 
open space raises property values and builds a 
better relationship between individual residents 
and their community.

 In our field studies, we identified distinct 
kinds of open spaces within communities based 
on their use, and see the fit or lack thereof 
between use and physical space.  This work 
seems neglected in large residential projects in 
the PRD, with their emphasis on visual aspects 
for marketing reasons. Long-term sustainability 
and a careful adaptation to the needs of the 
residents will require a more rigorous approach.

 • Allow public space to be remade by users

User occupation of public space is part of a very 
long tradition in China, especially in the PRD.  
For climatic, historical, and cultural reasons, 
Guangdong province has a tradition of lively 
activities happening in the public spaces of local 
communities. Evenings spent out-of-doors are 
common within residential neighborhoods, 
both in traditional communities and those of 
the last twenty years. The substantial range of 
activities, and diversity of the communities, 
demonstrates the durability of the local 
population’s conception of public space.

Such public space uses have not received 
adequate attention recently.  With air 
conditioning and a more segmented public 
space environment comes a real decline in 
public life in many recently built communities. 
Reliance on energy-intensive ways of dealing 
with climate is itself problematic; but in 
addition, poorly sited air conditioners make 
interiors more comfortable by pumping heat 
into public spaces, making noise, dripping 
condensate, and having negative visual impacts. 
Techniques for lowering ambient temperature 
are now well-known, but are seldom a part of 
urban planning practice. Urban villages, often 
lacking significant air conditioning, can have 
better public space microclimates than some 
contemporary developments. The closer one 
gets to the present, the less the climatic aspects 
of public space seem to be given attention.

Air conditioning is not the only culprit, 
with so little effort expended on supporting 
characteristic Guangdong public life. Designers 
should prioritize the protection and promotion 
of public life. In addition to technical aspects, 
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there are a number of considerations that 
should be addressed.

William Whyte showed more than twenty 
years ago that users like to adapt public space 
to their own purposes, and that more flexible 
spaces tended to attract more people, all 
else being equal. This was certainly true in 
Guangdong in the 1980s.  Following his work, it 
became conventional to require certain features 
of public spaces, or publicly accessible spaces 
that are privately held. Some cities actually 
incorporated such requirements into their by-
laws, for example, flexible arrangements of 
the space, moveable furniture and services 
integrated into the space. 

It is difficult for many to accept public space 
being un-programmed and available for local 
people to remake in their own way.  Drawings 
used to sell a project require an intention to 
be expressed, and the potential real activities 
and props of users are left out.  It is not easy, 
however, to make an un-programmed public 
space successful. Several important public 
spaces in Europe, fi st redesigned in the 1970s, 
have been remodeled again, even multiple  
times, in an effort to get it right. It is largely 
because of user needs that these expensive 
projects were undertaken.

Making a simple public space that serves 
multiple purposes requires a refi ed technique. 
Our fi ld studies show that the range of public 
space activities is wide, with as many as twenty 
distinct activities in a single community on 
a daily basis, with significant numbers of 
individuals involved in each. It is not a simple 
matter to get the container for these activities 

right. Planners were thinking about those public 
activities when the first communities began to 
emerge in the mixed market housing boom of 
the 1980s. The direction was right, if not always 
the result, and local people got involved and 
remade the spaces to better suit their use. Some 
of the public spaces in Jiangnan Xincun and 
Guangyuan Xincun were rebuilt in this way. 

Residents will often supply their own 
furniture for these public spaces, such that they 
can easily move the furnishings in and out. The 
squatting stool and low table are examples of 
such furnishings. Easy to move around, they 
can also be stacked and moved indoors when 
people retire for the night. A simple folding 
table can also be transported to a more distant 
location, to support a game of mahjong or cards. 
A designer cannot predict all uses of public 
space, but attention to the local environmental 
conditions will suggest what kinds of activities 
could be supported where, and what their 
support needs from design and planning.

 • Make civic spaces

On a spectrum of public space types, from 
the grandest to the most humble, at one end is 
representational space near government centers, 
in CBDs, or between major public institutions, 
designed to be a symbol of the city and an image 
that impresses. A visual signifier of progress 
or city status, it is often left open, without 
furnishings to support use, in contrast with 
the West where such spaces are intended for 
public use. On the other end is the narrow, local 
street hosting small scale community activities, 
organized by the most immediate residents. 

Between these two extremes are spaces of 
greater meaning than that given by the local 
community, but lacking in representational 
markers. Th s middle, ‘civic space’, will become 
increasingly important in the Chinese city of the 
future, and two examples from our case studies 
provide directions for its development.

Jiangnan Xi Lu is a broad street with 
generous sidewalks and a status by its use, at 
the level of the district, virtually recognized 
by the district government. Without markers, 
it nevertheless has all the features that would 
allow public gatherings. It is a clearly defined 
and wide space, with lots of potential for more 
public-oriented services along its perimeter. If 

Sidewalk along Jiangnan Xi Lu
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it were to be pedestrianized as contemplated, 
these qualities would be greatly enhanced. 

At Gangding, the needs of the electronics 
market, combined with a large population 
without adequate access to public space, come 
together in a simple walking space around 
the BRT station. A series of forecourts in 
front of the commercial buildings that line 
Gangding, together with some extra space for 
the needs of the busy BRT station, are treated 
as a promenade, where people meet each other 
and chat as though in a public square. Though 
without the traditional characteristics of a public 
square, at maximum use in the early evening, it 
has all the hallmarks of a civic space, especially 
for the residents of Shipai, a kind of piazza with 
transportation functions at its heart.

Civic spaces are often physically defined 
by perimeter buildings that give a visual 
sense of enclosure, which, along with social 
meanings or defin tions, contributes to a ‘sense 
of place’. There should also be a multiplicity 
of functions. In the Italian piazza, the cafe is a 
necessary institution for staying in the place 
and communicating verbally or visually with 
others. In Guangdong, such a space may have 
commercial functions by day but be lined 
with food vendors at night. Shenzhen’s most 
important public gathering spot is Huaqiang 
Lu. A broad promenade on each side of the 
traffic artery has allowed a succession of 
landscaping projects 
to serve the purposes 
of people wanting to 
linger. Lined with some 
of the most lucrative commercial space in the 
city, it throngs with food and other vendors at 
night as people arrive to walk, eat, and watch: 
street musicians appear, along with beggars. 
Abundant informal activity is attracted to 
a place which is both highly accessible and 
designed to accommodate it.

Civic spaces require enough room for the 
people and activities that fill them, related 
to surrounding densities and their position 
within the larger network of urban spaces.  
They also benefit from a relaxed approach to 
the management of uses that are active and of 
public benefit – food vendors and other petty 
commerce – while controlling passive uses with 
negative impacts such as parking.

 Lesson 3: Diversity Adds Value

 • Co-Locate Commercial Centers and 
Small-Scale Shopping Environments 

Urban space in PRD cities is increasingly 
composed of large-scale developments, 
including activity nodes such as shopping 
centers and business complexes conceived as 
individual pieces, though adjacent to other 
centers and diverse urban fabrics. Cities must 
consider how such standalone centers can be 
integrated into the urban fabric. All such centers 
have externalities, and the positive ones can be 
harnessed for better urban development overall.

Integration of old and new areas is a key 
issue in Chinese cities. One can imagine the loss 
if all blocks were to be redeveloped according 
to the logic of ‘comprehensive developments’. 
The internalized, air-conditioned, and relatively 
socially homogeneous shopping center loses 
its cachet when combined with many others in 
the same geographical space. Many cities have 
residual zones of smaller blocks and buildings, 
narrow streets and mixed uses, adjacent to the 
new centers. While the attention of government 
and public-sector planners is focused on 
attracting new, high-end complexes, there is 
value to be created through the management 
and integration of adjacent  spaces.

  Existing areas adjacent to planned centers 
benefit from their city-scale magnetism, but 

also contribute to the 
importance and vitality 
of those centers, offering 
space at varying price 

points and a more dispersed management 
system. The space resource is open-ended, 
unlike planned centers which are not easily 
modified. Such areas attract entrepreneurship, 
unlike the centers which attract corporate 
investment capital. The large center may 
generate proportionally higher sales volumes 
and have higher capital worth, but its value is 
enhanced by complementary opportunities in 
adjacent zones, where much of the city’s creative 
energies and vitality in commerce happens.

Jiangnan Xincun is an example of small-scale 
investment generating land use change in an 
area made highly accessible by high frequency 
bus services and metro access. Although no 
major commercial center yet exists in this 

Zones of small and flexible commercial 
activity are complementary to large, 

branded developments
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location, the metro station's underground space, 
which is similar, has attracted investment. At 
Liuyun Xiaoqu, there is a symbiotic relationship 
between adjacent shopping complexes and 
its complementary enterprises, hosted in a 
web of local streets, which could not easily be 
accommodated within a large complex, but 
which benefit from the proximity.

This should be made part of the planning 
process for the centers themselves. In terms 
of human experience, the controlled space 
and limited offer of the shopping complex is 
complemented by the surprises and sense of 
discovery generated 
by  t h e  v e r n a c u l a r 
fabr ic .  Such zones 
need not be preserved 
in toto.  Investment in unique shops and 
services is likely to be followed by the selective 
redevelopment of some parcels as demand 
for the location rises, not only for commercial 
exploitation but as a place to live and work. 
Huaqiangbei in Shenzhen is example which 
evolved differently than Liuyun Xiaoqu. Here, 
large shopping complexes followed the small, 
street-oriented enterprises that first occupied 
the space. The combination of the two types has 
been encouraging investment in residential and 
hotel uses, some of them high-end, creating a 
more dynamic urban district.

Intentionally developing urban dynamism  
is increasingly necessary, as urban functions 
change and go through spatial sorting. As 
cities try to maintain inward investment in 
cities without the wholesale destruction of 
urban quarters, co-locating and linking large 

complexes with a more vernacular street 
environment is a viable approach.

 • Create Communities with commercial 
and socio-economic mix

The case studies help us understand what mixed 
development should mean in South China. 
Planners in the West have long advocated 
mixing people of varying social status and 
economic means to support social cohesion. 
With economic growth contributing to rapidly 
growing inequality China, social cohesion is an 
increasingly important issue. Current practices 
in Europe and North America – e.g, requiring 
social or affordable housing within higher-end 
projects–might be useful in China, but there are 
other considerations in the Guangdong context 
that are more significant.  Here we address 
both the scale at which mixing occurs, and 
benchmarks for mixing.

In even the largest or most uniform housing 
project, the reality of people’s daily lives extends 
beyond its limits.  Besides being difficult to 
require intra-development mixing, it may not 
be necessary. Rapid urban development in 
Guangdong brought with it a patchwork of 
projects of different eras, styles and resident 
characteristics. A village with many migrants 

might l ie  next  to a 
danwei complex, both 
neighboring a high-
end housing project; 

different dialects, incomes, age structure, and 
household status sharing a border, in spite of 
relative internal uniformity. 

The ubiquity of urban villages today, in spite 
of government efforts to reduce their presence 
- in particular near the CBDs - makes such 
mixing a reality for the long run. The mid-
rise housing of Guangzhou and Shenzhen, 
rapidly developed in the economic boom of 
the last two decades, was never conceived of as  
enclaves for a particular economic class. Today, 
many also house very low-income people, who 
sublet rooms from the middle-class of these 
areas. Meanwhile, high-end developments may 
be  islands of privilege in the urban landscape 
by design, but they are only a fraction of the 
whole and tend not to be clustered in one 
particular area of the city. The geographical 
sorting characteristic of cities of North America 

Retail at ground level, Liuyun Xiaoqu

Improving connections between 
heterogeneous areas adds to the total 

value of the city
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and even Europe, and to a limited extent in 
Hong Kong as well, does not describe the cities 
of Guangdong, where urban development 
will likely continue to disperse high-end 
developments. Opportunity to develop is 
far more important than the desire for some 
particular geographical attachment.

There is already a high degree of social and 
economic mixing in the two biggest Mainland 
cities of Guangdong. Rather than benchmark 
mixing based on individual project income 
profiles - which will surely show enormous 
disparities - we should understand how people 
mix. Passing in an elevator or stairwell is quite 
different than an encounter in public space. Mix 
should be defined at the level of local activity 
areas, based on mutually used facilities. The best 
way to achieve social cohesion is to bring people 
together in common, daily activities.

For example, the residents of Junjing 
Gardens do a great deal of their daily shopping 
in Tangxia village, a ten-minute walk away. 
Even if the developers expand their commercial 
offerings and further open it to outsiders, 
the village will likely remain preferred for 
the freshest food and the most affordable 
products. The developers of OCT maintain 
a certain proportion of the total space of this 
community for very low-income individuals, 
many employed within OCT. With some of the 
most highly prized real estate in all of Shenzhen, 
their intention to maintain this social mix for 
the long run is admirable. The original concept 
established local shopping centers and public 
spaces accessible to the entire community, and 
the minibus connecting distinct zones has 
reinforced the mixing that goes on - as visible 
in the grocery stores by day, and in public 
spaces such as the Ecopark, which draws a large 
number of people in the evening - all without 
causing problems, according to planners 
and some residents. Mixing at this scale (4 
km

2
) is both desireable, and feasible without 

government intervention. 

 • Mix Heights, Densities, Building 
Types, Programs

The tendency in all the cities of the PRD is 
toward higher residential buildings. Hong Kong 
residential towers are edging upward at a rate 
of about 10 floors per decade, with Shenzhen 

and Guangzhou not far behind. The reasons 
for this continuous rise in height are complex. 
From the regulator’s perspective, increasing the 
height means that more space is available at the 
ground for amenity, community facilities and 
simply a sense of openness. Such an approach 
is advocated, and supported by planning 
regulations, as a way to compensate for the low 
rate of addition to parks and other open spaces. 
Of course, construction costs rise with the 
height, making for more expensive housing for 
a more exclusive clientele. 

At the other end of the scale, low-rise 
construction does not vary a lot in unit cost, up 
to about 8 floors. From that height, the costs 
of raising materials and the additional costs of 
elevators begin to add to the costs, with those 
costs rising faster than the rise in the height 
of the building. Good urban development 
should embrace the entire population and local 
communities should, to the extent possible, 
mix social strata.  Maintaining some lower-rise 
development can help achieve this.

Another advantage of low-rise residential 
habitats is that the open space tends to be self-
regulating. Because the private living habitat is 
so close to the public space, there is a tendency 
for such space to be controlled by the local 
inhabitants and to have few problems of public 
security. The same can seldom be said of high-
rise habitats, where security personnel are 
increasingly necessary, and gating is often 
demanded by the developer.

The tallest of our case studies was Junjing 
Gardens, with some towers reaching 19 floors 
(including their 1 story podium base), and the 
lowest are the Xiguan case studies, topping 
out at 3 floors. While the Hong Kong projects 
tend to be higher density than those on the 
Mainland, the Mainland cases range from FAR 
2 - 4, regardless of the height. The difference is 
primarily in the amount and disposition of the 
open space at the ground.

In taller construction, there is often a 
disconnect between the residential space and 
the space on the ground, and specifically no 
transition between the two. In low-rise, there 
is a more complex transition from the private 
space of the dwelling unit, the privately used 
space adjacent to the street, and the public street 
itself. From a management perspective, the 
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second approach offers many advantages.
In low-rise development, the movement 

network is designed into the plan and is usually 
dimensioned to the needs of movement and 
ancillary use, but not over-large. In high-
rise construction, the ground space is almost 
always treated as amenity space, not space for 
movement. In many high-rise communities, 
the use of internal open space is fairly limited 
and much of the real leisure needs of the 
inhabitants is satisfi d outside. In the medium-
rise developments of communities like Junjing 
Gardens, a fairly amorphous open space system 
has gradually been appropriated by the residents 
and transformed into the kind of continuous 
network enjoyed by lower-rise communities. 
Such a movement and activity space at the 
ground is a fundamental need of inhabitants, 
but too often ignored in the plan.

A combination of low- and high-rise offers 
the best of both worlds. For local community 
open space, more is not necessarily better. A 
better approach is to ensure that the space serves 
a purpose. Allocating precious ground space 
to a visual amenity is unfortunate since it does 
not really serve the needs of the residents and is 
difficult to maintain in the long run. More can  
be done to develop a mixed-height model for 
new development in the PRD. In the long run, 
this is in the interests of the developers since 
the gradually degrading value of space near 
the ground in increasingly tall developments 
should be addressed. The combination of low- 
and high-rise offers the possibility of the highest 
property values returning to the ground-level 
and the space immediately above the ground, 
where there is more potential and it is easier 
and less costly to build. Regulations governing 
the ground plan may need to be modified to 
promote this mixed model before developers 
will give it consideration.

Whampoa Gardens, although not mixed 
height, does show the potential for instilling 
high value into the space at the ground. In 
that case, the space is largely given over to 
commercial functions, but it is also a space 
that is attracting people to walk and spend 
leisure hours. They do so in part because of the 
commercial offer, but primarily because they 
like the environmental qualities of air, light and 
walking space in abundance.

 Lesson 4: Develop and regulate to 
make projects adaptable

 • Community scale affects redevelopment

Most new development is conceived as a 
single, coherent piece, composed of nearly 
identical buildings, with the expectation that 
it will remain that way forever, even though 
it is situated within the context of a diverse 
historic fabric that has evolved over centuries. 
For a time, such comprehensively planned 
urban development can be highly attractive and 
maintain its use and monetary value. However, 
renewal poses considerable difficulties. This 
problem already manifests itself in several 
developments in all three cities.

Planning ahead for change lowers the 
threshold for adaptation, allowing more rapid 
adjustment of static structures to dynamic needs. 
While many areas underwent a massive facelift 
in Guangzhou for the Asian Games – receiving 
air-conditioner covers and false tile roofs - such 
a program could only be undertaken by the 
government, and only concerned building’s 
external appearance. More thorough upgrading 
– increasing density, changing building uses, 
adding elevators, or improving energy efficiency 
or utility capacity - requires coordination and 
consensus, and is especially difficult in large 
complexes. This is one reason it is desirable to 
break down the control and management of 
such estates into smaller decision-making, or at 
a minimum, visual units.

A second reason to build in the possibility 
for incremental change concerns the dynamics 
of the larger city. Though urban master plans 
convey an image of stability in land use and 
development organization, a city is a far more 
dynamic system. Areas take on new meanings, 
activities shift locales, and cities allow new 
developments at a variety of scales. Dynamic 
change is made difficult by contemporary 
development centrally designed and managed to 
maintain stability in terms of brand or identity. 
Though intended to instill confidence for 
investors in its long-term value, this approach 
consigns whole projects to gradual decline, since 
new activities cannot be easily accommodated, 
while the physical infrastructure experiences 
normal depreciation. 

One solution operates at the scale of a whole 
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development, or neighborhood, and concerns 
the way in which buildings and open spaces are 
arranged.  In China, much recent development 
applies historicist and eclectic post-modern 
architectural flourishes to relatively standard 
high-rise types, which are then scattered across 
generic ‘open space’,  enticing buyers through 
visual distinction, or branding through ‘style’.  
Some of the most adaptable organizational 
strategies, such as the open-ended plaid grids of 
structuralism, have largely fallen out of favor.2

For example, village extensions in Shenzhen 
are usually organized in a grid, equalizing 
opportunity and the distribution of light and 
air. It is also a system of small-scale physical and 
ownership modules, where one or several units 
could be replaced by others with different uses, 
or height,without signifi ant disturbance to the 
urban fabric. That such buildings aren’t replaced 
more often has to do with other limitations: 
equipment access, capital, and the existing high 
densities and competition for light and air. 

The 1980s mid-rise developments are 
another example. Here the system is of 
individual and fairly small footprints, with open 
space around every building. Replacement 
with taller structures or those with a different 
footprint than what is currently on the ground 
is feasible and seems likely to happen in key 
locations in the near future. These are the areas 
that could be regenerated without replacing 
the entire urban fabric. Limitations include 
legal ones: if built originally to the minimum 
standard spacing, for example for solar access, 
one building cannot simply be made taller 
without negatively affecting those around it.  
These interdependencies make incremental 
change difficult, requiring regulatory and/or 
building program changes, such as residential 
to retail or office conversion.  But in general, 
developments where buildings are physically 
independent of eachother, with small footprints, 
facilitates incremental change.

It is no accident that some of the most 
adaptable areas in Chinese cities, as well as 
globally, are those that were developed initially 
as systems. Industrial areas needed adaptability, 
because production systems come and go, while 
buildings remain. Gridded blocks are more 
forgiving when it comes to making subsequent 
change. This need not mean boring similarity. 

Rather, the grid allows variations in layout 
and form within in a system that allows the 
replacement of individual elements.  In contrast, 
contemporary developments that rely on an 
arrangement that is coherent and appealing 
from above will find it difficult to add a new 
structure, even in the case of market demand.

Another organizational limitation involves 
access.  Gates are common for residential 
developments.  Even if left open, they reduce 
the effective capture area for internal retail 
or services, and make distances to peripheral 
services for residents unnecessarily lengthy.

 • Building scale matters

A second solution to adaptablility is found at 
the scale of individual buildings.  The rate of 
urban change seems to be accelerating. Old 
uses are displaced by new technologies, while 
new uses are constantly appearing.  Knowing 
precisely what amount and configuration 
of residential and commercial space will be 
needed in the future is impossible. Family 
composition changes, shifting labor markets, 
consumer tastes, and purchasing power, all 
lead to instability or elasticity in demand.  In 
this context, much of the new building of 
the last ten years will not be adaptable if and 
when it is required, whether for reasons of 
branding, or physical limitations.  Residential 
unit layouts with small rooms and program-
specific structural arrangements are not easily 
convertible to office or retail uses. Residential-
height ceilings at ground fl or are not ideal for 
commercial uses, besides lacking the sound or 
thermal insulation to protect residents above 
from activities below.  In an attempt to escape 
the repetitive forms of earlier decades, the new 
forms that target a specific function may limit 
other possibilities. 

Rather than the formal repetition of 
matching buildings, developments with 
architectural diversity from the outset – i.e., 
more like cities as a whole - can more easily 
absorb new forms. Simlarly, rather than treating 
large buildings as a single, sculptural element, 
composing it as a cluster of forms allows 
renovation or replacement of a portion to be 
more acceptable. But this approach would 
require a significant change in developer-
led, real estate market-driven architectural 
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design. Such practices have found their way 
into European cities, where there is an effort 
to shift away from the bulk and formalism of 
buildings that went up in the 1960s, toward a 
more continuous urban fabric composed of 
diverse but related smaller buildings. In history 
as well as today, architectural design adapts to 
the prevailing ethos defi ed by spatial practices 
at the urban level. Cities can promote this shift 
through their urban design advice and through 
rule-making that accommodates it.

3.3  Conclusions
China has produced a unique contemporary 
urban form. The Chinese city has both a 
different functional distribution than found 
in the rest of the developed world, and a 
different density gradient. The road system 
also has a different hierarchy than the one 
generally associated with planned, 20

th
 century 

development, such as found in North America. 
Land management and tenure is also very 
different and contributes to these outcomes, 
though it is not the only reason. There has been 
little research into this emerging urban form 
and a very sparse literature, but it seems to be 
sparking some academic interest in just the 
last five years. There is Duanfang Lu’s work3, 
Whitehand’s review of morphological research 
in China, as well as Pu Miao’s edited book4, 
along with a scattering of other works. All tend 
to agree that there is a new, emergent form.

The goals set for Chinese cities are not really 
different from those elsewhere in the world, but 
the way to achieve these goals will be different. 
A regional approach is needed. We do not 
have a comprehensive set of planning methods 
and best practices for China. Rather, the very 
short history of Chinese urban planning 
theory borrowed heavily from Soviet practice, 
which was in turn heavily influenced by the 
CIAM. Th s version of modernism remains the 
dominant force in urban planning in China, 
with Shenzhen as the shining example. After 
1980, other American and European influences 
were seen, but in a piecemeal way, and certainly 
never constituted a remaking of urban planning 
practice. No comprehensive approach has 
emerged though it is increasingly needed. 
Urban planning is stuck in a doctrinaire control 

strategy that is not working very well, by the 
admission of many senior planning offic s.  A 
goal of this report is to move China toward an 
indigenous urban planning practice, though 
still informed by international best practice. The 
present studies can be used to refocus attention 
on China itself.

A second goal is to move toward greater 
continuity. While it is true that there is a long 
tradition of remaking the urban environment in 
China–wiping the slate clean and starting over–
it cannot be claimed that this is a fundamental 
cultural characteristic. Governance is the prime 
mover behind these practices. Moreover, we are 
no longer in an age where the only permanent 
structures were temples, walls and palaces. The 
traditionally replaceable living habitat is quickly 
getting replaced by essentially permanent 
structures. If China is to have an indigenous 
planning practice, it requires more continuity in 
the management of the urban fabric.

We need more studies of what works well 
now in China, to show how such good urban 
fabric works, and why. We need a catalogue 
of good examples to adapt and apply to new 
developments, as well as to reinforce the 
analytical side of urban planning. The selected 
cases demonstrate key relationships between 
land use, transportation, human activity and the 
environment. The results, when seen through 
this analytical lens, are world-class.

With 20 million people moving to cities 
annually, and existing cities continuing to 
restructure, no agent of urban change should 
sit back and wait for others to take the lead 
in applying better approaches. Developers, 
designers, planners and leaders all have roles to 
play, working together to advance China toward 
a better, more sustainable future.  

1. Zacharias, J. (2005). Generating urban lifestyle: 
Hong Kong new town design and local travel 
behaviour, Journal of Urban Design, 10, 3, 399-414
2. Some contemporary architects are attempting to 
revive the approach, however; in China especially see 
BAU;  Networks Cities, and Professor Renee Chow, 
UC Berkeley
3. Remaking Chinese urban form: modernity, 
scarcity and space, 1949-2005
4. Public Places in Asia Pacific C ties 
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