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LATE MODERNITY LANDSCAPE OF
MEDIUM-SIZED CITIES

Text/Gehry TSUI[UCRC]

Reform And Opening, Time To Reflec

This year marks the 40th anniversary of Chinas
Reform and Opening (Gaige Kaifang), initiated
by Deng Xiaoping at the Third Plenum of the
Eleventh Central Committee in 1978. Looking
back over the last four decades, there is no doubt
that reform and opening created prosperity for
the Chinese people, and gained massive attention
from the whole world. From the earliest forced
open to the subsequent reform and opening up, and
to the deepening of reform and opening up today,
the modern history of Chinais struggled between
openness and closeness. The reform and opening
up was hailed as China's second revolution, but the
hit of the bottleneck has also become a consensus.
From the perspective of urban development, the
transformation of incremental planning to stock-
based planning suggests that any problems cities
facing today can not solved merely depending
on attracting investment, policy tilt, or the de-
velopment of new districts; the transition from
production-oriented cities to consumer-oriented
cities implies that the recruitment of talents, and
the supply of labor, can not be achieved simply by
providing housing or high-paying benefits; more
importantly, from the development of each individ-
ual city to the competitiveness between global ur-
ban agglomerations, single and short-term driving
factorsis not enough to achieve a virtuous cycle of
sustainable urban development. Today, it is hard
for the public to imagine the imprisoned thoughts
in the early stage of the reform, and it is also hard
to believe the powerful influence of the speech giv-
en by the leader, which discussed the necessity of
development. From Sunan Model, Zhujiang Model
and Wenzhou Model to the commercialization of
housing and the open of development zone, the fact

is that it is a difficult road to continue.

Development methods and thinking model starting
from the collective |eft an indelible mark on urban
development history in China. At the 40th anniver-
sary of Reform and Opening, it is particularly an
important time node for us to review urban devel-

opment during past years.

Medium-Sized Cities, Surviveln TheCrises
Classification of Chinese cities can be regarded as
a modern version of "Legend", it first used under
the real estate context around 2000, and gradually
accepted by wider public. However, it is difficult
to trace its actual origin, reference and dividing
criterion, and there is still alot of controversy
about how to classify cities. Today, this debate
and discussion continues, while the issues of latest
report has conveyed us a messages that besides
population and GDP these hard targets, lifestyle
diversity have also become an important divisional
orientation. Each time when the ranking published,
the marketing and promotion of various cities is
followed. Some cities are happy, but moreis facing
a development dilemma. Medium-sized cities, or
"second-tier cities," are such a group of cities that
are trying to find their own breakthrough points.
This group of cities often have their own featured
advantages, such as location, resources, industry
and others, but less attractive compared to first-tier
cities and emerging first-tier cities. They try to
break the boundaries of the areato gain more radi-
ative power and growth; however they are trapped
in the reality condition that lack of urban space,
featured industries, talents and innovative ability.

Wenzhou, A Developing Sample
In 1843, Shanghai opened the commercial port.
Wenzhou opened 24 years later, since when the

hidden properties of the city showed and were

observed by the world. Complying the trend of the
Reform and Opening, Wenzhou developed its par-
ticular economic growth model, namely Wenzhou
Model. Regardless of the limited natural and trans-
portation conditions, the gifted business sensitivity
and the community culture helped Wenzhou be-
come asamplein the historical era

However, what Wenzhou facing today are the in-
consistency of its reputation and the real status of
the city. The topic about Wenzhou merchant and
their legend stories still draw people. To some ex-
tent, those stories reflect the polarized development
of Chinese cities at that time, but for the future of
Wenzhou, people avoid making irresponsible com-
ments. At the current stage, being similar as the
most of the middle-sized cities, Wenzhou needs to
address overcapacity, reduce inventory, deleverage,
lower costs, and bolster areas of weakness. Mean-
while, because of the long-term accumulation of
private capital and correspondingly private con-
sciousness in the city of Wenzhou, the fact is that,
compared to other cities, Wenzhou has not expe-
rienced a rapid urbanization in the past decades,
on the other hand, it fell behind. The two sides of
a coin gives Wenzhou a postponed opportunity,
which is Wenzhou could find a particular and suit-
able development track for itself in the future by
summing up the experience from others. To alarge
extent, Wenzhou is the miniature the development
of Chinese cities at the early phase of reform, even
the burst of economic bubbles occurred earlier
than other cities. Today, with the most of Chinese
cities, Wenzhou has to seek a new way to develop

itself by following its own route.

THE DIVISION OF THE SECOND-TIER
CITIES AND ITS VALUE METAPHOR

Text/SHEN Congle Interview+Edit/SONG Yating[UCRC]+Gehry TSUI[UCRC]

Tier systems are increasingly used to classify Chi-
nese cities. The Rising Lab published Ranking of
the Most Commercially Charming Chinese Cities
2018 lately. They re-ranked 338 Chinese cities
above the prefectural level based on the latest busi-
ness data from 160 commercial brands, customer
behavior data from 17 Internet companies and Big
Data on cities compiled by research institutions,
which helped us prudently reconstruct the devel-
opment level of Chinese cities. This tier system
successfully translates the logic of real estate in-
vestment into the language that can be understood
by general public. More importantly, it conveys a
message to us: the city is no longer supported by
production, but instead thrives on the growth of
business or broad service levels.

Second-tier cities ranked 20 to 49 in the list. Most
people are interested in 4 first-tier cities and 15
new first-tier cities, while these 30 second-tier
cities are also worth studying. We can divide
these 30 second-tier cities into three categories.
The first are strong performers that may fall from
new first-tier level, such as Dalian and Xiamen,
or capital and sub-provincial cities have potential
beaten other second-tier cities in the near future.
They are considered in a gray zone between new
first-tier cities and second-tier cities, with both
great competitiveness and conspicuous weakness.
The second kind of cities usually holds the second
and third economically competitive position in
its province; Wenzhou is one of the typical cases.
They share two similarities: one is the capacity
for resource absorption, function as an important
economic node of its province, whilerelatively low
administrative level compared to other sub-provin-
cial cities; the other is weak in the index of future
predictability, particularly in the entrepreneurship
index and the talent attraction index. The last kind
of second-tier cities is not as competitive as its
peers: only 1 or 2 are exceptional among all 18

indexes, which means the development of these

cities largely depends on one or two specifically
advantages, such as the traffic hinge or the fea-
tured industry.

The ranking methodology and 18 indicators that
the Rising Lab used to calculate scores follow two
basic logics:

One is the intuitive perception of cities, of which
business is the main factor. In the current context,
if we regarded the city as a collection that inte-
grates production, residence and consumption,
the consumption level and the service quality of
cities would be the important criteria. The growth
of GDP is still arigid target when we measure the
city, citizens living experience, urban social space
and urban innovation, however, is attracting more
attentions.

The other is the index of residents activity, based
on the active user data from various Internet plat-
forms, which has the highest correlation between
five calculated indicators. The data is positively
related to the number of urban migrants. Thisis
because migrants are normally young people and
the users of Internet. The quantity, quality, and
activity of the young population directly affect
the future development of a city. In addition, the
relevance of the index of residents activity to the
remaining four indicators not only reveals the sup-
port of foreign populations for urban innovation
and entrepreneurship, but also the promotion of
commercial resources aggregation. The migrant
population shows the high social mobility to some
extent, which further accelerates the upgrading of
consumption.

Following these two basic logics, cities are tiered
from internal and external two dimensions, by
using 5 primary indexes and 18 secondary index-
es. For example, urban residents activity and the
lifestyle diversity are indexes indicate the internal
situation of cities, while the concentration of com-
mercial resources gives an external description of

cities. In fact, the significant difference between

“new first-tier cities” and “second-tier cities’ is
their radiative power, implying the competitive-
ness of cities. Those cities with the strong radiative
power pool more resources in its metropolitan
area, and having higher attraction to talents. In es-
sence, the radiating force tends to be a prefecture
advantage that is influenced by the administration
resources.

Another fact is that China has entered a new phase
of population movement, which means some
talents has flowed out from first-tier cities to the
emerging first-tier cities and others. However, lim-
ited by the radiation capacity, it is true that cities
with lower levels merely absorb the population
from the nearest cities with the lower level. There-
fore, the composition of palitical resources and the
radiation power is causing a polarized status that
the mass of talents gathersin the top 20 cities. The
second-tier cities, ranking closely after the top 20
cities, have to face the challenge of the shortage of
high-caliber talents.

Wenzhou is categorized into the second group of
the second-tier cities as mentioned above. Unlike
Hangzhou and Ningbo that gain advantages from
their administrative level as the provincial capital
or the sub-provincial city, as the third echelon of
Zhejiang province, it is hard for Wenzhou to gain
more political privilege. Corresponding to this,
the radiation power of Wenzhou, in particular
its talents attraction capacity, is not as strong as
Hangzhou and Ningbo. It can also be proved from
the ranking scores. Among five indicators, namely,
business resources, the urban hub, urban residents
activity, lifestyle diversity and the future predict-
ability, scores of the future predictability of Wen-
zhou is far lower than the same level cities. As a
result, with the solid industrial basis, it is vital for
Wenzhou to attract more talents, adopt innovative
strategies and make full preparations to face new

opportunities.
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REDISCOVERING CHINESE TRADITIONAL
WATER URBANISM: DESIGN EXPLORATIONS
IN THE YANGTZE RIVER DELTA.

Text/Christian Nolf+ Florence Vannnorbeeck Edit/WANG Hui

Like the majority of Chinese cities, Wenzhou was
historically founded on the logics of water. Its
centre developed as a fortified port on the X river,
while the location and pattern of the surrounding
villages in the plain between mountain and coast
are directly linked to water retention, irrigation,
drainage and dike systems. However, asin the rest
of China, urban development in Wenzhou over the
last decades has ignored its original relationship to
the water system. From a vital resource for trans-
port, drinking and daily uses, water in the city
has become negatively associated with flood risk
and pollution. Simultaneously, new urbanisation
expanded along new grids of roads, relegating the
existing canal system to the technical backside
of the city. In this process, urban designers/ town
planners got dispossessed from a fundamental
component of cities. Furthermore, the link to an
ancestral water culture was broken.

Nevertheless, there are, today, numerous reasons
to reintroduce water at the heart of Chinese cities.
The ambition of China to become an ecological
civilization is supported by several reforms and
policies addressing explicitly the link between ur-

banisation and water management.

Water Urbanism,A Lost Tradition

Water urbanism is a term first coined by scholars
Kelly Shannon and Bruno De Meulder. Belonging
to the wider discourse of Landscape urbanism that
approaches the reading and design of territories
through the lens of landscape, water urbanism re-
flects particularly on the role of water management
in the development and transformation of urban-
ised areas. Founded on a review of cases from
around the world, the approach conjugates the de-
scription and reinterpretation of traditional indig-
enous hydrologic practices with speculative design

to address contemporary emerging water issues.

The ambition is to develop site-specific strategies
that solve water problems and at the same time
structure qualitatively the living environments.
The notion of water urbanism is particularly rele-
vant within the Chinese context. Philosophically,
the Chinese world view and culture is founded on
the seek for a balanced harmony between humani-
ty and nature. This is among other reflected in the
careful consideration of water in early guidelines
for human habitations. The ideal position of set-
tlements must adjust the access to fresh water re-
sources and sufficient distance to prevent from its
dangers. Such logics are stated in ancient texts on
city making stating that “city site selection should
pay attention to the proper level of the terrain,
neither too high nor too low . . . this will not only
eliminate construction of ditch defence, but also
serve as a convenient water diversion”.
Furthermore, the ancestral art of controlling water
has been closely associated with the origin and
development of the Chinese civilization. Y the
Great, considered the first king of Chinain Xia
Dynasty, has become a mythical figure in the col-
lective memory thanks to his successful taming of
river floods, dredging of riverbeds and construc-
tion of extensive irrigation networks. In addition,
the construction and management of large-scale
drainage and irrigation works in different parts of
China have been associated by several authors as
the main mode through which a centralised politi-
cal authority could be established.

The rich and ancestral tradition of water urban-
isms in China however got lost with the fierce
urban development in the last quarter of the 20th
century. In historic centres like Wenzhou, the in-
creasingly polluted water bodies, rivers and canals
gradually disappeared from the urban scene. In
the hands of engineers primarily concerned by

hygiene and efficient drainage, water systems got

buried in underground pipes or filled, regardless
of their ecological role or their social purpose and
meaning. In his influential book on the ‘Art of
Survival’, landscape architect and Professor YU
Kongjian explains how the adaptive and holistic
approach that had characterized the vernacular tra-
dition gave way, with the advent of modern urban
planning, to two parallel and irreconcilable tracks.
On the one hand, single-minded hard-engineering
solutions that attempt to dominate the dynamics of
nature by use of costly and anti-ecological flood-
gates, concrete channels and underground pipes.
On the other hand, a landscape design approach
inherited from the art of gardening originally ded-
icated to the pleasure-making of the citizen elite.
The divorce between functional water management
and ornamental landscape design led to dramatic
conseguences in both ancient and new urban Chi-

na

New Opportunities, Complex | mplementation
After three decades of fierce development fo-
cused on economic growth, a paradigm shift has
occurred at the dawn of the 21st century. In 2007,
a time when 90 percent of waterways flowing
through urban areas were contaminated, former
President Hu Jintao — a water engineer by training
— announced the ambition of the Chinese govern-
ment to reposition China as an ecological civiliza-
tion. This visionary concept has since then further
motivated successive revisions of the Chinese
Water Law in favour of environmental protection
measures such as the restoration of ecological
systems and the development of blue-green infra-
structures.

In addition, the massive urbanisation that saw a
great proportion of territory converted into urban
land has been identified as the main cause of in-

creasing urban surface water floods. To address

these specific urban water issues, the Chinese Gov-
ernment launched in 2014 the Sponge City pro-
gram. Inspired by the principle of integrated water
resource management (IWRM) already developed
in other countries, the Sponge City program aims
at making cities more resilient and mitigate their
negative impact on the water cycle. This objective
is implemented spatially by the (re)creation of
space for water -infiltration, detention and storage,
as well as the creation of wetlands or bio-swales
for self-purification.

Currently tested in 30 pilot-projects in different
parts of China, the Sponge city program represents
a great opportunity to improve urban ecosystem
diversity. Most of these projects, however, are
limited to local rain-harvesting solutions within
privatized new developments or to demonstration
wetland parks with entrance fees. Very few proj-
ects until now have demonstrated the ambition to
tackle water management in a sustainable way at
the scale of the city. The difficulty of implement-
ing integrated water system management can be
explained by at least two factors.

A first explanation is linked to the segmented insti-

tutional structure of water management in China.

At present, no less than five different ministries are

involved different aspects of water, namely: water
resources, environmental protection, agriculture,
health, and housing and urban-rural development.
Each institution produces its own codes, legisla-
tions and policies, which are applied with little
coordination at the municipal level by sectorally
organized bureaus. A second explanation can be
linked to the inherent complexity of the task. To
implement integrated and greener water manage-
ment requires to associate hydrology with environ-
mental sciences and landscape and urban design.
This demands coordination between experts from
different disciplinary background and culture. It
also requires a deep understanding of local context
and water logics. This patient and time-demanding
effort has so far been incompatible with the fast
pace of development that prefers the copy-pasting

of generic solutions.

The Back Of Water, The New Logic Of Urban
Progress

Water is back on the agenda of Chinese urbanism.
As afluid element that ignores physical and sec-
toral boundaries, water can be viewed as an attrac-
tive, continuous and coherent element that links

and unifies places across scales. In an increasingly

fragmented, functionally zoned, homogenous and
generic urban environment, the reintroduction of
water is a unique opportunity to bring diversity, to
reinvigorate the sense of place and to reinvent the
ancient water culture that has shaped and informed
Chinese cities.

Guided by the concept of water urbanisms, the de-
sign research in Wujiang described above demon-
strates the potential role of design in carrying out
this endeavour. Rather than providing solutions,
the design explorations illustrate how a transcalar
and transdisciplinary approach, grounded in a deep
understanding of the place and fuelled by creative
thinking, can be a valuable method to open minds
and transcend physical, sectoral and disciplinary
barriers. As such, urban designers can play the
educational and provocative role that is needed to
engage stakeholders with the necessary changes

towards more sustai nable avenues of development.

(This research has benefited from the support of
the Young International Scientist program of the
National Science Foundation of China, the Jiangsu
Province Program of Science and Technology and
XJTLU’s Research Development Fund.)
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