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ABSTRACT

The overall objective of the research was to evaluate the performance of the Chinese
planning system on design, urban design in particular, and to search for ways to
integrate urban design thinking with existing urban planning agendas to improve
design control in China. The reason for undertaking this research was due to the
general perception that urban design did not play the role that it deserved in China.
Despite an increasing number of initiatives, the question of how to address urban

design issues in planning and development control remains a source of controversy.

Focusing on the Chinese planning system, the research examined the approaches, the
procedures, and the general effectiveness of design control in China. The research
emphasised more at a local level by taking Guangzhou as a case study. It also
evaluated the strengths and weaknesses of the recent urban design initiatives, namely,
the Urban Design Plans for specific districts and the Model Community Program.

Moreover, the research has examined the British design experience and looked 1n

more detail at the recent experience of Glasgow.

The research revealed that the main defects were the incomprehensive design concerns
in local policies and plans, the inability of current statutory plans to deal with design
issues, the lack of appropriate design guidance, the poor understanding of the local

character, and the lack of openness and co-ordination in the planning process. Recent

urban design initiatives have generated interest but have achieved limited success due

to the lack of strategic level thinking.

The examination of the British design experience has offered some valuable lessons.

These include the incorporation of urban design principles at all levels of planning, an

emphasis on the quality of the public realm, careful and detailed analysis of the local
context as the basis for the development of design policy and guidance, and an

appreciation of the value of public participation and involvement.

Combining this understanding of the inefficiencies of China’s design control with the
lessons drawn from the British experience, the thesis also makes a number of

recommendations for improving China’s planning and development control system.
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GLOSSARY — TERMS & ABBREVIATION

Area appraisal

Building line

Bulk

Context

CIAM

CSRP

Defensible spaces

Density

Design Guide

Design Brief

DETR

Development Brief

An assessment of an area’s land uses, built and natural
environment, and social and physical characteristics.

The line formed by the frontage of buildings along' a street.

The combined effect of the arrangement, volume and shape of a
building or group of buildings. Also called massing.

The setting of a site or area, including factors such as traffic,
activities and land uses as well as landscape and built form.

The International Modern Architecture Congress, a forum for
the development of modernist architecture and urbanism set up
in the 1920s by the leading, mainly European, architects of the
time, including Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius and others.

Crown Street Regeneration Project, Glasgow. One of the
leading urban regeneration projects in Britain.

Public and semi-public space that is ‘defensible’ 1n the sense

that it is surveyed demarcated or maintained by somebody.
Derived from Oscar Newman’s 1973 study of the same name,

and an important concept in securing public safety in urban
areas, defensible space is also dependent upon the existence of

escape routes and level of anonymity, which can be anticipated
by the user of the space.

Measures in relation to a given area of land. Built density can
be expressed in terms of plot ratio (in commercial
development), number of units or habitable rooms per hectare

(for residential development), site coverage, or a combination
of these.

A design guide is a general set of principles and standards

required by the local authority and applying to a wide area and
not just a particular site

A document prepared by local planning authority stating the

requirements for a particular site, also known as development
brief.

Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions,
UK

A document prepared by local planning authority providing
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DoE
Elevation

Enclosure

ETDZ

Five-Year Plan

Form

GUPB

Human scale

Landmark

Landscape

Layout

Local character

Mixed uses

suidance on how a site of significant size or sensitivity should
be developed. Site-specific briefs are sometimes known as
planning briefs, or design briefs.

Department of Environment, Britain
The facade of a building, or the drawing of a facade.

The use of buildings to create a sense of defined space.

Economic and Technological Development Zone. Special area
established after the 1978 economic reform in China to attract
foreign investments. These areas normally enjoy more flexible
economic and political polices than the rest of the country.

Economic development plan formulated in China to carry out

socialist industrialisation as a means to improve people’s living
standard.

The layout (structure and urban grain), density, scale (height

and massing), appearance (material and details) and landscape
of development.

Guangzhou Urban Planning Bureau, China

The use within development of elements which relate well 1n
size to an individual human being and their assembly in a way
which makes people feel comfortable rather than overwhelmed.

A building or structure that stands out from its background by
virtue of height, size or some other aspect of design.

The character and appearance of land, including its shape, form,

ecology, natural features, colours, and elements, and the way

these component combine. In towns, ‘townscape’ describes the
same concept.

The way buildings, routs, and open spaces are placed in relation
to each other.

The positive features of a place and its people and its people
contribute to its special character and sense of identity. They
include landscape, building tradition and materials, pattern of

local life, and other factors that make one place different from
another.

A mix of uses within a building, on a site or within a particular

area. ‘Horizontal’ mixed uses are side by side, usually in
different buildings. ‘Vertical’ mixed uses are on different floors
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MoC

Node

Plot ratio

PPGs

Public Realm

Red line map

Site or area
appraisal

Street furniture

Sustainable
development

ubP

UMP

Urban design

of the same building.
Ministry of Construction, China.

A place where activity and routes are concentrated often used
as a synonym for junction.

A measurement of density generally expressed as gross floor
area divided by the net site area.

Planning Policy Guidance Notes - documents embodying
British Government guidance on general and specific aspects of
planning policy to be taken into account in formulating
development plan polices and in making planning decisions.

The outside space - the streets, spaces and lanes that will make
up the cohesive, pleasant, safe, attractive and exciting matrix of
a great city. It provides the setting for grand buildings, the
thorough fares of commerce and the spaces for activity, street

theatre, contemplation and promenading - the environment for
living and working

The map that specifies the street line for a proposed
development area. It is one of appendix documents of the
planning permission issues by Chinese local planning authority.

A detailed analysis of the features of a site or area (including
land uses, built and natural environment, and social and

physical characteristics) which serves as the basis for an urban
design framework, design policies and guidance.

Structures in and adjacent to the highway that contribute to the

street scene, such as bus shelters, litter bins, seating, lighting,
railings, and signs.

The dissertation refers to the term defined by the Brundtland
Commission (1987) as ‘development, which meets present

needs without compromising the ability of future generations to
achieve their own needs and aspirations’.

Unitary Development Plan, UK.

Urban Master Plan - the document prepared by Chinese local

planning authority to guide urban development for the entire
city area.

The art of making places. Urban design involves the design of

buildings, group of buildings, spaces, and landscapes, in
villages, towns and cities, and the establishment of frameworks
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Urban design
framework

Vista

and process, which facilitate successful development.

A document which informs the preparation of development
plan polices, or set out in detail how they are to be implemented
In a particular area where there is a need to control, guide and
promote change. Area development frameworks are also called
a variety of other names, including urban design strategies, area
development framework, spatial master plans, and planning and
urban design frameworks.

An enclosed view, usually a long and narrow one.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Origin of the Research

Rapid urban development over the past few decades has brought about
dramatic changes and serious problems for China. From a design perspective, it
is hard to point to recent developments that have enhanced the urban scene.
Even the few individual buildings that have achieved a level of distinction
seldom form part of any larger design concept. What are the reasons for this
failure? As the planning system provides the fundamental means to secure
design quality, the researcher decided to take a closer look at the subject of

design, with a particular focus on urban design policy and administration.

The starting point for this research is that the quality of urban life and the

environment is deeply affected by urban design. The quality of towns and cities

depends very much on the design of the physical environment. Alongside
social, economic and political measures, design interventions have a

contribution to make on the overall quality of life in our cities.

Design quality is influenced by many factors such as professional skills and

investments available. Design intervention by the government is a key factor
among them. Design control, as part of everyday urban planning practice, is a
feature of government that 1s here to stay. It aims to shape urban development

in a direction that might run counter to prevailing market forces or the desire of

powerful minority groups, or against trends in the development industry.

Ideally, it exists to serve the public good.

The characteristics of a nation’s urban planning system generally reflect the
overall socio-economic and political environment within which it operates.
Urban planning in China has a very long history. It can be traced back to the
Imperial era when grand capital cities were constructed in accordance with the

feudal 1deology of social order and hierarchy. However, China seems to have
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lost the art of designing cities, which was once such an important part of its
rich urban tradition. Urban planning has not had a significant role 1n

contemporary Chinese history until very recently.

It is argued by Xie and Costa (1993) that modern planning in China has started
and has been given a totally different role since the establishment of the
socialist system in 1949. This urban planning system was integrated with the
overall national economic planning and was deeply atfected by the political
characteristics of the Communist regime. Under the dominant public
ownership, urban development generally followed economic planning through
which resources were distributed and decisions were made by the central

government. Urban planning had a very weak position vis-a-vis sectoral based

economic and industrial planning.

The role of urban planning has been fundamentally challenged once again by
the changing social-economic circumstance since the 1978 economic reform.
This opened China to the outside world and introduced the 1dea of the market
economy. Various changes in the development industry coupled with new
perspectives on society followed soon after. After being totally abandoned for

nearly twenty years through a series of political turmoils (e.g. the Great Leap

Forward, 1958-1960; the Culture Revolution, 1966-1977), urban planning and

design has re-emerged as an essential tool for urban development. It has been

receiving increasing attention since.

The 1978 economic reform has brought about a transitional economy
characterised by the coexistence of planned and market economies (Bian and
Logan, 1996; Nee, 1989). With the economic reform, conventional economic
planning upon which urban planning relied, was gradually phased out. More

importantly, the re-emergence of private property rights from the housing and

land reforms means that urban planning needs to adopt methods of
development control suitable for a market economy. The retreat from the

socialist ideology, decentralisation of decision making and injection of foreign

W
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investment into local economies have encouraged the municipality to adjust

their planning and development control approaches.

These changes have increased the need for a comprehensive planning and
design system, which can focus on urban development rather than on
centralised economic planning and an ideological commitment to Communist
values. The task of this system is to tackle the emerging problems associated
with fast urban growth and the profound re-adjustment of urban spatial
structures. In this context, the concept of urban design has been brought to
light. It was introduced to China, along with other planning ideas developed in
other parts of the world in the 1980s. ‘Chinese planners have started to look at
urban design as one possible means of tackling today’s urban problems. The
qualities urban design pursues, such as people-friendly environments, historical

continuity and environmental sustainability, could provide important future

directions for our cities.)

With rising of general living standard, the public is also increasingly concerned
about the quality of their living environment. In turn, the government’s desire
to encourage this quality has increased. Many local authorities in China have
launched initiatives to address urban design issues in their planning and design
practice. These include revising local plans/policies and experimenting with

new design control instruments. It has been recognised by some that

appropriate design control, accompanied by other management and financial

instruments, is vital for successful urban development.

Despite the increasing numbers of new initiatives, the question of how to
address urban design issues remains a source of controversy and debate.
Although the term of ‘urban design’ appeared in the National Planning Act in
1989, further definition and explanation did not follow. Recent research and
debate is at a theoretical level (e.g. Qi, 1997; Xiong, et. al., 1998; Wang, 1999;
etc.). Little has been done to link theory to design control practice. This has left

a great gap between the rising concern on urban design qualities and the
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planning system’s ability to deliver them.

The existing situation in China offers an interesting research area. Focusing on
the Chinese planning system, the main aim of the research is to understand the
operation and effects of design control, particularly at a local level, by taking
Guangzhou as a detailed case study. The study has also looked at the relevant
literature, examined the British design experience and looked in more detail at
the recent experience of Glasgow, the largest city in Scotland and the third
largest in the UK. By comparing design control in China with valuable lessons

extracted from reviews of British design, it was hoped that some suggestions

for future improvement in China could be identified.

1.2 Objectives of the Research

The overall objective of the research is to evaluate the performance of the
Chinese planning and development control system on design, particularly at a
local level, and to search for ways to incorporate urban design into existing

urban planning agendas in order to improve design control in China.

The study contains a thorough investigation of the operation of design control

in China. This includes the examination of the control instruments, their design
content, their preparation process, and how they are represented in
development control. These i1ssues are evaluated to identify the strengths and
weaknesses of the existing planning control system in terms of design control.
The 1mportance of appraising local characteristics to underpin policy
development, the role of the public in the process of appraising, and the
perception and reactions of other participants involved in the design control

process are all examined to gain a full understanding of current design practice.

Confronted with the problems caused by the lack of design control experience
in China, there is a clear need for research, which draws together different

perspectives on design, and looks to other countries for useful insights on this

___—_——_-_—.—_-.__—___
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subject. As Britain has experienced many urban planning problems over the
last 50 years, and has been promoting urban design excellence in the last

decade, British design experience has been given particular attention.

1.3 The Organisation of the Thesis

The thesis is organised into nine chapters:

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 gives a historical review of
“urban design practice in China. It provides a basic understanding of the
country’s changing social, economic and political circumstances, and
highlights the impacts of recent reforms on urban development in China. It
argues that confronted with the urban problems caused by fast urban
development, and also the opportunities created by transitional social

circumstances, design control is needed more than ever. It must, therefore, be

derived from the public interest, and must also be a legitimate concern of local

government organisations.

If urban design qualities are important in both functional and aesthetic terms,

then it 1s necessary to debate how this quality should be defined and how it

should be achieved. Chapter 3 reviews the relevant literature to explore
fundamental urban design principles and processes. This is then used to

develop an appropriate theoretical research framework.

In Chapter 4 the research methodology used in this study is set out and
justified. It shows how the chosen research methods are consistent with the

1ssues covered by the study. It also discusses the strengths and weaknesses of

the methods used, and the problems experienced in the research process.

Chapter S takes Guangzhou metropolitan area as a case study and analyses the
design content of local planning policies and plans. This helps us to understand

the major urban problems and the defects of the planning and development

control system in dealing with them. Local design control instruments are

———e
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identified and their design content analysed. Furthermore, the views of the

content of these policies/plans gained from the interviewees are assessed.

Chapter 6 draws together the opinions of planning professionals about the
effectiveness of design controls. This derives from interviews with planning

control officers, developers, architects, and amenity group members. The

chapter highlights the inefficiencies of the current planning system in dealing

with design control identified by these key participants.

Chapter 7 concentrates on recent design-led initiatives in Guangzhou, in
particular the Model Community Programme and urban design plans for
specific districts. It aims to evaluate the successes and limitations of these
initiatives, and argues that although they have achieved certain things, such as
stimulating urban design thinking and making improvements in some parts of

the city, their success will remain limited if they are not integrated into a

broader urban design strategy.

Chapter 8 discusses British design control and explores what insights and

inspirations it holds for China. To further explore design issues at a local level,

the city of Glasgow i1s chosen as a case study. The chapter seeks to establish

whether there are lessons for achieving good design quality that Chinese

planners could learn from.

Chapter 9 concludes the research by calling for a new urban design agenda in
China and fundamental changes to the current planning system. In the light of

1dentified 1nefficiencies of the existing system and the lessons emerged from

the British experience, the chapter makes a number of specific suggestions for

improving the Chinese planning system’s approach to design.
1.4 Key Research Questions

Five key research questions were identified. The first four questions are

explored in the Chinese context with special reference to Guangzhou city. The

..
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last question is concerned with the British design experience and the case of
Glasgow in particular. Each of these key questions has a set of subordinate

questions that will be discussed below. The five key questions are:
1. What are the general approaches to design control in China?

2. How does design control operate in practice in China?

3. How effective is control over design in China?

4, What recent changes have been made, and how effective they are in terms

of improving urban design quality?

5. Can the British experience provide lessons and useful insights for design

control in China?

1.4.1 The General Approaches to Design Control

This question is closely linked to the design control instruments employed by

the planning authorities, the design content they cover, and the priority given to

them in the development control process.

In China, the needs of urban planning were secondary to national economic
planning prior to the economic reforms of 1978. Urban planning was required
to support national industrialisation. Industrial land allocation and the supply of

materials was to be guaranteed through physical planning. However, after
1978, a process of localisation emerged. Since then urban planning has been
increasingly used by municipalities as a tool to stimulate local development.

With the decentralisation of administrative power, local authorities have gained

more power over planning and development control. Local design policies

have started to play a pivotal role in the planning and design control system.

It is therefore, necessary to analyse design issues contained in these local
policies/plans which form the basis of design decision-making. Meanwhile,
applicants seeking planning permission also have to examine these

policies/plans in order to establish what the design requirements are for a
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specific development. Thus, the content and emphasis on design matters in

local policies are worth examination.

It is also important to establish whether good design control is a priority within
the local planning authority involved. If local authorities give too little weight

to design quality, comprehensive policies would not be developed in the first
place, or existing policies would not be implemented to a satisfactory degree.

Design factors may have to be juggled alongside major land-use policy factors
and may not be the most significant element in development. This is especially
the case in cities with low economic activity. For instance, due to the severe

shortage of urban infrastructure and housing, high design quality has not

always been a priority in most Chinese cities.

More recently, design quality tends to be influenced by the new economic
order. China’s ‘socialist capitalism’ has brought about radical changes in and
beyond its major cities. With the return of the free market and new laws
permitting joint ventures with foreign parties, private domestic investments and
Investments from abroad have taken over the role of state investment and have
become a strong force in the development industry. In order to convey an
image of sophisticated modern living, developments which are characterised by
a wide range of styles, predominately American, Japanese and European, are
promoted everywhere. Against this background, design intervention from local
planning authorities is needed to seek a balance between public interests and

prevailing market trend. Thus, where the emphasis of design control lies is

worth examination.

To explore design control at a local level, the research has chosen Guangzhou

as a case study. It should be noted that there is great diversity across Chinese

cities. However, the case of Guangzhou could represent the general trend in the

evolution of the urban planning system in China. The specific reasons for

selecting Guangzhou are discussed in chapter 4.

Three subordinate questions in relation to the role of general design control

NN
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approaches are addressed by the research:

e What design control instruments are employed by local planning

authorities?

e What is their design content and emphasis?

1.4.2 How is Design Control Achieved?

The broad question of how design control is achieved calls for attention to be

paid to design control procedures and the interrelationships among the various

participants involved.

The key issues here are:

e What local mechanisms are used for operating design control?

e What procedures does design control follow?

e What roles do the different participants play in the design control process?

Many authors (e.g. Shirvani, 1985; Lang, 1994; etc.) argue that design is not
only a final product. It is also a process. It is a process which includes
establishing objectives, the preparation of policies, the tailoring of policies to
specific local contexts, and their implementation through planning application

and approval procedures. These factors all affect the delivery of a quality urban

environment.

Meanwhile, various participants are involved in the process. How they relate to
one another is a further factor affecting the operation of design control. The
researcher has divided the main participants into four groups. They are the
development control officers, the developers, the architects, and the general
public. Since development control officers are directly involved in policy
making and implementation, their role in design becomes very important. The
developers use the policies when they initiate the development scheme and
make planning and design applications. Their architects and design teams

provide professional advice and draw up the design solutions. From this aspect,
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these two groups of actors can be considered as the direct consumers of design
policies (see DoE 1996, and Punter, 1997). The residents of cities are the
ultimate users of the product of design policy and design control. Besides using
and experiencing the built environment, their role in providing feedback and
participation in the development process has been gradually recognised.

Therefore, the question of public participation in the process of design control

is also very important.

In short, the process of policy preparation and implementation, the role played
by different actors in the design control process, the conflicts and

interrelationships among these participants, and the context for policy

formulation and implementation will all be explored in this thesis.

1.4.3 The Effectiveness of Design Control

The effectiveness of design control is an extremely problematic question due to
the many dimensions it has. Views range from those who believe that, in
general, design control has prevented numerous bad developments and

improved on many more, to those who feel that such controls have not

significantly improved the quality of design in developments, and may indeed

have prevented exciting and innovative projects from being built.

Lewis Keeble’ argued that ‘planning was principally judged by the quality of
development that was given planning permission’ (Keeble, 1971, pp. 169-172).

This assessment could only be done, whilst, focusing on examples of control or

on cumulative evidence compiled in a locality.

Similarly, some authors argued that the ultimate effectiveness of design control
could only be measured by the quality of the overall urban environment, i.e. its
final product. However, it would be extremely complicated and time-
consuming to analyse the influence of design policy on individual

developments. And that until there is objective monitoring of design control,

which i1s usually very subjective, there can be no clear cut measurement of

%
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what it has achieved (Punter, Carmona, Platts, 1995).

Nevertheless, an attempt to investigate the effectiveness of design control
constitute a necessary part of any serious investigation into that system of
control. This research adopted a limited conception that focused on the

acceptance of design control polices and the perceptions of process related
factors among various participants in planning. Three specific perspectives

were identified with regard to the measurement of effectiveness.

Firstly, as policy plays a vital role in assessing the design quality of a

development proposal, its value providing useful criteria for planning officers

to make design decisions is an important perspective.

Secondly, policy should also be able to provide useful guidance for developers

and architects when they prepare a design scheme and make planning

applications. To what extent it fulfils this role is another way to assess its

effectiveness.

Thirdly, the extent to which design policies are understood and implemented

by both planning controllers and applicants is another relevant issue. No matter

how many design control plans/policies exist, if they are not understood and

carried out, they will achieve nothing. Thus, the attitude towards design, the

tensions among the various participants and the obstacles to effective design

control are worth investigating.

1.4.4 The Impacts of the Recent Design Initiatives

In response to the planning system’s design weaknesses, initiatives have been
launched in Guangzhou. Among them, the Urban Design Plans (UDPs)
prepared for some districts, individual public streets or squares, and the Model

Community Development Programme are the two more relevant. The research

undertook several case studies to assess the value of these initiatives. The main

questions are:

Introduction
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e What is the content and emphasis of these recent design-related initiatives?

e In what ways do they differ from the traditional design control approaches?

e What are their impacts, strengths and limitations?

e To what extent have they achieved their original intention of strengthening

design control and promoting good design?

1.4.5 Exploring the British Experience

As mentioned previously, there is a general lack of design control experience
in China across central government, local planning authorities, planners and
others involved in urban development. Thus, there 1s a need to look at
experience outside of China, which might offer useful 1nsights. With reference
to literature on the British design experience, the researcher has gained a
general impression that, at its best, the British planning process is a more
effective system than the Chinese one. There have been enormous efforts made
by the British government and local authorities to identify good practice (e.g.
Punter and Carmona, 1997; DETR, 1998; The Urban Task Force, 1999; DETR,

2000; The Prince’s Foundation, 2000) and there is much to learn from them.

Therefore, the research has approached the topic with some general questions,

such as
e What are the approaches to design control in Britain?

e How are design policies prepared and implemented?

The answers are then compared alongside the critique of the Chinese planning

system in an attempt to identify appropriate lessons.

W
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1.5 Background Information

1.5.1 A Brief Review of the Development of Urban Design

It could be said that Chinese urban planning in the past was influenced by the

Soviet Union model, while contemporary practice traces most of its influence

to the United States, as well as to the UK and other European countries.

Although it could be argued that urban design can be traced back at least to
Sitte’s seminal work City Planning According to Artistic Principles published
in 1889 (Sitte, 1889), it is commonly agreed that the term ‘urban design’ came
into use in the late 1950s in the United States (Sprieregaen, 1965). The idea
quickly received a significant response in the professional design field

elsewhere. Its emergence has been seen as a response to the failure of the

Modern Movement to come to grips with the realities of the human experience
and urban life (Lang, 1994).

After the Second World War, the changing nature of manufacturing,

transportation and communication technologies in the cities throughout the
world led to great need for urban rebuilding. Population expansion, new social

policies, and changing social orders all contributed to an unprecedented

building boom. This resulted in numerous new town developments and large
urban renewal projects. However, the quality of developments varied despite

the admirable goal of creating a liveable and delightful new world.

The Modernist Architecture Movement, represented particularly by Le
Corbusier and the manifestos of CIAM (the International Modern Architecture
Congress) around this time In America paved the way for what came to be
known as the ‘International Style’ in architecture. This advocated the ideas of
wholesale renewal of the contemporary city through zoned, single-use, high-
rise developments. Meanwhile, in England, the Garden City Movement

suggested a regional model of the city, decentralised, low-density and more

m
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suburban in character, and hierarchically organised on the basis of community-
based neighbourhood units or super-blocks. In practice, however, the new
urban environments achieved by applying these ideas were far from a complete
success. They were often challenged as failures in terms meeting the needs of
the people who inhabited them even though such places might be highly

photogenic (Jacobs, 1961; Brolin, 1976). They were also accused of increasing

private car ownership, physically cutting off new estates from the general ebb
and flow of city life, reinforcing segregation along social class lines and, in

turn, resulting in severe physical and social problems (Lloyd-Jones, 1998).

The development of urban design resulted from such widespread
dissatisfaction among architects, planners, and landscape architects. Challenges
also came from people who had experienced the simplified, fragmented and
frequently alienating forms of post-war urban development. They began to
distrust the ability of architects and planners to improve the spatial form of
their cities. Some users felt that architects were not concerned about their needs
but rather pursued their own aesthetic ends. It became recognised that much
more thought had to be put into the design of the built environment, not only to

the aesthetic value of buildings and townscape, but also to what the

environment would mean to its users.

In 1961, Jane Jacobs, published her powerful critique of modern town planning
in The Death and Life of Great American Cities (Jacobs, 1961). This laid the
ground for looking at the complexities of land use arrangements and high-
density living in traditional city blocks and the shared activities of the
traditional city street in a new light. It was a rich observation and analysis of
the design, social use and economies of cities. Her concepts of ‘mixed
development’, ‘human density’, ‘the provision of natural surveillance’ (‘eyes
on the streets’), and ‘compact, environmentally sustainable urban form’ have
inspired many urban design initiatives. These ideas have experienced a

renaissance and are being applied in many recent urban projects in Britain,

Europe, and the United States.

M
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Meanwhile, from a different angle, ideas about analysing and representing the
perceptual structure of cities were emerging. In The Image of the City (Lynch,
1960), Lynch established the concept of ‘imageability’ based on five elements:
paths, edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. According to Lynch, these
elements are used by people unconsciously to organise their ‘mental maps’ of

an urban area. The significance of Lynch’s work lies in the innovative use of
graphic notation to link abstract ideas of urban structure with the human

perceptual experience. Consequently, it challenged the traditional physical

master planning approach.

Cullen (1961, 1971) was also interested in the way in which a city was
perceived. He took up the idea of serial vision and investigate the form of the
urban realm as the viewer moves though it. He identified three components of
the way people appreciate townscape: serial vision, sense of place and content
of places. Serial vision stresses the sequential and unfolding nature of the urban
experience. The idea of ‘sense and content of places’ 1s concerned with the
fabric of towns and cities: the colour, texture, scale, character, personality, and
uniqueness. He observed that the older areas of towns and cities contained a
variety of styles, scales and materials, and displayed interesting juxtapositions

of layouts. The sympathy for historical townscape during the renewal of older
towns and cities was highly emphasised in Cullen’s work. It is seen as the

origin of the townscape tradition in British urban planning (Punter, 1997).

Crane drew on the work of Lynch, Jacobs, and others and brought these ideas

together in his concept of the ‘Capital Web’. This is a physical and perceptual

mechanism for structuring a city at a metropolitan scale, combining the main

elements of public space with the main elements of physical urban

infrastructure (Crane, 1960; Buchanan, 1988; Caulton, 1995).

Drawing on American sources as well as the British townscape tradition,
Bentley and his colleagues published their work in the Responsive

Environments (Bentley et al., 1985). Here, they sought both to establish a

M
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series of urban design objectives and to provide practical guidance on how
such an environment might be achieved. They promoted the concept of
‘responsive environment’ as that ‘the built environment should provide its
users with essentially democratic setting, enriching their opportunities by

maximising the degree of choice available to them’ (Bentley et al., 1985, p. 9).

A similar concern with making the urban environment more user-friendly was
later published in Francis Tibbalds’ Making People-Friendly Towns (Tibbalds,
1992). Tibbalds called for ‘people friendly places’ which are attractive,

characterful, safe, equitable, and sustainable. With his set of criteria for urban

design, he stressed the importance of small-scale change and a respect for place

and history.

In the 1960s, Alexander criticised current planning concepts for the
hierarchical distribution of facilities and services. In an early essay, The City is
not a Tree (Alexander, 1965), he seeks to establish an organic way of

designing and building. In his later work, A New Theory of Urban Design,
(Alexander, et al. 1987), he goes a step further by attempting to establish a

natural design process by which means the unity of the traditional town can be

recreated.

Along with the development of urban design objectives and process, the
concern with sustainability has begun to be added to urban design. Pioneering
work of Carson (1962), Schumacher (1974), and Meadows (1972) has received
global recognition. It is recognised that the pursuit of sustainable development
is compatible with the current preoccupation of urban design in terms of
quality urban spaces, the vitality and identity of urban areas, qualities of
urbanity, respect for tradition and the preference for medium rise development
of a human scale. According to the Brundland Report, ‘sustainable
development is development that meets the needs of the present generation
without compromising the ability of future generation to meet their own needs’

(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).
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Three principles of sustainable urban design were identified by Moughtin.
They include, firstly, ‘placing priority on the adaptation and reuse of existing
buildings, infrastructure and roads together with the reuse of recycled materials
and components’. Secondly, ‘placing a premium on the conservation of natural
resources, wildlife and landscape’. And thirdly, “minimising the use of energy

consumed where new development is necessary’ (Moughtin, 1992, p.11).

The 1mpact of urban design approaches has varied with geographical location
and cultural influence. In many parts of the world today, particularly in rapidly
urbanising countries such as China, the old international style modernism with
1ts high-rise blocks, urban motorways and disregard for traditional urban form
still hold sway. In Britain and in some other industrialised countries, however,
a general change in the approach to urban development reflects a concern for
traditional urban patterns, people’s urban experience, the sustainability of the

urban environment, and especially a concern for the qualities of public realm.

1.5.2 The Scope and Definition of Urban Design

It 1s apparent that as the existing environmental disciplines ~ particularly

architecture and planning —became professions with increasingly specialised
and protected areas of activity, a gap opened up. Architecture’s concern was

with the design and production of a building or buildings within a defined site.
Planning took responsibility for the general disposition of land use through
policy formulation and plan making, and for the detailed and necessarily
piecemeal regulation of individual building projects through the operation of
the development control system. As these professional boundaries hardened
and were Institutionalised, ‘it became clear that the gap was the public realm
itself — the void between buildings, the streets and spaces which constitute our

everyday experience of urban places’ (McGlynn, 1993, pp. 3).

To respond to the gap, urban design has developed as a distinct discipline.

Today, it is generally regarded as a design activity concerned with the built
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environment of cities (and other human settlements) and the public welfare. Its

main concern is the design of building configurations and the spatial
relationship between buildings and spaces created between them. The focus of

attention is on organising the public realm (Lang, 1994).

However, the definition and the scope of urban design remains a subject of
great controversy. Town planners may believe that urban design 1s a
component of modern town planning in detailled aspects such as
pedestrianisation in townscape schemes. Some architects may see urban design
as a larger extension of architecture and argue that urban design is an
opportunity to extend the coherence and order of surrounding buildings to the
public and semi-public space between the buildings (Cantacuzino, 1996). To
urban designers, it exists as a subject and profession in its own right. To traffic

engineers, the theme of urban design is traffic calming. Landscape architects

are convinced that urban design is about landscaping in the city (Greed, 1998).

Each of these views contains a grain of truth. It is necessary to recognise that

good buildings, in themselves, can not make either a good city or place. Also,
no matter how well land uses are distributed, they will not, by themselves, lead

to a good city. Therefore, urban design is not necessarily about planning or

architecture. As a component of modern town planning, it is also a subject in
its own right, which is located between planning, architecture, landscape
architecture and transport planning and links them all. It lies both inside and
outside conventionally defined professions, and indeed deals with some of

problems, which lie at the edges of these professional interests.

Greed (1998) gives a brief example to illustrate the different roles of urban
designers and plan<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>