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Abstract / Whether it is determined by land prices or from the perspective
of urban construction, future urbanization will experience a number of
changes. Planners and designers should have a greater dialogue with history,
and have a greater understanding of what should go and what should stay,
rather than only meeting current and immediate design needs. We need to
leave something to be developed in future!
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What impact do you think the current model of economic

development will have on future urbanization?

based economies. Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen are

all gradually being transformed, and about 70 percent

Ke FENG (FENG hereafter): China’s economic
model will undergo profound changes in the future,
and urbanization patterns are bound to ensue upheaval.

At the beginning of the state regulated urbanization
process 30 years ago the first major purchasers for real
estate were foreigners who had investment business
in China. The government raised the land price of
housing area to compensate the financial loss from
the industrial lands that were leased to the foreign
developers at a lower price. Around 1999, when the
real estate market began to open to the general Chinese
population without changing the previous land pricing
model. The process of urbanization, where the prices
rose quickly, was closely related to high land prices.
For example, in the core areas of the Pearl River Delta
and the Yangtze River Delta, industrial land prices
have been maintained at 250,000 yuan / mu, but the
price of residential land has increased to more than 10
million yuan / mu. In such cases the price of residential
land is 40 times that of industrial land, which is
extremely unreasonable.

Moving forward, it will be essential to adjust the
price of land, through the way of partially conversing
industrial land into residential land. In megacities such
as New York, Paris, or London, housing, transportation,
and open space account for the largest proportion of
urban land use. Often, performance and quality is seen
more important than size in industrial land use. If we
look at Shanghai for example, the land structure is
inverted where about 80 percent of the viable land is
reserved for industry. In pursuing both an ecologically
healthy environment and modern metropolis,
transferring land from industrial sites to residential and
park spaces will become an inevitable trend. However,
land transformation will require a transformation in
industrial structure at first, that means most chinase

cities need to transfer from manufacturing to service

of Beijing’s GDP now comes from the service sector.
Within this, industrial land is bound to gradually
decrease, opening more land for residential and
commercial uses.

Another major change will come from planning
mechanisms. Under the current government model
there are large swatches of new construction that have
resulted in so called “ghost towns”. Future urban
development will be driven by the market, and housing
construction will be determined by the real needs, and
schools, hospitals, and commercial facilities within
a neighborhood will be integrated and linked by
necessary infrastructures. Future cities must be holistic
— it might be a good option to build a “vertical city”
where parks, police stations, post offices, schools,
libraries, shopping malls, residential, parking, movie
theaters, and other urban facilities are concentrated in
high-rise buildings.

Whether it is determined by land prices or from the
perspective of urban construction, future urbanization

will experience a number of changes.

Real estate growth is the driving force behind the

urbanization of smaller cities. How do you think

the adjusted land prices and models will impact the

urbanization patterns of these cities change?

FENG: The reduction of local government’s financial
revenue could be compensated through introduction
of appropriate fiscal reform approaches. For example,
the central government could make levying devolution
to local authorities, and the added revenue would
facilitate the local governments to become less
dependent on land and property taxes, thus eliminating
the need to raise the price of land and push up housing
prices. Actually, there is currently enough land in
Chinese cities to meet new construction needs, but

the government maintains the high price of land by
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reducing the amount of land available.

How do you think of the role urban planners, as

In purely economic terms, ecological infrastructure is

often considered as a “low-return” or “slow return”

investment, but it has a lot of ecological value which is

designers for a large number of new infrastructure

yet difficult to quantify monetarily. How do you think

and real estate projects, play in the process of China's

the economic value of ecological infrastructure should

economic development?

FENG: Urban planners obviously play an important
role in the urbanization process. First, planners need to
consider the economy, because the most cost-effective
solutions are more likely to be accepted by clients.
Secondly, aesthetics should also be considered. It will
be the responsibility of designers to position land for
future development. We cannot accurately predict
how future construction, technology, social relations,
Internet, logistics, and services would be. If the design
of a building or facility is variable, then we could be
flexibly about its uses. For example, if a residential
area would reserve some variable space, so now might
be utilized as an “Express Corridor”: Residents can
collect their parcels there, also do not have to worry
about their personal information being leaked and other
security issues. Additionally, planners and designers
should have a greater dialogue with site’s history, and
have a greater understanding of what should go and
what should stay, rather than only meeting current and
immediate design needs. We need to leave something

to be developed in future!

Do you think urban designers lack a voice in discourse

of urbanization in China?

FENG: Absolutely. The role of designers has not been
emphasized enough in the past. But now the dominant
value returning to the historical and aesthetics has
slowly become mainstream, offering more opportunities
for designers. With the rapid influx of capital for new
projects in China, it is critical that designers maintain
professional integrity and do not just accept any

commission or bow to any economic offer.

be, and can be, measured?

FENG: In the past, shortsighted approaches that
lead to economic benefits through destruction of
the ecological environment were common in many
Chinese cities. In recent years, a combination of
strengthened public ecological awareness with stronger
construction on ecological infrastructures has given
more credence, and therefore more money has invested
in. I also think that we should be capable of using
ecological infrastructure more appropriately, and
particularly, within our strengths. For example, a new
city in arid western China might have a lot of open and
green space. At first glance this is good for improving
the quality of life. But when you consider the need for
irrigation and other maintenance costs, the facade of
ecology becomes less relevant, even wasteful. There is
not one easy answer; we can neither blindly sacrifice
the environment for economy, nor can we override

economy for greater ecological protection.
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