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Abstract / China’s leaders have set an urbanization target of 70%
(approximately 900 million people) by 2025 andhas emphasized that future
urbanization will be characterized by growth in rural towns and small cities
(ChengZhenHua, 1 #E14,) not by expansion of megacities (DuShiHua, &F1).
As a consequence of China’s urban-focused economy, the role of agriculture
has declined. Rural villages have been wiped out, and with them, thousands
of years land cultivation and stewardship. Onrushing urbanization is reshaping
rural China — its landscape, cultural heritage, and social structures. This
paper examines these changes through the outcomes of a workshop about
“Construction of Small Towns and Villages” organized by the ECNU School
of Design in 2014 in China and Europe. At the workshop, proposals for
“Preserving Rural Nature and Humanity Features during Urbanization” were
discussed and critiqued. The paper concludes by describing how landscape
architecture, and in particular Green Infrastructure, can play a key role in
addressing the major challenges of Rural Chininse Urbanization.
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Rural Village; Urbanization
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1
The landscape of China’s rural villages has changed
dramatically over the past 50 years.

The Chinese economy began its great reform 36 years
ago in 1978. The “Open Door Policy” — liberalization of
foreign trade — was a key method of reform that involved
dismantling agricultural collectives and establishing a
family-based farming structure, the so-called “Household
Responsibility System”. The rapid development of the
Chinese economy since the 1970’s is a result of these
reforms. Chinese economic development has also been
accompanied by other changes that have resulted in greater
regional and increasing demographic dynamics. Territorial
disparities, especially between rural and urban areas,
affect more than 30 provinces and metropolitan areas. One
factor of growing urbanization is an increasing population
of more than 400 million™!, which has been almost
exclusively concentrated in urban areas. The search for non-
agricultural work by members of small household’s farms
has contributed to increased migration — some 130 million

P of agriculture — to

people according to the 2006 census
urban areas. These migrate workers are still considered
residents in rural zones despite having worked for long
periods in industry, construction and service economies in
more developed provinces. This became especially evident
in 2007 and 2008 when an economic recession and a
consequent loss of jobs in urban areas resulted in millions of
workers — some 28 million according to certain estimates
— returning to their farms, the majority of which were
being run by the women of the household.

These dynamics are dramatically reshaping rural China
— its landscape, culture, and social structures — causing
major environmental, social and economic challenges.
Deterioration of the environment, notably air and water
pollution, soil erosion, desertification, and a falling water
table, especially in the north, are long-term threats to
maintaining rapid growth of the economy.

China has also continued to lose arable land because of
erosion and grey infrastructure development. Cultivatable

land is already very limited given the size of the Chinese
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population, and the level of land exploitation is high,
with many agricultural products using of the same land to
produce double crop cycles (Fig. 1). Agriculture contributed
30% to the Chinese GDP in 1980 and by 2007 it was
little more than 11%. At close to fifty percent, China has
one of the highest percentage of irrigated land among all
cultivated land. This, together with increasing competition
for land and water use between agriculture, industry and

civic requirements, already imposes severe limits on the
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use of water. The adoption of modern industrial farming
technologies such as synthetic fertilizers and fossil fuels
has mostly displaced long-term traditional practices of land
and natural resource management. Government policies
have encouraged farmers to demolish their houses and to
move to high-density urban townhouse communities. These
new communities sometimes merge several villages into a
replication of urban life aimed at providing opportunities
needed to facilitate China’s shift to a consumption-driven
economy. China’s best farmland unfortunately coincides
with these growing agglomerations.

Social issues have developed as a result of the rural
migrant “MinGong ([X;_[.)” entering urban areas in search
of work, namely discrimination of ruralites in cities and
psychological isolation of rural migrants (Fig. 2). In 2007
urban households had an income of some 14,000 Yuan while
rural households had an income of only 4,000 Yuan™. The
increase in this difference is seen in consumption patterns.
While in the middle 1980’s urban households consumed 2.5
times as much as rural households, today they consume 3.5
times as much®™. Today the “three problems” of Peasantry,
Rural Areas and Agriculture are a major concern of the

Chinese government®.

The International Workshop on “Construction of
Chinese Small Towns and Villages”, organized by East
China Normal University (ECNU) School of Design in
Shanghai®, “Sapienza” Universita di Roma (Italy)@ and
Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture de Saint-Etienne
(France)®, aimed at bringing together academics and
students from China, Italy and France to generate ideas and
preliminary design solutions to reduce the conflict between
urbanization and traditional rural landscape protection.
This year’s workshop centered on the theme, “Preservation
and Use of Rural Nature and Humanities Features during
Urbanization”.

The workshop came after three years of international
cooperation in higher education that was started by ECNU

School of Design’s Dean Shaonong Wei to positively
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engage European and Chinese academics and students on
key contemporary issues of mutual interest in planning
and design. Professor Wei explained his choice of the 2014
theme, affirmed that “The abnormal growth process that
China is experiencing is comparable to an infant aging

from a 5-year-old child to a 50-year-old man... insights and
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critical views, based on long time consolidated experiences,
coming from European academics and professionals, are
needed to establish a common ground of applied research
aimed at preserving cultural heritage and social structure of
rural China.” With that respect, “China is a good laboratory
for studying the nuance variations of how best correct the
massive imbalance between urban and rural areas, thanks to
its great local diversity and also because urbanization has
already proven to be one of the most impacting changes in
China’s 36 years of economic transition.”

Professor Wei’s goal of the international workshop was
to study the rural villages and landscape around Baiquan
Town (Fig. 3), in the province of Hubei, where the pressure
of urbanization is threatening the surrounding countryside.
The workshop would look at the site in terms of loss of
heritage, transformation of a unique cultural and productive
landscape and displacement of local people. Four workshop
themes were developed: Eco-efficiency, Social harmony,
Economic improvement and Rural Cultural heritage
preservation. The 2014 international workshop included
seminars, field trips to Baiquan Town and other villages,
work reviews and presentations.

The village of Baiquan covers 85 square kilometers in
the Northwest suburbs of Wuhan, and is only 17 km from
the city center in the province of Hubei (Fig. 4). Baiquan
has a long history beginning during the Shang Dynasty
(1600 B.C. ~ 1046 B.C.) and is considered the cradle
of Chu culture, which is still significantly reflected in
the local culture (Fig. 5). Thanks to its abundant water
resources — 950 hectares® — Baiquan Town is known as

the “land of water”. Its settlement has always been linked to
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its environmental resources and rural landscapes. This key
relationship is threatened by increasing urbanization. The
historically productive landscape is experiencing a rapid
transformation as the ancient and rich water lands and the
traditional villages’ housing (Fig. 6-1) are being reduced
to allow room for new settlements of high density but low
quality of life, and the inhabitants have lost their sense of
belonging to the village (Fig. 6-2).

New infrastructures often overlap the original paths,
interrupting the ancient, efficient irrigation network, causing
immense damage to the environment and its inhabitants.
Recent planning has tried to obliterate the many small,
but significant, territorial signs into a single water system
to play a touristic, rather than an ecological, role. The
government is still actively replacing traditional homes with
high-rises, paving over vast swaths of farmland and filling
ponds, drastically altering the lives of rural dwellers.

The research was organized into two phases of analysis

and concept design, both aimed at understanding the

Y,
EXA
Y,

characteristics and current issues of Baiquan Town at
different scales. The research focused on the local setting,
major cultural traditions, and ongoing dynamics of the area
to formulate new proposals. Chinese, Italian and French
groups presented their proposals to an audience of peers and
government officials in a final conference™ held in Shanghai
on September 28, 2014.

Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture de Saint-
Etienne’s proposal (Fig. 7) was based on an interpretation
of the Chinese village as a “community of thought, of
decision-making and land organization”. A new expansion
zone was defined facing northeast in the three main
settlements. The design prioritized the recovery of existing
traditional housing and villages while densifying according
to new contemporary residential models. New family-based
and environmental sensitive agricultural models, together

with the Mao Miao traditional market and public space were

at the core of the French school’s master plan for Baiquan

Town (Fig. 8).

2008s-2013s o

SWSIONLI) PUB SMIIA




Volume 2 / Issue 6 / December 2014

R, MU & AN 1) R A AR ) e B 2 (0 R il B
TiH St AR 1R A RGE, HAT A%
HAREHFAE . Bl SRR MR, I
TS, SUEFRE, B EEWE AR AN A %
JAR AT RRER I T B

PR ELBE, FEAR SR BT R 1) T 2 (0 B Al B 7t )
BT St AR, A —Ff B o A L e SR
KA, IR SR Y — R A —
HFE HA 25 e . Rk . Bhh nI AT AL
SR T FDRE ARG . ARy . AP EE L T
FEAE RTINS, AEAR AR (025 (A1 R T ANPR S i ™
HAHIX, XSS o R U AP N A
5 AW AT . IR PR RGE | 2 U
AR T, REIECTY 29 USRI AL I A FREAIG s PO At 2ol
G RN, BEVLS . FROGETRRIE . A3
Y AR BAh, FRATHRRE PR AR A e
A LA 28355 3 i I —— I AR Y, T2 mT
HEATRE A i —— PR BRI 2 T A I AR BN B
BRESHER, XS R 7 LGS A S
AR LETEFIH H 2

TEX—HEAER , BRI B AE IR A A I 5k
TARARIWE I A B2 e X i [ B 5 VR 50 H A 2%
M, JFESEIE R R XA L, HAEA
FOCN M RS R RLE A" 5 & FHIX A K R
BRI AR AL, WEAREIE T2 MGE, AL
S P g 3 A LA e — A OIS i 22 B A, R
PR 8w R B T RS R BT, X R R A ]
B . LAF

12 ERMERFRITFAREZNE—D2EMLTTHR © ECNU School of

Design
13, ERIMERFRITFEREZHN “BER” HEKRIT © ECNU School of
Design

14, ERIBERFEITFBIRRZ AR X £ 775 © ECNU School of Design

12. Master plan by ECNU School of Design © ECNU School of Design

13. Concept design of "Starfish shape", by ECNU School of Design © ECNU
School of Design

14. Suburbs green wedge plan, by ECNU School of Design © ECNU School of
Design

® ® © e

SX°)

PUEFARATIE  CUERRFEHERR) ) . 1990 ~ 20064F H), H[EI 22 Hr i 4F-F
BRI H10%

CEARY RVBURAR S P A K A = AN ARl AR R
558

RN R BB . BUBIR (R R 22 b be i . Uil 2
1E) . Misie, R, BRE.

HRANE BR: Antonio Paris (B BT @AY B R AT, Al
PAE b ) o BRI Luciano Cupelloni ( i) | Maria Beatrice
Andreucci, Flavia Laureti; MR/ : Giovanna Bianchi, AntonellaGalassi (5
Jfi) . Camilla Ariani, Giulia Bortolotto, Enrica Gialanella, Micaela Scacchi.
Jie Zhao; #Ei1/INL: Loredana Di Lucchio ( i) | Tania Dionisi. Jingjing
Lin, Arianna Salvetti,

T T 36 30 2 T N v A AR BE . Claude Tautel (BEHEHRAN) 5
Romain Chazalon ( i) ; Frédé ric Dellinger, Florian Kleinefenn, Amandine
Bachimont, Maxime Blanc, Mael Bret Caoxu, Alice Chen, Fanny Chevreton
Marie Duchand, Audrey Gamblin, Alice Giani, Chloé& Grossetete, Marie
Hugues . Eve Laville, Mattien Maitre, Wang Nalyla, AnaisNenert, St é phanie
Noir, Laure Pouzol, Valentine Skawinky. Victor Siyao Yang. Sophie Yi, Sophy
Wang. Sharon Zhang.

OEE VIR N S 2E s el 1IN 7S U/ NN 7 3 1D el /AN e IR TP Qs LN e
R 2 i ofe 11 [ 320 22 [ o o A5 A TR 2 Bt Jean Antali, SR
FLES RS VUL AR S BT BE Y Yuval Yasky; #EARITER 7 @Ik
RARARE s AW MBI Z BT P FARARBEIL 5 v [k 1 A JE LR 72 B
B . 5 5 A TR A Z ST AN/ NS DO I AR R SR AR
RSB BRI 20 s AR AR 4 T e S g el e 4 W W 5 B2y o) 2
TR AT B wi) AR R AR e 3 48 A TR wl RS TR 2, AR BT
it

it NG 2 A 1SAE e P E LRI T T 30040 £ 2500 . 1 000
ANSOITH , LI P5 K200k T, Horp 2 HE R H #6004

L s

SWMiZitE  Landscape Architecture Frontiers

Sapienza Universita di Roma’s design proposal
correlated culture, tradition and innovation. A
comprehensive study of current and future planning framed
the overall project’s solution through a “reconnection
system” (Fig. 9). This terminology signifies a network
of integrated residential and service components, public
space and agricultural areas and Green Infrastructure
(GI). The “reconnection system” involved re-establishing
lost relationships among existing urban fabrics without
expanding into new areas. GI in particular represented the
medium upon which various natural, cultural, and socio-
economic processes interact and were originally articulated,
always with reference to local agricultural and urban
context. The key drivers were: the eco-wetland park (Fig. 10),
urban new agriculture and public open spaces that connect
the residential areas with new public and private services,
such as traditional medicine centers, didactic orchards and
tourist services. These strategies wish to preserve the local
traditions and to introduce contemporary Chinese culture
into inland areas and traditional agricultural centers. The
cultural and operational approach of “Design for Social
Innovation” contributed, with this respect, to the formulation
of the proposal. It included, since the early design phase,
the involvement of people who will ultimately benefit from
the design. A comprehensive study and understanding of the
morphological and technical features, the “Fundamentals”
of the Chinese traditional architecture and Baiquan Town,
completed the Italian contribution.

The two proposals by ECNU School of Design focused
on the Baiquan communities’ isolation and lack of social
services and modern functions. A “growing, emotional and
integrated new-town” was presented by Dr. Wang Feng of
ECNU School of Design. She described a set of studies of
proposals aimed at rebalancing social structure, economic
development, ecology and quality of life in Baiquan Town.
The approach made full use of the original conditions of the
site (natural resources) and of the existing building texture
(Fig. 11), together with the improvement of town and
housing interstitial space. From an economic perspective,

the elderly housing industry and touristic resources were

identified as key assets to accommodate migrant workers’

needs. Residential retrofitting, soil consumption limitations,
new communication networks, and Green Infrastructure will
help reinforced the concept design (Fig. 12).

A second proposal, introduced by Dr. Karen Li of ECNU
School of Design, positioned Baiquan as a “greenway city”
(Fig. 13). The Chinese group developed a comprehensive
analysis to help determine the relationship between city
development and industrial potentialities in the Dongxihu
District. Linking transportation networks between Wuhan

and Baiquan Town, the ECNU School of Design developed
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a twofold business strategy by linking tourism resources in
the areato create a critical mass for industry and encourage
elderly migration from Wuhan to alleviate the labor
shortage. Modern urban agriculture and eco-tech industries
were also considered in their “Green Wedge Plan and Green

Chipset Design for Baiquan Development” (Fig. 14).

The described proposals — scientific and political —
are based on advanced research and experimentation in
planning and landscape design — already well known in
China® — which tends to integrate mass migration to the
big cities with transformations of rural villages through
the widespread implementation of Green Infrastructure. GI
project implementation offers effective operative devices to
accent basic structuring characteristics, providing improved
ecosystem services to counteract negative tendencies,
while concurrently providing sustainable means for further
anthropocentric developments. A project based on Green
Infrastructure design and implementation in Baiquan would
represent a cost-effective and resilient approach, and provide
the tools and instruments to promote urbanization in China
in ways that are economically sound, environmentally safe,
politically feasible, and socially desirable.

Substantial environmental, social, and economic
benefits would be produced. Particularly accentuated within
areas where green space has been eroded and environmental
damage is more extensive. Among the estimated
environmental benefits: agriculture and sustainable fish
farming, habitat improvement, air quality, energy savings
and carbon footprint reduction. Among the expected
social benefits: leisure, education opportunities, identitary
places’ creation, public health and safety provision, and
social equity. Environmental and social benefits translate
into economic and scientifically measurable benefits that
are even more significant when obtained in respect of the
traditional culture of the place and of common people, their
life and their daily needs.

Within this framework Professor Shaonong Wei

concluded the conference by reconfirming ECNU School of

Design’s interest in international cooperative and research
projects which advance the idea that “cities and villages
are twin brothers, born in the process of development of
human civilization” and “the development of rural areas
deserves renewed greater interest, not only because this will
encourage a more balanced economic development, but also
because it must be seen as essential for China’s long-term

sustainability”. LAF

NOTES

(M According to World Bank estimates (World Development Indicators) China had an
annual growth rate of about 10% between 1990 and 2006.

(2 The Tree Rural Issues or “San Nong” refers to three issues relating to rural
development in Chinese mainland : Agriculture, Rural Areas and Farmers.

(3  East China Normal University School of Design (China): Shaonong Wei (ECNU
School of Design Dean and Chief Coordinator), Yunwei Zheng, Feng Wang, Yan
Chen.

@)  Sapienza Universita di Roma (Italy): Antonio Paris (Director of Planning, Design,
Architectural Technology Department and Scientific Coordinator); Luciano
Cupelloni (Mentor), Maria Beatrice Andreucci, Flavia Laureti (Environmental
Technological Design); Giovanna Bianchi, Antonella Galassi (Mentors), Camilla
Ariani, Giulia Bortolotto, Enrica Gialanella, Micaela Scacchi, Jie Zhao (Planning);
Loredana Di Lucchio (Mentor), Tania Dionisi, JingJing Lin, Arianna Salvetti
(Design).

(%  Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture de Saint-Etienne (France) : Claude Tautel
(Scientific Coordinator), Romain Chazalon (Mentor), Frédéric Dellinger, Florian
Kleinefenn, Amandine Bachimont, Maxime Blanc, Mael Bret Caoxu, Alice Chen,
Fanny Chevreton, Marie Duchand, Audrey Gamblin, Alice Giani, Chloé Grossetete,
Marie Hugues, Eve Laville, Mattieu Maitre, Wang Nalyla, Anais Nenert, Stéphanie
Noir, Laure Pouzol, Valentine Skawinky, Victor Siyao Yang, Sophie Yi, Sophy
Wang, Sharon Zhang.

Yuping, Shangyaojiao, Dugong, Xiaoluosaihu lakes and wetland parks, Fu river and
wetland park.

Jean Attali of Ecole Nationale Supérieure d” Architecture de Paris Malaquais (France);
Yuval Yasky of Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design Jerusalem (Israel); Youqun
Ren, Vice Chancellor of ECNU; Hongyuan Song, Director of Research Center
for Agricultural Economy of Ministry of Agriculture; Chongfa Yuan, Associate
Dean of China Urban Development Planning Institute and Former Associate
Director of Small Towns and Villages Center of National Development and Reform
Commission; Xuegang Feng, Dean of School of Business, ECNU; Gang Zeng,
Associate Dean of Urban Development Reseacrh Institure, ECNU, also attended
and contributed to the conference which was endorsed by Kunshan Direction of
Deevelopment Limited Company and Suzhou Grasspower Venture Investment
Limited Company.

®  Turenscape in the past 15 years has planned and designed over 300 ecological cities
and 1,000 landscape projects in China. Projects are located in 200 cities and more
than 600 projects are built and realized.
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