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ABSTRACT

Driven by unprecedented urbanization and ever-
changing applied technologies, urban planners
and designers are exploring how to create
comfortable living experience in fast-paced

cities, thus rises the concept of “slowing city.”

By reviewing years of design practices of Sasaki
Associates, this article is focused on the core idea
of “slowing city,” i.e., “making good use of local
resources,” and its application into a number of
urban regeneration practice. Further, by taking
“user demands” as a critical reference, the article
discusses how to coordinate the interests of a
wide range of user groups and then facilitate
cooperation among the government, citizens,

and designers to ensure the long-term benefits
of construction projects. Finally, critical thoughts
are given to how the emerging technologies could
contribute to urban construction and life quality,
and the new opportunity that they may bring to the
planning and design industry.
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1 From “Citta Slow” to Slowing City Design

The term “slowing city” reminds the concept of “slow food”
that originated in an Italian town Bra in the late 20th century
and the international Citta Slow movement launched in 1999"",
Citta Slow movement calls for enjoying traditional delicacies,
cultures, and lifestyles of small towns and villages, thus fully
tapping the local resources (including the history) to create
more development possibilities'”, while the “slowing city” aims
to address issues emerging in large cities with high density and
homogeneity.

A “slowing city” values the quality over the speed of urban
construction and can provide facilities and conditions to meet the
diverse needs of its citizens, thus allowing them to enjoy life at a
slow pace. To build such a city, essentially it requires a sustainable
model of urban planning and design, which means utilizing the
existing resources smartly and setting more detailed agendas in
the long run to deal with complexities and uncertainties of the
project and avoid a rush for quick construction. The “resources”
here include not only the tangible ones such as natural
environment, production systems, infrastructures, historical and
cultural heritages, but also a wide range of values and interest of
various institutions and communities.

2 Designing Slowing Cities in Urban Regeneration Projects"’

The idea of “making good use of local resources” forms
the foundation of Sasaki Associates’ (“Sasaki”) unique
methodology in urban design, and has seen a lot of practice in
urban regeneration. Compared to building new towns, urban
regeneration projects are often faced with more complicated site
limitations and allow no drastic demolition or reconstruction.
Nonetheless, there are abundant resources and new opportunities
behind these restrictions, which can only be discovered through
in-depth analyses and decision-making processes. Generally,
Sasaki handles these challenges and opportunities at the

following three aspects”.

2.1 Infrastructure Update and Land Use Transformation

Besides maintenance and improvement of traditional civil
infrastructures such as roads and pipelines, Sasaki seeks to
improve the efficiency of the infrastructure land and transform
it into other uses, thus bring the opportunities to regenerate the
old town. For example, in Sasaki’s proposal to the international
design competition of Luohu Public Realm Regeneration in
Shenzhen, large pieces of land occupied by Guang-Shen Railway
and its warehouses were repurposed into uses serving people’s
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website of Sasaki
Associates for more
information about the
projects described in
this article (except for
that of the Puxi area in
Shanghai).
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Focusing on the Luohu
Port area, this proposal
further drives the
urban renewal and
industrial upgrading

in surrounding areas
to set up the iconic
image of Luohu District
as a gateway between
Shenzhen and Hong
Kong.

The road design
guidelines improve
seven main roads in
Luohu District in terms
of traffic, greenery,
spatial function,
rainwater management,
building facade, and
sign.
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daily life, catalyzing industrial upgrade and urban regeneration
in surrounding areas and setting up the iconic image of Luohu
District as a gateway between Shenzhen and Hong Kong, and
from then on revitalize the entire city. Meanwhile, a set of road
design guidelines was proposed, which optimized road sections
and added bike lanes while maintaining the road capacity of
carrying automobile traffic, improved the pedestrian experience,
and coordinated building facades along the streets. After Sasaki
won the competition, this guideline was adopted by other

road renovation projects in Shenzhen as an important design
reference (Fig. 1, 2).

2.2 Inherit and Take Advantage of Historical and Cultural Values

In China, urban regeneration and new construction run hand
in hand and interact with each other. Notably, the gap between
old towns and high-density new districts can be mitigated by
the identity and the human-friendly slow traveling experience
built upon the original urban fabrics — taking them as a kind
of intangible cultural assets, many of Sasaki’s regeneration
projects begin with public space renovation, integrating original
urban fabric preservation with public service facility upgrade
to present cultural implication of the original public space. This
design process is also capable of handling uncertainties that may
arise in current urban regeneration programs.

The regeneration plan for the downtown of Wuhu City in
Anhui Province exemplifies this design process. In the 19th
century, Wuhu became a trading port of the British colonists.
They built residential areas along the banks of the Yangtze River,
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as well as landmark buildings and urban spaces that served the
living and trading purposes. Gone was the colonial years; these
colonial buildings and open spaces have been left behind and
stay separated from the newly built city blocks, physically and
mentally. The uneven distribution of public service facilities and
fragmented space network exacerbated such gaps and necessitated
an urban regeneration project. Sasaki repositions these historical
buildings and spaces as a bond that connects the old downtown
and the waterfront areas by transforming them into public
cultural facilities such as parks, museums, and libraries, and
linking them with new pedestrian corridors while introducing
new civic service facilities and real estate development projects.
The newly-established public space system not only represents
the cultural landscapes of the old Wuhu but also improves the
connectivity and accessibility of the downtown, helping sew up
the communities with different income levels and civil resource
distributions with a unified historical connotation, becoming a
contemporary epitome of the city (Fig. 3, 4). The proposal takes
the urbanization history of Wuhu as the foundation of a well-
connected future city hub and diverse and inclusive values.

2.3 Reconstruct Natural Habitats

A typical “slow” design strategy is to restore the natural

habitats in the highly-constructed urban areas — it allows us
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The key strategy in
the proposal of the
Wuhu Downtown
Regeneration project
is to reconnect the city
center and waterfront
areas and link up the
scattering historic
sites.

The historic and
cultural value of
Wuhu's past is re-
celebrated in this
project.
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to make up for the negative environmental impact from the
rapid urbanization process. The newly-built Xuhui Runway
Park in Shanghai is a very good example. Used to be the main
runway of the Longhua Airport, the site witnessed the industrial
development of the area and decreased ecological value. Sasaki’s
design built a series of territorial and aquatic habitats with
plants native to Yangtze River Delta, such as bird-watching
garden, orchard, butterfly garden, rainwater gardens, as well as
constructed wetlands, to restore the biodiversity on site while
integrating the state-of-art stormwater management systems
into the design (Fig. 5). At the same time, part of the historic
runway was preserved, and sloped walkways were designed to
create ascending and descending experience as if on a flight, to
recall the site history as an airport runway (Fig. 6). The park
offers opportunities for sightseeing, passive recreation, rainwater
filtration, and history reflection.

3 Slowing Design based on Multilateral Cooperation

As an important “resource,” the diverse values and interests
of different user groups are critical to urban space design, which
the designers need to collect, analyze, evaluate, and coordinate
before deciding the allocation of existing resources, so that
biased design strategies only based on drawings can be avoided,
and an inclusive urban environment can be achieved. Through
public engagement, Sasaki can thoroughly investigate user needs,
as well as get them more involved in the following planning
and design processes. Meanwhile, government agencies should
be guided to actively participate in such process, helping collect
such information and consciously balance the interests from
various stakeholders, in order to play the primary coordinator

and facilitator role in the urban public projects.
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3.1 Explore Technologies in Data Collection

Ever advancing information technologies and
investigation tools have dramatically improved the efficiency
of information collection. Echoing this trend, a research
team called Sasaki Strategy is established to involve
mathematicians and software engineers in developing survey
tools for Sasaki’s design teams. In the early period, their
work was mostly used for campus planning and design,
with which students and the staff could assess the campus
environment on many attributes such as walk suitability
and space quality, as the references for design. Now, their
research has expanded to the city scale and can customize
toolkits for different projects.

In China, project clients (particularly governments) can
also use the online information platform to learn about the
public’s demands and expectations, as well as reflection
on operations and management of the built projects, so
that timely maintenance and improvement can be made.
For instance, citizens have reported various problems
encountered at the Jiading Central Park in Shanghai via the
government online compliant platform since its completion
in 2015, such as illegal parking, damaged pavements, and

(T
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In Jiading Central Park
project in Shanghai,
via dredging, restoring
the natural water
course, expanding the
canal section, creating
vegetated riparian
zones and wetlands,
Sasaki has greatly
improved water quality
at Gongjiabang Canal
and recovered large
areas of riverfront
habitats.



SR/ W5t

i1
i
[

TERLED “RRIEZE” 19
witeh, WITEARRESE
ARRBEERRREER
AEONIF, thE—kE
EWR. HEINLT
—RARIAE D .

In the proposal for

the Chengdu Panda
Reserve project, the
Dujiang Weir Panda
Valley is positioned not
only as the gateway to
the China's National
Panda Park, but also a
foundation of research,
education, and tourism.
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poor planting maintenance, urging the management team to
address these issues immediately.

In addition, designers are suggested to conduct long-
term post-occupancy evaluation in collaboration with the
public, and set up a database of case studies for reference in
the design industry. After the Jiading Central Park was built,
Sasaki worked with the East China Normal University for a
year monitoring the water quality of the Gongjiabang Canal
which goes through the park. The results suggested that
the water quality within the park has been upgraded from
Class IV to Class III, meeting the requirements on landscape
water in surface water quality standards, and proved that the
aquatic ecology improvement strategies applied were effective
(Fig. 7).

3.2 Keep Conversation Going and Avoid Irrational Decisions

Not all demands and expectations of the users can be
realized in the end, because for designers, there is much to
assess, such as the feasibility of different requests, and how
to address the special needs of the minority. This requires not
only design expertise, but also communication and negotiation
between multiple stakeholders including proprietary owners
and developers.

In the United States, usually several rounds of community
meetings are held before the announcement of final decisions
of a project to convince all the parties, who would also be
informed why some of their requirements are not responded
to. This process does prolong the design period but can avoid
technocracy or populism in the decision-making. Sasaki is
glad to see that public opinion survey in the early design
stage is attracting attention in China, and has introduced
an online poll into its master planning process on the
Chengdu Panda Reserve project in Sichuan Province
(Fig. 8). Next, more progresses are expected in scientifical
evaluation of diverse groups’ demands, coordination of the
interests of all stakeholders, and productive communication
with the public to get them more involved in the design
process.

3.3 Leverage Government Intervention for Equality
Unbalanced resource allocation in urban construction is

largely attributed to the reckless pursuit for profits. More and

more neighborhoods of low-income but long-time residents

are taken down and replaced by high-end communities,

leading to the much-criticized gentrification in many

western countries. This could have been avoided by proper

intervention of the government — by ensuring inclusive design
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in urban regeneration projects and safeguarding the interests
of the vulnerable groups. Many local governments in China
have done good jobs on this regard.

Recently, Sasaki participated in the Pingshan River
Landscape Improvement and Urban Regeneration project in
Shenzhen. The local government had formulated a preliminary
placement plan for residents who were impacted by the
project, laying a good foundation for the planning and design
strategies to create the diverse fabrics, icons, and business
types of urban spaces in that area. The regeneration of the
core area of Puxi (on the west side of the Huangpu River) in
Shanghai is another case: thanks to efforts of the Government
of Shanghai, many old neighborhoods were retained and
refurbished with improved public spaces, facades, and civil
infrastructures, so that many low-income residents are able
to go on living there against the ever-growing high-income
residents and the accelerating pace of economic development
across this area.

4 Reshape Future Urban Life with Technologies

In reflecting on the technological progress and their
influences on urban life so far, what is the most expected is
the higher efficiency and less working hours, so that more
time can be released for people to experience and enjoy
life. Technology shall be used to improve the urban space
quality, encourage identity and diversity, rather than creating
superabundant but monotonous places. This also echoes the
concept of “slowing city” mentioned at the beginning of this
article.

In the urban planning and design industry, technological
progress provides more possibilities to redefine the urban
space and to make breakthroughs in the design philosophy
and methodology. Supported by Sasaki’s internal research
on the impact of autonomous driving technologies on
urban fabrics, Sasaki has been exploring the possibilities of
future urban life, and has tested them in the Pingshan River
Landscape Improvement and Urban Regeneration project in
Shenzhen. With autonomous driving technologies, the amount
of the motorized lanes can be reduced to release spaces for
other uses, creating a safer driving environment and laying the
foundation for a mobile cultural and educational guide system
supported by sensing technologies (Fig. 9). This example
enables us to take a glance at the potential of the autonomous
driving technologies in shaping the future urban space, and the
favorable conditions of Shenzhen, one of the major research
and development bases of the autonomous vehicles in China,
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EABWSE

Autonomous vehicle

WEE T AN
Drone detector
FIRAH =W HhE, BREABRREX
Take advantage of local industry to build
autonomous vehicle demonstration area

B 1 E RGN KA 2 SR E I I SR AR
Monitor water and air quality automatically and
periodically while recording accurate data
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Small autonomous vehicle

SEHEA
Guide robot

REZHX U ETEER RS

Provide cultural experience service in the old town

REESPENEY. KREER, BEEEERX
Provide information of the animals and plants in
the park as an educational service

FFHHR ZWFOT S BIET S
Yanzi Lake node Old town center node Biling node
o OBEAERSERESE g the perfect test field of these technological innovations. REFERENCES
BT RERERHE .
8, FIUEFHERY In the future, there would be more cooperation between the [11 Wikipedia. [n. d.). Cittaslow. Retrieved from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cittaslow
MRS A A FF UL EE [2] Citta Slow. (n. d.). Some “Slow Towns" and “Slow Cities” of Italy — Citta Slow. Retrieved from https://

Pl high-tech businesses and the planning and design teams to

www.citta-slow.com/
explore the new urban patterns. 131 Hsueh, M, & Zhang, D. (2019, June 27). China’s Urban Revival: Lessons Learned [Web log] Retrieved

9. Autonomous driving and from https://thefield.asla.org/2019/06/27/chinas-urban-revival-lessons-learned/

sensing technologies are In general, it takes time to strike a balance between the

a:’p“el‘:,"z “rbal" spaces development efficiency and the wide inclusiveness in Chinese
at muttiple scales,
conveying information cities. However, the diversity of urban contexts and inherited
of the local environment

and collecting user resources should be always recognized, while the sense of

feedbacks. identity comes from a slowing-down design process that is
open to different voices and diverse expressions. LAF
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