MERL =i sh I 503
BREPERHRZREN

EXPLORING CHINA’S URBAN
DEVELOPMENT PATTERN
THROUGH PRACTICE OF URBAN
VILLAGE IN THE PEARL RIVER

DELTA

w
Et=

o

pr@urbanus.com.cn

Yan MENG

Urbanism / Architecture

URBANUS#BMSEER 2 RIRIT RS EIZSUA . EFER
Ui, 2017 R BT/ ARRIUHNERSEREA
RN E b KA B S EE-6422, @4 518053

Principal Architect and Co-founder of URBANUS Architecture
and Design; Chief Curator of 2017 Shenzhen Bi-city Biennale of

Ve —A BAT B B 7 IR S 55
URBANU S#S i sc st it it 44550 (PAIF
AP “HERHISCER” ) —ELBL bl i 8-
EIEPTTH” HEbR . Nt 28098 K1Y
PAYR It 202 3 3k 5 1) S R R 2%
3 2,0 £ 20 4z BR T i) f 11 A8 50K A T IRk
FeAg?

dagi (BUFRiRRG ) @ #1999
AE AL B4 EH 204 T[] . 2047 /i IEH
TFAEFRNGZ By, At AR & —FhFT i
AR EBL, WA BT . S
B, o A Sk A T A T o R e R SR A
IR B, AN R IEAE R 25 45 B 2008 4F L
B AL s, R AL O R S B I TR
I, A T o T AT AKX e
SREGAS XTI — PR, TR
AR ER B, FEARSKIL 4R, A E ]
BUR] RS — MEAF R G U, S
M B R ) B 2 AR AN S PR, L

040

BRI ZN o T AFRAT]— BRI AT B T
A AFIBFSE, 55 RS T ST AR
DA B R FEL 3l T ) AN B A R AR A A DDA G
IE204Fk , ARERIR T R A R A T
RREAS, A 9 - 1 Ja, Adkiisqain
M Z IR E , IRV EyURImR, Af]
XTI AR RS BB, AT
AR, DARCHIRR R CE AR, il
IRZ NTFUR 5 v 4 PE R T X — A SRS it
104F2k, Il el 17—, Al mpidl
ARFHAE N IR 27 Mb SCE 1) K SR 4k
IATESEXITTRIE O, XA SO e 2%
Mo TNy i e T X — i B AR 2 B kT
S RS & b A, B RERE A R
FEFRATTR T IR R S oK

R AR T LB IR P A S T LA
BIWESE, BN TR A I R il A
WIRE? i (R b A AT S Al R 5 <%
YRrPRE” AT USSR [ 2

https://doi.org/10.15302/J-LAF-20180104 | 3RiffiH1a) INTERVIEWED DATE / 2018-01-20
REHHES / TU98L
MRS / B

"E

KRG REERTENHETEAEIART . BHAZENRT
URBANUSHHSEREZ IR TSRS PHEALIRI I AIMERINEE , FLL
RPN SR T BRI B RimiE ] . BEEEMHIERIRER
B o ESh, AR EBIS2017 R BRI R RSN RAIE
& BRI, FHRERRATREAIAO A BER . ZEIARIT
IMRBELXA—PIURE . BEE. HRE, TEEFHEIN— XA
TRARE IR S -
Xigia
W, WA WER; KEEI; IR, X

ABSTRACT

This interview centers on the urban development issues faced by most
Chinese cities. Yan Meng, Principal Architect and Co-founder of URBANUS
Architecture and Design, shares his perspective on cities, and discusses
what kinds of cities are dynamic, lively, and healthy by taking urban village
in Shenzhen as an example. Besides, as one of the curators, he hopes that
the 2017 Shenzhen Bi-city Biennale of Urbanism / Architecture can offer an
opportunity to break boundaries, foster communication and exchange, and
explore new urban development pattern in the future. Meng also believes
that architects’ roles as an observer, a thinker, and a researcher could allow
them to better respond to the unique context and cultural characteristics of
a site as a designer.
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As we know, URBANUS Architecture and
Design (URBANUS hereafter) devotes
itself to seeking solutions for global urban
problems. Why have your interest and
practice been centered in the topics related
to cities over the past two decades? Based
on your own observation, how do you think
of the shift of study focus of urban issues in
the recent 20 years?

Yan MENG (MENG hereafter): It has
been nearly 20 years since URBANUS
Architecture and Design was founded
in 1999. Twenty years ago, the whole
world was highly optimistic with an
expectation of the new millennium and
a hope of a better urban life. Meanwhile,
the cities throughout China, from
Beijing, the site for the 2008 Olympic
Games, to Shenzhen, the frontier of

China’s social and economic reform and

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

development, were all undertaking the
process from a rapid, rough, and extensive
urban construction to a quality urban
growth. The increasingly and intensively
accompanied urban problems made us
realize that urban problems would be a
big issue in the urbanization agenda in
China. In other words, our studies and
practice on cities are rooted in our interest
on the world’s city pattern and the ever-
changing development of cities in China.
In the recent 20 years, the focus of
urban issues has shifted dramatically. After
the shocking 911 incident, public security
became one of the most pressing global
issues, coupled with the following global
economic crisis, resulting in that people
looked on the gloomy side on cities’
future. The over-concern on the public
security and the rocketed development of
Internet also led the question on the high-
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density city development mode. Over the
past decade, cities have been revitalized
worldwide thanks to the big-city-towards
re-gathering of many industries, including
high-tech and innovative, and people

have re-embraced urban culture and been
hopeful again for future city life. In my
opinion, high-density city development is a
suggested way to China’s condition, which
could effectively meet the needs of future

urban growth.

URBANUS has studied urban
village in the city of Shenzhen for more
than ten years. What do you think the
characteristics and problems of Shenzhen’s
urban village are? What are the similarities
and differences of China’s urban villages
and other similar settlements of the world?

MENG: To me, the urban villages
in Shenzhen are dynamic, lively, and in
a sense of urban, which distinguishes
themselves from many other cases in
China’s cities. Although urban village is
often with mess, chaos, and narrow living
conditions, it reveals an alternative of city
development and inspires us to reexamine
the top-down urban planning pattern.
The vitality of urban village is rooted in
its mixture and hybridity of cultures and
lifestyles, and diversity and complicacy of
people’s daily life — it is a sort of “wild”
settlement in city. This “wild” state is just
like our spontaneous lifestyle and culture,
which is a result of long-time active
engagement and cannot be intentionally
created or conjured up.

Technically, urban village is a fully



urbanized village surrounded by

urban fabric, and mostly it is a land

of collective ownership. The dwellers
include young white-collar workers —
some Chinese architects once lived in
urban village before they become famous.
I would like to stress that China’s urban
village and slum commonly found in
many other countries are two different
types of settlement, the latter is generally in
a completely non-controlled development
and often resulted from drastic
urbanization processes because the city
could not accommodate so many migrants
in a short time. The teeming slums in
Latin American countries today are such
examples. When it comes to China,

the social and economic development

in Pearl River Delta metropolitan

region experienced a smooth process

of high-speed urbanization, which has
been greatly supported by those local
urban villages by accommodating new
migration population and low-income
citizens to live in city centers with equal
opportunities. It is a miracle of the
world.

In the Pearl River Delta metropolitan
region, the greatest vortex in China’s
social and economic reform, the long-
term human-land conflict and social
disparities has been intensified. As one
of the curators, how do you narrate and
present these urban issues on the 2017
Shenzhen Bi-city Biennale of Urbanism /
Architecture (Biennale)? What role do
you expect this Biennale could play in
promoting urban renewal in China?
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MENG: Homogenization is one of
the outstanding problems faced by most
Chinese cities due to the prevailing of
mono-pattern urban development in past
several decades. We hope to celebrate
locality through our urban practice in
Shenzhen. Through our pre-exhibition
research, urban villages attracted our great
attention for its unique nature in the urban
context. Although urban village is a widely
discussed topic on the previous Biennales,
we still hope to offer some inspiring
perspectives through this international
exhibition to encourage reflection on the
existing development patterns of Chinese
cities under globalization, and to stimulate
consideration on future possibilities.

A healthy city could provide
opportunities for everyone living there.
Suburban high-density communities for

moderate- and low-income groups may
exacerbate urban traffic problems and
social disparities. As a solution, creating
more residential space in the city center —
even if it is only a small apartment — can
facilitate low-income citizens’ utilization
of urban resource, which would largely
enhance social equality, motivating urban
vitality and providing possibility for
diverse future development. URBANUS
once did an experimental project in
Beijing which transformed a dilapidated
quadrangle dwelling into a new urban
courtyard and created more small
affordable rooms for students and young
workers.

This Biennale offers us a new lens to
examine the current urban development
patterns in China and to explore
alternatives. Hopefully, nowadays new
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techniques may shift this single large-
scale urban development into various plot
development with multiple ownerships,
which would support a diversity of city
growth pattern, and then a diversity of
social and cultural qualities. In this way, we
hope to change people’s understanding on
cities, and more importantly, to encourage
communication among multiple parties.
Instead of the real-estate-based urban
development, more inclusive development
patterns are encouraged to stimulate cities’
social and cultural potentials.

Recently, Beijing Municipal
Government carried out several specific
actions, such as fire hazard removing and
building outline cleaning-up. What do you
think of the role of such policies play in
urban development?

MENG: Cities in the world are all
in negotiations among different groups
of interest. A good city is not equal to
a “cleaned-up” city; a good city should
allow for spontaneous growth and self-
renewal. City management and regulation
measures need professional opinions
and public engagement to provide more
conductive solutions in policy-making
and capital investment. The final decision
must be a negotiated result of all interest
groups involved, rather than decided in an
exclusive way. A good regeneration is not
one-size-fits-all, which allows for future

adjustment and improvement.

The homogenization of urban
construction has become one of common

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

failings in city development. How should
architects respond to local context

and vernacular culture? What social
responsibilities should designers take in
such context?

MENG: Designers are observers,
thinkers, researchers, and then creators.
The homogenization problem mirrors
the inadequacy in local culture studying.
Some designers start their work
immediately after short, perfunctory site
investigations, through which it hardly
responds to the on-site problems or
reflects the local qualities. My practice is
mostly centered in Beijing and Shenzhen,
where I have both lived in for more than
ten years. When a project site locates
in some places I am not familiar with, I
would investigate and study it in depth
and then design cautiously.

Different from craftsmen who provide
individual service, architects’ design
works often have a larger influence on
the public. Therefore, architects should
always have a critical thinking towards
the community we live in, the opinions
we heard, and the conventions we think
and practice. Furthermore, besides
coping with the requirements of clients,
architects must meet public demands,
seek for an equilibrium among different
stakeholders, and make best effort to

maintain this balance.

What was the background of the
establishment of URBANUS Program
Research Design (UPRD) and how
does it research and operate? What do
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you consider the relationship between

research and design?

MENG: To URBANUS, research
always goes ahead of practice. Based
on the years’ research achievements, we
further proposed a concept of “research-
driven design” and established the
UPRD in 2011. Before that, URBANUS’
architects conduct project research by
themselves; now, together with full-
time researchers and investigators,
our designers have collaborated with
universities and research institutions.
According to specific project conditions
or requirements, a temporary research
team can be formed by several architects
and researchers with diverse knowledge
backgrounds, as if a flexible assembling
system.

All of our researches are preparing
for the design. Take Hubei Village
Preservation Project as an example.
Instead of being commissioned,
URBANUS investigated the site by our
own and shared our research findings
with the local government and some
far-sighted developers in order to
address urban problems proactively and
effectively. I believe that, to a design
firm, research is a way of self-renewal
which is the source of creativity and
encourages self-reflection spirit and
critical thinking. LAF
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