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Introduction

Pablo Baisotti

Many terms are commonly paired with the word global, including culture,
politics, economy, society, and city, among others. According to the Merriam-
Webster dictionary, globalization means “the development of an increas-
ingly integrated global economy marked especially by free trade, free flow
of capital, and the tapping of cheaper foreign labor markets.” The current
period of human history can plausibly be identified not only as a global
era, but as an urban era. It is a period in which populations, productive
activity, and wealth are largely and increasingly concentrated in cities. New
Global Cities in Latin America and Asia aims to enrich the growing field
of global city studies by presenting research on cities in Asia (especially
China) and Latin America produced by both leading scholars and young
researchers. This book studies cities transforming, in part as a result of the
dynamics of globalization that have fostered greater multiculturalism, new
social dynamics and mechanisms of social aggregation, as well as increased
inequality, marginality, and growing organized crime (Abu-Lughod 1994;
Bartlett 2007; Bridges and Watson 2010; Bryson and Daniels 2005; Daw-
son 1999; Drainville 2004; Thrift and Amin 2002; Valle and Torres 2000;
Sampson and Raudenbush 2001, quoted by Sassen 2006, 2010; Scott and
Storper 2014, 7, 2016, 6; Farah 2011, 12).

In recent decades dozens of cities have become global, with the ben-
efits and detriments that this brings hanging in a delicate balance. Despite
originally being classified as “Third World,” the new global cities of Latin
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America and Asia (Buenos Aires, Lima, Santiago de Chile, Querétaro,
Suzhou, Chongqing, Singapore) present an assortment of global features.
New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia delves into the concept of the
global city, but also questions global issues that produce effects on the micro
scale and that ultimately have a social background, repeatedly creating and
multiplying mechanisms of exclusion. It critically examines some specific
characteristics through which these cities could share a “global identity”
via a process of cultural redistribution adapted to the new characteristics
of (postymodernity. Through an analysis of official narratives, data and sta-
tistics, historical evolution, and even individual perceptions, this study of
some Latin American and Asian cities highlights their “global” features.

Retrospectively, during the 1970s and 1980s, the nature of cities was
considered a debatable construction where various processes intersected
(Castells 1972; Harvey 1973; Lefebvre 1974; Timberlake 1985, quoted by
Sassen 2010, 4), and also during the 2000s (Brenner 2004; Global Net-
works 2010; Lloyd 2005; Paddison 2001, quoted by Sassen 2010, 4). Dur-
ing the 1970s, new analyses of the city, often informed by Marxist critical
theory (Castells, Lefebvre, and Harvey, among others), insisted on a con-
cept of the city as a theater of class, redistribution of wealth upward, and
political demands associated with the rights of citizenship, urban spaces,
and resources (Scott and Storper 2014, 2). Decades later, in the 2000s,
research on cities focused on the dimensions of gender (McDowell 1983;
Massey 1991), ethnicity, race and class in urban contexts (Jackson 1989;
Waldinger and Bozorgmehr 1996), the global urban system and globaliza-
tion in the internal structure of cities (Friedmann and Wolff 1982; Sassen
1991), urban policy and governance (Brenner 1999; Cochrane 2006; Har-
vey 2007, 2012; Jessop 1997, quoted by Scott and Storper 2014, 2).

With the dawn of the twenty-first century, the city emerged as a stra-
tegic site for understanding new trends in the reconfiguration of the social
order, where globalization, new information, transnational technologies
and translocal dynamics, and sociocultural diversity were materializing
(Sassen 2010, 3). Brenner and Schmid (2014) noted that there were usually
no simple or clearly identifiable boundaries between the city and the rest
of the world; instead, for Sampson (2012), many diverse “neighborhood
effects” encouraged global, internal, and external dynamics. Another phe-
nomenon that occurs in the city sphere is cultural representation, which
until a few years ago strongly differentiated the global cities of the First
World from those of the Third World. At present, cities such as Beijing,
Mexico City, and Buenos Aires have undergone cultural developments that
outshine many First World cities. Research on global cities is constantly
growing and being debated, with increasing interest in Third World cities.
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Amendola (2000) stated that the current urban scene was produced by the
different demographic relationship between the traditional city and the
expanded urban fabric and by the new centrality of postmodern cities.

However, the overwhelming majority of cities in Latin America and Asia
have global characteristics, although they were not initially established as
economic and financial nodes, unlike those of the First World already men-
tioned. New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia explores these kinds of
limits and aims to develop lines of research based on “classical” studies to
broaden the spectrum of global “being.” Starting from the consideration that
a city is a social, political, cultural, and economic phenomenon, New Global
Cities in Latin America and Asia analyzes the city as something greater than
the sum of its parts, where joint dynamics produce a constantly evolving
identity. A large agglomeration, density, and economic and financial gravita-
tion are some of the main features of cities (Cheshire and Hay 1989; Kerr
and Kominers 2015). Although the geographical space of the city is con-
tinuous and indivisible, it is imperative that we distinguish the specific units
and levels of interaction, the different scales and articulations of phenomena
that the city possesses, as well as the political processes and interests at work
(Hummels 2007, quoted by Storper and Scott 2016, 26-29).

New Relationships

To explore the various internal and external relationships of cities, it is
important to understand the theory of “assembly.” This concept provides
frameworks for exploring the complexity of city problems and sociospa-
tial networks at multiple scales. It is related to notions of network, mul-
tiplicity, emergence, and indetermination, although there is no single,
monolithic interpretation; “pluralities in transformation” are analyzed
by holding together heterogeneous elements (Anderson and McFarlane
2011; Allen 2011). McFarlane (2011) saw assembly as an orientation to
a process that contributed to the work and social materiality of the city
and offered guidelines for “critical urbanism”; Tonkiss (2011) saw assembly
as a means to promote a “model urbanism” by rejecting the existence of
a single “assembly urbanism.” Brenner, Madden, and Wachsmuth (2011)
related this theory to political economy by rejecting its relationship to a
critical urban theory, and Wise (2005) saw in this theory the organization
of identity, character and territory claims. Finally, De Landa (2006) and
Ballantyne (2007) concluded that the theory externalized connections and
the formation of new identities (quoted by Kamalipour and Peimani 2015,
4034, 4006).
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The unifying theme that the book proposes is to offer new visions about
global cities and regions historically considered secondary in the interna-
tional context. Hence, the arguments are based not only on material prog-
ress, but on the growing social difficulties experienced by these metropo-
lises (organized crime, drug trafficking, slums, economic inequalities, etc.).
New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia seeks to establish a new dia-
logue, avoiding established cultural, economic, and academic stereotypes.
For this reason, the book brings together researchers from various fields
who provide new interpretative keys to certain cities in Latin America
and Asia. This novel discursive method and analytical approach results
in a manuscript that is both homogeneous and heterogeneous, due to the
similar identities and shared problems of the cities we have focused on. It
seeks to find new ways to evaluate the “global” dynamics of cities that until
recently were considered marginal in the international context. Another
strength of New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia is that it confronts
the traditional narrative and, without breaking with it completely, attempts
to expand on it to identify new alternatives, considering more than the eco-
nomic and financial factors that define belonging to a global city. The book
also proposes to investigate issues that are currently relevant to citizen-
ship. Some of the authors focus on the economic development of certain
cities as a whole; others seek to individualize certain social groups while
avoiding the rest of the groups (often minorities, immigrants, or the lower
classes). The book intends to analyze the complex relationships within cit-
ies through a multiple and interdisciplinary approach that complements
other research and sometimes even takes positions challenging orthodox
views on global cities.

Global City

For decades the term global city has been applied mainly to cities such as
New York, London, and "Tokyo, among others. For a city to enter this cat-
egory, it needs to have a highly developed network economy focused on
activities related to finance, specialized services, telecommunications, and
transnational connections (Sassen 1991). Such cities were at the forefront
of the global urban networks that emerged as leading examples of the new
relationships between the world economy and urban life. The network
economy allowed industries to develop cross-border relationships and to
propose specialized divisions of function within cities to serve the needs
of global businesses and markets. These transactions and contacts, which
were initially located in these global cities, also influenced the national
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sphere, and created new demands from both the powerful and the disad-
vantaged (Sassen 2005, 40).

The general intellectual perception of these megalopolises has often
been rather negative, focused on problems related to urban living condi-
tions, a critique that went beyond appraisals of architecture, high tech-
nology, or virtual spaces (Sassen 2005, 77; Kraas 2007, 82). Harvey (1996,
2002, 2005, 2009, 2010, 2012) defended the rights of the inhabitants to
equality and to the healthy and profitable use of urban spaces, so often
swallowed by a capitalism without borders. Harvey (2014) also repeatedly
stressed that the different urban crises he identified should be considered,
not so much in relation to the transformation of physical spaces, but to
changes in the modes of thought and understanding of the dominant insti-
tutions and ideologies; in alliances, political processes, and subjectivities;
in technologies and forms of organization; and in social relations, among
other areas. The processes of gentrification, for example, triggered on a
global scale an economy based on both accumulation through disposses-
sion and the creation of wealth through new urban investments. Harvey
asserted that this economy of circulation and accumulation of capital “spat
out” new urban forms.

New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia takes a broad, multidisci-
plinary perspective, but at the same time considers points of rupture or
inflection that can change, at various rhythms, the features of cities. It
investigates “secondary” regions and cities of the “Global South” that share
certain characteristics, such as urban growth and environmental care, that
are of growing international interest. Much contemporary postcolonial
research has criticized the traditions of theoretical analysis of the “devel-
oped North.” Said (1978), Spivak (2008), and Comaroff and Comaroff
(2012) highlighted the various intellectual legacies of colonialism (ethno-
centric biases and prejudices in particular),which often proved to be false
(quoted by Storper and Scott 2016, 1). Roy (2009, 2011) considered that
the study of metropolises was based exclusively on European and Ameri-
can cities: Paris, London, Vienna, New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles,
urban centers that were considered to represent the definitive standards
that highlighted the modern and postmodern condition. The cities of the
Global South were perceived as heirs to a backward modernity, or as aspir-
ing to imitate and copy the modernisms of the European and American
metropolises. This vision was modified when “native” modernities, pro-
duced in conditions of “otherness” and difference that question the origins
of Western modernity, began to be widely considered. These criticisms of
the theory of the “developed North” became a strong influence in urban
studies that denounced the application of urban theories built in Europe
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and North America to the cities of the Global South (Robinson 2006,
2011; Edensor and Jayne 2012; Myers 2014; Ong and Roy 2011; Sheppard,
Leitner, and Maringanti 2013; Patel 2014, quoted by Storper and Scott,
2016, 1). Indeed, any researcher of “globalism” (such as urban planners,
geographers, sociologists, or similar practitioners) will not be able to deny
the First World characteristics of cities such as Buenos Aires, Mexico City,
Lima, Brasilia, Sao Paulo, Singapore, Shanghai, Chongqing, Shenzhen, or
Beijing. Even a traveler will notice various characteristics of modernity
(native or inherited from the First World) in the above-mentioned cities
and in many other urban areas that until recently were considered, generi-
cally, to be part of the Third World.

New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia presents chapters that have
specific areas of focus, but on the whole the book delivers a cohesive mes-
sage; it reveals a break with the traditional narrative concerning urban
studies and develops a distinct approach focused on sociospatial issues.
For example, one pressing issue is the growing convergence in the condi-
tions of many workers in informal economies around the world, which led
to inferences regarding similarities between the large metropolises of the
First and Third World (Sassen 2012, 93; Harvey 1998, 176, 326). Another
is the acceleration of migratory movements, which has affected urban life-
styles by increasing decentralization, increased the autonomy of urban
management, led to reformulation of citizenship, and produced new forms
of violence and insecurity. The negative effects of globalization and their
rapid manifestation have caused spatial segregation and deepened exclusive
socioeconomic and cultural structures (Scott and Storper 2014, 7). Exclu-
sion affected the cultural structure and the integrative functions of cities
and social networks. This era is also, in some ways, a dark age, marked
by gutted-out old industrial cities, concentrated poverty, slums, ethnic
conflict, ecological challenges, unequal access to housing, gentrification,
homelessness, social isolation, violence and crime, and many other prob-
lems (McKinsey 2012, quoted by Storper and Scott 2016, 3). These situ-
ations provoke social grievances that have implications for transnational
policy and at the same time alienate diverse social sectors based on their
socioeconomic positions. A challenge for Sassen would be how to capture
the cross-border dynamics with existing or new social categories without
losing the city as a site (2010, 8). Brenner and Schmid (2016) argued that
urbanization represented a process of continuous sociospatial transforma-
tion, a relentless “upheaval” in the types of settlements and morphologies
that spanned entire territories, including the nonurban domain, as they are
impacted by the agglomeration process and evolve through a complex net-
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work of economic, social, and ecological connections that span all domains
of the global economy. Therefore, the planetary urban system represents
a wide variety of differentiated and polarized situations, conditions, and
responses that require contextually specific research to fully understand the
unstable and constantly changing geographies of the twenty-first century.

For this reason, the book offers the reader a new dimension of analysis
as the concept of the global city expands to regions such as Latin Amer-
ica and Asia, assessing the positive and negative points of these cities and
highlighting the process of “globalization” sector by sector. At the same
time, it proposes new methods for the study of cities with global features
in “peripheral” regions, contradicting the dominant discourse in order to
frame it in a broader vision. Moreover, New Global Cities in Latin America
and Asia seeks to determine new variables to discuss how traits of “global-
ism” are shared—or not; in addition to the traditional economic and finan-
cial variables, authors discuss social and environmental dimensions, crime,
and inequality. These proposed new parameters can also be used for future
research in various regions. An opening to the study of global cities should
not be limited to a handful of cities but should expand the tools of analysis
to encourage a broader study of hundreds of cities that share some “global”
characteristics.

Organization of the Book

New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia is organized in two parts with
a total of 11 chapters. Part I, Asia: Centre of Growth and Globality, ana-
lyzes the articulation between globalization and economic, urban, and
social development in several Asian cities that have grown significantly in
geographically different areas—Suzhou, Dongzhou Island, Singapore, and
Chongqing (together with Querétaro, Mexico). It also provides an over-
view of the historical and geographical emergence of city-regions. The
new architectures are confronted with traditional urban geography, social
crises resulting from new immigration, and the relationships established
within “global” cities in the search for equal rights. Part I offers a meth-
odological and practical approach to the challenges posed by the advance
of “globalization” and the accelerated changes in society and how they can
eventually be overcome. It also shows the tensions that modernization has
brought to urban space, generating new social challenges. The progress
and development of some regional cities at a global level is also evaluated.

In the first chapter Raffaele Pernice (UNSW-Sydney) highlights the
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frenetic urbanization of China and the consequent restructuring of the pre-
existing urban fabric, accompanied by the rapid modernization of obsolete
industrial factories. In the city of Suzhou, for example, this global-local
dichotomy influenced local cultural history and urban and architectural
traditions. In chapter 2, Hong Gang (Sun Yat-sen University) investigates
the island of Dongzhou with its particular complexities, nuances, and ten-
sions generated as the result of a traumatized urban spatiality. He addresses
three specific spatial dimensions of the island (absolute, relative, and rela-
tional urban space), emphasizing their dialectical interactions (a phenom-
enon pointed out by Sassen 1999), ultimately finding that these strategic
spaces are embedded in a plethora of global and national processes. In
chapter 3 Miguel Angel Hidalgo Martinez (University of Xi’an Jiaotong—
Liverpool) compares the Chinese city of Chongqing and the Mexican city
of Querétaro, highlighting the enormous growth rates of both and the
different state policies and strategies that have sustained their accelerated
economic changes. In chapter 4, Liangni Sally Liu (Massey University)
moves the axis of analysis with respect to the previous chapters and focuses
on the city of Singapore (fifth place worldwide in the Global Cities Out-
look Report 2018, behind San Francisco, New York, London, and Paris).
Its central analysis deals with the intersection between heterosexuality and
transnational migration, that is, how migrants’ lives are sexualized and
how heterosexuality is influenced by migratory mobility. As mentioned,
citizens’ situations are also part of this book, which discusses claims for
such basic rights as being part of the city, participating in politics, and find-
ing decent work. In chapter 5, Allen Scott (University of California, Los
Angeles) offers an overview of the historical and geographical emergence
of city-regions. He describes their growth and expansion since the mid-
1950s, highlighting the fact that contemporary capitalism and globaliza-
tion fostered urban development with the following characteristics: (1)
aesthetic land use, (2) gentrification, (3) social polarization and informality,
and (4) posturban areas.

Part II: Latin America: Opening, Globalization and Crisis, analyzes and
historicizes how Latin America has opened up to globalizing processes and
the consequences—positive and negative—that have resulted. As in several
Asian cities, the “global” process in Latin American cities provoked ten-
sions and demands from those considered excluded. Part II explores the
multiple factors that explain the persistent relationship among economy,
development, and urban governance, as well as the search for a more inclu-
sive, livable, and sustainable city. Part IT also highlights the political chal-
lenges that this implies for Latin American political authorities and the
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new threats facing these cities. Some of these threats are tangible, such as
organized crime, drug trafficking, and other forms of violence, while others
are more hidden but no less harmful, such as hunger, marginalization, and
structural poverty.

In chapter 6, Ulises Girolimo and Patricio Feldman (University of Bue-
nos Aires) take a critical approach to the concept of the global city from the
point of view of Latin America and the Caribbean. They identify the differ-
ent ways this city is linked to the new economy. The main analysis focuses
on the Argentine case, specifically the city of Buenos Aires, which is consid-
ered a global city by different analysts, one in which informality and strong
development were established as a model of urban governance. In chapter
7, Brian Roberts (University of Canberra), José Tomds Videla (Instituto
de la Construccién, Chile), and Marcela Allué Nualart (COPSA, Chile)
describe the current challenges and problems that have accompanied the
development of secondary cities with global characteristics (with between
100,000 and 500,000 people), taking the central region of Chile as a case
study. They examine and identify ways to improve connectivity between
secondary cities in support of more equitable, inclusive, livable, resilient,
and sustainable development. In chapter 8, Nadia Urriola Canchari (Bei-
jing Forestry University) presents changes in consumption in Peru during
the globalization process (1990-2017) from a descriptive and econometric
point of view to explain the increase in consumption of capital and durable
goods by Peruvian citizens. She focuses on the city of Lima as a global city,
explaining how economic growth has modified citizens’ consumption since
1990. In chapter 9, John Sullivan (University of Southern California) stud-
ies the relationship between crime and organized crime (“global gangs”)
in some Latin American cities, relating the interactions between illicit and
licit activities, that is, between the economic flows of organized crime and
the political economy, highlighting the particular cases of Mexico, Ven-
ezuela, and Colombia. In chapter 10, Adridn Moreno Mata (Universidad
Auténoma de San Luis de Potosi) delves into the development of an inter-
mediate global urban region, the Mexican region of Centro-Bajio, based on
a new paradigm of regional and urban planning, emphasizing factors such
as the strategy of territorial and urban competitiveness, the potential of
the large cities in that region, the capacity of local urban and metropolitan
planning systems, and the social responsibility of local actors (government,
business, and society in general). In chapter 11, Pablo Baisotti (University
of Costa Rica) demonstrates the influence of globalization with Chinese
characteristics in Latin America, highlighting its economic influence and
social impact on the American continent. He asks whether this new glo-
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balization will differ from previous ones, whether it will have a mutually
beneficial relationship for all the nations of the American continent, and
what role many Latin American cities will play on the international stage.

In short, New Global Cities in Latin America and Asia aims to make a new
and innovative contribution to the study of global features in selected cit-
ies and city-regions from an Asian and Latin American perspective. At the
same time, it provides new theoretical and methodological tools to under-
stand the progress of Third World cities and “globalism” in the 21st cen-
tury by confronting the traditional perspectives from which global cities
have been assessed since the 1980s.

NOTE

1. See https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/globalization
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Chinese Cities from the Ground
to the Sky

Building Suzhou as a Global City beyond Tradition

Raffaele Pernice

The frantic urbanization and modernization process of China in the last
30 years has been an extraordinary process in the recent history of human-
ity. It has led to a huge restructuring of China’s pre-existing urban fabric
and the progressive reshaping of its city forms, inner structure, and urban
landscapes. One striking aspect of this process has been the impetuous
growth of vast zones of new high-rise residential superblocks and busy
commercial, industrial, and business districts extensively interconnected
by massive mobility arteries in the suburban areas around the major cit-
ies. This enormous infrastructure development has been paired with rapid
modernization of obsolete industrial factories. Both of these processes have
led to urbanization in this part of the world that is unprecedented in both
scale and rapidity, resulting in ballooning cities whose growth is fueled by
anew class of urbanites and increasing arrival of rural immigrants. This has
caused what seems to be an irreversible alteration of traditional historical
districts and buildings and subsequent progressive loss of memory and pre-
cious cultural and historical heritage. The city of Suzhou, a United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization—protected heritage site
located in Jiangsu Province with over 2,500 years of history, well represents
this trend of radical transformation. Suzhou is a by-product of the global-
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ization rush common to many other Chinese cities, in which the coexis-
tence of complex and contradictory socioeconomic phenomena has shaped
and directed the genesis of a new built environment. Suzhou’s develop-
ment is driven by fascination with a consumerist lifestyle, as expressed by
the contemporary promethean verticality of the skyline of towers; the new
built environment aims to protect a more effective equilibrium between
the preservation of traditional landscapes and urban cultures.

The chapter provides an overview and comments on the global-local
dichotomy in contemporary Suzhou, how international urban and archi-
tectonic models have affected the local cultural history and urban and
architectonic traditions, and how the theme of verticality—the dichotomy
of modernity and tradition—in this city somewhat mirrors a larger trend
in Chinese and other East Asian cities.!

Rapid and Extensive Urbanization in China

China’s spectacular urban growth in the twentieth century, one of the
largest urbanization processes in history, was heralded by the “Open
Doors” policy of 1978 and was driven by economic reforms triggered by
the unprecedented scale of internal migration (Campanella 2008; Harvey
1991, 2012). Millions of people moved from rural regions to old urbanized
and new urbanizing areas, compressing an experience that was achieved
over much longer periods in Western countries and other Asian developed
nations, especially Japan and South Korea. The rapid, massive urbanization
of China and the transition toward a more urban model of society in the
twenty-first century has been mostly characterized by a peculiar process of
rural industrialization. In the view of the planner John Friedmann (2005),
this process has been constructed around the designation of a number of
key government-sponsored coastal regions such as the Pearl River Delta
and the lower Yangzi Delta, as well as the capital region of Beijing. These
regions have become the main economic engines of this process and subse-
quently created a vast number of peripheral new settlements and scattered
industrial zones, which have a synergic relationship with other proximal
dense urban areas (Friedmann 2005). By 2017, China had become the
second-largest economy in the world, after the United States and before
Japan. Reversing a process of ideological deurbanization prevalent during
the 1950s under Chairman Mao, in which cities were considered corrupt
and decadent, this process of progressive reurbanization in China has been
directly linked to the radical shift in the economic structure of the country
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(Rowe 2005; Wu 2007). It has also been associated with the massive migra-
tion from China’s internal rural areas, a movement carefully orchestrated
by China’s central government to ensure the controlled and progressive
process of its technological modernization to secure a more relevant geo-
political role in the world economy (Rowe 2005; Wu 2007).

In 2013, the Chinese urbanization rate reached 53.7 percent; in 2011,
urban residents surpassed rural residents for the first time in China’s his-
tory (China Population and Development Research Center 2012; UN-
Habitat/China Press 2014; World Bank 2018). This push toward fast-
growing urbanization has progressed since the 1980s and accelerated in
the first decade of the twenty-first century. Despite China’s decline due
to the global financial crisis and subsequent economic shocks, the Chi-
nese urbanization rate was predicted to increase to nearly 60% by 2020.
Frantic development in major cities has completely transformed China’s
urban landscape, often resulting in forms of diffuse sprawl characterized
by high-rise and high-density housing types and a lack of efficient and
well-connected transportation infrastructure, which has directly promoted
wider car use (Burdett and Sudjic 2010; National Geographic 2019). Since
1990, 190 million cars have poured into the cities, producing traffic con-
gestion and environmental pollution, creating a chaotic process of urban
growth and the expansion of an unfriendly and unlivable built environment
(Burdett and Sudjic 2010; National Geographic 2019).

The strong vertical dimension of most new constructions and other
urban developments in the cities is closely related to the economic model
inspired by so-called “Communism with Chinese Characteristics.” This
model can be considered a form of state sponsorship of neoliberal capital-
ism, which has strongly influenced the urbanization agenda. The process of
city expansion is the direct consequence of the development of urban infra-
structure, public facilities and amenities, and above all, large-scale, high-
rise urban residential complexes directly promoted by big developers, sup-
ported by central (or local) government policies to foster economic growth
through urban infrastructure spending. This macroeconomic planning
system follows the logic of the developmental state that has been imple-
mented, mainly successfully, by many advanced economies in East Asian
countries; it is evident, for example, in the clusters of collective apartment
buildings of A-Pa-Tu Tanji and the large-scale, high-rise residential blocks
at the heart of South Korea’s urbanization and city densification since the
1970s (Gelezeau 1997, 2003; Jung 2013). This planning pattern has also
been implemented in postwar Japan, the city-state of Singapore, and Hong
Kong and Taiwan. The construction of modern, comfortable, collective
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vertical mass housing projects was without question instrumental in their
governments’ ambitious political and economic agenda. Therefore, the
development and construction of large residential complexes received par-
ticular attention, because this process related directly to larger redevelop-
ment project requirements in the cities that could be planned, organized,
and integrated with new urban infrastructure. They also related to the
broad process of industrialization, economic growth, and eventual mod-
ernization of China.

China’s national urbanization policy is structured on the system of
Hukou (household registration). The policy aims to control population
growth to prevent people from free movement into large cities and other
crowded urban centers by diverting them toward small- and medium-sized
cities that generally provide minor urban public services and government-
supported social security. New comprehensive plans for large regional
networks of cities have fostered the formation of several subcenters, to
decentralize and move people and activities from central cities, creating a
new habitat of multicentric urban structures in large regions that intercon-
nect urban and rural landscapes. In response to the government’s economic
and political agenda of increasing urban development as a foundation for
economic growth, Chinese planners and architects have proposed radical
new projects for planning and constructing many new towns at some dis-
tance from the main urban centers. A good example of this comprehensive
regional planning approach, which seeks to combine and foster economic
growth, social progress, planning control, and political will, is the con-
stellation of new towns around Shanghai named “One City—Nine Towns,”
which was promoted and developed beginning in the early 1990s to decen-
tralize excessive congestion of the major conurbation (den Hartog 2010).

Two other characteristics have contributed to reshaping the model of
urban development in China and have directly fostered the construction
frenzy of residential buildings in the last two decades. These are the pecu-
liar Chinese system of land ownership and the mid-1990s tax reform and
abolishing of rent subsidies. With no exceptions, land in China belongs
to local governments, which have the right to lease and sell it as a major
source of funding for their activities and new urban plans. Typically, the
local governments lease or sell land to developers, who can invest large
amounts of money in lucrative new redevelopment projects that bring high
returns. Indeed, many Chinese cities rely on “land revenue” to finance new
urban development and operation. Since the cost of land is cheapest for
rural land at the urban fringe and the urbanization process presents much
potential for future development, it is common for local governments to
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be strongly motivated to develop these areas in the hope that some form
of economic development will follow. The decision by the central govern-
ment in 1998 to abolish subsidized rent also boosted house ownership and
fostered the pouring of citizens’ savings and big companies’ money into
investments in the real estate market. This directly triggered the unprec-
edented construction boom of new housing complexes and related urban
infrastructure, driving enormous urban development in the many suburban
areas of all cities. By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century,
the massive construction boom had supported the growth of a huge hous-
ing market while exponentially growing personal and national debt. This
created what many experts believe to be an enormous real estate bubble,
profoundly affecting the basic urban structure of pre-existing districts and
altering the traditional framework of social communities and the lifestyles
of people dwelling in the large cities.

The concomitant action of multiple factors related to the profound
changes driven by sustained economic growth and the progressive urban-
ization process has substantially transformed typical urban structures in
the modern Chinese city. In the second half of the twentieth century, the
basic Chinese urban unit was the working unit (danwei), which defined
large neighborhood communities surrounded by walls with gates. The
danwei were both specific spatial enclaves and self-contained social com-
munities where people worked, lived, shopped, went to school, and enter-
tained. These well-defined urban areas covered entire urban blocks and
were the key unit of spatial and social organization in Chinese cities. The
danwei were inspired by other earlier community models developed since
the 1930s in Europe (Siedlungen), the US (neighborhood unit), and Rus-
sia (microrayon, or microdistrict), which were all conceived at different
scales, sizes, and densities. Major roads formed the boundaries to a core
of intensive residential dwelling blocks linked to pedestrian-oriented
spaces filled with green areas and other collective urban facilities within a
walkable distance, conducive to the social and material needs of their citi-
zens. The lessons from Russia in particular (due to the common political
bonds) became the favorite among Chinese architects and planners. They
embraced the idea and blueprint of the mzicrorayon as a supercommunity
of dense apartment blocks and collective services as the most suitable
model for defining the physical form and social organization of the new
urban unit in the socialist order empowered in China since 1949. There-
fore, danwei precincts became the key block in the larger urban structure
of Chinese cities planned and built as mosaics of small enclosed citadels
of residential and factory blocks with few commercial and entertainment
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activities. These citadels were integrated into the larger urban frame-
works of streets, with limited provision of other services except in major
urban centers. Since the late 1990s, the danwei enclaves have evolved and
been redefined as xiaqui (superblocks)—extensive, superdense residential
gated communities mostly designed as high-rise apartment blocks (Bray
2005; Lu 2006; Wu 2006).

The development of such large-scale gated communities is strongly
supported by government policies and mainly driven by market demand.
These drivers build on the desire for the new wealthy and middle-income
citizens to move into new, large, modern apartments set in green, well-
maintained, nicely landscaped gardens as status symbols. However, the
rigid management system, omnipresent fenced boundaries, China Cen-
tral Television (CCTV) at wall corners, and constant surveillance by uni-
formed guards at clear checkpoints and the main car entrance and gate of
the communities explicitly indicate that these residential superblocks have
another function aside from security: to control citizens’ lives and activities
(Kan, Forsyth, and Rowe 2017; Tomba 2010). To the residents, the sense
of security generated by living in tightly controlled, well-maintained gated
communities contributes to enhanced feelings of stability and reassurance
regarding their status in their daily life. Developers and real estate compa-
nies work to promote this sense of security and higher standards of living.
These communities contribute directly to the fragmentation of the urban
tissue in countless macro units. In other parts of East Asia, the use of West-
ern names, lifestyles, images, and icons has triggered a rush to brand-new,
exclusive residential projects and developments that stress such concepts as
exclusivity, comfort, and elegance. Similarly, in China, gated communities
have become the most popular form of residential community in which
people choose to live and invest. Between 1991 and 2000, about 83% of
Shanghai’s residential neighborhoods were gated (Miao 2003), and in 2002,
the Ministry of Construction reported that more than 80% of housing
stock was privately owned (den Hartog 2010).

While large-scale urban renewal projects have become the typical form
for new gated communities created by developers, to enhance the sense of
security and control, Chinese local governments often require and subsi-
dize the gating of residential communities that are not already enclosed,
including older urban neighborhoods.

The new superblock and gated residential projects all share the same
formal architectural aspects and planning methodology. They are struc-
tured as standardized high-rise apartment towers with generous dimen-
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sions, and large green spaces, commonly with a few playgrounds and mini-
mal communal services. While most new residential projects are intended
to be sustainable, livable, and relatively affordable, as advertised in market-
ing campaigns, the reality is often different and directly linked with local
conditions. Apartment costs are rising out of reach for many, especially in
the major cities. Further, the poor-quality construction and passive accep-
tance of design techniques and forms unsuitable for different climate and
social systems often produce defective final architectural products, result-
ing in underused or wrongly used spaces. The Chinese residential super-
block shares the same characteristics more generally, resulting in similar
problems. All the towers are strictly standardized types and accord with
strict building codes. They are oriented to the same direction because of
the required direct sun access for the apartments. This explains the image
of endless, monotonous rows of parallel slabs and towers, which allow little
flexibility in urban layout and master planning of the cities. The enclo-
sure of space around the towers and slabs generates extensive superblocks,
which contain minimal collective services, such as small shops and ser-
vice centers, and are surrounded by wide traffic arteries. Unused setbacks
among these enclosures commonly transform large chunks of public space
into unfriendly, wasted urban areas. These residential developments are
not usually mixed-use urban projects in which it is possible to enjoy a vari-
ety of the activities that are so important to urban vitality; essentially, they
are residential enclaves. The Chinese city, which was once a predominantly
walkable space for pedestrians who used bicycles as transportation, has
now largely been redesigned according to car-oriented planning principles.
These principles entailed the construction of many new street networks
on a gigantic scale, fully immersing the gated communities and directly
contributing to the increased pollution and mobility problems caused by
heavy motor traffic.

Thus, there is a direct interaction between the larger structure of the
city and the consolidated system of urban gated communities in China.
Limited and controlled access to the gated communities causes prob-
lems related to accessibility and the isolation of internal streets from the
larger city’s street networks. Permeability inside gated communities is also
a problem, because superblocks commonly use large parts of their open
space for gardens and other green landscaped areas surrounding dense,
high-rise apartment blocks. Thus, movement inside gated communities
requires walking long distances, which creates mobility issues both inside
and between neighborhoods.
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Fig. 1.1. The townscape of the historical district of Suzhou. A street in Pingjang Road.
Source: Author’s personal collection, 2018.

Origins and Evolution of Singapore Suzhou Industrial Park

The economic growth and urban development of China’s new towns and
urban clearance projects during the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury were largely based on Western city planning theories and construc-
tion schemes developed since the 1930s (i.e., in Western Europe, Russia,
and the US). These schemes were further developed at the dawn of great
economic growth following World War II, when exemplary models of
new towns and large-scale urban residential districts were designed and
built, mostly in the US and Western Europe. Examples include US urban
renewal and vast UK new-towns programs in the 1940s and ’60s, France’s
grands ensembles, and the regional planning and transit new-towns projects
in Scandinavia. Large-scale programs to construct new towns have been
initiated and fully developed since the 1960s and ’70s in East Asia, in Japan
and then in South Korea, but especially in Hong Kong and Singapore,
where the influence of British city planning and design was strongest. In
China, these new urban entities have been designed in response to several
problems (social, economic, and political) caused mainly by the excessive
concentration of functions and people in the few main conurbations of the
country. For example, special consideration is given to the conurbation of
the capital regions of Beijing, Tianjin, and other important urban areas
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(e.g., the Shanghai-Suzhou metropolitan area, Pearl River Delta area, and
Hong Kong—Shenzhen region).

In six decades, different types and models of new towns, some designed
to be plain bedroom or commuter towns, while other more recent models
have been developed as prototypes of “eco-cities.” A number have been
built (with more or less success) to showcase the newest technologies for
building and productive systems. The Suzhou development projects are
exemplary models of urban renovation and the expansion of existing cities.

Suzhou is classified as one of the second-tier cities in China. This indus-
trial city of five million people is set in the Yangzi River delta along the
axis that connects the Shanghai metropolitan region to Nanjing. Suzhou
has experienced radical urban development and extreme economic growth
focused on the promotion of industrial innovation and high-quality ser-
vice production. A combination of foreign direct investments and domestic
investments has fueled impressive GDP growth, directly influencing the
city’s overall transformation into an important commercial hub and highly
regarded cultural and technological innovation center in Jiangsu Province.
One of the main urban development projects that has driven the recent
success of Suzhou as a global city with an illustrious heritage and ecologi-
cal touch was the development of the Singapore Suzhou Industrial Park, a
high-tech industrial park filled with a variety of integrated research insti-
tutes, livable green residential areas, attractive new commercial complexes,
various national and international academic institutions, and medium to
large industrial factories and firms of local and multinational companies.

The gardens and waterways are the best-known urban elements of the
historical districts of Suzhou. The Venetian traveler Marco Polo described
it as the “Venice of Orient” because of its numberless water canals. In the
last few decades, two important development projects have reshaped the
general layout of Suzhou. Its master plan and urban structure can essen-
tially be divided into three main areas or zones defined in terms of the
vision of “one body—two wings.” The city’s central core contains the his-
torical city with its rectangular-grid street pattern (D1, Lei, and Xingsheng
2000), a western district known as Suzhou New District (SND), and an
eastern area renamed Suzhou Singapore Industrial District (SSIP). This
industrial area is a large, comprehensively designed, and fully landscaped
green park (according to Suzhou’s planning codes, around 40% of all the
land is reserved for green space) that hosts many foreign high-tech compa-
nies and other educational, industrial, and research facilities integrated in a
vast system of public services.



Chinese Cities from the Ground to the Sky 27

Suzhou Industrial Park Master Planning: Flagship Architectures in the
Central Business District and Dushu Lake Higher Education Town

As a new emergent cultural and industrial metropolis, Suzhou presents a
dichotomy. On the one hand, it is represented by the ancient city with its
low-rise buildings and dense core full of vitality and a sense of history still
expressed by its traditional architecture, public spaces along small streets,
and mixed retail and residential areas. These traditional aspects stand
opposite to the new, densely developed suburban areas of SND and SSIP;
these two major suburban zones are true expressions of the city’s global
ambitions. The modern, clearly defined sharp lines of high-rise towers
exist in an urban context where functions are not mixed; retail and com-
mercial activities are largely separated, organized and concentrated locally
in specific neighborhood centers serving their communities, which tend to
be relatively separate and not fully integrated with each other. Here, the
city is truly a patchwork of mini villages separated by walls, streets, green
buffers, and fences. Conversely, in large untouched parts of the historic
city, the residential areas are more comprehensive, and there is a feeling of
being part of a larger whole.

The large urban area of SSIP (now commonly referred to as SIP after
its partnership with Singapore ended due to unsettled conflicts during
the process of developing the area) was originally set up as a joint venture
between the Suzhou metropolitan government (under the sponsorship
of the Chinese government) and the Singapore government. The indus-
trial park was intended as a prototype and demonstration project of an
exemplary modern industrial district based on the most advanced planning
strategies and up-to-date urban design concepts developed in Singapore.
The intent was to provide a model of a new town from which other Chi-
nese cities could learn. This large project was deliberately built to create
a comprehensive urban entity of districts and development zones within a
new town not far from Suzhou. It was intended to be filled with first-class
industrial infrastructure, planned island clusters of mostly self-contained
residential complexes (essentially gated communities inspired by Clarence
Perry’s “neighborhood unit”) with high-standard services and technology
incubators, all while promoting and “branding” a new image of the city at
the national and international level (Logan 2002).

Following initial discussions in 1992, SIP was cofounded in Febru-
ary 1994 by the Singaporean and Chinese governments as a joint proj-
ect, with the intent of introducing China to the urban-planning practices
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and urbanization techniques of Singapore. At the time, Chinese leaders
were strongly impressed by Singapore’s achievements, such as its prog-
ress from economic development to infrastructure and design capabilities
and its innovation in building technologies. As Deng Xiaoping commented
when presenting the plan of the new area in Suzhou, “Singapore’s social
order is rather good. Its leaders exercise strict management. We should
learn from their experience, and we should do a better job than they do”
(SIP 2018). Singapore’s urban planning system was also imported into this
experimental new town, and the local government was determined to make
SIP an international, modern, informative, ecological, creative, happy new
town. Waves of new immigrants were attracted by the new employment
prospects created by the new factories in SIP; the original farmers were
displaced and relocated into newly constructed apartment blocks built to
control the rapid urbanization process. In 2010, the number of people liv-
ing in SIP was 762,000, and the plans for developing the new urban area
on the west side of Suzhou, SND, further fostered Suzhou’s urban growth.
Within a few years, SND and SIP had become important poles of attrac-
tion for activities and people, prompting higher demand for new housing
projects in the last 20 years to house growing resident populations.

The core urban areas of SIP are around both sides of Jinji Lake, while
another is located on the east side of Dushu Lake. They showcase modern
and international architectural and creative city planning and design prac-
tice with a local touch; urban design plays an important role in the vision
for the city’s future and is used to demonstrate the globalism of Suzhou.
The central spine or main axis of services and office towers clustered
around the city’s central business district and focused on the double glass
towers of the Oriental Gate on the west side of the Jinji Lake connects
to the financial tower on the east side. This is one of the most relevant
urban projects in SIP. Built on a monumental scale, its vistas and long visual
long axis are reminiscent of Baroque planning. It seemingly pays symbolic
reference to Hausmann's wide, tree-lined streets and boulevards in Paris,
but it also shows some curious analogies and references to Kenzo Tange’s
unbuilt Skopje plan from East Asia and pays homage to Manhattan’s sky-
line through its high-rise architecture.

Thus, the impressive skyline of SIP is dominated by the landmarks of
the Oriental Gate and Suzhou Centre (megamall) that extend and visu-
ally relate to the new Financial Centre. Several new waterfront areas have
recently been developed, connecting in a perfectly straight east-west line
along the east bank of the lake several urban functions and international-
level facilities, such as the Jinji Lake International Exhibition zone, the Cul-
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Fig. 1.3. The Oriental Gate and Suzhou Centre mall. Source: Author’s personal
collection, 2019.

ture and Exhibition zone, the Art Centre and Conventional Hall, and the
Moon Harbour, Ferris Wheel Park, and Times Square entertainment area.
The architecture is modern in style and monumental in scale to impress
tourists and enhance the feeling of global tastes along the lakefront. Along
the green promenades close to the water, several different types of restau-
rants, pubs, and fashionable shopping areas are sited in a large, attractive
open park carefully designed as a system of public spaces with beautiful
sightseeing spots and picturesque, natural landscape views.

Following China’s successful hosting of international events such as
the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games and 2010 Shanghai Expo, the Meeting,
Incentive/Travel, Convention, and Exhibition industry has become a rel-
evant business. The domestic and overseas tourism boom has prompted a
steady increase in the number of high-class hotels (i.e., the Sheraton, Kem-
pinski, Pan Pacific, and InterContinental), which provide highly accessible
and efficient meeting places and quality recreational facilities in scenic
tourist spots on Jinji Lake. Accordingly, tourism is becoming more relevant
in the economy of the city. The colorful lights of the bright facades at night

transform large sections of the city into an artificial scene as if in perennial
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Fig. 1.4. Main axis of the Suzhou central business district. Source: Author’s personal
collection, 2019.

celebration of some special event, producing an effect that is both cute and
strange. The kinetic cornices and neon lights of the buildings and towers
create amazing views of the architecture, transforming the usual cityscape.
Every night is a visually rich show with a blast of vivid colors, changing
graphic patterns, and bizarre light effects in the sky, which intermingle
with the streetlights, flashing lights, bar signs, and other street signals on
the ground. This new visual environment that can be observed at night
on the SIP-Suzhou’s lakefront is replicated in other major Chinese cities
that aspire to be part of the urban elite and to be recognized as legitimate
global cities.

Dushu Lake Higher Education Town is set on the east bank of Dushu
Lake and comprises an impressive number of university campuses and
academic institutes, both Chinese and international. Examples include
Soochow University, Xi’an Jiaotong—Liverpool University, the University
of Singapore Research Institute, and Renmin University of China. These
institutes provide a large variety of facilities and accommodation for stu-
dents and researchers in a pleasant, green environment. The residential
areas have been steadily and progressively developed, and the many apart-
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ment complexes have attracted a great number of workers and immigrants
who work in local factories and industries, especially in the service sec-
tor. Major Chinese developers (e.g., Wanke, China Construction/South
Pacific, and Evergrande Real Estate Group) have contributed greatly to
the growth and expansion of the area.

Property-led urban development in China was conceived to foster rapid
economic growth and promote the far-reaching physical transformation of
its cities; selling government land to private developers funded large resi-
dential projects and urban infrastructure investments, creating the benefits
of a market economy by creating jobs and supplying services. The size of
apartments has steadily grown over time despite the one-child policy that
began in 1979. Housing area per capita has risen enormously from fewer
than 7 m’ in 1978 to over 30 m? in 2012. This has prompted urban sprawl
at the expense of agricultural land. It has resulted in increasing land short-
ages, idle land, and the creation of countless ghost towns. This has resulted
in a severe, radical alteration of the natural environment that threatens to
nullify any efforts to achieve a more sustainable, coordinated, and balanced
model of urbanization in the future (Xu 2017).

Property development has consistently gained prominence in terms
of national GDP. Since the inauguration of the open market in the early
1980s, housing and apartments have been conceived of as goods to buy
and sell, and they have become a primary form of lucrative financial
investment. Internal immigration into developing new industrial districts
and the effects of aggressive economic reform have accelerated this trend,
generally resulting in the production of high quantities of housing stocks
taking precedence over overall housing quality in Suzhou, like elsewhere
in China.

Hide Park, Lotus Village Community, and Living Bank housing com-
plexes are typical examples of residential projects designed and built as
gated communities in SIP. These projects are examples of large-scale,
middle-income, hybrid residential developments whose organization of
communal services and public and semipublic spaces was inspired by the
lessons and layouts of precedents such as Russia’s mzicrorayon and the US’s
neighborhood-unit principle. However, the profile of the imposing apart-
ment towers typology has an unmistakably East Asian flavor, recalling the
urban environments of Hong Kong and Singapore, although construction
standards and level of innovation are lower. The water canals of the old
city have been turned into heavily landscaped green promenades along the
roads, forming long physical barriers among extensive residential blocks.
Hence, the built environment and urban landscape are structured of inte-
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grated elements connecting large housing xizogu (neighborhood district)
clustered around community centers inspired by different urban planning
theories and predominantly modernist or European-flavored architectural
idioms, styles, and languages.

Lotus Village was built in 1998 as a relocation community for eight
villages to host new immigrants. Many of its residents are former farmers
who lived in rural areas before the development of the SIP project and who
were displaced. Living Bank and Hyde Park are newer residential commu-
nities built beginning in 2008, but they are much smaller. The residential
blocks have common characteristics: they are all gated with walls, fences,
and often electric fences as safety precautions. The gates have CCTV and
checkpoints and they are regularly patrolled by guards and other security.
The internal public spaces that contain the collective services (e.g., small
retail outlets, health and medical facilities, libraries, and other sport and
cultural areas) are heavily landscaped green areas with spaces for resting
and outdoor activities. These compounds form large superblocks filled
with south-facing high-density towers that create an imposing skyline.
The facades are in various colors, styles, and shapes, but they are monoto-
nous in terms of their dull repetitiveness and inhuman scale. All the blocks
are surrounded by wide streets designed for heavy traffic and cars as the
main transportation system. While the central government has recently
attempted to open the fences and walls surrounding the towers to break up
the precincts and diminish the lack of permeability that fragments the city,
most people still view them favorably as a protective barrier from outside
insecurity and risks. Car streets dominate the urban scene outside the gated
communities, even though the long distances between the various parts
of the city are increasingly connected by efficient public mass transport
services, such as buses and new metro lines that now run north-south and
east-west.

The model of the neighborhood unit system has been extensively used
to structure the new urban areas; it was among the key planning elements
inherited from Singapore and the United Kingdom’s planning legacy.
Neighborhood community theory has a long history in urban planning,
dating back to planner and sociologist Clarence Perry’s publication in
1929. After the 1960s, Singapore adopted this model for urban redevelop-
ment to support public housing policy; it proved to be an efficient way to
organize local residential communities and successfully provided various
commercial and public services integrated with residential elements at the
community level. As part of the learning process of Singapore’s planning
experience, the SIP community plan and management training team vis-
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ited Singapore for the first time in 1996. The chain “regional center—town
center-neighborhood center-residential precinct center” structure is one
of the important elements that supports public housing communities in
Singapore. In Suzhou, the “neighborhood center” concept was imported
from Singapore and applied to the mass housing projects in SIP to develop
a practical spatial unit for organizing a larger urban district. These units
can easily be physically and functionally enclosed and are highly respon-
sive to the traditional Chinese urban design approach. This approach tends
to emphasize enclosure and separation over connectivity and permeability,
conforming to the old Chinese city planning custom that has always priori-
tized streets over the large spaces, such as squares and plazas, that are the
core of social and economic activities in Western cities. The architectural
typologies for the design of the residential units are the high-rise tower
apartment blocks suitable as high-density complexes, which reserve space
on the ground for mostly green areas and motor streets and provide room
for additional services and leisure spaces. The first stage of construction
mainly used Singaporean design firms and construction companies. This
allowed the importation of architectural styles and landscaped areas remi-
niscent of Singapore, especially the concept of a “green vertical city” model.

"This trend toward a vertical model of the city, mostly landscaped with
extensive green spaces and curated gardens, an urban structure model
integrated and interconnected with wide motor arteries and roads suit-
able for heavy traffic, seems to derive directly from Singapore’s model of
expansion. This pattern is in contrast with Suzhou’s history of horizontal
urban development, as observed in the historical city on the other side of
Jinji Lake. That city also experienced an impressive transformation in the
development new luxury housing communities and cultural and entertain-
ment facilities.

Long-term urban sustainability practices, including protection of ecol-
ogy, have influenced waste management, urban mobility, and transit circu-
lation. The separation and recycling of urban waste is increasingly popular
among the citizens and is largely supported by administrators and local
and regional governments. The development of efficient mass transit infra-
structure is viewed as an important future asset, and several new metro line
extensions have been completed. Walkable spaces, electric bike usage, and
bike-sharing services are widely distributed and contribute to the overall
partial success of the SIP-Suzhou model of ecofriendly urbanization.

The elements that connects the new expansion of SIP and the old
historical district of the ancient city are the new central business district
and commercial and financial areas. These are developing along an axis
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from the fundamental structure of the Oriental Gate (office and residen-
tial tower)—the new symbolic landmark of Suzhou—east toward the com-
pleted tower of the financial district zone set near the open public space
around Times Square. The vertical development of this part of the city
reflects the decision to follow the current trend of an urban image inspired
by globalization, which affects most Chinese cities, and the need to brand
the new Suzhou, characterized by high-rise towers, as opposite to rather
than integrated with the old Suzhou, which is characterized by the tradi-
tional horizontal gardens and old waterways and canals.

Suzhou Industrial Park as a Model of a Green Eco-City

Extensive research has portrayed how, from the second half of twentieth
century, China has extensively restructured its pre-existing urban fabric
and progressively reshaped its city form, urban inner structure, and urban
landscapes, especially after the great reform and opening policy that began
in 1978. At the time, less than 20% of the population was urban; in 2018,
it had reached almost 60% (World Bank 2018). While this unprecedented
urbanization process has increased the wealth of many Chinese cities, it has
also caused problems, such as enormous energy consumption and waste
production, many different forms of pollution (China still extensively uses
coal as its main fuel), and rapid and drastic environmental alterations that
present severe present and future challenges (Yu, Dijkema, and de Jong
2014). To cope with this situation and solve the less desirable effects of
rapid urbanization, the Chinese government has orchestrated numerous
campaigns to promote the diffusion of the “ecological city (eco-city)” con-
cept for future urban planning. Many cities, including Beijing, Shanghai,
Shenzhen, Suzhou, Tianjin, and Ningbo, have adapted this stance and set
goals to achieve a sustainable and ecological urban development. As a con-
sequence, by the end of 2015, 284 out of 287 cities (98.9%) had advanced
ecological development as a primary urban planning goal (Liu, Sun, and
Hu 2017).

In the modern history of city planning, the idea of a healthy, functional,
and well-planned city dates back at least to Ebenezer Howard and his well-
known model of a garden city (Howard 1898). According to Howard, a gar-
den city should integrate the beauty and uncontaminated landscapes of the
countryside with the comforts and attractions of the city. The importance
of designing human settlements in accord with the principles of nature was
also emphasized by Ian McHarg in the late 1960s. More recently, the origi-
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nal idea of an ecological city (eco-city) design was first promoted by Rich-
ard Register in 1975, who founded an organization called “Urban Ecology”
that focused on “rebuild[ing] cities in balance with nature” (Register 1987).
In the next few years, Urban Ecology attempted to bring nature back to the
streets, relying on sustainable energy sources and stopping the construction
of a motorway in Berkeley (Register 1987, 2006). In 1990, Urban Ecology
organized the First International Eco-City Conference in Berkeley to fur-
ther spread their views. David Engwicht contributed his idea of an eco-city
at the second eco-city conference, promoting a pedestrian-oriented model
of urbanization in which people could freely move by walking or using
bikes or public transport to diminish traffic or pollution (Engwicht 1993).
Around 40 years later, Urban Ecology further emphasized that an eco-city
should consist of “vibrant, equitable, socially supportive, ecologically sus-
taining and economically viable communities” (Liu, Sun, and Hu 2017).
Register, Engwicht, and the Urban Ecology movement helped define the
eco-city concept, although each country has its own interpretation shaped
by different policies, intents, and visions. At present, local research and
studies on eco-city paradigms and sustainable architectures in China are
still at the initial stage and focus particularly on urban-planning practices
and large-scale projects.

Several projects for new eco-cities and green towns for sustainable
urban living have been planned and announced as a breakthrough in the
current frantic pace of Chinese urbanization. However, to date, many of
these cities remain unbuilt, such as the first carbon-neutral city of China,
Dongtan new town near Shanghai (Lin 2014; Williams 2017). Others have
been largely resized based on eco-urban design and the goal of provid-
ing sustainable green infrastructure. Binhai Eco-City near Tianjin, for
instance, has been planned and developed with the support of Singapore
experts and designers and emphasizes mass transit systems, widespread use
of energy efficient practices, and minimizing environmental consequences
(Lin 2014; Williams 2017).

Interest in the eco-city as an urban model started to develop after
China’s National Agenda 21 was prepared by the State Planning Com-
mission and adopted in 1994. Since then, the Ministry of Environment
Protection has sought to strengthen awareness of the notions of “the eco-
county, eco-city, and eco-province” and has released guidelines with 5 basic
requirements and 28 indicators (reduced to 19 indicators from 2007) based
on economic, environmental, and social considerations, covering a broad
variety of aspects, from the local level of urbanization, the ratio of ter-
tiary industry to GDP and energy consumption intensity, to air and water
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quality, forest coverage, and waste treatment (de Jong et al. 2016; Li and
Qiu 2015). The Ministry of Environment Protection has also a system of
awards for eco-city projects to encourage other cities to learn from and
embrace new forms of sustainable and responsible urbanization (Bradbury
and Kirkby 1996).

In general, the relevant literature and international experts consider
SIP to be one of the best representative models of eco-city planning in
China so far. Even though SIP is commonly defined as an industrial park,
it is more than that. In China, an industrial park is not normally a large
industrial town as in the US model; rather, it is an industrialized urban
district with a complex network of industrial, residential, and commer-
cial functions regulated to provide a variety of services and benefits to its
employees (Tian et al. 2014). In SIP, the infrastructure system serves the
employees of large multinational and local firms, who live in urban areas
containing residential buildings, hospitals, education facilities, and shop-
ping centers. Typically, the multifunctional districts filled with extensive,
dense residential and commercial areas provide higher standards of liv-
ing and require better-quality services than those available in conventional
industrial areas (Tian et al. 2014). The eco-city is viewed as a possible solu-
tion to the multiple challenges of consumption-related waste and pollu-
tion from industrial and commercial factories. The implementation of the
eco-city concept in the planning and design of SIP was considered useful
for attracting investment, high-tech companies, and skilled immigrants,
assisting development at an urban scale while ensuring additional support
for the rapid economic development and urbanization of the larger metro-
politan Suzhou area. During the different stages of the project’s implemen-
tation, the central government strongly supported eco-city construction
in SIP. Unlike traditional industrial parks, SIP not only provides services
for basic industrial functions, but offers livable, green residential areas that
are generally well maintained, efficient, and offer highly attractive com-
mercial services. Most of the cities in China aim to build or are trying to
build cities based on eco-city principles, and SIP was intended to serve as
a model of ecological development—an exemplary showcase of technolo-
gies, methods, and completed projects other cities could learn from and
possibly imitate.

The framework of the Singapore model was used as a foundation for
the initial development of SIP. The experts from Singapore and China for-
mulated over 300 planning proposals based on the extensive experience of
Singapore’s urban planning and adapted to the actual situation in Suzhou,
including the framework of urban-planning works, marketing of completed
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buildings, and provision of social services and management (Wan 2009).
These proposals included preparing the master plan and laying out indus-
trial, commercial, traffic, residential, and landscape functions. The concept
of “new town,” which has its origins in nineteenth-century UK planning,
was introduced in the urban planning of SIP in 1994 by Singapore. The
concept included the use of several other urban planning tools and meth-
ods, such as functional zoning, a neighborhood system, undeveloped land
and a greenbelt, a multilevel road network, and an advanced service infra-
structure (Shi, Liu, and Lin 2012). Singapore’s experience in city planning
and design, construction, and management practices was used during the
different stages of SIP project development and construction to minimize
short-term and long-term alterations of the original plans. With the goal
of achieving high quality in projects at various scales and limiting malprac-
tice and failures, strict building codes and an effective set of planning rules
and environmental quality controls systems were applied at SIP from the
beginning, to safeguard ecological sustainability and, ultimately, the eco-
nomic, media, and social success of the entire SIP.

The changes in industrial structure following the transformation of
the economic engines in SIP have reduced energy consumption. Since
the early 1990s, the increase in the importance of the services sector at
the expense of the industrial and agricultural sectors has been progres-
sive and consistent. This process has been directly related to the growth
in urbanization. In the last decade, primary industry represents only a tiny
fraction of the economic output in SIP, and its proportion has continued
to decrease. While manufacturing generally has high energy consumption
and produces large quantities of pollutants, tertiary industry such as in the
service sector produces less pollution and needs less energy consumption
in general. Although secondary industry has become the main productive
sector in Suzhou since the 1980s (especially the manufacturing of elec-
tronic equipment, and the telecommunications and automotive industries),
its proportion has also been decreasing. The rate of tertiary industry has
been increasing continuously, tending to become a key element of the
current SIP economy. By shifting the priority from the industrial system,
SIP has reduced pressure on the environment despite the rapid urbaniza-
tion process. The local government has implemented a strict policy for
the industry to protect the environment. In recent years, many chemical
and electroplating companies producing large quantities of dangerous pol-
lutants have been moved from the SIP urban area (SIP 2014). Moreover,
the government seeks to implement strict annual measurements and audits
on all companies. Companies using more than 3,000 tons of standard
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coal annually are forced to replace obsolete equipment with eco-friendly
machinery; companies whose equipment meets the standards are provided
a 10%-30% subsidy of the total investment of project equipment (SIP
2008). Such policies have helped SIP’s industry sector protect the natural
environment and the livability of the urban areas.

The local government has promoted and helped to improve efficient
energy consumption. For example, the “Web Sludge to Biomass Fuel”
project, which started operating in 2011, has already helped SIP reduce
up to 70,000 tons of coal consumption, more than 180,000 tons of carbon
emissions, 1,400 tons of sulfur dioxide emissions, and 60,000 tons of solid
refuse (SIP 2018). Moreover, initiatives further foster the widespread use
of e-bikes and shared systems of transportation (such as bicycles and cars).

Conclusions

The process of fast urbanization in China during the last few decades has
highlighted several problems and contradictions typical of a country and
society striving to rapidly modernize its economy, urban environment, and
cultural features. China’s increasing need for urban mobility and evidently
car-oriented urban development inevitably clash with the need to preserve
the fragile pattern of the traditional city. There is a clash between the impor-
tance of further industrial development and the need to protect endangered
ecosystems and precarious natural environments. It is also important to
protect a social harmony increasingly endangered by the extremisms of a
rampant capitalistic model of economic growth. These are just some of the
challenges faced by Suzhou and many other cities in China.

In Suzhou and many other Chinese cities, two cities seem to coexist as
one, neatly separated by time, scale, and forms. The historical city center
is the core, with its original footprint, monuments, and old buildings and
architecture. These aspects are embedded in vanishing neighborhoods that
sustain a fine-grained fabric of narrow streets and still largely human-scale
urban spots, with their traditional rites, centuries-old memories of still-
passionate residents. This reality clashes with the new city. The historical
city center is physically dwarfed by the new residential developments—
extensive urban islands of towers, elevated highways, massive streets for
cars, and sterile architectural objects lost in vast green parks and landscaped
areas that could be appreciated only from the sky. It really is a tale of two
cities: the old, small, and largely horizontal charming nucleus of the mil-
lennial core versus the new, big, vertical globalized promethean expansions
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of the new limbs built around circulation infrastructure and superdense
residential suburban districts. In the design of new forms of residential
superblocks to foster a more social view of urban life and promote a more
balanced social system in the contemporary city, the neighborhood center
seems to be a fundamental nucleus of efficient and essential services to the
community. However, it is also an important urban place to foster a sense
of social cohesion in the contemporary sprawling Chinese city. Yet the
organization of the spaces and functional articulation of this fundamen-
tal urban element reflect a completely passive attitude toward innovation,
and the uncritical acceptance of often unfit building models and images
that can hardly be integrated into the local context and “genius loci” of
the place. Copycat architecture, the often uncritical acceptance of foreign
models and schemes (e.g., the presence of enormous corporate buildings
with flashy architectural styles and forms, high-rise complex urban devel-
opments, and car-oriented city planning), and the conflict between eco-
nomic considerations and ecological responsibility (e.g., many old canals
in Suzhou have been filled in to make room for new roads) are the most
serious flaws in the development of several new urban areas in SIP. As in
Suzhou, urban development elsewhere in China still does not take the local
history and cultural and social specificity of the place into account, sacrific-
ing them for the sake of economic growth, visibility, and media branding
and exposition.

China is now lingering in a postgrowth, postindustrial condition her-
alded by demographic decline, slow growth, shrinking cities, resource deple-
tion, environmental concerns, growing localism, and an ageing society. All
these factors call for a new, comprehensive urban and architectural agenda
for the rest of the twenty-first century. Obvious targets should include put-
ting more efforts into heritage protection, ad hoc regeneration projects,
and a clear emphasis on more sustainable forms of urban development.
Only time will tell if SIP and the whole of Suzhou is a successful model of
a green experimental eco-city with global ambitions and the responsibil-
ity to preserve and cultivate a very precious heritage of art, culture, and
history. And in the rush toward international recognition, globalization,
and economic development we will soon see if the new, vast artificial habi-
tats of clustering high-rises, dense residential communities, massive urban
public spaces, complex infrastructures, and carefully designed green spaces
represent an optimal solution to the current challenges and contradictions
that follow over 30 years of stellar economic growth and the related and
largely inevitable transformation of society and the urban landscape in the
contemporary Chinese city.
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NOTE

1. Research for this chapter was supported by a Research Development Fund
and a few Summer Undergraduate Research Funds granted by Xi’an Jiaotong-
Liverpool University. The present essay is a fully revised and further extended ver-
sion of the conference paper presented at the 2018 Inter-University Symposium on
Asian Megacities held at Zhejiang University, China.
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