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INTRODUCTION

China’s Dream: a new urbanization

China’s “reform and open" period, which began in the late
1970s and accelerated in the early 1990s, has unleashed an
unprecedented process of urbanization. The development
of land has had a central role in the reform economy, as
both a key infrastructure for other forms of production and
as a key commodity in its own right. It has precipitated an
equally unprecedented migration of people from rural areas
into cities, and at the same time created serious ecological
problems.

The speed of transformation has produced enormous
mismatches between the supply and demand of housing,
with much of it sitting empty for investment, while migrants
live in crowded factory dormitories or urban villages, creating
an urban environment of economic polarization. At the same
time, the current design of cities exacerbates the global
ecological crisis. Water, air and soil have been dangerously
polluted, farmland is disappearing, and disastrous flooding
is a yearly occurrence.

These problems are evident to commentators around the
world, and they sit at the forefront of concerns that the
Chinese Central Government is struggling to address. In
response to these growing problems, new policies call for
“New Urbanization”, to replace the “Old Urbanization”, which
has been characterized as socially unequal and ecologically
unsustainable. New Urbanization should support for social
equity, build an ecocivilization and produce a flourishing
culture. As a step in this direction, the idea of landscape
security patterns, a concept developed by Kongjian Yu in his
dissertation at the GSD has adopted as a national strategy.
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This studio considers landscape architecture as a key
tool for rethinking essential processes of urban design.
It will build on Yu's theorization of negative planning as a
strategy for letting ecological infrastructure lead urban
development. The Chinese urban revolution has severed
social and ecological fluxes that once allowed for the healthy
functioning of both social and natural systems. The aim of
the studio is to analyze these systems in order to consider
how a new process of urbanization might proceed through
the reconnection of these damaged social and ecological

systems.
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SITUATION

According to Beijing's 2004-2020 Master Plan, the
metropolitan region will evolve toward a polycentric
structure, with “two axes, two belts and multiple centers”.
The two axes run east to west and north to south, crossing
at central Beijing. The two belts are the western ecological
belt and the eastern development belt.

Multiple centers refer to points of density and commercial
activity within the broader field of mixed-use urban development.
Haidian district is located on the northern section of the western
ecological belt and is noted for its educational resources and
high-tech and scientific research developments. The official
Haidian district plan calls for the expansion of these specialized
industries, coupled with residential new towns, and the
preservation of important open-space and ecological reserves.
The Nansha River runs through the town of Shangzhuang in
the northern part of Haidian District. It is a tributary of Wenyu
River one of the most significant waterways feeding Beijing.
The total length of the river is 21km, while the catchment area
covers 220 sq km.

This areais characterized by a seemingly random mix of urban
and rural spaces. Aerial photography clearly illustrates that it
is formed as a checkerboard of alternating and diverse uses
that seem to have little connection to one another, from rural
farmland to urban villages, or from relocation housing to high
tech and even creative industries. In order to understand this
condition better the studio examined its diverse ecological
conditions, its rural practices, and its urban incursions, in
order to map the problems and potentials that the site offers
for urban life.

Within this area environmental challenges include urban
flooding and water pollution. Mono-functional engineering,
such as channelization and damming have brought
fundamental changes to the urban hydrological process and
functions, such that the river and its tributaries no longer
have the capacity for flood control or self-purification through
ecological processes, leading to the ongoing degradation of
8

Ik
i EAEHE (2004 -2020) BHEME ‘K
H—AWTm—2 00" WFEHREEE, "W f5EdL
RPLRESWERAMFAREICHE, “HH" NIENEEHE
AW RIEET

ZPULREBXFREEIRNSBERRKE, B
Zﬁ?ﬁ%ﬁ@ﬁmtﬁ,$¢7ka$%%%ﬁ§ﬁ
B, EEWRAFREBORANMRER, BEXNE
RAMNER#E—ST RREFE~ Y, FREFEXEHNE

MREBEENFAHANESRIX, @TREEEXIE

2R LR, It REEM KGR ST — X7,

K21/ E, REBEZ220EA 2 E,
XRXEFGEBHHARNAENEE, NEERKLE

R\ ET, HRMBHABGHEEE—FTE. BE
27, BEEEEXUFRZER, tLofbEhEd
H, REZEBEXZRERREEZNESLE, A TR
AT BEFRRIVK, RRBGTHEBEHRABNES

TR RYEREBEME T KN BERKBREITH T
iR EBFE o

AEXANMXE P, REHEEEHEHPEFEEKS
o BN IRIET, WA REMNEIBIZ
%M%EMﬁﬁtﬁ§7ﬁ$miﬁKi JRRRINEE, T

XRIBIERKR T HABPHRFIE BPUNEEN, S
Eﬁi@%ﬁa

Wh N AR H T NE X E T, BEEHTNY K
AR EN0FERHTARRIBEX, EXENEER
BT RSB 1E SR AR PEREHER, B
IERFFRXBFEFENINEX, SRELATHER



the region’s ecology.

Urban villages, formerly rural settlements beyond the city have
been gradually connected to urban sprawl and transformed
over the past two decades into cramped accommodation
for migrant workers. In their current condition these villages
are unable to meet their residents’ needs for clean water and
sanitation services. New housing in northern Haidian spans
a broad economic spectrum from luxury villas, to affordable
suburban neighborhoods for professional migrants to
Beijing, to relocation housing for downtown residents.
In each case these new neighborhoods, contribute to
increased infrastructure demand while consuming valuable
farmland. The emerging tourist industry in the region, which
includes “agritainment” and vacation villages, contributes to
the water pollution by discharging sewage into reservoirs
and rivers.

In the face of these complex problems the studio proposed
the design of a mixed use settlement along the Nansha river,
starting from the concept of negative planning. Students
used ecological infrastructure to reconnect fluxes of water,
food and populations, in order to design the new landscape
and architectural forms of a “New Commune” which would
be socially equitable, ecologically sustainable and culturally
flourishing.
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STRATEGY

The studio explored the design potentials of Kongjian Yu's
strategy of “negative planning” as a method for designing
urban landscapes. Negative planning begins by examining
and leveraging existing conditions of urban and rural space,
in opposition to positive planning which tends to impose
novel structures on existing sites. Negative planning has
four key dimensions:

1. Negative planning is first of all a fundamental critique
of modernist planning methods that focus primarily on
population projection and civil engineering solutions to
urban problems.

2. It operates by inverting the normative hierarchies of
planning, which posit built form as the primary organizing
system of urban space. Instead affirming socio-natural
networks as the foundation of urbanization.

3. Negative planning locates human and non-human actors
on the same plane, privileging three existing systems
as primary elements of any new urban plan: a) abiotic —
geologic, hydrologic, and climatic -systems; b) biotic systems
including both animal and vegetal communities; c) cultural
systems incorporating infrastructure, buildings, public spaces,
transportation and energy networks, recreational, commercial,
educational and other human-built systems.

4. This broad understanding of what makes up the urban,
forces designers into inter-disciplinary collaborations
that necessarily acknowledge the temporal unfolding of
urbanism, as a series of possible scenarios, promoting the
understanding of site as a situation, as an intersection of
spatial and temporal forces.
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METHODOLOGY

The studio investigated the site through a strategy of
negative planning at multiple scales, following the method
outlined below:

1. Students began by studying the fluxes that circulate
on the site at different scales. The class was divided into
six groups of two, with each group focusing on a different
material flux along the Nansha River:

(1) Water - Hydrology

(2) Food/Nutrients - Agriculture
(8) Species - Habitat

(4) People - Built form

(5) Energy - Infrastructure

(6) Economy - Land use

2. After analyzing this system, students followed a process
of selection or curation, finding dimensions of the existing
(broken) system of fluxes that could be preserved and/or
altered to serve as structural elements for a new design.
Within case studies and precedents of negative planning
this often highlights hydrological systems, but students were
encouraged to find these structures within their specific
subject of investigation, aollowing contemporary patterns of
development to be grounded within the site’s social history
and ecological systems.

3. Next students added strategic infrastructures and built
forms to the found system of fluxes, in order to support
healthy patterns of urbanization. These new elements
learned from local practices and precedents as well as new
and globalized technologies. Both the urban design and
landscape architectural dimensions of the resulting project
were evaluated to see how these systems might produce a
“new commune.”
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4. The final stage of the design process imagined future 4. RiHNRE—THEREMNZMHX N AR L RIS
growth scenarios for the site. Negative planning is in part B, “RH% BERELIMEENSEER T A

about setting specific parameters as a framework for future - . .
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change and evolution. It is a logic that engages uncertainty

and adaptability. The studio speculated on how designed  [Blo ZNIRFEISITE KRB Hh FFUM X L1 48 op () BE A 1% B 40 fe]
infrastructures would allow a vibrant city to evolve in the g{RHHRTFH RELEE,
future.
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