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Preface 1

The partnership between MIT's School of Architecture and Planning and the Vanke Corporation has been a precious
and timely one. | remember well my initial excitement when Professor Tunney Lee first proposed this collaboration. As
Head of MIT's Department of Urban Studies and Planning (from 2002-2009), this seemed to me, then as now, a fortuitous
opportunity to be seized and developed. | am delighted by the way that Prof. Lee, lecturer ZHAO Liang, our students, and
the Vanke Corporation participants have now successfully bought the results of this joint venture into a more visible format.
The series of planning studios and research projects described in this book offer more than important windows into China's
development patterns; they provide opportunities to learn from recent practice and to offer suggestions for improvement.
These suggestions are not just based on best practices elsewhere but also on sober assessment of land development
processes that have been too frequently been destructive and excessively resource-intensive in the West. The scale of
China's urban development is so vast that China cannot afford to repeat past mistakes made in other places. Similarly,
when there opportunities to learn in China from China’s own immediate past experience, these must be grasped.

Significantly, by focusing on planning and urban design issues at the scale of the neighborhood or district, the MIT-
Vanke partnership has been able address development challenges that go far beyond the role of the individual building or
building complex. For those of us at MIT, this venture has brought an unparalleled opportunity to think and work with those
who actually build at the district scale, and who are actively interested in learning how to do this in more environmentally
resilient ways. Truly resilient places entail environments that are not just sensitive to natural systems but also attentive
to issues of both social equity and economic dynamism. Designing housing properly demands consideration of larger
questions of community and neighborhood formation. Housing blocks are not residential islands but instead need to
be treated as pieces of a system for enacting daily life. Diversifying housing options, and linking these for maximum
accessibility to non-residential needs, has been the classic challenge faced by community planners. This challenge entails
everything from improved systems for affordable housing finance to multi-layered ways for avoiding descent into auto-
dependency to inclusion of mixed-use schemes that can bring workplaces into convenient relationship with homes.

Correspondingly, site planning must entail planning the best possible sites. Successful community development
begins with a well-chosen location, whose value is dependent on its linkages to larger patterns of transportation,
employment, and amenities. Moreover, site development that fails to work with, rather than against, pre-existing natural
systems, squanders opportunities for healthful living while introducing new environmental risks. Discovering and
nurturing better models brings more than the benefits of enhanced living quarters for individuals and families; it also
carries implications for larger patterns of growth and development that can be more supportive of existing environmental
processes and less demanding of non-renewable resources. Ultimately, planners and designers seek to support a higher
standard of living, one that depends not just on measures of economic prosperity but on broader patterns of healthful and
enjoyable living.

Because the successful multi-year collaboration between Vanke and MIT has included not only planning studios
but also student research grants and travel, it has also served the important function of introducing a new generation of
planners and designers to the challenges and opportunities of working in China. Learning what can work better in China
matters not just for China but for the rest of the rapidly urbanizing world, as well.

Lawrence - J - Vale

Ford Professor Urban Design and Planning, Former Head of the Department of Urban Studies and Planning at MIT
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Ereface 11

In today's China, the topic of housing is very frequently mentioned. People are interested in housing prices, unit
sizes, and locations. Maybe because there are too many urgent problems to be solved, we do not have time to think
about what the housing and communities will likely be in the next 20 year. In fact. the present residential environment is
largely determined 20 years ago or even earlier. Take traffic as an example, Beijing, which is based on an overlay of the
imperial Ming city plan and socialist super-block strategy borrowed from the Soviet Union, is more problematic than the
city center of Shanghai, which is developed on a plan of smaller blocks lay in the late 19th century. China has experienced
dramatic changes in the recent thirty years. We can't blame those who made today's city plan because they have their
limitations. But the fact is that the drastic transformations urge us planners and builders to envision the future from a long-
term perspective. As the largest real estate enterprise in the world, Vanke also has the obligation to be visionary about
city's future. Although nobody can predict the future accurately, we still need to ask: what will be a likely socioeconomic
environment in the next decade when the new generation of communities takes shape?

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) has a long tradition to study the urban development of China. Senior
scholars such as Kevin Lynch, Gary Hack, and Tunney Lee, have undertaken a long-term research of China's urbanization
since the early 1980s. Meanwhile, MIT's Department of Urban Studies and Planning (DUSP) is one of the few planning
schools which insist on an integration of physical design and socio-economic policies.

After graduation from the Graduate School of Design at Harvard University, Dr. Zhao Liang became a lecturer at
DUSP, where Professor Tunney Lee and Dr. Zhao Liang have explored a series of studies on sustainable community
development. Since 2005, with sponsorship from Vanke Corporation, they have conducted a series of planning studios in
China. Each year, twelve graduate students from MIT spent five months to explore the problems and possible solutions
through the field studies, questionnaires, and interviews with local residents. Six years later, Lee and Zhao's efforts led
to a framework called sNice, which is short for “Sustainable Neighborhoods through Inclusiveness, Connection, and
Environment”. SNice is not a brand-new invention; instead. it attempts to apply the general principles of sustainability
such as the three “E”s (environment, economy and equity) to the area of community planning. China is experiencing many
problems during its urbanization which have been experienced by other countries and cities, This makes it possible to
understand the trends and give suggestions for the future. SNice is based on such assumption. In fact, many assumptions
made by Lee and Zhao have happened even earlier than their expectation six years ago. For example in China, the
increasing energy prices has already transformed people's behavior, and the concept of environmental protection has
received supports from the public. City governments increase building density due to the scarcity of lands. Residential
developers are involving into the mixed use urban complex. These have proved the value of the study of sNice.

Housing is designed for people’s living. Real estate developers need better intelligence to satisfy residents' demands.
Since the late 1980s, Vanke Corporation has built buildings for Chinese people for more than 20 years. Many projects
become old communities. However, we are still responsible for the residents in these communities as well as in the new
ones. We find that our goals and attempts in many projects are consistent with those proposed by sNice.

For example in terms of preserving the natural and cultural context proposed by sNice, Vanke's projects always pay
great attention to the conservation of historical and natural environment. The Crystal City project in Tianjin was built on the
site of Tianjin Glass Factory, a thirty-year state-owned enterprise and was relocated into Binhai new area. The site had a
lot of elements from its special history, such as plant buildings, hoisting machines, fire hydrants, old chimneys, obsolete



trails, and four-hundred trees aging from ten to thirty years. Vanke’s plan tried to keep original characters of the space and
environment. The old factory gate was re-modeled as the unique entrance to the community. Two existing roads and trees
on both sides were kept and serve as new community roads for automobiles and pedestrians. An obsolete plant building
was transformed to a community club. Old trees were well preserved surrounding a place which was reshaped as a
desirable public square. At the end of a central boulevard, a large steam locomotive was kept. Along the old railway tracks,
designers put on photos and sculptures and created an outdoor gallery to memorize the history of the factory. All these
attempts seem very valuable in the context of the aggressive urbanization in China.

Regarding housing and community systems, Wanhui Building located between Gunagzhou and Foshan can be
viewed as a pilot project of affordable housing done by a developer. Vanke designated a piece of land of market rate
houses to build Wanhui Building for low-price rental. Inspired by Fujian Earthen Houses (Tulou), Wanhui Building has a
large courtyard at center and creates an open, amiable, and inclusive atmosphere. The building uses a structure which
can resist wind and earthquake. It provides 200 units for about one thousand people. The average rent per month is under
500RMB. Wanhui Building adopts self-management to save property management fee for residents. They are encouraged
to do cleaning, sort trashes, and maintain the public environment by themselves. This project was a great attempt for
Vanke to fulfill our social responsibility. We hope the experiment can help the community to create a good public life,
encourage mutual help, and create a mix community by de-labeling people's status. By now, it seems the efforts have
already achieved the goals mentioned above.

Vanke did not have a clear theory before taking these actions. We were only motivated by the responsibility for clients
and the whole society. However, Vanke's goal and result are consistent with what we learned from MIT's team: keeping up
with China's development and let people’s need better served in our communites.

In the future when China's urbanization enters a new stage, Vanke will apply sNice principles in our practices in
various cities. We will make more efforts in many fields, such as waste sorting, energy and water saving, mix-used city
complex, old community redevelopment, affordable housing, senior housing, and green buildings.

The theme of 2010 Shanghai Expo is “better city better life". Besides the regular exhibition halls, the pavilions in
Urban Best Practice Area displayed worldwide cases where different technologies and ideas were shown to improve
people’s lives. Such wide range of cases was not just imagination; on the contrary, there are many researchers like MIT's
sNice team are working on it. It is Vanke's honor to support such teams. We hope that these innovative studies can reform
the existing environment and drive the communities towards a more sustainable direction.

Wang Shi
Chairman of China Vanke Co, Ltd
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