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Re-Framing Urban Space

Re-Framing Urban Space: Urban Design for Emerging Hybrid
and High-Density Conditions rethinks the role and meaning of
urban spaces through current trends and challenges in urban
development. In emerging dense, hybrid, complex and dynamic
urban conditions, public urban space is not only a precious
and contested commodity, but also one of the key vehicles for
achieving socially, environmentally and economically sustainable
urban living. Past research has been predominantly focused on
familiar models of urban space, such as squares, plazas, streets,
parks and arcades, without consistent and clear rules on what
constitutes good urban space, let alone what constitutes good
urban space in a "high-density context.”

Through an innovative and integrative research framework,
Re-Framing Urban Space guides the assessment, planning, design
and redesign of urban spaces at various stages of the decision-
making process, facilitating an understanding of how enduring
qualities are expressed and negotiated through design measures
in high-density urban environments. This book explores over
50 best practice case studies of recent urban design projects in
high-density contexts, including Singapore, Beijing, Tokyo, New
York and Rotterdam.

Visually compelling and insightful, Re-Framing Urban Space
provides a comprehensive and accessible means to understand
the critical properties that shape new urban spaces, illustrating

key design components and principles. An invaluable guide to

the stages of urban design, planning, policy and decision making,
this book is essential reading for urban design and planning
professionals, academics and students interested in public spaces
within high-density urban development.

Im Sik Cho is an assistant professor at the Department
of Architecture, School of Design and Environment, National
University of Singapore (NUS), where she serves as the leader for
urban studies research and teaching and principal investigator
for many research projects related to urban space design and
participatory planning for sustainable high-density environments.

Chye Kiang Heng is a professor, urban designer and planner.
Currently, he is the dean of the School of Design and Environment
at the National University of Singapore (NUS). He has published
four books and numerous articles and book chapters. He is visiting
professor at several leading Asian universities and serves on the
editorial board of a number of international journals.

Zdravko Trivic is an assistant professor at the Department of
Architecture, School of Design and Environment (SDE), National
University of Singapore (NUS). He also worked as a researcher
at the Centre for Sustainable Cities (CSAC), SDE, NUS. His
research and design work in the areas of urban design and health
and space theories has been presented internationally. He has
published several book chapters and conference and journal

articles.



“For a long time, conscientious professionals have expressed
hostility towards dense environments and tall buildings, harboring,
instead, the ideals of public spaces in the ‘human’ scale and the
city's rich visual communication in Medieval or nineteenth century
urban design. Today, however, anybody can freely eat, profess
their love, or read newspapers not only on ground level, but at
heights 10 m, 100 m, 1,000 m and 10,000 m above ground. It
is now time for classical knowledge to be reconstructed. This
book provides stimulating material for architects, urban designers
and landscape architects to revisit design philosophies on public
spaces and reach brilliant new ideas fit to the realities of today.”

—Hidetoshi Ohno, Professor Emeritus, University of Tokyo, Japan

“Focused on the dynamic, high-density cities of East Asia,
Re-Framing Urban Space argues that we need to move beyond
traditional public-private space dualisms, to recognize the
increasingly hybrid nature of contemporary cities. Provocative and
richly illustrated, yet profoundly pragmatic, this foundational text
should sit on every urban practitioner’s desk.”
—Jennifer Wolch, William W. Wurster Dean, College of
Environmental Design, University of California, Berkeley, USA
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Prologue

Places that evoke long-lasting memories for their visitors are often
found in the accessible urban spaces of the city, since these spaces
exude their individual charm and endow the city with a collective
sense of character. One remembers with fondness the plaza mayors
of Spanish cities, the canal streets of many a Dutch city, the sidewalk
cafés in Paris and the arcades in Milan, the night markets of Taipei,
the shotengai or covered shopping streets in Japanese cities, and the
xiangs and hutongs of Chinese cities. More specifically, one recalls
place-specific sites like Piazza San Marco in Venice, Times Square
in New York, Quiapo in Manila, the Bund in Shanghai, the banks
of Kamogawa River in Kyoto, and Insadong in Seoul. Descending
deeper into the memory bank, one might recollect particular urban
encounters such as a brief afternoon respite reading a guidebook on
abench in a pocket park in Paris or an evening stroll along the quays
of Singapore River. Although seemingly generic, these public spaces
play a significant role in our experience of the city.

Urban spaces made memorable by the visitor hold even more
importance for inhabitants and citizens of the city. These arenas
where civic lives intersect not only encapsulate the collective
memories of its people but also the stories told by one generation
to the next, the hopes and aspirations of the city and its
constituents, and the tender moments shared by couples and
families. It is in these crucibles that urban identities and social
cohesion are forged and the resilience of a city tested. Needless
to say, if the urban spaces of a city are successful in achieving
these aims, then the city, too, succeeds.

Cities with long histories have a range of such public spaces
that, over time, are shaped by and adapted to the different needs
of its inhabitants; in this respect, newer urban developments
that sprout overnight from speculative real estate play often lack
the treasured traits of established public spaces. The beloved
spaces of a city take generations to be nurtured into substantial
places that are valued by the communities around it, and so the
seeds which bear such fruits need to be planted together with
the planning and provision of fertile spaces for its growth. In
traditional towns and cities, a defined open space, a few benches,
a favorite corner café, a water fountain, an old tree, a few raised
steps, a thoughtful piece of public art and so on can evolve into
the nucleus within or around which meaningful public space forms.

Xiii

Casual observers familiar with the Western urban paradigm have
the misconception that traditional Asian cities—which evolved
over millennia under contrastingly different power structures and
belief systems—enjoy few, if any, public spaces. (East) Asian cities,
founded and transformed through various religious and political
ideologies, have formulated their own logic toward the treatment
of urban spaces: at bridgeheads, along river banks, around
wells, in front of temples, within temple compounds, before
administrative buildings and the like.

In the past few decades, the traditional urban tissue of many
matured Asian cities has been reworked by rapid urbanization.
The hybrid conditions that emerge from these fast-changing
cities provide, in some instances, great opportunities for public
space creation while, in other circumstances, causing irreversible
consequences for the grain and texture of age-old urban districts.
In many cases, swaths of existing urban fabric along with their
multifarious public spaces have been erased to make way for
extensive high-density real estate developments driven by
expedience and the maximization of profit. While there are
successful examples of new public space created in this dynamic
context—a number of which are featured in this volume—the
outcome, more often than not, is the proliferation of generic gated
communities and the replacement of veritable public domains
by exclusive private open spaces. Fortunately, in recent years,
forward-looking city managers, developers and architects have
collectively produced new typologies of public spaces that are
open to the wider community amidst such high-density residential
developments. Notable examples are Central Park Beijing
apartments (Xincheng gouji) and the Linked Hybrid in Beijing' or
the private residential developments along Robertson Quay and
in One North Residences at Biopolis in Singapore, to name a few.

Commercial retail developments are more concerned than
gated residential ones with creating public spaces, if nothing else,
to attract the public to frequent their shops. Many such spaces,
unfortunately, are privately owned public spaces or pseudo-public
spaces operating under a set of motivations that emphasize
individualism and consumption over civic interests and collective
rewards. This disparity between the private provider and public
user of urban open spaces, particularly within the premises of



RE-FRAMING URBAN SPACE

commercial retail developments, can create real barriers in terms
of accessibility and inclusiveness. The display of blatant signage
warning users of the types of activities that are prohibited and
the expression of non-verbal cues, such as indicators of dress
code and affordability, impose controls that may make certain
public spaces inviting to some but perhaps not to others. In this
respect, city governments can contribute (directly and indirectly)
to the protection of quality public spaces, since it is at this level of
urban planning where complex decisions are made pertaining to
land use, by-laws and incentives on development issues. Several
examples such as Roppongi Hills? and Tokyo Midtown® in Tokyo
and lon Orchard* in Singapore featured in this volume show the
insertion of such facilities and the creation of urban space often
near transport nodes.

At the periphery of existing cities, unshackled by historical
constraints, new urban forms flourish with mixed results. Particularly
in East Asia, these fringe areas are often met with high-density
developments. Occasionally, well-conceived master plans give
rise to new memorable urban spaces well loved by their users.
The lakeside promenade in Suzhou Industrial Park, Treelodge@
Punggol® in Singapore and Shinonome Codan Court?® in Tokyo are
examples that come to mind.

Equally creditable are the conversions of old industrial buildings
and dilapidated production facilities such as 798 Art Zone in Beijing
and the old log pond in Yilan. Meanwhile, in other cities, existing
infrastructures are improved and provide the city with surprising
encounters. New York’s High Line Park’ and Singapore's Kallang
River in Bishan Park are noteworthy examples; they are the pride
of the city in general, while also serving as an immense resource
for local residents who use them on a regular if not daily basis.

The world has undergone rapid changes in the past few
decades: the rising middle class and transformed lifestyles in
Asia, the emerging complex hybrid urban conditions in dense
Asian cities, the processes of globalization and neo-liberalism
that are not only dominating much of the developed world but
are also eroding the quality of public space, and the list goes on.
These changes have both enriched as well as undermined our
urban experience. Although there are instances where the urban
fabric and spaces of traditional cities have had to give way to
modern developments, new typologies have also emerged in the
process. Past research has primarily focused on familiar models of
urban space, such as squares, plazas, streets, parks and arcades;
this volume extends the repertoire to include the expanding
typologies of urban spaces emerging today.

These emerging contemporary spaces are shaped by a dynamic
process which aims to synergize the various aspects of urban
design from spatial configuration and programming to utilization
and management. At the same time, however, the hybrid spaces
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produced are often complicated by tensions and negotiations
among diverse users and agencies. The ever-evolving urban
conditions of high-density cities call for the re-conceptualization
of conventional modes of understanding urban design and public
space. Re-Framing Urban Space presents an innovative research
framework for inciting new knowledge on the complex relationship
between density and quality of public space. By re-examining
the characteristics and performances of public space, we gain an
enriched understanding of how enduring qualities are expressed and
negotiated through design and other measures in the increasingly
hybrid and high-density urban context. With this broad intention,
Re-Framing Urban Space aims to achieve three objectives.

First, as the title implies, re-framing urban space is an attempt
at rethinking and re-conceptualizing the role and meaning of
public spaces within the current global trends and challenges
accompanying contemporary urban development. In doing so,
the book addresses emerging hybrid urban space typologies
in high-density contexts that fall outside conventional notions
of public space. Second, this volume aims to demonstrate the
application of the Urban Space Framework and Instrument for: (1)
the systematic categorization of hybrid conditions and new urban
space typologies, and (2) the evaluation and analysis of urban
space performance. In this way, the book serves as a guide to
assess, plan, design (and redesign) urban spaces at various stages
of the decision-making process. Third, with over 50 urban spaces
explored through best practice case studies, the book adds
practical value to our knowledge of public space in an insightful
and visually compelling format.

While the geographic focus of this volume draws attention
to (East) Asian cities—in which Asia’s rapid pace of urbanization
and, hence, potential to exhibit new models of urban space
was discussed—the learning points gleaned from such a study
also correspond to the experiences of other cities, for example,
in Latin America and Africa, with comparatively high-density
urban development. Globalization, after all, has enabled the
exchange of ideologies and cultures across borders such that
urban phenomena once thought to be unique to a particular
region are transposed, thus implicating cities on a worldwide
scale. Likewise, the scope of the research framework and tools
introduced in this book are not city- or region-specific but, rather,
holistic and adaptable in their application capabilities to assess
and analyze various urban spaces in high-density environments.

With an intention to guide different phases in urban space
design, the structure of Re-Framing Urban Space reflects the main
stages of the design process, namely: Review, Understanding,
Assessment and Analysis, and Application. Chapter 1, “Review:
Urban Space and Current Tendencies in Urban Development,”
guides the reader through key theoretical and design concepts



currently dominating the discourse on public space. The chapter
also discusses current trends and challenges in contemporary urban
development (such as densification, intensification, hybridization
and sustainability), cross-referenced to a number of recent urban
design projects in high-density contexts globally. Building on
the literature review of relevant urban design theories, concepts,
guidelines and practices, Chapter 2, “Understanding: Quality
of Urban Space and Design Principles,” develops an integrated
urban space research framework by which to identify the critical
properties and design principles that shape new and emerging
quality public spaces in high-density urban environments.
Chapter 3, “Assessment and Analysis: Assessing the Quality of
Urban Space,” offers practical tools to capture, assess and analyze
urban space performance based on the systematic framework
established in Chapter 2. In closing, Chapter 4, “Application:

’

Guide to Design Actions,” suggests practical means of applying
the systematic framework and instrument to different design
purposes to facilitate optimum design actions to enhance the
urban space design quality that is relevant and of interest to urban
planners, urban designers, architects and developers.

Re-Framing Urban Space confronts the very real urban
conditions of densification and hybridity that are playing out in
some cities today, and which are sure to appear in many more
cities in the near future. The process of framing the notion of urban
space within the context of these emerging conditions, indeed, has
created (necessary) conceptual demands for this volume. First, can
certain valued qualities of public space be regarded as “timeless”?
If so, can these timeless characteristics be achieved under evolving
conditions found in hybridized high-density urban environments?

XV
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The book is premised on the assertion that public spaces with
timeless appeal do and can indeed prosper in hybrid high-density
cities; yet, second, how do we move beyond conventional means
of studying these emerging typologies of urban space? Third, what
innovative approaches in applied research can yield new insights
about the timeless qualities of public space? Our initial discussions
of framing urban space within today's hybrid and high-density urban
contexts consequently led us to the re-framing of urban space. In
re-framing urban space, we see an opportunity to advance the
frontier of knowledge on urban space by opening up possibilities
in research and practice for the inclusion of emergent public space
typologies where hybrid and high-density urban conditions prevail.

NOTES

1 See Chapter 2, “Urban Space Quality,” 15 and 42, and section entitled
"Orgware Qualities of Urban Space: An Example” for more details
about Dangdai Moma (Linked Hybrid) in Beijing.

2 See Chapter 2, “Urban Space Quality,” 12, 20, 27 and 35 for more
details about Roppongi Hills in Tokyo.

3 See Chapter 1, section entitled “Mixed-use Developments,” and
Chapter 2, "Urban Space Quality,” 22 and 36 for more details about
Tokyo Midtown in Tokyo.

4 See Chapter 2, "Urban Space Quality,” 2, 9, 29 and 38 for more details
about lon Orchard in Singapore.

5 See Chapter 2, “Urban Space Quality,” 1 and 10, and section entitled
"Qualities of Urban Space: An Example of Full Analysis” for more
details about Treelodge@Punggol in Singapore.

6 See Chapter 2, "Urban Space Quality,” 6, 38, 39 and 40, and section
entitled “Hardware Qualities of Urban Space: An Example” for more
details about Shinonome Codan Court in Tokyo.

7 See Chapter 1, section entitled “Recreational Green Hybrids,” and
Chapter 2, “"Urban Space Quality,” 15, 16, 29, 34, 37, 43 and 45 for
more details about the High Line Park in New York.
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