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We dedicate this book to every person who has ever
been trying to explore ways of making modern cities
truly sustainable, and who has ever offered us help
and concern.
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On 9 November 2005 during the state visit of Chinese President Hu Jing-
tao to the United Kingdom, a number of agreements were signed be-
tween Chinese and British companies in the areas of trade, science and
technology, and education.

Among the most interesting was the wide-reaching agreement signed be-
tween Shanghai Industrial Investment (Holdings) Co.,Ltd.(SIIC) and Arup,
the UK planning, engineering and consultancy firm, which was witnessed
by both the Chinese President and British Prime Minister Tony Blair. This
agreement confirmed the aim of developing the World’s first eco-city at
Dongtan, Shanghai.
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Planning a sustainable new city: Learning from global experience Sir Peter Hall

Dongtan is a truly momentous project, unique in the entire history of city building; almost by definition it must stand by itself.
But, in embarking on its planning and construction, it is first useful to learn whatever one can from the experience of other new
communities over the course of the previous century, ever since publication of Ebenezer Howard’s path-breaking book of 1898
(Howard 1898, 1902, 2003) which first suggested the idea of planning and building a new town outside a large city.

In doing so, it is necessary to be systematic. There are, I would argue, two key questions that need to be asked about such at-
tempts:

First, location: what is the relation to the “parent city”? Here, we can distinguish two models:

-Distant from the parent city and thus self-contained, as in the London new towns

-Close to the parent city and thus a satellite town, as in the Stockholm satellites and the Paris cités nouvelles.

Second, design: how to achieve a sustainable design? What are the key elements? I cannot pretend at a complete list, but there are
at least two critical elements:

-Green space which should surround the town and penetrating right into and through it;

‘Transport which should be planned to reduce dependence on the private car, through maximising public transport access, either

by rail or bus or some combination of the two— and related to land use planning.

Location

Howard argued that quite small garden cities (the planned size would be as low as 32,000) should be built at a minimum distance
from London — outside the possible commuter range — to ensure that they would be self-contained communities for living and
working. But, in order to obtain the economic and social advantages offered by larger cities, they should be planned and built
in clusters linked by light rail transit: Howard’s diagram shows a larger central garden city of 58,000 people surrounded by six
smaller cities of 32,000 each, totalling 250,000, though Howard makes clear that the cluster (which he called “Social City”) could
be bigger.

The first garden city was started in 1903 at Letchworth, 60 kilometres north of London, the second at in 1920 at Welwyn, 35
kilometres north of London. The first government-financed new towns were established after World War Two in this same belt,
between 35 and 60 kilometres from London, and two — Stevenage and Hatfield — were in exactly the same radial corridor as
Letchworth and Welwyn, so that today they constitute Howard’s Social City on the ground. But ironically Welwyn had become a
commuter settlement from the start, while Letchworth, Stevenage and Hatfield are also served by the same regular electric com-
muter trains that reach the heart of the City of London in an hour or less. In fact all these early new towns were soon absorbed
into London’s ever-expanding commuter belt, and a second generation of new cities, established in the 1960s — Milton Keynes,
Northampton and Peterborough — were planned much farther out, between 100 and 130 kilometres from London. But ironically,
transport technology caught up: today these cities, too, are served by fast trains connecting them at up to 200 km/hr. with London,
and have considerable commuter traffic.

Thus, in the last half-century, all these places have become part of an ever-expanding Mega-City-Region, extending up to 130 km



from London and incorporating no less than 50 separate cities and towns and their local surrounding commuter catchments, with
a total population of nearly 19 million people. The archetype of such a region is of course the Yangtze delta; we have only re-
cently come to realise that we are witnessing the same phenomenon in South East England, and it is the subject of a new research
study soon to be published (Hall and Pain 2006). How to create a largely self-contained, self-sustaining new city in such a com-
plex represents a major challenge. But there is a suggestion, emerging from our new recent research: South East England com-
prises the London commuter zone and no less than 50 other much smaller separate commuter catchment areas (“Functional Ur-
ban Regions”), and beyond about 60 kilometres from London they are largely self-contained, with around 75-85% of employed
residents finding local jobs. Thus, though they have excellent rail links and some of their residents use the fast trains to commute
to London, these people are a small minority. These links are used mainly for business travel into London. But the people who
use them are largely employed locally; they are not London commuters. This is a very important model.

Latterly, the UK government has begun to explore this model. Its 2003 Sustainable Communities strategy proposes a string of
developments along the main rail and road corridors leading north and east of London — including the locations of some of these
earlier new towns — at distances between 70 and 130 km from London. In their scale and their distance from London, these
should maintain a high degree of self-containment, although readily accessible to London for business meetings. The old Ebene-
zer Howard model of the Social City is being reinterpreted for the 21st century. It is well illustrated by the Milton Keynes-South
Midlands sub-regional strategy, which consists of a chain of medium-sized towns (three of them former new towns) along two

fast rail corridors fromLondon, separated by intervening open space.

In the 1950s, while the UK government was developing the first new towns, the Swedish government was pursuing a very dif-
ferent model around the city of Stockholm: satellite communities at about 15-20 kilometres distant, linked to the city centre and
other employment opportunities by a new metro (Tunnelbana) system. It worked well at first but generated far more car traffic
than anticipated because of the demand for access between the satellites and also to other outer areas, which the metro system did
not directly serve; bus transit proved to be an unattractive alternative. More recently, in the 1990s, the Swedish government have
produced what is in effect an alternative version of the UK’s Sustainable Communities strategy: a new rail system, produced by
upgrading and linking older lines, has linked the medium-sized towns between 60 and 120 kilometres from Stockholm, which are
suffering in various degrees from loss of older basic manufacturing employment (Visteras, Eskilstuna, Orebro), stimulating their
development as independent largely self-contained places, but providing the linkages to Stockholm that enhance their economic
role. This has generated new rail traffic, which has however proved sensitive to the level of service provided on the new links.

The 1965 plan for the Paris region, now known as the Région Ile-de-France, likewise developed new satellite cities, now how-
ever on a much larger scale (up to 500,000 people, with associated jobs), in close proximity to the existing agglomeration. Any
attempt at separation or self-containment was categorically rejected. This plan was successfully implemented and the region has
remained very compact, with a central business district that has marginally extended westward to the new commercial centres

of La Défense and Issy-Moulineaux; however, there is no attempt to generate self-containment. The 1994 revision of the plan
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stresses urban regeneration in the inner suburban ring just outside the historic central city, which suffered severely from de-
industrialisation in the 1980s. There was an initiative at that time to promote growth in the ring of so-called cathedral towns (Rouen,

Chartres, Reims) at about 100 kilometres from Paris, but this seems to have been effectively abandoned.

Sustainable Design: How to achieve it?

When we come to consider the internal planning of land uses and connecting transport systems within such a planned new town,
entirely different — but related — considerations apply.

The first is the disposition of green space. Howard’s garden cities would each be surrounded by a green belt separating them from
the next garden city or existing settlement: the resulting Social Cities diagram shows that they would follow a pattern later de-
scribed by Raymond Unwin, Howard’s architect at Letchworth and one of the key founding figures of UK town planning, as “towns
against a background of open country”. But equally, they would be totally penetrated by green space inside. Because they could
be planned without any concern for land values — the essence of Howard’s concept was that the land would be purchased very
cheaply at agricultural values and then owned and leased out by a trust — the centre of each garden city would be a huge circular
public park surrounded by civic buildings; this was actually achieved at Letchworth. Further, half way between this central park
and the edge of the town there would be an internal circular green belt — a park ring — providing open space for schools.

Howard stressed in his book that these maps were purely diagrammatic and that the actual planning must be adapted to the local
geography. Both Letchworth and Welwyn do contain large areas of green park space, though it does not take a circular form. So
do the new towns planned in the 1940s, where the green space is used to define and separate local neighbourhood units of 5-8000
people, each with their own shops and schools — an idea borrowed from an American community planner, Clarence Perry, who
first developed it in a planned garden suburb of New York, Forest Hills Gardens, in 1912.

American planners in fact developed Howard’s ideas further in two remarkable schemes which represent perhaps the finest ex-
tant examples of interpenetrating green space inside a planned new town: Radburn (1928) outside New York City and Greenbelt
(1935) outside Washington DC. In both, the architect-planner Clarence Perry played a key role. The Radburn plan was the first to
employ the idea of separating car and pedestrian-cycle traffic to provide safe routes for children to and from school, which was
later successfully employed in many of the UK new towns; instead, it gave its name to that layout. Unfortunately the town itself
was never completed because the Great Depression intervened, and only a small part of the original design survives. Greenbelt
in contrast was completed, and forms a remarkably coherent plan to this day: here the same principle of traffic separation is em-
ployed, but the pedestrian-cycle paths lead directly into a vast circular central park containing schools and community facilities,
around which the residential areas are grouped in a giant horseshoe.

The other critical question is the relationship of land uses, and the activities they house, with the urban transport system connect-
ing them together. Critical here are the densities, especially of residential development, but also of commercial development, that
will underpin a viable and satisfactory public transport system in cities where the majority of households may own cars; and,

related to this, the nature of that public transport system. Nick Falk and David Rudlin have analysed variations in residential den-



sity worldwide and their relation to transport (Rudlin and Falk 1999).

Significantly, different minimum densities are needed to support bus, light rail and heavy rail. For many types of urban develop-
ment, it appears that heavy metro type rail, with relatively high construction costs and high minimum density requirements, may
not prove feasible. The interesting point here is that, beginning with the city of Curitiba in Brazil and now on a larger scale with
Bogota in Colombia, it proves possible to develop viable high-capacity bus systems at a cost significantly lower than light rail,
and certainly much lower than full-scale heavy-rail metro. Such a system, which has progressively evolved in Curitiba since the
1970s, involves seamless-web interchange between high-capacity articulated buses carrying up to 270 people on express busway
corridors, orbital buses running in rings, and local buses providing feeder services into local interchange hubs, with deliberate
zoning for high-density development along the express radials.

This, it must be stressed, is not the only possible model. European cities like Freiburg in Germany or Strasbourg in France have
recently developed very effective new suburbs at medium-high densities along new tramway extensions, while Denmark is de-
veloping a “new town intown”, Qrestad, along a new metro corridor near to the Copenhagen airport and the approach to the new
road-rail crossing to Sweden. Earlier, in the 1950s and 1960s, Stockholm developed its famous satellite towns around extensions
of a new heavy-rail metro system, the Tunnelbana, using pyramids of high-density residential development around the train sta-
tions and the associated shopping centres; more recently, Singapore and Hong Kong have done the same. All these, and others,

should be systematically examined so as to extract the lessons — both positive and negative — that they offer for Dongtan.

Conclusion
This last point needs reiteration. A first approach to the design of Dongtan will be to extract systematically the lessons — both
positive and negative — of other major planning and design exercises over the last half-century. A second will be to synthesise the

positive lessons into a composite design vehicle. This will be a major priority task before “design for real” can begin.
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