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Abstract

Based on the concept of “Smart Planning and Building”, urban design is used as a tool to con-
tinuously optimize urban space. Starting from actual cases, it demonstrates innovative ideas from 
architecture to planning, from design to management.
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Today I will share with you certain ‘Bay Area’ 
practices. Indeed, when it comes to urban de-
sign, we have seen this term used extensively 
in mainland China during the last two decades. 
Our practise is based at South China University 
of Technology in Guangzhou, a major metropo-
lis in the Bay Area. Indeed, we collaborated ex-
tensively with the University of Hong Kong, par-
ticularly with Professor Ye Min, in founding the 
HKU Urban Design Program some years ago. 
As a result, I am delighted to have this chance 
to discuss urban design within the context of 
the Bay Area.

When it comes to urban design, it is critical to 
place a premium on cities. Indeed, both Chi-
na and the West have produced magnificent 
cultural masterpieces throughout the history 
of urban development. We also have a glori-
ous history inside the Lingnan cultural circle, 
which encompasses the Greater Bay Area. We 
are in the process of traditional Chinese old city 
development, and in contemporary times, we 
have an outstanding combination of urban de-
velopment and building. Although our econom-
ic and historical circumstances were not ideal 
at the time, we now observe the fast emergence 
of modern cities with significant historical sig-
nificance across the Bay Area. This is critical to 
our current research of urban design. We can 
understand that arcade streets are a significant 
cultural remnant of the Lingnan character and 
that of the Greater Bay Area, as they reflect a 
high standard of practise in the area of urban 
planning at the time.

Today’s remarks also reflect the same state of 

affairs in the Bay Area and across the globe. We 
are all confronted with the same enormous chal-
lenge. This includes both natural and controlled 
resources, as well as human-made challenges. 
Several of these challenges are significant. Land 
usage is, in fact, very distinct. We seem to be 
very adept at designing and managing such sys-
tems. Similarly, the Bay Area confronts signifi-
cant challenges as a result of the global climate 
crisis, and what’s more alarming is that when 
we discuss the Bay Area, we often gloss over the 
very real threat of climate change to our area in 
our ambitious imagination. We are already one 
of the world’s most hazardous areas.

My team and I have been doing urban design 
in the Bay Area for the last two decades. The 
vast number of studies accumulated allow us to 
select some instances to share which are par-
ticularly relevant.

From our point of view, the Bay Area represents 
the necessity of planning and implementing a 

Figure 1. Ancient Chinese planning
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comprehensive network of sustainable devel-
opment utilising urban design knowledge, yet 
urban design is not a formal framework tool of 
mainland China’s statutory planning process, 
merely a link to it and subject to its controls. 
However urban design is critical to the develop-
ment process, so how should it be implement-
ed? These issues need to be understood from a 
practice point of view.

We need both more compact land use and 
greener, more resilient cities. Simultaneously, 
we must consider this need seriously for ad-
aptation into a larger frame. It’s common that 
in the international world, today we reach an 
agreement, tomorrow someone drops out and 
the next day someone else rejoins. But this atti-
tude should never be adopted in our practice in 
the GBA. It’s too childish to consider. This is one 
of the most immediate impacts on our area, and 
one that we must consider in our professional 
decision-making process. We have no opportu-
nity to regret and re-act.

Guangzhou’s West Pazhou neighbourhood  
represents an important stride in the city’s ex-
pansion from the north bank of the Pearl River 
to the south bank in the year 2000. Thus, this 
programme has been created in a conventional 
manner for many years, including international 
bidding, and then integrated to reach a given 
outcome on the mainland, referred to as ‘con-
trolled detailed planning’. This is one of the 
concepts we observed in 2014 while working 
on the Guangzhou Pazhou Internet Innovation 
Zone project. On the basis of this strategy, the 
government anticipates our involvement in a Figure 2. Qilou Street (top); Loose land use (centre); Cli-

mate disasters (bottom)
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reasonably significant piece of follow-up con-
trol work. However, at the time, we intend to 
employ urban design to optimise and sort based 
on a sustainable approach. And this is a criti-
cal aspect of the issue we’re going to discuss 
today, which is sustainability. The major issue 
is the difficulty in finding the key points to start 
with in implementing sustainable development. 
In such circumstances, we believe urban de-
sign plays a critical role. Since the government 
hopes that we participate in the subsequent 
regulations and make our own contribution, 
then we would hope to emphasise our current 
optimisation efforts. After reviewing this current 
blueprint, we’ve created a fresh approach.

We are doing a re-evaluation of how the land 
has evolved since 2007. The graphic shows that 
there has been significant change in the land, 
the business, and our plans. Some new plans 
are already in the approval stage. However, if 
we read closely, we will see that this plan is 
essentially an interpretation of the initial prob-
ability, and there is a possibility that may be im-
proved further. At its heart, of course, was our 
belief that it was critical to promote a new sort 
of intensive city, while also instilling green and 
resilient values early on. Along with more sig-
nificant urban design, we must also pay atten-
tion to people and the fundamental public space 
system. As a result, we included some optimisa-

Figure 3. Guangzhou Pazhou West District urban design
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tion. This is the revised urban design plan as a 
result of our optimisation efforts (see figure 4). 
Here shown, we provide our own suggestions 
and a fresh perspective on the programme. This 
optimisation included multiple content modifi-
cations. Initially, we need to expand the infra-
structure supporting public service facilities. For 
a long period of time, in the land-based devel-
opment mode, there has been a dearth of basic 
common facilities; we hope to make significant 
additions and improvements here, including in-
ternal and external public connections, a slow 
traffic system, and the strengthening of public 
municipal supporting facilities. We essentially 
categorised the original modernist planning 
notion of vast plots in terms of transportation. 
On the right hand graphic, we see the restored 
land usage, including the block scale. The huge 
plots included therein represent the initial base 
condition, while the new little plots represent 
the consequence of our plan. And here, in the 
main area, we replaced a modernist design with 
a new community pedestrian walkway. This not 
only expands transportation alternatives, but 
also opportunities for growth. Simultaneously, 
we made a significant adjustment to the public 
space system.

In terms of public transportation, we have in-
cluded a suggestion in this new plan that is 
mostly focused on public transit (see figure 
5). Because in such a vital district, it is public 
transportation, not private automobiles, that we 
should really depend on. As a consequence, 
we’ve made significant improvements to the 
service of walking and slow traffic. These im-
provements may be effected via urban design. 

Along with land tran-

Along with land transportation, we incorporated 
a range of modes and aspire to integrate our Bay 
Area’s most unique water transportation. Natu-
rally, there is also a synthesis between the slow 
traffic system as a whole and the architectural 
space. As a result, I want not just a slow traffic 
system, but also a slow comfort, particularly in 

Figure 4. Densify the Street Grid Before optimization (up); 
Densify the Street Grid After optimization (bottom)

Urbanie and Urbanus

  SPECIAL ISSUE                            

  

56

Yimin Sun



regard to the structure.

We were constantly aware of our traditional ar-
caded building frontage. These spaces are some 
of the characteristics of the Bay Area, yet we of-
ten lack the ability to apply distinct planning. 
Thus, in the process of intensification, we want 
to enhance the extremities in this area. Even in 
the most typical firefighting, our technique of 

compaction requires us to define precise spaces 
inside the plot. Such a small number of spaces, 
in the past, was also seen in conventional plan-
ning. With the urban space, we created an in-
tense and compact concept. As a consequence, 
we maintain the same breadth and adaptability 
regardless of whether motor vehicles or pedes-
trians are present, as long as the original traffic 
capacity is maintained. However, we reduced 

Figure 5. More Metro and LRT Station Before optimiza-
tion (up); More Metro and LRT Station After optimization 
(bottom)

Figure 6. Ferry Port

Figure 7. Pedestrian framework 
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the spacing between buildings, illustrating the 
disparity between the kind of street layout we 
developed in the Bay Area and the type of traf-
fic planning that is prevalent on the mainland. 
We have indeed accomplished a reduction in 
land usage via the employment of a variety of 
technical tools. Simultaneously, we feel that 
this tighter architecture between the words has 
a kinship with a new urban spatial shape, a vi-
sion for execution.

Such a broad alteration has a great deal of infor-
mation that may be analysed. We have merged 
our roadways and transportation systems. So 
that we may realise our true final goal, a process 
that features intensive and compact land devel-
opment. Indeed, this data shown is typical of 
global examples of urban design. We conduct-
ed a comparison on a fundamental level and in 
light of our country’s present condition. Thus, 
we increased the density of traffic on the road.

We subsequently merged the overarching de-
sign rules for each plot to create significant 
control guidelines. The most critical element of 
this guidance however, is that we integrate the 
land transfer procedure after the preliminary 
preparation. The mechanism encompasses both 
above and below ground.

At the same time, our primary focus should still 
be on urban design, which is the most funda-
mental value and substance of design. As our 
city development is based on the banks of the 
river, our intensive growth should still be con-
sistent with its original natural surroundings. We 
aim to preserve our original connections with 
nature, which should feature the most critical a-

ffinity and certain flexibilities.

We attempted to restore as much as possible 
of the baseline water system, which had been 
harmed by prior modifications, while retaining 
some of the most critical markers of biological 
qualities. Our new water system will be con-
structed once again after our optimisation pro-
cess. Indeed, this drainage system has existed 
all year, but it was altered at the final design 
phase. This strategy is not only contained inside 
a basic water system, but also reflects the de-
velopment of a dense and compact CBD while 

Figure 8. East Arcade section of Pazhou Street - Square and 
street
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respecting nature’s history and legacy. That is a 
significant distinction. Additionally, this facil-
ity has several very significant historical relics. 
These types of relics have not been preserved 
traditionally. For example, in the case of Pearl 
River Brewery, we make every effort to correct 
any unintended problems and to strengthen this 

new functionality.

Due to the fact that the original plan called for 
just a portion of the industrial buildings to be 
retained, we made a fresh adjustment of cer-
tain components that could not be safeguarded 
via programme design. For example, centralised 
park space was retained in combination with 
some preservation efforts towards old industrial 
infrastructure. With this method, not only are 
new green spaces established, but a connection 
with the past maintained through green space. 
This chapter of history is often neglected in the 
current state of affairs. Within this new public 
space system, we have also shown full consid-
eration to slow traffic. We have addressed the 
scale of the new public space system to match 
the capacity of walking. Simultaneously, we 
have struggled to identify an arcaded building 
frontage for a high-rise building development 
system via the principles that govern it.

This is the resulting functional system after it 
has been optimised. Simultaneously, we have a 
long history of deeply embedded functionalism 
planning, which results in the city with a single 
function. For this region, we continue to strive 
for a dynamic CBD that is open 24 hours a day. 
In this vertical approach, we merge many roles 
via a process of real ethics and design optimiza-
tion. We think that a CBD may also demonstrate 
a community’s complete variety and inclusion. 
Naturally, this industry’s heritage plays a signifi-
cant part in it. Today, a portion of it is already 
proceeding in an organised manner. Guang-
zhou Pa Ti has to be a significant, one-of-a-kind 
cultural innovation area. This is what Central 

Figure 9. Underground Space Before optimization (up); 
Underground Space After optimization (bottom)
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Park has. Certain industrial buildings must be 
dismantled due to their traditional construction 
methods. In fact, the demolition process wastes 
a great deal of money and resources and con-
tributes to secondary pollution. This time, our 
modification is not a simple change in land-
scape shape, but rather a combination of such 
preservation. Similarly, we partnered with the 
media to generate significant awareness for 
some of our concepts and material. From the ur-
ban design of a sector, such significant aspects 
are communicated to the whole Chinese media 

in order to impact a broader audience. This, of 
course, covers the process of implementing our 
area.

Guidelines should regulate style in accordance 
with the government’s interests. Additionally, 
we need to engage in a bidding process; these 
are hard-and-fast rules. These efforts enable the 
district owners and their team, which includes 
architects, to come in and have a clear vision 
for the project. Naturally, it contains some ma-
terial relating to emerging technologies, such 

Figure 10. Explore and Protect the Natural and Industrial features
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as green and smart. We conducted a thorough 
investigation of this before the vision of such 
density was advanced. Indeed, in a location like 
ours, a somewhat dense roadway network must 
include sun penetration and energy conserva-
tion. These are really important arguments, and 
we believe we should make every effort to exe-
cute them with the assistance of scientific study. 
We retain the original content but provide new 
parameters for stiffness and suppleness. The pri-
mary issue in any planning, in contemporary 
urban design, and particularly in the common 
mainland cities, is how to successfully apply ur-
ban design principles through the implementa-
tion process.

In Guangzhou, we collaborated with the local 
government in 2014, particularly the Bureau of 
Planning and Nature, to establish a new supervi-
sory position of ‘Regional City Chief Designer’. 
This is the first time in the history of the Chinese 
mainland that urban designers are portrayed 
positively. We used conventional contracts and 
job specifications. The government has released 
papers and the Planning and Natural Resourc-
es Committee has issued directives in this area 
as well. We hope that the area’s leading urban 
designer would conduct a review of the whole 
public space’s style, particularly the content of 
the arcaded frontages. Indeed, we are propos-
ing a fresh third-party consultation for govern-
ment approval within this framework, and it is 
critical to reassess the timeframe.

The scope of some of the guidelines for stan-
dards in the public interest extend to the whole 
region. This innovative method is really a very 

significant examination of the mainland’s design 
trend by the region’s premier urban designer. In 
the case of Guangzhou, the whole government, 
including our planning system, has always been 
the first city in Chinese history to develop such 
a metropolis. Guangzhou was the first city to 
adopt Chinese management practises. Guang-
zhou, in reality, established a mayoral admin-
istration structure in the early years of the Re-
public of China. So, in essence, Guangzhou’s 
municipal administration is among the most so-
phisticated in mainland China. In recent years, 
however, this history of brilliance has remained. 
For the first time, we proposed this idea with the 
public good and the environment at its centre. 
Guangzhou received a very solid execution of 
the procedure in this process. We ourselves do 
not have complete legal standing as the imple-
menting party;  we’re only government consul-
tants. The government, on the other hand, has 
collaborated with us in a responsible manner 
so that our work may continue to be one of our 
most significant aiding responsibilities in the fu-
ture.

Our guidelines system gives a very robust provi-
sion. Our rules, on the other hand, may be dis-
cussed at any time throughout the implementa-
tion process. This debate is a process that can 
be documented. And the most fundamental is 
the public interest and environmental advan-
tages, which may be discussed. We’re not only 
looking at spatial shape in these circumstances; 
we’re also looking at above and below ground. 
The owners collaborated with our team of city 
directors and the regional control of local gov-
ernments to develop a set of processes through-
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out the process of such modifications, from 
guidelines to plans to final execution. The end 
outcome is a solid enhancement for the public 
benefit, while also bringing the owner’s design 
more in line with his personal requirements. In 
reality, we feel that under the regional director 
system, the guidelines are primarily a starting 
point for talks from the standpoint of sustain-
ability and public interest, rather than just man-
agement of the eventual plan. In reality, the 

working method is reflected in this guide, from 
the refinement of this plan to the ultimate ex-
ecution. So here is the almost-completed status 
quo. In several of these instances, the architect 
plays a critical role. However, after five years of 
quick implementation, our region has begun to 
take form, and a significant amount of material 
has been realised.

Thus, in this scenario, we are benefiting the 

Figure 11. Green Tech Guideline
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economy and growing industry. As a result, over 
the last five years, this area has developed into 
the centre of Guangzhou’s digital economy, 
from the internet innovation cluster in the be-
ginning to the government and provincial gov-
ernments’ work reports last year. The primary 
reason for this is because we adhere to a set of 
very cost-effective methods, which ensures that 
the heart continues to beat strongly, resulting in 
rapid implementation, but also in the strong en-
gagement of internet enterprises in promotion. 
While internet businesses provide a significant 
boost to the area, they also help sustain our 
ecological environment and quality of life. As 
a result, we expanded water infrastructure and 
subsequently added additional projects. Simul-
taneously, the enhanced development capabil-
ity has a significant social benefit. Indeed, as 
part of this process, our programme engages in 
a variety of interactions with professionals in 

LRTGreen space

Water bus

Connection

Figure 12. VIPShop‘s plot design process

Figure 13. VIPShop‘s plot project
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the domains of domestic planning and archi-
tecture. Additionally, we received a number of 
accolades and last year we won a significant in-
ternational prize for green city building. We are 
not implying that everything must be set up to 
compete for an award, but, our in-depth exami-
nation of sustainable urban design has garnered 
worldwide and local acclaim. 

We conducted a similar investigation in the 
Nansha region, including an instance later. The 
case of Guangzhou’s Baietan Region is inextri-
cably linked to the heart of our Bay Area, espe-

cially the Pearl River estuary. This connection 
expresses our appreciation for what remains in 
terms of natural resources and our willingness to 
continuously enhance our management system 
together with applying engineering technology 
as the most critical components of our urban 
design. In these three areas, I believe that every-
one of us in the Bay Area has distinct problems. 
We each have our own set of strengths and mo-
tivations. We have the chance to expound on 
this, but I want to underline that urban design, 
as a highly analytical instrument, can really very 

Figure 14. Baietan Central Business District  Urban design optimization
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effectively coordinate our route toward sustain-
able development. Although several aspects of 
our governance state were insufficiently ad-
equate for implementing our goal, the process 
design provided us with a chance to do so. The 
Bay Area’s urban design is critical. Indeed, both 
instances feature Guangzhou’s central business 
district and illustrate a trend of integrated de-
velopment with the Pearl River. As a result, we 
maintain that urban design provides a chance 
to reorganise planning and maximise urban 
growth. We aim to carry this plan to its logical 
conclusion and incorporate our new ideas into 
a broader development vision, which is equally 
critical. That is the first point. Second, being 
the first generation of ‘chief urban designers’, 
we believe that such a system is critical, much 
more so under our present system. Indeed, this 
section of the sorting may demonstrate a more 
scientific building of our area and effectively ex-
ecute it throughout the implementation phase. 
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