The 4™ International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU)
2009 Amsterdam/Delft
The New Urban Question — Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism

POST “GENERIC CITY” —WHEN A CITY IS NEARLY EXPIRED
WATERFRONT INDUSTRIAL PRESERVATION & DEVELOPMENT:
THE SHUNDE CASE, THE PRD

Doreen Heng L1U

“As usual, history is a seamless web, a Gordiaot,kequiring some more or less arbitrary unpickiing
order to get started.”
Rettall, “Cities of Imagination” in “ Cities of Tomorrow”

“As we move into the unknown territories of the tefirst century, the unresolved conflict between
globalization and diversity and the unanswered tipre®f choosing between international interventsom
identity, are increasingly leading to crises aslts the threat of a nuclear catastrophe in tiuglimiof the
last century. The task of critical regionalismdgethink architecture through the concept of regiwhether
this involves complex human ties or the balancthefecosystem, it is opposed to mindlessly adoptieg
narcissistic dogmas in the name of universalitadieg to environments that are economically coatiy
ecologically destructive to the human community.atVive call the critical regionalist approach toiges
and the architecture of identity recognizes theusabf the singular, circumscribes projects withire t
physical, social, and cultural constraints of tlatipular, aiming at sustaining diversity while béting
from universality.?

Alexander Tzonis, Critical Regionalism”

In September, which is still summer in southernn@hi drove slowly along the river bank. On theeriv
side, there were yellow painted factory buildinigd, of the flavor of 1950s and 60s; on the othieesthere
were arcade buildings which only exist in south@hina. Near the bank, there laid small boats whizften
took when | was a little kid. The hot air mixed wihe smell of river water and river food blew ty face.
The time seemed stopped or just passing by slag,a familiar pastoral feeling reminded me of raysd
in Liezhou peninsular when | lived with my grandmiao worked in a sugar factory.

At the invitation from a governmental departmentliarge of culture in Shunde, |, together with some
friends who were fond of southern China local a@ficame to Ronggui, an old county in the soutipamn
of Shunde. According to local officials, the watesources department, in order to protect watemuress,
had decided to shut down all the industrial productlong the waterfront and were preparing to desino
all the factory buildings and converted the lamite public green lands. My friends turned to me atider
architects, hoping that we can come up with sonodepsional ideas to persuade the government to keep
these factory buildings and convert them into otre®s, such as Beijing’s 798, Shanghai’s SuzhoerRiv
other cultural-art industry.

After visiting so many waterfronts green land pagkeund the country including peril river delta
region, | became insensible to these all similakgaNow, immersed in the slow living pace delibela
kept by Ronggui, with the southern childhood megmarmind, | felt a sense of responsibility, eittar an
architect, or as a scholar or as a southernerjng the necessary attention to this place whidjoisg to be
abandoned and to this living style which we becalstant with long ago. What's more important, trgbu

! Hall, PeterCitites of Tomorrow, Blackwell, Oxford, 2002, p.6.

? Lefaivre, Liane & Tzonis, Alexande€ritical Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Globalized
World. Prestel Verlag, Munich/Berlin/London/New York, 20@320.
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this attention, the generic meaning of “city idgyitduring the industrial transformation in Peail/& Delta
region would be put under spot light.

“Southern China City”

Before industrial globalization, Shunde was a tgpigaterfront town in southern China. The network
of waterways helped people organize their livesdyg special arcade buildings protected peopleraga
sunshine, wind and rain; special vegetables sugihaenix trees, banyan and artabortys uncinatue ther
ones which only grow in the humid and hot environtria southern China... all these constituted a teisu
but also busy picture of “Along the River Duringtlingming Festival”. The mulberry plantation aighf
pound led to scaled production of silk. By thatdina prototype of a busy yet leisure ecologicakgreity
had come into shape.

Industrial city
The “Great Leap Forward’movement in 1958 draggednfib to another round of industrialization.

The waterfront industrial zones, which were devetbpy taking the transportation advantage broughhé
dense waterways in peril river, became the modaho$t advanced productivity and most typical urban
space at that time. Especially the city scene alinegriver looked just like European cities in timéd
eighteenth century when they became industriakosiety.

Generic City
After the early ecological industry based on mutpeantation and fish pounds and the top-down

mandatory industrialization in “Great Leap Forwar8hunde finally got some unprecedented opporasiti
from the “reform and opening up”. By creating ampmessive GDP through diversified industries such as
furniture, electronic appliances and flowers, Skusdccessfully landed itself among the “four tifjens
Guangdong’'s economy. The successful economic miodpkril river delta region ushered in a time of
speedy development when townships in China allredtento an all-round industrialization, globalipat
and urbanization: guided by the sole pursuit fghhGDP, cities, in an instant, arbitrarily spanngeleted
and pasted, leaving no room for city managers ta @deéth; for a time, with a mindset of seeking for
immediate interests, arbitrariness and chaos, nhyt 8hunde but the whole peril river delta regioasw
reduced to a universal city scene—a super “gewrésit with a population of 40 million.

This phenomenon was pointed out by Rem Koolhaasestern scholar and architect, as “Generic
City”. Just as he said: it is nothing but a refl@ctof present need and present ability. It isditg without
history. It is big enough for everybody. It is eagydoes not need maintenance. If it gets too kihalst
expands. If it gets old it just self-destructs aedews. It is equally exciting -- or unexciting aehere. It
can produce a new identity every Monday mornihg'.

However, how long can this “face changing” gamé?ashe rapid industrialization, globalization and
urbanization at the expense of treasured land ress@nd environment appear unsustainable, edyeatial
time when peril river delta region’s “take in” aficbpying” economic model is on the down turn. Thius
became inevitable that Ronggui's waterfront indus$tad to be replaced by sustainable policies sich a
cleaning water resources and building public gtaed.

Post “Generic City” = New Southern China

When the network of highways and roads at varieusls became as intense as that of the waterways,
waterfront industrial zones were bond to reachrtfiedlly days. Those industries were put into avmeund
of transformation crisis: while considering presegvindustrial competitiveness, the local governtném
the name of protecting water resources from palfuéind building a sustainable city, not only shavd all
the waterfront production, but also demolisheddhiefactory buildings. Shunde’s waterfront industisite
is replaced by today’s popular “public green land”Shunde’s five-year plan. If it's true that aHet
historical dimensions can so easily be erased, iistwo simple in renewing city identity?

The scale and speed developed in industrializat@hurbanization almost swept all the cities irilper
river delta region, no matter first tier, secorat tr third tier. After chaos, city space had maréess traces

% Koolhaas, Rem & Mau, Bruc8, M, L & XL, Monacelli Press, 1995. p.1250
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of each era left in it. No matter survived or alb@metl, these traces will become the living memaofethe

city and get involved into the next round of “fackeanging” game. By for this time’s rules, do we &dav
opportunities to reconstruct and redefine themthidslogically sound plan—water pollution, factorisut
down, buildings demolished and green land rebuileft-tls no room for questioning?

- Does the protection of water resources makajiissible to keep these industrial sites? Is iessary that
waterfront public space is in the form public gréemd; can it be public space with industrial siteg?

- If the industrial sites are kept within the pubkpace, is it possible for them to be reused as
community’s“production space”with no water pollutiproduced or be used to upgrade the community’s
industrial structure and social space?

- If the waterfront industrial sitse can be kept‘production space”, then is the creative art sidal model

of Beijing's 798 or Shanghai’'s Suzhou River theyocthoice they have? Are they going to be trappetthén
cycling game of “thousand factories, same parks™?

When becoming outdated in western world, the imhlgbreservation and protection, together with
the creative industrial parks built on the sitesspreading around China quietly along with thadref
globalization. But the research on this topic, eslly on the industrial reconstruction and cityasp
renewal is just taking start. How can the creaitidiistrial parks regenerate themselves in glob#dizatself
is a tough question. Between the globalization espnted by creative industrial parks and the susite
cities represented by waterfront public green laads there other possibilities for bottom-up apphes for
renovating city industry and city design based acel culture? Finally, does public space meansipubl
green lands or community space? Can we integrate th make more efficient use of land?

Taking the chance of teaching urban design in thie€Se university of Hong Kong, | hope that | can
lead my master student to some in-depth researciRarggui’'s waterfront industrial sites against the
background of industrial policy and city space. Sehstudents will try to put forward various stragsgon
design of the city and the future industries foe thaterfront industrial zones with a diameter afe¢h
kilometers. The slow food, the Education Park Xustdial Design and the Playful Hybrid are such epias:
these strategies are based upon the local cutnomomy and existing city fabric, and can be irdgtEgt to
produce new industrial and space strategies.

Epilogue
From industrial globalization to sustainable depet@ent, Chinese cities have always been busy

catching up with the world pace, even though theay mot over take (and they do not know how to) n€ée
cities hope to finish the conversion from industcities to ecological green cities overnight, dredieve that
they can accomplish the “face changing” and evemuild” simply through repeating the three actions—
shutting down, demolishing and reconstruction. €snpeople are accustomed to “understand” their new
identity in dismantling the past. But each timeéeathe “face changing” and “rebuilding”, do we ligget a

new identity? Or maybe it is only an illusion.

The “generic city” represents a time divider. Tbigcept also sometimes means the Pearl Delta River
region. When the “Generic city” is no long sustbiea faced with the global economic turmoil, enecggis
and China’s industrial transformation, the “genasity” will continue to be generic, or become glbbad,
or return to its special local identity? In a biedrexhibition held in Shenzhen in 2007, the questof
“outdated city” was put forward. After so many ralsmof outdating, should cities like “generic citgbuild
themselves in the way we demolish all the watetffaotories and replace them by public green lafds?
think about these questions, we have to rethinletisence and strategy of city sustainable develoiprfibe
waterfront preservation & development is the foka series of questions that “generic city” PRDioe has
to answer.

When all the questions are asked so many timesdjdve the answer is more real and prudent than the
conclusions draw from no questions. | also belitve re-generated city can better cope with future’'s
unknown challenges. Can the one who lost his itleintichaos re-find himself in slow paced life? Biess
at lease is a chance, just as the fastness wasdboades ago.
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APPENDIX

Slowfood

Fastfoodn. Inexpensive food, such as hamburgers and friekehjprepared and served quickly.
Slowfoodn. Anatomy of fastfood. However, it means much mben preparing and serving the food slowly.

We consciously eating unhealthy food from the gliaation of fastfood; at the same time, we are also
eating unhealthy food unconsciously. Poisonous,faxpired food news are heard every day, ared it i
getting more serious undoubtedly. What will theufatbe, if the situation continues?

Slowfood movement was founded in Italy, 1986. trpotes to bring people the real quality of food
and original food to people, to preserve traditipregional food culture and species. It now iseleped
into a life style but not only about food. Shunttes food culture origin in Guangdong, should besptially
and proficiently becomes the slowfood origin in @hiWe believe that the Ronggui old industrial wabet
would be more than suitable to become a slowfowaaht®Ve aimed at providing a green waterfront to the
city; meanwhile, integrating the natural and cuwdtdood industry with tourism to bring up the econo
around that area.

A Playful Hybrid

In the past, large factory premises blocked thevvémd access to the riverfront. This led to large
zoning by programs and a full life cycle (work/gtal / sleep) was lacked within one zone. We beliethat
the riverfront should be enjoyed by all Shunde pe@s water is very important to their lives. Weaal
believed that “play” (leisure) is an essential neégdeople and that this kind of activities shob&lavailable
at the site. From our research, we found that theuat of hotels in Shunde is not enough to acconateod
the rising number of tourists. We then came up withfollowing idea:

PLAY + HOTELS = Theme Hotels

“Play” would act as the new leading force to dramojle into the site, give lives to the site, and
generate income for the locals again. This schemadvbenefit both the visitors and the locals. Wi
would have more choices, while the locals wouldehavore leisure activities. This would also led o a
increase in job opportunities for the locals sitiee moving away of the factories. The visitors vebalso
stay longer with the introduction of a large vayieif leisure activities and thus more income wohél
generated. 4 theme hotels were purposed. The Shdadage Hotel and the Leisure Farm Resort are
dedication to Shunde’s past. The Water Hotel suiggest a new use of water, which is leisure, eddbals.
The Art Boutique Hotel is a totally new aspect tizabrought into the site as there is a lack aftithe site
before. They are all situated into the site witk tid buildings (forms) and existing fabrics takiimgo
consideration. A part of the site would be dediddtethe locals and the affected local people coubde to
this part. They could live on the upper floor amgrg out their own small business on the groundrfia the
long arcade. To put it in short, the locals arenglhnto account in every move of our project arel bvelieve
theme hotels would be the answer for their future.

Education Park X Industrial Design

Looking forward to the future development of Shunithe industrial design is doubtlessly an urging
topic to be promoted in order to uphold the citiienour, “Hometown of Domestic Appliance”. The
potential and necessity to develop industrial dessgalso recognized by the government, in a way tthe
immature field has to be pushed forward to bring $inunde industry of domestic appliances to thdinga
position.

However, it is discovered that the honour is ontljltbfrom the government, professionals and
manufacturers. The ordinary citizens of Shundectvlsiccounts for the large portion of city secternot
included in the honour. Together with the industresources available near the site at Rongguis it
proposed with “Education Park X Industrial Design”.

The proposal aims to be opened and available t8halhde citizens. It is not the mode of education
like other schools, it is a park that everyone @ecess and have leisure inside. Spontaneous lgamide is
suggested, which is carried out by means of dailiities: Living, Moving, Playing and Working.

The park first adapts the valuable factories tpteserved. In between are several nodes of opee spa
to connect through the site in the horizontal disiem while the village in the other dimension. Titzens
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could easily access the site by cars or on footcrmllate around by bike. The arrangement of the f
programmes (Living, Moving, Playing and Workingg antended to maximize the exposure, experience and
discussion when one stroll through to achieve theatgst effect of spontaneous learning. Learning in
industrial design becomes everyone, anytime and/eaion of Shunde citizens.
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