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Figure 5.32 

Morphological studies of the five selected neighborhoods in Tongzhou
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Figure 5.33
Yuqiao Beili neighborhood
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Figure 5.34
(1) Xin Hualian neighborhood: architectonic styles, public spaces and community facilities (2) Small businesses, street vendors, 
public spaces and public facilities in XIn Hualian
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Xin Hualian Jiayuan

Many profit-driven commercial projects from the second half of the 1990s in Tongzhou 
were either small-scale or lacked attention to design, construction quality and 
community life. Xin Hualian Jianyuan (figure 5.34-1), which was developed after the 
year 2000, represents a new generation of quality commercial neighborhoods. The 
neighborhood was awarded one of the ten “golden medal designed neighborhoods” 
in Beijing in 2003 by the city’s urban planning bureau. It is located right next to the 
second light-rail station, with excellent accessibility to both public transportation and 
the main city roads. The property is divided into two districts, northern and southern, 
covering a total area of 27.3 hectares. The northern district, which is the phase II 
area built from 2003 to 2005, was analyzed in this research project. It has an area of 
12.3 hectares, with a FAR of 1.9. The building typology is mainly middle to high-rises 
(6-11 stories). Over 2200 households (about 6-7000 people) live in the thirty-three 
buildings in this area. 

Compared to the neighborhood design of the 1980s and 1990s, an obvious difference 
is the attention to architectural detail. The exterior and façade design was based on 
European styles. The architectonic languages that were applied included warm colored 
decorative tiles, pediments, arches, columns, and small domes and pavilions at the 
top of the buildings as ornamental elements. In addition, the Triumph Arch shaped 
entrance gates, and the iconic tall bell tower serve as landmarks. The emulation of 
classic European architectural styles was quite prevalent in urban China in the early 
2000s. It was used to demonstrate a new lifestyle, a taste of culture, and a bourgeois 
label to the inhabitants. 

Xin Hualian Jianyuan also offers abundant, well-designed open spaces, greenery 
and quality community facilities. As in Yuqiao Beili, a central park serves as the main 
public space. The developer gave a greater attention to detail in the design of the 
buildings and public spaces. A round-shaped, hard-ground sink square with a fountain, 
pavilions, and benches is planned in the middle of the neighborhood. Another green 
square that is lined with trees and plantations is provided. The overall vegetation 
coverage in this neighborhood is as high as thirty eight percent. However, the trees 
here are younger and smaller compared to the stated planned communities. Besides a 
similar set of community facilities that can be found in Yuqiao Beili, this neighborhood 
(in the southern district) offers a large-scale (7200 square meters) community center 
with a swimming pool, gym club, snookers, beauty salon, etc. The developed provides 
high quality education and medical services as well. For example, the community 
kindergarten is specialized in art and teaching second languages. The medical station is 
an extension of the public hospital in the new town. 
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The general building layout is in the north/south orientation. However, the network 
design prioritizes the pedestrian by providing both surface and underground parking 
spaces. Originally, there were two pedestrian entrances and a main entrance at the 
eastern boundary, which was adjacent to the light-rail station. There was also one 
car entrance at the south side. However, the former main entrance is now restricted 
to pedestrians, and one pedestrian opening has been closed. The main entrance has 
shifted to the quieter secondary city street in the south. By doing so, the designers 
intended to reduce unwanted thru-traffic and passing flows of strangers, and to create 
more private and exclusive gated communities to the inhabitants. 

The most distinguished characteristic of the neighborhood design is the abundant 
supply of ground-floor shops, both inside and outside the neighborhood (figure 
5.34-2). The first two stories of each residential building are allowed to be mixed-
use. At the eastern and south perimeters facing the city arteries, and the buildings 
near the entrances, there are one to two floors of additional buildings that are meant 
for shops of various sizes and kinds. Most units are between ninety and two hundred 
square meters. The corner space, which is over a thousand square meters, is occupied 
by a mid-sized supermarket. These floor spaces were sold very quickly through a 
bidding process to individuals at higher prices than of the housing units in the same 
neighborhood. Due to their favorable location close to the light-rail station, the shops 
are often quite busy. 

Compared to the typical example of top-down planned neighborhoods in the early 
1990s, a greater emphasis on architectural and public space design was placed in 
the commercial residential developments in the 2000s, like Xin Hualian Jiayuan. In 
the meantime, the developer attempted to upgrade the quality of community life by 
providing exclusive recreational facilities, as well as education and medical services. 
Interestingly, the neighborhood connects to the city roads and surrounding urban areas 
through the ground floor shops at its perimeter. Although being a gated community, it 
has an extroverted feature.
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Figure 5.35
Shi Jue Yuan Shu neighborhood master plan, landscape design, and community facilities
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Figure 5.36 
Similar examples of neighborhood designs that use high quality inner landscape as a main selling point
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Shijue Yuanshu

Tongzhou is often described by the market as the “back garden of Beijing CBD”. A 
number of villa and townhouse projects were built in the remote areas of the new town, 
with alluring competitive prices. The first wave of such projects occurred in the mid-
1990s, which was followed by more developments in the mid-2000s. Since the end of 
2007, villa communities with a FAR of less than 1.0 in the suburban areas have been 
prohibited. Shijue Yuanshu (figure 5.35) belongs to the new generation of commercial 
housings, from which values of planning and design can be observed. 

The project was developed in 2006, covering an area of 10.3 hectares with, a FAR of 
0.84. It contains 356 units of terrace houses (also called townhouse or row houses), 
five residential towers and a large-scale community center. This neighborhood contains 
several compelling design features. The most distinguished feature is the utilization of 
exquisite landscaping as a tool to boost the quality and character of the neighborhood. 
Water landscapes were used to create a park-like, ecological friendly and aesthetically 
enjoyable central public space. It is grand in scale and rich in design details. The 
8000-square-meter large artificial lake is decorated with pavilions, wooden docks, 
bridges, artistic lighting, a small island, and various floras. Buildings are laid out in a 
fairly organic pattern, conforming to the shape of the lake. Each row is rotated exactly 
22.5 degrees to either the east or the west, in order to create picturesque effects from 
different street perspectives. The architectural design promotes diversity. For example, 
each row has an individual style, mostly by borrowing the architectonic language and 
elements from various European styles. 

Another obvious design tactic is the clear separation of traffic and pedestrian 
networks. The main spine is a simple round circuit, with two openings to the city 
streets at the north and the south boundaries. Other branch roads are cul-de-
sacs extending from the main street. Pedestrian paths are threaded through the 
green spaces between the rows of houses and around the central park. They form 
an independent and uninterrupted system in the core area of the neighborhood. 
Moreover, the neighborhood offers a 1500 square meter community center with 
mainly recreational programs, like indoor tennis courts, a swimming pool, a gym, a 
chess & cards game room, a café and bar, and a 3000 square meter floor space for 
shopping, in the same corner building facing the intersection of the city streets. Other 
services, such as kindergarten education and medical care, depend on the facilities in 
a nearby area or the city. 

Shijue Yuanshu demonstrates a lot of effort on neighborhood planning. The landscape 
design and the ecologically friendly living environment are weighted much more than 
most of the earlier communities. However, not all of the public spaces are implemented 
as well as they were originally designed, and the exterior facades of the houses are not 
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very aesthetically engaging. Some of the newer villa communities do not have such 
a large-scale central public space. However, they are better in terms of incorporating 
modern architectural designs and quality landscaping (figure 5.36). A couple of the 
latest projects improve the beauty of the landscape design inside the community to a 
higher level, and use it as a major selling point. 

Figure 5.37
Shi Shang Jiequ neighborhood
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Shishang jiequ 

Shishang jiequ (figure 5.27) is located directly next to the fourth light-rail station, Li 
Yuan. In fact, this neighborhood is an essential part of the biggest centrality in the 
new urban area south of the light-rail line. It was constructed between 2004 and 
2006 in a terrain of 11.7 hectares, with a FAR of 2.33, and a total of 3736 households. 
Some thirty high-rise apartment buildings and towers are lined up densely on both 
sides of the city artery, next to the station. These towers help forma highly urbanized 
atmosphere. 

The most prominent characteristic of this strategically located neighborhood is the 
development of a new shopping street. It offers a total of 60,000 square meters of 
floor space for commercial use. Ground floor shops are located in the two-story base 
buildings, for about 400 meters along the streets on which the residential high-rises 
stand. There is a twelve meter wide space for pedestrians and car parking between 
the shops and the city street. A large-scale commercial building is planned opposite 
to the light-rail station. On the other corner of the city street stands the most modern 
shopping mall, Guiyou. These two buildings are the main attractions for this popular 
new centrality. Although there is much outside activity, the surrounding base 
buildings define and enclose the space within the neighborhood, making it private and 
uninterrupted by noise and unwanted passers-by. 

The architectural designs subtly adopt some symbols from the classical Roman and 
Greek architecture styles. However, the building has a mostly muted, modern style. 
One to three-room apartments, with relatively small floor areas, are the dominant 
typologies in the community. Their target market is white collared workers who 
commute with public transport to Beijing central city. Although very different in style 
than the villa communities, this highly urban neighborhood also promotes a green and 
ecological living environment, mainly through the design of open green landscapes, 
squares and playgrounds in-between the high-rises. However, this community is not 
self-contained. Instead, it depends on the city facilities in the new town, which are not 
very far away. Still, a kindergarten contributes to making a lively community life. 
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Figure 5.38
Jinyu 7090 neighborhood
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Jinyu 7090 

Jinyu 7090 (figure 5.38) belongs to the latest generation of commercial housing 
projects in Tongzhou. It was developed in the middle of 2008, by which time the 
speed of housing developments had drastically slowed down in Tongzhou. These 
developments are excellent in quality in one or multiple aspects of neighborhood 
planning and design. Many of them are distributed in remote locations from 
the existing urban centralities. Thus, ground floor shops are planned inside the 
neighborhood for a self-contained characteristic again. Jinyu 7090 is such an example. 
The rectangular-shape project area is surrounded by barriers, such as railway tracks and 
big retail compounds for building materials. However, it is not (yet) surrounded by the 
neighboring urban developments. It does not have good conditions for street shops. 
Instead, business opportunities are gathered in a fancy two-story building (8000 
square meters floor space), which stands in the well-designed pedestrian-only central 
public space inside the neighborhood. 

Considering that the project is smaller in size, eleven fifteen-story apartment buildings 
are in an area of 8.6 hectares, with a FAR of 2.2. The neighborhood offers a rather 
complete group of community facilities, including a kindergarten, a medical station, 
and a sports and recreational center. They are all located in the central square. The 
network is simple, but it separates vehicles and pedestrians. Currently, the services 
are mainly oriented to the inhabitants of the 1708 households that are living there. 
However, the semi-public square is open to the city street. In this way, there is an 
opportunity for more external visitors in the future. The central public space is the most 
important feature of the neighborhood. Landscape architecture design, incorporating 
tactics like plantations, height difference, and building arrangement, makes the spatial 
experience rich and dynamic. Although the buildings are simply parallel, the green 
open spaces between them are designed in organic spatial patterns. In fact, Jinyu 7090 
is the first neighborhood in Tongzhou (and the 4th in Beijing) that was built to comply 
with the fourth generation of planning and design codes for residential buildings and 
neighborhoods by the nation’s Minister of Construction. Besides the above mentioned 
qualities, aspects of eco-friendliness and energy-efficiency were incorporated into the 
designs.  
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§  5.2.2.2	 Comparison with traditional typologies: courtyard Hutong and Russian model

Different neighborhood designs can influence the pattern of urban life. several 
representative typologies of neighborhood design in the Tongzhou new town have 
been analyzed. Then, the question if they resemble or differ from the urban fabric in 
the Beijing central city will be discussed. Generally speaking, the commercial housing 
developments that were created since the 1990s in the whole Greater Beijing Region 
are characterized as incorporating gated communities as basic design units. Most of 
the design ideas are very similar, except for the higher density solutions in the central 
city. For example, the developments within the third ring road are dominated by high-
rise apartment buildings. However, the recent developments in Tongzhou are largely 
high-rises as well. Nevertheless, as a suburban town, the most popular typology is still 
made up of mid-rise (5-6 stories), south-north orientated apartment buildings. This is 
a typical urban development that can be found around the fourth and fifth ring roads in 
the central city. The non-gated traditional urban fabric, and a few first generation top-
down neighborhoods that were developed after the founding of new China, stand out 
as featured designs in this city.

i



	 306	 Urban Vitality in Dutch and Chinese New Towns 

Figure 5.39
Da Shila Hutong courtyard district in Beijing inner city
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Hutong and courtyards housing: Da Shilan’r district

As has been studied in many literatures, Hutong and courtyard housing is the 
traditional city typologies in the historical area of Beijing city. In fact, the Hutong 
areas accommodated quite a large urban population, until they began to be rapidly 
demolished since the early 1990s. The life style in the traditional urban fabric had such 
a profound impact on the people of Beijing, that their unique values, and the negative 
impacts of their disappearance, were widely and intensively debated, and finally 
memorialized after people were moved into multi-story apartment buildings in the 
1980s and 1990s. 

Traditional Chinese town planning applies grid patterns as street networks in a city 
confined by walls, moats and gates. Hutong urban fabrics within the city are opened 
and divided by main streets. However, they are not enclosed and gated into private 
units. An example development is the Da Shilan’r district (figure 5.39), a 120-hectare 
Hutong area located right outside the Forbidden City in the south of Beijing. The city 
street located at the eastern boundary of this area was one of the most important city 
markets in the Ming and Qing Dynasties. This area was self-developed over time. Its 
open structure nature allowed it to develop into a couple of diagonal spines, which 
were integrated with the traditional grid pattern. This integration was made possible 
through the incorporation of the main pedestrian flows between the city gates to 
the northeast and southwest of this area. This area has abundant program mixtures, 
because of the openness and frequent flows. Facilities and services are not necessarily 
confined to the perimeters, but have emerged throughout the area, especially around 
the diagonal spines and several main connecting Hutong branches. Busy street lives 
as well as diverse local shops, workshops, hotels, tea houses, religious temples, 
recreational activities, and more can be found here. 

Hutongs, the alleys between groups of courtyards housing, are not only corridors 
for pedestrian flows, but more importantly, they function as public spaces where 
diverse street lives take place. Unlike modern neighborhood planning, this densely 
populated self-developed area (195 households per hectare in 2006) does not have 
much central public open space. However, the intimate human-scale pedestrian-only 
spaces between the exterior building walls are the places where neighbors socialize, 
have casual chats, play chess or watch people play. Children are also playing games 
and riding bikes, and street venders are selling various goods. It is this kind of social 
contact, street life and mixed-use programs this open-structured traditional urban 
fabric possesses that can hardly be found in modern gated communities.
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Figure 5.40 
Bai Wanzhuang neighborhood: one of the earliest in Beijing in the 1950s
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The first neighborhood from the 1950s: Bai Wanzhuang

Bai Wanzhuang (figure 5.40) is the first collective living neighborhood that was 
constructed after the founding of new China. It was built to accommodate employees 
of two important government departments. The neighborhood was designed in 1953 
by the Chinese master architect Zhang Kaiji, who is also the architect of a number of 
important landmark buildings in Beijing in the 1950s and 1960s. It is considered a 
gem of neighborhood design in China, which brilliantly combined the western concepts 
of neighborhood and urban block (directly influenced by Russian planning model), and 
the traditional Chinese Hutong and courtyard housing typologies. 

This 21.09-hectare (currently some 1800 households) neighborhood consists of 
nine “urban blocks”, which are arranged symmetrically in the shape of a square, while 
embracing a central public space in the middle. The spacious central place aggregates 
public facilities, such as a kindergarten, primary school, public dining hall, community 
clinic as well as children’s playground and green open space. Shops and post offices 
are located at the perimeters, facing the city streets near the local network entries. 
This design allowed the services to be easily accessible for people who travel between 
home and work. The neighborhood is not gated, and it is open to the city streets. 
However, the local network is designed to wind in the central area, in order to prevent 
direct thru traffic. 

The urban block and close typologies (Unwin, 1909), where buildings are arranged 
along four sides of a street block, and enclose a semi-public inner space, was 
completely new to Chinese cities in the 1950s. The local daylight requirements and the 
intimate human-friendly scale of the traditional Chinese typology were incorporated 
into the designs. The architect designed a unique “double-close” block pattern, where 
there are two layers of enclosed space: the narrower inner yards (usually 1 to 1.5 times 
the building height in width) face the kitchens and bathrooms of each household, 
while the more open outer yards are the places for public activities, such as physical 
exercise, strolling, sitting and chatting. There are many tall trees in the public spaces 
that contribute to the identity of this neighborhood. Each “double-close” block is 
about one to two hectares in size. Several standard building blocks are deliberately and 
intriguingly organized into the pattern of the Chinese character回. The labyrinth-like 
layout can be a little confusing. Hence, different blocks use different color schemes for 
the doors to distinguish themselves from one another. The building designs attempted 
to creatively regenerate traditional Chinese styles through elements like the pitched 
tile roof, and window, door, column, and balcony patterns. The whole neighborhood 
demonstrates a systematic public to semi-public sequence, and semi-private and 
private spaces. The urban lifestyle that is generated is peaceful, introverted, collective 
and self-contained. 
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1

2

Figure 5.41
(1) The mapping of diverse small businesses in the new urban area south to the light-rail line in Tongzhou (2) 
Distribution of small businesses and public facilities in relation to the local integration values of the street 
network (Radius = 600m)
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A number of spatial appropriations have occurred in this neighborhood over the past 
fifty years. Many residents living on the ground floor have built a kitchen or a small 
private garden extension facing the semi-public inner yards. The central public open 
space was replaced with apartment buildings in the 1990s. Some outer yards in the 
“double-close” have been filled up with one to two story secondary buildings. The 
neighborhood has become livelier as small ground-floor shops and several street 
markets for vegetables and fruits have emerged. They are unexceptionally located 
along the main local network, and at the corner of the buildings. This coincides with 
the concentration of pedestrian flows. The unique design and characteristics of the 
neighborhood helps maintain a sense of belonging in the community.

§  5.2.2.3	 Street life in new urban areas: mapping of ground-floor shops and markets

Both of the two traditional urban fabrics have self-adapted and become livelier over 
time, due to their open structures. Interestingly enough, the new urban areas in 
Tongzhou that are composed of gated communities do not show signs of an absence of 
urban life. These neighborhoods have both introverted and extraverted characteristics. 
They are gated and private inside, but open and public to the surrounding city streets 
through the presence of commercial spaces at the perimeters. The ground-floor 
businesses contribute greatly to the street life. In different districts in the city, the 
continuation of traditional (open) markets, and the mixture of different types of 
neighborhoods develops the local urban life. Such mixture ensures the blending of 
diverse populations, so that street lives spread throughout the area during the span of a 
day. Although in the new urban areas, the problem of empty towns during the daytime 
is still detectable. On the city scale, urban life and activities are more dependent on the 
quantity and quality of large-scale public and commercial facilities and public spaces. 
Top-down efforts on this aspect are still greatly needed. However, the new centralities 
near the transit stations and the large city parks at the waterfront have already 
generated some positive effects.  

It is clear that the local urban life in the new urban areas has the most research value. 
The region to the south of the Jing-Cheng railway, which consists of both the top-down 
planned extension area and the largely market-oriented development area to the south 
of the light-rail, was chosen for in-depth study. These areas have developed sufficient 
levels of compactness, complexity and liveliness to be considered urban. Through field 
studies, small businesses and self-emergent activities have been registered and sorted 
into a map (figure 5.41). The spatial logics behind the distribution pattern, and the 
types and levels of vitality of the small businesses, have been analyzed.
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First, space syntax analysis is applied to the street network of this region. The 
topological analysis of 600-meters-radius reveals the locally integrated streets in short 
sections (figure 5.41-2). This is also used for the Central Place model analysis, as the 
perimeter of the basic local cells. The results of the comparison are that the latter fits 
better with the distribution pattern of small businesses in this region. Technically, 
a spatially integrated street means that starting from this street, one can reach all 
the other streets at the range of a certain metric radius within the fewest changes of 
angle and direction turns. In other words, they are usually the most connected and 
easiest accessible long streets in an area. The match between empirical mapping and 
computational analysis has demonstrated that locally integrated is one of the factors 
that determine the patterns of self-emerged small businesses. 

Slow-speed pedestrian-friendly environment are another important factor. The survey 
results of the residents’ activity patterns indicates that sixty-eight percent of people 
conduct their daily shopping near their neighborhood, and thirty percent of them 
do it on foot. 500 to 600 meters is considered a comfortable walking distance for 
pedestrians. The ground-floor shops and pedestrians encourage each other’s existence 
and growth. Jan Gehl emphasizes that “urban life happens on foot”. The registration of 
urban functions in Tongzhou also shows that few shops locate themselves along main 
arteries of high-speed traffic, except for cars services and logistics businesses. 

Transit-oriented development is evident in Tongzhou new town. Sufficient compactness 
and population density is self-established around public transport stations. The typical 
density of the new urban areas near light-rail station in Tongzhou is approximately 450 
to 550 inhabitants per hectare. A compact area in an approximately a 600-meters-
radius therefore contains over 10,000 inhabitants. The areas close to a transit hub or 
centrality also have the advantage of having intense vehicular and pedestrian passing 
flows. People living in the more peripheral locations are also visitors. The further away 
from the major public transport station, the less bubbly the small business and street 
life becomes. This gradient pattern can be observed around the second and fourth 
light-rail stations. 

Major destinations, such as the large supermarket and shopping malls, hospital, 
schools, markets and sometimes governmental bureaus, also serve as strong magnets 
for attracting traffic and pedestrian flows. This is evident in the planned extension 
area, where these facilities are not bound to the transit hubs. The open markets 
have an especially interesting phenomenon. Although most of them are located in 
hidden and peripheral locations, such as next to the railway track, they still attract a 
considerable amount of visitors. Sometimes, a strong urban program can attract and 
scale up a specific type of business. For example, private attorney offices thrive around 
the City Court building. 
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The field studies have shown that circulation routes in the street network are a premise 
for the development of street life. Tongzhou has been growing in a patchwork manner. 
New housing projects are often mixed with vacant grounds, villages and individual 
areas. In many locations, the secondary street network is incomplete and not well-
connected. Many tree-structures can be identified on the map. Furthermore, rarely can 
urban activities be vibrant on all sides of a neighborhood. As the gated communities 
usually have only two openings to city streets, they always seem to have a busy front 
side and quiet back side, which coincide with the short line patterns that are derived 
from space syntax analysis. 

Finally, urban design plays an essential role in creating a lively, urban atmosphere. 
Different urban design ideas have resulted in different street life patterns in the 
top-down planned area, and in the self-developed areas around the light-rail 
stations. The planned urban extension area is meant to showcase the achievements 
of the new town developments. A number of new government department 
buildings are standing along the main roads of this area. The city main roads are 
spaciously wide and decorated with generous strips of nicely-landscaped public 
greenery. The green strips offer places for elderly people to socialize outdoors, but 
they also block the views of many of the austere-looking neighborhoods from the 
1980s and early 1990s (figure 5.42). These neighborhoods are. The green strips 
make the streetscape seem green and tidy. Probably for the same reason, these 
neighborhoods were usually not designed to provide ground-floor shops that are 
open to the main streets. Instead, they are rather isolated with fences and short 
walls. The half planned and half self-emerged neighborhood shops are concealed in 
the local streets in-between several neighborhoods. 
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Figure 5.42
Green straps along city main roads, providing places for sitting, strolling and social contact. But sometimes the greenery obstructs the 
visual and physical connection between the buildings and the streets.
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Figure 5.43 
Some vacant ground-floor shops in locations distance away from light-rail stations and public transport

On the other hand, ground-floor shops in the self-developed areas are visible on the 
main streets of the city, so that they can draw the attention of the public. Although the 
main streets are equally wide for the projected amount of traffic, there are more paved 
sidewalks and much less greenery. This makes the shops more accessible and visible 
from the streets. The reduction in greenery in public space was originally a sign of less 
government investment in this market-oriented development area. At some places, 
there are still unfinished landscapes along the street. However, it does not affect the 
vibrant street life in such regions.
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The provision of the ground-floor shops at every possible perimeters of a 
neighborhood is a popular win-win solution for both developers and inhabitants. 
The street shops can make daily life convenient and the urban environment outside 
the neighborhood lively. Consequently, people prefer to live in these areas. The 
properties are easy to sell, and developers make more money by selling or leasing floor 
spaces for commercial use (up to 3 times the value of residences). However, not all 
planned ground-floor shops are successful. Ground shops that are located in spatially 
segregated locations and places absent of public transport connections are either left 
empty for long periods of time, or barely avoid bankruptcy (figure 5.43). For various 
reasons, locations that are optimal for street shops are sometimes occupied by for 
other building types. In these cases, self-constructed, one-story temporary structures 
often appear. And they will disappear after formal services are established. The 
improvement of the urban environment and vitality in such places should be taken 
into consideration in future urban design projects.

The popularity of small businesses and ground-floor shops has risen with the rapid 
economic developments in Chinese cities in the last couple of decades. Various 
small-scale urban economic activities are becoming increasingly prosperous. This 
economic expansion is inspiring more private individuals to become investors or 
business owners. They are looking for opportunities and business locations in the 
city. Compared to the stock market, real estate, and other investment opportunities, 
investments in ground-floor shops have the advantages of lower risk, smaller 
quantities of required capital and loans, and greater and quicker returns. As a result, 
ground-floor shops are very vibrant in Beijing central city, suburban new towns, and 
large residential communities. 

The total commercial use floor area in a neighborhood does not normally exceed twenty 
percent of the total floor area of that neighborhood. There are several types of designs: 
residential building ground floors with direct openings to the streets, ground floors 
with uniform and characteristic extensions, additional one to two story free-standing 
low buildings surround the neighborhood’s perimeters, and a mixed-use building 
accommodating various commercial, recreational and community activities (figure 
5.44). The size of shop units mostly ranges from forty to one hundred and twenty 
square meters. Developers realize that units larger than three hundred square meters 
have a higher vacancy risk. A popular unit has a ratio between the width and depth 
of preferably 1:2 (no more than 1:3). Some recent neighborhood designs also allow 
business opportunities on the bottom floors and corners of the residential buildings 
inside the neighborhood. However, in such cases, the businesses often share the same 
entrance with the inhabitants above, which sometimes are not well received. Small 
businesses have much flexibility and adaptability. They have a collective tendency of 
aggregation if certain streets or places are successful. If the location is not prosperous 
over time, the businesses recede from the location. 
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Figure 5.44
Several forms of ground-floor shops inside or at the perimeters of neighborhood
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In order to understand the thoughts behind the location choice and the subsequent 
business status, sixteen private business practitioners of ground-floor shops in 
Tongzhou were interviewed face-to-face. Eleven of them were located within a 
600-meter range of busy light-rail stations, while the others are in peripheral positions. 
Most of the practitioners are in their 30s and 20s. They are all immigrants to Beijing 
from other parts of the country. Most of them already live in Tongzhou, and only two 
of them were attracted here because of good business opportunities. Developers 
usually sell the shop units to individuals at the same time or at the end of the sale of 
the housing units. They are often sold out quickly, and are mostly rented out by owners 
to shop managers. Only two people in the interview group are the actual owners of 
the properties. At strategic locations, a whole street of ground-floor shops can be fully 
operational within three years. It takes over five years for some less favorably locations 
to completely develop. However, some places do not likely to be working. Generally, the 
business status of the remote shops is not comparable to the central ones.  Thus, there 
are more vacant floor spaces that are difficult to rent out.

Four out of five peripherally located shops have many vacant neighboring shop units 
on their streets. These young shops have just opened one to three years. By the time 
they were looking for a place, the nice ones in the busy, central locations have become 
either expensive or unavailable. Consequently, the business practitioners chose new 
neighborhoods to start where they believed there were market potential, and where 
the rent is lower. Moreover, the peripheral locations often have the advantage of 
plenty of free parking spaces, which is considered convenient for the business. Six out 
of eleven managers of the centrally located shops considered the location as the key 
factor of their choice. Good location (e.g. compact urban areas, transit-hub zones, 
developed areas) means abundant pedestrian and traffic flows, and it is also where 
successful shops aggregate. 

Except for the influence of locations, individual shops need time to build a reputation 
and customer network. Some chose to over a developed shop, which they perceived 
to be a good opportunity for success (5/11). For the shops within walkable distance 
from a station, there are differences among the shops locating near the car entrances, 
pedestrian entrance, along city main road, at the backside of a neighborhood or in a 
dead-end street. However, some people intentionally choose less strategic places in a 
station zone because of the lower rent. Not all of the shops depend on their visibility to 
public flows for survival. Instead, they rely on the quality of the neighborhood behind 
and surround it, and the consumer power of the people living there. Such shops (4/16) 
are either in less obvious locations (regardless if they are in the central or peripheral 
areas) or inside a neighborhood. The manager of a hair salon described his decision-
making as such: “the modern and luxury design of the buildings assures me that the 
inhabitants here have fairly good incomes”. 
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Besides the rational logic, a quarter of the group chose a place near their home. Two 
people admitted that their choices were pretty spontaneous, and they did not think 
much about the location. For example, the manager of a small convenient store on 
a quiet street, who used to have a small business in the old urban area in Tongzhou, 
said that they rent this place because they coincidentally passed by and saw the 
leasing advertisement while they just had in mind to do something else for a change. 
The reason they moved to the new urban area is that they believed that there are 
more young white-collar workers here, who have a greater buying power than the 
elderly in the old area. The urban environment is also more relaxed. In contrast, a new 
restaurant owner spent five months conducting market research and location finding 
before they settled on the locations of their chain stores in different places in Beijing, 
including Tongzhou. 

Most of the neighborhoods in the station vicinity have been there since the early 
2000s. The favorable locations have become expensive and hardly available at the 
moment. Some say that small-sized units are particularly not easy to find. As the 
ground-floor shops blossom in this new town, the competition among the same type 
of shops is also fierce. Shifts in ownership and businesses happen frequently. In the 
group of respondents, seven shops have been opened less than one and half years 
ago; six shops have lasted for three to five years; and only three shops have sustained 
themselves for six to eight years since the beginning phase of the new area. There are 
particularly short-term types of business, for example, the interior decoration materials 
shop, which only existed during the early phase of a new neighborhood. However, even 
the shops at the central locations were not that stationary. The lady from an eight-year 
old accessory store located only a hundred meters from a light-rail station remarked 
that nearly every shop on this street has changed over the past years. The social 
composition of the new area has influenced the economic status of the businesses. The 
busy hours for most shops are primarily evenings and weekends. However, as many 
people arrive at their suburban home late in the day, they have less free time to spend 
in the new town. Some would rather spend their evening time near work (e.g. eating-
out, dry cleaning). The interviewed shop managers considered their profits modest or 
just enough to make end meets. However, in general, the diverse population generates 
activities on the streets throughout the hours of the day. The vibrant ground-floor 
shops and open markets are the contributors to the vibrancy of the town.   

§  5.2.2.4	
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§  5.2.2.5	 Use of space: snapshots of pedestrian flows in relation to space syntax analysis

After revealing the factors important to the success of street shops, the research 
will focus on a specific area to better understand the interrelations between 
street activities and spatial settings. These interrelations are measured by the 
registration of ground-floor shops, formal and informal markets, informal street 
vendors, and other spatial appropriations. The chosen area is centered on the 
second light-rail station, at a radius of a maximum 1.2 kilometers, up to the third 
station. This area consists of a dozen of neighborhoods of various sizes planned 
and constructed in the 2000s. It is one of the most compact and developed areas 
in the new urban areas south of the Jing-Cheng railway. Snapshots of pedestrians 
and street activities were conducted on an ordinal workday in the summer season.

In the morning (8:00-11:30) (figure 5.45), several characteristic activities in 
this area can be observed. First, early-rise commuters coming from different 
neighborhoods arrive at the station (2nd) from several directions. Temporary 
fences are arranged at the gate to guide the queue. As the immediate vicinity of 
the station is not particularly designed yet, informal street vendors selling quick 
breakfasts appear on the station square, and disappear after rush hour. This also 
occurs near some of the main pedestrian exits of the neighborhoods facing the 
station. Diners along the main pedestrian flows are also filled with people having 
breakfast. Although busy with passers-by, the simple station square is also the 
place where a group of elderly women practice dancing as a hobby and form of 
physical exercise. 

Morning markets, which are very traditional and commonly seen in Chinese 
cities, are busy early in the morning until around noon time. People can buy fresh 
vegetables, fruits, meat, fish and other fresh food from these markets. The official 
market in this area is in an over two hundred-meter long, single floor structure 
hidden beneath the dike of the Jing-Cheng railway. It is packed with people in the 
morning that sometimes it is hard to move through. Interestingly, small shops and 
informal vendors continue to accumulate outside the building, extending through 
the alley in-between two modern neighborhoods. They continue until reaching the 
main city road, so the market forms an L-shape around that urban block. In fact, 
the informal market is so established and popular that it has been designated as a 
part of the official market in this region. The other sides of this block are also full 
of activities. The northeastern side next to the light-rail track, which connects to 
the market, is lined with diverse small street vendors and activities. For example, 
there are street stands which provide bike repairs, haircuts, and tailoring. Elderly 
people with small children and people who “walk” their pet birds (a traditional 
culture of Beijing people) can be seen in the small street parks and greeneries 
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along this path. The two large supermarkets on the south and eastern sides facing 
the main city roads gather pedestrian flows later in the morning. The intersection 
of the perpendicular main city roads near the station is designed with small public 
squares at the corners, where elderly people can sit and enjoy watching small 
children play. 
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 Figure 5.45
The first round of static snapshots of the area near the 2nd light-rail station: 8:00 am. – 11:30 am.
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 Figure 5.45
The first round of static snapshots of the area near the 2nd light-rail station: 8:00 am. – 11:30 am.
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Figure 5.46
The second round of static snapshots: 12:00 pm. – 13:30 pm.
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Figure 5.46
The second round of static snapshots: 12:00 pm. – 13:30 pm.

i



	 326	 Urban Vitality in Dutch and Chinese New Towns 

 Figure 5.47
The third round of static snapshots: 15:30 pm. – 17:30 pm.
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 Figure 5.47
The third round of static snapshots: 15:30 pm. – 17:30 pm.
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Figure 5.48
The fourth round of static snapshots: 17:45 pm. – 21:15 pm.
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Figure 5.48
The fourth round of static snapshots: 17:45 pm. – 21:15 pm.
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Another informal morning market is located in the block opposite of the station, 
hidden in the path between two neighborhoods near one of the pedestrian entrances. 
In general, markets, formal or informal, tend to locate themselves in less visible 
places, but where pedestrian circulation is possible. The neighborhood’s central 
public space is right next to the pedestrian entrance, where there are mothers with 
small children playing on the paved ground, youth and elderly playing table tennis 
under the shade of trees, and elderly walking about in the green area made of shrubs. 
Moreover, the entrance is generously wide compared to other gated communities, 
allowing lively activities in the public space inside to be seen from the street, and 
the street activities near the entrance to be seen from the inside. It forms a vibrant, 
public and cozy atmosphere. 

The early afternoon (between 12:00 and 13:30) (figure 5.46) is the quiet moment 
of the day. Only a few people go in or out of the station or the market. Street vendors 
and people in the public spaces vanished. The streets with the most pedestrian flows 
to the station in the morning are now empty. However, as the registrations show, 
there are still constantly people near the supermarkets, ground-floor shops and 
neighborhood entrances. 

During the late afternoon (15:30-17:30) (figure 5.47), the urban life returns to this 
area. The market receives visitors again, though not comparable to the morning. 
The large supermarket Carrefour at the third light-rail station is busier than the ones 
among the neighborhoods. Street vendors near the (super)markets, in-between the 
urban blocks, and near neighborhood entrances, have reappeared. Elderly people and 
small children are outdoors, either in the central park, near the entrance of their own 
neighborhoods, or in the city public space, such as the green space underneath the 
light-rail track. Elderly people have the habit of sitting together having casual chat. The 
sunny south and west sides of an urban block are the most popular in the afternoon. 
There are also more “black” taxis gathering at the neighborhood entrances and near 
the large supermarkets. Groups of taxi drivers play Chinese chess or cards together 
while waiting for customers. There are obviously more people cycling and walking on 
the streets than in the morning. The main city roads in this area do not have much 
traffic flows during most of the day. There is plenty of space in front of the ground-floor 
shops and pedestrian-friendly sidewalks in most of city main streets.  

The peak hours of street life of this area are in the evening (figure 5.48). The waves 
of returning commuters start to increase at around 18:00, and peaks around 19:30. 
There are on average 200 people walking out of the station every five minutes. In 
the following hour, the flow continues to be intense, but gradually decreases until 
after 21:00. At that point, there are less than fifty people coming out by every train 
arrival. During the busy hours, a dozen of street vendors stand in the best position, 
which is right outside the station, or on the station square, where main pedestrian 
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flows are passing. Hot dinner snack stands are the most successful, as they are 
constantly surrounded by young white collar workers. Other emergent businesses 
around the station entry include real estate agents, clothing, accessory and fruits 
merchants, as well as “black” taxis. Although street vendors are often evicted by 
city police, they always return quickly after, since the business near the station is 
irresistible. Commuters from the station spread into different directions, towards the 
neighborhood entrances. 

Restaurants in this new town are extremely busy in the evening, partially as a result 
of the large amount of young commuters returning home from work late and have no 
time to cook. During the summer season, tables are placed outside the restaurants, 
occupying most of the sidewalk spaces. There are at least four dining streets that are 
formed in this area in the evening. Restaurants tend to aggregate. However, they are 
not necessarily gathered in the spatially integrated streets. This means that they do 
not primarily depend on passing flows, but more on inhabitants from the surrounding 
neighborhoods, as well as their established reputations. 

Informal markets also constitute a part of the urban night life. In front of a supermarket 
at the corner of the main street, where the visibility to the second light-rail station and 
surrounding neighborhoods is the best, dozens of street vendors occupy the public 
space. They sell diverse, fun small goods, which attract a lot of young people. Another 
smaller scale street market forms at the bottom of a local street that connects to the 
light-rail station. This market is more locally oriented, because the neighborhoods 
behind and nearby it are built by village authorities and partially for former farmers 
relocation. The emergent of the informal street market is obvious a sign that former 
farmers have kept their traditional culture and habits. 

Public spaces in the evening between 20:00 and 22:00 are quite vibrant. Elderly 
people, small children as well as grown-ups appear after dinner. People sharing 
common interest spontaneously form groups and conduct collective activities 
outdoors. For example, on the day of field observation, elderly women were dancing 
in groups of fifty to one hundred people at the corner square and parks at the main 
intersection near the station, on the station square, and simply at the corner of an 
urban block. A group of elderly were practicing singing, and some middle-aged men 
were playing music instruments together in the green space underneath the light-rail 
track. There were even more people playing chess or cards at the corner of a building in 
the evening than in the daytime, including the off-work city cleaner and employees of 
ground-floor shops. Even the “dead street” became livelier, as some fifty construction 
workers (immigrants) watch outdoor movies together.
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§  5.2.2.6	 Conclusions

Chronically, the pedestrian flows are concentrated in the morning at the walking routes 
of commuters, formal and informal market places and public street squares. After a 
quiet period in the early afternoon, the street life is revitalized, and more people inhabit 
the streets. The new town is very lively in the evening, as commuters return from work. 
People of various kind concentrate in the dining streets, informal markets and city 
public spaces. Generally, this new urban area around transit stations is full of vitality 
during most of the day (figure 5.49). 

Figure 5.49 
The distribution pattern of people and activities in relation to the local integration values of the street network.
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Different streets have different levels of urban vitality. The impact factors for the 
success of small businesses that were analyzed before can be equally applied to the 
vitality level of street life in terms of pedestrian and activities. As can be seen from 
the overlapping of snapshots and spatial analyses, the vital streets usually have the 
most number of neighborhood pedestrian exits and mixed-use programs. They are 
well integrated into the network, which means they have good connectivity, visibility 
(less topological depth) and possibility of pedestrian-friendly circulation. However, 
urban life can also be lively at some less integrated and even hidden locations. In such 
cases, strong magnets, like markets and stations, are the key influential factors. This 
phenomenon can be best illustrated by the examples in the study area. The almost 
cul-de-sac local street, which is next to the light-rail track and nearby the market, has 
successfully developed into a public space with street vendors in the morning and a 
busy dining street in the evening. On the contrary, a section of the main city road at 
the mid-west block in this area, which is seemingly well connected to the main road 
framework, is in fact described by the shop owners as a “dead street”. The main factor, 
among others, is due to the continuous and excessively sized urban block without 
inter-breaks. By contrast, the eastern section of the same street is significantly livelier, 
as it has neighborhood exits and interval streets at every 50 to 100 meters, and it is 
directly linked to the shopping center at the third light-rail station. 

The street activities (figure 5.50) depicted above, such as playing chess, dancing or 
sitting in a group, resemble the urban culture that can be found in the traditional 
Courtyard and Hutong areas. For certain population groups, being outdoors in city 
public space is a habit, and an essential way of casual social contact with neighbors 
and others. Street vendors are also a traditional form of urban life. Their appearance 
is generally against regulation for the sake of keeping the street tidy and ordered. But 
they seems not be easily removed from neither in Beijing city nor in suburban new 
towns. Together with informal markets and ground-floor shops, street vendors are the 
main self-developed commercial activities in the new town. A significant feature of the 
activity pattern in a new town is the concentration of busy hours. The new town is not 
as lively in the daytime. However, due to the diversity in the population composition 
and in the small-scale economic activities, constant pedestrian flows and vibrant street 
life have been observed throughout the day.
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Figure 5.50
People’s activities, markets, vendors, “black” taxi and other bottom-up activities in Tongzhou

i



	 335	 Case Study of Tongzhou

§  5.2.3	 Social-cultural activities

§  5.2.3.1	 Top-down organized activities

After the founding of new China in 1949, the communist party and state-owned 
organizations regularly commanded large-scale collective cultural activities. This social 
convention continued to prevail in the early phase of the socio-economic reform. 
In Tongzhou, the two most established annual cultural events are “Flowers in May” 
singing festivals and art festivals for peasants since 1983 and 1990 respectively. These 
city scale events usually have thousands of performers, mainly employees from various 
state or collectively owned organizations, and audiences that number in the tens of 
thousands. There are also other yearly events taking place in public spaces, such as 
a gourmet festival in October, street parades during Chinese New Year, and evening 
shows in summer months. 

In terms of public facilities, the city public facilities are concentrated in the traditional 
city center around Xinhua street. They mainly comprise the Tongzhou movie theater, 
culture center, workers’ club, Xinhua book store, city library and a small town history 
museum, which were mostly built in the late 1970s and 1980s. The culture center 
periodically holds exhibitions and competitions for photography, calligraphy, paintings 
etc. In the countryside, residents of villages and small towns organize their own 
collectively-owned culture clubs. In fact, most of the performers in street parades 
and art festivals for peasants are from local culture clubs. These public organized 
activities enriched people’s urban lives in the 1980s and early 1990s. Since the rapid 
growth of the market economy in the mid-1990s, commercial recreational facilities 
began to emerge in the suburban satellite town, whilst public provision slowed down. 
Beginning in the early 2000s, public investment in facilities and public spaces had 
begun to be restored, as the new town master plans began to take into effect. The most 
well-known large urban projects are located along the Grand Canal, like the city plaza 
in 2000 and the Olympic sports park in 2003. The Tongzhou government also helps 
rural villages and towns build their local libraries, culture centers, community centers 
and civic squares. Some improvements have been made to the facilities in the new 
town, for example, the expansion of the city library in 2006, and the opening of the 
gallery of non-material cultural heritage in 2008. However, they still cannot meet the 
fast growing social-cultural life demands of the new town citizens in the twenty-first 
century. This will be discussed later with the survey results.
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As a main city marketing strategy, Tongzhou promotes the culture of the Grand Canal 
as a unique identity of the new town. In order to boost its domestic and international 
influence and publicity, the Tongzhou government organized “the Grand Canal 
Festival” in 2006. This was the biggest event in the history of the city. Invited guests 
included national government officials, deputies of international institutes, and 
mayors and officials from the provinces and cities along the Grand Canal, scholars 
etc. Through this event, Tongzhou government aimed to demonstrate the progresses 
and achievements of the new town development. And they hoped to open up more 
opportunities for future investments and collaborations. 

As a prosperous historical harbor city, Tongzhou enjoys a legacy of history and culture. 
Literature is one of the forms of artistic expression that is very strong in Tongzhou. The 
first local literature journal, “The Grand Canal”, was published in 1979. Later, in 1991, 
the association for literature and art in Tongzhou was founded. Implementing the plan 
of becoming “the cradle for literature” in China, the Tongzhou government has started 
to finance the publication of ten books by local writers each year since 2001. This 
strategy has succeeded in cultivating several renowned writers, who have written award 
winning novels and popular literature publications. 
Overall, there are many organized cultural activities in the Tongzhou new town. Most of 
them are inheriting and promoting cultural legacies, either from the unique history of 
the town or convention from the Communist era. Among them, the Grand Canal is so 
far the biggest theme of the cultural development of the modern new town. Additional 
public investment will go to the renovation of valuable historical heritage sites and 
townscapes in the near future. However, whether the traditional city events and 
schemes have influence on newcomers is doubtful. Different types of activities that fit 
the demands of younger generations and various social groups in the newly developed 
urban area should be taken into consideration.

§  5.2.3.2	 In-between top-down and bottom-up: community committee

Small-scale local public activities are organized by community committees, which are 
the frontier government organizations that work at the neighborhood level (figure 5.51). 
In the top-down planned neighborhoods and neighborhoods for state-owned factory 
workers (Danwei), a community committee is an essential part of public service. The 
committee members are mostly made up of local inhabitants. They take care of a series of 
local businesses, including services and consultation for the elderly, children and women, 
assistance in population registration and census, management and aid for immigrants, 
maintenance of the community environment as well as organization of community social-
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cultural activities. As for the commercial neighborhoods in the early phase of the market-
oriented new town developments, the developers did not put much consideration into 
community management. There are not many office spaces purposely built or reserved 
for community committee. Sometimes, the community committee has to rent (semi) 
underground space. Besides the government community committee, there also exist two 
other types of organizations in each neighborhood: the property management team from 
the developer, and self-developed client committee. The purpose of the latter is to protect 
the inhabitants’ rights against any illegal or unfair deeds of the developer.

Since 2007, the Tongzhou government has started to fill in the gap of local scale 
public services in the new urban areas. First, it requires every new neighborhood to be 
equipped with a community office building. It must have 350 square meters of floor 
space, which should include offices as well as sports, cultural and recreational facilities. 
For the existing commercial neighborhoods, the government has so far facilitated 
the founding of nineteen community committees. In this situation, the committee 
members are not allowed to come from the neighborhood they are managing, but 
recruited from the other areas of the new town. The necessary expenditures are 
financed by the government, so that the services are free to local inhabitants. For the 
interviewed neighborhood (Xinhualian South), there are five committee members in 
charge of 2700 households (about 10,000 inhabitants). They are usually quite busy 
on workdays. As rules and regulations become more specific and solid, the ratio will be 
adjusted to five public servants for every one thousand households in the near future.

When walking inside the Xinhualian South neighborhood, there are billboards at 
every major street intersection. They provide announcements, flyers and other sorts of 
information from the community committee. On the wall of their office, one can see photos 
from past activities, including lectures for the vulnerable groups, home-visits to elderly 
people, exhibitions of paintings and photography of local inhabitants, children’s talent 
shows and games, as well as public evaluations of the work of the community committee. 
According to one of the committee members, they organize around ten activities each year. 
The public participation is considered active, but mainly from the elderly people. Young 
and middle-aged employed people seem to have little time for community activities, thus 
they have less awareness of the existence of the committee. The organized activities often 
take place during workdays. However, sometimes, in order to gain more participants (e.g. 
children and parents), the events will be arranged in the weekends. 

In conclusion, during the phase of rapid social transformation and market-oriented 
development, there is a noticeable drop of top-down organized public activities and public 
provisions in Tongzhou, as well as other Chinese cities in general, in comparison to the 
Communist era. However, as the traditional local management institute, the community 
committee gradually has resumed its functionality, and the sense of collectiveness still 
exists at the neighborhood level.
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Figure 5.51 
Of fice of Xin Hualian neighborhood committee, with activity photos on the wall

Figure 5.52 
Self-organized club activities
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Figure 5.53 
The mapping of cultural geography of Tongzhou, diverse planned and unplanned programs and activities
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Figure 5.54
Diverse places for cultural, social and recreational activities in Tongzhou
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§  5.2.3.3	 Bottom-up activities

While collective singing is one of the major forms of top-down organized events, it is also a 
popular form of self-developed recreational activity. By 2007, there are over 360 civic chorus 
teams in Tongzhou. Participants are voluntarily gathered together, based on the same urban 
district they live in, which are mainly made of local middle-aged and elderly people whose 
lifestyles are deeply influenced by the social conventions that existed in the Communist 
era. They regularly practice in public spaces, like street parks and in community centers. 
Such group activities have been described earlier. The inhabitants in the new urban areas 
voluntarily form groups as well, but mainly by younger people for sports activities. They use 
the new town community website as the platform to arrange meetings and recruit members 
(figure 5.52). For example, the swimming group has had over five hundred participants; 
neighborhood football teams are formed and invite each other for matches every now and 
then. Other hobby groups include badminton, table tennis, basketball, snookers and fishing. 

City public sports facilities are rather limited in quantity, and are concentrated in the old urban 
center. The space-demanding sports (e.g. ball games, swimming) take place more in school 
and community facilities, as well as a couple of large commercial sports clubs, especially in 
the new urban areas. According to the mapping of cultural geography (figure 5.53 & 5.54), 
there are many other kinds of small to medium recreational programs distributed throughout 
the town. Many exist in the form of ground-floor shops along the neighborhood perimeters. 
The most popular recreational programs here include snookers clubs, board and card games 
rooms, internet bars and karaoke singing and dancing halls. As a suburban town, it also offers 
some luxury programs, like golf courses and horse-back riding fields. 

The self-developed virtual community has increasingly become the platform for grass-roots, 
bottom-up activities for new town citizens. The website contains a wide range of topics of 
urban life for people to communicate with one another, which include real estate housing, 
hobbies and interests, community activities, online markets, home and decorations, job 
hunting in the new town, new town planning and more. It is especially helpful for newcomers 
to explore and find places of interest to spend their leisure time. For example, besides 
gathering hobby groups and organizing activities as mentioned before, people exchange 
information and give comments on where it is nice to shop, eat and play in the new town. The 
web managers are mostly volunteers, who edit the local news on the main page, and keep 
track of each topic section. Recently, the government has acknowledged the important role of 
the community web. They are making use of it by adding online police help, and sometimes 
collecting public opinions. For example, the government plans to open a shuttle line to help 
reduce the commuting stress from Tongzhou to the Beijing central city. A public survey is 
posted online for people to decide where the stops should be. The government officials also 
occasionally visit the web managers to hear the public’s opinion. However, their opinions and 
feedbacks are not directly reflected in the government’s policies. 
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Figure 5.55 
Self-developed Songzhuang art villagein the rural area of Tongzhou
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The most intriguing and well-known self-developed cultural activity in the Tongzhou 
town is the spontaneous aggregation of artists, primarily painters, in the rural villages 
of Song Zhuang, Xiao Bu, and the surrounding areas (figure 5.55). For many artists, the 
primary motivation for moving to the urban periphery was their need for a quiet place 
to focus and be creative. The authentic village atmosphere and the spacious courtyard 
housing at an attractive rental rates, contributed to the gathering of several artists 
to this region in 1993. As another self-developed art village in Beijing was evicted in 
1995 for social reasons, many of the “homeless” artists then migrated to Tongzhou. 
The phenomenon of similar work type individuals aggregating is well demonstrated in 
this region. So far, over six hundred artists are distributed in several villages and small 
towns in the rural area of Tongzhou. Their skill sets are diverse, such as sculptors, new 
media artists, photographers, independent film makers, original music producers, 
freelance writers, etc., but painters still are the majority of the residents. Compared to 
the 798 art district in the former factory district of central Beijing, the art villages in 
Tongzhou look just as normal and quiet as any other village, from outside. However, 
this special social group, with a unique lifestyle, lives inside the farmer houses. A few of 
them have already been recognized internationally.

Instead of evicting the group, the Tongzhou government is proactively using this 
opportunit to market the new town in recent years. The government wants to turn this 
hidden region into a well-known source of art and culture Combined with government 
investment and commercial forces, there have been a number of art museums, 
galleries, exhibition center workshops, and private dwellings constructed in the art 
villages over the last couple of years. Moreover, an ambitious plan has been made to 
further transform this area into a modern CAD (central art district). On the bright side, 
it encourages the communication between artists and the public, might help them 
develop a reputation and market opportunities. The promotion indeed has brought 
a lot of attention and visitors. On the other hand, some are afraid that the series of 
actions will make the uncontaminated rural area too commercialized and corny that 
artists will have to leave for other places. 

Although located in the rural area of Tongzhou, the artists contribute to the cultural life 
of the Tongzhou new town in several ways. Some donate works to the historic religious 
temple and city museum. Some open private art galleries in the city park. The arguably 
most influential contribution is the annual art and cultural festival of the art village, 
which strengthens the creative industry as a unique identity of the Tongzhou new town. 
Inspired by this successful event, the Li Yuan village authority in Tongzhou new town 
transformed some old factories into artist lofts and workshops. These facilities have 
already attracted diverse artists both from Tongzhou and artists from other regions. 
In conclusion, the new town of Tongzhou has a variety of bottom-up activities, 
including small to medium commercial and community programs, hobby groups, the 
internet forum, and the famous art villages. It is undeniable that some of the popular 
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activities, especially among the middle-aged and elderly people, are influenced by the 
historic and social legacy of the original Tongzhou town, as well as the culture legacy 
of the Communist era. However, these activities have less involvement by the younger 
inhabitants and immigrants. The strategies to activate the cultural life of these social 
groups require further attention.
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Figure 5.56 
(1) Artistic impression of the future development of the core zone of Grand Canal new city center (2) Artistic representation of the 
Grand Canal Development Zone (3) The master plan of the Grand Canal Development Zone
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§  5.2.4	 Recent planning and development

Beijing’s regional strategy prioritizes the enhancement of the development and 
modernization of new towns after the 2008 Olympic Games. Tongzhou is one of three 
primary targets. The Tongzhou master plan for 2005-2020 defines a one hundred 
and fifty-five square kilometer planning area, with a projected population of 1 million 
inhabitants. Spatially, it specifies the direction of urban expansion, the characteristics 
of each sub-district, and the locations of strategic urban projects. However, the plan 
has undergone several adjustments since then. Only since the last couple of years, the 
implementation process has begun to accelerate. General ideas and strategies in the 
master plan are gradually translated into detailed zoning plans and visionary urban 
designs. The government is busy promoting the new town by means of frequently 
updating news and progress in various newspapers and media. 

After years of market-oriented real estate developments, the Tongzhou government is 
now the main director of the new town’s development, especially in the public sectors. 
Its prioritized task at this stage is to establish new vital urban economic sectors of 
the new town, as well as to create a modern, even international image and identity. 
The ongoing plans include the multi-functional, core urban district along the bank 
of the Grand Canal (figure 5.56), the central business district near the first light-rail 
station (Bei Yuan), the movie and animation theme park in the south of the town, the 
music theme town in the north, and the creative art district in the east near the art 
villages. There are also several uncertain long-term plans, such as the new Beijing train 
station at the center of Tongzhou, another six light-rail and railway lines connecting 
with the central city and surrounding new towns, and a central district for relocating 
government bureaus. This wave of public planning and investment is unprecedented in 
the new town’s development. The competition among the eleven new towns is so fierce 
that they are all trying to find competitive economic activities and unique identities 
which might still be missing in the region of Beijing. They are also competing for 
government subsidies and police prioritization of their plans.  

Based on its unique historical and cultural legacy, and the fame of art villages, the 
Tongzhou municipality is trying to enhance its comparative advantage in the culture 
and creative industries. The Tongzhou government announced the launch of a 
movie and animation theme park project at the end of 2010. It will be located at the 
intersection of the sixth ring road of Beijing and Jing-Shen highway, and is connected 
by a new light-rail line. This recreational park is supposed to be a high quality, high-
tech investment, which will be the world’s largest movie theater upon completion. It 
will incorporate the latest 3D, 4D, IMAX and even 5D technologies, Las Vegas style 
performing stages, an exclusive conference center for premiere and award ceremonies, 
an educational lab for youth, a digital games center, as well as dining services. 
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A similarly ambitious project is the music theme town. The idea stems from the fact 
that the music industry is a growing sector in Beijing city, but the facilities are rather 
dispersed. The aim of this project is to collect them, and create a specialized center 
where the complete chain in the industry, from creation and production to promotion, 
sale and shows, can be provided in the same spot. The whole theme town is thus 
characterized into five districts: a general producing district, workshop districts for the 
elites, a shows district, a tourist and recreational district, and a sports park. The park 
is meant to bring new experiences and excitement to the visitors. Not only can people 
enjoy the concerts, shows and performances from small to large scales, but they can 
also interact in the dynamic process of music making and other recreational programs. 
This twelve-square-kilometers “town” is planned to be located in the northeastern 
quarter of Tongzhou, at a ring road and highway intersection. Both of the projects are 
being developed to generate a regional tourism center, and stimulate the growth of the 
creative industry and creative class in the Tongzhou new town. The constructions are 
expected to finish in two to five years. 

As the spatial analysis indicates, a polycentric structure has formed in Tongzhou. 
However, there is a lack of a strong core and central image of the town in peoples’ 
minds. It is always the intention of the master plans to reinforce the position of the 
historical town center. The commercial, business and cultural core district plan along 
waterfront is also served to this purpose. The planned core district covers an area of 
forty-eight square kilometers, which overlaps the most historical urban fabrics of the 
Tongzhou town. Since April 2010, the project resulted in a large scale demolishment, 
which involved relocating over 10,000 local inhabitants. The area is divided into three 
zones: a cultural and business zone, a mixed-use zone of business and living, and 
an exhibition and service zone. Again, the urban design of such sensitive areas has 
undergone several adjustments. The original plan was too focused on a funky urban 
image, and was not feasible. The development concepts, such as making a 500-meter 
building, which will be the highest in the world and replace the courtyard housing with 
a high density central business district, have been abandoned. The landmark is still 
needed, but its design has been lowered to two to three hundred meters in height. The 
new buildings in the historical core area will be transitioned to low density, low-rises, 
which will emulate the traditional architectural and urban styles. The core area will 
be the transit hub of three light-rail and railway stations. Currently, the land is being 
made ready for development, and the government is actively seeking the involvement 
of private investors to develop a vibrant multi-functional center for the new town along 
the waterfront.
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§  5.3	 Evaluation and conclusions

§  5.3.1	 Evaluation of urban vitality with online survey

The previous section has analyzed spatial factors of various scales, the actual situation 
of street life and small businesses in the newly developed urban district, the top-down 
and bottom-up social-cultural activities, and the latest planning interventions. A 
concise conclusion can be drawn that Tongzhou as a largely spontaneous new town, 
is lively with regard to small-scale street activities. In the meantime, it generally lacks 
large-scale high-quality public provisions that need to be initiated by the government. 
An online survey was carried out to determine the public’s opinion on the new town’s 
current urban vitality and the urban plans for its future.

The designed questionnaire was posted online in the Tongzhou community website 
(www.bato.cn) in February 2011, and was accessible for twelve days. In total, two 
hundred and fifteen people participated, and one hundred and sixty-two of them 
completed all of the questions. Overall, the participation was very satisfactory. 
Ninety-nine percent of the respondents are between twenty and fifty-nine years old 
(figure 5.57-1). The largest two respondent groups were people in their 30s and 20s.  
The age composition of the participants was probably resulted from the use of the 
internet as the medium for distributing the questionnaire. Therefore, the views from 
teenagers and the elderly are hardly presented in the subsequent analyses. In terms 
of geographical location (figure 5.57-2), eighty-five percent of the respondents are 
from the domain of Tongzhou new town, the other fifteen percent come from the 
rural towns and villages in the municipality. Overall, forty percent of the respondents 
are from newly developed urban areas, while an equivalent proportion (44%) are 
from old urban districts. The opinions of both newcomers and native citizens are 
evenly represented here.
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Figure 5.57
(1) Age composition of the survey respondents (2) Locations of the survey respondents (3) Is Tongzhou already a 
lively town? (4) Level of facilities (5) Measures to improve urban vitality (6) Expectation of the urban planning (7) 
Level of public participation in urban planning
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In-depth analysis

When asked if Tongzhou is currently a lively and self-contained modern new town 
(figure 5.57-3), only six percent of the respondents are content with the achievements 
of the current urban developments. Fifty-seven percent consider it not very lively now, 
but believe it has a promising future, if the government takes advantage of the spatial 
and cultural potential of Tongzhou. However, one third of the people have a negative 
attitude, they believe it is hard to transform a sleeping town into a real city. People also 
expressed different interpretations on urban vitality. Some miss the quiet and peaceful 
quality of the old Tongzhou town from earlier times when neighbors were in good 
contact with each other, and cared about each other. In their opinion, an area is lively 
enough if social bonding between the neighbors is close and harmonious.   

Can the existing commercial, cultural and recreational facilities in this new town 
meet the demands of the people (figure 5.57-4)? Only twelve percent of people of 
people think that there are already plenty of choices. As much as fifty-nine percent 
think the facilities can only fulfil daily needs, but they choose to go to Beijing central 
city for shopping and entertainment. In addition, another twenty-six percent reveal 
that their lives largely depend on the central city, and that they are basically using 
the new town as a dormitory. The statistics clearly show that the new town has not 
become self-contained in terms of its social and cultural life. The evident vitality of 
local small businesses in this town is not influential enough to make people think that 
it is dynamic at the city level. This contrast is especially substantial as people naturally 
compare the new town with the Beijing central city, which is just fifteen to twenty 
kilometers away. 

So what, in people’s opinion, should be the main tasks of new town development in 
order to make it a real city (figure 5.57-5)? As Tongzhou is still being developed, there 
are clearly multiple aspects that need to be improved. The results show that most of 
the proposed solutions are approved by the majority of the respondents. The three 
most agreed upon proposals are to strengthen the local economy by importing modern 
enterprises and create new jobs (86%), to provide high quality hospitals and schools 
(83%), and to enhance the traffic connections with the central city (80%). 

Since the middle of the 1990s, the municipality largely depended on the market-
driven real estate industry for developing the new town. At present, it is important for 
the new town to establish long term, competitive and sustainable economic sectors. 
A bold idea in the new town’s master plan is to relocate national and Beijing city’s 
government bureaus to Tongzhou. However, the implementation of this ambition 
is quite uncertain. The Tongzhou government is also seeking to develop the culture 
industry. Second, as a big city of over 600,000 people, Tongzhou has a serious lack of 
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quality public facilities. High quality hospitals and schools (83%) are more urgently 
needed than commercial, cultural and recreational facilities (73%). The lack of quality 
educational facilities is especially a growing worry of young families who move to the 
new town. Some would rather return to their small and old apartment in the Beijing 
central city in exchange for a better education for their children. 

The current large and small commercial facilities may well meet people’s daily life 
demands. However, people hope that there will be more high-quality shopping 
malls, restaurants and cinemas in the town. These facilities may attract shoppers and 
tourists from the surrounding cities and towns. However, the construction of a new 
central business district and a cluster of landmarks may not be necessary to achieve 
these goals. Less than half of the respondents (44%) support the idea. It is clear, from 
the survey, that quality public services in regards to the citizens’ everyday life, for 
example, the availability of public transportation (66%) and maintenance of the public 
environment (65%), concern people more than a new city image. Moreover, fifty-nine 
percent of respondents hope that the urban renewal of old urban areas could progress 
faster. In the meantime, it is important to preserve the culturally valuable places. The 
current development plans are destroying, at a large scale, the history and identity of 
the town. Finally, it was mentioned several times by the respondents that it is equally 
important to improve the educational level of people in the town, and the service 
attitude of the public servants. 

The ambitious Tongzhou new town master plan has raised a lot of expectations for 
the Tongzhou inhabitants (figure 5.57-6). Thirty-six percent of the respondents 
feel positive that the plan helps envisage the future prospective of the new town. 
However, over half of the people are skeptical if the plan will be realized (57%). They 
are disappointed because the progresses of the announced large development projects 
and goals are rather slowly. According to the analysis in this research, it is important 
for Tongzhou to seize the current valuable development opportunities and establish 
solid economic foundation. Moreover, the local government should provide more 
opportunities for the public participation. About two thirds of people say that they want 
to care about the new town planning and development, but they feel their opinions are 
not taken into account by the decision-makers. Information is usually not transparent 
enough or communicated to the public. Over one third of the respondents use the 
community website (the section of new town planning) as their main platform to share 
news and give opinions about the latest development. A small number of people have 
direct contact with the government departments, write to the newspaper, or participate 
in public exhibitions (6%). However, even if there are ways to make their opinions 
public, these opinions are usually not taken into account by the municipality. 
In conclusion, the Tongzhou new town is not yet widely considered a vibrant city. 
However, the majority of respondents are positive about its future. Many suggestions 
for how it can become a real city are focused on improving the basic quality of everyday 
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life, including tidy and clean living environments, well organized traffic and public 
transportation systems, and quality medical and educational facilities. Urban vitality 
can also be boosted if some high end and long term goals can be realized, such as 
increasing employment, and generating commercial and cultural prosperity. Many 
of the tasks require efforts from local and regional governments, and private public 
participation. However, success cannot be developed only through the market. Spatial 
planning and urban governance should play a stronger role in facilitating urban 
development in Tongzhou. The results of this research project suggest that the local 
government should makes the effort to obtain consistent policy and financial support 
from the Beijing central government, consolidate the realization of top-down plans and 
public provisions. At the same time, the municipality should openly interact with the 
public, so as to gain their input, support and understanding.

§  5.3.2	 Conclusions

The development of the Tongzhou new town is an example of a multiple-stakeholder, 
market-driven, self-developing model. The urban development has been growing in a 
patch-like manner, and the land use pattern is, to a large extent, mixed. Four relatively 
compact urban quarters have emerged to the east and south of the historical town 
area, only one of them is top-down planned. Currently, the new town has achieved a 
built-up area of about thirty square kilometers, with some 300,000 urban inhabitants. 

Since the middle of the 1990s, public provision has noticeably slowed down, due to the 
real estate housing development becoming the primary development goal. The public 
facilities are mainly concentrated in the historical town and the planned expansion 
area. The level of available facilities in the self-developed urban areas is insufficient. 
However, under these circumstances, formal and informal bottom-up solutions have 
emerged to fill in the service gaps. On the other hand, various commercial activities 
have grown quickly and ubiquitously through market forces, which exhibit a dispersed 
linear pattern of development along the most spatially integrated streets in each urban 
area. Ground-floor shops form an essential and characteristic part of the bottom-
up activities in Tongzhou. Besides the small scale businesses, new centralities have 
formed, mainly around the light-rail stations in the new urban areas. This poly-centric 
structure principally matches with the proposed Central Place model. Moreover, the 
planned and self-developed centralities are located in locations with good street 
network accessibility. In the opinion of survey respondents, the new centralities around 
the light-rail stations in the southern new area, where the new modern shopping malls 
and large chain stores are concentrated, have surpassed the traditional shopping 
streets in the historical areas, as the busiest places in Tongzhou. 

i



	 355	 Case Study of Tongzhou

When examining people’s daily activity patterns, the majority of the respondents are 
active locally. They tend to do their (daily) shopping, visit ground-floor small shops, 
do recreational activities, and use the street level public spaces that are near their 
neighborhoods. Over a third of the local residents are also attracted to large facilities, 
like shopping malls, supermarkets, city parks and plazas, which are a considerable 
distance away from their homes. However, city sports and cultural facilities, as well as 
community amenities, generally experience a lack of users. Taking public transport and 
using a private car are equally common choices. This indicates that even local activities 
are not always conducted on foot or by bike. 

The large-scale development of the new housings is the most dramatic achievement 
of the Tongzhou new town in the last two decades. Gated neighborhood developments 
are the basic component of the new urban areas. The diversity in neighborhood designs 
is one of the main urban characteristics of the Tongzhou new town. The top-down 
planned neighborhoods from the 1980s and early 1990s are austere in appearance, 
but have sufficient public facilities, such as a primary school, and public greenery. 
Government offices are sometimes located at the corner of such neighborhoods. 
The quality of the early commercial neighborhoods in the Tongzhou new town was 
generally poor. Since the early 2000s, the quality of commercial neighborhoods has 
been dramatically improved. They place increasing emphasis on the richness and 
diversity in architectural and landscape designs, separation of traffic and pedestrian 
networks, provision of a multi-functional community center, and other amenities. 
Most interesting of all, abundant business opportunities are created through ground-
floor shops at the perimeters or inside the community shopping street. Therefore, the 
gated neighborhoods not only are quiet, green, collective and closed environments, but 
are also open and connected to the city. In doing so, the urban life inside and outside 
the neighborhoods are able to be both lively in different ways. Except for their relatively 
low density, the planning characteristics of the neighborhoods in the suburban new 
town are largely the same as the contemporary neighborhoods in Beijing central city. 
Only the traditional Hutong area and the Russian style influenced first neighborhoods 
are open in structure. A greater quantity of self-emerged activities within the urban 
fabric has emerged from these neighborhoods. 

Several neighborhoods constitute an urban district. As in Tongzhou, the new urban 
quarters are spatially mixed by different types of neighborhoods from different times, 
and thus, a blend of diverse populations. Urban vitality is examined by registering the 
location of diverse small businesses and self-emerged social and cultural programs in 
the new urban area south of the railway line. As the results show, such activities tend 
to aggregate and succeed when they are located in areas of sufficient compactness and 
population density, accessible to public transport, in locally integrated and pedestrian 
friendly streets that provide the possibility of thru-flow circulation, or having major 
attractions in the area. In Tongzhou, it normally takes three to five years for a whole 
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street of ground-floor shops to be fully filled with tenants, depending on the location. 
In fact, the flouring of small business has become a ubiquitous phenomenon in 
contemporary Chinese cities. 

The majority of the interviewed shop managers consider location as the key factor 
of their choice. They prefer to be near the light-rail stations. The quality of the 
neighborhood, and the consumer power of the people living there, is another important 
concern. Most shops are primarily busy in the evening and the weekends. As there are 
already a large number of ground-floor shops in Tongzhou, the competition is fierce. 
Shops change business types and owners frequently. The owners are mainly local 
immigrants of young age. The contribution of ground-floor shops to urban vitality is 
that they promptly and flexibly fulfil the demands of daily life in the early phase of the 
new urban areas. They currently continue to survive and thrive as complementary to the 
big centralities, by offering a diversity of services. 

Urban vitality on the local scale is also examined through snapshots of street 
activities and pedestrian flows, over an ordinary day in the summer season. The field 
observations show that the chosen area, which is a 1.2 kilometer radius range centered 
from a light-rail station, is lively throughout the day, although it is the busiest in the 
evening when commuters return to their homes. The vital streets are usually the ones 
with the greatest number of neighborhood pedestrian exits and mixed-use programs. 
Other impact factors are similar to the ones needed for successful ground-floor shops, 
such as a pedestrian-friendly loop, connectivity and visibility. For the older age groups, 
being outdoors in a public space is a habit and an essential method of casual social 
contact with neighbors and others. Diversity in population composition, as well as 
proper population density plays an important role in sustaining a certain amount of 
vitality throughout the day. 

In terms of top-down organized social-cultural activities, there are a couple of large scale 
annual culture and art festivals in the new town. These are mostly the continuation of the 
cultural legacies of the town’s history, or from the Communism era. Likewise, community 
committees at the neighborhood level are also responsible for generating a sense of 
collectiveness between the residents. However, there is generally a lack of activities that fit 
the demands of the younger generations, and the various social groups in both the newly 
developed and old urban areas. Tongzhou is very lively with regard to bottom-up small 
scale activities, which includes widely distributed commercial recreational programs (such 
as snookers clubs, board and card games rooms, internet bars and karaoke singing and 
dancing halls), self-developed hobby groups (users of community facilities and public 
spaces), and active internet communities (the major communication platform for new 
town inhabitants). Furthermore, Tongzhou is also famous for the self-developed art 
villages in its rural region, which enables the new town to promote the creative culture 
industry as the unique identity and new economic growth sector.  
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After years of market-oriented real estate developments, the Tongzhou government 
is now taking the role as the main director of the new town development. Based on 
the historic and cultural legacy of the town, Tongzhou is aiming to promote creative 
culture industries through the development of two large urban projects: the movie 
and animation theme park, and the music theme town. These recreational centers 
are supposed to be developed into regional tourism centers, and attract more creative 
people and activities to the new town. A modern image is considered an effective 
strategy to attract economic activities and investors. Multi-functional business districts 
are planned at the canal bank and near the first light-rail station. The waterfront 
district will be developed as a show piece. It will not only celebrate modern architecture 
landmarks and traditional Chinese urban fabrics, but also function as a vital transit hub 
with business, commercial and cultural programs. According to the research analysis, 
estalishing a collectively recognized modern city center would be benefitial to the new 
town. However, the government plans tend to be overly ambitious and slow in progress. 
Therefore, there needs to be a re-optimization of the large urban projects, including 
readjusting the priority arrangement, the scale of the projects and the functional focus 
of each centrality (figure 5.58).

The research analyses and observations have demonstrated that Tongzhou is a largely 
self-developed town, and that it is lively in terms of bottom-up small business and 
street level activities, the majority of people in the survey consider it inadequate to be 
considered a real vital city. In their opinion, the new town still lacks strong key factors, 
such as a vibrant urban economy, quality educational and medical facilities, as well as 
modern shopping and recreational centers. Obviously, they cannot self-grow by market 
forces alone. Anticipation arises when the new master plan and recent project plans 
are made public. Spatial planning and urban governance should play a stronger role in 
facilitating new town development. During the top-down interventions, public opinion 
and participation needs to be heard and organized, in order to make the right actions to 
improve the quality of life for the people living in the new town.
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Figure 5.58
(1) Current government plan of large urban projects and implementation sequence (2) Proposed re-structuring of large urban 
projects and rationalized phasing plan
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6	 Comparison and Discussions

Chapters 4 and 5 have elaborated on the Almere and Tongzhou case studies in detail. 
This chapter concisely synthesizes the differences and similarities of these two 
cases, according to a comprehensive range of aspects, side by side in a table. Then, 
the influential factors which are considered most crucial to urban vitality are further 
discussed and compared. The ways in which the two new towns can learn or reference 
from each other are explicitly stated. The listed influential factors on urban vitality 
cover spatial planning and design on various scales, as well as the social and economic 
development of a new town. The key factors include the regional position of the new 
town, the city development methods, the spatial configuration of the networks, the 
design of the urban interfaces, and the urban governance approaches. Finally, the 
recommendations for each new town are summarized. 

For the case of Almere, the most important issue is to develop a new planning 
framework that encourages market development, the involvement of diverse actors, 
small-scale incremental growth, and a variety of social and spatial compositions. In 
terms of spatial design, it is argued that traditional urban interfaces are required in 
order to bring back quality street life. The urban structure should be transformed from 
a segregated, inward-looking tree structure, to an interconnected, open structure. For 
the case of Tongzhou, an abrupt jump from self-organization to central-control should 
be avoided. Stronger executive power of spatial plans is required, but in the meantime, 
the merits of market-driven development need to be incorporated into a new planning 
paradigm. Moreover, it is essential to integrate more social and environmental 
considerations into the city’s economic development plan.
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§  6.1	 Table of comprehensive comparisons

Almere Tongzhou

History

- �started from clean slate, planning since 1960s, 
construction since 1976, still growing

- �used to be historical harbor town, successful 
industrial town in 1980s -1990s; key new town 
since 2004

Regional position

pros - �close to big cities* receiving radiant: 35 km to 
Amsterdam and Hilversum, 48 km to Utrecht

- �close to big city* receiving radiant: 24 km to 
Beijing, 13 km to Beijing international airport

cons - suburban garden city 
- �commuter traffic causing congestion in  

regional road
- at the fringe of urban agglomeration
- missing history and strong culture identity 
- lack of strong employment magnets

- suburban dormitory town
- �commuter traffic causing congestion in  

regional road
- fierce competition with other  new towns
- lack of pillar industries, except for real estate

Area and population

- �191.000 inhabitants on 130 km² built-up area 
by 2011

- �density: 14,7 p./ha, about 25 p./ha in residential 
area

- total municipal domain: 248,7 km²
- planned population: 400,000 by 2020

- �420.000 long-term and 220.000 short-term 
inhabitants on 42 km² built-up area by 2008

- density: 100 p./ha (long-term), 152 p./ha (total)
- total Tongzhou District domain: 677 km²
- �planned area of the new town: 155 km², 0,9 

million inhabitants by 2020

Social composition

- �already similar to the 27 big cities in NL, but 
having more family with children and less elderly 

- �60% is middle income class, but overall at lower 
position of national average

- �over 30% non-Dutch nationality, 26% non-
western 

- less highly educated people
- �about 50% of working class work outside Almere, 

mainly in A’dam area
- �overall: homogenous population, middle 

to middle-low income, lots of non-western 
immigrants

- �about 30% long-term residents do not register 
in Tongzhou (48% from Beijing, 45% from other 
provinces) 

- over 80% is between 15 to 64 year of age
- majority lower educated 
- �over 50% of working class are commuters, mainly 

immigrants work locally 
- �overall: diverse population, low to middle-low 

income, lots of immigrants from outside Beijing

>>>
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>>> Almere Tongzhou

Spatial organization

pros - �planned, coordinated and ordered development, 
quality control 

- �abundant green and water landscape, and public 
spaces at various scale level

- cyclist and public transport prioritized 
- variations and innovation on architectural design 
- built-by-yourself possibilities

- �market-driven self-developed, involvement 
of diverse developers and local authorities, 
competition and adaptation

- �diversified urban landscape, highly mix-functional
- �relatively high density, but much lower than 

Beijing
- normal, open street grid
- transit-oriented self-emerged new centralities 
- corner squares and green space along main streets

cons - �multiple segregations: poly-nuclear city structure, 
functional separation, tree-like network structure, 
neighborhood island, housing enclosures, etc.

- separation of traffic modes
- lower density, increased car dependency
- �much concentration of business and shops, 

neighborhoods lack interesting meeting places
- �monotonous housing typology and living 

environment

- �inefficient coordination between infrastructure 
and housing development 

- unordered and dispersed land development
- urban villages and old factories embedded
- lack a modern city center/ image
- segregation between old and new districts

Public provisions

pros - full coverage of public transport service
- public facilities provided for most of neighborhood
- modern city center and commerce
- plenty of organized social-cultural events

- lack high quality educational institutes, hospitals
- lack modern, quality recreational facilities

cons - heavy task of public space maintenance - lack high quality educational institutes, hospitals
- lack modern, quality recreational facilities

Small business

pros - 25% more home-based small business in Almere
- make use of spare home space, storage space in 
industrial zones, or public facilities, etc.

- �open perimeters and special typology at ground 
floor of each neighborhood

- many self-employed immigrants 
- blossom of ground-floor shops of diverse programs

cons - �neighborhood convenient stores and corner shops 
was intentionally minimized in plans 

- �not so many flexible building typology and floor 
plans provided along main streets

- �no traditional urban streets available where 
pedestrian, cyclists, cars and buses in the same 
flow

- frequent change of owners (3-5 years)
- �peripheral locations far away from light-rail 

stations have more vacant planned shops

>>>
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>>> Almere Tongzhou

Street life

pros - �neighborhood activities gather around schools  
and supermarkets

- many children activities during day time
- weekly open market in the centers

- �ground floor shops and restaurants generate 
constant street life and wide distribution

- �formal and informal daily open market; street 
markets and vendors appear twice at peak hours

- �collective singing, dancing or physical exercise in 
public spaces

- �diversified social composition contributes to  
the complexity of space users over different  
time of day

cons - �concentrated activities venues and pedestrian 
flows 

- �dispersedly planned corner shops cannot bring a 
sense of urbanity in the street

- �home-based business are randomly dispersed and 
low-profile, they do not generate much street life

- chaotic traffics, space occupation
- lack urban management

Bottom-up activities

- local community committee per neighborhood
- self-initiated hobby groups and activities 
- collective neighbors parties

- community online forum of Tongzhou
- self-initiated hobby groups and activities
- “black taxi”, informal street vendors

Participation

pros - organized participation in space management
- “build-by-yourself” projects
- “walk-in” hours of public authorities

cons - �inform about plans but not open to 
communication and feedback

Future plans

- population: 350.000 by 2030 
- strengthen regional infrastructure connection
- 100.000 new jobs 
- develop mixed functions, diversified life styles
- introduce higher education institute 
- sustainable energy and eco-environment
- �overall: self-contained, socially economically 

balanced and ecologically sustainable city

- population: 900.000 by 2020 
- international new town, happy living new town
- strengthen regional infrastructure connection
- �take advantage of history and culture, promote 

culture and creative industries
- �large urban projects on new business districts 

based on urban renewal of historical areas
- quality public facilities
- duty for new social housing projects 
- control the in-flow of immigrants
- �overall: strengthen economic development, shift 

from quantity to quality focused, continue to 
absorb population from the central city

* measured from city center to city center

Table 6.1 
Table of comprehensive comparisons
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§  6.2	 Comparisons of key factors on urban vitality

§  6.2.1	 Regional position: stronger regional bond = stronger self-containment

Almere and Tongzhou are similar in the way that they enjoy convenient locations near 
the most populated cities in their regions, Amsterdam and Beijing respectively (figure 
6.1). To a large extent, their successes lie in their strategic regional positions. Many 
opposing examples, such as the new town Flevoland which is located on the same 
polder as Almere, and those “new ghost towns” in China, have shown that large-scale 
new settlements built far away from existing urban areas against the nature of organic 
growth tend to suffer from limited liveliness. Almere and Tongzhou both have similar 
characteristics to a dormitory town. While these towns release urban pressure from 
their respective mother cities by providing affordable and attractive suburban housing, 
they are also subject to a lack of real urban quality, a competitive urban economy, and 
generating substantial regional traffic congestion. 

Almere had a population of over 191.000 inhabitants by the middle of 2011, 
distributed across a land area of about 130 square kilometers (total municipal 
domain 248,7 km² including water area). The planned population for 2030 will be 
350.000 in the same land boundary. Tongzhou new town, occupying a built-up 
area of about 42 square kilometers in 2008, is the central town of the Tongzhou 
District. It is more complicated to calculate the population precisely, because of the 
registration system in China. According to the 2004 national census, the Tongzhou 
new town had about 420.000 long term residents, and another 220.000 short-term 
residents. The planned built-up area for the new town will be 85 square kilometers 
by 2020 (total planning boundary 155 km²), with a projected population of 900,000 
people. Fortifying regional infrastructure connections is one of the essential steps 
for facilitating urban and economic growth. Almere is planning to double the traffic 
capacity over IJmeer in the direction of Amsterdam, and extends its connections to the 
east and north of the country by the future Hanzelijn. Tongzhou is going to have a new 
light-rail connection (with two branch lines in the new town domain), a new express 
road connection with Beijing central city, as well as a regional railway to the other new 
towns in Greater Beijing region. 
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1

Figure 6.1
Strengthening regional connections: Tongzhou has planned new light-rail and infrastructure connections (1); Almere has planned 
new cross-like railway connection (2)
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Almere

Additional housing is not the only reason for the urban expansion of both of the 
new towns. They have bigger ambitions, to become self-contained, socially and 
economically balanced real cities. Currently, they both have a certain imbalance in 
their social composition. Almere has a higher percentage of middle-income family-
with-children type of households, but it is less attractive to students, social starters, 
pension groups and artists. The housing typologies and living environments are rather 
monotonous. There is also a relatively high percentage of non-western ethnicities 
in the new town, but most of them have integrated well into Dutch society. In the 
Almere 2.0 vision, increasing (100.000) new jobs and diversifying living environments 
are primary approaches to realizing the desired “scale leap”. The first step will be 
the allocation of new higher education institutes in 2012. The Almere 2.0 proposal 
includes a closer spatial and functional relation with the cities and regions from the old 
land that have the potential to help Almere grow. High density and mixed-functional 
urban settings are planned for Almere-Pampus, the new urban node which extends 
towards Amsterdam. The very low density ecological habitat will be located in the 
Almere-Hout and Oosterwold, and connecting to het Gooi region and Utrecht. The 
ambitious “scale leap” of Almere has developed into a national project once again. 
National subsidies are required for the major public programs in the plan. 

Tongzhou

Tongzhou, on the other hand, has a more mixed population, composed of original 
inhabitants, (former) peasants, young white collar workers that commute to Beijing 
central city, immigrants from other provinces, and middle-high income groups 
attracted by suburban villa communities. However, the lower-educated people 
(immigrants) are the ones that work in and dominate the new town. The higher-
educated groups are commuters, and they use the new town as “bedrooms”. Moreover, 
the suburban new town cannot compare to Beijing central city in terms of the quality 
and quantity of public facilities, quality of built-up environments, and prosperity 
and diversity of cultural life.  Real estate development has been the most important 
source of Tongzhou’s local revenue for the past two decades, but it is no longer the 
only financial pillar to be relied upon. The municipality believes that employment in 
higher-skill sectors is the key to upgrading the population composition and the built-
up environment. The new master plan for Tongzhou 2030 is focused on establishing 
new characteristic urban economic sectors, including business and commerce, creative 
and culture industries, a central district for the relocated Beijing government offices, 
and a regional medical center. The eleven new towns in the Greater Beijing regions are 
fiercely competing with each other for new concepts and new domains for economic 
growth. The Tongzhou new town authority has been actively seeking collaboration 
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with domestic and international investors, in order to accelerate the realization of 
the planned large urban projects. Beijing and the national governments also provide 
subsidies for the development of Tongzhou, as they are still urgently depending on 
major new towns to ease the heavy urban and environmental burden of the capital city. 
What to learn from each other?

Urban expansion is utilized as a primary strategy to upgrade both of the new town’s 
regional position. This is primarily because they have the advantage of available land, 
compared with the old towns. It is just as big as an opportunity, as it is a challenge. If 
the strategies are implemented as planned, both new towns are going to reach their 
full urbanization threshold within the municipal domains by 2030. The extent to which 
the suburban new towns can transform into vital cities depends on the success of the 
implementation of their “scale leap” plans in the coming two decades. There is an 
increasing awareness in efficient and sustainable land use strategies in both countries. 
However, successful urban expansion solutions remain to be the biggest challenge and 
research question to the spatial planning, design and governance of cities throughout 
the world. 

The merit of the Dutch approach is that social and environmental aims are embedded 
in the spatial strategies and physical forms, such as the quality of life, diversity of 
lifestyles, freedom of choice and renewable energies. Moreover, the plans are more 
likely to be realized, because they are being implemented by the strong top-down 
executive power of the Dutch authorities. The central strategy for developing the 
Chinese new town plans is focused on economic development. In the current phase 
of fierce market competition, consistent economic growth is considered key to a 
sustainable new town. Social and environmental aims most often stay on the paper. 
In reference to each other, it is suggested that Almere make the most of its strategic 
regional location, since it is nearby the biggest economic and international culture 
center in the country. The Almere municipality should consolidate its own economic 
comparative advantage (other than real estate) within the system of cities in the north 
wing of Randstad. On the other hand, the Chinese new town developers should balance 
and integrate social and environmental considerations in their pursuit of economic 
growth, before a heavy price for pollution and population imbalance becomes 
inevitable. Clusters of modern architecture boost the urban image of the new town as 
a whole. However, it is the quality of local urban environments and public facilities that 
influence the quality of the everyday urban life of inhabitants.
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§  6.2.2	 City planning and development method: top-down planning vs. market-driven

Almere and Tongzhou contrast each other with regard to their city development 
methods (figure 6.2). The former is the product of thorough top-down planning and 
a consistent implementation process; and the latter went through a market-driven, 
spontaneous and somewhat chaotic process, and reached a certain coherency. What 
are their different influences on urban vitality? 

Figure 6.2 
Diagrams of the different developing processes: Almere in a sequential manner and Tongzhou in a mosaic manner

Almere

Almere was a national project that was aimed to provide more habitable land in the 
Netherlands in the first half of the twentieth century. In the middle of the 1970s, it 
was built on the clean slate of the newly reclaimed polder. Planners from the specially 
established national authority RIJP made the important initial planning decisions 
for the new town Almere. It can be assumed that this group of professionals gave 
their best effort in developing the town plan to maximize the quality of the town for 
its residents. The decision of making low-rise, low density single family houses the 
dominant housing typology was because it was the most popular housing typology in 
the Netherlands. This was determined according to a public survey that was conducted 
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during the strong economic growth and baby boom period in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The spacious setting and abundant landscape was believed to guarantee a healthy 
living environment. In addition, the tree-structure hierarchical road network design 
was supposed to make local environments safe and less polluted. The quality of the 
individual residences was the foremost concern of the planners, and it has been 
successfully achieved. However, there were some aspects that did not go as well as 
planned. For example, the attempt to create a balanced population and self-contained 
job market, the intention to reserve system flexibility within the polynuclear model, 
and the aim to nurture urbanity and diversity, were not fully achieved. On the one 
hand, this research project has demonstrated that the artificially planned spatial 
structure is responsible for hindering the development of the town’s urban vitality. 
On the other hand, the way that only a limited number of parties were involved in the 
decision-making, designing and development processes also have negative impacts 
on the diversity of the built-environment. For a project as complex and large-scale 
as developing a new town, prescriptive planning is just not capable of predicting and 
defining all the societal dynamics, and the corresponding physical forms.

Tongzhou

Tongzhou was an economically declining historical harbor city with its own cultural 
legacy. It was designated as one of the forty industrial satellite towns around Beijing 
in the 1950s. Under formidable top-down governance during the Communism era, 
dozens of major state-owned factories were relocated to satellite towns. Communities 
for factory workers were built nearby the factories. It was a successful and self-
contained industrial town, until those heavy polluting and outdated industries 
gradually closed down, beginning in the early 1990s. It was also when real estate 
industry started to thrive in urban China, after the market economy was restored. 
Without guiding urban plans and strict regulations, the market-driven housing 
development in Tongzhou has been driven largely by private developers as well as the 
local authorities of former farm lands. The real estate booming has lasted until around 
the mid-2000s. During this period of “anarchy”, a variety of parties were involved in 
land acquisition and development. New housing communities of various sizes, building 
typologies, and design and construction qualities spontaneously popped up along the 
major infrastructure connections to Beijing central city, along the canal banks, and 
around the planned trajectory of the light-rail line. Even though a certain degree of 
compactness and order has evolved out of chaos by now, the urban area as a whole 
is a montage of new build-ups, urban villages, vacant lands, and factories. The local 
government was in a passive position, developing infrastructure and public utilities 
according to the demands of urbanization. 
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Human society is perceived by urban theorists as a living organism that is constantly 
adapting from within. Cities are also increasingly studied as complex systems, whose 
natural state is featured as being between order and chaos, but not as ordered and 
predictable as a machine. The dynamic process and result of the Tongzhou new 
town is much more comparable to the manners of the organic growth and self-
organized complex systems. The lack of restrictive planning rules in the early phase 
of the Tongzhou development inadvertently led to an immense freedom in the city 
development, which allowed diverse private and public parties to take part in and 
interact with one another. Each individual action followed the market rules of selecting 
the best profitable location possible and tended to aggregate themselves for the 
benefits of scale. They competed with and complemented each other, resulting in 
constant improvement of the project quality as well as new design themes as selling 
points. As the physical chemist Ilya Prigogine said, “while turbulent motion appears as 
irregular and chaotic on the macroscopic scale, it is, on the contrary, highly organized 
on the microscopic scale” (Prigogine, 1984, p.141). 

What to learn from each other?

Both new towns are in transitional moments, either from a top-down planned manner 
to a more organic growth manner or from a market-driven, spontaneous mode to a 
stronger planning control mode. New development and governance approaches are 
needed to balance the relation between the top-down and bottom-up strategies, as 
well as the planned and unplanned urban elements. The Almere government could 
learn from the government of Tongzhou, in regards to its dynamic-triggering urban 
development “approach”, in other words, its successful involvement of multiple parties 
in the development process, which result in a positive effect on market competition, 
and bring about a natural diversity to the urban landscape. It definitely does not imply 
going back to the entirely uncontrolled urban sprawl developments that occurred in the 
Randstad area several decades ago. The Tongzhou government could learn from the 
Almere government how to effectively manage projects, city development as well as 
the civic society. Without certain guidance and regulations, “chaos” can easily lead to 
“market failure”. However, it should be realized that being over controlling and highly 
ordered is equally detrimental to urban vitality than the seeming disorder. 
In the current economic environment of capitalized societies, it is especially important 
to combat the negative effects of marketization - the monopoly of big players- with 
regard to the development of urban diversity and vitality. These tendencies are already 
witnessed in Chinese society. The Tongzhou authorities should avoid developing 
large-scale urban projects with only a single or a few big developers and stakeholders. 
They should try not to restrain the initiatives from local (village) authorities and 
other motivated market forces. Otherwise, its current dynamics and vitality will soon 
disappear. For Almere, it is helpful to encourage the participation and growth of 
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smaller interest groups, and avoid the scale problems that are associated with the large 
(former state-owned) housing corporations and construction companies. For both of 
the new towns, it could be a useful strategy to develop a planning framework with clear 
goals and basic principles. In order to achieve certain flexibility and diversity in the 
plan, the project land can be divided into smaller lots. In this way, it allows small-scale 
incremental developments initiated by or commissioned to a variety of partners.

§  6.2.3	 Spatial form and street life: urban streets and small-scale business

Figure 6.3 
Diagrams of the distinct network configurations: Almere in a tree-structure, and Tongzhou in an open-grid structure
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Tongzhou

The bustling street life is very characteristic of the Tongzhou new town. It is a result 
of the development of a spatial form that is favorable to social contact and economic 
transactions at the street level, proper compactness and density, a diversity of 
population groups, as well as freedom to engage in various street activities. Spatially 
speaking, the mixed-traffic streets, especially the secondary ones, are important 
contributors to, and conductors of the urban life in Tongzhou (figure 6.3). This is 
the same role as they have in natural cities. Almost every new neighborhood is a 
gated community. Each neighborhood has a core micro eco-environment. Although 
quiet and self-centered from within, they simultaneously share open interfaces with 
the city streets at the neighborhood perimeters in the form of ground-floor shops 
(figure 6.4). This successful typology has been developed throughout Tongzhou. 
The proliferation of small-scale businesses reflects the fact that there is sufficient 
demand within a relatively compact and densely populated built-up area. Small-scale 
economic activities on the streets of the residential areas are spread throughout 
most parts of the network, and they provide a link between the local areas and the 
bigger centralities in the city. The new town is a melting pot of different social groups. 
People actively inhabit the streets and public space over different periods of the day. 
There are multiple peak moments, and many activity center points, including the 
daily morning, afternoon, and evening markets, the gathering of street vendors for 
departing and returning commuters, group singing and dancing in the early evening, 
the flows of supermarkets and schools, and an outdoor dining fiesta in the summer 
evenings. Immigrants, locals and former peasants are the protagonists of urban 
life in the new town, after the large amount of “white-collar workers” commute to 
the central city. The spontaneous new town is a “free” town for the street vendors, 
markets, “black” taxis and other informal urban phenomena. Although their 
existence brings disorder to the everyday public life, they do effectively replace the 
missing (public) supplies and services, and animate the local urban vitality.

i



	 375	 Comparison and Discussions

Figure 6.4 
Diagrams of distinct urban composition: Almere in a segregated manner, Tongzhou with open urban streets

Almere

Christopher Alexander contends that “for the human mind, the tree is the easiest vehicle 
for complex thoughts” (Alexander, 1965, p.17). City planning that follows this logic 
produces stationary and separated elements that fail to generate overlaps and interactions 
with one another. This results in the loss of countless spatial and social relations and 
interactions, and inhibits the possibilities for bottom-up emergences of businesses and 
activities. In Alexander’s opinion, the “ordering principle” fundamentally determines the 
degree of complexity and vitality of the created structure more than other spatial remedies, 
such as richness in architectural styles, sequences of public spaces and urban density. 
Unfortunately, Almere’s planning was just another applied case of the “tree structure” 
(figure 6.3 & 6.4). The idea of separation was applied at all scale levels. This resulted in 
the different urban nodes being separated by large scale green areas and landscapes, 
neighborhoods being bordered by urban parks,   each neighborhood being divided into 
(four) quarters, and the physical division of the different traffic modes. The local activities 
are therefore cut into pieces. Compared to Tongzhou, the neighborhoods in Almere have 
open block structures, but closed perimeters. There are not any shared edges, and there 
is limited communication (through flows) between the urban islands. The facilities and 
programs are grouped in centralities on three scales, and the allocation of street shops in 
residential areas was intentionally reduced. As a result, the survey that was conducted in this 
research project demonstrates that the lack of interesting meeting places and functional-
mix in the local neighborhoods are one of the major spatial issues identified by the public. 
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On the other hand, recreational and sports activities in the green landscape are the most 
popular outdoor activity in Almere. Under such spatial conditions, individual initiatives are 
still able to find their own solutions. Interestingly enough, there is a significantly higher ratio 
of home-based small businesses in Almere than in the other big cities in the Netherlands. 
The modern information technologies and the convenient public and private transportation 
that are present here have changed the location behavior of the small-scale service industry. 
These resources have allowed them to locate their businesses in a rather foot-loose manner: 
they are not sensitive to locations and the amount of passing traffic and pedestrian flows. 
Consequently, the proliferation of home-based businesses does not contribute much to 
the local street life. In short, too much separation and concentration in terms of the spatial 
structure of Almere makes the distribution of urban life rather limited. 

What to learn from each other?

Within the spatial framework proposed for multiple stakeholder partnerships, planners 
are responsible for establishing the ground rules and conditions that facilitate 
different levels of urban vitality to emerge and grow. These include a well accessible 
and intelligible street network and public spaces, a proper population density, a 
recognizable urban identity and image, interactive streetscapes and public space, 
appropriate building typologies in the potential streets for mixed-use programs, as 
well as proper social and environmental goals. The examples of Tongzhou, as well 
as traditional urban fabrics like the Amsterdam Zuid extension in the Netherlands, 
demonstrate that a density made up of four to five-story apartment buildings is 
suitable for developing a sense of urbanity. They further illustrate that traditional 
street grids with open blocks and neighborhood perimeters are more suitable for 
allowing small businesses to grow and street life to thrive than a tree-like network with 
introverted and landscape-isolated neighborhood islands. 

As built-up environments in new towns are fixed and not suitable for large-scale 
demolition and renewal, the results of this research project suggest that small scale 
interventions in Almere will boost its urban vitality. The goal is to diversify the living 
environments and lifestyle possibilities, at the range of the existing three urban nodes. 
It is not the intention of the researcher to force each suburban neighborhood into 
urban settings. In considering the lessons learned from the analysis of Tongzhou, the 
spatial element that is seriously missing in Almere is “urban streets”, where people can 
“linger…, take pleasure in spaces and city life, meet and get together with other people 
(Gehl, 1971, p.53). The author proposes that the transformation could focus on the 
areas close to the city centers, and new urban interfaces and urban streets could be 
created by urbanizing part of the isolating green buffer zones (see Figure 4.56) through 
the development of mixed-function land use and flexible building typologies. 
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The government of Tongzhou should be aware of the problem of vacant ground-
floor shops resulted from the over estimation of the potential economic market. The 
success of the shops eventually depends on the retention of a long term client base 
within walking distance of the shop, and the shop’s relative location to major public 
transportation connections. As the centralities on the city scale become more mature, 
and public provision becomes more sufficient, ground-floor shops and informal 
economic activities will face stronger competition in the local market. According to 
the interviews of the shop owners, the consumption power of Tongzhou inhabitants is 
obviously lower than people in the central city. The shop owners need to be responsive 
to the changing demand, in order to maintain their businesses. Meanwhile, it is also 
crucial for the new town to improve the average income level. This can be accomplished 
by attracting higher income groups, and then keeping them active in the new town.

§  6.2.4	 Public provision and urban governance

Almere

One of the major advantages of the developed Almere master plans is their social 
considerations. Sufficient quality facilities were planned in proportion to the 
population size of each neighborhood and each urban node. In addition, the provision 
of daily services had begun in the first development stage. The initial master plan of 
the city center reserved space for development in phases. The new city center was 
completed by the early 2000s, and it has upgraded the quality of the city life to a level 
that is more comparable to other towns in the region. According to the survey of this 
research project, most inhabitants agree that all the necessary amenities are available 
locally, and that there are plenty of organized activities. However, it would be better if 
there were more cultural and recreational program choices, as well as big city events 
that bring more people together and generate a sense of collectiveness. Abundant 
greenery on different scales is another physical manifestation of the government’s 
efforts. Trees were being planted even before the construction of the housing project 
began. Judging from the quantity and size of the trees and plantations in Almere, one 
would not believe it was built on new land. There are open channels of communication 
between the local authority and the citizens. Public services are well organized, and 
opportunities for public participation in the domain of politics and space management 
are available. As a result, the research survey shows that the majority of respondents 
find the new town modestly lively. 
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Tongzhou

Even though Tongzhou has a large number of small-scale businesses and a busy street 
life, the survey shows that the public’s opinion towards the vitality of the town is not 
satisfactory, due to the lack of quality medical and educational facilities, as well as 
a modern urban center, on the city scale. Many local residents surveyed heavily rely 
on Beijing central city for social cultural life.  Some have even chosen to move back 
(for instance, for children’s education). During the planned economy era, the local 
government took responsibility for providing public facilities like libraries, sports 
fields, culture centers, cinemas etc. However, this process stagnated during the real 
estate boom in the 1990s and the early 2000s.  The local government decided to allow 
freedom for the free market activities; however, they are inexperienced in dealing with 
its effects. This resulted in the lack of investment in the public domain of the new 
urban areas. In general, master planning as a land management tool had little control 
over the rapid changes in the market-driven development of urban China. Amazingly, 
the same type of detailed zoning plans is still being mass produced for other new urban 
expansions. 

What to learn from each other?

An important lesson for the government of Tongzhou is that the task of creating 
a sustainable and vital society cannot be left to the hands of the market. Public 
authorities need to proactively take on planning and governance duties. It is clear 
that spontaneous small businesses and street life can only contribute in part to the 
development of urban vitality. Public provision of quality facilities, the construction 
of modern city centers, as well as people-oriented public services and governance 
are crucial to building a high quality society. In this respect, Almere is a role model 
for Tongzhou. However, there remain challenges for both new towns in terms 
of developing and testing effective and collaborative planning and governance 
approaches, in order to balance the top-down control and bottom-up freedom in order 
to develop successful new areas in the coming decades.
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§  6.2.5	 Future development and discussion

Almere

The recent plans of new urban nodes in Almere clearly demonstrate the determination 
of the authority to establish new planning paradigm and to prevent the same urban 
problems in existing urban nodes from happening again. Take Almere-Poort for 
instance, new approaches to create flexibility and diversity in urban setting are 
explored. The concept of “flexible building block” is applied to the development 
of central area of Almere-Poort, Olympia office park and Olympiakwartier, so that 
functional mix, functional change and program-on-demand are possible over time. 
The development approach is similar to that of the city center (stadhart). The individual 
urban blocks or architectures are assigned to different design companies within 
the framework of the same urban plan, so that diversity in terms of building form 
and appearance is derived. Following transit-oriented development (TOD) model, 
the district around new train station, Olympiakwartier, aims to develop into a high 
urban area integrated with living, working, shopping and other facilities, a strong 
centrality to Almere-Poort as well as to the city. The adjacent area, Europakwartier, 
is also intended for mixed land use, where traditional ground-floor multi-functional 
space is reintroduced to the streets. But not the entire Almere-Poort is planned to be 
urban. The areas far away from train station are the suburb of this urban node. They 
have pure living environment and features of typical Almere’s planning, but modern 
themes are labeled to them: sustainability (Columbuskwartier) and build-by-yourself 
(Homeruskwartier). 

As innovative and thoughtful as the new plans are, there are some aspects that 
merit further discussion. Concentrating businesses and activities (thus separation 
from living) is still dominant. Liveliness of the office park during off-work hours is 
questionable. The scale and characteristics of the new centrality will influence the 
vitality of the existing city center (stadhart). The spatial integration of the street 
network is still under-addressed in the plan. The polynuclear and tree-like structures 
continue to prevail. The edges of Almere-Poort and Almere-Pampus are isolated by 
green space, and the connection between the two urban nodes is rather limited (figure 
6.5). Space syntax analysis on the street network configuration of Almere-Poort shows 
that the connections between different zones in the same node are limited (figure 6.6). 
Yet again, this kind of network configuration is bound to compromise the development 
of street life. While the same study on Tongzhou’s street network plan reveals more 
choices of linkage between urban districts (figure 6.7). In addition, the secondary roads 
are generally design as even grid pattern. 
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Tongzhou

While the Almere municipality is loosening up their planning prescriptions, the Tongzhou 
local government has been trying to exert tighter control over future urban developments 
since the mid-2000s, as well as resuming their public duties. Several new public facilities 
pertinent to people’s daily lives, such as a hospital and primary schools, are currently under 
construction in the new urban areas. The new master plan (2004-2020) contains detailed 
land use zoning plans that are supposed to be legally binding. It should be noted that the 
freedom and dynamicism in the market-driven development phase would probably be 
smothered by the new rigid plans, which can be considered a negative influence on the town’s 
development. In reference to the Dutch planning approach, the master plan is meant to 
capture the overall structure of key elements, and detailed plans should be elaborated at the 
next scale level, where flexibility has been given to the corresponding designers. As described 
before, characteristic urban economy sectors and big cultural recreational programs are 
deployed to different districts throughout the Tongzhou new town. This has been done in 
order to reduce the differences between the center and the periphery, and the urban and 
suburban areas. However, the relation between the old and new urban centralities needs to 
be evaluated. It has always been the aim of the government to restore the central position of 
the historical town at the bank of the Grand Canal, and that is where the large scale main city 
center and central business district has been planned. However, it is obvious that another 
planned business district around the light-rail station closest to Beijing central city has a 
greater potential for fast development. A metro connection to the historical town and the 
planned main city center is not expected to open until the new district has been developed. 
Moreover, it is questionable if so much office space is needed for this new town. 

The planning and design of key public projects, usually with surreally rendered images 
of the future prospective, has been used by Tongzhou authorities as an instrument 
to catalyze and motivate the involvement of private investors on the development of 
surrounding areas. However, the realization process of the promised public projects is 
rather slow, probably because the plans are too ambitious and too much about urban 
images. This leads to a difficulty in finding sufficient public subsidies and investment 
partners. Public enthusiasm on new town planning has waned over time. It should be 
noted that the concept of a central district could improve the sense of urban quality for 
residents, and attract business agglomeration. However, the idea of building a cluster 
of modern architecture projects in advance of office developments would be risky for 
suburban new towns, especially under the current economic condition. It is not rare for 
office spaces to remain vacant and be transformed to other uses in the future. Therefore, it 
is a challenge for the future that the city planning and development of Tongzhou interact 
more closely with what is in demand. It integrates potential parties into the planning 
process, so that the plans would become more feasible. Most importantly, it should be 
noted that the efforts for the quality of life of inhabitants should not be de-prioritized by 
the grant face-lift projects that are meant to show off the achievements of the officials.
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Figure 6.5 
The spatial relation between Almere-Poort and Pampus in two recent master plans

Figure 6.6 
Space syntax analysis of Almere-Poort’s traf fic network (external and internal connectivity)
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Figure 6.7 
Space syntax analysis of Tongzhou’s future street network (external and internal connectivity)

§  6.3	 Summary of suggestions

This chapter highlights and compares the key aspects of the two new town case studies 
side by side. The comparative study has generated insights on spatial and non-spatial 
factors that have influenced urban life, the lessons and experiences they could learn 
from each other, as well as design and strategy-wise recommendations on future 
improvements.  For both new towns, solutions for increasing urban vitality shall be 
explored from spatial planning and design perspectives, as well as an urban governance 
perspective. On an individual case basis, future challenges are summarized as follows.
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In order to enhance the urban vitality of Almere, it requires:

•	 the strengthening of regional bonds and consolidation of economic comparative 
advantages

•	 making use of the positive effects of market competition by encouraging the 
participation of individuals and groups of diverse sizes and types in the  
plan-making and development process 

•	 avoiding the big player monopolies in either public or private sectors

•	 new types of spatial plans that can balance  planned and unplanned urban 
developments, be adaptive to changes and feedback, and be effective instruments 
for communication 

•	 small-scale incremental developments, instead of large-scale mass production

•	 avoiding too much functional concentration and network segregation in new urban areas

•	 balancing the relation between the old and new city centralities

•	 diversifying the living environment of the existing urban nodes by small-scale,  
step-by-step interventions

•	 resolving spatial segregations generated by polynuclear models and tree structures 

•	 reintroducing “urban streets” as active interfaces, which are made possible by 
employing grid networks, open urban blocks, mixed-functional land use, and 
flexible building typologies

•	 a certain degree of compactness and population density

In order to enhance the urban vitality of Tongzhou, the town needs:

•	 the integration of social and environmental goals into  the economic growth 
process, including  quality of life, freedom of choice, eco-friendly environments 

•	 public provision of quality facilities in the new urban areas

•	 people-oriented public services and urban governance 

•	 establishing sustainable economic growth sectors: e.g. cultural and creative 
industries

•	 new public-private partnerships in urban development, retaining the 
involvement of motivated market initiatives, avoiding the tendency of developing 
monopolization  as a result of marketization

•	 avoiding rigid zoning plans and large-scale rapid developments

•	 adopting a strategic and flexible master plan, clarifying the fixed principles,  
and developing a series of codes 

•	 evaluating the feasibility of project goals, avoiding real estate bubbles 
 and “face” projects

•	 stronger executive power, effective project management 

•	 building characteristic urban images that can be collectively recognized:  
e.g. city center, public programs

•	 integrating the historical urban area with new town development

•	 upgrade social compositions by attracting higher income groups, enhancing  
market potentials
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7	 Final Conclusions

§  7.1	 The usefulness of this research

New towns claim to be differentiated from suburban housing estates because they are 
supposed to be developed into self-contained regional magnets, cities with balanced 
populations and employment, and cities with a certain degree of economic, cultural and urban 
vitality. This goal began in the pioneer garden city developments, and then was widely adopted 
by the new town movements worldwide. However, empirical studies have shown that this 
ideal has been difficult to be fully realized. However, these new towns commonly lack a sense 
of urban vitality. Therefore, based on a comparative study of the top-down planned new town 
Almere in the north wing of the Randstad region in the Netherlands and the market-driven 
self-developed Tongzhou new town in Beijing Metropolitan region in China, this research 
investigated the spatial and non-spatial factors that facilitated the development of urban 
vitality. This research provides practical planning strategies and design recommendations for 
both growing new towns and the established ones in search of transformation.  

The two chosen case studies complement each other with regards to their planning 
strategy, development method, spatial organization, as well as urban governance. The 
urban planners could learn from the advantageous experiences of each other on nurturing 
urban vitality. The sufficient provision of community amenities in the residential areas, 
quality commercial and cultural facilities in the modern city center and sub-centers, 
organized year-round city events, and the recent participatory and build-by-yourself 
developments are all factors contributing to Almere’s urban life. On the other hand, 
Tongzhou excels at developing a versatile street life, a diversity of social groups, a significant 
amount of active players in the market, and providing freedom in the development process. 
Both new towns are currently in transition stages. Ambitious urban expansion plans have 
been developed for the coming two to three decades, with the aim to achieve better social, 
cultural, and economic balance, as well as environmental sustainability. Their development 
strategies in the past were contrary, but their future strategies tend to shift to each other’s 
model. Almere is searching for flexibility in their plans, diversity and urbanity in living 
environment, whereas Tongzhou is exerting stronger planning controls, and developing 
public projects at an accelerated rate. The systematic comparison study of these two new 
towns is oriented to the factors relevant to urban vitality. This research has generated some 
insights for the body of knowledge on urban vitality, as well as some concrete references 
and suggestions for the future development of the new towns.  
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§  7.2	 Main novelties and reflections on research questions and hypotheses

§  7.2.1	 Clarified definition of urban vitality

There are many theories and discussions on the interrelations between space and 
society, and good urban forms that make urban life lively. However, the notion of 
urban vitality surprisingly remains to be vague. This research attempts to give a more 
precise definition of urban vitality, mainly through literature studies, by narrowing the 
denotation and widening the research domains. This research answers the questions of 
how urban vitality relates to socio-economic and culture life, the necessary indicators 
and conditions, and how they can be quantitatively measured (as described in §  1.2). 

In hypothesis (1), social, cultural and economic activities are considered key indicators 
of urban vitality. In general, urban activities can be categorized as living, working, 
recreation and circulation (Le Corbusier, 1943). However, how life is lived at home and 
at work is not the concern of this research. Rather, this research is focused on people›s 
public life in the public domain of the city, which includes a variety of social, cultural 
and economic activities. Jan Gehl (1971) and others further distinguish public life 
between buildings into functional, optional and social types. The functional type refers 
to activities with obligated purposes, such as work-related commuting and traveling, 
which is mainly the subject of traffic planning studies. The social and casual (non-
obligated, optional) activities that happen in the public realm of cities are the primary 
focus of urban vitality studies. As can be seen, theoretical studies help clarify the scope 
of activities identified in the hypothesis. 

Second, the urban vitality in this research emphasizes the impact of the physical 
qualities of urban space on the rhythm of people’s everyday urban life. Economic 
and cultural vitalities have a cause-and-effect relation with urban vitality. Economic 
and cultural activities are studied only for their effects on people›s spatial behaviors. 
Besides, there are also types of spatial activities that are independent on non-spatial 
attractors. For instance, taking pleasure in occupying space, and having casual social 
contact with other people on the street. The narrow scope of economic vitality and 
cultural vitality, which respectively deals with the productivity of industries and 
businesses, and the prosperity of non-spatial creative works in human society, is not 
the focus of this research. Third, the notion of urban vitality emphasizes the unique 
quality of cities, where numerous, varied transactions occur in places where people are 
gathering in a certain density. 
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Urban vitality is a qualitative concept. It refers to the extent to which a city or part of it 
feels alive or lively. The key issue that is defined in this research is how to quantitatively 
measure urban vitality, and what the spatial indicators are for its measurement. The 
seminal work of Jane Jacobs offers criteria for evaluating the intensity and time-span 
of pedestrian flows on the street, and the presence of small-scale business activities 
on the ground-floor of urban blocks. In the same vein, John Montgomery argues that 
combinations of mixtures of activities are the key to vital, successful urban places. He 
goes one step further than previous researches, by including a wider range of activities 
besides small-scale businesses. This research project proposes to add the elements 
of place and people to the definition of urban vitality. Urban space in itself is in fact a 
source of attraction for human co-presence. People can be the initiators of activities. 
Thus, the primary condition for a vital city is (re)defined as whether the city offers 
rich choices of activities and quality places for people to experience, and whether 
the city inspires people to take their own initiatives and to be part of city-making. 
Consequently, consistent with hypothesis (1), the key indicators identified and adopted 
in this research include the presence of people and their spatially related social, 
cultural and economic activities in the public realm (i.e. how well spaces or facilities are 
used). However, a distinction is made between the planned/public programs and the 
self-emerged/private ones (i.e. to what extent the city is transformed by bottom-up 
initiatives). It should be noted that planned programs and quality space themselves are 
valuable conditions, but not indicators. 

The core discussion of this research is how to create conditions for urban vitality 
to develop in new towns. It endeavors to give a holistic inquiry of important spatial 
factors, as well as planning and governance approaches. Jacobs and Montgomery’s 
views on urban vitality are largely the attractor-determinism. Public facilities, small 
businesses, diverse activities and land use functions, as well as well-designed public 
spaces are such attractors for to-movement of flows, in other words, for gathering 
people. This research project has found that the spatial configuration of street networks 
and the spatial details on a smaller scale are also important factors. Space syntax 
theory studying thru-movements reveals that the natural movement patterns of flows 
are largely influenced by the integration value of a certain street in relation to the 
system as a whole. The intelligibility of the network (the extent of easiness to go from 
everywhere to everywhere else in a certain radius) determines the use of space. Urban 
designers consider the sensory (information) communication between people and 
space, and the details on small scales, influential to the duration of people’s stay in 
public spaces. These can be thought of as space-determinism. Moreover, the account 
of people-determinism is proposed in this research project. This viewpoint emphasizes 
the usefulness of involving a multitude of agents participating in the decision-making 
process of urban development, as well as the value of encouraging spontaneous 
self-initiatives and collective activities by inhabitants. The interrelations of the three 
elements (program-place-people) will be elaborated in the following texts.
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§  7.2.2	 New research approach

Several studies have developed certain methods to measure human activities. Jane 
Jacobs observed human activities taking place on the local scale of urban blocks of 
downtown areas of American big cities. However, her empirical method and normative 
statements were sometimes criticized by planning professionals as lacking supporting 
morphological studies on larger scales, and on other related urban elements. Jan Gehl 
carried out research tracking where people sit, stand and walk in several city center 
areas in world cities. However, his main focus is on the design of public space on small 
scales. For the study of new towns, a more complicated combination of factors affects 
urban vitality. The works testing Space Syntax theory in relation to the spatial behavior 
of economic activities (e.g. Hillier, Van Nes) intersect the calculated network integration 
values with the registration map of small businesses. However, the actual pedestrian/
traffic flows are not usually included. First, the above mentioned methods cannot fulfill 
the demand of studying urban vitality in new towns. Second, there are more indicators 
and factors that need to be measured according to the renewed definition of urban 
vitality in this research. Therefore, a comprehensive approach was designed. 

Compared with previous works on studying urban vitality, the novelty of this 
research approach lies in the complexity and multi-scalar overlap of data. It not only 
quantitatively measures and visualizes the degree of urban vitality in terms of the 
co-presence of people in the public realm, but also identifies relations between the 
mass spatial behavior patterns and diverse influential factors. The potential factors 
are explored globally, and the measurements are taken locally. The spatial attractors 
are the primary mapping target. However, their distribution pattern is understood 
through critically analyzing the new town development process, social demographics 
and urban governance approaches, as well as the influence of urban compositions 
and network configurations at multiple scale levels. People’s daily activity patterns in 
outdoor spaces are registered at the level of local neighborhoods and urban districts, 
through static snapshots (as described in §  3.3.3). Then, the snapshot maps are 
overlapped and compared with multiple layers of data, including the mapping of 
«attractors» (facilities, shops, planned and self-initiated small businesses and social-
cultural activities), the configurative map of the street networks that was developed 
through Space Syntax analysis, the arrangement and design of public space, as well 
as the local social composition. Finally, the results of the morphological study and 
field research are cross evaluated with public opinions, which are derived from online 
surveys and face-to-face interviews.  
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§  7.2.3	 Urban vitality triangle

Urban vitality triangle  

 

PLACE 
- regional position: well-
connected, comparative 
advantage 
 
- land use pattern: compact, 
mixed-use,  functional overlap, 
mixture of concentration and 
street-spreading distribution  
 
- living environment: 
diversified life styles and 
aesthetic styles 
 
- street network: good 
communication, intelligible, 
freedom of choice (overlap) 
  
- public space: easily 
accessible, functional, 
communicative, well-defined 
edges, rich details, fractal 
structure, human scale, legible 
visual qualities  
 
- identity and meaning: vivid, 
sharp mental image, activity-
involved, memory, genius loci  

PROGRAM 
- a mixture of top-down initiatives, market-driven initiatives, and grass-root initiatives  
- public provision: large-scale recreational, cultural, sports facilities, hospitals, library, cinema, 
gallery, museum, schools, organized city events etc. 
- market-driven and bottom-up: diverse shopping, supermarket, cafe/restaurants, market, diverse 
small-scale business, self-organized social-cultural activities, hobby groups 
- variety: meet the demand of different social groups 
 
 

Urban 
Governance 

 
PLACE 

 
PEOPLE 

 
PROGRA

M 

Spatial 
Planning 

Private  
Initiatives 

PEOPLE 
- social composition: a 
diversity of different age, 
origin,  education level, 
occupation, income level, 
cultural background, ambition  
 
- encourage public 
participation in spatial 
management, spatial 
planning, city making, city 
events, and other volunteer 
work 
 
- encourage private initiatives: 
by policy, finance, 
technique/knowledge support 

Figure 7.1 
Diagram of urban vitality triangle and the list of influential factors

Set forth in hypotheses (2), place, people and program are considered three essential 
elements for urban vitality. When clarifying the definition of urban vitality and 
its measurement indicators, the establishment of attractor-determinism, space-
determinism and people-determinism as three main factors coincide with the 
hypothesis. The urban vitality triangle diagram (figure 7.1) is developed to illustrate 
how these three elements can be interrelated and activated to make the built 
environment lively, through means of effective spatial planning, development method 
and urban governance. In other words, the three elements in the outer ring are vehicles 
to drive the dynamics of the elements of the inner ring. 
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First, the definitions of place, people and program need to be clarified. Place is 
distinguished from space for its emphasis on social connotation, rather than spatiality. 
Place theories claim that space becomes place when identities, memories and 
meanings are attached to it, either through the activities happening on site or through 
the aesthetics or spatial values of the physical form. Here, place not only refers to the 
physical public realms (public spaces and public facilities) but also the composition of 
spatial elements of the city as a whole. The notion of program in this context refers to 
the spatially related social, cultural, and economic activities. It does not imply spatial 
planning and design projects. Compared to the diagrams from previous place theorists 
(see Figure 2.15), people are a new element that is added to the triangle, which is 
meant to emphasize the pivotal role of proactive interactions between people (not 
just passive reactions) and the other two elements. Here, people primarily refer to 
individuals or groups from private sectors, including local or prospective inhabitants, 
business owners and market developers. However, it excludes agents from public 
sectors, such as planners and city officials. 

The interrelations between the three essential elements are as follows. Places 
accommodate programs, and programs choose places to be located at. Programs serve 
people, and people initiate programs. Places attract people, and people make places. In 
order to explain more specifically, places need to be understood as more than merely 
containers for planned urban functions. However, activities, especially the economic 
ones, have their own logic of locational behavior. Factors like the connectivity and 
intelligibility of the street networks, the relations to other urban elements, the visual 
characteristics and quality of space, and the typology of buildings at the edges of public 
spaces all contribute to the emergence and pattern of unplanned (and even planned) 
activities. Top-down provided programs enrich people’s social and recreational life. 
However, it is important for a vital city to have motivated individuals or groups to 
initiate programs by themselves, whether it is micro-economic activities or collective 
culture events. Quality space and the activities associated with it attract the co-
presence of people and the movement of flows. Such places are likely to continue to 
have programs aggregate. People not only live in and travel through urban spaces, but 
they also appropriate and modify their ambience according to their ideas. It is people 
using the space that makes the built environment lively. A more radical step of city 
animation would be to empower people to be directly involved in the process of city 
making. Among the cyclic relations in the urban vitality triangle, the directions needing 
the most emphasis are to activate people to participate in spatial planning, to initiate 
activities, and to engage in urban management (which are shown in thicker black 
arrows in the diagram).
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§  7.2.4	 Relations between network configuration, attractors and movement of flows

Relations between network configuration, attractors and movement of flows 

 

P = spatial planning, C = network configuration, M = movement of flows, A = attractors, MD = market-driven 
development, IT = IT technology 
 
 
 

(b) (c) 

MD 

M A 

P C 

IT 

(a) 

P C 

M A 

P C 

M A 

Figure 7.2 
Diagram of the relations between network configuration, attractors, movement of flows and other factors

The study of the relations between the network configuration, attractors and 
movement of flows is an extension of the study of the place-program-people 
relations (figure 7.2). This study focuses on demonstrating how the elements 
influence the appearance or growth of each other. It tackles the question of how the 
locational behavior of (economic) activities is interrelated with the structure and 
development of the infrastructure networks, and thus, human flows in different 
models of city development.

The street network is one of the most important structural elements in a city. It is a 
channel for communication that carries the flow of traffic between different urban 
areas and activities. Diagram (a) shows these types of static relations between the 
three elements. In the 1960s, traffic engineers designed the street networks, and its 
traffic capacity is based on the land use plan that was made for a future prospective. 
The structure was designed largely based on the allocation of urban functions and 
urban density. In other words, the movement of flows predicted by the traffic planners 
is determined by the attractors. Thus, it is considered a major attractor-determinism 
method of studying travel patterns. 
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Hillier and colleagues study the movement patterns of flows in human settlements 
from a configuration-determinism view. It is argued that there is a type of so-called 
natural movement that is independent from specific destinations (attractors). It 
is purely influenced by the configuration of the street networks, the cognition of 
orientation when exploring in space, and namely the degree of integration of an 
individual street, and the intelligibility of the whole network. The key statement 
in this vein, as shown in diagram (b), is that the structure determines the co-
presence of the humans, which consequently determines the aggregation of the 
flow-dependent (micro-economic) businesses. The relation between the movement 
of flows and attractors is interactive. However, the network configuration is not 
affected by either the presence of attractors or the natural movement. Based on 
the results of this research project, the scheme depicted by space syntax theorists 
seems to only fit top-down planned cities or largely built-up, slow evolving built 
environments, where street networks and urban structures on the macro-scale is to 
a large extent fixed and stationary. 

Diagram (c) presents a more comprehensive and dynamic relation between spatial 
planning (P), network configurations (C), movement patterns (M), and urban land 
use (A) in organically-grown or market-driven developing cities from a systems view. 
In this circumstance, an action from spatial planning (e.g. infrastructure, public 
buildings or public space) or private initiatives (markets, real estate development, 
industries or business) causes changes in the built environment. These changes 
modify the context for decisions to act by others, and triggers (chain) reactions 
and self-organization within the market-driven developments. For instance, a new 
light-rail generates housing developments along the line, the new business cluster 
in the city center stimulates gentrification, and an explorative housing development 
in the suburbs intrigues more followers. The consequences are the growth in the 
scales of land use and population, which then leads to further agglomeration 
of a series of urban functions in the service sector. As described in the previous 
diagram, the attractors and movement of flows complement the presence of each 
other. In this scenario, the spontaneous bottom-up developments determine the 
spatial configuration in the city to some extent. When the changes are feedback to 
the planning system, they urge the public authority to adjust the plan to the new 
conditions, and set forth new actions. The cycle continues from there.

A noteworthy phenomenon of location behavior is that it is clear that in the age 
of information technology, businesses using internet platforms for transactions 
depend significantly less on physical locations in the city. A considerable amount 
of real stores in the city still require face-to-face communication with customers. 
However, the increasing convenience in obtaining information online and the 
use of modern orientation tools, such as digital maps and global positioning 
systems (GPS), makes people’s trips more acupunctural than random. As a result, 
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the distribution of (small) economic activities tends to have more freedom and 
ubiquity. However, the rules-of-thumb of location theory still apply. The places 
where movement of flows of pedestrians and (slow) traffic is sufficient, public 
transportation (especially transit hub) is conveniently accessible, and a large, 
nearby reservoir of high frequency consumers, are still the places where activities 
concentrate. In addition, public (or semi-public) spaces that are located along 
the dominant movement flow paths are likely to be well used. Designing network 
configurations that allow good communication and freedom of choice continues to 
be a requirement for a vibrant street life.

§  7.2.5	 System conditions for vital new towns

In general, for new towns or any planned urban fabric that is trying to be developed 
into a similar environment as natural, high functioning cities, optimal conditions for 
a dynamic and complex system must be developed. This statement is in accordance 
with hypothesis (3), which stresses the level of complexity and diversity of the 
environment in terms of spatial and social composition important to generating a 
strong urban vitality. Supporting arguments are derived from the theoretical and 
empirical studies of this research project. The development and control of such 
complex systems requires new urban planning and urban governance approaches.  
The advantage of small-scale, incremental developments, and the involvement 
of multitude of partners, as put forward in hypothesis (5), will be reflected in the 
discussion of different stages of power decentralization in this section. 

A complex system exhibits a state between order and disorder, and structure and 
serendipity. From a systems view, an open and living system entails possibilities 
of extensive interactions among its component parts and constant adaptation 
to changes caused by the interactions. In order to prevent the tendencies of over 
planning or unregulated market-driven chaos from happening in developing 
new towns, it is necessary to develop a new relation between top-down spatial 
planning and urban governance, and market-oriented development and bottom-
up initiatives. The creation of such a relation requires the involvement of a good 
number of public private participants during the process of spatial planning and 
urban development. The arbitrary dominance and monopoly of only a few players 
should be avoided. The optimal use of a variety of market forces and private 
initiatives in designing and constructing built environments allows natural diversity 
(in terms of the living environment, social composition, social-cultural and 
economic activities, etc.) to grow. 
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Spatial planning and urban governance should be used as managerial tools that 
facilitate constructive interactions among the participants, and guide directions 
and control errors. Therefore, they should be firm in terms of rational principles and 
regulations, while being flexible in terms of developing a detailed program and design 
variations. In this way, planners and public authorities are responsible for the interests 
of the city and society as a whole, as they have the resources and skills to have a better 
overview of the system on the macro-scale. In addition, on the micro scale, people and 
private organizations are given freedom and decision-making powers in developing 
urban projects, in pursuit of their individual goals and ambitions. In the meantime, the 
responsibility of managing the well-being of their environment and community life is 
shared by both public and private actors, because of their direct involvement. In terms 
of the planning product, long term static and rigid spatial plans have been considered 
ineffective. Time-oriented trajectory planning and incremental development methods 
should be adopted for their usefulness in allowing systems to regularly evaluate and 
react to feedback and changes.
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Figure 7.3 
Evolution of planning process and product
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The anticipated planning process and product is further elaborated (figure 7.3). So 
far, the most powerful tool at the hand of the authority is the control of land use. 
They can allocate land for development, and assign functions and programs to them 
(with the economic and social planning reflected in spatial terms to different extent). 
However, in order to realize the desirable system view of planning and development, 
this power needs to be more decentralized from top-down to bottom-up. The evolution 
process of power decentralization can be roughly divided into five stages (1) In the 
case of absolute control, the land use plan is prepared in detail by the authority, and 
only public organizations (or authorized private agents) are allowed to develop the 
land. (2) Mutual land development is one positive development option. The authority 
allocates land on the market according to its own agenda, and it allows private/public 
parties to bid for the project development rights. The program must still follow the 
plan. However, in the first two stages, information of the spatial plan is held back from 
the external parties. (3) Therefore, progress can be made through the (full or partial) 
opening of information to the general public. The official plans are shown to people 
through various media and exhibitions. However, this process of informing is a single-
direction communication method. The planning process and products are still static 
because of the absence of real interactions. 

(4) In the next stage, flexibility and adaptability in the physical plans, and dialogue 
with partners are emphasized. Plans of this kind consist of several alternative scenarios 
and trajectories. They evolve sequentially in phases. Public authorities organize public 
hearings in each phase, and they consult with various developers and interest groups 
for remarks and advice. This method already generates fruitful interactions, mainly 
between public and private groups. Suggestions and changes over time are able to be 
integrated into the plan. However, the key decisions of urban development, and the 
control of the process, are still mostly made by the authority. The interaction among 
participants from private sectors is still limited.

(5)The next stage introduces real participation and full interaction, where individuals 
and groups practice actual decision-making power in dynamic plan-making and 
urban development processes. An important premise is that the authority still finds 
its key role as facilitator of the process. The authority is required to have independent 
presumptions, preferences and reasoning, which must be derived from making a 
systematic analysis of the problems, setting up goals and alternative courses of actions, 
as in the previous stage. They are responsible for keeping participants well informed 
about the context, and presenting their expert opinions and plans as reference and 
inspiration. However, an open plan is to be used as a platform for interactive decision-
making by the participants. Such a plan will contain a few main structural elements of 
the site that are relatively fixed (e.g. infrastructure and topographical features), as well 
as indicate planned major public projects (e.g. public transport, water green system 
or amenities). An important difference is that the land use and spatial composition of 
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the rest of the available land is open for discussion. They can be divided into relatively 
small cells (zones), with suggested possibilities of urban functions, and certain 
mandatory program requirements that are presumed to be good for the public. These 
requirements may include quantitative figures and qualitative descriptions, such as the 
ratio of mixed-use, social housing, public/green space, parking space, sunlight, and so 
forth, as well as code for visual diversity and desirable urban characteristics. 

There are several ways to make the open plan definitive, and additional methods are 
still under development. For instance, face-to-face simulation (role playing) games 
can be organized, where representatives of interested parties have the freedom in 
choosing from a base map which land (a single cell or a combination of several), and 
what program (predefined modules), to develop and preserve. When an individual 
choice conflicts with the plan, or the decision is questioned by other parties, the 
problem should be solved through debates and negotiations. If several parties show 
the same interest in one project, then they need to compete for it. During this process, 
the planners play the role of mediator and consultant. It is also possible to use 
online simulation software as a platform. The advantage of the virtual tool is that the 
simultaneous attendance of all potential participants is not required, and incremental 
and gradual program infill can occur over time. It is also less time consuming and less 
intensive, but with the expense of no face-to-face communication. In addition, the 
participants have more time to study the situation, react to the consequences of other’s 
actions, and contemplate their decisions. In any case, the authority has the right to 
evaluate the outcome, and propose adjustments. Participants who have confirmed 
propositions in the simulation process should sign contracts with the authority, and 
become partners in the urban development. 

Finally, in the case of total anarchy, there is no government planning control of any 
kind. However, the radical self-organization of individuals over a long period of time is 
required. It is the opposite extreme of absolute authority control (stage1). However, it 
is outside the scope of the core discussion of this thesis.

§  7.2.6	 Spatial factors for urban vitality

As this research mainly falls in the field of spatial planning, several spatial factors crucial 
to urban vitality at different scale levels are concluded from theoretical and empirical 
studies. On the regional scale, new towns ought to position themselves in the system of 
cities in the (metropolitan) region, and to establish comparative advantages. Networking 
cities, especially the smaller and more mono-functional ones, inevitably depend more or 
less on the complementary functions of others. A more self-contained town requires the 
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development of characteristics and productive economic sectors, so as to maintain a good 
amount of activities within the city. Urban vitality fundamentally relies on economic vitality. 
The results of this research project suggest that both new towns take advantage of their 
strategic regional locations, strengthen regional connections, and proactively explore new 
growth sectors in association with eco-friendly and high-tech industries. 

In terms of city form, the research finds the city-wide functional overlap, and the global 
street network supporting good communication, are the most important prerequisites 
for urban life. Space syntax analysis of the network, the mapping of urban functions, 
and the registration of human activity patterns show that the street life in areas with 
a higher concentration (i.e. separation) of functions, in addition to a tree-structure 
network, makes a bigger difference than those with a dispersed (especially street-
spreading) distribution of programs with a well-connected, open grid. The grid pattern 
offers alternative route choices. It is this redundancy in connectivity that makes the 
system flexible and resilient, and enables programs to have more freedom of choice 
to settle and overlap. In any given city, residential land use has the largest proportion 
of land use specification. It is in fact the relatively limited resources of the economic, 
social-cultural and service activities associated with urban land use (including 
industries and business, public facilities, public spaces), that are the main attractors 
that determine the public urban life patterns. If they are predominantly concentrated 
in several planned centralities, for example, as depicted in the Central Place model, 
the majority of the living environments would be homogenous and quiet. However, if 
these spatial elements (especially micro-economic activities) are more ubiquitously 
dispersed along the main frames of the street networks, and integrated in the housing 
areas with proper density and compactness, street life would, on average, be livelier in 
the city. The results of this research suggest that spatial composition is a powerful tool 
in determining (suburban or urban) lifestyles. The two cases of this research represent 
two extremes of concentration and dispersion. However, the urban environment of a 
vital natural city is diversified. Therefore, a combination of “point-spread” patterns is 
suggested for new towns. The tuning of the pattern between the two poles would result 
in variations of the urban characteristics of specific sub-divided districts in a city. 

The details on the small scale, and at eye-level, are equally important. They provide 
the qualities and opportunities to encourage social life in the public domain. Design 
strategies should aim at stimulating sensory communication between the space and 
people at the key interfaces, such as the streetscape and the edge defining public 
spaces. Studies show that an interface is interactive when it contains sufficient and 
well-defined information. It cannot be overly emphasized that the quantity and quality 
of spatial information influences people’s cognition of orientation, visual and mental 
experience, and duration of stay in outdoor space. Elements, such as scales, shapes, 
volumes, colors, materials, symbols, patterns, ornaments, plantations, street furniture 
and more are useful variables to make aesthetically impressive spatial designs. They 
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are capable of drawing the attention of different types of people at different directions 
and distances. Legible urban landscape is able to provide people with clear and vivid 
mental images and memories, which not only make spaces meaningful places, but are 
also helpful in terms of way finding. Moreover, studies show that fractal structures (i.e. 
network consisting of short segments or a public space with intricate communication 
channels) and walkable circular loops are features that contribute to street activities. 
Hypothesis (4) gives different weights to the influence of spatial factors at the city 
and local scale on urban vitality. This statement is confirmed by the spatial studies of 
the two new towns. It has been concluded above that network configurations and the 
spatial distribution of urban functions determine the thru and to- movement of people 
in the city. If the street network, the carrier of flows, is designed in a way of prohibiting 
the co-presence of people, then the chances of the planned programs and public 
spaces being well used is largely reduced, no matter how fancy the detail designs are. In 
other words, the degree of convenience of traveling to the place (i.e. accessibility) is the 
foremost prerequisite of the vitality of that place.  However, the fundamental basis for 
the vitality of a new town stems from its regional development perspective.  

§  7.2.7	 Is new town a feasible model to be multiplied?

At the end of the thesis, the question of if the new town is a sound regionalization model by 
then and for now must be revisited. This research project demonstrates that the new town 
is a special product during the phase of a city’s development that is characterized as having 
rapid urban and economic growth. Newly emergent economic activities, and a rapidly 
increasing urban population, require large-scale, new urban land. The government must 
determine if they should let the town grow spontaneously into a contiguous mega urban 
region, or if they should develop a planning intervention to control the town’s sprawl. As 
shown in the literature study, the regionalization of North America in the twentieth century 
is an example of free market-driven, self-organized development, while the new town 
movement of Britain until the late 1970s is an example of structuralized growth through 
planning methods. As has been demonstrated, successful new towns and edge city’s 
economic development is always a driving force for urban growth and vitality. The economic 
entities could be relocated industries from central city or burgeoning new industries. Right 
timing is an important factor for new towns to establish new economic foundations. As 
a society starts to transform into a post-industrial service economy, the time window for 
decentralizing productive activities out of the central city narrows down. However, even 
when the timing is correct, too many planned new towns compete among themselves and 
others for economic opportunities. Government funding seems to be a dissipating way of 
deploying resources, and is less likely to result in the maturity of strong new cities. 
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The difference between planning a new town and developing a new urban district 
within a city should be reflected. One of the benefits of the new town model is the green 
buffer zone that is reserved in-between urban agglomerations. This is beneficial for the 
ecological environment of the region. The new town has an independent administration. 
In addition, rational planning ensures efficient land development and a supply of public 
facilities. However, compared to the market-oriented incremental growth, one of the 
major disadvantages of large-scale planning and construction is the uncertainty of 
changing socio-economic and project conditions. The phenomenon that physical and 
socio-economic results of a developed master plan do not concur with the anticipated 
results often happens. Some new town’s physical framework is built just as beautiful and 
comprehensive as planned, but they can still suffer from high vacancy rates and poor urban 
vitality. Moreover, new towns’ ambition to be fully self-contained is clearly a difficult task. 
In many cases, new towns are not able to confine traffic flows in their territory. Rather, they 
incur more intensive regional communication. As indicated by the Central Place theory 
and location theories, cities and regions tend to form polycentric systems, where levels of 
activity are hierarchically distributed. New towns that serve as smaller nodes in the network 
are likely to receive small-scale or lower-rank economic and cultural programs. Many 
cases indicate that a considerable portion of a new town’s population actually consists 
of middle to low income groups and immigrants. Other towns become pure middle class 
garden cities. In most cases, new towns are successful in the way they accommodate 
migrant populations from the nearby mother city or region. However, they are less 
successful in becoming an attractive and competitive counterpart. They eventually become 
supplementary satellite towns. The inevitable interdependent relation between new towns 
and their mother city or others in the system of cities in the region needs to be underlined. 

Finally, the main suggestion for countries which are still developing new towns at the 
moment or in the future is to focus the top-down efforts on only a few potential cases, to 
make the right timing and take advantage of the current available opportunities, and invite 
diverse productive economic activities to settle and develop in the new towns. However, it 
would be infeasible to construct new towns in generous numbers. The concept of a garden 
city community and a new town should be distinguished. Towns can hardly be both at 
the same time, with regard to urbanity. The size and scale of the urbanized area makes 
a difference. The core quality of successful and vital new towns against homogeneous 
suburbanization lies in the diversity of job opportunities, living environments and recreational 
activities offered. In order to realize this condition, a strategy for regional positioning and 
economic consolidation must be the fundamental basis of the town’s development plan. 
Physical planning and design on different scales is the best method to create functional 
spatial frameworks and additional spatial qualities. Moreover, the planning and development 
process is more important than the static planning product. Step-by-step incremental 
developments, with the involvement of diverse public and private partners and regular control 
and adjustment of the plan based on feedback, is recommended as an effective approach in 
reducing the risk of uncertainty of the large-scale and long-term planning endeavor.
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§  7.3	 Concise suggestions on future spatial development of Almere and 
Tongzhou

The Almere and Tongzhou case studies can be used to learn from each other, with 
regard to determining how different development methods, spatial characteristics 
and urban governance approaches influence the urban vitality of new towns. This 
comparative study shows that the strengths and weaknesses of the two new towns 
could complement each other. Tongzhou has developed in a market-oriented, 
multiple-agents manner. The new town has an open grid structure and a mixture of 
diversity in terms of social composition and living environments. Its urban vitality 
is especially reflected in the widely distributed small businesses and rich street life. 
However, the lack of regulations in the market and social considerations has resulted 
in inefficient land developments, as well as insufficient public provisions. Almere, 
on the other hand, is a paradigm of effective planning control and thoughtful 
integration of social aims into spatial plans. Innovations in neighborhood design are 
promoted. Its urban vitality is derived from quality social-cultural and commercial 
amenities, organized activities, as well as abundant and ubiquitous green/water 
space. However, the continued dominance of a few public organizations and the 
rigidness in planning and implementation has led to a singularity in suburban 
characterized living environments, where functions are separated, thru-traffic is 
restricted, and density is monotonously low. The problems of the two new towns 
need to be tackled from both spatial and managerial perspectives. Suggestions for 
the planning process and product in theory have been elaborated in the section 
above. Specific spatial-social recommendations for each new town are concisely 
summarized again. 

In Almere, the urban vitality of the existing urban nodes can be improved by turning 
the isolated urban edges into multi-functional interfaces filled with urban life. 
Small-scale spatial interventions in the areas near the city center are considered 
to be the most desirable. Recommended design strategies include partially 
transforming the tree-like street network into a more connected grid, re-introducing 
urban streets in and between neighborhoods, facilitating the growth of ground-
floor small businesses by using flexible building typologies, and infilling programs 
in the green space. The blocks in the vicinity of the city center are expected to be 
transformed into the “downtown” area of the new town, where a mixture of social 
groups (e.g. students, social starters, singles, urban dwellers, artists, elderly, 
short-term visitors, etc.) and activities generate a lively urban atmosphere. With 
regards to the new urban nodes, the main suggestion is still to break the patterns of 
spatial segregation and functional concentration. Almere-Pampus, where the new 
economic center of the new town is going to be located, could benefit from better 
connectivity with the surrounding areas. Otherwise, it is in danger of becoming 
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another self-centered urban island separated by green buffer zones. Attention is 
needed to prevent the planned office park from becoming a lifeless zone in the 
evening. Some office functions that are less co-dependent with others can be mixed 
into other places in the node.

After rapid market-driven real estate development in the last two decades, the new task 
for Tongzhou is to upgrade its facilities and public spaces to make the quality of life of 
the new town comparable to that of Beijing central city. In the current new phase, urban 
planning and development should avoid jumping from one extreme (market chaos) 
to another (rigid planning). As discussed above,  experiments in innovative spatial 
planning and urban governance methods, from a systems view, is necessary, in order 
to involve real participation, balanced decision-making powers, and allow flexibility 
and adaptation of the plan. The over-use of spatial plans as a marketing tool should 
be avoided. The authority should be credible in implementing key public projects as 
planned, and establish good communication with the inhabitants. Currently, the new 
master plan tends to be too ambitious, by developing planned, multiple, large-scale, 
and comprehensive centralities and developments simultaneously. Incremental 
growth, regular monitoring of situation changes and constant adapting of the plan are 
methods to make plans operable. Furthermore, sustaining the planned high quality 
cultural, commercial, and other facilities requires equivalent consumption power and 
demand from the inhabitants. The new town needs to upgrade its social composition 
by attracting more middle to high income and highly-educated people, as it already 
has a considerable amount of middle to low income residents. In addition, the Beijing 
central government is outsourcing more low-income groups to the new town by 
assigning several large-scale social housing projects.

§  7.4	 Recommendations for future research

First, a comparative study process is adopted as the main research methodology for 
this research project. It can be further promoted and strengthened in a number of 
aspects. This dissertation develops in-depth analysis of two contrasting new towns in 
the Netherlands and China. A series of spatial factors and managerial strategies for 
urban vitality are identified. For the same research purpose, other characteristic new 
towns from countries of different cultural backgrounds and planning paradigms can 
be chosen as study cases, so that the list of factors can be expanded or consolidated. 
In this dissertation, the spatial organization of new towns at the local scale is 
compared with several traditional urban fabrics in historical (natural) cities. Enriching 
comparative studies in this direction in broader aspects and scale levels will be 
meaningful. The relation between top-down planning and bottom-up urbanism could 
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be further explored. Radical self-organization cases, such as urban villages, ghettos, 
and slums, could also be a useful resource to understand the underlying forces that 
aggregate urban vitality in new towns. 

Second, based on the summarized factors and strategies, this dissertation began with 
a collection of neighborhood designs and typologies of well-used public spaces. It 
would be fruitful to continue to work on a design handbook on the subject of improving 
urban vitality by collecting and analyzing concrete spatial planning and urban design 
strategies and approaches. Inspiration is not limited to the planning and design of 
new towns; it can also come from urban regeneration and re-animation programs 
of deteriorated areas in natural cities. The planning strategies and design proposals 
suggested in this dissertation could also be tested in real planning and design projects. 

Finally, urban density is in fact a particularly important underlying condition for urban 
life, which is not yet addressed sufficiently in this comparative study. This is because 
of the large disparity of lifestyle and culture in these two countries. The endless 
sprawl of low-density, green, pure and owner-occupied suburban development is 
spread throughout North America and Europe. Whilst in countries with much higher 
population densities like China, much of the urban landscape is dominated by multi-
storage apartment buildings. However, since the 1990s, the emergence of a new 
wealthy class has triggered a rapid increase in villa community development. Suburban 
living seems to have become the “dream” lifestyle of many people in modern societies. 
However, several issues need to be addressed, including determining if the increasing 
enjoyment of individual residential pleasure suggests the end of urbanity and urban 
vitality, if traditional city forms are obsolete, and if future built environments are going 
to be dominated by the suburban “nation”. 

It is undeniable that suburban living is a justified way of life. People should have 
freedom in choosing their living environments and lifestyles, according to their 
disposition and needs in different phase of their lives. However, it is equally apparent 
that suburban settings compromise urban vitality productivity, when compared to 
traditional compact organizations. Characterized social activities do develop in the 
public spaces of the suburbs. In general, they are mostly concerned with children and 
a small group of neighbors living in the same street. However, the familiar bustling life 
between buildings found in the city, such as  the streets filled with pedestrians and 
traffic, corner shops, vendors, cafe/restaurants, and diverse small shops, are absent. 
These conditions are difficult to stimulate in the suburb. Most urban life is confined to 
mega shopping malls and centers, which is centralized in certain points. Moreover, the 
wide-spread use of online social platforms also reduces the need of real face-to-face 
communication, to a certain extent. 
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The problems of new towns do not belong to only new towns; they are problems that 
affect suburban forms of urbanization as a whole. The predominant suburban life style 
is manifested by the enlargement of personal space as well as recreational green space, 
homogeneity in social class, individualism, quietness and more.  In fact, the question of 
density, as well as other characteristics of suburban settings, are not only the question 
of spatial planning and design, but more importantly, of the social ideology and of 
how people choose to live with others in the society. In recent years, the development 
of villa communities has been forced to stop in many of China’s big cities by the 
central government, because the government has come to realize that there must 
be a sustainable balance maintained between the agriculture land use and the built 
environment. Perhaps in the near future, the sprawl of suburban landscape will slow 
down also due to the residents’ need for traditional urban vitality and social contact. 
In the author’s opinion, these issues are going to be a perpetual research and design 
question for the contemporary society.
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Summary

Building new towns seems to be a rational regionalization approach that releases 
pressure from overly burdened large cities. This strategy was developed in Western 
Europe in the middle of twentieth century. Since the 1990s, the European new town 
model has been widely implemented in China. However, the author questions the 
feasibility of the large-scale, hasty new town developments. The study of worldwide 
new town experiences, especially European and Chinese cases, demonstrates that 
many new towns in fact have difficulty in achieving a real sense of urban quality and 
vitality. So far, few research projects have been conducted to evaluate and develop 
solutions for this problem. 

The purpose of this research project is therefore to identify the spatial and non-spatial 
factors and conditions that facilitate the development of urban vitality in new towns. 
It is aimed to reveal the impacts of spatial design, urban planning and governance 
approaches on the degree and patterns of local urban life of new towns in China and 
in the Netherlands. The generated knowledge of this research project helps develop 
not only a better understanding of the main problems of new towns, but also spatial 
strategies with the aim to enliven new towns and other types of (sub)urban areas as well.   

The central research question is approached through literature review and case studies. 
The literature review provides a critical re-evaluation of the scientific validation of the 
new town model, especially the notion of town self-containment in economic terms. 
The relevant theories under study mainly include regional science and economic 
geography. The literature review also clarifies the general definition of urban vitality 
and its distinct meanings in different socio-economic and political backgrounds of 
the two societies, sets up the quantitative measurements methodology, and identifies 
a preliminary framework of spatial factors and conditions. As it turns out, the key 
indicators of urban vitality are the co-presence of people as well as the social, cultural 
and economic activities in public spaces. The primary conditions are categorized as 
attractor-determinism, space-determinism and people-determinism. In regard to 
the spatial factors, the focus is on the spatial configuration of street networks, the 
composition of urban blocks and neighborhoods, as well as the value of details on 
small scales. The non-spatial factors primarily include the changing urban planning 
and governance approaches. The systems approach of planning and control, and the 
decentralization of decision-making powers are of particular importance to the topic. 

Various urban vitality evaluation criteria are derived, and then applied and tested in 
the comparative case studies. The Dutch new town Almere and the Chinese new town 
Tongzhou are both important new towns in their regions. They are selected based on 
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their contrasting features as planned and market-driven, self-organized new towns, 
and the resultant differences in the level and character of their urban vitality. It is 
believed that their governments could gain inspiration from each other’s experiences 
for the future development of the towns. The key analytical approach of the case 
studies is to overlap multiple layers of top-down socio-spatial analyses with the 
actual space use from the bottom-up field investigations. The spatial analysis focuses 
on finding relations between the distribution of the planned and unplanned socio-
economic activities and the spatial configuration of different elements on different 
scales. Space syntax is adopted as one of the key analytical tools. The field study tasks 
include registering people’s movement of flows through static snapshots method, the 
mapping of self-organized small-businesses, activities and space appropriations, and 
conducting interviews and surveys of city officials, local people and shop owners. 

The results of the comparative case studies show that there is a strong correlation 
between space and the socio-economic life in new towns. As a market-driven, 
spontaneous new town, streets are the key places for socio-economic activities in 
Tongzhou. An essential spatial condition stimulating dynamic street life is found to 
be the open grid network structure with the mixture of diverse commercial, cultural 
and public programs widely dispersed on street frontages. The proliferation of ground-
floor small businesses at the perimeters of neighborhoods in Tongzhou constitutes a 
big part of the street life, especially for the areas near public transport stations. As a 
top-down planned town, Almere excels at effective planning control and responsible 
social considerations, which benefits the long-term well-being of the city. Good urban 
governance is reflected not only in the public provisions and city marketing, but more 
importantly, in the quality of the public services and the available opportunities of 
citizen participation. For example, adaptable architectural design and bottom-up 
community planning implemented in Almere has positive impacts on animating local 
and perspective inhabitants, hence increasing urban vitality in another dimension. 
Interestingly, many of the home-based small businesses in Almere thrive by virtue of 
internet platform, despite that the effect is subtle in terms of bringing street activities. 
Both new towns need to further develop and experiment with new approaches of urban 
planning. Such new approaches are intended to be capable of creating a framework for 
a dynamic system to grow, balancing the planned and unplanned elements, involving 
a diversity of interested parties in the development process, being adaptive to changes 
over time, and emphasizing the quality of life for their citizens. 
Finally, the empirical and theoretical study findings are compared to each other. It 
results in a refined definition of urban vitality, which is synthesized into the place-
people-program triangle diagram, an enriched list of the favorable spatial conditions 
that are required to generate a sense of urban vitality, as well as a clear proposal for an 
upgraded urban planning and governance approach that is open to the complexity and 
uncertainty of contemporary societies.
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Samenvatting

Het bouwen van nieuwe steden lijkt als regiogeoriënteerde strategie een logische keus 
om de druk te verlichten op grote steden die uit hun voegen barsten. Deze strategie 
voor nieuwe steden, die halverwege de 20e eeuw in West-Europa werd ontwikkeld, 
heeft sinds de jaren ’90 ook in China brede ingang gevonden. De auteur zet echter 
vraagtekens bij zo’n snelle en grootschalige ontwikkeling van nieuwe steden. Uit 
onderzoek naar ervaringen met nieuwe steden overal ter wereld, met name in Europa 
en China, blijkt dat het in veel nieuwe steden moeilijk is om de beoogde echte 
stedelijke kwaliteit en vitaliteit te realiseren. Tot op heden zijn er nog maar weinig 
onderzoeksprojecten uitgevoerd waarin de evaluatie en aanpak van dit probleem 
centraal stonden. 

Dit onderzoek is dan ook bedoeld om vast te stellen welke ruimtelijke en niet-ruimtelijke 
factoren en omstandigheden de stedelijke vitaliteit in de nieuwe steden bevorderen. 
Doel is het in kaart brengen van de gevolgen van ruimtelijke ontwikkeling, stadsplanning 
en bestuurlijk beleid voor het niveau en de patronen van het stadsleven in nieuwe 
steden in China en Nederland. De kennis die dit onderzoek oplevert, zal niet alleen 
bijdragen tot een beter inzicht in de belangrijkste problemen van de nieuwe steden, 
maar ook tot de ontwikkeling van strategieën op het gebied van ruimtelijke ordening 
voor het verlevendigen van nieuwe steden en andere typen (voor)stedelijke gebieden.   

De centrale onderzoeksvraag wordt ter hand genomen door middel van 
literatuuronderzoek en casestudy’s. Literatuuronderzoek geeft een kritische 
herbeoordeling van de wetenschappelijke rechtvaardiging voor het nieuwe stedelijke 
model, met name het concept van economische zelfverzorging. De relevante theorieën 
die in de studie zijn betrokken komen hoofdzakelijk voort uit de regional science en 
de economische geografie. Het literatuuronderzoek verschaft voorts duidelijkheid 
over de definitie van het begrip stedelijke vitaliteit, het definieert de methodiek 
voor kwantitatieve metingen en biedt een voorlopig kader voor ruimtelijke factoren 
en voorwaarden. De belangrijkste indicatoren voor stedelijke vitaliteit blijken de 
medeaanwezigheid van mensen en de sociale, culturele en economische activiteiten 
in publieke ruimten. De primaire voorwaarden worden gecategoriseerd als as 
attractor-determinisme, ruimte-determinisme en mens-determinisme. Wat betreft 
de ruimtelijke factoren ligt de nadruk op de ruimtelijke configuratie van netwerken 
van straten, de samenstelling van woonblokken en wijken in steden, en het belang 
van kleinschalige details. De niet-ruimtelijke factoren betreffen hoofdzakelijk de 
veranderingen op het gebied van stadsplanning en bestuur. Van bijzonder belang 
voor dit thema zijn de stelselmatige benadering van planning en toezicht en de 
decentralisatie van besluitvormende instanties. 
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Diverse beoordelingscriteria voor stedelijke vitaliteit worden afgeleid en vervolgens 
toegepast en getest in vergelijkende casestudy’s. De nieuwe stad Almere in Nederland 
en de nieuwe stad Tongzhou in China zijn binnen hun regio belangrijke nieuwe steden. 
Deze geplande en marktgestuurde, autonome nieuwe steden zijn geselecteerd op 
basis van hun contrasterende kenmerken en de daaruit voortvloeiende verschillen in 
niveau en aard van de stedelijke vitaliteit. We denken dat de stadsbesturen wederzijds 
inspiratie kunnen opdoen uit ervaringen voor de toekomstige ontwikkeling van 
hun stad. De belangrijkste analytische benadering van de casestudy’s bestaat eruit 
dat we meerdere lagen van top-down sociaal-ruimtelijke analyses hebben afgezet 
tegen gegevens over het feitelijke grondgebruik die zijn verkregen via bottom-up 
veldonderzoek. Bij de ruimtelijke analyse ligt de nadruk op het bepalen van relaties 
tussen de verdeling van geplande en niet-geplande sociaaleconomische activiteiten, 
en de ruimtelijke configuratie van verschillende elementen op verschillende 
schaalniveaus. De ‘ruimtesyntaxis’ (space syntax) fungeert daarbij als een van de 
belangrijkste analytische instrumenten. Tot de taken van het veldonderzoek behoren 
de registratie van de bewegingen van mensenstromen door middel van statische 
momentopnamen, het inventariseren van door mensen zelf opgezette kleine 
bedrijfjes en van de mate van benutting van activiteiten en ruimte, en het houden 
van interviews en enquêtes onder gemeenteambtenaren, de plaatselijke bevolking en 
winkeleigenaars. 

De resultaten van de vergelijkende casestudy’s laten een sterke correlatie zien tussen 
de ruimte en het sociaaleconomische leven in de nieuwe steden. In een autonome 
stad als Tongzhou vormen straten de belangrijkste locatie voor sociaaleconomische 
activiteiten. Een essentiële ruimtelijke voorwaarde om een dynamisch straatleven te 
bevorderen blijkt de open rasterstructuur van de stad, met de mengeling van diverse 
commerciële, culturele en publieke programma’s die her en der langs de straten 
plaatsvindt. De snelle opkomst van kleine bedrijfjes op straatniveau langs de rand 
van de wijken in Tongzhou speelt een dominante rol in het straatleven, met name 
dicht bij stations en haltes van het openbaar vervoer. Almere, een top-down geplande 
stad, munt uit in effectieve gereguleerde planning en een sterk maatschappelijk 
verantwoordelijkheidsbesef, wat het welzijn van de stad op lange termijn ten goede 
komt. De degelijkheid van het stadsbestuur blijkt niet alleen uit de stedelijke 
voorzieningen en het stedelijk marketingbeleid, maar vooral ook uit de kwaliteit van 
de openbare diensten en de beschikbare mogelijkheden voor burgerparticipatie. 
Zo hadden de flexibiliteit in architectuurontwerp en de bottom-up gestuurde 
gemeenschapsplanning zoals die in Almere zijn geïmplementeerd, een positief effect 
op het betrekken van lokale en potentiële bewoners bij het stadsleven. Daardoor wordt 
de stedelijke vitaliteit ook op een ander niveau bevorderd. Interessant daarbij is dat 
veel van de van huis uit werkende kleine bedrijven gedijen dankzij het internetplatform, 
wat echter weinig bijdraagt aan de ontwikkeling van straatactiviteiten. Beide nieuwe 
steden moeten zich verder ontwikkelen en experimenteren met nieuwe strategieën op 
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het gebied van stadsplanning. Dergelijke nieuwe strategieën zullen de voorwaarden 
moeten scheppen voor een kader dat een dynamisch groeigericht systeem 
ondersteunt, met een juist evenwicht tussen geplande en niet-geplande elementen. Bij 
de ontwikkeling van deze strategieën moeten uiteenlopende belanghebbende partijen 
worden betrokken, waarbij ook op verandering moet kunnen worden ingespeeld. Het 
accent dient te liggen op de kwaliteit van leven voor de bewoners van de stad. 
Ten slotte vindt vergelijking plaats tussen de empirische en theoretische 
onderzoeksbevindingen, wat resulteert in een verfijnde definitie van stedelijke vitaliteit. 
Deze is vertaald naar het driehoeksdiagram plaats-mens-programma, een aangevulde 
lijst met gunstige ruimtelijke voorwaarden voor het creëren van een gevoel van 
stedelijke vitaliteit, en een helder voorstel voor verbetering van de stadsplanning en 
voor een bestuurlijke benadering met oog voor de complexiteit en onzekerheden van de 
hedendaagse maatschappij.
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