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This project investigates the remodeling and upgrading of existing ‘urban villages’ to improve the 
living conditions of rural migrant workers in Chinese cities.

Urban villages are high density, sub-standard housing specifically built within cities for migrant 
workers who come in from rural areas to earn cash. The workers have limited rights within cities 
and are exploited for their cheap labour, have little or no choice for accommodation and face 
discrimination from the permanent urban residents.

Typically, each room will accommodate 5 to 10 people, cooking is done in the corridors and 
there are inadequate sanitary facilities. There are issues of fire escape, ventilation and daylight, 
and there are no common areas or spaces within the buildings to allow any form of recreation or 
other activities. In short, the rural migrants have little dignity in these so-called ‘villages’.

The purpose of this research and design is to improve the living standards of the migrants by 
altering the existing buildings. It would be unrealistic to assume that new housing could be built 
for them as neither the government or private landlords would invest in such a project. 

The proposed design takes the opposite approach by maintaining the existing structure and 
involving the creation of additional common areas, introducing new circulation routes and areas 
for micro-enterprise, including food courts, internet cafés, workshops, and other spaces that 
have communal use. 

The selected site is a typical urban village in the city of Kunming, of which a small area was 
chosen and investigated for structure, circulation, construction and materials. The proposed 
design improves the natural lighting, ventilation and landscaping and takes it to another level. 
The aim of the design is to reintroduce aspects of the village culture of rural areas into the city, 
create a transit area to help the migrant workers adopt the city life and increase their quality of 
life, and, as a result, promote upward social mobility.  
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- Chapter I ：Introduction
第一章： 简介
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- 1.1 Project Outline
项目背景

China’s increasing urbanisation in its major cities is affecting the “Mingong” – 
a group of migrant workers that travel from China’s countryside to the urban 
areas to work in factories and on construction sites. Most of the migrant 
workers are excluded from social welfare in the big cities.
When they come to the cities, their first accommodation is always the 
cheapest option and is typically a tiny space in the urban village. These 
apartments are often characterised by a poor living environment, in particular 
lack of natural light, ventilation, lack of sanitary conditions and overcrowding. 
The urban villages are located on the fringes of the cities, but due to an 
increase in urbanisation, the expanding city is starting to encroach on the 
peri-urban areas, leaving the urban village in between the modern buildings 
(figure 1). 

Figure 1     A typical urban village (centre of picture) for rural migrants
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My primary research question is:
How can the existing houses in the urban villages be upgraded in order to improve the living 
conditions and upward social movement of migrant workers in Chinese cities?

My assumptions are that:
a. The cost of upgrading should be minimised by retaining much of the existing structure.
b. In order to reduce costs, the migrants themselves will carry out the work as a self-build 
project using recycled and repurposed materials.
c. There will inevitably be a reduction in population density if living conditions are to be 
improved.
d. The capacity for some traditional skills and crafts (e.g. gardening, food production, 
repairing, sewing, worship, etc.) will be included in the scheme.
e. Retail, commercial and education spaces will be introduced into the village.

While this project could be justified on humanitarian grounds alone, it is anticipated that 
the improvements may result in an increase in productivity, social movement and improved 
employment potential that would increase the return-on-investment of the building owners 
and thereby support the case for a reduced population density. This research does not pursue 
the economics of this design proposal. Instead, it focusses on the design potential of adapting 
the existing housing to a place of beauty that enhances social interaction and allows migrants to 
pursue micro-enterprises that will improve their living conditions.

- 1.2 Research Question
论文题目

Migrant workers make a significant contribution to China’s urbanisation. They are needed but they are not 
treated well. The current government policy is to demolish all the buildings in the urban villages and sell 
the land to developers for them to build new high-rise apartment towers. Once the urban village has been 
demolished, the migrant workers have to move to another urban village in worse conditions because they 
can’t afford the new apartments.

This research investigates a potentially better method than demolition to improve the current conditions 
of urban villages and find a way to fuse the village and city. To achieve this, a small area of an existing 
urban village has been chosen and analysed. The scope of this research is to renovate a small area within 
the larger neighbourhood, including renovation of the existing buildings, replanning of the ‘village’ by 
adding more public space, reducing the building density and creating a healthy, livable environment that is 
affordable for migrant workers. 

- 1.3 Scope and Limitations
范围和限制
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Literature1 shows that migrant workers make up the majority of the labour force in 
China. “By 2006, migrant workers comprised 40% of the total urban labour force.” The 
employment enterprise offers a place to stay for migrant workers in most of the cities, 
and most of them live in rental housing.2  According to the Report on Rural Migrant 
Workers in China, half of migrant workers live in urban villages which provides relatively 
low-rent houses. According to an article in Open Journal of Business and Management, 
"Migrant housing in urban China is poor, and many migrants endured harsh housing 
conditions in comparison with the local residents.”3 Small living spaces, high building 
density, lack of basic public facilities and services are the main underlying issues of 
migrant workers’ housing conditions. Literature also agrees that the improvement of 
migrants’ social mobility would also boost the social development, urbanisation process 
and economic system.4 Recent research shows that discrimination is the main cause of 
the unsettled life of those migrants and shows that after a few years of work, migrants 
either return to rural areas or achieve upward social movement.5  

1　"Migration in China," Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia, accessed

2　Guo wu yuan yan jiu shi, Zhong guo nong min gong diao yan bao gao (Bei jing: Zhong guo yan shi 
chu ban she, 2006), 90
3　Murong Guo and Zicheng Wang, "Migrant Housing in Urban China: Based on Residential Segregation 
and Social Exclusion Theory," Open Journal of Business and Management, 3
4　Han, Huang, and Han, "Social Mobility of Migrant Peasant Workers in China." 

5　Guo and Wang, "Migrant Housing in Urban China: Based on Res idential Segregation and Social 
Exclusion Theory."

As mentioned above, there are many other reasons why migrants return to their 
hometowns, but research shows that discrimination, social exclusion and poor 
living conditions are the most important contributing factors to migrant workers’ 
decision to return home after only a few years’ work in the city. In Ebenezer 
Howard’s book Garden cities of to-morrow, the author advocates a new form 
of social structure that integrates urban and rural areas to replace the old social 
structure that separated urban and rural areas. He believes that a place that 
combines the features of town and country will become a better place for people 
to live.1

During the precedent review, I have discovered a few projects that have shown 
how people are starting to realise that urban villages are not a strain on our 
cities, but that they, instead, provide a solution to low-income people the way 
major Chinese cities couldn’t.2  The “sandwich community” in Guangzhou shows 
the potential of creating a livable environment in the urban village with such high 
density. The research I did with the Chengzhong village also shows that through 
a series of alterations and planning, we can create a unique community out of 
the existing conditions.3  

6　Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of to-Morrow: Being the Second Edition of "To-Morrow: a 
Peaceful Path to Real Reform" (2017), 15.
7  “握手楼”重见天日，广州天河区八社改造设计 ," LOFT China, accessed August 12, 2018, 
http://loftcn.com/archives/84333.html.
8　" 爆改深圳城中村！这两家企业要把 100 万套“握手楼”变成小清新公寓！ - 文化创意 - 资
讯 - 麦乐网 ," 麦乐网 - 中国文化创意人才职业社交平台 , accessed August 30, 2018

6

7

8

- 1.4 State of Knowledge in the Field
现有领域内的研究
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- Chapter II ：Research
第二章： 调查研究
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China's migrant worker is similar to many other countries’ migrant workers. In 
China, migrant workers are those people that have travelled from rural areas 
to work in the major cities. They usually have farmland back in the countryside 
village, but they work in the non-agricultural industry in the city.1  However, they 
differ from many other countries’ migrant workers as they require living permits 
to settle in the city and these permits may be for a limited time only.

Over the past 30 years of economic reform and opening-up policy, China 
has experienced sustained and rapid economic growth and profound urban 
transformation. During this period of time, large social groups have emerged 
across the urban and rural areas, and as they joined the Chinese economy’s 
globalisation division of the industry chain, they have become an essential part 
of industrial workers in China. This group is called “nong ming gong” (migrant 
workers). Millions of migrant workers are becoming one of the driving forces 
of Chinese economic development and fast urbanisation but, at the same time, 
they also face problems of integration into urban society and multiple obstacles, 
such as cognitive prejudice, policy exclusion and urban residents’ discrimination. 
2 

9　Feng Lu, " 中国农民工工资走势 ," Social Sciences In China Press 1, no. 7 (April 2012): 47.

10　"China's Migrant Workers Face Regional Discrimination, Internal System of Privilege," 
Radio Free Asia, last modified July 21, 2017, https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/migrants-
gap-07212017141959.html.

- 2.1 Migrant Workers
农名工

Figure 2. From rural agricultural work to urban construction work
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There are a number of reasons why people come to the city from the countryside: the attraction of city life, the desire to explore the world, 
boredom with village life and the most important reason, better job opportunities that result in more money. In other words, in China, city life is 
perceived to be better than rural life, though there is a loss of cultural heritage and self-sufficiency. In addition, there is a massive demand for 
labour in major Chinese cities and the migrant workers are a perfect fit for these jobs because the urban residents don't want to do manual jobs.

According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China2, in 2011, there were more than 24.2 million migrant workers in China, 15.3 million of 
which were working in the cities. Among the 24.2 million migrant workers, men accounted for 63.4% and women for 36.6%, 17.9% were under 21 
years old, 20.7 % of migrants were between 26 and 30 years old, 12.9% were 30-35 years old, and 20.9% of them were 35 years old or above. The 
average age was 28.6 years.1  

       

11　Peilin Li and Feng Tian, "Chinese Journal of Sociology," A Cross Generational Comparison of the Social Cohesion of Migrant Workers in China 5, no. 32 (May 2012): 21.

Figure 3. Chinese migrant workers

Migrant workers are an extraordinary community in the city. They 
live and work in the city for a significant amount of time, but neither 
they nor the whole society think they belong there. Therefore, they 
still believe they belong to the social group back in the countryside. 
However, as they adapt to the urban culture and lifestyle, they also 
become fundamentally different from farmers who remain in rural 
areas, making it difficult for them to readjust to the original rural life 
when they return. 

Research shows1 that as the countryside is still under development, 
most migrant workers who return home will always look for 
opportunities to go back to the city to work, which is almost the only 
way for them to change their fate. However, due to the Chinese 
Household Registration Policy which enforces permits with limited time 
restrictions, it is hard for them to settle down in the city. Therefore, they 
can only move back and forth between the city and the countryside. 

       

12　"Poor Rural Villages Show China's Economic Dilemma," BBC News, last modified 
November 29, 2011, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-15916830.
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The urban villages formed in the 1980s and 1990s are the product of Chinese 
urbanisation and industrialisation. The rapid development of the city required the 
expansion of space through the farmland in the surrounding countryside. The 
government expropriated the land, but the local farmers remained in their original 
residence. In other words, while the area for farming was gone, the farmers' 
villages remained. As a result, the peasants’ villages were brought into the cities 
with the requisition of the surrounding farmland. The villages entered the cities 
and formed the urban village.

Even though the government has not put much effort into the housing problems 
of migrant workers1 because of the existence of urban villages, China’s cities do 
not have large areas of slums like other developing countries. However, as most 
of the low-income migrants tend to live in the urban village, the urban village acts 
as an arrival city and has become some sort of Chinese characteristic slum in the 
modern cities.

13　Lin Sun, " 农民工居住权视角下城中村改造问题的思考 ,"Urban Insight 1, no. 5 (January 
2015): 127.

- 2.2 Urban Village
城中村

Figure 4. Forming of the urban village
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At first, the residential buildings in the urban village were only one to 
two storeys high. As the city kept expanding, the land price went up and 
more of the migrant workers came to the city looking for the cheapest 
place to stay. Therefore, the original owners increased the height of 
their buildings, then moved out and rented the house to rural migrants. 
After decades of illegal development, the residential buildings in the 
urban village can go up to eight storeys high. Original landowners will 
do anything to maximise profit, and poor management has resulted 
in the generally poor implementation of planning and a chaotic 
construction layout of buildings in the urban village. According to “Villages 
in the City: A guide to South China’s Informal Settlements”, a 0.6 square 
kilometre of land in Bai Shi Zhou contains 2,527 buildings, which consist 
of about 50,473 rental rooms which is estimated to contain at least one-
third of a million people.1

The “kissing buildings” and “handshake buildings” are all around, along 
with a high fire risk, imperfect infrastructure and a lack of public space 
and facilities which is in sharp contrast with the scattered and tranquil 
rural landscape of the vast countryside but is also at odds with the 
modern city forming a unique “village”.

14　Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South China's Informal Settlements 
(2014)

Figure 5-6. Typical urban village in China
14
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When migrant workers arrive in the city, they face two kinds of isolation: 
social isolation and residential segregation. As mentioned above, social 
isolation is a result of the different cultural backgrounds and incomes, 
making the urban residents reluctant to communicate with the migrant 
workers.1 They accept migrant workers in work but exclude them in 
social integration, resulting in migrant workers having no contact with 
mainstream urban social groups. “Consequently, many migrant workers 
are socially and residentially segregated from locals.”2 Therefore, 
migrants always stay together in an area which has everything they need 
for day-to-day life; they hardly ever leave except when they go to work. 
In this case, the area for them to stay is the urban villages.3

15　" 深圳城中村面臨拆除，15 萬人將何去何從 ," cn nytimes, last modified 20, 
2016, https://cn.nytimes.com/china/20160720/skyscrapers-rise-in-china-mark-the-
fall-of-immigrant-enclaves/zh-hant/.
16　Zhining Cheng and Haining Wang, Do neighbourhoods have effects 
on wages? A study of migrant workers in urban China, (Habitat International, 
2012): 2.
17　" 中国农民工与农民工问题的现状 ," People.com.cn, accessed August 31, 2018, 
http://book.people.com.cn/GB/69399/107424/157548/9430953.html.

- 2.3 Living Conditions
生活现状

Figure 7. Typical urban village in China
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Life in the big city is expensive for the migrants. More 
than half of the migrant workers live in residential blocks 
in the urban village, which have poor living conditions, 
are densely populated, overdeveloped and crowded 
with multi-storey buildings and narrow alleys. The blocks 
are too close to each other, resulting in dark and damp 
conditions all year round; artificial lighting must be kept 
on even during the day.

Figure 8. Inside the urban village

Figure 9-10. Inside the urban village21 22



Above the ground floor is the residential floor, with the corridor in 
the middle and rooms on the side. Typically, between five to ten 
people share one bedroom and a single bathroom is common on 
the residential level. However, there are no living rooms, kitchen or 
dining rooms; all the space is subdivided into bedrooms. The “kitchen” 
is a stove in the corridor, and in some cases, 15 people occupying 
two floors share one bathroom. Hundreds of migrant workers 
squeeze into an incredibly small space because this is the only 
place they can afford. These residential blocks in the urban village 
mainly play the role of sleeping spaces. The average living space 
per person in the urban village is 4.5 square metres (about the size 
of a table-tennis table). In comparison, the average living space in 
Hong Kong is 12.9 square metres/person1 and in Auckland, it is (35 
square metres/person. The high density forces all domestic space to 
be minimised.

18　Benjamin Haas, "Hong Kong's Poor Live in Homes Smaller Than Prison 
Cells ? Study," The Guardian, last modified November 1, 2017, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2017/nov/01/hong-kongs-poor-live-in-homes-smaller-
than-prison-cells-study.

Figure 11. Inside the residential block

Figure 12. A typical bedroom

Life in the modern city can be fascinating, with all the 
entertainment and places to go, but such life does not 
belong to migrant workers.1 A lot of them will go back to 
their room after work and fall asleep for the rest of the time 
or lie in bed and play on their phones and listen to music. 
Day after day of intense work tires them, so they seize all 
the possible time to rest. Leisure life quality is a relevant 
standard to measure people’s life quality. For the migrant 
workers there is little leisure time and the lack of space 
makes entertainment and relaxation very difficult.

19　" 中 国 农 民 工 与 农 民 工 问 题 的 现 状 ," People.com.
cn, accessed August 31,  2018, http://book.people.com.cn/
GB/69399/107424/157548/9430953.html.

Figure 13-14. Typical rooms for migrant workers
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Not only are the living conditions poor, the working conditions are 
not ideal either as most of the migrant workers work in low-skilled 
jobs with minimum pay rates, and they fill positions that urban 
workers are unwilling to do. 

According to a survey9, most of the migrant workers have 
experienced employers charging deposits illegally, not signing a 
labour contract, frequently having to work overtime, being in arrears 
of wages and discriminated against by local managers. When the 
above things happen, it is different to get a legal solution, so some 
of them choose to endure the injustice in silence. Most of them 
decide to seek help from relatives, friends and fellow villagers, but 
only some choose to request legal advice.1

Above all that, migrants work low-skilled jobs with under-minimum 
wages. 

20　" 中国农民工与农民工问题的现状 ," People.com.cn, accessed August 31, 
2018, http://book.people.com.cn/GB/69399/107424/157548/9430953.html.

- 2.4 Working Conditions
工作现状

Figure 15-16. Migrant workers in city
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In 1958, the Chinese government developed a system called “hukou” to reduce 
the number of people that move from the countryside to the city. Hukou has 
had an impact on many aspects of urban living: if you have a rural household 
registration, you cannot enjoy numerous benefits that urban households have, 
such as health care, education, the ability to purchase a house or car, or to 
even get married in the city. If a migrant worker wants to change his household 
registration from rural to urban, he needs to apply through the many 
government agencies. Due to the many regulations, the application process 
could take several years. In other words, they cannot settle in the city easily. 
After many years of hard work, they usually have to return to the rural area.1

However, these people continue to come to the city where the salaries are 
higher and there is always a chance to earn the urban household registration 
and stay in the city.

  

21　Junfu Li, 城中村的改造 (Beijing: Science Press, 2006), 25.

- 2.5 Government Policies
政府规定

Figure 17. The Hukou system has stopped migrant workers 
to stay in the city

Under the current government policy, 
the local government will buy the land 
from the original villagers and sell it 
via open auction to the developers. 
The next move is to demolish all the 
existing buildings and build high-rise 
apartments that no migrants can afford. 
The local government usually controls 
the overall urban planning of the whole 
area. Nevertheless, these urban plans 
will not consider the migrants as part 
of the city. So, there are not many 
options left for migrants in front of the 
bulldozers, and they end up moving to 
another urban village with even worse 
conditions. Through demolition the 
urban landscape improves, but it will 
also lead to the displacement of a large 
group of migrant workers.

Figure 18. Current government policies to urban villages
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Social mobility refers to the phenomenon of social members transferring from one 
social status to another. According to its orientation, such transformation or transfer 
mainly has two basic forms: horizontal flow or vertical flow. Horizontal flow means 
the transfer of social members from one occupation to another, but their income, 
reputation and social status remain the same. Vertical flow means that a person 
transfers from a lower to a higher social status and occupation, or the opposite.1 In 
the case of migrant workers, we are talking about a vertical flow and upward social 
movement. 

Migrant workers come to the cities where they work at minimum wage, live in urban 
villages with deplorable conditions and experience social isolation and residential 
segregation. In addition, government policies do not help in providing a better place 
for migrants. But one of the main reasons for them to overcome these difficulties and 
keep coming to the city is the upward social movement – the chance to earn urban 
residency and have the right to stay in the city. There is a significant wage gap between 
the rural areas and the cities. In addition, life in the city has many potential benefits: 
better health care, better education and better opportunities for themselves and their 
children.

 

22　Lu xue yi, Dang dai zhong guo she hui liu dong(Bei jing: She hui ke xue wen xian chu ban she, 
2004), 25.

The upward social movement is not just affecting the migrant workers, but 
also their children. It is well known1 that there is a vast difference between 
the quality of rural and urban education in China. Due to the fact that rural 
areas are still underdeveloped, there is a widening gap in education level 
and school quality between rural and urban schools. According to Chinese 
official statistics, the rural primary school dropout rate is higher due to the 
education quality gap.2 In other words, there is a better chance for the 
urban students to have academic success that will lead to career success.

As city schools and life are better, mobility and education are seen as 
crucial ways for migrant workers to escape. As a result, migrant workers 
come to the city hoping to settle and give their children better education 
opportunities. However, poor living conditions in the urban villages where 
they live aggravate this discrimination and lower their chance of potential 
social upward movement.
 

23　" 机遇还是新的贫困陷阱：中国城乡教育差距和内部流动 | 社论前沿 ," sohu.com, 
last modified July 25, 2017, http://www.sohu.com/a/159729661_558442.
24　" 机遇还是新的贫困陷阱：中国城乡教育差距和内部流动 | 社论前沿 ," sohu.com, 
last modified July 25, 2017, http://www.sohu.com/a/159729661_558442.

- 2.6 Upward Social Movement
向上的阶层变化
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The vast development of Chinese cities has resulted in worrying problems in our urban design 
and a lack of diversity in our urban planning. Historical buildings, original communities, and 
traditional along with the messy buildings and crowded streets are all crammed together, 
resulting in the development of homogeneous cities but often ignoring the critical role of 
people, history, culture and other internal factors in urbanisation. Migrant workers are often 
described as “floating people” because they move from one urban village to another, one city 
to another, but they will never feel at home like in their country home.  

Although security, sanitation and living conditions are relatively poor in the urban village, cheap 
rent and low living costs make the urban villages the first choice for migrant workers. The 
existence of the urban villages solves the problem of living in cities for migrants at the present 
stage. and urban villages are a solution the government failed to provide. Therefore, urban 
villages play an active role in solving the housing problem for large groups of migrant workers. 
But this does not seem to be a reasonable reason for their existence in the city. The government 
often applies the standard requirements for the city to the urban villages: open roads replace 
the original winding roads, high-rise residential buildings replace the original messy buildings, 
and higher-income urban residents replace the migrant workers. The demolition of the urban 
village may improve the urban landscape, but it will also make many migrant workers displaced 
again.

- 2.7 The Conclusion of the Existing 
Conditions and Problems

现状总结

Figure 19-22. Urban villages in Chinese city
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Research shows that after a few years of hard work, some of the migrant workers will make their way up to the 
higher social classes. But as mentioned above, poor living conditions and the need to move around frequently 
are lowering their chance of potential social upward movement, which has led to my research question, “How can 
housing improve the living conditions of migrant workers in China to achieve better social upward movement?” 

The problem is that, based on the current government policy, before long, the urban village will disappear in the 
city, and when that happens, how can we meet the housing needs of migrant workers? Are towns and villages 
incompatible? 

33 34



In recent years, the Chinese government has issued a series of policies to improve migrants’ 
housing. In 2007, the state council has published opinions on this issue, for example: “To control 
the land use for ordinary housing, to balance housing structure and surging house prices, 
expansion of low-rent housing security should be carried out.”1 These opinions are aimed at 
improving the living conditions of migrant workers and the living environment in urban villages. 
As a result of the state council report, the problem of migrants’ poor living conditions has been 
placed on the state council’s agenda. However, the progress of this report has been contested. 
According to Yue Zhang, associate professor of political science at the University of Illinois, 
Chicago, “The most commonly used approach in redeveloping urban villages is to demolish 
all existing structures and build high-rise apartment towers.”2 Professor Yue has revealed the 
truth about how the government deals with the urban villages – simply demolish all the existing 
structures, after which migrant workers have to move to another urba n village where the living 
conditions could be even worse. A few months or years later, these migrants will be forced to 
move again because the urban village they are living in is about to be demolished. This vicious 
circle is not a solution.

25　Guo wu yuan yan jiu shi , 国务院关于解决城市低收入家庭住房困难的若干意见 (Beijing: gou wu yuan, 
2007)
26　"The Urban Villages of China," Amusing Planet, accessed June 28, 2017, http://www.amusingplanet.
com/2016/02/the-urban-villages-of-china.html.

- 2.8 Literature Review
文献综述

Ebenezer Howard drew three magnets in his book Garden 
cities of to-morrow, which represent “Town”, “Country” 
and “Town-Country”, and three kinds of gravity that work 
on the “People” in the middle. Where will people go?1 

He said, “But neither the town magnet nor the country 
magnet represents the full plan and purpose of nature. 
Human society and the beauty of nature are meant to 
be enjoyed together. The two magnets must be made 
one.”2 Howard believed that both the urban society 
and country nature have good and bad elements, but 
when we integrate town and country, we should avoid 
the disadvantages of both. His town-country magnet is 
maybe unpractical, but it is a good starting point for me to 
transform the urban village. 

27　Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of to-Morrow: Being the 
Second Edition of "To-Morrow: a Peaceful Path to Real Reform" (2017), 
15.
28　Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2016)

Figure 23. Ebenezer Howard's three magnets
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In her book The Death and Life of Great American Cities, the author, Jane Jacobs, raises the 
question “For whom are cities built?” She found that the vitality of a city lies in the diversity 
and mixture of urban functions, based on the real-life experience of the urban residents. The 
standardised, clear and single functions are not ideal cities, nor can they eliminate slums. Solving 
existing social problems will only breed more problems.1 The completion of one huge building 
after another will only lead to estrangement and indifference in the city, and the most important 
vitality of a city will be lost. She believes that human life is the core of the city. Cities should have 
complex and rich functions; architecture and design should not be the core of urban design. 
She argues that diversity is an important factor in keeping a city alive. “Cities have the capability 
of providing something for everybody, only because, and only when, they are created by 
everybody,” she writes.2 If we look at the urban village, we can see that, even though the living 
conditions are so rough, they provide everything that migrant workers may need in their daily 
life. Urban villages also meet the four conditions that Jacobs mentioned that can bring diversity 
to the city: have more than one function; streets need to have corners; necessity of existing old 
buildings and density. Therefore, we can claim that the urban village is a place that makes the 
city more diverse. If we simply replace the urban village with high-rise apartment buildings, we 
don’t just displace the migrant workers but we also reduce the diversity in our cities.  

29　Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 2016)

30　Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 2016)
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Under the current situation, as architects we started to 
think what we should do rather than demolish all the 
buildings and make hundreds of people displaced. Luckily, 
some great thinking and designing have been carried 
out to give us ideas as to how to reform urban villages in 
China.

- 2.9 Precedent Review
案例分析

Figure 24. Sandwich community
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Figure 25. Sandwich community

The basic idea of this project is to create a vertical three-
dimensional community – a “sandwich community” —to form 
the bottom and top of the original seven-storey standard 
residential block in the community’s public activity layer, 
while the middle is used as residential space. The lighting 
and ventilation of the first and second floors of the original 
building were so poor that the architect transformed them 
into a pure interior space by constructing a compound space 
completely separated from the surrounding buildings and 
creating a public and residential space, so that people who 
enter could temporarily forget the surrounding mixture and 
gloom. The middle corridor and staircase open to the top, and 
while the original layout of the residential floor was maintained, 
some alterations were – carried out to improve the living 
environment. Following the “sandwich community” idea in 
design and construction, the architects removed the original 
wall and built a circle of masonry wall on the extended building 
boundary, creating a unique façade and wall texture. The 
stainless-steel woven mesh in between solves the overall safety 
problem and simultaneously provides a foundation for a adding 
vertical green garden.1 

31　“ 握 手 楼” 重 见 天 日， 广 州 天 河 区 八 社 改 造 设 计 ," LOFT China, 
accessed August 12, 2018, http://loftcn.com/archives/84333.html.

The “sandwich community” in the urban village is a great 
and first attempt ever made to redesign an urban village 
without tearing down its buildings. In addition, the small but 
thoughtfully designed buildings cater for low-income people. 
In accordance with the “sandwich community” idea, buildings 
have three functions: common living, private units and roof 
gardens. The architects solved the ventilation and lighting 
problems by opening up the middle staircase from the top and 
letting daylight shine through to the ground floor. The common 
living area on the ground floor and the roof garden are created 
to solve the most common problem in urban villages – lack of 
public space – giving the residents a place to hang out. 

Figure 26. Roof space  
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Figure 27-28. Inside the "sandwich community"
Figure 29. Public space 
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The second project, the transformation of the Chengzhong 
village in Shenzhen into a great community, was undertaken 
by DOFFICE. The reconstruction of this urban village covered 
an area of 8,000 square metres where 29 of the 35 original 
residential blocks were converted into 504 affordable 
apartments. The reconstruction design maintained the 
original urban texture, building structure and urban village 
characteristics, and through the promotion of fire control, 
municipal facilities and elevators, this urban village became a 
modern livable space. 

Figure 30. Chengzhong village in 
Shenzhen

“What we are concerned about is not only how to upgrade the houses to become 504 affordable 
apartments, but also how to connect the 900 people that will live in these 504 apartments and create 
a community, and what impact will this community have on the urban village,” said the architect.1 
Ground floor and first floor are commercial, and the floors above are residential. How to organise 
this vast building layout and avoid the labyrinth layout was one of the biggest challenges. DOFFICE 
divided the roadway into a commercial street and small cross lane by garden, and all the household 
entrances were divided into nine courtyards, forming a pattern of non-interference of commercial and 
residential streamlines. As the architect mentioned above, they wanted to create a livable space but also 
a community.

32　" 爆改深圳城中村！这两家企业要把 100 万套“握手楼”变成小清新公寓！ - 文化创意 - 资讯 - 麦乐网 ," 麦乐网 - 中
国文化创意人才职业社交平台 , accessed August 30, 2018, 

Figure 31.  Section of the Chengzhong village in Shenzhen
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Figure 32-33. The bridges between the buildings

Therefore, DOFFICE designed seven elevators 
and steel corridors in between the buildings. 
Each elevator has a front yard which becomes 
the apartment entrance; there is no main 
entrance, which creates a community in the 
open “village street”. To form a community, we 
need to connect everyone in the community. 
This is achieved by the steel corridor in between 
as it creates a three-dimensional traffic-flow 
system connecting all buildings, roof gardens 
and everyone’s room, forming an extensive 
network. At the same time, it also becomes a 
public space for residents to have a rest and 
communicate.1 

The community space on the fifth floor has 
seven different functions, including reading 
room, multi-function hall, community kitchen, 
restaurant, gym and courtyard. It plays the role 
of public space and connects all the residents. 
One of the highlights of this design is that it has 
18 different room layouts to fit different needs. 
Through simple designs and adjustments, the 
room sizes are between 15 and 55 square 
metres, and they are divided into various styles.

33　" 刷屏的深圳城中村靓公寓，背后有一支在“做梦”
的设计师团队 ," New.qq.com, accessed August 12, 2018, 
https://new.qq.com/omn/20171222/20171222G05IGP.
html.

Figure 34 . Different floor layouts
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From the two precedents above, Chinese architects and the government 
are starting to realise there is another choice besides tearing down 
everything. They have been trying to retain the texture, context and 
collective memory of the city and inject new vitality and value into the 
urban village. Combining the old buildings with new designs to create a 
platform to arouse participation and integration of old and new, to solve 
the current problems and improve the living conditions seem to be a 
good choice. The methodology used, such as different colours, opening 
the building, roof gardens, creating more public/common space and 
different layouts to suit different people’s needs, is a good way to start 
the design. Most importantly, urban villages may have many problems, 
but diversity, inclusion and affordability are important factors for the 
low-income workers who need a place to stay in the city. These factors 
can’t be ignored in the design of the characteristic urban villages.

Figure 35. Bridges between the buildings
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- Chapter III ：The Site
第三章： 项目地点
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Until 2016, there were 2.73 million migrant workers in Yunnan 
and half of them were working in the provincial capital 
Kunming1, which had 336 small and big urban villages2 all 
around the city. The site is located at one of the biggest urban 
villages in Kunming Yunnan province. 

 

34　"2016 年 云 南 农 民 工 规 模 及 流 向 ," accessed 
S e p t e m b e r  9 ,  2 0 1 8 ,  h t t p : / / w w w . d c z d . y n . g o v . c n / g j d c
zd/3316056700628238336/20170405/127324.html.
35　" 昆 明 城 中 村 改 造 ," 云 南 日 报 网 , accessed September 9, 2018, 
http://paper.yunnan.cn/ihtml/yndaily/TXTPA_CZC07.html.

- 3.1 Site Location
项目地址

Figure 36. Aerial photo of the Chuanfan village 

Figure 37-38. Inside the Chuanfan village 

Chuang Fan village is one of the biggest urban 
villages in Kunming, stretching nearly a thousand 
acres among the top of urban villages in Kunming 
city. Almost 100,000 floating people and migrant 
workers live in the Chang Fan village, which is the 
most significant number of migrant population and 
rental housing in Kunming. Nevertheless, it also has 
the highest rental rate. The reason this urban village 
hasn’t been reformed and demolished is because 
of its location. Chuang Fan village is surrounded 
by lots of newly developed high-rise apartments, a 
large shopping centre and a luxury hotel, making the 
cost of land so high that no developer can afford it. 
But according to the local newspaper, things have 
changed. Three of the largest developers in the 
country have formed a new company and are ready 
to start transforming Chuang Fan village into a series 
of real estate projects.1 Once the transformation 
process begins, where should the 100,000 migrant 
workers go? That is the reason why I have chosen this 
site.              

36　" 昆明最大城中村改造搁置多年 船房村城改隐现转机 ," 
accessed September 9, 2018, http://www.ynhouse.com/news/
view-197808.html.
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As mentioned above, Chuang Fan village 
is one of the biggest urban villages 
in Kunming with a total population of 
100,000, which is too big for the design. 
Therefore, I have chosen a small area 
within this large neighbourhood as shown 
in the figure below. The red line indicates 
the whole Chuang Fan village, and the 
blue line indicates the boundary of my 
site. 

Figure 39-40. Inside the Chuanfan village
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Figure 42. Site analysis

There are approximately 1,500 people living 
in this small chosen area with 25 residential 
blocks. Just like any other typical urban 
village in China, these 25 residential blocks 
are constructed closely next to each other.

This small area of the site has everything 
that migrant workers may need in their 
day-to-day life, as shown in the figure 
41. Different colours represent different 
functions. The dominant feature on the site 
is restaurants. As mentioned earlier, most 
of the residential floors in the blocks are 
subdivided into bedrooms and the kitchen 
is just a stove in the corridor. Therefore, 
most of the migrant workers choose to buy 
food from takeaway places that are located 
on the ground floor of the blocks. 

- 3.2 Site Ayalysis
场地分析

Figure 41. The site 
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In a place with high density, public and green spaces 
are a luxury for migrant workers. Although they are in 
the same city, migrant workers live and work isolated 
from the mainstream society. Due to their busy jobs, 
they have limited access to the world outside the urban 
village.

In response, the “street market” arose and acts as the 
public space in the urban village. The alleys are too 
narrow to accommodate street markets. Therefore, the 
main street has become the living, dining, shopping, 
entertainment and public spaces. The owners usually 
rent out the ground floor of these residential buildings 
to be used as restaurants, grocery stores, and other 
services as shown in the figure below. However, due 
to lack of space, the street becomes part of the shop 
and restaurant. The whole area sits on top of the street 
market, providing everything that migrants may need.

- 3.3 Public and Green Spaces
公共以及绿化空间

Figure 43-44. Street market in the urban village
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Figure 46. Green space around the Chuanfan village

Figure 44-45. Foof garden in Chinese city

The ChuangFan village, as shown in the 
figure 46, is located in Kunming city, one 
of the biggest urban villages in the city, 
and is surrounded by high-rise apartment 
bui ld ings wi th some green spaces . 
However, you can hardly see any green 
in the urban village. The only green space 
you can find in the urban village is on the 
rooftops, usually owned by the building 
owners, and that tiny “green space” is only 
limited to a few plants. 
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The daily routine of a migrant worker is busy but straightforward. 
Even though most of the migrant workers live in the same room, 
15.1% of them only know some of the roommates’ names, and 
6.02% doesn’t know any of the roommates’ names.1 The migrants 
in Chuang Fan village all have different jobs at different times. 
Some of them work late at night and some of them work during 
the day, so people are coming and going all day round. Due to the 
temporary stay and poor living conditions, there is no leisure life on 
the site, and zero chances to learn and study. Like any other urban 
village, lack of public space results in the main street becoming a 
street market for migrants to relax.
After a day’s work, most communication takes place between the 
migrant workers; they hang out and play with billiards on the street. 
Other than that, they mostly spend time on their phone in the 
room. 

37　Jianhua Wang, " 新 生 代 农 民 工 的 城 市 图 景 ," sociology3, no. 2 (March 
2016): 78.

- 3.4 Daily Routines
日常活动

Figure 47. Playing on the street

Figure 48. Night market
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In China, 35.7% of migrant workers are married, 25.9% are in 
a relationship and 38.4% are single.1 However, in most cases, 
being married or in a relationship doesn’t mean that they live 
with their partner. In fact, only 22.6% of migrant workers live 
with their partner or family in the urban village.(Figure 49)  

The demographics help me understand what type of people 
and families are staying in the urban villages and allow me to 
design different room layouts to suit different people’s needs.

Single people should have their own room with a single bed, 
while people that are married or in a relationship should have 
a larger room with a double bed. Couples with one or more 
children require at least two bedrooms. According to the 
National Statistics Bureau of China and a local newspaper, the 
demographics in Chuang Fan village are: 17.8% of married 
couples live with their child or children, 24.6% of migrants 
live with their partner or husband/wife, and 57.6% of migrant 
workers live alone with a roommate.(Figure 50)

38　" 中国农民工与农民工问题的现状 ," People.com.cn, accessed August 
31, 2018, http://book.people.com.cn/GB/69399/107424/157548/9430953.
html.

- 3.5 Demographics in Chuanfan Village
船房村的人口数据

Figure 49. Migrant workings in urban village

Figure 50. Migrant workings in Chuangfan village
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These long residential blocks look like one block on the plans; 
in fact, three or four residential blocks are constructed next to 
each other with zero space in between, as shown in figure 51. 
The red, blue and green lines indicate three different residential 
blocks owned by three different owners, as clearly shown by 
the different cladding styles. These blocks have different layouts 
and are all constructed by different people. Each block shares 
one staircase from the ground floor to the top, as shown 
in figure 52. From the section below, urban villages are not 
only densely populated, but the blocks are also crowded and 
overdeveloped. 

The blocks have been extended upwards over time as can 
be seen from different window patterns and small sections of 
eaves left in place. Inside each block, the staircase is typically 
located in the middle and each floor is subdivided into different 
flats to accommodate all the migrants. 

- 3.6 Existing Buildings and Structure
现存的建筑以及结构

Figure 51. Existing blocks on site Figure 52. 3D Section
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The existing residential blocks, built by local 
workers, have a very simple structure. Concrete 
columns and beams on grids are typically 5m x 
5m but they can vary, as different blocks may have 
different size columns and beams. The floor-to-
ceiling height is typically 2.4 metres. Some of the 
buildings have cantilevered floors of up to 1 metre. 
In this case, the connection of in-grid columns and 
beams, not the walls, acts as bracing. The floor 
construction is beam and block with a thin screed 
on top. Therefore, these block buildings all have 
simple structures and can be built in a short time 
range. The simple structure of these residential 
blocks also gives me the potential to adjust the 
floor layout and is one of the key elements in the 
design.

Figure 52. Beam and Block

Figure 53. Structures inside the block building
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- Chapter IV ：Proposed Design
第四章： 设计方案
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According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China, the 
average time migrant workers stay in the city is three years. 
After three years’ time, they usually face two choices: remaining 
in the city or returning to their home in the countryside. 
The poor living conditions in the urban villages is one of the 
reasons why they want to go back to their countryside home, 
which is affecting their upward social movement. Due to the 
government policies, the poor living conditions and many other 
facts, they stay in the urban village temporarily rather than 
permanently. Therefore, the urban village has become a transit 
for the migrant workers. 

After around three years of hard work, most migrant workers 
have saved some money, and they usually will go back to their 
family or move out of the urban village, because they now can 
afford a better place to stay. This means that for the migrant 
worker, the urban villages are mostly just a landing place 
in the city. When the migrant workers first arrive in the city, 
their lifestyle and mental state undergo considerable change. 
However, they landed in the urban village, a place with such 
poor conditions. This has a vast influence on how they get to 
experience urban life, making it very challenging to integrate 
socially and adapt to the urban experience.

- 4.1 The Ideas
设计提议
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If migrant workers want to integrate with the urban lifestyle and achieve 
upward social movement, they will need to go through at least several 
stages: a flow of jobs, the flow of space, and finally settlement in the 
city. They need to achieve these steps to be able to integrate into urban 
society and adopt to its lifestyle. I believe there is no clear boundary to 
the adaptation to urban life. Adaptation to the city is determined by the 
place you are living in. In the process of un-adaptation to adaptation, the 
most significant representation is the transformation of the structure of 
life in action. 

Integrating into the urban lifestyle is reflected in daily life practice, such as 
accepting and getting used to the urban lifestyle, work style, behaviour 
and values both psychologically and behaviourally. In other words, 
adaptation is a process of their daily life and a state of mind. The biggest 
problem for migrant workers is the tension between life action and the 
external social structure. Research shows that before the migrant workers 
entered the city for the first time, they heard and saw their relatives and 
neighbours returning from the cities, and then formed a vision of city life, 
a life that is better and colourful, where there are many things to do and 
where they can explore the world – a world I call the “imaginary world”. 
But the moment they landed in the urban village, they found out that city 
life was not what they thought it would be. They ended up trapped in the 
urban village with deplorable living conditions, which is the “real world”, 
the objective world in which they work and live. The difference between 
village life and urban village life has an enormous influence on their state 
of mind and lowers they willingness to stay in the city, which reduces their 
chance of upward social movement. 

In his book Garden cities of to-morrow, the author, Ebenezer Howard 
mentions the three magnets, and how they affect the people’s decision 
where to go. Should urban villages also have the right to preserve their 
own history and culture and continue to develop in cities along with these 
migrant workers? Should they combine both village and urban features 
to create a real village in the city and become a village close to the 
countryside village that helps the migrants to relieve the pressure from 
moving into the city?

To summarise, the urban village is a place for migrant workers who have 
just landed in the city, but the poor living conditions are increasing the 
sense of social distance, which leads to them leaving the city. Therefore, 
the concept is to create a buffer zone for migrant workers to adapt to city 
life quicker and more comfortably. The urban villages become a perfect 
place to create this transit area, as a large number of migrant workers 
already live there. Instead of demolishing all the buildings and building 
high-rise apartments, I recommend transforming the area into a place 
where they can learn how to adapt to city life and learn new job skills, but 
most importantly, a transit area to slow the impact of the sudden change 
of lifestyle from village to city. I suggest creating a real “urban village” 
that integrates the countryside village with the modern urban structure. In 
other words, bring the village into the modern city.

The proposed urban village will function as a transit area for the migrant 
workers who are entering the city for the first time. It has permanent 
buildings for a temporary stay and three main functions: living, learning 
and playing.

It is not easy for migrant workers to change their natural habits 
before they enter the city. Growing up in the rural world has had a 
great impact on their thinking and behaviour patterns, especially in 
the early stages after entering the city. In the running-in stage with 
city life, due to a certain degree of inadaptability, they will have a 
strong sense of social distance, and their self-consciousness also 
negates the tendency to belong to the city, often feeling that their 
rural hometown is better. And indeed, living in the urban village 
will only increase the sense of social distance, making them want 
to leave the city. The three worlds are interrelated and interact with 
each other, influencing migrant workers in their adaptation to city 
life. 

Figure 54. Chuangfan village
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After the site analysis, the proposed design was carried out. In 
an earlier chapter, I investigated the current living conditions 
and problems in the urban village, and I explained the main 
idea of this design, namely to create a transit area to help the 
migrant workers adopt the urban life and encourage them to 
stay in the city, or, in other words, bring the real village into the 
urban villages and turn the urban village to a real village in the 
city. 

The idea is to improve the living conditions inside the urban 
village but minimise the cost of construction, and to not 
demolish all the existing buildings but combine the old and new 
to form the new urban village

As a result of the context research, I have listed the programs 
at the beginning of the design that would improve the current 
conditions. The programs listed act as a guideline for me to 
solve each problem to improve the current conditions, after 
which I’ll combine all the elements to form my design. 

Current problems:
- Lack of cultural identity
- Lack of public space
- Lack of natural lighting and ventilation
- High density
- Lack of green space
- Crowded living space
- Fire exit

- 4.2 Design Constraints and Opportunities
设计中的限制和机会

Figure 55. Chuangfan village
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As mentioned in the concept, I want to bring the village into 
the city. To be able to do that, I have looked at the traditional 
villages in China where the migrant workers come from. As a 
country with a long agricultural history, China’s vast territory 
is filled with numerous conventional communities with various 
forms. 

Different from the western villages, residences in traditional 
Chinese villages are usually located in a small area, and 
farmland surrounds the village. The residential houses in 
the villages are strewn at random, but not messy, and are 
connected by narrow alleys. Homes are usually two to three 
storeys high and are mainly constructed with brick.1

39　" 这 才 是 真 正 的 农 村 小 院， 美 得 像 幅 画 ," 强 国 社 区 -- 人
民 网 , accessed September 9, 2018, http://bbs1.people.com.cn/
post/29/1/2/167883905.html.

- 4.3 Village Life
乡村生活

Figure 56-58. Traditional villages in China
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Each one of the households has a back 
or front yard, where people have some 
greenery and a small chicken farm with 
four or five chickens, and even a small 
vegetable garden. After a hard-working 
day,  they wi l l  spend the afternoon 
gathering in the yard, the open living 
space where they can enjoy the sunshine 
and have their own little garden which is 
not available in the city.

Figure 59. Back yard garden

Figure 60. Front yard

Figure 61. Front yard
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The buildings in the Chuang Fan village are too densely 
together, resulting in dark and damp conditions all year round. 
The first step to consider is to open them up. The blocks are 
usually 6-8 storeys high, and the space in between each block 
is around 3 metres x 1 metre, which is the reason why natural 
light can’t get in.

A simple solution to this problem is “opening it up”. In the 
south of Yunnan province, Yuanyang rice terraces are a famous 
tourist attraction and they are well known for their spectacular 
rice-paddy terracing. They are also the 45th world heritage 
site in China. The terraced fields have been claimed by the 
Hani people, who successfully built the terraces despite the 
steep mountain topography. Looking from the bottom of the 
mountain, the multi-layered rice terraces open up on both 
sides, which gave me the idea of opening up the blocks in the 
urban villages.

- 4.4 Natural Lighting and Ventilation
自然光以及通风

Figure 62. Rice teraaces Figure 63. Rice teraaces83 84



If we see the residential blocks as a 
mountain, the best solution seems to 
be opening up the building from the 
inside and removing part of the floor 
in between the buildings to create a 
void space to let the natural light in and 
enhance ventilation. The floor on the 
lower level will be pushed back on both 
sides, rather than a straight line from the 
bottom to the top, and the proposed 
design wil l  form a terrace-looking 
sharp to solve the natural lighting and 
ventilation problem.

Figure 64. Section

Figure 65. Eary stage drawing

Figure 66. Existing urban village

Figure 67. Proposed design85 86



During the literature and precedent review, I pointed out that 
the public and common spaces are critical to a community, 
resulting in a vast improvement of people’s living environment. 
In the urban villages, all the spaces are minimised, resulting in 
no public area and the “street market” I have mentioned above. 
To be able to improve the living conditions, the first step is to 
create reasonable public space in the urban village. 

The public space should be a place where people want to 
gather, spend time, celebrate and enjoy, and a place that is 
both functional and creates uplifting experiences. People in the 
urban village yearn for some public space and are prepared to 
sacrifice their own private space, as indicated by the road in the 
figures below.

- 4.5 Public and Green Space
公共以及绿色空间

Figure 68. Public space of the existing urban village

Figure 69. Public space of the existing urban village
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At the beginning of the design, I decided 
to open up the internal and push the floor 
back to create a void space, which would 
leave some open space at the edge of 
each level that could then be turned into 
an open public space. However, the space 
left at the edge would not be big enough 
to become a good public area, and with 
the units in the middle, some of the space 
is private. Therefore, these spaces cannot 
be public, but it is a great area to have an 
open corridor on one side, and a small 
private garden for each unit on the other 
side. 

In the existing buildings, the corridors are all in the middle of the building, resulting in narrow and dark conditions, and 
they are often used as storage and kitchen. An open corridor would become a communication space and a connection 
to each unit. 

In the Changzhou village and “sandwich community”, both architects have created a large area in their design to act 
as public/shared space. Therefore, my first concept was to leave the ground and first floors as the commercial area, 
and turn the second and third floors into public spaces as shown in the section below. Consequently, an entire level 
could have different functions by planting greenery, for example, and turning it into a pleasant area where people can 
gather. In addition, the commercial level (lower level) could be separated from the residential level (above level 3). The 
section below shows the early stages of the concept design, which is featuring the open public space in the middle and 
the terraced building form. 

Figure 70. Section at the early design stage

Figure 71. Section of the proposed design
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Figure 74. Proposed public open space

However, during the design and after considering feedback from the crits, I realised 
that turning an entire floor into an open space also created a lot of problems. (Figure 
72) For example, as the area under the building is not open to the sky, it does not 
receive enough sunlight, making it too dark for any plants to grow. As a result, I 
decided to keep the idea of having the public/green space at that level, but to also 
mix it with the residential and commercial.

Figure 73. Proposed second floor plan

Figure 72. Early stage second floor plan
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In these area, which I have turned into a public space, I have 
put added and outdoor cinema (figure 75) and a basketball 
court (figure 76) to give residents more things to do in their 
spare time.

Figure 75. Proposed outdoor cinema

Figure 76. Proposed basketball court
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In the present urban village, there is not much of the private 
space left for the migrant workers. As mentioned earlier, five to 
eight people – single people, couples, and families – share one 
room. Therefore, giving them more private space would be a 
significant improvement of their living conditions. 

Based on demographic research I conducted, 15% of the units 
should have two bedrooms, 25% of the units should be studios 
with one double bed, and the rest of the units should be 
studios with a single bed. All the rooms would have ensuites, 
but there would be no kitchen. Some of the units would have 
a small garden at the back, giving the migrant workers a small 
private space. 

At the early design stage, I decided not to have a kitchen in the 
units the reason being that I opted for a community kitchen 
in the building. Back in the countryside, every village has their 
community kitchen. Therefore, I designed a kitchen on every 
floor of each building, with a dining area next to it. Ideally, 
people can cook their food in the community kitchen and share 
with other people in the dining room. As a result, the kitchen 
and dining spaces become a small shared space for the people 
who live on the same floor, thus creating a small community on 
each level. 

- 4.6 Private Space
个人空间

Figure 77. Green roof

Figure 78. Private garden95 9695



In the earlier part, I pointed out that the only green space of 
the existing urban village is the small collection of plants on the 
roof. In fact, green roofs are very common in Chinese cities, not 
just the urban village. In a place with such high density, roofs 
seem to be the only area for keeping plants. Therefore, I have 
decided to keep the roof garden in the proposed design and 
increase the size and function of the green roofs.

I have talked about bringing the village back into the city. One of the most important 
characteristics of the countryside village is the farmland and the flat roofs in the urban village 
become the perfect place for me the bring the farm in. These farmlands can create an 
environment that’s close to the countryside village where the migrant workers come from, which 
will help them to adopt the city environment. As such, the proposed urban village will then 
become the transit for these migrant workers.

- 4.7 Green Roof
绿色屋顶

Figure 79-80. Green roof in Chinese city

Figure 81. Proposed green roof
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As part of my idea is to not demolish the existing structure, and with 
all these existing structures being exposed, I needed to come up with a 
design that takes advantage of them. As a result, I came up with the idea 
called “Garden in the Sky”. 

The exposed columns and beams are made of concrete and are grid-
based, typically 5m x 5m. The idea is to use the columns and beams as 
a base for the garden and then put plants on them. Nevertheless, this 
space has a lot of potentials to create something interesting, but I want 
to let the migrant workers decide how to use the small space in between 
the columns and beams.(Figure 82-85) Of course, there will have to be 
some basic rules, such as the covered space should be no more than 15% 
of the entire space, other people need to be considered when using it 
and it should harmony with the overall design of the urban village. I have 
designed a few examples below to give an idea of what can be achieved 
with that space. 

The idea of the “Garden in the Sky” will provide enough green to fill in the 
space between the buildings while not significantly restricting daylight and 
also beautify the exposed concrete columns and beams, which can create 
a scene of people living in a green environment, a real village. 

- 4.8 Grden in the Sky
空中的花园

Figure 82. Type 1

Figure 84. Type 3 Figure 85. Type 4

Figure 83. Type 2
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In the present urban village, all the commercial services are located on 
the ground level of the residential blocks. I believe this is the best possible 
solution for the commercial area issue. At the beginning of my design, I 
decided to keep this layout in the proposed design. 

The ground level will house all the stores and services. The stores on the 
ground and first levels will be occupied by the local people; everyone 
can rent a room to start their own business. There will not be a big 
supermarket or fancy restaurant, instead, there will be a small food court 
and convenience stores run by the local people. The commercial area is 
more like a place for them to put their skills to good use.

On the first level, there will be a library for migrant workers to extend their 
knowledge, some small-scale school that can help migrants to learn new 
skills, provide a place to help them learn new software on computer or any 
skill that they can’t learn back in the rural areas, as well as a recruitment 
centre to help them use their newly learned skills to find better jobs.

- 4.9 Commercial Area
商业空间

Figure 86. Commercial space on the ground floor
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I often wonder, “What is the relationship between architectural design 
and life?” Balkrishna Doshi, the winner of the 2018 Pritzker Prize, once 
said, “Life celebrates when lifestyle and architecture fuse.”1 I believe that 
architectural design should work around the people, fit into people’s daily 
life, not the other way around. If we look back to the countryside villages, 
almost everyone in the village knows each other, and everyone’s house is 
connected by many small paths which made their friends more accessible. 
The Chinese architect Zhisen did interesting research in Shanghai about 
the interaction in the Hutong.2 If you live in a Hutong, you must take your 
rubbish out to the main street for collection. Some people will be spending 
30 minutes on a five-minute walk. The reason is that they always run into 
someone they know and stop to talk with them.(Figure 87) He found that 
most of the communication happened at that time. That little trip seems to 
be trouble, but it also creates a chance to communicate with other people, 
which leads me into thinking to create such a way for people to interact 
with each other and create better circulation in the urban village. 

40　"Balkrishna Doshi," The Pritzker Architecture Prize, accessed September 22, 
2018, https://www.pritzkerprize.com/laureates/balkrishna-doshi.
41　" 何志森 | 一个月里我跟踪了 108 个居民，发现一个特别好玩的事，80% 的人手
里都拿着一个尿壶 | 建筑学院 ," 建筑学院 archcollege——为建筑师而打造的高品质平
台 , last modified March 2018, http://www.archcollege.com/archcollege/2018/03/39521.
html.

- 4.9.1 Interaction/ Circulation
邻里关系

Figure 87. People talking to each other

Figure 88. People taking rubbish out

40

41
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In the existing urban village, the interaction and circulation are straightforward. Most of the 
communication happens on the ground level, as that is where all the shops and services are. 
I’ve already designed enough public/common space; the rest is the connection between 
them. Therefore, I have created many small bridges between the buildings, open spaces 
and corridors. An interesting route is within the building, creating a better circulation in the 
proposed urban village, along with more interaction above the ground level.

Figure 88. Circulation
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One of the features of this project is that the existing 
structures will be maintained. Therefore, I will be able to 
reduce building costs and time. 

In the above chapter, I have explained that the existing 
buildings are built using a beam-and-block structure 
and no walls act as the bracing (bracing is achieved 
by the connection between the columns and beams). 
Hence, the first step was to take out the interior wall that 
separates the blocks, and replanning the floor layout. 
Once the floor layout is finalised, the construction of the 
new floor layout will involve the removal of the existing 
beam-and-block floors, after which the new floors can 
be constructed of either on the rectangle beam and 
blocks or on a new edge beam where the new floor is 
not parallel with the beam.(Figure 90) 

- 4.9.2 Proposed Bui lding Form and 
Structure

建筑构造与结构

Figure 89. Remove the existing beam and block

Figure 90. New edge beam added according to the new floor layout
Figure 91. Proposed building with existing structure
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The building form is inspired partly by the rice terrace in Yunnan as mentioned above. However, I 
also found inspiration in Chinese landscape painting. Chinese landscape painting is one of the oldest 
continuous artistic traditions in the world. It usually focuses on the natural landscape of mountains and 
rivers to show the beautiful scenery. In Chinese landscape painting, mountains are the main feature 
on the canvas. They are arranged in different layers from near to far, to create a beautiful scene. At 
the moment, all the buildings in the urban village are of similar height. The proposed buildings should 
have different heights and scales to create various layers, representing the mountains in the rural area. 

Figure 92. Chinese landscape painting

Figure 93. Chinese landscape painting

109 110



The urban villages in Chinese cities are compact, high density, 
overcrowded housing with few facilities. They do not provide 
dignity for the rural migrants who come to the cities to find work. 
This research and design project focusses on improving a typical 
example of an urban village.

The existing buildings vary in height between 5 to 8 storeys and 
are separated by narrow, ‘hand-shake’ alleyways that restrict 
sunlight, daylight and adequate ventilation. Sanitary facilities are 
communal and inadequate, cooking is carried out in corridors 
and small bedrooms are filled with bunks. 

Some typical blocks in an existing urban area were selected for 
improvement. Using three-dimensional modelling, a process of 
removing parts of the existing building allowed for remodeling 
by forming voids using terraces that are linked by bridges and 
walkways. Although this results in a lower occupancy density, 
it allows for green areas and roof gardens, more extensive 
common areas and improved facilities. It also improves 
circulation and escape routes as well as allowing natural light and 
ventilation to penetrate the building.

- Conclusion
结论

Figure 94. Proposed design

Figure 95. Existing Chuangfan village

Figure 96. Proposed Chuangfan village111 112



The result is a vertical village with hanging gardens that promotes a culturally sensitive approach to providing improved living 
conditions for rural migrants. The new external areas, although restricted in size, allow for a certain amount of food production or 
spaces where micro-enterprises can establish. Shapes and forms reflect some of the traditional rural architectural components and 
individual units have self-contained sanitary facilities. Social functions, such as eating, meeting, shopping, childcare are located in 
communal areas on the lower floors.

By improving the living conditions of the migrant workers, the proposed urban village becomes a place for a temporary stay in a 
permanent building, a transit area for the migrant workers who come to the city for the first time. By creating a place where they can 
adopt the new city life, increase their social identity and provide a better quality of life, we can significantly increase their chance to 
stay in the city. Furthermore, by improving their living conditions in the urban village through a better, cheaper and more sustainable 
method, a better social upward movement for the migrant workers can be achieved.

Figure 97 Proposed Chuangfan village
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