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Abstract 

As an island with a colonial urbanscape, Gulangyu (located off the coast of Xiamen, a city 
in Fujian Province in southern China China) has been deteriorating into a touristic 
‘thematic park’ since the last decade, resulting in a decrease of its original inhabitants and 
habitability conditions. Inspired by Italian lessons of various and evolved interpretations 
of the typo-morphological approach, this paper explores the possible interpretations and 
implications in Gulangyu in a two-pronged project: (1) by ‘systems’-four local 
characterized systems related to the specific physical urbanscape and matching practices 
of uses; and (2) by ‘parts’-four typical featured areas with respective typo-morphological 
features and facing crucial challenges. This provides a deep understanding of the island’s 
situation and further develops and coordinates a specific framework of strategies for 
solving its distinctive problems. In particular, it helps in seeking to balance its preserved 
historic heritage, improvement of the local built-environment to meet contemporary 
needs and the development of a tourist economy - an urgent and salient task on the urban 
agendas of historic areas worldwide. As one of the first studies of the Italian typo-
morphological approach in historic areas of China, this paper also demonstrates the 
notable possibility that such European, or more precisely, Italian ways may be practiced 
in the Chinese context, which may inspire further research and practices in China and 
beyond. 
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1. Introduction 
Recent decades have witnessed an increasing amount of historic centers in 

contemporary cities becoming ‘thematic parks’ oriented to a tourist urban economy, 
resulting in a loss of original inhabitants and habitability conditions (Bonfantini, 2016). 
In China, apart from the devastating blow created by rapid urbanization, a new threat to 
the country’s built heritage has emerged from a trend to developing touristic 
supermarkets and thematic parks dating back to at least 1997, when the Chinese cities of 
Lijiang and Pingyao were first inscribed in the World Heritage List (WHL). Since then, due 
to the consequent tremendous economic and political profit involved, historic heritage 
has been widely regarded as a ‘cash cow’ and providing a ‘superexcellent’ opportunity to 
attract economic investment and improve the image and ‘soft’ power of the country. 
However, lured by short-term interests, most local Chinese governments only focus on 
conserving physical appearances, which usually involves merely maintaining a few 
monuments, while overlooking (or even the intentional promotion of) the shrinkage in 
infrastructure and replacement of the population for developing tourism. Gulangyu, an 
island with outstanding colonial urbanscape, is a typical case, with a growing conflict 
between heritage conservation, tourism development and habitability. 

Fortunately, this current risk has been gradually recognized in the last fifteen years, 
and not just in Europe, as the updated broader definition of the heritage issue has 
progressively occupied a salient position on urban agendas (Bonfantini, 2015; Geppert, 
2015). In particular, the Recommendation on Historic Urban Landscape (UNESCO, 2011) 
adopted by the UNESCO General Conference in 2011, as the only such recommendation 
specifically dedicated to historic cities rather than historic centers or sites, considers the 
impact of dramatic tourism development and urban transformation.  

In this paper, however, we examine an earlier approach developed in Italy dating back 
to the 1950s in the context of Gulangyu Island. Italy has an extraordinary and remarkable 
tradition of urban conservation both in theoretical and practical experimentation that is 
widely considered to be one of the country’s most important and significant contributions 
to international urban planning (Albrecht, 2015; Bonfantini, 2012; Gabellini, 2015). In 
particular, its typo-morphological approach has made a prominent methodological 
contribution, providing a powerful perspective for understanding urban dynamics and its 
layering process (Bandarin, 2015; Bonfantini, 2004; Gasparrini, 1994).  

Following this introduction, section 2 provides a literature review and section 3 
explains the various interpretations of the Italian typo-morphological approach and 
accompanying planning devices for ‘zoning’. Section 4 then illustrates both the basic 
situation and research questions relating to the Gulangyu case and the analytical method 
of two layers’ interpretation of ‘zoning’-by ‘systems’ and by ‘parts’. Based on a series of 
analyses of the historic evolution of typo-morphological features and field survey, the four 
local systems and four characterized parts of Gulangyu are outlined in section 5 to discuss 
the respective salient planning issues and corresponding optimizing strategies, and 
develop suitable guidelines. Some reflections on the significance and implications of the 



study are provided in section 5, with suggestions for potential further improvement. 

2. Literature Review 
With the rising public concern over the retention of historic continuity, pursuing a balance 
between heritage preservation, economic development and social sustainability has 
become an increasingly prominent issue on Chinese urban agendas. As Whitehand and Gu 
(2007) indicate, research into urban conservation in China has made a quite limited 
contribution to the international debate. There are few general historical and theoretical 
treatises (e.g. Qian, 2007; Steinberg, 1996; Xie & Heath, 2016), although some works 
debate specific economic and social issues, for instance, power structure and funding 
systems (Shin, 2010; Su, 2010), and social capital and public participation (Tan & Altrock, 
2016; Yung & Chan, 2011; Zhai & Ng, 2013). In terms of methodological development, 
some issues have been explored concerning classified building types, e.g. energy efficient 
(Singh et al., 2013) and refurbishment (Corrado & Ballarini, 2016), and divisional urban 
sectors, e.g. neighborhood vitality (Dhingra et al., 2016) and urban elements on the 
Historic Urban Landscape (Dhingra et al., 2016). However, of the three prestigious urban 
morphology schools, the British Conzenian approach is the only one to have been 
introduced into China, with geographical morphological analysis used for managing and 
conserving the Chinese historic urbanscape (e.g. Whitehand et al., 2011; Whitehand & Gu, 
2007). 

Indeed, compared with the well-adopted international notions of heritage, there has 
been a considerable gap in introducing and applying Western advanced methodologies 
for conservation into China. In particular, the achievements of outstanding Italian 
planning practices based on the typo-morphological approach, both from theoretical and 
methodological perspectives have been little utilized in China to date. There are only a few 
extant general introductions (e.g. Duan & Qiu, 2009; Liang & Sun, 2007), one primary 
study of the rehabilitation of the former French concession of Tianjin (D’Agostino, 2015), 
and some typological analyses in Suzhou, Shanghai and Guangzhou (e.g. Chen, 2009; Gu 
et al., 2008; Li & Gauthier, 2014). A series of elementary methodological studies of limited 
width and depth have either introduced its general theoretical and practical achievements 
to China, or focused on one specific aspect with the analysis of the evolutionary processes 
of building types and urban tissue. These have had little profound influence, however, 
particularly on improving the current planning of China’s historic centers and cities. In 
other words, they have not provided a specific interpretation of how to apply the approach 
for analyzing and solving the many prominent challenges currently facing Chinese 
planning practices. In response, this paper, for the first time, analyzes and develops 
detailed interpretations and implications of the Italian typo-morphological approach for 
present planning practices in China, more precisely, in Gulangyu, which is rapidly 
becoming a lower-level characterless ‘thematic park’. 

3. Outline of the Italian Typo-morphological Approach 
As a reflection of the destruction of historic centers by large-scaled postwar 
reconstructing activities, Italy since the 1950s has demonstrated a series of prestigious 
practices in urban conservation, particularly through the exploration of the typological, 



morphological and mixed methodologies (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1. Outline of methodologies and practices in postwar Italy: the typological, the morphological 

and the mixed 

     
The typological approach can be dated back to the 1950s, with the emergence of a 

clear trend focusing on the study of building types in Italian architecture and urban 
planning practices. This involves the diachronic and synchronic analysis of building types 
as a measure, which enables the provision of a powerful and convincing reference to how 
building types and their aggregated urban forms make up urban areas, and which should 
be preserved and/or developed in future. It also paved the way for the typological 
paradigm, in the renowned revitalization of Bologna’s historic center during the 1970s, 
where the typological studies guided the ‘inserted’ completion (Figure 2) and private 
interventions for the maintenance of existing buildings by shaping targeted regulations 
(Maffei & Whitehand, 2001; Marzot, 2002; Cervellati & Scannavini, 1973). 

 
Figure 2. ‘Inserted’ completion in Bologna based on building typological studies. 

 (Source: Cervellati, & Scannavini 1973, p. 160) 

    However, this typological approach attracted criticism for being too concentrated on 
the evolution process of physical forms of one or a few types of buildings. Thus, the 
alternative, morphological, approach emerged, which defined a new way for treating 



historic cities through the comprehensive description of their morphological 
characteristics that was not just limited to conserving monuments, but extended to urban 
tissue and social balance. The preservation planning of Urbino by Giancarlo De Carlo 
around 1960 was widely considered as the milestone of this approach. It regarded the 
historic center as an aggregate of various morphological units divided into 26 sectors (1-
26) (Figure 3), through the principal consideration of the homogeneity and similarity of 
the morphological characteristics of urban tissue (De Carlo, 1966; Vanderburgh, 1992). 
Clearly, the planning proposal for Urbino focuses more on urban ‘sectors’, or ‘units’, and 
the quality of the fabric, rather than the single ‘bits’ in Bologna, where the intervention 
was ruled through the study of building types. 
    Following Bologna and Urbino - the two landmark achievements of Italian urban 
planning - further significant developments were made in Italy in the last decades of the 
20th century, many of which are less well known internationally. Caltagirone’s remarkable 
mixed typo-morphological approach in the 1980s (Figure 4) (Leone, Iacona, Merlo & 
Quartarone, 1988), for example, outlines seven spheres (A-G) of context, covering the 
historic center’s various systems of offices, convents, palaces, houses, former offices, 
green areas, etc., according to their homogeneous morphological characteristics. 
Typological analysis was also developed inside the blocks surrounded by main road 
networks, with the further classification of sectors 1-13, where most buildings were 
residential with homogeneous features of the time, connected street networks, building 
size and shape, and corresponding intervention strategies were proposed for each 
morphological sphere and typological sector. 

 
Figure 3. Urbino historic center: 1-26 sectors and a-f sub-sectors 

(Source: De Carlo 1966, p. 143) 



 
Figure 4. Five Caltagirone: 7 spheres and 13 sectors classified by morphological features 

(Source: Leone, Iacona, Merlo, & Quartarone, 1988, p. 72-73) 
Later, around 1990, the morphological approach was further applied in Schio for 

managing the ever emerging uncontrolled interventions of existed buildings and areas, 
where the whole neighborhood was classified into five intervention categories (A-E) and 
a sequential number (A1, A2…) according to the historic, cultural and architectural values 
involved (Mancuso, 1990). Each has a corresponding particular scheme of plans, sections 
and facades within the whole morphological grammatical system (Bonfantini, 2004), 
covering precise standards and guidelines for detailed morphological elements between 
buildings and public spaces (fences, pavements, doors, etc.) and enclosure of buildings 
(cornices, windows, canopies, balconies, etc.) for each block and each plot (Figure 5). The 
final outcome was produced as a handbook for guiding and managing the interventions, 
distributed to local inhabitants, both owners and tenants, and the public. 

 
Figure 5. Schio: The regulation scheme for Block B9 

(Source: Mancuso 1990, p. 123) 

4. Gulangyu Case Study 

Geographic and Demographic Features 
Located off the eastern coast of Xiamen in Fujian Province in southeast China, Gulangyu, 



also called Kulangsu, is an island of approximately 1.87 km2 in area, facing Xiamen Island 
across the 600-meter-wide Lujiang Strait. As one of the first five open treaty ports after 
the Opium War in 1840 and one of the two public concessions in China (opened in 1902), 
Gulangyu’s cultural integration of westerners, Japanese, overseas Chinese and local 
inhabitants, created its extraordinary historic urbanscape. 

Today, the population of Gulangyu is around 17,000, comprising nearly 25% seniors 
(over 60 years old) and a 4055 ‘floating population’ of migrant workers (Administrative 
Committee of Gulangyu, 2015). By contrast, as one of the national 5A tourist attractions,  
it was increasingly visited by tourists from 2007 to 2014, in numbers climbing from 
5,748,500 (2009) to 12,462,400 (2014). Since 20 October 2014, the number of tourists 
has been limited through control by two touristic wharfs, stabilizing at 10,211,700 in 
2015. They number over 70,000 on peak days - more than four times the local inhabitants 
(Figure 6) (Administrative Committee of Gulangyu, 2016). 

 
The Development of Tourism: Municipal Interventions and Gains and Losses of Local 
Inhabitants 

Many previous and existing planning schemes for the future development of 
Gulangyu were led by the local municipality and can be dated back to the 1990s. They 
contained broad-brush solutions with almost all general master plans aimed at 
establishing a prestigious tourist attraction, with only scenic spots, monuments and 
buildings with high historic and aesthetic values involved in other plans of various levels. 
In other words, little attention was paid to the local community and inhabitants. If 
anything, they tried to encourage the potential spatial separation of tourists and local 
inhabitants to reduce the negative impact of tourism on the local community, but with 
little effect, due to weak supervision and the appeal of attractive economic benefits. 

In fact, the development of tourism has greatly restricted the development of the 
local settlement and diminished local livability. Within the first decade of this century, all 
industrial enterprises (16 in total) have been relocated, comprising the single hospital and 
senior school, some professional institutes and universities, municipal institutions (such 
as the new administrative division incorporating Gulangyu into Siming District in 2003), 
and their staff and families. This contributed to the dramatic transformation of the local 
population structure, meaning that diminishing employment opportunities have led to a 
‘brain drain’ and the majority of the remaining original inhabitants now being retired or 
unemployed. Moreover, motor vehicles, and even bicycles, are forbidden on the island, 
with only environmentally friendly battery cars with specific tourist routes allowed. As 
the main means of transportation, walking is a considerable inconvenience for inhabitants, 
especially for the large number of seniors involved. 

The influx of tourists has undoubtedly produced considerable opportunities for 
facilitating the development of the local economy, especially the tourist urban economy, 
but has provided few benefits for the local inhabitants. It should be also highlighted that, 
due to political reasons, most of the original wealthy inhabitants moved away from the 
island during the last century, and a great number of those remaining have no residential 
property and suffer greatly from rising housing prices.. Moreover, according to our field 
interviews, the local residents are generally unwilling to lose ‘face’ by working in the 



tourism industry, especially in informal and temporary tourist employment. In fact, most 
of the traders involved are from other China provinces. Finally, yet importantly, are the 
increasingly ubiquitous peddlers and tourists, expensive living prices, shrinking 
community infrastructure and service, restricted transportation means, the serious 
implications of noise pollution and sanitation, etc. Therefore, to large extent, the locals 
have been losing far more than they have gained during the frantic pace of tourism in the 
area. 

 
Figure 6. Gulangyu Island: the two main communities 

4.1. Research question 
To all appearances in recent years, Gulangyu forgot it was once an advanced and livable 
community and became a chic tourist-oriented place. In February 2016, Gulangyu was 
recommended as the final candidate to be included on the World Cultural Heritage List in 
2017. It is imaginable that the island will be subjected to a continued growth in tourist 
numbers in future and low quality labor force.. Hence, the research question of this study 
is concerned with rethinking the relationships between the island, its ubiquitous tourists 
and diminishing number of local inhabitants, to discover how to improve the extremely 
complicated and unbalanced situation between the dramatic touristic development and 
the stagnant, even obsolescent, local community environment. balance between local 
livability and touristic development. 

http://dict.youdao.com/w/ubiquitous/#keyfrom=E2Ctranslation


4.2. Analysis Method 
Having been inspired by the effective and far-reaching Italian approach, this study aims to 
shape a new interpretation by more useful “zoning” based on the typo-morphological 
perspective. Noticeably, the term “zoning” in this context is different from the 
conventional one based on the merely functional approach and has been widely used in 
modern urban planning as an unrefined and all-powerful tool shaping cities, but which 
has proved to be a failure in many urban contexts. Instead, it is developed here as a two-
layered fertile interpretative tool comprising four local systems and four characterized 
parts, meaning that the more traditional, but evolved, ‘by systems’ approach is matched 
together with an interpretation of the morphological ‘by parts’. In this way, it aims at 
dividing the whole island into featured sectors with specific physical and social features, 
followed by a discussion of their respective problems and possible optimizing treatment 
rules and strategies. Note also that the ‘systems’ are not simply related to banal 
functionalism, but refer to the specific physical urbanscape and matching practices of uses, 
while the ‘four typical parts’ are mapped onto the ‘four local systems’ and defined 
according to the homogenous typo-morphological features inspired by the Italian lessons 
- ‘units’, or ‘sectors’ and ‘spheres’ in Urbino and Caltagirone. Moreover, the interpretation 
of ‘parts’ demonstrates an ‘ecological reading’ of the island, or ‘macro-zoning’ through an 
ecological lens, by inserting “the polymorphous architectures into a ‘comprehensible unit’ 
that finds its place within their contexts - the four ecologies”. This approach that can be 
dated back to Banham’s illustration of the ecologies of Los Angeles in 1971, where it 
demonstrates salient issues of physical aspects, practices in spaces, perceptions and 
rooted images of the territory (Vilder, 2001). Furthermore, following the European or 
Italian tradition, there are some practical interpretations inspired by Banham, such as the 
new Municipal Structural Plan for Bologna (Comune di Bologna, 2009; Infussi, 2011) and 
Secchi and Viganò in the Province of Pescara (Viganò, 1998) and Antwerp (Secchi & 
Viganò, 2009) respectively. Thus, Gulangyu could be accordingly interpreted and 
understood as a dynamic complex ecosystem by destructuring it into a complicated and 
polymorphous entity in order to “break up irrevocably the normal homogeneity of 
architectural narratives and urban studies, insistently inserting the one into the other in 
a kind of montage” (Vilder, 2001). In particular, with more conventional cognitive 
techniques such as field survey, historic research and data collection from GPS tracking 
and a GIS platform, the two layers’ interpretation of ‘zoning’ are shaped to enable a deep 
understanding of the island, especially the complicated and heterogeneous physical and 
social situation involved. This further triggers the production of layered and targeted 
planning strategies and guidelines. 

The analytical framework of this article is illustrated in Figure 7, in which the physical 
(morphological evolution and quality of buildings and spaces) and social (density and 
structure of local inhabitants and tourists, and functions of buildings and spaces) features 
are analyzed. From these, four local systems are outlined to demonstrate how the island 
works, with distinguishable dominated activities between tourists and the local 
inhabitants, and further indicate the respective problems and possible solutions. Then, 
considering the homogenous typo-morphological features overlapping these systems, the 



four typical parts, referring to four characterized areas, are shaped, followed by a detailed 
discussion of their distinctive salient planning issues and corresponding targeted 
guidelines and optimizing strategies.  

 
                        Figure 7. Research framework 

5. Case Analysis and Discussion 
Retracing the progression of Gulangyu’s early settlements through historical maps, 
cartographic records and ancient texts, demonstrates a clear, but heterogeneous, 
morphological evolution process is involved (Figure 8). In general, there were three main 
original settlements in the Neicuoao, Yanzaijiao and Luerqiao areas before the end of the 
19th century, with dispersed and freely distributed dwellings surrounded by hills and 
facing the sea, of which Neicuoao was the oldest and largest. When westerners migrated 
to the island in the early 20th century, they established settlements in the Luqiao-Fujian 
area through careful planning, with a more clear and regular urban tissue and many 
western or colonial style villas, consulates, cathedrals, clubs, etc. By 1941, Gulangyu had 
become, unprecedentedly, a culturally diverse and integrated international settlement, 
since a considerable number of settled overseas Chinese had dominated construction 
activities, removing the boundaries between the westerners’ and local settlements and 
promoting further development across the whole island through their east and west 
interpretations. Particularly affected was the Luqiao-Fujian area, where public facilities 
were renewed into residences and dense commercial blocks built in the Longtou area. 
After the PRC was established in 1949, the island experienced further development as a 
local settlement, with a regular industrial area tissue developed on the northwestern side 
accompanied by a weakening cultural diversity. The 1970s to the 2010s could be called 
“the pro-tourist development” period. Since the 1990s in particular, the local municipality 
has gradually transformed development from a living community to a tourist attraction in 
pursuit of a touristic economy, with the peripheral of the Longtou area, especially that 
close to the docks, replacing the factories there in favor of tourist and commercial service 
centers. 

In addition to the morphological features, the GPS tracking and GIS platform indicate 
the density of tourists and local inhabitants are also heterogeneous in different parts of 
the island. As Figures 9 shows, the distribution of tourists is highly concentrated in the 
Longtou area and extends to the docks and some scattered scenic spots. The Neicuoao 



area, where the original settlement largely remains, also reflects a certain degree of 
touristic aggregation. As Figures 10 and 11 (the functions and quality of buildings and 
spaces) show, there is a clear polarization, with higher quality buildings and spaces in the 
Longtou area mostly for tourists, while most in Neicuoao area serves as local housing of 
bad to indifferent quality. 

 
Figure 8. Morphological evolution of Gulangyu 

5.1. Gulangyu’s four local ‘systems’ 
The survey of both the physical and social aspects of Gulangyu indicates the presence of 
four local systems, comprising the tourist service system, tourist accommodation system, 
service system for locals and housing system for locals (Figure 12). These indicate and 
distinguish four dominated activities and elements in a chain of places linked by a logic of 
spaces, identifying who uses them and how they are used. Analysis of the current state of 
each system then reveals the different planning problems they face - enabling the strategic 
importance of their future to be discussed as follows.  



 
Figure 9. Residential and tourist density 

 
Figure 10. Functions of buildings and space 



 
Figure 11. Quality of buildings and space 

        
Figure 12. Gulangyu’s four local systems 

 



（1）The tourist service system 
Dominated by visiting activities, the tourist service system is constituted by the alignment 
of the main visiting roads, monuments, scenic spots, tourist shops and service facilities. 
This is clearly most highly concentrated in the Longtou area, where the streets are 
crowded and most remaining historic buildings simply provide empty shells for souvenirs 
and dining. In other words, the local history and culture and specific living styles are 
barely represented here. Therefore, to large extent, the image presented to tourists is far 
from the core value and lacking in ‘sustainable’ attractions. This may explain why many 
tourists arriving with great expectations depart greatly disappointed, never to return; as 
statistics show, the number of tourists from 2014 to 2015 decreased by 18.06% 
(Administrative Committee of Gulangyu, 2016). A related issue concerns the changing 
structure of tourists with distinctive travelling styles and behaviors. This is from the 
previous middle-class younger generation, who traveled by themselves and stayed for a 
several days to experience the area’s exotic and romantic atmosphere and diversified 
community culture; to the current lower-class middle-aged, who rely more on guided 
tourist groups paying a brief visit - usually solely to the Longtou area. This is witnessed 
by the trend towards more short-term and lower-level tourism, which not only 
mismatches historic resources and governmental investment, but also is gradually 
undermining the location’s hitherto quiet and charming atmosphere. What is needed, 
therefore, is an approach in which the local population largely remains in coexistence with 
tourists and nonlocal labor force. This suggests the need to rethink the relationship 
between tourism and other activities and devise a new strategy for tourism development 
from one predominantly concerned with tourist attraction to a higher-level leisure 
community highlighting the distinguishable identity of local historic and cultural features, 
to encourage more discerning tourists to stay for longer periods. Finally, and most 
importantly, is the need to remove such museums or shops unrelated to local identity as 
the Wax Museum of World’s Celebrities, Museum of Rare Animals and Museum of Oriental 
Fishbone Arts!  
 
（2）The tourist accommodation system 
As its name implies, the tourist accommodation system is composed of hotels, 
sanatoriums and guesthouses, and dominated by tourist accommodation behaviors. In 
general, this is distributed evenly, with two principal areas on the southeast (close to 
green space and the waterfront, and connected to the heart of the visiting and shopping 
areas) and northwest (Neicuoao area) sides of the island. With the huge increase in tourist 
trade from 2009 to 2014, the hotels and guesthouses also experienced a commensurate 
growth spurt. Today, there are 19 hotels, 6 sanatoriums and 250 guesthouses with a total 
of 5501 beds on the island, compared with only 12 guesthouses in 2008. Most strikingly, 
informal and undocumented accommodation - 7 hotels and 123 guesthouses - constitute 
nearly half the total (Administrative Committee of Gulangyu-Wanshi Mountains Touristic 
Attraction, 2016). This can be attributed to unstable municipal policy and an inadequate 
supervisory system for the opening and managing of hotels and guesthouses over the 
period. It is important to note, however, that the boom in tourist accommodation has also 
facilitated the conservation and renovation of historic buildings and the environment to 

http://dict.youdao.com/w/supervisory%20system/#keyfrom=E2Ctranslation


some extent, further regenerating the historic urbanscape, since some have made use of 
renewed historic buildings. Notwithstanding, several hotels and guesthouses have made 
such insensitive interventions as providing uncharacteristically bright and 
disharmonious colored plaster on facades. Moreover, there has been a gradual erosion of 
the housing system for the local population, especially in Neicuoao area. It is therefore 
important to consider the proportion and location of inserting or displacing tourist 
accommodation in the community, suggesting the need for a more detailed ‘zoning’ 
planning, control and management of the amount, scale and interventions of tourist 
accommodation for different areas of the island. This could be related to the four 
characterized ‘parts’, accompanied with a more improved, dynamic but powerful 
supervision system. Additionally, in aiming towards a higher-level leisure community as 
discussed above, the development of detailed and strict guidelines for buildings and open 
spaces is needed to provide incentives for locals to renovate their historic dwellings for 
operation as hotels and guesthouses. This could benefit the local population while also 
help tourists to have better understanding of the island. A more detailed discussion of this 
aspect is provided in the following section.  
 
（3）The service system for the locals 
The service system for the locals refers to public facilities and services for the local 
community, which currently primarily consists of a senior entertainment center, a 
primary school, a middle school, two markets, a police station, an administrative office, a 
community committee, a health center, a fire department and several professional schools. 
Of these, except for the health center and market (located in the Longtou area), and some 
professional schools (close to coastal areas), most are located in or around the Neicuoao 
area. In general, the distribution seems reasonable, except for the health center, which is 
a quite far from the local community which, in the absence of any vehicles, makes it 
difficult to visit a doctor for instance. Ironically, Gulangyu once had a more complete 
community structure, with better-operated facilities and services than other cities and 
areas in the same period, including three hospitals, six primary schools and four 
community committees. Today, due to municipal control, evacuation of the local 
population and focused tourism development, the public service has largely atrophied, 
undermining the historic urbanscape of the community. Thus, local inhabitants have 
incrementally left the island. The statistics show that, from 1933 to the end of the 1980s, 
the minimum number of local inhabitants on the island was 20,000; while, in 2010, it had 
reduced to only 6800 and 7100 local inhabitants with the official registered residence 
hardly lived here (Yang 2015). Community development has been falling 
into a vicious cycle of less public service and inhabitants. An adequate and appropriate 
proportion of facilities and services of different types and levels with better accessibility 
is needed for the locals to return to the island, in guaranteeing their quality of life and 
amenities, especially hospitals, schools and community centers. In terms of the detailed 
location and scale, there is also a need to address the heterogeneous nature of the physical 
and social situation across the island by combining these considerations of the four 
characterized ‘parts’. Inaction, on the other hand, is likely to result in the local population 
continuing to depart and the strategies aimed at encouraging their return being 

http://dict.youdao.com/w/disharmonious/#keyfrom=E2Ctranslation


unsuccessful. 
 
（4）The housing system for the locals 
Dominated by living activities, the housing system for the locals comprises two main 
communities of the more traditional Neicuoao in the west and integrated multi-cultural 
Longtou in the east. In contrast with monuments, hotels and public facilities, a large 
amount of local houses are in a state of decay and some have been abandoned (Figure 13). 
Due to population displacement, many low-income and floating population members stay 
there, most of whom are neither willing nor able to maintain their properties. Instead, 
illegal or insensitive additions and renovations are quite common (Figure 14). Thus, the 
urgent challenge is how to control and manage private interventions and reuse the 
rundown areas and empty buildings by improving the quality of buildings and living 
environment in order to maintain the historic urbanscape. Specifically, the local housing 
system can be classified into five groups with respective aerial views and streetscape 
according to the typo-morphological features involved, comprising Qilou-high-density 
intermixing of commerce and residences, low-density family housing, high-density 
western style housing, high-density local housing and modern residential buildings on a 
larger scale (Figures 15-16). 
 

  
Figure 13. Decaying historic buildings in the local housing system 

 



  
Figure 14. Additions and insensitive interventions in the local housing system 

     
A further typo-morphological study of the buildings and surrounding tissue of the 

each group could provide a pivot instruction to shape a detailed guideline targeted at the 
most suitable interventions for buildings with specific typo-morphological characteristics 
and open spaces with particular morphological-environmental features. This process 
might include a large-scale Bologna style ‘inserted’ completion, or Schio style small-scale 
interventions of morphological and typological elements. 
 

5.2. Four typical ‘parts’ of Gulangyu 

Considering the Italian typo-morphological tradition of shaping planning tools - described 
as ‘units’, ‘sectors’ and ‘spheres’ of spaces - and Banham’s ecological explanation, provides 
a fresh interpretation of ‘zoning’ according to, and matched together with, the above four 
systems. These are the four typical ‘parts’ (Figure 16) or characterized areas that 
demonstrate relatively homogenous physical features - built up and open spaces rooted 
in history, and spatial practices and living behaviors. As illustrated earlier, inspired by 
Banham’s interpretation, it covers geography - the evolution of places and spaces, 
sociology and history, urban materials and population, with not only the outline of the 
present and the past, but also the prospect of a possible future. Mapping onto the four 
systems, they are defined by the same urban ingredients, but represent their 
distinguishable main organic infrastructural characteristics and facing corresponding 
salient planning issues related to tourism and livability. The following reviews the each 
part with further discussion on its specific targeted guidelines and strategies. 
 

 
 

 



 
Figure 15. Five classified groups of local housing system based on typo-morphological features 



   

 
Figure 16. Gulangyu’s four characterized parts 

Part A: 
Covering most parts of the visiting system in the Longtou area and the surroundings, Part 
A is dominated by tourist activities with better-quality buildings on a larger scale. With 
high-density tissue and more open blocks, it is manifested as planned, regular and wider 
street networks. In terms of building types, it is led by Qilou buildings, but provides little 
of the traditional intermixing of commerce and residences today - such spaces being 
usually occupied by high-density low-income temporary tenants. It is highly crowded and 
noisy in the daytime while extremely quiet in the evening. A complex set of special policies 
and measures have been developed for this area in recent years, most of which focus on 
physical aspects and tourism. This suggests the present salient issues to be social rather 
than physical considering, for example, how to recover the intermixing of the past; the 
possible solution being to provide incentives for attracting the original inhabitants back,  
or to better manage and control the proportion of commercial areas, and amount and 
behaviors of the tenants. This area also plays a decisive role in aiming towards a higher-
level leisure community, as improving the commercial types here will reduce the 
possibility of the island ultimately becoming a lower-level characterless thematic park. 
Other measures could also be taken in this area to exhibit local attractive history, 
handicraft, music and art further; for instance, by introducing museums, studios, galleries, 
workshops, creative markets and establishing an artistic community center serving both 
locals and tourists. Additionally, there is a need to reinforce the relationship between this 
and other areas of the island in combination with Part C and Part D, in terms of both 
physical connection and social movement, where it exhibits the inherited specific living 
environment and styles. This could be achieved by regulating and improving tourist and 
commercial activities, for instance, and attracting tourists to broader areas, especially in 
the north and west.  
 



Part B: 
As a mixed-function community, Part B covers nearly all the above systems, especially 
higher-level hotels, low-density family housing, professional schools - mainly involved in 
arts and performance - and such historic public facilities as cathedrals, consulates and 
clubs. It also exhibits loose tissue and more open blocks with better-quality buildings on 
a livable scale. Close to large green spaces, coastal areas and at the heart of tourist 
activities, this part has attracted a growing number of uneven-level hotels during the last 
decade. In future, to pursue a high-level leisure resort, this area needs to improve the level 
of hotels and remove illegal and lower-level guesthouses. Furthermore, it could assume 
and extend some functions of Part A. Reusing an attractive natural landscape and pleasant 
scale of buildings and urban tissue, and taking advantage of professional schools, for 
instance, could enable the development of such higher-level activities as artistic 
exhibitions, performances and education related to local identity. The detailed measures 
that could be taken include introducing artistic institutions and attracting artists to locate 
their houses and studios in the area. Also, in contrast with other parts, there is a higher 
probability in future of achieving a certain degree of social and functional ‘mix’ of different 
groups of people and activities, including tourists, students, artists, educators, local 
inhabitants and immigrant labor force, as witnessed in the first half of the 20th century. As 
with Part A, the amount and behaviors of temporary tenants could also be controlled and 
managed. 
 
Part C: 
Similar to Part B, Part C indicates diversified functions and comprises three systems of 
tourist accommodation, service for locals and housing for locals. It is dominated by high-
density historic western-style houses located along rough and winding streets and lanes 
with a charming environment and atmosphere, although the average quality of buildings 
is not as good as Parts A and B. As a link between the main visiting area of Longtou and 
local Neicuoao settlement area, it lacks attractive places for tourists to visit (Figure 8). 
Thus, in future, higher-level touristic commerce and museums showing local features 
could be established here to attract tourists and promote the extension of Part D to relieve 
the heavy burden of Part A and encourage tourists to experience the island to the full. Such 
facilities as schools and community centers could probably be developed to provide a 
service for the locals, further reinforce the relationship between Part A and Part D and 
reduce the pressure of future development. 
 
Part D: 
Part D principally constitutes the local housing system and accommodation system. 
Dominated by the largest original local settlement, it reflects irregular, spontaneous and 
high-density tissue and more closed blocks lacking open space. Abundant hotels and 
guesthouses are located along the main streets while the dense local traditional houses 
are located inside blocks, with or without courtyards, accompanied with several large-
scale modern residential buildings. Compared with Parts A to C, Part D is the least 
satisfactory community environment, where the building quality is the worst with 
considerable uncontrolled and insensitive additions and interventions. To large extent, it 



is no longer an advanced and livable community. It provides the most obvious 
demonstration of the imbalance between prosperous tourism and poor local living quality, 
as well as increasing tourist accommodation and services - leading to the more 
fragmented and atrophic traditional community space and culture. Therefore, a strict and 
precise system is needed to avoid the disruption of tourism to the local population and 
potential expulsion by gentrification, by controlling the proportion and quality of hotels 
and guesthouses. Detailed incentives for retaining local inhabitants also need to be 
introduced, with more community infrastructure to facilitate conviviality and sociability. 
Moreover, a community center focusing on daily and specific traditional cultural and 
religious activities could be established to serve the local population and demonstrate the 
history and culture of the local community to the tourists. Poor standard, disharmonious, 
large-scale modern residential buildings or hotels could also be removed to create more 
quality public open spaces for locals in this high-density area. Finally, a Schio-type 
detailed handbook could provide specific guidelines for each block, and even each 
building, in order to instruct and manage both private interventions to current buildings 
and the reuse of abandoned areas and buildings. 

6. Conclusion 
This study is one of the first to apply the Italian typo-morphological approach to historic 
areas of China, demonstrating the notable possibility that such European, or more 
precisely Italian, ways may be practiced in the Chinese context, where considerable 
historic areas have been or are becoming thematic parks and losing their livability in the 
pursuit of a touristic economy. 

Thanks to the specific contributions made by different cultural groups in different 
historic periods, Gulangyu, as a community with a diversified culture, demonstrates a 
series of closely connected and overlapped spheres and sectors with heterogeneous typo-
morphological features and planning problems. The physical and social nature of these 
problems are such that, as Rittel and Webber (1973) point out, they may be termed 
“wicked problems”, with interrelated and confusing causes and effects, and no definitive, 
objective solutions. Their previous and current homogenous treatment across the island 
has been proved ineffective in addressing the complexities involved, particular in the 
extreme imbalance between tourism development and local livability. In response, 
inspired by the Italian experience and Banham’s interpretation, this study defines a new 
and effective planning device that encompasses the whole fabric and structure of the 
Gulangyu urban region rather than the hitherto sole focus on major monuments and 
valuable historical buildings. This involves the heterogeneous treatment across the whole 
island through an innovative ‘zoning’ in two layers: by ‘systems’ - four local characterized 
systems dominated by four specific activities, and by ‘parts’ - four typical featured areas 
with respective typo-morphological features and facing crucial challenges. The result is to 
provide a deeper understanding of the island and further develop and coordinate a 
specific framework of strategies for solving the distinctive problems involved.  

However, more research is still needed to assess its feasibility and implications fully 
in the Chinese context, especially for other types of historic areas with traditional (feudal) 
historic and mixed characteristics. For example, it is possible that the study could not be 



developed, and may even be unnecessary, at a municipal level, although it may still enable 
local municipalities to have some capability to make a difference. Further improvement is 
also possible in future by taking into account of such complicated social issues as 
indistinct property rights and the role played by different administrative institutions, and 
providing a more detailed and comprehensive consideration of potential physical, 
economical and socially relevant actions, and their priority in two layers’ ‘zoning’. 

Finally, the two-pronged multi-layered structure developed here demonstrates a new 
and innovative method and perspective for viewing historic areas in different frames with 
different scales and issues that is more conducive to formulating targeted guidelines and 
planning alternatives to solve urban dilemmas, especially those facing heterogeneous and 
complicated situations. In this way, planning practices can seek a balance between 
preserving an inherited historic heritage, improving the local built-environment to meet 
contemporary needs and the development of touristic economy. It is also apparent that 
the challenges that Gulangyu is facing at present are quite common throughout the whole 
of China and, as one of the country’s most famous historic areas and tourist attractions, 
can be considered as an excellent example for examining the issues involved in the 
relationship between tourism development, heritage preservation and local livability. 
Consequently, this research is most likely to inspire similar practices in other historic 
areas and tourist attractions in China as well as providing a means of responding to the 
urban agendas of many other similarly placed countries worldwide. 
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