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Shaping a Better Wuhan with its People at the Heart  
Wenjing Luo (Helen)iii 

 

Wuhan’s first International Placemaking Week has been held between 9-13 December 2018, 

framed as “Shaping Better Public Space: Remaking Places-Transforming Cities”. As the first city 

in China hosting the International Placemaking Week, Wuhan invited ISOCARP experts to a 

Design Charette for “New Hanzheng Avenue Riverside”, the most iconic urban space at the 

junction of the Yangtse and Han rivers in the heart of Wuhan’s growing metropolis. Many ideas 

have been already developed to reshape this central area, mostly resulting in renderings with 

shiny new skyscrapers. The challenge of the placemaking week was to explore strategies to 

revision Hanzheng Avenue Riverside with its residents at the heart. 

 

Fig 1 The Hosting Cities of Placemaking Weeks 2018 

 

 

“I have always been thinking that if I was living in the area, what would I need to see, hear, smell 

and touch with my hearts beating and lungs breathing simultaneously with the city?” Said Director 

Wu Junqing from the Hanzheng Development Co. Ltd in the sub-session of the Design Charrette 

Presentation on 13 December.  
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Fig 2 Director Wu Junqing from Hanzheng Development Co. Ltd  

 

Director Wu’s reference to a more “people-centered”approach  reminded me of Jane Jacobs’ 

groundbreaking ideas about designing cities for humans and not just cars and shopping centers, 

as well to  Kevin Lynch’s concepts of mental maps established by people’s perception of space , 

while currently the well-known Project for Public for Public Space(PPS) argues that placemaking 

is about a process and philosophy 

centered about observing, listening to 

and asking questions of the people 

who live, work and play in a particular 

place. With this knowledge, 

placemaking can be considered as 

evoking people’s senses of sight, taste, 

tough, smell, hearing and perception 

by reviving the social, cultural and 

economic identities of places, which 

would be implemented beginning with 

“Lighter Quicker Cheaper” 

improvements as PPS argued. In other 

words, placemaking vs space making 

is like people-oriented vs designers-

oriented, which are both centering 

around people but in quite different 

perspectives and with opposite results. 

Therefore, using the Y-shaped green networks , which looks quite familiar to the Chinese 
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character“people（人）”,as a medium to reimagine the needs of people may be the key of the 

design charrette workshop.    

Fig 3 The Planned Y-Shaped Green Networks            

 

The Hanzheng Avenue located at the very heart of the city with the confluence of Han River and 

Yangtze River has not only reflected the vibrant “waterfront docks” culture of Hankou but also 

provided a memorable Wuhan livelihood for the local people. However, the distinguished social, 

cultural, economic and natural features have been gradually erased by the overwhelming space 

making, which also faces lots of challenges like traffic congestion, sub-standard living and 

working conditions as well as the physically and visually obtrusive dykes affecting direct access 

to the waterfront. Although the Hanzheng Avenue, one of the first commercial streets in China is 

still crowded and lively, it has gradually lost the attraction for people, who have been obviously 

separated from the city and the river. This explains why I, although born and raised in Wuhan, 

haven’t stepped into this “space”, which used to be an attractive place, for a decade.    

  

Fig 4 Site Visit of the Hanzheng Avenue Riverside 

 

Therefore, this “space” which has already lacked the attraction for people should be remade 

instead of made. The key would be keeping the old identities in making new space interventions. 

Not only should the senses of sight, taste, tough, smell, hearing and perception be used for the 

people to mentally map the old place, but also redevelopment interventions should be strategized 

in making new spaces. Although there are numerous successful references of waterfront areas 

redevelopment, it is necessary to establish a road map to the strategic redevelopment specifically 

towards this place. First, get a good grip on tangible and intangible assets. Then, engage local 

communities in the urban renewal efforts. Thirdly, make both rivers an integral part of this “place”. 

And last but not least, proceed towards a balanced development. 
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Fig 5 Presentation of the Hanzheng Avenue Riverside Design Charette by Milena Ivković , Vice 

President ISOCARP 

 

To attract the people in the process of placemaking, a set of guiding principles have been 

proposed by the Charrette team to focus on the enhancement of waterfront, permeable block 

network, mix use encouragement, high quality public space, complete street for multiple modes, 

human scale design, sense of belongings and last but not the least built historic heritage 

preservation. Following the principles, analysis on the site boundary, reaches of the waterfront, 

water outlook from public spaces, open space networks, block edges and characters has been 

layered up into a strategic placemaking plan. 

 



5 | P a g e  

 

Fig 6 Placemaking plan sketch for the Hanzheng Avenue Riverside 

 

As a result, this placemaking plan proposed not only to reconnect urban networks and transform 

Qingchuan Bridge as a pedestrian green link, but also characterize block edges and make a 

natural tidal park，just like rejuvenating the body of people by improving the blood circulations，
strengthening the muscles， beautifying the faces and blooming more smiles！ 

 

Making a Network of People’s Places 

In May 2018, ISOCARP published its report on the people-centered transformation of the 

Zhongshan Avenue, another iconic commercial axis of Hankou, nearby the Hanzheng Avenue. 

One of the recommendations was to duplicate the Zhonghshan approach to other areas in 

Wuhan. The Placemaking plan proposal for Hanzheng Avenue Riverside is just doing that and it 

should not stop there but lead to a network of people’s places throughout the expanding 

metropolis. As a physical link between three important green spaces in the city, a new cycling 

trail has been proposed to reconnect Zhongshan Avenue north to the Jiefang Park, with Zhiyin 

Avenue west to the Longyang Park and with Changjiang Bridge east to the East Lake, which 

could cater the track for a truly central Wuhan Marathon Route and Race in the future.  

Reaches of the 
waterfront 

Block edges and 
characters 

Water outlook from 
public spaces 

Open space 
networks 



6 | P a g e  

 

 

To allow for safer cycling and walking with cleaner air, transiting car-traffic need to be drastically 

reduced by introducing traffic filters or even a more rigorous traffic circulation within sectors with 

no transit through the Hanzheng area. The entire road infrastructure and the waterfront roads in 

particular need to be redesigned to stimulate more public transport, cycling and walking. The 

river could be better used for water-transport. 

So a network of people’s places has been made just like improving the blood circulations of the 

city. 

 

 

These development plans came together with waterfront 

placemaking and design strategies most visibly at the Wuhan 

Central River Park, which was suggested as a new public park at 

the junction of the Jangtze and Hun rivers. The River Park would not 

only complete the Y-shaped network of urban green spaces  

Fig 7 Hanzheng Avenue&Zhongshan Avenue      Fig 8 The 、Y-Shaped 

Networks at City Lever 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig 9 Plan of the Waterfront Infrastructure 

 
Transforming the Qingchuan Bridge 
As one of the most iconic bridges of Wuhan, featuring on many postcards, Qingchuan Bridge is 

not only an important backbone linking Hanzheng Avenue Riverside with Nananzui across the 

Han river, but also a great spot to enjoy the river views. However, it has been seen so often from 

somewhere else but rarely to be the place for sightseeing. Fact is that the bridge was primarily 

built for cars. Therefore, it has been proposed to redirect car-traffic underground and turn the 

Before 

After 
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Qingchuan Bridge into a green link across Han River, a pedestrian rainbow bridge where people 

can take views, stay and play around，like strengthening the muscles of the city.  

 

Fig 10 Schematic rendering idea for the Qingchuan Bridge 

 

Characterizing Block Edges  

As the pioneer of placemaking, Jane Jacobs has introduced the ideas of “Eyes on the Street” 

and “Sidewalk Ballet” in the Life and Death of American Great Cities, which can be characterized 

as livable streets with chats and talks so as to strengthen senses of belongings for the 

neighborhood. So how can the well-known “First Commercial Street” be regenerated without the 

“sidewalk ballet”? To keep “eyes on the street”, there will not only be the central park edges 

across the Han River and park corridor edges but also commercial edges linking with metro 

station as well as river and park edges, which just like beautifying the faces of the people, who 

can present a splendid ballet dance facing the rivers and the city!   

 

Before 

After 

Central Park Edges River and Park Edges  
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Fig 11 Analysis on the Block Edges 

 
Making a Tidal River Park 
The tides of the Han River became so ordinary to locals that they are simply ignored as a hyper-

dynamic feature of the city. Foreigners’ eyes helped us to re-connect with this natural power by 

creating a Wuhan Central River Park across the Han River, including a tidal nature scene for the 

17-meters fluctuation between low and high tide. So, with the Nananzui as the background, the 

river as the stage and the waterfront skyline as a theatre, people can watch the splendid 

performance of nature and enjoy the smiles of the river when it goes up and down, which can 

make the river, the city and people become a new whole again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 12 Tidal Park 

TOD Edges 
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图 13 潮汐公园断面分析 

 

Fig 13. Section Analysis of the Tidal Park 

 

As Director Liu Qizhi from Wuhan Urban Planning Bureau said after the presentation, “There is 

a Chinese old saying that it will not take too long to reunite after separation. The rivers and 

Wuhan, the bedrock of its urban development, were somehow separated over time. This 

charrette vision has just made the rivers and the city become a whole again!” From my 

perspective, once the senses of the people have been evoked， nature and cities will become 

a whole again. So, the key to redevelop Hanzheng Avenue Riverside lies with the people, 

because here he or she will have the privilege to: 

Not only enjoy the views but also taste the delicacy of the city and rivers! 

Not only touch the skins but also smell the fragrancy of the city and rivers!  

Not only listen to the chord but also react to the feelings of the city and rivers! 

 

Fig 14 Director Liu from Wuhan Urban Planning Bureau 

 

Based on the Wuhan Declaration on Placemaking, it is hoped for that Wuhan will become a role 



10 | P a g e  

 

model for other cities in China. It should empower all planners to plan bottom up with the 

residents and citizens of areas that need to be redeveloped.  

Fig 15 The Announcement of the Wuhan Declaration on Placemaking at the plenary session 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Wenjing Luo (Helen), as a national registered urban planner at Wuhan Planning & Design Institute (WPDI) in China wrote 

this piece in personal name as participant of the Placemaking Week 

ii With great thanks to Frank D’hondt, Director Territorial Capital Institute, for redacting this article 

                                                   


