
1 

 

 
 

A return of utopian neighbourhood planning? 

 

Utopia tends to follow dystopia ï in literature, fine art and other cultural milieus 

and also in political economy. Thomas Moreôs Utopia was a satirical imagination 

of life without the corruption of the courts and church of the 16th century, and 

promoted a humanistic idea of religion and society at a time of rising European 

wealth. Platoôs Republic, 1,800 or so years earlier, was perhaps a similar 

attempt, set against the Peloponnesian war and the corrupt politics of Ancient 

Greece. Londoner Ebenezer Howard published his Garden City idea at the very 

end of the 19th century, by which time it had become clear that without 

humanistic interventions, brute industrialism and its partner capitalism had the 

power to destroy life, environment, beauty, sanity, morality and so much more. 

Howardôs publication was not the academic thesis that it was later interpreted 

as, but an investorôs prospectus, suitably and neatly pocket-sized (I have a copy 

in my office if anyone is interested), and a small-time inventorôs practical 

remedy for the urban ills of the day.  

 

Utopian neighbourhood imaginations are local versions of bigger political 

economic machinations. The 19th century utopian thought experiments of Saint-

Simon, Fourier, Owen and others were a local, physical, practical and pragmatic 

expression of the wave of socialism that eventually led to the grand communist 

experiments of the 20th century. They competed with Marxist political economy 

as a response to the bleakness of unbridled industrialisation. 

 

A full century after Howard, a new consensus has emerged regarding the ills of 

unbridled industrial urbanisation. We now know how to build and manage 

humane cities at scale, but we do not know how to temper their impact on the 

environment. What are todayôs utopian responses? Worryingly, at the political 

economy scale, there seems to be no obvious viable alternatives left to try. 20th 
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century communism failed as an antidote to 19th century laissez-faire. Despite 

the beauty and elegance of western liberal democracy, and its many heights of 

humanistic achievements, its seems nigh-on impossible for open political 

economies to moderate the environmental costs of the human progress that 

they release. Looming on the horizon as possibly the only course now probable, 

is an authoritarian version of capitalism, be-it Chinese neo-communism or 

European neo-statism.  

 

Much easier, and less scary, to focus on the pragmatic and the local! Where 

are the contemporary neighbourhood expressions of utopian hope and 

experimentation? All around us. The more eye-catching, catch our eyes and 

become doctrine. New urbanism in North America. Compact cities in Europe. 

Eco-cities in India. Sponge cities in China. Smart cities everywhere. It gets more 

specific: the 15-minute city in Paris that seeks to localise by policy; the localism 

agenda in British planning that, for the first time in 100 years of formal urban 

planning, gives local neighbourhoods the right to make their own plans; the 

normalisation of master-planned, privately managed and privately governed 

neighbourhoods in cities throughout the rapidly developing world.  

 

For at least 20 years now, our students have been imagining along these lines. 

Actually, the influence of the 19th century utopian neighbourhood thinkers has 

never left us. From Clarence Perry in New York to William Drummond in 

Chicago and the English post-war new towns, to planned neighbourhoods and 

new cities in Mainland China and the world over, planners, architects, engineers 

and progressive thinkers have continually sought to refine the design 

specification of local utopias. Most combine, with various emphases, the idea 

of local self-sufficiency in amenities, services and jobs. While this used to be 

justified in terms of time, efficiency, convenience, welfare and social 

engineering, now it is pursued for the sake of energy and environmental goals. 

 

In a built environment faculty of very bright students, ideas about utopian 

neighbourhoods abound. I would like to pose a question for our students and 

researchers to ponder. Two actually.  

 

First, what new forms of utopian neighbourhood are yet to be discovered? The 

threats now and then are similar but different. Perhaps more existential than 

those facing Howard and his fellow 19th dreamers, but perhaps not (things were 

pretty dire in their day too). The experience and technology available today, 

however, is vastly different. Can ósmartô really deliver a qualitatively new utopian 

neighbourhood idea? What would it look like? 

 

Second, how to overcome the paradox at the heart of the failure of all utopian 

experiments? The paradox is that we crave the local but need the global. Or 

that the global saves us but also threatens to destroy us. A literal 15-minute city 
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would look something like pre-1979 Chinese cities, where work units governed 

both production and consumption into small and relatively self-sufficient 

neighbourhood units. One single factor alone has driven humanityôs upward 

trajectory of wealth and welfare, longevity and ennoblement: the division of 

labour. Progress is impossible without it. To progress, we have to continuously 

source knowledge and skills that we do not ourselves possess. We can design 

cities to encourage localism, but outside of a subsistence economy, people will 

always want to travel to both produce and consume, the more so the more 

advanced economies and societies become.  

 

Bringing together the two questions, I have one frightening thought about how 

this paradox might be resolved. Metaverse.  

 

What if people lived everywhere ï dispersed across the land (you have to move 

outside HK for this thought experiment) ï but were tied together in virtual 

communities in which they do their shopping, work in firms, enjoy music (and 

virtual dancing) together, discuss politics and the organisation of their 

community, buy and sell property?  

 

The utopian/dystopian metaverse vision of urban neighbourhoods starts to 

become a reality once someone decides it is worth investing real money in 

virtual real estate. It has started1. Once you start being able to earn money from 

your virtual neighbourhood investment, the idea is no more outrageous than 

real real estate. The money paid has use value, not just speculative investment 

value. Our real estate and planning students could calculate a rational value for 

a virtual neighbourhood lot via the residual valuation method of discounted cash 

flow analysis. If nanny-state governments want to get in on the act, they could 

perhaps require that citizens living in remote real locations but high density 

utopian virtual neighbourhoods, walk an amount of steps a day equivalent to 

someone in a real high density neighbourhood, logged through smart home 

exercise machines. 

 

So, two predictions. First, most attempts by government policy and design that 

aim at what the famous UBC planner and urbanist John Freidman once called 

óselective territorial closureô, will fail, as they always have. Neighbourhood self-

containment has only ever worked by coercion. Local utopias have only ever 

been achieved by religious communities, where the privations of localism are 

voluntarily suffered. Second, the dystopian vision of the metaverse will grow 

into a parallel spatial economy. And if one metaverse, why not more? What is 

to stop a young child of Ebenezer Howard in the 2040s from inventing a level-

2 neighbourhood economy within King Zuckerbergôs virtual kingdom? Like the 

 
1  https://www.cnbc.com/2022/01/12/investors-are-paying-millions-for-virtual-land-in-the-

metaverse.html  

https://www.cnbc.com/2022/01/12/investors-are-paying-millions-for-virtual-land-in-the-metaverse.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/01/12/investors-are-paying-millions-for-virtual-land-in-the-metaverse.html
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fragmenting city states of Thomas Moreôs time, a successful level-2 

neighbourhood could threaten to cede from the mother kingdom unless the king 

shared more rights over surplus and land rights and lowered taxes. Capitalism 

becomes a force for democratising the brave new oligarchal metaversal future, 

as it did medieval Europe. Welcome to the Matrix. Welcome to a re-run of the 

entire process of urban civilisation. 

 

If anyone wants to pen a response in a future DRup, please get in touch. 

 

Congratulations to all those mentioned below. Particular congratulations to Eric 

and Chao who have captured FoAôs first two CRF grants (Collaborative 

Research Fund grants are blue-chip academic research grants awarded by the 

HKSAR governmentôs Research Grants Council). I am particularly pleased that 

both CRF grants have been won by the Department of Architecture. When I 

arrived in HKU, REC and DUPAD were regarded as the research engines of 

the Faculty. That distinction no longer holds. All departments/divisions are now 

research engines in their own way. To emphasise the point: equal 

congratulations to Wilson (REC), Bo Tang (DUPAD), Frank Xue (REC), Ren 

Chao (DLA) and Jianxiang Huang (DUPAD), for bringing in almost 10M HKD 

as part of a Theme-based Research Scheme grant. TRS grants are even bigger 

blue-chip funding sources. Well done all. 

 

Chris Webster 

Dean, FoA 
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Faculty of Architecture 

 

A warm welcome to the following new colleagues, who joined our Faculty in 

December 2021: 

 

 

 

 

Ms Natasza Joanna Minasiewicz 

Research Associate, Faculty of Architecture 

 

Natasza is an architect and interior designer graduated 

from the Technical University of Wroclaw. Her research-

based practice focuses on spatial, material, social and 

historical investigations in the context of future cultures 

and environmental equality. At FoA she is conducting 

design research for Professor Juan Duôs project, 

óHousing in Place: Quality Homes for Sustainable Hong 

Kongô, funded by the Bank of China Hong Kong 

Centenary Charity Programme.  

 

 

 

 

Dr Mengxiao Tian 

Post-doctoral Fellow, Department of Architecture 

 

Mengxiao recently completed her PhD studies at FoA, 

with her dissertation on reclamation settlements and 

landscape formation in Pearl River Delta. She is 

currently working on Professor Weijen Wangôs CCFS 

project, óConservation and Revitalisation Strategies for 

Architecture and Landscape of Hakka Village Spaces in 

Sha Tau Kokô. 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr Jiali Zhou 

Post-doctoral Fellow, Department of Urban Planning  

and Design 

 

Jiali earned his PhD in Civil and Environmental 

Engineering at MIT Transit Lab and Northeastern 

University in Boston last summer. At FoA, he is working 

with Dr Jiangping Zhou and Dr Zhan Zhao in research 

areas related to urban mobility, public transportation 

operations and simulation modelling.  

 

https://www.arch.hku.hk/ccfs-awarded-projects/
https://www.arch.hku.hk/ccfs-awarded-projects/
https://www.arch.hku.hk/ccfs-awarded-projects/
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Department of Architecture 
 

1. Dr Kristof Crolla  

 

- presents his outdoor art installation titled óResonance-In-Sightô in the 

óRedefining Realityô exhibition organised by the Hong Kong Museum of 

Art (HKMoA), with the intention to explore the boundaries between virtual 

reality and physical reality. The artwork consists of a physical component 

and a virtual element. With the tailor-made AR application, visitors can 

interact with a special selection of the HKMoAôs four core collections. 

The Instagram filters additionally allow visitors to immerse themselves 

further in the artwork. Please click here to view the video.  

 

Date: 3 December 2021 ï 11 November 2022 

Venue: Art Square, Salisbury Garden, Hong Kong Museum of Art, 

10 Salisbury Road, Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong 

 

 

 

2. Dr Eric Schuldenfrei 

 

- has been awarded by RGC a funding of HK$8,320,000 (excluding on-

costs) for 22 months, supporting all projects under his óSpatial Exposure 

Notificationô proposal submitted for the Collaborative Research Fund 

(CRF) 2021/22 and Second Round One-off CRF COVID-19 and NID 

Research Exercise, to be commenced on or before 30 June 2022. 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/659238642
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3. Ms Yi Sun and Ms Chiara Oggioni 

 

- received a second-round funding for 2021-22 from the Gallant Ho 

Experiential Learning Centre (GHELC), to support their eight-month 

project entitled óSpatial Implications of Womenôs Work in Guangdong, 

Chinaô. 

 

4. Mr Guillaume Othenin-Girard 

 

- received a second-round funding for 2021-22 from the Gallant Ho 

Experiential Learning Centre (GHELC), to support his two-year project 

entitled óBorrowed Landscape: a design and build workshop on the 

shores of the Lemanic Arcô. 

 

5. óAlternative Materialsô Exhibition @ PMQ 

 

- features the experimental endeavours of BASc(Design+) Year 3 

students in their Fall 2021 Studio, exploring the full potential and usage 

of novel materials that have not been widely used in the construction and 

manufacturing fields.  

 

 

 

Environmental issues are becoming increasingly alarming in the current 

climate. The exploration began with the students researching materials 

and techniques to identify a potential arena that may yield tangible 

outcomes. Next, the students were engaged in a deeper understanding 

of the chosen materials to demonstrate their full potential, including 

organic, plant-based, recycled, recyclable, waste generated, composite, 

biodegradable, circular, and low footprint materials. 
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In response to climate change and the overconsumption of plastics and 

concrete, the exhibition features studentsô explorations as future leaders 

through hands-on prototyping. By considering environmental, social, and 

cultural contexts, the collection addresses sustainability in design, 

reflecting how we exploit resources, manufacture goods and consume 

products, and seeks to use alternative materials. 

 

Faculty Advisor: Dennis Cheung 

 

Exhibition Assistant: Giselle Lau 

 

Exhibitors: Anson Yik Hei Cheung, Tsz Kwan Heung, Duy Ngoc Anh 

Huynh, Matthew Tsun Tik Ma, Fergal Yau Wai Tse, Oscar Chun Yan 

Wong, Yan Shun Wong, Jianing Yu 

 

Our exhibitors will host two weekend workshops, óThis is Paper!ô and 

óThis is Loofah?ô. Reservation is required via Eventbrite and details are 

to be announced in due course. For enquiries, please contact Ms. Isabel 

Wong of the Department of Architecture, HKU (Tel: 3917 2136, Email: 

isabel.wong@hku.hk). Please visit the HKU Architecture Gallery 

Webpage for more information. 

 

Date: 14 January 2022 ï 4 February 2022 

Time: 10:00 am ï 8:00 pm 

Venue: S314, 3/F, Block A (Staunton), PMQ,  

35 Aberdeen Street, Central, Hong Kong 

 

  

https://www.eventbrite.hk/o/hku-architecture-gallery-33082534969
mailto:isabel.wong@hku.hk
https://www.arch.hku.hk/events_index/exhibitions/?cat=hku-architecture-gallery
https://www.arch.hku.hk/events_index/exhibitions/?cat=hku-architecture-gallery
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Division of Landscape Architecture 
 

1. Dr Bin Jiang  

 

- has been appointed as Associate Director and Executive Editor of the 

Landscape Architecture Frontiers Journal; a member of the International 

Editorial Advisory Board of the Landscape Research Journal; an editorial 

board member of the PLOS Global Public Health Journal; and an 

executive committee member of the Committee of Environmental 

Behaviour, The Architectural Society of China.  
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2. Dr Bin Chen 

 

-  has been appointed as an Associate Editor of Remote Sensing in 

Ecology and Conservation (Impact Factor: 5.5), an academic journal 

published by Wiley and the Zoological Society of London to provide a 

forum for the rapid publication of peer-reviewed, multidisciplinary 

research from the interface between remote sensing science and 

ecology and conservation. 

 

 

 

-  has co-edited three Special Issues, namely óSustainable Urban 

Development with the Support of Earth Observationsô in All Earth, óGeo-

Information in Smart Societies and Environmentô and óRemote Sensing 

for Environmental Health: From Fine-Scale Measurement towards 

Dynamic Exposure Assessmentô in Remote Sensing.  

 

-  has co-authored the following publications: 

 

(i) Gutierrez, A. A., Hantson, S., Langenbrunner, B., Chen, B., Jin, Y., Goulden, 

M. L., & Randerson, J. T. (2021). Wildfire response to changing daily 

temperature extremes in Californiaôs Sierra Nevada. Science Advances, 

7(47), eabe6417. https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abe6417  

 

Abstract: Burned area has increased across California, especially in the 

Sierra Nevada range. Recent fires there have had devasting social, 

economic, and ecosystem impacts. To understand the consequences of 

new extremes in fire weather, here we quantify the sensitivity of wildfire 

occurrence and burned area in the Sierra Nevada to daily meteorological 

variables during 2001ï2020. We find that the likelihood of fire 

occurrence increases nonlinearly with daily temperature during summer, 

with a 1ÁC increase yielding a 19 to 22% increase in risk. Area burned 

has a similar, nonlinear sensitivity, with 1ÁC of warming yielding a 22 to 

25% increase in risk. Solely considering changes in summer daily 

https://zslpublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/20563485
https://zslpublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/20563485
https://think.taylorandfrancis.com/special_issues/sustainable-urban-development-earth-observations/?utm_source=TFO&utm_medium=cms&utm_campaign=JPG15743
https://think.taylorandfrancis.com/special_issues/sustainable-urban-development-earth-observations/?utm_source=TFO&utm_medium=cms&utm_campaign=JPG15743
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/remotesensing/special_issues/geo_smartcities
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/remotesensing/special_issues/geo_smartcities
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/remotesensing/special_issues/remote_sensing_environmental_health
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/remotesensing/special_issues/remote_sensing_environmental_health
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/remotesensing/special_issues/remote_sensing_environmental_health
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abe6417
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temperatures from climate model projections, we estimate that by the 

2040s, fire number will increase by 51 Ñ 32%, and burned area will 

increase by 59 Ñ 33%. These trends highlight the threat posed to fire 

management by hotter and drier summers. 

 

 

 

(ii) Tu, Y., Chen, B., Lang, W., Chen, T., Li, M., Zhang, T., & Xu, B. (2021). 

Uncovering the nature of urban land use composition using multi-source 

open big data with ensemble learning. Remote Sensing, 13(21), 4241.  

https://doi.org/10.3390/rs13214241  

 

Abstract: Detailed information on urban land uses has been an 

essential requirement for urban land management and policymaking. 

Recent advances in remote sensing and machine learning technologies 

have contributed to the mapping and monitoring of multi-scale urban 

land uses, yet there lacks a holistic mapping framework that is 

compatible with different end usersô demands. Moreover, land use mix 

has evolved to be a key component in modern urban settings, but few 

have explicitly measured the spatial complexity of land use or 

quantitively uncovered its driving forces. Addressing these challenges, 

here we developed a novel two-stage bottom-up scheme for mapping 

https://doi.org/10.3390/rs13214241
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essential urban land use categories. In the first stage, we conducted 

object-based land use classification using crowdsourcing features 

derived from multi-source open big data and an automated ensemble 

learning approach. In the second stage, we identified parcel-based land 

use attributes, including the dominant type and mixture mode, by 

spatially correlating land parcels with the object-based results. 

Furthermore, we investigated the potential influencing factors of land 

use mix using principal components analysis and multiple linear 

regression. Experimental results in Ningbo, a coastal city in China, 

showed that the proposed framework could accurately depict the 

distribution and composition of urban land uses. At the object scale, the 

highest classification accuracy was as high as 86% and 78% for the 

major (Level I) and minor (Level II) categories, respectively. At the 

parcel scale, the generated land use maps were spatially consistent 

with the object-based maps. We found larger parcels were more likely 

to be mixed in land use, and industrial lands were characterized as the 

most complicated category. We also identified multiple factors that had 

a collective impact on land use mix, including geography, socio-

economy, accessibility, and landscape metrics. Altogether, our 

proposed framework offered an alternative to investigating urban land 

use composition, which could be applied in a broad range of 

implications in future urban studies. 
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(iii) Liu, X., Zheng, J., Yu, L., Hao, P., Chen, B., Xin, Q., Fu, H., & Gong, P. 

(2021). Annual dynamic dataset of global cropping intensity from 2001 

to 2019. Scientific Data, 8(1), 283. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-021-

01065-9  

 

Abstract: The cropping intensity has received growing concern in the 

agriculture field in applications such as harvest area research. 

Notwithstanding the significant amount of existing literature on local 

cropping intensities, research considering global datasets appears to be 

limited in spatial resolution and precision. In this paper, we present an 

annual dynamic global cropping intensity dataset covering the period 

from 2001 to 2019 at a 250-m resolution with an average overall 

accuracy of 89%, exceeding the accuracy of the current annual dynamic 

global cropping intensity data at a 500-m resolution. We used the 

enhanced vegetation index (EVI) of MOD13Q1 as the database via a 

sixth-order polynomial function to calculate the cropping intensity. The 

global cropping intensity dataset was packaged in the GeoTIFF file type, 

with the quality control band in the same format. The dataset fills the 

vacancy of medium-resolution, global-scale annual cropping intensity 

data and provides an improved map for further global yield estimations 

and food security analyses. 

 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-021-01065-9
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-021-01065-9

