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Abstract

The design of waterfront areas has already established many basic consensuses, but there are still 
many regrets in actual construction. Today, beauty has become a key factor in urban competition. 
Driven by high beauty value, many urban planning and design logics are changing, allowing wa-
terfront area design to evolve accordingly. This article will discuss the future trends of waterfront 
area design pursuit and methods, as well as the underlying reasons behind supporting changes, 
based on urban design practices primarily in Shenzhen.
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When coming to a city, people tend to find 
some places with water, river and landmarks 
to meet the city. Dating by the sea, strolling by 
the river, playing in the pond, time spent by the 
water is always joyful, and water carries many 
beautiful memories in life.

People's love of water is written in their genes. 

But in real life, water features aren't all that 
great ......

"In the age of beauty competition, beauty is pro-
ductivity."

In the age of beauty competition, cities are rap-
idly "competing" with each other. Many cities 

Figure 1. Qianhai Bay, Shenzhen

Figure 2. A not-so-good water feature in reality
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are trying to attract young people, scientists and 
companies to work and live here, to develop 
science, technology and innovation, in the 
hope that they will contribute more to the city.

These "competitions", from the beginning of the 
competition looks beautiful at first glance, to 
later "both inside and outside attractive" - that 
is, the external image should be good, but also 
have the internal connotation, temperament, 
quality, temperature.

This article summarises 5 trends in urban design 
for waterfronts through 10 projects:

(1) The city centre is moving towards the water

(2) The form of water is becoming more diverse

(3) Waterfront space carries more composite 
values

(4) Non-construction space becomes the core 
of construction

(5) A beautiful view dives common achievement

1. The city centre is moving towards the 
water

The city centre is moving towards the water, 
and the "drift" of Shenzhen's central district is 
a good example of this evolutionary trend. The 
Futian Central District was planned 40 years 

Figure 3.  Waterward drift of the centre of Shenzhen
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ago and was chosen to be the centre of the 
city's hinterland. The planning logic behind it 
is that it can support very good transport condi-
tions, there are a number of main roads through 
the Futian central area, and the central area has 
a sufficient amount of land development, but 
also away from the flooding, so the conditions 
can ensure that the city can be built better and 
faster.

Houhai Centre and Qianhai Centre have been 
planned over the last 20 years, and their rela-
tionship with water has become increasingly 
close. From the Houhai Centre, which is close 
to the water, to the Qianhai Centre, which is 
centred on the water and allows the city to de-

velop around it, the evolution of the planning 
logic behind it - the irreplaceability of water in 
terms of its value - determines the inevitable 
choice of Shenzhen's city centre to drift towards 
the water.

<Case 1> Xiamen New Airport Area Urban 
Design International Urban Design Consul-
tation, 2021, Winning Award

The original plan for Xiamen's new airport area 
was to lay out and develop the main urban func-
tions along the main roads on either side. In the 
competition proposal, the centre of the area is 
more focused on the area where the three wa-
ters meet, making full use of the irreplaceable 

Figure 4. Xiamen New Airport Area Urban Design Scheme
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resource of the "bay", with the bay as the cen-
tre, locating the public vitality and major urban 
functions along the banks of the bay, and creat-
ing an imaginative and high-quality urban sce-
nario of the new centre of Xiamen Bay.

The main spatial structure of the programme 
is one bay and three cities - one ring and six 
pieces, through the adjustment of road network 
and traffic, style control, functional layout, in-
troduction of important resources, etc., to gath-
er the bay and camp the city, and through the 
four upgrades - "upgrading of seascape, green 
upgrading, humanistic upgrading and upgrad-
ing of living", while achieving high value, it also 

achieves high face value.

2. The form of water is becoming more 
diverse

In the past, due to cost and technical con-
straints, waterfronts have been straightened and 
sometimes even oversimplified in urban con-
struction, away from the rich and varied forms 
of water in nature (e.g., beaches, islands, wet-
lands, etc.).

In the future, the diversity of water forms will 
be the direction of urban design, i.e. within a 
certain range of urban areas, we can see both 
wide and large water surfaces, as well as small 

Figure 5. Xiamen New Airport Area Urban Design Scheme
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harbours, creeks and small lakes, which are 
delicate and interesting spaces. The future of ur-
ban design will definitely change from the very 
straight and monotonous waterfront form of the 
past to an increasingly rich and diverse water 
experience.

<Case 2> Shenzhen Ocean New Town Ur-
ban Design, 2019; 2019 Guangdong Excel-
lent Planning Third Prize, Shenzhen Excel-
lent Planning Second Prize

Ocean New Town - Shenzhen's last reclaimed 
area, the difference between Futian, Nanshan 
Shenzhen Bay relatively straight shoreline, the 
construction of waterfront roads, the Ocean 
New Town urban design using the rich water-
front form of the off-island form of the overall 

original shape.

The Ocean New Town is designed with a dou-
ble-layered water system, implanting more in-
timate scale waterfronts, including piers and 
small water systems, in the urban space inside 
the area, which are managed by gates to sepa-
rate them from the outer water system that can 
access the sea. While ensuring ecology, flood 
prevention and safety, the original 6-7m dif-
ference in height between sea and land in the 
outer sea is reduced to only 1-2m difference 
in height of the inner riverbanks, while creat-
ing a 5-minute marine life scenario that allows 
people to walk to the water's edge for water-
friendly leisure activities.

Figure 6. Conceptual diagram
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Figure 7. Design of relatively straight Shenzhen Bay shoreline due to road construction and flood defence 
requirements

Figure 8. Shenzhen Ocean New Town Urban Design Scheme
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Figure 9. Master Plan of Shenzhen Ocean New Town Urban Design Scheme

Figure 10. Connected Water Corridors
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On the outer coast, through the concave shore-
line, using the design of different elevations of 
the shoreline, the mangrove forest slowly grows 
into the city, and the mangrove wetland with 
ecological and tidal functions is restored along 
the embankment, shaping more and more natu-
ral waterfront forms. Looking at the hundreds of 
kilometres of Shenzhen's coastline, the Ocean 
New Town is unique in that it has both bay and 
island forms.

<Case 3> Urban Design of Qianhai-Ma 
Wan Area, Shenzhen, 2021

In the design of the Ma Wan area, the buildings 

are close to the coast and are designed to allow 
people to walk into the sea by means of floating 
islands and trestles in the sea.

Figure 11. Ma Wan Area Urban Design Scheme

Figure 12. Water Street leading into the inner city

Urbanie and Urbanus

ISSUE 8 

  

81

Li Li, Zhan Lei



The design also constructs an internal water sys-
tem, creating a small scale canal-like water sys-
tem within the site. The control of the locks al-
lows small yachts to drive underneath the streets 
and buildings within the city, making possible a 
desirable water life, a new harbour city life.

<Case 4> Yuhuan New Town (Xuanmen 
Phase III) International 

urban design consultation, Zhejiang, 2023, First 
Place ProposalIn the urban design of Yuhuan 
New Town (Xuanmen Phase III), the waterfront 
is more diversified, aiming to create a modern 
bay water city with both ecological conserva-

tion and humanistic vitality. The outermost layer 
is designed as a chain of offshore mangrove is-
lands to optimise hydrodynamics and enhance 
flood storage capacity, while forming an explor-
able landscape zone; the concave and convex 
permeable shoreline breaks the boundary be-
tween the city and the sea, and connects the 
river network system within the city.

The core and vitality functions of the city are 
laid out in the coastal area along the bay, and 
through changes in waterfront morphology, the 
open inner harbour wharf and vibrant water 
streets with pleasant scales are shaped to cus-
tomise attractive urban products such as the sea 

Figure 13. Yuhuan New City Sea Gateway
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living room, scientific research colony, and the 
inner harbour for scientific research and in-
novation, which make the coastal strip of the 
Whirlpool Bay an excellent coastal culture and 
leisure consumption destination.

3. Waterfront space carries more com-
posite values

Blue and green spaces have increasingly com-
plex functions. In the past, waterfronts in cit-
ies tended to result in either very straight flood 
channels, empty green spaces that lacked man-
agement and maintenance, or water that was 
filled in and covered up to develop commercial 

space. People's choices about the value of wa-
terfronts in the past tended to be on the mono-
lithic side. Now the choice is to open up the 
river and give it more public functions, so that 
the water and the waterfront are both ecological 
and vibrant.

<Case 5> Heyuan Jiangdong New District 
Urban Design, 2015, Shenzhen Excellent 
Second Prize

Heyuan is a city on the bank of the Dongjiang 
River in Guangdong, which is the source of 
Hong Kong's drinking water and one of the few 
sources of water in Guangdong that can reach 

Figure 14. Yuhuan New Town Vibrant Water Street
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Figure 15. Jiangdong New District Urban Design Scheme

Figure 16. River in the community
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the second category of surface water. The de-
sign allows the city's water to purify itself by re-
serving green space and other means to ensure 
the quality of the water source.

While doing a good job of the water and green 
system, the design places some community 
and neighbourhood service centres in the blue-
green space, so that people's lives can go into 
the beautiful and natural water and green space.

<Case 6> Shenzhen Xiangmi Lake Area Ur-
ban Design, 2019

Xiangmi Lake Area is the new financial centre 
of Futian, with a 300m wide green corridor in 
the middle of the area, which serves as a cor-
ridor for migratory birds and is also a super park 
with complex commercial, cultural and public 
vitality.

4. Non-construction space becomes the 
core of construction

Due to the increasing attraction of pro-nature 
to people, urban design in recent years will fo-
cus more on non-constructive spaces, such as 
mountains, rivers, and sea areas, and the blue 
and green spaces are no longer the boundaries 
of the city, but have become one of the core of 
the city to create an attraction.

<Case 7> Shenzhen Mountain-Sea-City 
Connection Plan, 2020, First Prize of Na-
tional Excellence, First Prize of Guangdong 
Excellence, Shenzhen Golden Bull Award

The Shenzhen Mountain-Sea-City Connection 
Plan builds an ecological charm skeleton of a 

ridge, a belt and twenty corridors to realise

Figure 17. Xiangmi Lake Area Urban Design Scheme

Figure 18. Charming scene with both tall buildings and 
small waterfowl

Figure 19. Super Park with Complex Culture, Commerce 
and Other Functions
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ridge, a belt and twenty corridors to realise an 
ecological recreational network connecting 
mountains, sea, city and fun. It focuses on sys-
tematically sorting out the blue-green space of 
the whole Shenzhen, so that the relationship 
and connection between the city, rivers, sea 
and mountains can be closer. It builds the re-
lationship between the mountains, the sea and 
the city in terms of looking at each other, and 
also builds a system of mountain corridors and 
water corridors that can connect city life.

<Case 8> Dapeng New District Coastal 
Zone Planning and Urban Design, 2021

In addition to the design of viewing platforms 
and grandstands in the coastal zone, the plan 
also redesigns the functions of the coastal 
zone from the perspective of the experience 
of watching and playing at the sea, including 
the implantation of marine sports and the de-
sign of the shoreline relationship, which will 
bring some unique marine experiences, such 
as the observation of corals at fixed points. In 

Figure 20. Overall effect of the Shenzhen Mountain-Sea-
City Connection Plan

Figure 21. Schematic of the Dasha River Water Corridor

Figure 22. Dapeng New District Coastal Zone Planning 
Masterplan

Figure 23. Overall Structure of the Dapeng New District 
Coastal Zone Plan

Urbanie and Urbanus

ISSUE 8 

  

86

Li Li, Zhan Lei



Figure 24. Shoreland Unit Design Masterplan

Figure 25. Xiong'an Zhaili Area Urban Design Sketch and Master Plan
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addition, the plan also attempts to explore the 
use of marine management to discover the use 
and perspective of the whole ocean and coastal 
zone.

<Case 9> Zhaili Area in Xiong'an Urban 
Design. 2020

In the Zhaili Cluster of Xiongan New Area, the 
urban design not only focuses on the urban 
construction area, but also systematically de-
signs and sorts out the surrounding waterfront 
and farmland on a larger scale.

5. A beautiful view dives common 
achievement

People are willing to pay for high value - people 
will do their best to promote the urban design 
and high quality construction of waterfront ar-
eas for the sake of beautiful scenes. By creating 
a public vision that everyone aspires to, a con-
sensus of goodness will be forged to promote 
the realisation of the waterfront as an attractive 
area of high value that combines public value 
and land value.

<Case 10> Yanzi Lake Area Urban Design, 
Pingshan, Shenzhen, 2021

Yanzi Lake is located in the middle of the Ping-
shan River. Although Pingshan is a more remote 
area in Shenzhen, it also has good scenic re-
sources. At the same time, Pingshan is also an 
area with a very high level of development, 
but the high level of development has largely 
blocked the connection between Pingshan's ur-
ban areas and nature.

Figure 26. Overall effect of the urban design plan for the 
Zhaili area in Xiongan

Figure 28. Yanzi Lake Area Urban Design Scheme

Figure 27. Yanzi Lake Area Urban Design Scheme
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Design through the combing of landscape re-
sources and the current conditions, low-density 
base, high-density development around the 
underground station in a cluster approach, in 
the Yanzi Lake area, depicting a picture of the 
mountains and lakes can look at each other, the 
water's edge has a beautiful picture of life, to 
find the attraction of the people, to retain the 
people of the charm of the scene of Pingshan, 
which is precisely the Pingshan people aspire 
to the high value of the "landscape living room 
- vibrant new centre! This is also what Pingshan 
people aspire to as a high-value "landscape 
meeting room - dynamic new centre".

Under the guidance of such a common vision, 
many parties worked together to ensure that the 
scenarios of mountains and lakes facing each 
other and living by the water in the urban de-
sign scheme could be realised. The beautiful 
view brought about by the urban design that we 
all believe in and aspire to has helped the seem-
ingly impossible scenarios to gradually become 
reality.

Figure 29. Nightlife at the water's edge

Urbanie and Urbanus

ISSUE 8 

  

89

Li Li, Zhan Lei



Summaries

It is precisely because people's love and desire 
for water has driven the urban design of water-
front areas towards these five trends; it is also 
precisely because people's pursuit of beauty 
has made waterfront space and waterfront life 
the focus of high value in future urban scenes.

Figure 29. Nightlife at the water's edge
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