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A TALE OF TWO RIVERS: HOW A NEW CITY IN NORTHERN CHINA IS SHAPED BY
NATURE AND NOMADIC CULTURE
Sydney, 19 March 2007
A new city planned at Yimin, Inner Mongolia, is pointing to the future of urban sustainability in
China. Designed by AJ+C (and recently featured in The Australian and ABC Radio National’s
By Design with Alan Saunders), Yimin will become an ecologically-driven home to 100,000
people from twelve ethnic groups in the area – most of them historically nomadic peoples
with a strong affinity with the natural environment.
The conventional approach to urbanisation in China absorbs existing settlements and
extends into natural areas – damaging the ecology, and fabric of local culture. However, the
grassroots of Yimin are firmly embedded in the soil – a vast river plain 1,000 kilometres north
of the Great Wall of China (bordering Mongolia to the west and Russia to the north).
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The city is also a key strategy to retaining the local population, as community leaders and the
central Chinese Government endeavour to manage the flood of people leaving the country’s
poorer rural areas for the financial lure of larger cities.
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By placing the natural and cultural environment at the heart of the project, Allen Jack+Cottier
has created what is believed to be the first ecologically-driven city in contemporary China.
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In conjunction with Appleyard Forrest Consulting Engineers, AJ+C set out to reconcile the
competing demands of urbanisation in an ecologically sensitive environment, finding the
balance between the organic and the man made, the ancient and the modern.

“We unashamedly set out to redefine the boundaries of what a town can and should be
in today’s China,” said Michael Heenan, AJ+C Director responsible for the project. “Most
Chinese towns begin from an administrative core. In effect, we reversed the process, locating
the town symbolically at the junction of two rivers, retaining the wetlands as an element in the
plan, and using the natural ‘corridors’ made by the rivers as prime recreational and social
areas, so that all the buildings look onto them,” he added.
“As a result, Yimin places culture and ecology at the heart of the town – literally – and builds
outward and upwards from that point. The masterplan is really a distillation of the naturally
occurring forms, layered with forms and a built environment that reflect and celebrate the
nomadic heritage and cultural diversity of the people it will serve, “ Heenan said.

Covering a 22km2 site, Yimin follows on AJ+C’s work on a major new transport hub in Inner Mongolia
and a new town at Jin Sha Zhou in the Pearl River delta in Southern China for Australand Holdings.
“The tribes of this region share a tradition of reliance on and understanding of the river system, so
it also makes perfect sense culturally that this defined the shape of the built environment,” said Tim
Schwager of AJ+C, Shanghai.
“Culture is a counterbalance to government, and by placing it at the core, we are aiming to increase
the level of energy in the town. Right from the outset, we decided we would give equal status to the
natural forms and the social/cultural environment, rather than focus on the administrative and cultural
functions of the city first, then fit these into the landscape,” he said.
Yimin’s system of roads, walkways and waterways is designed to act as a series of corridors for
people and wildlife, as well as ‘green’ connectors linking the living, working, administration and
recreation buildings. The town will also be linked to new interstate railway and highway systems.
The masterplan includes public plazas, administrative buildings, recreational and retail spaces,
mountain and forest parks, and apartment buildings that are 4-6 storeys high. Some of the public
buildings refer to the traditional ‘yurt’ building form of the region, using a circular or hexagonal
floorplan with a roof sloping inwards to a central point, traditionally occupied by a fireplace.
AJ+C’s masterplan is at concept stage and a process of engagement with the local community
through a series of community consultations has commenced.
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School children in the region of Yimin.
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