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GROWING WHAT WAS THERE:



PROJECT STATEMENT

PROJECT NARRATIVE

As cities continue to expand globally, repurposing agricultural land and resources for urban renewal has become a common issue. In China, where farmland is rapidly 
disappearing due to development, it's time to rethink how to provide healthy and fresh food to low-income urban communities. Investing in quality public spaces for 
disadvantaged groups is crucial for future growth. Urban farms present a win-win solution that offers food security and creates excellent public spaces. This project aims to 
bring the collective memory of the site's agricultural history and the conversation about equality to the heart of downtown Kunshan.

The abandoned railyard serves as the perfect location for this urban agriculture project, providing an opportunity for economic, social, and environmental sustainability in urban 
renewal within a densely populated area. This project integrates urban agriculture into city spaces and life in a way that supports a new community while preserving traditional 
lifestyles and engaging underprivileged groups.

Kunshan, a bustling city located in the Yangtze River Delta between Shanghai and Suzhou, is situated in one of the most rapidly developing regions of China. Thanks to the 
new high-speed rail line, residents can reach both cities in just ten minutes. With a population exceeding 2 million, Kunshan is growing at an unprecedented pace, driven by its 
strategic location and booming economy. The project site is located in the heart of the old downtown area, just a stone's throw away from the newly constructed high-speed rail 
station that was completed in 2010. The surrounding area is teeming with modern infrastructure, including apartment buildings, elementary and high schools, and hospitals, 
making it an ideal location for urban renewal. 

Design Intent 
Post-industrial sites and abandoned lands in China are often redeveloped into theme parks or museums that aim to preserve the industrial history of the location. However, 
with the growing population and economy of the country, these single-function public parks may no longer be sufficient for condensed land use and economic development. 
Reprogramming these sites, rather than simply redesigning them, can provide a better solution. Increasing the amount of productive landscape is necessary for efficient land 
use, and productive landscapes are not just about generating profit, but also about creating multi-functional spaces in dense urban areas. By integrating local production with 
the preservation of the historical and natural features of the site, it is possible to achieve a synergistic effect that benefits both the site and the local community.

Our project seeks to breathe new life into a 25-hectare post-industrial site in Kunshan, with four core objectives: 'Reuse,' 'Reconnect,' 'Remember,' and 'Re-Justice.'

First, we aim to honor the site's rich history and minimize waste by embracing an adaptive reuse approach. Unlike other urban renewal projects in China that often erase a 
place's identity and social attachment, our strategy preserves all original buildings and machinery structures. By doing so, we can create a lasting connection to the site's 
industrial culture and memory.



Secondly, our project will foster connections within the site and its surrounding communities. By repurposing the site for productive use, we can maximize its potential benefits 
and realize interconnections between producers and consumers. This approach will serve both the original dwellers and the new working class, creating a verdant and 
connected landscape network of agricultural plots, ecocorridors, and parks. These features will ensure the recharge of the region's aquifer and promote walking and biking. 
Plazas, sidewalks, and trails will link the natural landscape with civic, cultural, and entertainment spaces, enabling the community to connect with nature and each other.

Thirdly, our project aims to protect traditional city culture and create new cultural connections. By introducing the concept of a productive landscape, we can tap into the value 
of traditional production in the city, such as flower, bird, potted plant, fish, insect, and vegetable production in free markets. This strategy will create local job opportunities, 
establish more free markets, attract consumers around the city, and facilitate learning and research processes. All these objectives will be part of the reprogramming strategy 
for the post-industrial site, establishing a new network of productivity.

Ultimately, our project will strive for re-justice in the community of underprivileged groups. By creating edible public spaces, we will provide nearby residents with fresh and 
affordable food, participatory collective farming activities, and more jobs. This initiative will help the residents inherit the local agricultural tradition and industrial heritage, 
paving the way for ecological and sustainable development.

Sustainability 
The overall design of Kunshan Railyard Greens was shaped by the site analysis.

Facilities and Materials Re-use 
Reprogramming a post-industrial site through adaptive reuse is an effective way to preserve its historical significance and cultural identity. The project aims to create a 
productive landscape that re-establishes the site as a hub of economic activity and community engagement. By repurposing the existing facilities and machinery on the site, 
the project celebrates the industrial heritage of the area while embracing innovative and sustainable solutions for the future. For instance, the rail track's sturdiness makes 
it ideal for transporting heavy goods and was therefore repurposed to hold trolleys or mobile farming containers and nurseries. The warehouses' interior spaces, which are 
hollow and offer ambiguous spatial definitions, were transformed into free markets that specialize in flowers, tea, birds, insects, fish, and potted plants, among others. The 
proposed adaptive reuse plan should incorporate these markets, as well as the production processes for the traded goods and creatures. The built facilities offer the ideal 
context for vertical farming, making containers an excellent choice for hydroponic and aquaponic growing systems.

Stormwater Usage 
The garden showcases stormwater usage by filtering runoff from development through intermediate landscapes before returning it to waterways. This helps to reduce runoff 
volume to the river and provides storage for agricultural irrigation. The garden's innovative "productive sponge" includes bioswales that work together to reduce runoff to the 
river while supporting agriculture.



Organic Growing Methods 
Railyard farm is organically managed with productive bio-intensive raised beds, low water consumption, and energy inputs. Building facilities host hydroponic and aquaponic 
growing systems for leafy greens, such as spinach, kale, bok choi, and others—vertical farming is ripe with possibilities in this area of China, where 60% of local vegetable 
consumption is leafy greens.

Food, Equality, and Community 
Productivity requires a certain amount of land, but by weaving a living system into existing structures, a landscape can generate fresh and unpredictable spaces. In essence, 
the landscape becomes a producer of spaces for various types of work. This also means that it can offer employment opportunities. These include the production of fresh 
vegetables, the cultivation of flowers and potted plants, the raising of birds, pet fish, and insects, and the sale of these products in free markets. The landscape also supports 
other community and agricultural programs, such as restaurants and markets. This idea is deeply ingrained in the city's culture and traditions. The sight of birds being raised 
in backyards and balconies, and the cultivation of potted plants, are still widespread in the old city. What's notable is that these jobs can be performed by the elderly and low-
income migrants, requiring little education. The Railyard Farm is a distinctive urban garden that serves as a participatory public space. It capitalizes on local resources and 
the local workforce in innovative ways. Anyone can participate in planting, tending, harvesting, learning, and teaching. It's a place where people can congregate, engage in 
conversations about local food systems, share food, and savor the changing of the seasons.

Summary 
One of the driving factors behind China's rapid growth has been the availability of cheap labor provided by migrant workers from nearby villages and less developed areas. 
However, reevaluating the relationship between cities and these underprivileged groups is critical for achieving social and environmental justice in China. The Railyard Farm 
experiment presents a novel concept for urban life by elevating food production to a vital function of a city. By creating a robust public space that merges indoor and outdoor 
agricultural experiences, this project offers a playful and socially engaging experience, positioning urban agriculture as a dynamic living laboratory for innovation and education, 
as well as a platform for equality initiatives. This project aims to promote local production activities that celebrate the original culture, preserve the original urban texture and 
landscape, and create job opportunities for the local low-income population. By bringing innovative hybrid agricultural and urban typologies into close dialogue, this forward-
looking interactive serves as a model for urban renewal in China, specifically in the context of two major metropolitan cities. Agricultural land in China is often stripped of its 
historical or cultural significance to make way for urbanization. By preserving and transforming abandoned post-industrial sites for adaptive and productive use, the master 
plan for Kunshan offers an exemplary approach. This approach shows that agriculture can coexist with site history, creating a replicable model for urban renewal that can be 
applied throughout the Global South.






















