
53 

China has a vast territory of 9 6 million square 
KMS, and a large population of one billion 
people, 80% of which live in the countryside 
There are several million settlements spread 
allover the country. Since the founding of the 
People's Republic, the government has paid 
particular attention to improving the living 
conditions of rural inhabitants, while at the 
same time restructuring agricultural produc
tion. In the past thirty years efforts have been 
made to help rural inhabitants through the 
construction of housing, roads, and water 
supplies, as well as public facilities such as 
clinics, schools and stores, all of which have 
brought basic improvements to rural areas. 
New settlements, complete with buildings for 
living and production and public utilities have 
been established in regions where economic 
development has been more rapid For 
instance, all buildings with tliatched roofs 
from the old days in Qidong country of 
Jiangsu province have been replaced by new 
ones in brick and tile; in J aonan county of 
Shan dong province 90% of the brigades have 
new dwellings; and more than half of the rural 
inhabitants in Jiading county of Shanghai are 
living in new multi-storey buildings. Endea
vors of this sort have given rural areas a 
different appearance and have provided rich 
experience for future development. 

Since the widespread rural settlements in 
China are quite different in terms of natural 
and economic conditions, as well as living 
habits and local resources in building mate
rials, development must be adapted to these 
circumstances. Furthermore, in rural design 
consideration should be given both to living 
and to production needs. In order to obtain 
satisfactory results, attention must be paid not 
only to ample economic resources and good 
planning, but also to sound overall policies 
and well-organized administration. Owing to a 
readjustment of economic policies in recent 
years, agricultural production is presently 
showing very promising prospects, which has 
lead to "every family storing up building 
materials, and every village breaking ground 
for new construction." Improvement of living 
conditions has become an urgent affair of 
great importance. Many problems of rural 
development merit in-depth study, but the 
following points are put forward for discussion. 
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Commune member's dwelling house (Liu minying brigade, Beijing) 
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Aided projects 

In China's present economic situation, inhabi
tants cannot construct rural dwellings, either 
individually or collectively, as private pro
perty. Many years of experience have proved 
that only projects which have received outside 
aid are practical in hastening rural develop
ment i.e in addition to the funds raised by the 
future inhabitants, aid from the commune in 
local materials and construction techniques, 
and aid from the state in the form of con
trolled materials such as steel, cement and 
glass must be forthcoming. Such projects have 
been acceptable to the rural population. 

Local building materials 

In recent years the building capacity in rural 
areas has reached between 300 and 500 million 
square meters per annum. Such a large 
demand for building materials can only be met 
through a variety of means and collective 
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efforts. Some experience in this respect has 
been gained in different localities, such as 
mobilizing the masses in afforestation projects 
for timber, in organizing collective production 
of bricks and tiles, utilizing industrial wastes 
for building blocks, quarrying of stone in 
mountainous regions building with adobe and 
making cave dwellings. Owing to the lack of 
wood in China, restraint in the use of wood 
has been emphasized. At the same time. 
reinforced concrete components have been 
developed to replace wooden ones. In 1980 
alone 520,000 cubic meters of reinforced 
concrete components were produced in 
liangsu province to meet the demands of 
some 400,000 families, while 3,000,000 pre
stressed reinforced concrete purlins were 
manufactured for Anhui province, which 
economized some 65,000 cubic meters of 
wood. Precast concrete components will 
continue to be developed in China. 
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Land use 

China does not have much cultivatable land in 
proportion to her large population: the overall 
average is less than V7 of a hectare per person, 
and in some regions it is even less than VIS of a 
hectare per person. Control of land use for 
building construction in rural development has 
thus become a crucial issue. The Government 
is preparing regulations concerning use of land 
in rural areas based upon good results 
obtained in overall planning, utilization of hilly 
lots and readjustment of old village sites in 
some regions on the one hand, and drawing 
lessons from uncontrolled development in 
different localities on the other Emphasis will 
be upon general lay-outs and building indexes. 
Research work aimed at good design and 
promotion of multi-storey buildings is being 
pursued, so as to fulfil requirements for 
'side-line' production. Analysis of old 
villages has shown that most settlements in the 
past have been loosely dispersed. Readjust
ment of settlements in some regions has 
gained as much as seven hectares of land in a 
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One of the Commune member's sidelines
picture mounting (Lin minying brigade, Beijing) 
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village. It is hoped that land used for dwellings 
can be limited to 130 square meters for each 
family in the southern provinces, and 230 
square meters in the northern provinces. If 
such a plan can be implemented, 70,000 
hectares of land would be gained each year. 

Comprehensive planning 

The Government has detected the influence of 
uncontrolled large-scale economic develop
ments on vast rural areas, such as the loss of 
ecological balance, pollution of the environ
ment, decrease of cultivatable land, the flow 
of rural labor to urban areas, and so on. 
Hence, the general thrust of regional and 
country planning should be towards rational 
distribution of settlements of varying scales. 
Firstly, in towns which serve as political, 
economic and cultural centres, industrial and 
'side-line' production, as well as service occu
pations, should be established to absorb 
surplus labour. Secondly, the infrastructures 
of settlements at various levels should be well 
provided and organically related to living and 
production facilities. Thirdly, planning should 
be adaptable to a particular region, with 
consideration given to the site and the specific 
requirements instead of relying upon pre
vailing stereotypes. Lastly, special attention 
should be given to the improvement of the 
existing environment by the removal of harm-
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Power-station of Solar energy (Suzhuang brigade, Beijing) 
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ful enterprises, to the suitable disposal of 
garbage and sewage, to the protection of 
water resources, and to precautionary mea
sures against infectious diseases. 

New housing design 

The designs of traditional housing in rural 
areas have many drawbacks stemming from 
historical, social and economic factors. With 
the increase in physical requirements and 
intellectual awareness, changes in living 
habits, as well as the disintegration of large, 
extended families, old designs for rural 
dwellings can no longer fulfil today's needs. 
The great task lying before Chinese architects 
and planners is to create innovative designs 
Initial improvements in basic design have been 
made, such as enlarging living spaces, separate 
quarters for different generations, water 
supply and disposal of sewage. More efforts 
should be made in terms of room arrange
ments, architectural treatment, utility installa-

tions and disposition of courtyards. A nation
wide competition for rural housing design was 
held in 1980-1981 The following improve
ments were incorporated in the various win
ning designs: increases in the depths of 
dwellings in order to add more usable interior 
space and greater flexibility; changes in the 
location of kitchens and the means of cooking 
and heating, more rational uses of energy; 
concentration of latrines, biogas tanks and 
animal sheds to reduce yard areas; use of new 
structures and modes of construction; special 
consideration given to resisting natural calami
ties such as fire, typhoons and earthquakes. 

Traditional architectural styles 

China is a country with a wide ranges of 
geological and climatical conditions and more 
than fifty nationalities Traditional rural 
dwellings of different regions have their own 
characteristic features. Dwellings, for exam
ple, in the provinces south of Changjing have 

Marsh-gas for family use (Suzhuang brigade, 
Beijing). 
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grey tiles, whitewashed walls and curved 
roof-lines; closed courtyard plans and thick 
walls predominate on the northern plateaux; 
there are various picturesque groupings in 
hilly regions, cave dwellings in the loess areas, 
and dwellings elevated on pilotis in the south
west. The rational use of local materials, the 
harmonious combination of architecture with 
nature, the integration of utility, stability and 
beauty, all offer the architects a wealth of 
examples upon which base designs. The legacy 
of architectural styles, in the context of new 
functional requirements, should stimulate the 
work of architects today 

New sources of energy 

Seventy-five percent of the energy consumed 
at present for cooking and heating in rural 
areas comes from organic matter such as 
firewood, straw and weeds This not only 
causes waste but also, above all, upsets the 



Hill side cave school (Fenghuo Brigade, Shanxi). 

Photo C Little/ Aga Khan A wards 

The Development of Rural Housing in China 

Row housing of bl ick, so called "free-standing cave dwellings" 
(Fenghuo Brigade, Shanxi) 
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Interior of a dwelling with Kang, or elevated 
bed heated from below (Fenghuo Brigade, 
Shanxi). 

Photo C Little/ Aga Khan A wards. 
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ecological balance. Therefore, the search for 
new sources of energy is an important task. 
Research and experimentation in this realm 
has been carried out, with biogas being 
promoted in many regions. The use of biogas 
for cooking, lighting and electricity has proved 
to be successful not only in the southern 
provinces where there is a mild climate, but 
also in the cold northern provinces. At the 
same time, experimental use of solar energy 
has been implemented in regions with strong 
sunlight. Other sources of energy such as wind 
and subterranean heat are also under study. 
The use of new sources of energy will 
obviously affect the design of rural dwellings. 

Popularization of planning techniques 

The lack of planning specialists compared with 
the immensity of the tasks that exist through
out the country means that vigorous measures 
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Bedroom of dwelling house (Wuyi brigade, 
Hunan) 
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must be taken to rectify the situation. In 
addition to the training of planners in regular 
technical schools, aid to rural regions could be 
offered in the form of short-term courses to 
train planners in the communes and brigades 
themselves. Such programmes have been 
adopted in Jiangsu, Shanxi, and Shaanxi 
provinces with effective results. Because of 
their understanding of their own local condi
tions and requirements, the planners thus 
trained can well play roles in rural develop
ment, with assistance and instruction from the 
specialists. General popularization of funda
mental planning knowledge, design and con
struction theory and techniques is also a 
strategy not to be overlooked. Articles in 
newspapers and magazines, publication of 
popular editions dealing with building know
ledge, and books showing recommended 
housing designs help in the spread of planning 
and design techniques. 

Demonstration and leadership 

Demonstration projects are more convincing 
than other means of propaganda in rural 
development. Experiments have been 
carried out on a selective basis in many 
provinces, municipalities and countries to 
summarize recent experience and to explore 
new methods. To strengthen the leadership of 
rural development, the administrative office of 
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Perspective of a new village (Wuyi brigade, Hunan) 
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Brigade's School building (Wuyi brigade, Hunan) 
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Dwelling house by the stream (Weixing brigade, Jian Su) 
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Precast R.C. ComponentfactOlY (Weixing brigade, Jian Su) 
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Commune's Kindergarten (Xuxing Commune, 
Shanghai). 

Photo: B. Zhao. 
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Rural Building Development has been 
organized under the State Capital Construc
tion Commission to work out relevant policies 
and regulations, to organize exchanges of 
information from different regions, and to 
co-ordinate different organizations concerned 
with town planning, technical aid and supply 
of materials. Corresponding administrative 
organs are being established at different levels 
of the provinces (municipality or autonomous 
region), prefectures and counties. 

The modernization of China not only calls for 
modernised urban areas but also rural ones. 
Therefore, rural development is an important 
component of national construction and has 
been taken seriously by the Government. As 
China is a developing nation, the living 
conditions and environments of rural areas 
tend to be quite backward when compared 
with those of developed nations. Rural deve
lopment on a large scale is still constrained by 
economic resources and physical conditions of 
the state. 

The standards of rural development in China 
can only be raised step by step. Nevertheless, 
there is no doubt in our mind that a bright 
future will be achieved after a period of 
strenuous effort by the people. 


