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A suburb of Shanghai could become
the blueprint for green cities worldwide.

Fred Pearce reports from Dongtan

THE two ruddy-faced women are
. weighed down by their huge bundles

of reeds. They have been out on the
wetland, braving the winds from the South
China Sea for two months, they say. They are
hundreds of kilometres from their homes in
Anhui province, cutting reeds for sale toa
paper-maker. The money isn’t great, but Anhui
is a poor province and there is certainly no
shortage of reeds out here.

Welcome to Chongming, the world’s largest
alluvial island, a 100-kilometre-long shifting
mass of sand and mud in the delta of the
Yangtze river. Chongming island has doubled
in size since 1950, thanks to silt coming down
the river from the deforested headwaters of
the Yangtze. Now the rural backwater is about
to be invaded by city folk.

Within two years, 25 kilometres of tunnel
and bridge will link Chongming to the
mainland for the first time. The island, now
only reachable by antiquated ferry, will be
just 20 minutes’ drive from the central
business district of Shanghai, the world’s
fourth-biggest city.

Shanghai is already bursting at the seams.
In downtown Shanghai people live at a density
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of 42,000 people per square kilometre — more
than four times that of New York City, which
has a similar size population. Shanghai already
has more than 4000 buildings taller than 30
storeys. In 15 years of breakneck growth, the
city’s planners have built a modernist cityscape
reminiscent of the film Blade Runner, centred
on the Pudong business district.

Around Shanghai, 10 satellite cities are
under construction, of which four will have a
population of at least half a million. There will
be a university city; a “motor city” that will
house car manufacturing plants and already
hosts an annual Formula 1 Grand Prix event;
and a harbour city to service the world’s
largest deep-sea container port being built on
anisland 30 kilometres out in the South China
Sea and connected to the mainland by a
bridge. The fourth will be on Chongming.

The permanent residents on the island,
whose average income is only a quarter of that
in the city, are rubbing their hands. A new
Pudong on their doorstep would mean an
influx of wealth and new markets to sell their
wares. They are going to be disappointed. Ma
Cheng Liang, the man in charge of Shanghai’s
development plans for the island, has

Wind turbines and green
space will be a common

sight in Shanghai’s new

eco-suburb

something different in mind. “The plan is for
an ecological island,” he tells me when we
meet on the 30th floor of an office block in
downtown Shanghai. “We want to skip
traditional industrialisation in favour of
ecological modernism. Chongmingisa
strategic green space for Shanghai, butalsoa
chance to develop new ways of living.” Instead
of 100-storey tower blocks, the city to be built
on Chongming will take the form of low-rise
development surrounded by forests and
organic farms, lakes and golf courses.

Later this year, construction workers will
move in to begin building the new city, to be
called Dongtan, close to the island’s exposed
eastern shore. The master plan, drawn up by
British engineering firm Arup, envisages a city
of 86 square kilometres with a population of
half a million people by 2040. Ma promises
that Dongtan will be a zero-pollution, largely
car-free, renewable-energy powered, sewage-
recycling, green-fringed utopia that will >
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