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Renewal strategies for old industrial areas in the
post-industrial age—Take “Zurich-West” in
Switzerland as an example

JIANG HongT & ZHANG SiWei
School of Architecture, Southeast University, Nanjing 210096, China

This paper introduces and analyses the renewal planning of “Zurich-West”, an old industrial area. It
points out that systematic and comprehensive target orientation, extensive collaboration in argumen-
tation and decision-making, and the design ideas of coexistence and integration are the key to its
success. Considering the status quo of China’s old industrial district remodeling, the paper offers some

suggestions.
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As the largest industrial and commercial city in Swit-
zerland and a world-famous financial center, for many
years Zurich has been evaluated as “city with the highest
living quality in the world”. Located between Limmat
River and Swiss Federal Railway, “Zurich-West” is
geographically close to the downtown, so transportation
is convenient. Being once the gathering place of Zu-
rich’s heavy industry, this district gradually grew out of
a marginal area of the city into an essential component
of the downtown during the expansion of the city. At
present, the local government considers this district as
one of the major areas to be developed, and plans to
transform it into the most dynamic and attractive region
in Zurich (Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1 Bird view of Zurich-West™.
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Figure 2 General planning of Zurich-West™.

Since it was affiliated to Zurich’s administrative dis-
trict in the late 19th century, Zurich-West has experi-
enced the course of development, prosperity, recession
and revival, reflecting the significant socio-economic
background. The period from 1890 to 1966 enjoyed the
heyday of Switzerland’s industry. With the continuous
expansion of cities, a growing number of industrial en-
terprises moved from old towns to intensive industrial
areas. As a result, Zurich-West became one of the most
intensive heavy industry zones in Switzerland. After
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1966, however, Switzerland’s industrial sector suffered
such a shrinking that by 1976 the employment opportu-
nities in the construction industry and the textile indus-
try had decreased by a total number of 380 000, and by
1986 the industry sector’s employment opportunities had
decreased by 26%. This situation lasted till the 1990s,
and during that period, the number of employment in the
industrial sector further decreased by 18%, according to
statistics. Under that background, Zurich-West gradually
fell from prosperity to recession.

Moreover, because of trade protection and structural
problems such as aging of the population, Swiss econ-
omy was stuck in a state of low growth for a long time
after the 1990s. Lack of vitality caused its international
competitiveness to decline, and forced it to face the ur-
gent issue of structural reform. So the Swiss Govern-
ment strengthened industrial transformation and in-
creased investment on scientific researches. Therefore,
high-tech industry and financial services sector gradu-
ally became the pillar of economy. Particularly, replac-
ing the traditional manufacturing industry bit by bit, new
industries such as financial credit, scientific research and
development, and information services became the
leading industry of the city In Zurich. According to sta-
tistics in 2007, only 9.8% of the total labor forces of
348 400 in Zurich were engaged in manufacturing and
industry sectors and the number of employees dropped
from 45 070 in 1998 to 34 143 in 2007. In contrast,
90.2% were engaged in all kinds of services. Under the
industrial transformation and upgrading background, the
revival plan of Zurich-West was put on the government’s
agenda. Starting from 1996, through all the continuous
discussions and consultations, the government deter-
mined the development target, the guiding principle and
the action frame for Zurich-West, and approved the de-
tailed planning program in 2001.

By now, the renewal development of Zurich-West has
obtained good social and economic benefits. Attracting
attentions from all walks of life, Zurich-West has be-
come a renewal model of old industrial areas in the
post-industrial age.

1 Systematic and comprehensive target
orientation

The development target of Zurich-West is not limited to
beautifying the declined area, but focuses on the func-
tional revival of overall development, which is an inte-

grated, comprehensive and systematized orientation.

The core idea of Zurich-West’s development plan puts
emphasis on the basic principle of “sustainable devel-
opment”, which is the “decisive premise of all the work”.
Under the guidance of that principle, the plan sets five
detailed goals: 1) Promoting the integration of various
urban functions. The plan tries to realize a “mixed type”
of urban functions in the area. The future Zurich-West
will contain multiple urban functions, such as residence,
high-tech research and development, design and media,
restaurants and hotels, culture and entertainment, com-
merce and retailing, as well as physical fitness facilities.
2) Consummating the construction of essential infra-
structure. It mainly includes schools, public transporta-
tion, road network, public space, as well as other neces-
sary ancillary facilities. 3) Achieving flexibility in the
use of fixed facility. In designs of buildings and other
fixed facilities, attention should be paid to the high de-
gree of flexibility of functions, so that they can meet the
demand for long-term use under the changing market
conditions. 4) Making best use of the situation and de-
veloping step by step. All development units should
properly deal with the relationship among the actual de-
velopment targets, the property right limits and the plan-
ning laws; based on that, they determine the develop-
ment steps. 5) Realizing the coordinated sustainable de-
velopment of economy, society and environment. The
plan assumes that development must occur within “the
triangle” framework of economy, society and environ-
ment, with “sustainability” as a prerequisite'?.

Economically, Zurich-West’s goals are essentially the
same to the development thoughts of Zurich’s industrial
structure upgrading. Most companies in Switzerland are
small or medium-sized, about 88% of which are mi-
cro-enterprises with less than 10 employees. Providing a
quarter of all the employment opportunities, these tiny
enterprises are mostly engaged in high value-added new
industries, such as research and development, design, art,
and information service. The local government hopes to
make good use of Zurich’s advantages in scientific re-
search, culture, information and capital, thus encourag-
ing the development of emerging industries, and small
or medium-sized enterprises. The rent in Zurich-West is
relatively low, which makes the area an “incubator”
stimulating the accumulation of new industries and pro-
viding significant employment opportunities. To be spe-
cific, 17 900 people worked in Zurich-West in 2000, but
by the end of 2005, the number had increased to 19 200.
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If each project of the plan is carried out smoothly, by
2015 the employment number will have reached around
30 000, and it is expected that in the long run 40 000
people will eventually choose Zurich-West as their
workplace™.

Meanwhile, Zurich-West is facing the task of inte-
grating multiple cultures. On the one hand, in Zu-
rich-West, a lot of relics from the industrial era are pre-
served. Many factories and warehouses have certain
historical and artistic values, become a symbol of the
industrial era, and constitute a uniqgue memory of the
city. As a container of urban culture, urban space needs
memories to carry and continue this part of history.
Based on that attitude, the distinct features of the origi-
nal industrial area need to be preserved, and functional
replacement should take place in the original basic spa-
tial structure and configuration. On the other hand, Zu-
rich is a major city for modern art with rich artistic at-
mosphere, where “Dadaism” originated in the early 20th
century. Renewal development in Zurich-West will
strengthen this kind of atmosphere, so as to make the
area the Zurich’s future art center for research, creation
and exhibition of modern art. Besides, thanks to the
strict protection of the Old City, Zurich-West is able to
engage in the construction of large-volume modern edi-
fices and high-rise buildings, which provides Zurich-
West with the opportunity to intensively display modern
styles in the main urban area of Zurich.

In addition, the living environment of Zurich-West
lags behind that of the OIld City. “Brown Fields” left
behind after the relocation of industry workshops, to-
gether with the deficiency in public facility, have made
the district unattractive to residents. The living environ-
ment is to be improved by consummating infrastructure
and optimizing public space. With the deepening of re-
vival, the residential population has continuously in-
creased. There are already over 3 000 residents at pre-
sent, hopefully there will be 7 000 in 2015, and after the
planning goals are achieved, there will be around 8 000.

With the above target orientation, the renewal devel-
opment of Zurich-West tries to form a systematic trans-
formation pattern which is based on the structural ad-
justment and promotion of the city’s overall function. Its
target and orientation are made by comprehensively
considering economic, social and cultural factors; they
completely respond to the city’s structural decline, func-
tional failure and physical aging.

2 Extensive collaboration in argumenta-
tion and decision-making

In western capitalist countries, one of the principal con-
tradictions in cities’ development is between the private
interest represented by the private ownership of land and
the public interest represented by urban planning. The
only way to solve this contradiction and balance the in-
terests of all sides is consulting and coordinating with one
another. According to Habermas’ “Theory of Communi-
cative Action”, communication reflects the relationship
between people. Actors try to understand the situation of
action in order to make consistent arrangements for the
action plans. Through communication we can promote the
popular grasping of knowledge, and by cooperation the
whole society becomes an organic one, so that individuals
approve the social norms and values and that the common
goal of the society can be achieved.

After the 1960s, advocacy planning emerged gradu-
ally in Western urban planning. Its main purpose is to
reverse the existent concept of elitism which pays no
attention to the public, and to require planners to advo-
cate public participation in planning. Paul Davidoff, a
representative of advocacy planning, believes that plan-
ners should popularize technical knowledge of planning
and become a political advocator for public service
when the urban planning led by the government and the
market affects the public interest. This thought provides
a theoretical basis for public participation in urban plan-
ning. In recent years, Patsy Healey has developed the
theory of “Collaborative Planning”. This theory empha-
sizes collaboration and interaction among stakeholder
groups in the process of policy formulation and imple-
mentation, transforming the task of urban planning from
the process of the physical space design of “Building
Places” into the institutionalized process of “Place-
Making”EL,

The renewal process of Zurich-West is a combination
of the government leadership “from top to bottom” and
the public participation “from bottom to top”. The con-
cept of collaborative planning has been embodied thor-
oughly in the process of argumentation and decision-
making. The planning points out that “(Zurich-West’s)
development will be a collaborative process, which
should involve all the land owners and other stake-
holders.” For this purpose, the government has estab-
lished the specialized agency to coordinate the relation-
ship among the municipal authorities, public institutions
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(e.g. the state government and the Federal Railway),
landowners, land users, and design and construction
companies. The function is ensuring that the entire
process of planning and construction can fully reflect the
consensus of all parties and can achieve common goals.

After several rounds of consultation, in June 2000, the
Zurich Government and the landowners in the city to-
gether established a cooperation framework for the de-
velopment planning, determined Zurich-West’s devel-
oping target, urban planning principle, public spatial
image, transportation organization concept, as well as
action schedule, and completed the detailed design. It is
worth mentioning that the overall planning of Zurich-
West does not adopt a single proposal of a certain design
institution, but is a result of extensive and in-depth dis-
cussion on designs of several well-known design agen-
cies. After the project was started in 2002, the municipal
government held an open hearing every six months and
invited persons responsible from administrative depart-
ments, related design agencies, development units,
landowners and local residents to discuss various con-
struction issues of Zurich-West’s development. So far
there have been 11 hearings. The half year summaries of
Zurich-West’s construction released by the government
deal with decisions about the district by the government
and the parliament, objections from all sides, latest
modification results of the design and implementation
progress, embodying a great transparency to the public.

The argumentation and decision-making process of
Zurich-West is a game process of all parties’ interests.
As the approval and decision-making process is open
and transparent, relevant interest groups and the public
are constantly able to offer suggestions and raise ques-
tions to the planning and the specific designs. Conse-
quently, the cycle of argumentation, approval and con-
struction is rather long. Many projects approved by the
executive branch have to go through a long process of
reconsideration if someone disapproves, which leads to
a relatively slow development process of Zurich-West.
However, such collaborative planning process and ex-
tensive public involvement have virtually moved the
“social evaluation” of urban planning ahead of the con-
struction part, which can minimize the interest conflict
brought by development. Therefore, efficiency is sacri-
ficed for fairness to ensure that the project can receive
good social benefits. In short, the good balance among
market, administration and public power leads to a
healthy development of Zurich-West.

3 Design ideas of coexistence and inte-
gration

The revitalization of Zurich-West is not the simple su-
perposition of old buildings’ reconstruction, but a sys-
tematic upgrading program. The essence of collaborative
planning is to achieve a balanced condition of multiple
sides, which is embodied in the specific designs. The
development of Zurich-West, at both macro and micro
levels, has fully reflected the ideas of opposition, inte-
gration and coexistence.

As to functionality, this district is rejuvenated through
the introduction of multiple functions. On the one hand,
the functional settings of Zurich-West are closely related
to Zurich’s general industrial orientation. New industries
are carried by the heterogeneous space in order to com-
plete a new round of industrial restructuring, thus be-
coming the engine of urban economic development. On
the other hand, it is noticeable that the new urbanism
focusing on mixed functions has replaced the rational-
ism emphasizing definite functional division, and has
been practiced in planning. According to land use plan-
ning, land functions in Zurich-West include: apartment
22%, synthetically office building 42%, retailing 2%,
culture, restaurants and sports 5%, trade industry 23%,
and school 6%l This development mode is called a
“cocktail” one, vividly describing the importance of
functional integration to the city’s vitality.

Emphasis is also put on the comprehensive social ef-
fect in choosing projects to be introduced. With the co-
ordination of the government, it has been decided that
ZHdK, which was established in August 2007 by merg-
ing HMT and HGKZ, will be relocated to Zurich-West
(Figure 3). As one of the largest European art schools
with about 2000 students, the university aims at culti-
vating artists in design, film, media, music, dancing and
drama, and involves itself in related research and crea-
tion. The introduction of ZHdK endows the district with
an internationally influential art education and research
base. More importantly, teaching and research results of
the university, including all kinds of art exhibitions and
performances, will provide the public with a wealth of
cultural products. Furthermore, its affiliated museums,
theaters, concert halls, etc. will perfect the public cul-
tural facilities. Thus, by setting the art university, the
functional upgrading is achieved, and Zurich’s role of
cultural center is also consolidated.
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Figure 3 Design of ZHdK Building™. 3

With regard to space, the buildings with huge volume . p—— ol
and open space in old industrial areas are totally different N _@V@
from the compact medieval streets, the regular baroque d
blocks, and the loose modern residences (Figure 4). 7 @l\.
Compared with the surroundings, the urban texture of A B C D
the industrial area is an obviously heterogeneous part of A: Texture of medieval ages
the city. The renewal and development of Zurich-West B: Texture of baroque ages

. . . C: Texture of industrial ages
does not try to get rid of the spatial differences formed D: Texture of sprawl suburbs
in history, but attempts to retain this heterogeneous ur-
ban space. On the one hand, this approach is to maintain Figure 4  Different Textures of Zurich.
the spatial characteristics. On the other hand, it is due to
the limit of objective conditions—main roads have
already taken shape, and it is hard to change the bound-
ary of each piece of land because of its private owner-
ship. Therefore, it is difficult to make large-scaled ad-
justment. In order to achieve its goals, the planning also
puts forward twelve detailed urban design principles
regarding transportation, landscape, public space, land-
mark creating, underground facilities, etc., providing
operational control criteria for detailed designs.

New constructions in Zurich-West adopt a scale simi-
lar to that of the surroundings, but appear relatively huge
compared to other regions of the city, so the unique spa-
tial sense of the industrial area is strengthened. In order
to keep the original spatial pattern, old industrial build-
ings in good structural conditions have mostly been pre-
served and reconstructed. Reconstruction ways are di-
verse; whether to retain the appearance and change the
inside, or to retain the structure and renovate the outside,
or to combine the old with the new and reinforce exten-
sion, they all reflect the principle of harmony between
the old and the new. By comparison of materials and
dimension, the designs make a clear boundary between
the newly-built part and the retained part but still realize
integration. For instance, a building complex called PULS
5, which was built in 1893 as a foundry workshop, is now
converted into an indoor public square (Figure 5(a)). In Figure 5 Interior space of PULS 5.
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spite of its modern functions, the original structure and
the inner typical construction of the buildings have been
preserved in good condition; rusting steel components
arouse people’s memories of the industrial age now and
again (Figure 5(b)). The building exterior is covered
with U-shaped glass and metal louvers, which is simple
and modern. The structural systems of the new and the
old are separated from each other and maintain their
respective independence, creating an effect of opposition
and complementation (Figure 6). Schiffbau shipyard
retains the appearance of the old plant, focuses on the
modernized transformation of the internal, and adds
modern functions such as apartment, office and cinema,
making the old and new buildings a group of growing
organic whole (Figure 7).

Figure 7 Appearance of SCHIFFBAU.

4 Conclusion

In recent years, with the rapid expansion of city size and
the constant adjustment of industrial structure, many
cities in China have carried out or are carrying out
large-scaled renovation and reconstruction of old indus-
trial areas. The development of Zurich-West has created
a method that pays much attention to the balance among
all the stakeholders, sustainable development, and space
with high quality. The successful experience and the
specific operation modes are worth learning and refer-
ring to in the reconstruction of China’s old urban indus-
trial areas.

Of course, there are great differences between China’s
actual conditions and those of developed European
countries. The population of Zurich has been relatively
stable for ages, and the infrastructure is in a better con-
dition, so the demand for urban construction is not very
urgent. Hence, the renovation of Zurich-West is largely a
means of achieving industrial upgrading and improving
competitiveness, so more attention is paid to the quality
than to the speed. By contrast, China’s cities have large
and dense populations, and mechanisms are still in the
perfecting stage of transition. Therefore, the renovation
of old industrial areas involves more aspects and is
much more difficult. Meanwhile, China’s cities also face
more urgent demands for construction and development.
Lack of construction land further makes the renewal a
process of spatial homogeneity, and increases the diffi-
culty of shaping the characteristic urban space. Consid-
ering actual results, the renewal and reconstruction prac-
tice of China’s old industrial areas faces the following
problems.

1) The target orientation is not a systematic one. Most
practices are reconstructing and reusing old industrial
buildings at the micro-level, and lack a strategy for re-
construction in the whole. Many cases of remolding old
industrial areas still remain at the level of “beautifying
and renewing” physical space forms. But it is crucial for
them to further connect with the general urban orienta-
tion and the need of industrial upgrading and transfor-
mation, so that the overall structural adjustment of urban
functions can be achieved.

2) The existing planning argumentation and decision-
making process can ensure high efficiency of urban con-
struction, but also leads to contradictions between effi-
ciency and equity, short-term and long-term develop-
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ment, high efficiency and high quality. In the renovation
process, the administrative and market powers are ex-
cessively strong, while the public do not have enough
opportunities to efficiently get involved, resulting in far
more emphasis on economic benefits than on social
benefits. Therefore, it is necessary to further promote the
scientific planning argumentation and decision-making,
and advocate collaborative planning involving all sides,
consequently achieving the balance between develop-
ment efficiency and quality.

3) The cognition on the historical and cultural values

1 Beatrice B, Regula L G, Nica P, et al. Entwicklungsplanung Zu-
rich-West Leitlinien Fur Die Planerische Umsetzung. Zurich: Stadt
Zurich, 2007

2 Regula L G, Nica P. Entwicklungsplanung Zurich West Materialien
zum Planungsprozess 1996 —2001. Zurich: Hochbaudepartement der
Stadt Zurich Amt fur Stadtebau, 2004

of industrial areas is incomprehensive, and the protec-
tion and renovation modes of industrial relics are rela-
tively simple. In functional replacement and introduction,
social influence is limited; it is either the taste domi-
nated by artists, or commercial developers’ selling points.
It is advisable to further develop the ideas of functional
renewal, fully explore the historical and cultural values
of old industrial areas, avoid complete demolition and
reconstruction, and make progress from single func-
tional reconstruction of old industrial buildings to sys-
tematic upgrading of the whole industrial district.

3 Healey P. Collaborative Planning: Shaping Places in Fragmented
Societies. 2nd ed. London: Macmillan Press, 2005. 1—22

4 Chen G T. Reconstruction Measures of Germany’s Ruhr Industrial
Area and Inspiration. Beijing: Report of Surveys Conducted by De-
velopment and Research Center, State Council, 2005

2516 Jiang H et al. Sci China Ser E-Tech Sci | Sep. 2009 | vol. 52 | no. 9 | 2510-2516



	Renewal strategies for old industrial areas in the post-industrial age――Take “Zurich-West” in  Switzerland as an example 
	JIANG Hong† & ZHANG SiWei 
	Zurich-West, industrial area, urban renewal, collaborative planning, sustainable development 
	1  Systematic and comprehensive target orientation 
	2  Extensive collaboration in argumentation and decision-making 
	3  Design ideas of coexistence and integration 
	4  Conclusion 




