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Chapter Summary 

The rapid pace of urbanization around the globe has generated concern regarding the sustainability and resilience of 

cities and communities (United Nations Sustainable Development Goals [UN SDGs], 2020). Sustainable cities and 

communities are built on new standards for urban conservation and use of urban public spaces (e.g., obsolete post-

industrial factories). Implementation of these standards results in urban renewal that has the potential to improve 

the physical, social-economic, and ecological aspects of urban areas (Zheng et al., 2014). With a goal of positioning 

itself as a global metropolis, Beijing must undergo this type of industrial transformation and urban renewal (Wei & Yu, 

2006). 

This case study demonstrates how an obsolete military factory complex, which manufactured weapon components in 

the industrialization period, was developed into a center of contemporary art as an example of urban renewal 

(Dekker, 2011). Using an adaptive reuse strategy, what is now known as the 798 Arts District survived a demolition 

crisis and achieved economic and cultural sustainability by transforming into a cultural epicenter (Dekker, 2011). After 

much negotiation between the government and the cultural industry, the district has turned into a flourishing mixed-

use community that benefits the landowner, artists, neighboring residents, and tourists.  

The success of the 798 Arts District stems from the grassroots movement initiated by the artists and non-profit 

institutes. They challenged the authorities, who intended to carry out the demolition of the 798 Arts District, to 

preserve the cultural heritage of that area and shift power to the people. The adaptive reuse strategy also played a 

critical role in the process; the aim of this strategy is to retain the aesthetics of the original venues and preserve their 

cultural, architectural and historical values (Sasaki, 2020). Ultimately, the 798 Arts District gave voice to the cultural 

and creative industry and proved the economic and social viability of the cultural economy (Currier, 2008). The 798 

Arts District can serve as a model of sustainability for other arts districts or redevelopment projects in urban areas. 
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Learning Objectives 

After reading this chapter, learners will be able to: 

1. Demonstrate the significance of cultural and architectural heritage in building sustainable communities and 

cities; 

2. Apply adaptive reuse strategies to urban renewal and cultural heritage conservation projects; 

3. Advance the power of the cultural and creative industry. 

The Issue, Opportunity, or Trend 

Urbanization is spreading around the world at an alarming speed. Population growth and a dynamic economy are the 

two main forces that drive the urbanization process (Ma et al., 2005). According to United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) (2020), cities accommodate 3.5 billion people—half of the world’s population; this figure 

will reach 5 billion by 2030. Much of this urbanization will occur in Africa and Asia, bringing substantial social, 

economic, and environmental transformation to these areas. Likewise, most of the urbanization will occur through 

the growth of existing urban areas. As powerhouses of economic growth, cities and metropolises contribute to 

around 60 percent of the global GDP (UN SDGs, 2020).  

Despite the positive changes brought by urbanization, the negative effects of rapid population growth and economic 

development cannot be ignored. In the Strategic Plan 2020-2023, UN Habitat (2020) systematically analyzes the 

consequences of rapid urbanization. First, it states that the current economic model of investment, consumption, and 

growth leads to the exploitive extraction of the earth’s natural resources. Land previously used for forestry and food 

production is occupied due to urban development. Meanwhile, the growing urban population demands more 

products, such as food, timber, and biomass. Urbanization continues to rely on traditional fossil-fueled energy, 

leading to severe air pollution and subsequent harm to vulnerable groups. Cities also contribute to one of the greatest 

challenges—climate change; cities account for between 60-80 percent of energy consumption and are responsible for 

as much as 70 percent of greenhouse gas emissions (UN Habitat, 2020). 

The UN Habitat Strategic Plan also highlights the issues of unplanned urban sprawl and inequality within cities. 

Despite the efforts which have been made since 2000 to reduce poverty, economic inequality in the cities of both 

developing and developed countries continues to increase. Nowadays, the gap between the rich and poor in most 

countries is the highest it has been in 30 years. Slums and informal settlements in developing countries provide 

evidence of urban poverty and inequality (UN Habitat, 2020). 

Rapid urbanization also results in decreased and inefficient use of public space. According to 2019 data from 610 

cities in 95 countries, open space occupies only 16 percent of the land around the globe. Within this share of land, the 
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proportion of streets is three times higher than that of open public space. Moreover, only 46.7 percent of the urban 

population has access to these open public spaces, and wide disparities in access exist across regions (United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals Report, 2020). 

Several researchers have highlighted the destruction of cultural heritage due to urbanization. Al-Houdalieh and 

Sauders (2009) argued that, like the process of archaeological excavation, urban development may result in planned 

devastation to cityscapes, cultural heritage, and the unique identity of a place. They insisted that intense urban 

development without consideration of archaeological and cultural heritage preservation can result in “instances of 

urbicide, where both the built environment itself and the specific existential quality embodied within the built 

environment are destroyed” (p. 3).  

The various challenges cities face demonstrate the critical need to achieve urban sustainability. SDGs’ Goal 11 aims at 

making cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable, and highlight that “for all of us to survive and prosper, we need 

new, intelligent urban planning that creates safe, affordable, and resilient cities with green and culturally inspiring 

living conditions” (The Global Goals for Sustainable Development, n.d., para. 1). The SDGs give rise to new standards 

of sustainable cities and communities (UN SDGs, 2020). With these standards as a guide, cities and residents, 

planners, and officials alike, are moving towards comprehensive sustainability.  

Various contemporary examples of successful urban renewal have emerged, serving as valuable references for 

sustainable community building. Porto Maravilha in Rio de Janeiro, for instance, has implemented initiatives and 

development projects to bring the city’s history to life (e.g., revitalization of the port area), while synchronously 

embracing modernity (e.g., integrating areas with great housing, cultural and economic potential). The Discovery 

Green (Park) in Houston, Texas—originally two large abandoned parking lots—was converted into a cultural, 

educational, and city hub for downtown Houston. The Distillery District in Toronto was transformed from a national 

historic site with a derelict collection of Victorian industrial buildings into Canada’s premier arts, culture, and 

entertainment destination (Lasala, 2018). Within the context of sustainable development, the reuse of old industrial, 

port, or other abandoned areas is an area of opportunity for cities seeking revival. The reconstruction of these spaces, 

with intensification and blending of their historical uses, can conserve cultural identity, create sustainable urban 

space, and boost quality of life of citizens. The redevelopment project of the 798 Arts District, like the Distillery 

District in Toronto (although in a completely different political context), applied adaptive reuse instead of demolishing 

the original architecture, blending it with stunning modern design and creativity, to turn the abandoned factory 

complex into a multi-purpose arts district. 
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The Innovation 

Case Context 

Located in the Chaoyang District of Beijing—around 10 km north of Beijing’s largest diplomatic area and 20 km 

southwest of Beijing Capital Airport (Yin et al., 2015)—the 798 Arts District used to be a factory that manufactured 

military electronic components in the industrialization period of China (박현수, 2016). The rise, fall, and 

redevelopment of the 798 Arts District was an embodiment of the city’s urban renewal process. 

Beijing has a recorded historical existence of around 3000 years and has been China’s capital since the 13th century 

(Hook, 1998, as cited in Wei & Yu,2006). As the political and cultural center of China, Beijing has experienced rapid 

urbanization in the past few decades (Population Stat, 2017-2020). The population has grown dramatically from 

around 1.6 million in 1950 to over 20 million in 2020 (Population Stat, 2017-2020). Its urban renewal serves as an 

indicator of its unique development, and traces the policy changes that have occurred over time.   

Beijing’s urban renewal is marked by three stages. The first stage started from 1949 when the new republic seized 

power (Wei & Yu, 2006). At that time, Beijing’s urban development was infused with new energy (Wei & Yu, 2006). 

The municipal government established the Beijing Urban Planning Commission to redevelop the inner city and 

transform Beijing from a capitalist “consumer city” into a socialist “productive city” (Lo, 1987, as cited in Wei & Yu, 

2006, p. 381). With massive investment flowing into Beijing, the city experienced its fastest industrial growth in the 

following three decades and emerged as one of China’s most important industrial bases (Wei & Yu, 2006). Many 

manufacturing factories were constructed in the 1950s in this urban area (Yin et al., 2015). During this period, the 798 

Arts District started as a factory complex that was part of the bigger industrial project named the 718 Joint Project 

(Dekker, 2011). 

China’s reform and opening up in the 1980s (the program of economic reforms termed ‘socialist market economy’) 

initiated the second stage and changed the course of urban renewal. Wei and Yu (2006) stated that reform 

throughout China deepened during the 1990s and Beijing correspondingly started its radical market transition and 

formal integration with the global economy. The focus of reform in Beijing was on the problematic state-owned 

enterprises (SOEs). Many of these government industrial complexes faced industrial and urban restructuring due to 

fierce competition with private companies, thus changing their institutional structure and establishing market-

oriented philosophies (Wei & Yu, 2006). The Seven Star Group (SSG) received the property rights of the entire 718 

factory complex from the Chinese government during this reform period, including the District 798 property (Dekker, 

2011). 
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The third stage is marked by the downfall of the economic center. According to Wei and Yu (2006), Beijing was 

redefined as a national political and cultural center in 1982, and the 1992 Master Plan of Beijing described the future 

vision of Beijing as a global city. Consequently, light industries and polluting enterprises were forced to relocate to 

provide space for high-end services and high-tech industries. Industrial decentralization led to a large amount of 

vacated industrial land in the core areas of cities. The 2008 Green Beijing Olympics Games accelerated the process of 

industrial deallocation (Wei & Yu, 2006). Over the next six years, from 1999 to 2007, over 150 industrial businesses 

were removed, and there was a 2.14 percent decrease in the proportion of industrial land in the built-up area within 

the Fourth Ring Road area (Feng et al., 2008). Wei and Yu (2006) summarized four emerging themes in the 

globalization of Beijing that indeed affected Beijing’s urban renewal trajectory: (1) foreign investment attraction, (2) 

construction of a world-class central business district, (3) construction of Zhongguancun as ‘China’s Silicon Valley’, and 

(4) the 2008 Olympics Games preparations.  

Although the urban renewal process brought a new look to the city, the process resulted in architectural, cultural, and 

historical destruction. As an example, many ancient structures were demolished during the Maoist period of 

industrialization and the socialist market economy period, which replaced urban conservation with technological and 

economic development (Di Pietro, 2014). Zhang (2008) pointed out that in the late 1990s, Beijing was in a period of 

both massive demolition and massive construction. The Old and Dilapidated Housing Renewal (ODHR) program 

served as a symbol of this period. Zhang criticized the implementation of this program and the damage it caused to 

the urban cultural texture of the old Beijing. Half of the hutongs (narrow alleyways in a traditional residential area of a 

Chinese city) disappeared over a period of 50 years and the total acreage of courtyard houses decreased to 15 km2, 

occupying only 24 percent of the old city (Zhang, 2008).   

In conclusion, the urban renewal process of Beijing was marked by government-supported demolition and 

destruction of culture as it moved from a productive city, to a city promoting a socialist market economy, to a global 

city. The productive city period consisted of the rise of state-owned enterprises, while the socialist market economy 

period consisted of the fall of these enterprises.  

The 798 Arts District is a typical example of SOEs that experienced identity change; however, it did not disappear, like 

other obsolete industries, in the face of the crisis of demolition. Through the fight of artists and the adaptive reuse of 

the post-industrial landscape, the 798 Arts District succeeded in escaping the wrecking ball and turned into an arts 

epicenter. 

Stakeholders Involved 

The 798 Arts District redevelopment project involved various stakeholders with diverse motivations (American 

Planning Association [APA], 2020). The Beijing municipal government and the overarching central government were 

the primary decision-makers. They wanted the district to be highly visible and prevalent as a destination for visitation 
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(APA, 2020). After redefining Beijing as a global city, the municipal government sought ways to create a new urban 

image to broadcast to the world (Currier, 2008). Currier (2008) argued that “798 neatly fits into the image Beijing 

wants to project as the political and cultural capital of China” (p. 255). 

The Seven Star Group (SSG), a state-owned enterprise, was the landholder (Dekker, 2011). By renting vacant factory 

space to artists and art institutes, the SSG aimed to generate a reliable and sustainable source of revenue and 

increase land values, to solve the pension problems of its former workers (APA, 2020; Dekker, 2011). 

Focusing on culture and arts, artists and non-profit cultural institutions invested in 798 to protect the District’s 

distinctive characteristics and history (APA, 2020). When the 798 Arts District faced demolition, they united to 

campaign against the destruction of architectural and cultural heritage (Dekker, 2011). As an indispensable part of the 

district, the residents in adjacent communities sought public parks, entertainment, less pollution, and more 

employment opportunities (APA, 2020). Tourists, as an external stakeholder, were and continue to be one of the 

major sources of culture consumption. 

Sasaki, an international architectural firm, also played a critical role in promoting the project. It initiated the vision 

plan for the 798 Arts District (APA, 2020). The vision plan was honored with the 2018 APA Pierre L’Enfant Award, the 

highest honor of the association (Sasaki, 2018). Cooperating with other stakeholders, it used the adaptive reuse 

strategy to redevelop the area into a mixed-use venue (APA, 2020). 

Approach Used and the Impact 

The grassroots movement against demolition 

The grassroots movement initiated by artists and non-profit organizations significantly contributed to the successful 

redevelopment of 798 Arts District. This movement helped protect the district’s cultural heritage and embodied a 

shift in power. During redevelopment, a conflict arose between various stakeholders—the Seven Star Group 

landowners, government organizations who had a demolition plan in mind, and the artists and non-profit 

organizations who promoted the protection of cultural heritage and the continuous development of the district as an 

epicenter of contemporary art. The conflict was almost irreconcilable as, in Chinese society, governments are seen as 

the ones who hold and wield power. In this top-down hierarchical structure, spaces were completely closed without 

consultation with stakeholders, including tourists, artists, art institutes, and residents in neighbourhoods. However, 

avant-garde artists challenged the power by fighting against the destruction of the cultural heritage and the eviction 

of the art village (Dai et al., 2015). Forming an art-advocacy group called, Thinking Hands (Di Pietro, 2014), they 

partnered with other external activist groups to hold a series of experimental exhibitions in District 798 to publicize 

the upcoming demolition of the arts district and gain more awareness and support. Reconstruction 798, Beijing’s first 

biennale and first international art festival, was just one of many exhibitions held (Dekker, 2011; 박현수, 2016). They 
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demonstrated that, through publications, media, festivals, and other forms of representation, 798 District was a 

viable arts district (Dai et. Al., 2015). As a result, the president of the SSG, in addition to two political figures (Li 

Xianquan and Dr. Chen Dongsheng), changed the attitudes and filed a proposal for the protection and development of 

798 District (Currier, 2008; Dekker, 2011; Dai et al., 2015). Their bottom-up campaign was victorious; they created 

their own space to be heard and held power with the assistance of political figures, foreign influencers, media, and 

public support (Dai et al., 2015).  

The movement also became the driving force for other adaptive change within the government. It resulted in a 

change in the mindset of the government about post-industrial landscapes, contemporary art, and the cultural and 

creative industry. The government realized that obsolete post-industrial landscapes could be adaptively reused with 

sustainable economic and cultural benefits instead of being demolished. Contemporary art was put under the 

spotlight of the public instead of being strictly supervised. Cultural and creative industries were officially recognized 

and promoted instead of being underestimated and undervalued.  

Adaptive reuse strategy (ARS) 

One important factor that contributed to the success of redeveloping the 798 Arts District is the use of the ARS. 

Langston et al. (2013) defined the strategy as “an efficient way to reuse existing buildings that have become obsolete 

by ‘recycling’ them in-situ through giving them a new functional purpose” (p. 233). It is not a new phenomenon; in the 

past, the strategy was used because reuse was more time, energy, and cost-efficient than demolition and new 

construction (Velthuis & Spennemann, 2007). Adaptive reuse also gained traction in the architectural field in the 

1960s and 1970s alongside growing concern about the impact of development on the environment (Cantell, 2005). 

The drivers behind the use of the adaptive reuse strategy are multifaceted. On one hand, it promotes the 

sustainability of the built environment (Conejos et al., 2011). It helps to lower material, transportation, and energy 

consumption, as well as pollution (Bullen & Love, 2009). On the other hand, architectural conservation brings 

economic, social, and cultural benefits to urban communities (Bullen & Love, 2011)—it provides economic benefits by 

creating more employment opportunities, it provides social benefits by giving familiar landmarks a new identity 

(Conejos et al., 2011), and it provides cultural benefits by conserving the cultural heritage. Adaptive reuse of historical 

buildings was applied in 40 percent of all construction projects in Central Europe (Schittich, 2003 as cited in Mısırlısoy 

& Günçe, 2016). The strategy succeeded in transforming historical buildings into accessible and usable venues and in 

ensuring their sustainability (DEH, 2004, as cited in Mısırlısoy and Günçe, 2016). 

Mısırlısoy and Günçe (2016) identified five factors that impact adaptive reuse decision-making and successful 

adaptive reuse: actors, analysis of existing fabric, conservation actions, adaptive reuse potentials, and functional 

changes. Actors refer to the stakeholders who have decision-making power. They can be classified into users, 

producers, investors, and regulators. The views of these actors should be considered to find the most appropriate 

functions for the new use. Analysis of the existing fabric includes examination of “the original function, physical 
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characteristics, adaptive reuse potentials and needs of the district” (p. 93). Conservation actions fall into 

categorizations, such as emergency measures of the building (no full restoration), full restoration of the building (e.g., 

consolidation and completion of missing parts), proposals for new additions and remodelling, and the combination of 

the these. The fourth factor is adaptive reuse potentials of the architecture for a new use. These potentials comprise 

physical, economic, functional, environmental, political, social, and cultural aspects. All of the previous factors serve 

for the  final decision-making on the building’s functional changes and new use. It means that “buildings should be 

interpreted for each factor one by one for defining the most appropriate strategy for a heritage building” (p. 93). 

Mısırlısoy and Günçe’s model can be applied to other heritage buildings and serve as a tool for heritage conservation. 

The redevelopment of the 798 Arts District serves as an example of ARS. A consensus was reached by the planners 

that an adaptive reuse approach was a better choice than demolition and that, by applying the approach, the area 

could still perform the functions of creating jobs and increasing land values (APA, 2020). According to Sasaki (2018), 

four guiding principles were followed in the process of completing the project:  

1. Arts should be the main theme of the district. 

2. Additional development of arts-related uses that complement the district’s theme are encouraged. 

3. The industrial aesthetic should be retained by preserving the district’s unique architectural features and 

landscapes. 

4. The visibility and accessibility of the district should be increased. 

A series of measures were taken to achieve these goals. A subway station was constructed at the periphery of the 

district, enhancing accessibility and connecting the district to other parts of the city (APA, 2020). Public spaces, such 

as plazas and other landscapes, were turned into venues for outdoor activities (APA, 2020). The steam pipe networks 

and smokestacks were retained and became landmarks to recall the venue’s past (APA, 2020).  

Impact 

From the beginning, the redevelopment of 798 Arts District has been responsible to its various stakeholders of 

divergent interests. It complies with SDGs Goal 8 (promoting decent work and economic growth) and Goal 11 

(building resilient, safe and sustainable cities and communities). The redevelopment strived to bring economic 

benefits (SDGs Goal 8.3), provide access to safe, inclusive and green public spaces (SDGs Goal 11.7), reduce the 

environmental impact of cities (SDGs Goal 11.6), and protect world cultural heritage (SDGs Goal 11.4) (UN SDGs, 

2020).  

The redevelopment achieved economic sustainability and placemaking. It succeeded in establishing a long-term 

strategy for job creation, revenue generation, and increased land value (APA, 2020). Over the years, factory buildings 

have been transformed into new galleries, museums, and cafes, and previously-obscure courtyards and empty lots 

have become scenes for outdoor sculptures, fashion shows, and other cultural events (Sasaki, 2020). The efficient use 
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of public space meets the demands of different stakeholders, and the economic model is now being followed by other 

arts districts throughout the nation.   

The adaptive reuse strategy used in the process of redeveloping the 798 Arts District has had positive effects in 

building environmental awareness. The reuse of the factory embodies awareness of environmental protection. It acts 

as a model for other construction projects as well as for artists and art institutes. In the arts district, many pieces of 

art, such as sculptures and paintings, are made of recycled materials. Artists also make use of the resources within the 

buildings as crucial components of their art, such as the northern-facing windows (which receive natural light), vast 

space, and saw-tooth roofs. As a result, visitors can be educated, in an abstract and unique way, that humans and 

nature can coexist in harmony. 

The 798 Arts District has made great contributions to cultural conservation and transmission. The solid and grand 

architecture of the 798 District is a rare treasure of modern industrialization; the Bauhaus design of the buildings 

resulted from a combined effort of 55 East German experts adopting the world’s most advanced construction 

techniques (Dekker, 2011; 박현수, 2016). It is even “unique within Asia since it is the only factory complex built in 

Bauhaus style on the continent” (Cui, 2010 as cited in Dekker, 2011, p. 33). It also served as a cradle for contemporary 

artists, a venue where contemporary art started to draw the attention of the public nationally and internationally. In 

the earlier period before the rise of 798 Art District, contemporary art was underground and marginalized by officials 

(Dekker, 2011). Artists struggled for survival and identity (Dekker, 2011). In contrast, the district now receives over 3 

million visitors annually and is the third most popular tourist destination in Beijing, ranked after the Great Wall and 

the Forbidden City (Sasaki, 2018). Artists, who believed that the buildings had immense historical and architectural 

values, protested the demolition of the district and preserved its cultural heritage. What the art community did was 

congruent with SDGs Goal 11.4—preserving cultural heritage (UN SDGs, 2020). The success of artists and activists was 

an inspiring story for people in China and around the globe. In addition, the 798 Arts District witnessed the growth of 

creative industries, demonstrating the power of culture. In 2005, the term, cultural and creative industry, was 

adopted by the Beijing municipal government at the general meeting of the 9th Party Committee, and Beijing started 

to positively promote such industries the following year (박현수, 2016). With the emergence of 798 Arts District, 

Beijing has led as an example of artistic cultural revolution, with now more than 20 arts districts within the city 

(박현수, 2016). There is no doubt that the transformation of 798 Arts District brought Chinese contemporary art and 

cultural preservation under the spotlight. 
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Implications & Lessons Learned 

In China, rapid urbanization and urban renewal has intersected over the past four decades (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019). 

With these two complex development patterns happening at the same time, there have been few chances to reflect 

on and analyze changes in this area (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019). City-led and developer-fueled overhauls of urban districts 

were criticized by the residents of those areas, as they fought to maintain a strong connection with the existing urban 

fabric (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019). In many cases, histories were razed to make room for other populations ready to reside 

in the place (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019). Consequently, in the process of embracing modernity, much was lost in social, 

cultural, historical, and ecological terms (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019). In the US, city leaders are learning to strike the 

balance between progress and preservation to bring benefits to past, present, and future residents (Hsueh & Zhang, 

2019). Similarly, Chinese officials and developers are decreasing extensive, quick development, and questioning 

approaches that abandon tradition entirely (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019). 

The redevelopment of the 798 Arts District sets an example for the city and the nation. It demonstrated the viability 

of an alternative way of urban renewal: development based on preservation. The factory’s original architectural, 

industrial, and cultural heritage were preserved and embedded into its new identity (Currier, 2008). The relationship 

between conservation and development was transformed from contradictory to collaborative. This model of 

economic and cultural sustainability puts forward a more effective approach of planning in urban areas: guarding 

history and showing respect for urban design, ecology, and actual context (Hsueh & Zhang, 2019).  

Moreover, the power of the cultural and creative industry was illustrated. In ideological terms, creative industries 

helped to change the image of China as a manufacturing country into an innovative cultural leader (Di Pietro, 2014). 

In practical terms, the promotion of creative industry brings various benefits, such as a tax reduction and revenue 

generation (Di Pietro, 2014). The question city planners and developers face is how they can take advantage of this 

emergent industry to promote urban sustainability.   

Furthermore, much can be learned from this case regarding the efficient use of public space. Public space is regarded 

as an important driver of development and a key element in making communities and cities livable and sustainable. It 

is also used for addressing cultural, social, and environmental issues (United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

Report 2020, 2020). The district, after redevelopment, complies with the definition of a great place: access and 

linkage, comfort and image, uses and activities, and sociability (The Project for Public Places [PPS], n.d.). The public 

has access to this tourist attraction and the district is connected to other parts of the city via convenient 

transportation. It conveys the city’s image of being green and creative. It is a multifunctional venue for tourists, 

artists, and art institutes as well as residents in adjacent communities.  
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In the process of building sustainable communities and cities, 798 Art District has shown that preserving cultural 

heritage, taking advantage of creative and cultural industry, and making full use of public spaces are important 

principles that need to be taken into consideration. Other insights into making such a change can also be obtained. 

Artists can create their own space, influence, and power through their grassroots initiative and their ability to garner 

external support. The district’s success indicates that empowerment of vulnerable groups can balance power, 

promote inclusivity, and make transformational change. 

Emerging Scholar/Practitioner Reflections 

In the process of researching the case of 798 Arts District, I began to realize the increasingly important role of cities 

and the necessity to achieve urban sustainability. In accommodating 3.5 billion people, cities occupy only a fraction of 

the earth’s land but are responsible for 60-80 percent of energy consumption and 75 percent of carbon emissions (UN 

SDGs, 2020). The urban population will keep growing and is projected to occupy 70 percent of the world’s population 

(UN SDGs, 2020). I was astonished at these figures and started to think over the challenges cities face at present and 

into the future. 

As a future researcher of sustainability, I cannot help but consider the various factors that affect urban sustainability 

including health, poverty, resources, population growth, environmental pollution, and public space. The insights that 

the 798 Arts District generated in light of these factors include: the significance of cultural heritage protection, the 

potential of cultural and creative industries, and the efficient utilization of existing public space. While moving 

towards modernization, urbanism and cultural conservation are often regarded as contradictory processes, and 

cultural heritage is believed to be the obstacle of economic and social development. However, the fact is that culture 

gives a city a unique identity, and can also be the driver of sustainability. Cultural and creative industries can be 

utilized effectively to bring together urbanism and conservation for economic and social benefits. Furthermore, 

sustainable cities should strive to maximize the use of public spaces to meet the demands of different stakeholders as 

a scarcity of urban public space restricts various aspects of urban citizens’ lives, including leisure participation.  

In the process of preparing this case, I observed that Shougang Park has opened to the public in Beijing. Shougang, 

referring to the Capital Iron and Steel Corporation, used to be one of the most important Chinese state-owned steel 

companies after the founding of the People’s Republic of China. Similar to 798 Arts District, it also experienced an 

identity change, as it prospered in the Maoist era and fell in the later period of the reform era; it was forced to move 

out of Beijing prior to the Beijing 2008 Olympics due to concerns over pollution. When passing through the area in 

Beijing, the old industrial buildings and derelicts seem to be telling their stories of the past. After being abandoned for 

about a decade however, it now stands in the city as an industrial heritage park and continues to serve the city with 

new functions. Its adaptive reuse serves as another example that cultural preservation, environmental protection, 

and efficient and intentional use of space have been and should be integrated into city planning. Most importantly, 
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cities are making efforts to move towards cultural, social, and economic sustainability. It seems that there are reasons 

to be optimistic about the future of cities. 

Discussion Questions 

1. The use of the adaptive reuse strategy (ARS) contributed to the success of the redevelopment of 798 Arts 

District as well as many other projects around the world. The various benefits of this strategy are listed in the 

case study. However, the limitations of the strategy are not stated. What might be the limitations of ARS? 

2. The case of 798 Arts District brings the cultural and creative industry under the spotlight. How is the cultural 

and creative industry defined and how can it contribute to building sustainable communities and cities?  

3. The redevelopment of the arts district, as well as the Distillery District in Toronto, demonstrated the 

possibility of using cultural and creative industries to adaptively reuse old architecture. What are the 

essential aspects for duplicating their success? 

4. The project involved various stakeholders with divergent motivations. How did stakeholders benefit from the 

project, what were the challenges they faced, and how did they overcome those challenges? 

5. The popularity and commercialization of 798 Arts District have resulted in a dramatic increase in housing 

costs for residents. Consequently, many artists can not afford the rent and must move out. The Distillery 

District is also confronted with the issue of gentrification. Fighting against the demolition, these artists are 

the soul of the district. What will the district’s future be like without them? How do we avoid the emerging 

gentrification?  
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