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Introduction
Cities have been acknowledged for their productive role in 
nurturing culture and creativity and are considered breed-
ing grounds for imaginative ideas, innovative designs and 
revolutionary vanguards. However, while the knowledge-
based economy came to prominence at the turn of the 21st 
century, a new form of urbanism and local governance 
has emerged. This new school of thought has increasingly 
seen cultural and creative industries as preconditions for 
enhancing the social liveability and economic competi-
tiveness of cities (Wu 2000; Florida 2005; Landry 2008; 
Kong and O’Connor 2009; He 2014).

In Shanghai, such a phenomenon is particularly evi-
dent in the reuse of 20th-century industrial heritage build-
ings. Over the past decade, there has been a series of de-
mands for rethinking or, more controversially, exploiting 

the heritage assets of the city’s industrial past in a shift 
away from manufacturing to the service industry and to 
achieve growth in a knowledge-based economy. There 
have been deliberate efforts to establish a stronger correla-
tion between industrial heritage conservation and crea-
tive industry cluster designation. Obsolete manufacturing 
plants and sites were successively reinvented and turned 
into a breeding ground for creative industry and inno-
vative enterprise. This close relationship is abundantly 
evident in the existing body of literature on the Shanghai 
municipal government’s initiative to develop ‘Creative In-
dustry Clusters’ (CICs) and its entrepreneurial endeavours 
and attempts behind this initiative. Extensive research 
has been carried out on the application and effective-
ness of CICs as a new planning instrument to boost the 
knowledge-based economy of the city (O’Connor 2009; 
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Tung 2009; Zheng 2010; Zhong 2010; Zheng 2011; Gu 
2012; O’Connor and Gu 2012; Luan, Wang, and An 2013; 
He 2014). On the other hand, several studies have focused 
on the rehabilitation of former industrial structures, ques-
tioning the delicate balance between heritage protection 
and economic development and addressing the conserva-
tion issues arising from functional conversion or physical 
alteration (Ruan and Zhang 2004; Zhang 2007; Ma 2009; 
Ju, Mei, and Fei 2010). While numerous studies have fo-
cused on either the development of CICs or the conserva-
tion of industrial sites in Shanghai, few have investigated 
the transformation process of disused industrial sites into 
CICs and the key actors and mechanisms that facilitate 
such transformations. 

This research, therefore, examines the process of con-
verting former industrial sites into loci of creativity to de-
termine the key actors, how different stakeholder groups 
came into play, and to reveal subtle interplay between the 
designation of heritage architecture and that of CICs. To 
address the above aims, the methodological approaches 
adopted in this research follow a case-study design, and 
include in-depth interviews with key actors who have 
participated in or possess insider information about the 
transformation process. Given the exploratory nature of 
the research, three case studies are examined: M50 Crea-
tive Park, 1933 Shanghai and the Cool Docks (Table 1, 
Figure 1). While all three examples were built in the early 
20th century, they are located in different districts and 
represent different types of manufacturing industries. The 
regeneration projects of the three cases were undertaken 
at around the same time, but only one case—1933 Shang-
hai—has received official recognition for its heritage value 
from the municipal government, that is, ‘Heritage Archi-
tecture’ status. All the three sites have been designated as 
a CIC, but at different points in time during their trans-
formations. While all received support from the Shanghai 
municipal government to convert the disused industrial 

site into an accredited base for creative industries, the 
levels and types of support they received varied a great 
deal. Thus, these three cases were selected because they 
share some common features but are different in other 
subtle aspects, thereby allowing a meaningful comparison 
among them.

Empirical data were collected by conducting in-depth 
interviews in April 2013 with one interviewee from each 
of the three cases; interviews were also held in July 2015 
with an official from the Shanghai Creative Industry 
Centre (SCIC, the government agency promoting and 
regulating creative industries) and a manager from the 
Shanghai Creative Industry Investment Cooperation Lim-
ited (SCII, a government-own investment entity). The 
managers of the three sites were working for the property 
management company managing the CIC at the time of 
the interview. With the purpose of obtaining preliminary 
information about the process of regeneration from key 
actors, interviews were carried out in a semi-structured 
format with a list of pre-planned questions. Initially, the 
target interviewees were those from the investment com-
pany that had participated in the regeneration project. 
However, based on the literature review, it was discovered 
that in the case of M50 and the Cool Docks, these key 
figures were being transferred to an associated property 
management company set up by the investment company 
to operate the business of the CIC. In the case of 1933 
Shanghai, the investor (SCIC, a subsidiary to the munici-
pal government but commercially operated) only provided 
financial support to initiate the regeneration project and 
had little involvement in the process. Therefore, the prop-
erty management company could provide more valuable 
information about the subsequent development and busi-
ness operations of the case. Thus, the three interviewees 
were all employed by the property management company 
in charge of the CIC site. Admittedly, the three interview-
ees represent a small sample, and it may not be possible 

M50 1933 Shanghai The Cool Docks

Construction Year 1930s 1933 1900s–1930s

Regeneration Year 2004 2006 2007

Original Use Textile Factories Slaughterhouse Grease Factories and Warehouses

Location
50, Moganshan Road, 
Putuo District

10 and 29, Shajin Road, 
Hongkou District

505, ZhongShan Southern Road, 
Huangpu District

Table 1 Background information of the selected three study cases (Source: Xiangyi Wang).
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to generalise the results from this research to all CICs es-
tablished on a former industrial site. Findings from these 
interviews, however, enable us to gain an overview of the 
relationship between CICs and industrial heritage as well 
as a better understanding of the actual process of trans-
forming a manufacturing site into one for creativity. Ad-
ditional interviews were conducted with the SCIC official 
and SCII manager with the purpose of gleaning a greater 
insight into the nature of these two organisations, the 
scope of their business operation in aid of the municipal 
government as well as their involvement in setting up the 
flagship CIC, 1933 Shanghai. 

The Rise, Fall and Transformation of 
Shanghai’s Industrial Production Sites
Adjacent to the mouth of Yangtze River, Shanghai flour-
ished and became an important costal port in the late 17th 
century. The city grew quickly and developed into a cos-
mopolitan city on account of its geographical location and 
water transport, harbouring both domestic and interna-
tional trading activities. Its two major waterways, Huang-
pu River and Suzhou Creek, played an important role in 
its economic growth, transporting goods from the south 
to the north, from China to abroad, and vice versa. Fol-
lowing the imposition of a series of unequal treaties with 
Western powers, international trade in Shanghai increased 
exponentially in the mid-19th century. The boom in com-
modity trading was accompanied by the rise of shipping 

and the shipbuilding industries, the importation of manu-
facturing technologies and a large injection of investment 
capital. At the turn of the 20th century, investment in the 
manufacturing industry soared high, not only from for-
eign industrialists but also Chinese manufacturers (Deni-
son and Ren 2006; Zhong 2010). Many factories were 
erected along the riverbanks in the outskirts of Shanghai 
(Figure 1) where land was cheap; these areas also provided 
a free water supply, sewage discharge system and an exten-
sive transport network. In the 1930s, factories in Shanghai 
accounted for more than 50% of the national total, and 
the number of industrial plants in the city rose to more 
than 10,000 by 1949 (Zhang 2007): ‘Despite having no 
natural resources itself, Shanghai became China’s primary 
industry city, congesting Hongkou’s cheap outer districts, 
Pudong and, later, the banks of Suzhou Creek, all of which 
combined to form Shanghai’s industrial heartland’ (Deni-
son and Ren 2006, 119). 

From the 1950s to the 1970s, while the new communist 
government campaigned for agricultural collectivisation 
and socialist industrialisation to transform the country 
into a communist society, much of the new government’s 
attention and support for industrial development was re-
directed toward central and western China (Friedmann 
2005). The shift of the industrial development centre from 
coastal regions to inland provinces did not disrupt Shang-
hai’s industrial production. Instead, the city remained one 
of the largest industrial centres in the country because 

Figure 1 Shanghai Re-
gional Development Plan 
issued in 1931, showing 
the industrial and shipping 
areas being located along 
the banks of Huangpu 
River and Suzhou Creek. 
The location of the three 
case studies are also noted 
(Source: Virtual Shanghai, 
available at http://www.
virtualshanghai.net/Maps/
Collection?ID=404).1

1. M50
2. 1933 Shanghai
3. The Cool Docks

1 2 3

1
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traditional light manufacturing industries continued to 
operate there. It was not until the 1980s, and after three 
decades of socialist industrialisation, that these light in-
dustry establishments began to suffer from decline as a 
result of the long absence of industrial development in 
coastal areas. The low productivity of old equipment, out-
dated facilities and, subsequently, diminishing competi-
tiveness all contributed to the decay of Shanghai’s manu-
facturing industry. It is, however, arguable that economic 
and institutional reforms are the sole factors behind the 
decline (Zhong 2010). 

Following the introduction of economic reform in 1978 
(the restructuring of state-owned enterprises), urban land 
reform and an increasing emphasis on tertiary indus-
try development in coastal cities, industrial firms moved 
(or subcontracted their production) to suburban areas, 
rural townships and satellite cities (Friedmann 2005, 
Zhong 2010). Consequently, a large amount of industrial 
land and space was left vacant in inner city areas. Under 
the Eighth Five-Year Plan, and by means of urban land 
reform, more than 700 old industrial sites were assigned a 
new function in the land use plan in the early 1990s; such 
uses included financial, commercial, residential and office 
areas. The companies that possessed and managed these 
industrial properties were derived from state-owned en-
terprises from pre-reform years, and they remained close-
ly associated with central or municipal government. For 
those with centrally located properties, running new busi-
nesses or simply selling the land was a much more profit-
able undertaking than manufacturing. While many old 
industrial sites in close proximity to the city centre were 
sold and converted into other uses, other underutilised 
areas were leased to artists or small start-up companies 
that demanded a large studio or office space at a central 
location with an affordable rent. In the meanwhile, many 
other industrial sites and factory buildings located in the 
outer areas were left abandoned once production ceased 
or was relocated. As the 21st century dawned, these former 
industrial lands ignored in the 1990s urban renewal were 
later turned into incubation sites for innovative enterprise; 
that is, CICs (Zheng 2010; Zhong 2010).

A New Planning Instrument: ‘Creative 
Industry Cluster’ Designation
By the late 1990s, Shanghai had begun to witness the 
emergence of a high concentration of culture and design-
related businesses—that is, the rise of cultural and crea-
tive industries. The demand of artists and small start-up 
companies for affordable rental spaces in the city led to 

the spontaneous formation of small clusters of art studios, 
design firms, media companies, fashion and publishing 
houses, tourism industries and the like in derelict indus-
trial sites. The spacious rooms, high ceilings and distinc-
tive architectural characteristics of old factory buildings 
appealed to the individuals and companies engaged in 
various forms of the industrial reproduction of culture or 
the production of creativity and innovation. Zheng (2010, 
147) notes that early tenants of such industrial spaces in-
cluded artists, start-up companies and university incuba-
tion centres, all of which, in a sense, can be considered as 
the social actors who shaped the early CICs. Although the 
primary motivation of these three groups in utilising dis-
used industrial spaces was purely practical and pragmatic, 
they all represent a bottom-up approach to regenerat-
ing urban brownfield sites, successfully restoring vitality 
to these areas. In contrast to this grass-roots movement, 
however, the government did not seem to place a high pri-
ority on the regeneration of derelict industrial sites during 
this period (Zhong 2009; Zheng 2010). 

It was not until the mid-2000s that the spontaneous 
growth of clusters and the subsequent financial gains 
from the clustering effect caught the attention of the mu-
nicipal government. In 2004, the Shanghai Municipal 
Economic Commission designated 18 sites as CICs, most 
of which had already an assemblage of cultural and crea-
tive businesses on site. Policies and regulations were also 
issued accordingly to more effectively promote the devel-
opment of creative industries. In the following year, the 
municipal government designated another 18 CICs and 
set up the SCIC, affiliated to the Economic Commission, 
to govern practices of creative industries and regulate the 
market. In 2006, the government went on to designate 
another two batches. By the end of the year, there were 
77 CICs officially accredited by and receiving financial 
support from the municipal government. These munici-
pal CICs are mainly located along the Huangpu River, 
Suzhou Creek and Yan’an Elevated Road (Figure 2) (Zhang 
and Chen 2010; Shanghai Municipal Administration 
of Culture 2012; Luan, Wang, and An 2013). In parallel 
with the municipal designation, some subsidiary govern-
ment bodies—including the District Government and 
the Street Office—and private organisations also followed 
the trend, designating or simply renaming some places as 
a CIC for branding purposes. By 2010, there were more 
than 300 commercial precincts featuring cultural and 
creative industries, including those designated by the mu-
nicipal government (Shanghai Municipal Administration 
of Culture 2012).



BUILT HERITAGE   2018 / 2 80

It can be argued that the rise of creative industries not 
only led to the variolisation of urban heritage, but it also 
changed the trajectory of urban governance in Shanghai. 
Evident in the designation of municipal CICs is that his-
torical buildings were considered an important resource 
for place promotion. 66 percent of the municipal CICs 
(57 of 75) were converted from old buildings, most of 
which were previously for industrial use, though some 
were once residential and commercial structures (Zhang 
and Chen 2010; Shanghai Municipal Administration of 
Culture 2012). The municipal government changed its at-
titude, gradually yet considerably, toward Shanghai’s his-
torical urban fabric. In some cases, the government even 
scrapped existing redevelopment plans for some former 
industrial sites after they were designated as CICs, and 
devised new plans so to retain the historical fabric (Zheng 

Figure 2 The map of first four batches of CIC designation with 3 study cases highlighted (Source: Luan, Wang, and An 2013).

2011). Nonetheless, Zheng (2011, 3568) argues that, while 
the government became more sympathetic to historical 
structures, the CICs from ‘the second round of designa-
tions onward were developed by private developers or 
public–private coalitions. The commercial characteristics 
of [CICs] are clear’. 

Industrial Heritage: Where Culture Meets 
Creativity
Over the past three decades or so, the attitude of the mu-
nicipal government toward the historical urban fabric has 
changed markedly. Contrary to the sweeping redevelop-
ment that was commonplace in the 1990s, the local gov-
ernment in the following decade began to dispense with 
the redevelopment plans of some historical quarters upon 
being designated as CICs (Zheng 2011). While the low 

2

1st batch of CIC

2nd batch of CIC

3rd batch of CIC

4th batch of CIC

De-listed 
Not constructed or 
no data

1933 Shanghai

M50

Cool Docks
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effectiveness of CICs in promoting the growth of crea-
tive industries in Shanghai has been criticised by some 
scholars (Zhong 2010; Zheng 2011, He 2014), its effective-
ness in recycling and saving industrial buildings and sites 
has been readily discernible. Not only have more build-
ings become legally protected, many non-listed industrial 
buildings have also been retained for their embedded cul-
tural/economic values even though they are not officially 
listed as Heritage Architecture.

There are various plausible reasons why industrial 
buildings are preferable subjects for Shanghai’s reindus-
trialisation, but they can be generalised into three major 
factors: central location, physical features of industrial 
buildings and their symbolic meanings. Needless to say, a 
central location is important as it implies a geographical 
and social proximity to the urban amenities that compa-
nies need including transport networks and civil services 
and facilities. The old industrial structures often have spa-
cious rooms and larger floor areas, which were part of 
the commercial character sought by CICs. Conservation 
treatments and conversion approaches applied to old in-
dustrial structures can also be classified into three types: 
retention of the old, addition of the new and the juxtapo-
sition of both, suggesting a connection of the past to the 
future. The charm of historical buildings is derived from 
their patina of age, connecting the past with the present 
and future. It is not just about reusing old structures, but 
also about the way in which a particular type of aesthetic 
appreciation is generated by the juxtaposition of the old 
and the new, suggesting the passage of time. Convert-
ing industrial structures into spaces for creative indus-
try workers has stimulated a new wave of architectural 

aesthetics that appreciates historical industrial character. 
This includes a wide range of industrial components or 
details, and has led to the emergence of a new design style 
in Shanghai (Zheng 2010). The state ownership of these 
former industrial properties also makes industrial build-
ings desirable. According to local legislation, ‘three un-
changing principles’, that is, ownership of land use right, 
the major structure of the building and nature of land use, 
should be complied with (Wang 2009). To observe this 
local regulation, the regenerating of former industrial sites 
with cultural and creative industries has become not only 
largely feasible but also desirable for those ‘new’ industries 
replacing manufacturing.  

Case Studies
Drawing on qualitative research methods, this section 
gives a detailed analysis of the three selected case studies 
in Shanghai: M50 Creative Park, 1933 Shanghai and the 
Cool Docks. To explore these cases in a comparable and 
consistent manner, and to succinctly delineate their regen-
eration process, the narratives of the three cases are pre-
sented in a chronological manner. 

M50 
Located on the banks of Suzhou Creek, M50 is a prime 
example of the 1930s manufacturing plants established in 
the golden years of Shanghai. It is also arguably the very 
first place where creative workers clustered in the 1990s, 
thereby popularising the idea of CICs in the city (Figure 3). 
The transformation of M50 from a manufacturing site to a 
home for creative industries provided a reference point for 

Figure 3 Satellite image of 
M50 (Source: Baidu Map).3
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the municipal government to formulate its policy to pro-
mote the development of the creative economy as well as 
CICs in Shanghai (Zhong 2009; 2010). 

M50 was originally built for textile production and sim-
ilar to other factories in the area, the rationale of its siting 
had most to do with the availability of water resources as 
well as transport. The area then suffered a decline because 
of a change to mass production methods. By the end of 
the 1980s, most industrial establishments in the area had 
moved out or stopped operating. In 1996, a rehabilitation 
project for Suzhou Creek was initiated by the local gov-
ernment and this significantly improved the environment 
as well as the livability and desirability of the area. Follow-
ing this, artists and designers rediscovered a large stretch 
of industrial land with many abandoned factories along 
the river and began to move into the area. This move was 
first prompted by a Taiwanese architect named Deng Kun 
Yan, who found a warehouse and turned it into private art 
studio in 1998. In the coming years, many artists followed 
Deng, converting former factories and warehouses into 

their workshops or studios (He 2014). This trend signifies 
the embryonic form of a ‘creative industry cluster’ (Figure 
4–6). In 2002, this area was listed as an ‘Urban Industry 
Park’ by local government and 3 years later, the factory 
owner renamed this park ‘Art Park’. The area was desig-
nated as a municipal CIC in 2005 and the owner began to 
repair and refurbish the old factories and office buildings, 
with the work being completed the following year. The 
physical alterations made to existing historical buildings 
were rather minor and sympathetic. Most of renovations 
carried out on site were for repairs to the building struc-
ture, the refurbishment of surface materials (e.g., plaster-
ing, painting or flooring) and the replacement of building 
details (e.g., doors, windows and fixtures and fittings). 
Minimal contemporary design features were introduced 
to the existing buildings, not because these buildings were 
of heritage value and physical alterations were restricted, 
but because the area already had many tenants residing 
on site and the demand for studio space continued to rise. 
The area was named an ‘Outstanding CIC’ in 2007 by the 

Figure 4 Site plan of M50 (Source: Xiangyi 
Wang).
Figure 5 The 1930s industrial structures in 
M50. (Source: Yi-Wen Wang).
Figure 6 Street art and refurbished industrial 
buildings in M50 (Source: Yi-Wen Wang).

5

4

6
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municipal government and then renamed in 2008 for 
branding purpose; since then it has been known as ‘M50’. 
Today, M50 is recognised as the largest cluster of artists 
and galleries in Shanghai (Wang 2009; Wang 2013). 

The development of M50 mostly resulted from the in-
terest of artists to reuse the derelict industrial structures 
and sites. According to the manager of M50, as a state-
owned property, the area was originally designated to be 
redeveloped for use in the electrical and high technol-
ogy industries. This plan was then shelved because of 
objections based on environmental protection grounds 
(Zheng 2011). Meanwhile, following the residency of an 
established contemporary artist, the area begun to experi-
ence an influx of artists: ‘After Xue Song moved into M50, 
other artists also showed their interest in warehouses, 
especially as they were about to be demolished’ the man-
ager explained, and ‘at that time, the owners of original 
factories started encouraging artists and galleries move 
into these area’.  

While the colonisation of artists in the area may have 
physically saved the buildings and structures representa-
tive of Shanghai’s industrial history, the most decisive 
factor that creatively altered the fate of the area was the 
property development of surrounding areas between 2001 
and 2002. The manager of M50 revealed that ‘although 
this area had already attracted numerous artists, the first 
development choice [of the property owner, i.e., a state-
owned enterprise] is to sell the area to property develop-
ers. However, they [the developers] were not satisfied with 
the high selling price’ offered by the local government. 
Rumour that the owner had made an offer to developers 
and that the area was under threat of redevelopment soon 
stirred up widespread agitation and also caught the atten-
tion of artists and heritage conservation groups. Led by 
Professor Ruan Yisan from Tongji University, Shanghai, 
a group of academics and practitioners surveyed the area 
and presented to the local government an alternative plan 
to regenerate the area with the retention of most of the ex-
isting structures (Wang 2009). The plan, known in China 
as ‘culture-led regeneration’, was accepted and officially 
approved by the local government. From then on, the 

conversion of the vast track of industrial land and former 
derelict textile plants into property for use by creative in-
dustries was consolidated. Overtime, M50 has become a 
fashionable area for both artists and hipsters: ‘We already 
started building our own brand of creative industry rather 
than the landlords’ and ‘will never slacken our pace’ ex-
claimed the manager (Figure 7).   

1933 Shanghai
In contrast to the M50 CIC, which was formed organically 
from the bottom-up by artists, the regeneration process of 
1933 Shanghai (Figure 8) represents a top-down approach. 
Thus, considerable support was obtained from local gov-
ernment to transform the industrial site, which once ac-
commodated a slaughterhouse, into a flagship project for 
the CIC policy. This later became a catalyst for the regen-
eration of the area known as the Shanghai Music Valley 
(González Martínez 2017). 

The industrial premises where 1933 Shanghai is located 
was originally known as the Shanghai Municipal Abattoir, 
built by the Shanghai Municipal Council (SMC), the gov-
erning body of the International Settlement, established by 
the British. The premises feature an elaborately designed 
slaughterhouse—a four-storey concrete structure with an 
intricate vertical and horizontal circulation system to sep-
arate humans and cattle and also live animals and hanging 
carcasses (He and Zhu 2012; Wang and Pendlebury 2016; 
Pendlebury, Wang, and Law 2018). Designed by a group 
of British architects in the Public Work Department of the 
SMC, the building integrated and embodied the principles 
of modern slaughterhouse design that had been developed 
since the late 19th century. It is claimed that the building 
was the largest slaughterhouse in East Asia at the time 
(He 2011). Equipped with state-of-the-art technology for 
animal slaughtering in the 1930s, this modern slaugh-
terhouse was gradually rendered obsolete, and its food 
production ceased in 1970. The former slaughterhouse 
building was then converted into a pharmaceutical fac-
tory and then a warehouse in the following three decades; 
by 2002 it was empty. The derelict building soon attracted 
the attention and concern of an activist and author (also a 

Artists Government Investor Tenants

Leased the 
abandoned textile 
factories for studio 
and working space.

Provided policy 
support for 

industrial building 
reuse.

Designed and built 
the brand.

More artists and art 
dealers moved into 

the side after the 
M50 brand became 

well known.

Figure 7 The role that different 
sectors play in the transforma-
tion process of M50 (Source: 
Xiangyi Wang).7
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Figure 8 Satellite image of 1933 (Source: 
Baidu Map).
Figure 9 Site plan of 1933 (Source: Zhao 
2007).
Figure 10 The restored façade of 1933 
Building (Source: Yi-Wen Wang).
Figure 11 Retails and shops in 1933 Build-
ing after conversion (Source: Yi-Wen Wang).
Figure 12 The transformation process of 
1933 Shanghai (Source: Xiangyi Wang).9

10 11

8

Government Investor Tenants

Accorded heritage status; provided 
policy support for operation and 

development.

A government-owned corporation (SCIC) 
invested/financed the project, and oper-

ates management service.

Design-related professionals and 
retailers leased office space or retail 

units from SCIC.

12
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retired municipal government engineer), Xue Shunsheng, 
who began campaigning for the protection of the build-
ing (Shanghai Creative Industry Investment Co. Ltd 2007; 
Wang and Pendlebury 2015). Benefiting from the grow-
ing awareness of the need to protect historic buildings in 
Shanghai, the slaughterhouse was listed as Heritage Archi-
tecture by the municipal government in 2005. 

Coincidently, in the same year, the SCIC was estab-
lished to provide financial and technical support to start-
up companies with the aim of boosting the creative econ-
omy in the city. Unconventionally perhaps, this municipal 
government agency was given the mission to take on re-
generation work by converting obsolete state-own indus-
trial properties into workplaces for creative and knowledge 
workers (Zheng 2010). Thus, the SCII was formed, with 
SCIC as one of the three shareholders, to embark on a new 
venture to convert dilapidated manufacturing industrial 
sites into fashionable workplaces for creative industries 
(Shanghai Creative Industry Investment Co. Ltd 2007). 
With its exceptional architectural and aesthetic values, 
the former SMC Abattoir was purposely chosen to be the 
flagship regeneration project of SCII, known as 1933 Old 
Millfun, to demonstrate the enormous economic potential 
of industrial heritage. When the building was designated 
as a municipal CIC in 2006, conservation work was also 
initiated and carried out in a meticulous manner because 
of its heritage status. In contrast to M50, a wide range of 
contemporary design features and elements were intro-
duced to this heritage building for the express purpose of 
attracting fashionable design-related tenants and high-
end retailers upon completion. The building was renamed 
1933 Shanghai in 2007 after SCIC leased the property to a 

private management company and was awarded the title 
of an ‘Outstanding CIC’ by the local government in 2008 
(Wang 2013)(Figure 9–11). 

The regeneration process of 1933 Shanghai was led by 
the local government with investments from the munici-
pally owned SCII; it also benefited from various govern-
mental support throughout the process. Thus, this rep-
resents a clear top-down approach toward regeneration. 
After SCII completed the conservation and renovation of 
the SMC Abattoir, they leased the premises to a private 
property management company for day-to-day manage-
ment and operation, Shanghai Zhongheng Enterprise 
Management Consulting Co. Ltd (Zhongheng, herein-
after). Since then, the business operation of this CIC has 
been run by the private corporation with a more commer-
cial approach and a strong focus on generating revenue: 
‘We are an independent business corporation, not led by 
SCIC’, said one of the managers of Zhongheng, although 
‘SCIC provided suggestions and “guidelines” for regenerat-
ing this site’. The manager explained that, the key rationale 
for this project was to ‘combine cultures with commercial 
benefits’, and that ‘a profit-generating process’ is equally 
important and ‘through the management of Zhongheng, 
the embedded economic values of this state-owned prop-
erty are enhanced’ (Figure 12). 

Cool Docks
To the east of the Old City and on the west bank of 
Huangpu River, the Cool Docks is located at the histori-
cal shipping dock, Shiliupu (Figure 13). The area was once 
a key trading centre in Shanghai, and has been witness 

Figure 13 Satellite image of the Cool Docks 
(Source: Baidu Map).13
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to the city’s economic transformation for more than 100 
years (Lu et al. 2012). Buildings in the area also represent 
multiple layers of history, which include warehouses built 
between 1900s and 1930s in both vernacular and modern-
ist styles, and traditional dwellings known as shikumen 
(a type of building) and lilong (neighbourhood layout), 
together with several large factories and office buildings 
built in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Following the rehabilitation project of Suzhou Creek 
in the late 1990s, the municipal government began to re-
generate the brownfield sites along the Huangpu River in 
2002 after the shipping and shipbuilding industries had 
been relocated to the coastal areas of the city (Gu 2013). 
This river and waterfront regeneration project started in 
the northern commercial section, that is, the Bund and 
Pudong, and was then extended to the southern part of 
the former industrial premises. The regenerated river em-
bankment is lined with a promenade deck that opens up 
the previously inaccessible industrial waterfront to the 
general public, and is accompanied with various ameni-
ties, services and activities. This government initiative 

to clean up the river and improve public spaces on the 
Huangpu riverside drew the public’s attention, especially 
property developers, to the brownfield sites of Shiliupu 
(Liu and Li 2011). 

Similar to M50 on the Suzhou Creek, the Cool Docks 
CIC significantly benefited from the rehabilitation of 
Huangpu River. In contrast to M50, however, the conver-
sion of factories and warehouses in Shiliupu into a site 
for creative industries was initiated and led by a property 
development company, Hongji Property Co. Ltd (herein-
after Hongji), instead of artists. This regeneration process 
also displays a somewhat ‘bottom-up’ approach, but more 
specifically, it is a market-oriented strategy for industrial 
heritage valorisation. 

Construction work began in 2007, and Hongji claimed 
that the design rationale for this project was to capitalise 
on traditional Shanghai cultures by recalling the history 
of the place. The focal point of this area, Building No. 1, 
was reconstructed using reclaimed materials from shiku-
men houses that were demolished on site. The stone gates 
and gabled walls from shikumen buildings were reused to 

Figure 14 Illustration of the Cool 
Docks (Source: The Cool Docks, 
en.thecooldocks.com).
Figure 15 The 1930s warehouse build-
ings along the Huangpu River (Source: 
Yi-Wen Wang).
Figure 16 The reconstructed Building 
No.1 with an appearance similar to Shi-
kumen houses (Source: Yi-Wen Wang).14

15 16



87Y.W. Wang & X. Wang

GovernmentInvestor Tenants

A private property 
development company 

invested in the project and 
operates management service.

Provided policy support 
for operation and 

development.

Retailers, artists 
and design-related 

professionals leased retail 
units or office space.

17

Figure 17 The transforma-
tion process of the Cool Docks 
(Source: Xiangyi Wang)

resonate with people’s impressions about the characteris-
tics of Shanghai architecture (Zhu 2013). Essentially, it was 
a complete reconstruction or interpretation similar to the 
‘regeneration’ approaches adopted in Xintiandi in Shang-
hai. Meanwhile, warehouses along the Huangpu River 
were conserved and refurbished to attract those retailers 
and companies seeking a riverside view (Figure 14–16).   

In term of boosting creative industries, fashion design 
was touted as a key industry to be housed in these prem-
ises. Sited on the west end of a rectangular water feature, 
Building No. 1 was designed to include an indoor stage 
extending to outdoors and over a shallow pool, as if it 
was a catwalk rising up from the water. Attracted by the 
riverside location and historical industrial and residen-
tial buildings, a few high-end restaurants, bars, boutique 
hotels, designer stores soon opened. As a result, this mix-
ture of creativity with leisure and luxury saw the Cool 
Docks an area for leisure or sightseeing instead of creative 
workers (Lu et al. 2012). 

Despite the perceived exclusiveness of the project, the 
Huangpu District Government designated the Cool Docks 
a CIC upon the completion of regeneration work in 2008 
and placed it in the ‘Top 10 CIC’ in the same year (Wang 
2013). The manager of Hongji proudly explained that 
‘We have been doing something way ahead of the local 
government. This successful case has shown our superior 
skills in regeneration projects as well as our keen interests 
and responsibility for developing sites [with cultural herit-
age assets] like this’. As a result of this project, ‘the District 
Government is now planning to set up a creative clus-
ter [for the South Bund regeneration project] alongside 
Huangpu River’, which later became the venue of the Expo 
2010 Shanghai (Figure 17). 

Discussion  
A comparison of the development timeline of the three 
cases enables us to gain a better understanding of how the 
public and private sector entered the arena of industrial 
heritage valorisation and the roles they have played (Table 
2). From the three case studies, it is discernible that the 
local government utilised three regulatory instruments: 

the designation as a CIC, the listing of a building as Her-
itage Architecture, and accreditation for CIC operation. 
None of these three instruments, however, have proven 
effective or critical to the transformation of the three in-
dustrial sites. The heritage status, while never conferred to 
M50 and the Cool Docks, cannot be directly attributed to 
the conversion of 1933 Shanghai either. Apart from M50, 
a spontaneously formed creative cluster, the CIC status 
accorded by the government often came after the conver-
sion work, as did the accreditation for CIC operation. The 
trajectory of the three selected cases, to some extent, has 
shown that the municipal government gradually adapted 
its role, starting as a bystander, becoming an active pro-
moter and then a passive facilitator. On the other hand, 
the interests of the private sector in developing CICs as 
well as reusing industrial heritage structures have mark-
edly increased. It can be argued the growth of private-
sector interests in regenerating historical structures has 
derived from the general public’s increasing appreciation 
for historical structures. As a result, more and more de-
velopers have begun to embark on ventures to convert the 
cultural value of heritage architecture into an economic 
one. Likewise, while greater numbers of former industrial 
buildings and sites have been saved and repurposed, such 
profit-driven and market-orientated regeneration has also 
resulted in more drastic physical alterations to existing 
industrial sutures, and this has arguably diminished the 
authenticity and integrity of the relics of Shanghai’s indus-
trial past. 

This shift from top-down public campaigns to bottom-
up private interests in regenerating industrial sites has 
shown the prominence of the private sector in enabling 
Shanghai to restructure its industrial sectors toward the 
creative economy. However, such market forces should be 
integrated into urban regeneration processes with caution 
and carefully regulated. The private sector, motivated by 
profits, should not be the sole enabler for the transforma-
tion of industrial sites or, more broadly, urban generation. 
Taking Cool Docks as an example, the enhanced apprecia-
tion and heritage value of industrial buildings has been 
accompanied by the soaring values of nearby properties. 
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M50 1933 Shanghai The Cool Dock

1900s Warehouses constructed

1910s

1920s

1930s Factories built Slaughtershouse constructed

... Suzhou Creek Rehabilitation 
Project (1996)

1999 Factory ceased operation

2000
Artists set up studios on the 
industrial estate, No.50 Mo-
ganshan Road.

2001

2002
The industrial premises was 
listed as ‘Chunming Urban 
Industry Park’ by local govt.

Slaughter was shut 
down after the last company 
moved out.

2003

2004
Renamed as ‘Chunming Art 
Park’ by the original factory 
owner 

2005 Designated as ‘M50 CIC’ by 
local govt.

Listed on the Forth Bath of 
Heritage Architecture by mu-
nicipal govt. 

2006
The owner completed reha-
bilitation work

Leased to SCIC and started 
conservation work

Designated as ‘CIC’ by local 
govt. 

2007 Awarded as ‘Outstanding 
CIC’ by local govt. 

Renamed as 1933 Shanghai 
and open to the public

Shanghai Hongji Property 
Company initiated the re-
generation/development

2008 Renamed as ‘M50’ and brand 
building began

Awarded as ‘Outstanding 
CIC’ by local govt.

Designated as ‘The Cool 
Docks CIC’ by local govt.

2009 Hosted ‘Shanghai Design’ 
opening ceremony

High-end retailers moved in

Awarded as one of the ‘Top 
10 CIC’ in 2008 and 2009 by 
local govt.

2010 Awarded as ‘Supreme Exam-
ple of CIC’ by local govt.

Table 2 The development timeline of the three cases (Source: adapted from Wang 2013).

Building constructed

Conservation project

Tenants’ residence

Heritage designation

CIC designation

Recognition from 
municipal/local govt.

As the project targeted high-income groups, gentrification 
and subsequent socio-economic impacts are foreseeable 
and inevitable. Likewise, it can be argued that the revitali-
sation of this brownfield site and its warehouse buildings 
was achieved at the cost of the substantial demolition of 
shikumen buildings. From the interviews, it appears that 
Cool Docks was never geared toward the development of 
creative industries but instead the generation of ‘creative 
revenue’. Admittedly, the private sector (and especially 
property developers) has played a critical role in perceiv-
ing and responding to the need of potential buyers and re-
tailers, and it has helped revitalise many abandoned areas 

in the city. Thus, it is important to assess whether the ben-
efits of private investment in regeneration outweigh the 
risks of losing the common goods as well as a city’s his-
torical urban fabric.  

Conversely, the investigation of these three case studies 
has revealed that the local government started as a mere 
bystander in promoting creative industries at M50; it then 
transitioned to become a proactive policy implementer for 
the flagship 1933 Shanghai, and later a passive facilitator 
in the case of the Cool Docks. In the early 1990s, follow-
ing the exodus of manufacturing establishments, neither 
the central nor local governments viewed the deserted 
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state-owned industrial properties as ‘cultural assets’ to 
be reused or preserved. In the mid-2000s, the municipal 
government’s introduction of the CIC policy as a planning 
instrument to transform former industrial premises into 
loci of innovation and creativity was inspired by the spon-
taneous clustering of artists and freelance workers gather-
ing in disused factories, like those along Suzhou Creek (i.e., 
M50). The establishment of SCIC to promote and regulate 
creative industries was a deliberate attempt by the munici-
pal government to prompt economic growth in the ‘crea-
tive’ sector; even so, the municipal government has had a 
greater impact as an investor valorising disused industrial 
sites than as a CIC policy implementer (Wang 2009).     

While SCIC were given the challenging task of con-
verting a myriad of state-own industrial properties into 
creative workplaces, its primary mission was to generate 
economic benefits rather than safeguarding industrial 
heritage. Interviews with SCIC officials also confirm that 
conserving industrial structures of special architectural 
or historical interest was never a strategic priority of the 
organisation. Our on-site observations also found that 60 
percent of the floor use in 1933 Shanghai is designated to 
commercial operations, which is the same as the purely 
private-led and very much commercialised Cool Docks. 
SCII was a unique investment entity that did not need to 
register a trademark with the municipal government but 
received considerable financial and government support 
from it. As one of the cofounders of SCII, SCIC engaged 
and invested in the trade that it governed and regulated 
(Shanghai Creative Industry Investment Co. Ltd no date). 
After succeeding in making 1933 Shanghai a flagship CIC, 
SCII went on to regenerate many other state-owned in-
dustrial sites and SCIC increasingly embraced its role as 
an investor rather than a regulator (Zheng 2010). 

The relationship between the public and private sector 
in urban regeneration is undeniably intricate. While the 
private sector is able to recognise market demand, it is 
possibly ready to lower its expectations regarding incubat-
ing creativity, and it is always ready to compromise during 
the profit-making process. In the absence of a strict and 
well-defined regulation for industrial heritage regenera-
tion, the integrity and authenticity of Shanghai’s industrial 
heritage has been prone to compromise. Almost all the 
CICs located on former industrial sites were developed 
with middle-high socio-economic groups as target cus-
tomers, retailers, office leaseholders or consumers. Gen-
trification and over-commercialisation has become a re-
current practice in many CICs that possess some degree 
of post-industrial architecture characteristics. The recent 

delisting of some unqualified CICs (Luan, Wang, and An 
2013), to some extent, reflects the gravity of this problem 
and the intention of local authorities to address them. The 
gradual withdrawal of the government in developing CICs 
suggest that local government is inclined to give more 
room to the private sector to ‘do the things they are good 
at’. This situation, nonetheless, should not be simplified or 
concluded as the ending of government intervention.

Conclusions
Drawing on these three case studies, this research has 
revealed that the roles and positions of the three major 
stakeholder groups involved in the creation of CICs have 
changed gradually throughout the process. Whereas the 
private sector and the general public have developed in-
creasing interests in the embedded economic and cultural 
values of former industrial structures, local authorities 
have consciously reduced their presence and influence 
in valorising industrial heritage. Intrinsic to Shanghai’s 
reindustrialisation in the 21st century is the rising public 
awareness of cultural heritage and the increasing interest 
in the creative economy. 

Admittedly, these three cases only provide a snapshot 
and are by no means representative of the overall trend of 
Shanghai’s industrial heritage valorisation and creative in-
dustry proliferation in the first decade of the 21st century. 
Likewise, this research has placed much of its focus and 
emphasis on industrial heritage regeneration and its corre-
lation with the development of CICs. Whereas CICs based 
on industrial sites have been the most common regenera-
tion model in boosting Shanghai’s creative economy, their 
effectiveness in attracting knowledge workers and invest-
ment may remain limited or, at least, questionable. Thus, 
the rise of the creative class and milieu cannot rely solely 
on the CICs scattered around the city—one must also 
look to the cultures of creativity and innovation prevailing 
throughout the city. On this account, visionary leadership 
of the local government is indeed indispensable (Florida 
2005; Landry 2008).  

Moving into the second decade of the 21st century, 
Shanghai adopted a different, more rigorous approach 
toward the development of the creative economy. Several 
initiatives undertaken or launched in 2010 signify the 
municipal government’s shift in governance and manage-
ment. The holding of Expo 2010 Shanghai provided the 
city with an unprecedented opportunity to give thought to 
its previous approach to industrial heritage regeneration 
as well as creative economy development. Furthermore, 
the Shanghai Cultural and Creative Industry Promotion 
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Leading Group was established, with its primary mission 
being to analyse, formulate policies and coordinate the de-
velopment of cultural and creative industries. That group 
serves as an advisor to district governments to improve, 
oversee and manage industrial heritage conservation work 
while promoting creative industries. In the same year, 
Shanghai successfully joined the global ‘Creative City 
Network’ and was awarded the title of ‘Capital of Design’ 
by UNESCO. Subsequently, UNESCO’s ‘Creative City’ 
(Shanghai) Promotion Office was established, responsible 
for promoting innovation and creativity in the city. This is 
a new approach, asking the public sector to prompt crea-
tive industries and fuel urban regeneration. It no longer 
plays the role of investor, but instead focuses on the crea-
tion of a creative city, including revitalising former indus-
trial sites. Through the efforts of the leading group and 
the promotion office, the local authority has changed its 
approaches toward former industrial sites from industry 
upgrades to ‘making the city better’. 

This phenomenon reflects the changes in attitude and 
the shift of focus of the local government toward value-
oriented urban regeneration, often termed ‘organic urban 
renewal’ (Tang 2015). Previously, the conversion of indus-
trial sites placed much of its emphasis on the upgrading of 
secondary and tertiary industries and their contribution 
to the city’s economic growth. Nowadays, the government 
directives have increasingly mandated the provision of 
employment opportunities for a wider range of socio-eco-
nomic groups. Apart from high-paid skilled knowledge 
workers, the creation of low-end jobs and revenue for the 
public sector are now a fundamental requirement for all 
regeneration projects. Although property developers still 
play a key role and problems of gentrification persist, the 
development of CICs has begun to take on more social re-
sponsibilities by creating more low-end jobs and contrib-
uting to public revenue for the city. 

Furthermore, the Shanghai municipal government 
has endeavoured to establish a new urban regeneration 
regime that places greater attention on vulnerable groups, 
balances the development of different city areas and 
promotes social values. In 2017 the municipal govern-
ment published ‘Several Opinions on Deepening Organic 
Urban Renewal and Promoting Historical Scenery Pro-
tection’ (Shanghai Municipal Govertment 2017), and the 
‘Life Cycle Management for Land’ has become a new pri-
ority for the government in industrial heritage regenera-
tion and conservation. Under this new regulation, public 
interest and heritage authenticity is highly valued. Urban 
entrepreneurism has been stimulated and the private 

sector is now encouraged to come part of city branding 
activities. The Xuhui Riverbank Area is an exemplar of 
this new change. The local authority encompasses indus-
trial heritage reuse, public space improvement and func-
tion expansion within a single regeneration programme. 
The public–private partnership of this regeneration pro-
ject is set to build an ‘Industrial Heritage Gallery’, so as to 
open a new chapter in the regeneration of Xuhui District. 
Looking to the future, with more sophisticated policies in 
place, the economic contributions of cultural and creative 
industries would not be the only consideration for private 
sectors. Thus, a win-win-win solution that benefits city 
reindustrialisation, private interest and public good will 
be gradually realised.
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