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Abstract  

Zoning guidelines are technical methods commonly employed in various types of urban 

planning, including comprehensive urban design, landscape planning, regulatory detailed 

planning, and architectural features and styles planning. These guidelines aim to protect and 

define urban character, controlling spatial forms in specific districts. Often, when different 

zoning types are compiled without clear distinctions, redundancy and contradictions can arise, 

leading to inefficient management.  

 

This article, in conjunction with relevant zoning guideline examples, distinguishes between the 

zoning guidelines corresponding to the four types of planning by comparing their coverage, 

control objectives, content, and methods. It defines the roles, functions, and interrelationships 

of these guidelines at different scales. This approach aims to systematically control urban 

landscapes through a layered and cumulative process, effectively addressing different levels. 
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1 Introduction 

Zoning guidelines, as a technical approach, are commonly employed across various planning 

types such as comprehensive urban design, landscape planning, regulatory detailed planning, 

and architectural features and styles planning. The objective of these guidelines is to protect 

and shape the distinctive urban character by controlling and guiding the spatial form of specific 

urban sectors.  

 

Presently, there is no strict and uniform definition of "cityscape zoning" in China, and different 

types of planning compilations have varied connotations and requirements. For instance, in 

cityscape planning, cityscape zoning refers to areas within a city that share similar development 

traits (Dai and Liu, 2013); in urban landscape planning, it indicates regions that require special 

control within urban planning management or landscape character protection and construction 

(Bai, 2015); in architectural features and styles planning, it pertains to areas with similar 

architectural cultural and structural characteristics (Zhao, 2017). Correspondingly, the different 

types of zoning guidelines also vary in their control levels and focus tasks. 

 

However, the current domestic compilation of various zoning guidelines often leads to 

confusion, resulting in poor linkage with higher-level plans, and insufficient conveyance of key 

contents from superior plans. Moreover, as the importance of planning management increases, 

zoning guidelines are expected to directly guide planning management. However, there exists 

a disconnect between control and implementation, making the practical application of zoning 
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guidelines inadequate (Wang et al., 2019). Therefore, it is essential to distinguish between 

different types of zoning guidelines to avoid duplication, misalignment, or even contradictions, 

thereby enhancing the efficiency of planning management. 

 

This article incorporates case studies from the Comprehensive Urban Design Guidelines of 

Jurong City, the Cityscape Guidelines for Landscape Planning of Fujian Province, the Statutory 

Maps for Regulatory Detailed Planning of the Futian District in Shenzhen, and the Cityscape 

Guidelines for Architectural Features and Styles Planning of Fuzhou City. By differentiating 

the coverage, control objectives, content, and methods of various types of zoning guidelines, 

the study aims to define the roles, functions, and interrelationships of these guidelines at 

different scales. This approach seeks to systematically control urban landscapes in a layered 

and cumulative manner, addressing different levels systematically. 

 

2 Comparative Analysis of Zoning Guideline Types 

Different types of planning have distinct roles and functions within the entire planning system, 

and thus, their corresponding zoning guidelines differ in coverage due to their inherent nature 

of guidance and control (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Relationships Among the Four Types of Zoning Guidelines 

 

2.1 Zoning Guidelines in Comprehensive Urban Design  

Comprehensive urban design, as a non-statutory planning corresponding to the stage of master 

plan, can guide and control the large-scale urban form from a macro perspective, emphasizing 

urban characteristics. The cityscape zoning guidelines at the meso-level are a crucial 

intermediary in the comprehensive urban design process, bridging the overall structure and 

macro guidance system, and guiding the urban design of lower-level areas. Although cityscape 

zoning in comprehensive urban design is extensive, not all urban spaces are distinctively 

characterized or resource-rich. Therefore, it is unnecessary to impose control requirements on 

the entire area. Instead, through the assessment and grading of cityscape zones, extremely 

important and moderately important cityscape zones are selected for focused "cityscape zoning 

control" (Wu et al., 2021). 

 

For example, in the Comprehensive Urban Design Guidelines of Jurong City, the central urban 

area of Jurong can be divided into 11 cityscape zones. Through sensitivity grading and 

landscape sensitivity analysis, these zones are categorized into three levels. The extremely 

important cityscape zones include the Old City Cultural Cityscape Zone, the South High-Speed 

Rail Hub Cityscape Zone, and the North Evergrande Cultural and Tourism Cityscape Zone. 

Moderately important cityscape zones include the Golden River Science and Education 

Cityscape Zone, the Main Urban Comprehensive Cityscape Zone, and the East Urban 
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Comprehensive Cityscape Zone, along with five general cityscape zones. Direct control is 

applied specifically to the extremely and moderately important cityscape zones (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Example of Zoning Guidelines in Comprehensive Urban Design 

Source: Urban Planning& Design Institute CO., LED of Southeast University. (2020) Comprehensive 

Urban Design Guidelines of Jurong City. Nanjing: Southeast University Press. 
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2.2 Zoning Guidelines in Landscape Planning  

Landscape planning, also a non-statutory planning, is not compulsory for all cities. However, it 

shares many similarities with comprehensive urban design in terms of objective setting, 

theoretical references, focus areas, and design methods. The main differences lie in "tendency 

of dissemination, visual dominance, and technical flexibility" (Li and Zhu, 2009). It is a 

refinement of the urban design section of master plan and can serve as the superior plan for 

individual urban designs (Fujian Provincial Department of Housing and Urban-Rural 

Development, 2013). The zoning guidelines in landscape planning typically refer to special 

control zone guidelines, which are essential for urban planning management or landscape 

character protection and construction, providing specific planning control guidelines. These 

zones have characteristic dominance and unified control, differing from the comprehensive 

cityscape zoning in comprehensive urban design. Outside of special control zones, general 

control zones are guided by standard requirements.  

 

Taking the Cityscape Guidelines for Landscape Planning of Fujian Province as an example, 

areas requiring special control include historical cultural heritage cityscape zones, natural 

ecological protection cityscape zones, urban core areas, and key urban node areas. For instance, 

a well-preserved ancient town district within a town is designated as a special control area, 

necessitating the development of corresponding street pattern control guidelines and 

architectural features and styles control guidelines (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Example of Zoning Guidelines in Landscape Planning 

Source: Fujian Provincial Department of Housing and Urban-Rural Development. (2013) Cityscape 

Guidelines for Landscape Planning of Fujian Province (Trial Implementation). Available at: 

https://zjt.fujian.gov.cn/xxgk/zfxxgkzl/xxgkml/dfxfgzfgzhgfxwj/qt_3796/201311/t20131104_2870981.

htm (Accessed: 30 May 2024). 
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2.3 Zoning Guidelines in Regulatory Detailed Planning  

Regulatory detailed planning, as a core component of China's statutory urban planning system, 

not only deepens the implementation of master plan but also serves as the direct basis for setting 

land lease conditions and guiding lower-level planning designs. The zoning guidelines in 

regulatory detailed planning are statutory maps that need to be prepared for all management 

units within the control plan's scope. Thus, unlike landscape planning, its planning scope is 

comprehensive and legally binding.  

 

For example, the Statutory Maps for Regulatory Detailed Planning of the Futian District in 

Shenzhen divides the entire Futian District based on land use, urban spatial structure, municipal 

facilities, and natural environmental conditions into 29 management units, including areas like 

Huaqiang North, the Central District, and Meilin. Full-coverage maps are prepared for each 

management unit from the block to the plot level, specifying control indices (Figure 4). 

 

2.4 Zoning Guidelines in Architectural Features and Styles Planning 

Architectural features and styles planning, as a specialized plan focused on architectural 

character, builds on master and detailed planning with thorough, specific, and targeted content 

(He, 2010). The zoning guidelines in architectural features and styles planning essentially 

belong to a category of architectural features and styles type zoning guidelines, classifying 

architectural character based on the building's function, height, and location within the urban 

spatial structure, and providing corresponding control requirements. The planning scope of 

architectural features and styles type zoning guidelines is comprehensive, covering all types of 

buildings, including residential areas, mixed-use areas, public buildings, elementary and 

secondary schools, kindergartens and community public buildings, parks and squares, green 

buffer zones, and logistics parks.  

 

Taking the Cityscape Guidelines for Architectural Features and Styles Planning of Fuzhou City 

as an example, the entire city of Fuzhou is designated into controlled areas, which include 

historical sections, key urban functional areas, significant urban civic activity centers and their 

surrounding areas, and important urban corridors. Each category is further subdivided into types; 

for instance, the key urban functional area consists of 13 commercial and business districts, 5 

cultural and sports center districts, and 5 transportation hub areas and their surroundings. The 

guidelines provide directives on architectural height, facade design, facade width, discount rate, 

permeability, height-to-width ratio, levels of building height, facades, roofs, landscaping, and 

the materials and colors used (Figure 5). 
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Figure 4. Example of Zoning Guidelines in Regulatory Detailed Planning 

Source: Shenzhen Municipal Planning and Natural Resources Bureau. (2021) Statutory Maps for 

Regulatory Detailed Planning of the Futian District in Shenzhen. Available at:  

http://pnr.sz.gov.cn/ywzy/fdtz/cggbcx/ftq/ (Accessed: 31 May 2024). 
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Figure 5. Example of Zoning Guidelines in Architectural Features and Styles Planning 

Source: Fuzhou Municipal Bureau of Natural Resources and Planning. (2018) Cityscape Guidelines for 

Architectural Features and Styles Planning of Fuzhou City. Available at: 

https://www.fuzhou.gov.cn/zwgk/zxwj/bmwj_1/201803/t20180330_2171523.htm (Accessed: 31 May 

2024). 
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3 Control Differences in Zoning Guidelines 

Different levels and types of zoning guidelines have distinct guiding control targets, degrees, 

and methods, and they vary in their control objectives, content, and methods (Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Comparison of Control Measures Among Zoning Guidelines 

Types of Zoning 

Guidelines 

Control Objectives Control Content Control 

Methods 

Zoning Guidelines in 

Comprehensive 

Urban Design 

Inherit and convey the 

overall characteristic 

spatial structure, 

guiding the 

preparation of lower-

level plans. 

It requires the control and guidance 

of subsystems such as characteristic 

patterns, urban form, open spaces, 

and landscape features by cityscape 

zoning. It also needs to provide 

more refined control points and 

basis for the street patterns, urban 

streets, and waterfront landscapes 

of the zone. 

Consider 

both macro 

and micro 

levels 

Zoning Guidelines in 

Landscape Planning 

Provide a basis for 

planning management 

of special control 

zones, connected with 

the regulatory detailed 

planning. 

Mainly control and guide aspects 

such as functional positioning, 

overall intention, landscape 

corridors, architectural styles, and 

skyline (with emphasis based on 

zone characteristics). 

Targeted 

guidance, 

general 

rules or 

guidelines 

Zoning Guidelines in 

Regulatory Detailed 

Planning 

Provide a basis for 

land transfer, detailed 

construction planning, 

and architectural 

design. 

Control land use (boundaries of 

different types of land, building 

types within various types of land), 

environmental capacity (building 

height, building density, plot ratio, 

green space ratio, etc.), construction 

control (building volume, form, 

color, etc.), activity control 

(location of plot entrances and exits, 

parking spaces, bus station land 

boundaries and station locations, 

pedestrian traffic and other 

transportation facilities, etc.), and 

facility matching control (location 

of municipal pipelines, boundaries 

of engineering facility lands, etc.). 

Integrate 

into 

regulatory 

manageme

nt unit 

maps 

Zoning Guidelines in 

Architectural 

Features and Styles 

Planning 

Provide a basis for 

urban design, 

architectural design, 

and construction 

management. 

Mainly includes building form, 

volume, color, material, ancillary 

facilities, environmental elements, 

etc. 

Targeted 

guidelines 

 

3.1 Control Objectives 

In comprehensive urban design, meso-level cityscape zoning guidelines serve as a critical 

medium connecting the objectives of comprehensive urban design with the next level of 

planning and design. They can propagate the overall characteristic spatial structure, guiding and 

controlling regulatory detailed planning, cityscape planning, or district urban design. 

 

In landscape planning, these guidelines provide a basis for the planning management of special 

control areas, facilitating the implementation of overall planning objectives on specific 

subdivided plots to enhance the operability of specialized landscape planning. 
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In regulatory detailed planning, the statutory maps directly guide constructive detailed planning, 

providing the basis for land lease conditions and architectural design. 

 

In architectural features and styles planning, the zoning guidelines, through guiding and 

controlling the character of buildings and streets, provide a basis for urban design, architectural 

design, and building management, thus protecting the city’s diverse and cohesive traditional 

character. 

 

3.2 Control Content 

In comprehensive urban design, cityscape zoning guidelines should reinforce macro goals and 

characteristic structures at the zoning level, meaning control of subsystems like characteristic 

patterns, urban form, open spaces, and landscape character needs to be conveyed through 

cityscape zoning. Additionally, indicators for views and skylines, transformation difficulty, 

height zoning, etc., need to be controlled, providing more detailed guidance for the district’s 

block patterns, urban streets, waterfront landscapes, and architectural character (Wu et al., 

2021). 

 

In landscape planning, special control zones include historical cultural heritage areas, natural 

ecological protection areas, urban central nodes, civic activity nodes, transportation hub nodes, 

and other special areas. These guidelines focus on functional positioning, overall intentions, 

landscape corridors, architectural character, and skylines, proposing protection and 

coordination principles for character preservation, ecological utilization, and more, with 

particular attention to "three edges" (next to mountains, waters, roads) and "three nodes" (urban 

centers, civic activities, transportation hubs) (Fujian Provincial Department of Housing and 

Urban-Rural Development, 2013). 

 

In regulatory detailed planning, the statutory map control system encompasses multiple aspects: 

land use control, which includes boundaries for different land uses and building types within 

each category; environmental capacity control, covering building height, density, floor area 

ratio, and green space ratio; building construction control, addressing building volume, color, 

and materials; activity control, specifying locations for plot entrances, parking spots, public 

transport areas, and other traffic facilities; and infrastructure control, defining positions of 

municipal pipelines and boundaries of engineering facilities. 

 

In architectural features and styles planning, the control elements of zoning guidelines include 

architectural style, building volume (plan and height), architectural form (facade, roof, walls, 

and base), color (roof, walls, doors, and windows), building materials (roof, walls, doors, and 

windows), ancillary facilities, and environmental factors. The focus is more on the detailed and 

micro-level aspects of individual building elements. 

 

3.3 Control Methods 

In comprehensive urban design, these guidelines usually consider both meso and micro 

perspectives, corresponding to the sections and control content, comprising "structural control 

+ index control + form control". Each content section may include one or more forms within 

"master plans + general rules + specific rules + detailed rules," primarily emphasizing guiding 

control. The index control section, as a quantitative guide, provides clear and crucial evidence 

for local development management (Qian, 2021). 
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In landscape planning, these guidelines typically include “general rules + district guidelines”, 

setting design guidance according to the landscape characteristics and planning management 

requirements of special control areas. They also emphasize alignment with control regulations 

to incorporate landscape control requirements into the respective units or plot regulations. 

 

In regulatory detailed planning, on one hand, statutory maps are strategically compiled in layers 

and levels to define control points for each spatial dimension, organized by street unit, 

community unit, and plot unit. On the other hand, these statutory maps are integrated with urban 

design guidelines to enhance the control and guidance over urban spatial quality (Huang, Sun, 

and Zhang, 2019). 

 

In architectural features and styles planning, zoning guidelines target different building types, 

specifically controlling them from mandatory, advisory, and suggestive perspectives. 

 

4 Conclusion 

This paper conducts a comparative study of zoning guidelines within comprehensive urban 

design, landscape planning, regulatory detailed planning, and architectural features and styles 

planning. It distinguishes these guidelines by their inherent nature of control, coverage, control 

objectives, content, and methods, clarifying the roles and functions that zoning guidelines 

should fulfill at different scales and their interconnections, thereby achieving the effect of urban 

character control in a layered and incremental manner. 

 

However, zoning guidelines, as a technical tool, are commonly found in various types of 

planning throughout China, and are not limited to just the four types mentioned above. Yet, 

some zoning guidelines, such as charming urban and rural landscape zoning guidelines (Wu et 

al., 2022), have not been widely implemented. Currently, the drafting process and content of 

most zoning guidelines in China are not clearly defined. There are overlaps in control content 

among some guidelines, and their control directions may even be contradictory, which is highly 

detrimental to the execution of planning management work. Moreover, since most zoning 

guidelines are non-statutory and not all cities prepare them, different types of cities in China—

such as scenic cities with distinctive landscapes or smaller cities with less internal variation—

have different requirements for cityscape control. Which types of zoning guidelines should be 

drafted for these different types of cities still needs further study. This suggests that a more 

standardized approach and clearer guidelines are necessary to ensure effective urban planning 

and management. 
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