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Abstract: The paper studies Marghera and Haicang District, both are the industrial port areas on 
the mainland of Venice and Xiamen, two of which are both island cities. Venice is an important 
port city in the Mediterranean, and the city is mainly situated on an island. With the develop-
ment of the city, the existing ports on Venice’s main island are gradually incapable of servicing 
large modern ships. As a result, by 1917, the Italian government had decided to develop an in-
dustrial zone and state-of-the-art port at Marghera on the mainland opposite the main island 
of Venice. Xiamen is an important port city in China, and the main body of the city is also an 
island. With the construction of large numbers of infrastructure, since the mid-1990s, the urban 
space has shifted from basic saturation of the main island to spread to the mainland, gradually 
forming the urban spatial form of the gulf group. Haicang District has gradually developed as an 
important industrial area and port. In the history of development, both cities have a long history 
of development, and both of the development processes are from the main island to the inland 
expansion. The article makes a comparative and graphical analysis of the two port areas from 
three aspects: development history, urban morphology and architectural typology. In conclusion, 
the author compares the impact of social factors on the two port areas in different historical 
stages, which provides guidance and reference for the development of island cities.

1. Introduction

Venice in Italy and Xiamen in China are important port cities, and the main body of both city 
are island. The island cities will spread out of the island after their continuous development 
has reached saturation. From the perspective of historical evolution, Marghera in Venice and 
Haicang District in Xiamen are both land-based industrial port areas formed by urban expan-
sion outside the island. From the functional point of view, both of them include three major 
functions: industry, port and residence. From the perspective of development planning, both of 
them are closely related to policy regulation. Marghera’s garden-city plan and Haicang District’s 
geometric residential land are the result of policy regulation.

In a word, both of them have high similarities in terms of development history, function and 
influence of planning and regulation. Therefore, this paper hopes to provide some new enlight-
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enment for the development of similar island cities by comparing and analyzing the urban form 
of Marghera and Haicang District.

2. The Development of Land Industrial Port Area Outside Island City

2.1. The Development of Venice’s Land Industrial Port Area, Marghera

Venice is an important port city in the Mediterranean, and the city is mainly situated on an 
island. Marghera (formally Venezia Porto Marghera) lies on the stretch of mainland within the 
Venice lagoon. The name comes from Venetian and actually means: where the sea was (Mar 
gh’era); it is dried up tideland. Since the 14th century successive rulers have carried out huge 
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drainage and regulation projects on the mainland, which was the hinterland of the largest sea 
power of the Adriatic.

The village of Marghera itself had disappeared during the XIXth century, when a fort-still 
existing and bearing the name of Forte Marghera- was built in its place, successively under 
Venetian, French and Austro-Hungarian rule.

With the development of Venice, the existing ports on Venice’s main island are gradually in-
capable of servicing large modern ships. As a result, by 1917 – during the First World War – the 
Italian government had decided to develop an industrial zone and state-of-the-art port at Mar-
ghera on the mainland opposite Venice and near the town of Mestre. This is the first industrial 
zone. This plan was supposed to fulfil three aims: an industrial port, the creation of an industri-
al zone and building a new residential area on the mainland in order to relieve the lagoon area.

Development commenced in 1920, and for 10 years dredging of shipping channels, excava-
tion, and land reclamation took place. A residential area was also constructed for the zone’s 
workers. In 1923 the first chemical factory commenced production. By 1940 more than 60 facto-
ries were established at Marghera, and as a result during World War II Allied bombers targeted 
Porto Marghera.

In 1919, in order to reduce the chronic overcrowding of the island city’s most run-down dis-
tricts and to create a residential neighborhood near the new industrial pole of Marghera, the 
engineer Pietro Emilio Emmer who was inspired by the model of “garden city” elaborated by 
Ebenezer Howard planned to build a città-giardino (“garden city”) next to the industrial area 
of Marghera. The building site was inaugurated in 1921, following the strict rules indicated by 
Emmer’s plan: the houses should not be higher than three floors, the surrounding private gar-
dens should be four times as large as the houses themselves, the streets were large, planted with 
trees and converging on roundabouts. 

But Marghera’s development was not as rapid as expected, which along with lack of invest-
ment, and after WWII housing emergency caused the plan’s rules to be neglected both by public 
actors and private contractors. However, Marghera in the 1930s never become the industrial 
suburb the authorities had envisaged, because the workers continued to live in the villages of 
the province: at Mirano, on the Brenta coast, near Castelfranco and Chioggia, within a radius 
of thirty to forty kilometres – the distance that could be covered by bicycle. The comprehensive 
garden-city plan was only partially realized and it is still appreciable in a large portion of the 
main district of Marghera, on both sides of the central axis.

Year 1955 marked the beginning of the second phase of Porto Marghera’s development: 
the new city plan established the expansion of the port and the construction of the second 
industrial zone. The building of a second industrial zone in 1950s was intended to secure 
control over the local proletariat and to create work and curb emigration. The new factories 
in Marghera included the Petrolchimico (the petrochemical plant). But the industrialisation 
of Italy took place with total disregard for the environment or workers’ health. The Italians 
arranged the factory, which should have been away from the city, two kilometers from Piazza 
San Marco in Venice.

The building boom of the 1960s and 70s allowed for the rampant growth of the town of Me-
stre without regard for any kind of urban planning, all the more so because the local council 
was busy con- centrating on Venice old town. For a long time the periphery around Mestre was 
a dormitory town almost entirely without infrastructure.

In the 1960s the development of industry in Italy lay far behind that of England, France or 
West Germany. The next economic boom relied solely on the introduction of new exploitation 
methods of long work time and a lot of overtime. In Italy strike waves blocked the increase in 
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productivity for almost two years. The Hot autumn in 1969 ranks as one of the most intensive 
collective mobilisations in the history of class struggle. Italy’s social class gap is wide, and the 
long-term dissatisfaction of the working class has triggered a struggle for the working class, 
with frequent strikes. In Italy strike waves blocked the increase in productivity for almost two 
years. The Hot autumn in 1969 ranks as one of the most intensive collective mobilisations in 
the history of class struggle.

During the post-war period the growth was so fast that in 1960 there were about 200 com-
panies with over 30,000 people employed. Considering the huge development in the area, the 
project for a third additional industrial area was set in motion, but later abandoned.

The new project included the excavation of a new channel in the lagoon and the creation of 
new landfill areas in the lagoon to host further development. The project would have had heavy 
consequences on the extremely fragile hydrological equilibrium between the lagoon and the 
sea, already under substantial pressure from the anthropic activity. These drawbacks were not 
considered until then and the damage was already done. However, in 1966 Venice experienced 
a terrible flood, causing extensive damages. This disaster sparked off a movement of the public 
opinion for the safeguard of Venice.

The construction of the two industrial zones and the excavation of the navigation channels 
and inlets in Marghera has caused irreversible damage to Venice’s environment. Since 1960s, 
Marghera’s industrial, residential and port areas have maintained steady development. Today, 
the islands of Venice have about 70,000 residents, steadily decreasing, while about 270,000 
people live in Mestra-Marghera. Marghera remains Venice’s main land industrial zone. It is re-
sponsible for the development of Venice’s cities.

2.2. The Development of Xiamen’s Land Industrial Port Area, Haicang District 

Xiamen is one of the only two prefectural and municipal administrative regions in China, 
which are mainly composed of Xiamen Island, Gulangyu Island, the northern inland part and 
the adjacent islands. Haicang District is one of the six districts in Xiamen City. Haicang Dis-
trict is situated in Haicang Peninsula, across the sea from Xiamen Island. Haicang District is 
located in the west of Xiamen Island, south of the Jiulong River estuary, west of Zhangzhou 
Taiwanese investment zone and north of Jimei Peninsula. Haicang District is an important port 
for sea-opening trade in southern Fujian Province and the main state-level Taiwanese Invest-
ment Zone in mainland China. 

Haicang District used to be a barren small fishing village. It was inhabited around 200 B.C. 
and once belonged to different countries. After that, Haicang District experienced changes in 
Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties. Haicang in Tang Dynasty began as a seaside set-
tlement, surrounded by the sea on three sides, called Haikou. Later, it was renamed Haicang, 
which had the meaning of being wealthy near the sea. There were famous rivers in its jurisdic-
tion. In the Republic of China, there were Cangjiang Town and Haicang District; in the 1950s, 
there were Haicang District, Haicang Township and Haicang Commune.

The construction stage of the modern city embryonic form of Xiamen Island is from 1908 to 
1949. From 1949 after the founding of New China to 1979, Xiamen Island was in the stage of ex-
pansion of urban administrative areas and steady development of infrastructure. After the 20th 
century, Xiamen Island has not yet reached the saturation of urban development and need not ex-
pand. Haicang District outside the island is still developing slowly in the form of seaside villages.

Until 1989, with the approval of the State Council, Xiamen formally established Haicang 
Taiwanese Business Investment Zone. Haicang Investment Zone has a planned development 
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area of 100 square kilometers, with the goal of building a new industrial zone, a new port area 
and a new urban area in Xiamen. Since then, Taiwan-funded enterprises have been stationed 
continuously. The general planning of Taiwanese Investment Zone in Haicang District of Xia-
men follows the principle of developing time and sequence. Generally, it adheres to the devel-
opment strategy of extending from east to west and from West Sea to inland.

The rapid development stage of construction and urbanization of Xiamen Economic Special 
Zone was from 1980 to 2003. However, Haicang District and Xiamen Island are geographically 
separated from the sea. The cross-Straits mainly rely on ships, which is relatively inefficient. 

On 30th December, 1999, Haicang Bridge was completed and opened to traffic. Haicang 
Bridge connects Haicang District and Huli District in Xiamen island. The construction of Ha-
icang Bridge has effectively improved Xiamen’s westward traffic to and from the island and 
greatly promoted the cross-island development of Xiamen. It has profound historical and prac-
tical significance for Xiamen’s economic and social development. In 2003, Haicang District 
became an administrative division of Xiamen. Since then, this former small fishing village has 
embarked on the road of rapid development. At the same time, Xiamen has gradually moved 
from an island city to a bay city.

The construction of a bay-type city is also an overall urban development plan that Xiamen 
put into practice during the period of the Tenth Five-Year Plan from 2001 to 2005. Its core idea 
is to step out of the island and into the bay, giving full play to the advantages of Xiamen’s port 
and bay resources. Through the expansion of development space, we can achieve the expansion 
of total economic output, the extension of economic hinterland, the optimization of economic 
structure and urban layout. In order to enhance the city’s service function and radiation capac-
ity, and enhance the city’s comprehensive competitiveness.

Today, Xiamen has basically completed the transformation from an island city to a bay city. 
The main island is closely related to the inland. On the basis of preserving the natural villages 
left over from history, Haicang District has built a new industrial area and a new residential 
area. The natural villages left behind have been transformed into urban villages. The newly-built 
industrial and residential areas squeeze each other with the villages in the city. The texture of 
the city presents a fractured duality.

3. Urban Morphology and Architectural Typology of Industrial Port Area on Land

Macroscopic urban morphology includes zonal, grid, circular radiation, cluster, satellite, mul-
ti-center and other modes, mostly based on the topography and the layout of the road network. 
The microcosmic expression of urban morphology in the region corresponds to the spatial 
form. Urban morphology is composed of square, road, building, other elements and other ob-
jects with their own spatial characteristics. This paper compares Marghera with Xiamen in 
terms of plots and architectural typology.

3.1. Plots Comparison

In the study of street plots, this paper classifies the plots of Haicang District and Marghera into 
three types each, and compares them horizontally and vertically according to the survey data.

Firstly, Marghera’s residential area is located on the south side of Mestre Railway Station, 
adjacent to the First Industrial Zone and on the west side of it at the same time. In the 1920s, 
Marghera’s residential areas were planned according to the concept of “Garden City”. Therefore, 
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the shape of plots is basically geometric, which is the result of policy orientation. Marghera’s 
first industrial zone is distributed along the railway line between Venice and Mestre, both 
north and south. Many of the plots in industrial zones are rectangular, which is very common 
in the planning of industrial zones. The industrial streets plots along the coast are mostly divid-
ed into irregular shapes according to the coastline. In the 1950s, a second industrial zone was 
built, located to the east of the first industrial zone, adjacent to lagoon. The shape of the plot 
is similar to that of the First Industrial Zone, which is mainly rectangular. However, the size of 
the plots in second industrial district is much larger than that of the former, which is also the 
result of the rapid development of post-war industry.

The author divides the plots research of Haicang District into three parts: urban village, resi-
dential zone and industrial zone. The village in the city originated from the earliest inhabitants 
of Haicang District. This is a spontaneous village. Today, the urban morphology of Haicang Dis-

Figure 3. Plot study of Haicang 
District.

	

Figure 2. Plot study of Marghera.
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trict is that villages in the city are scattered in clusters between industrial and residential areas. 
The plots shape of villages in the city is irregular in natural form. Residential areas are mainly 
distributed along the eastern coastline, and their plots shapes are basically geometric, which 
is also the result of planning guidance. The outline of an industrial plots is always similar to a 
geometry. Because industrial zones need to avoid existing villages in the process of planning, it 
is necessary to make some fine-tuning for the geometric plots of industrial zones.

From the data point of view, Marghera and Haicang District have huge differences in plot 
size. Haicang’s residential plot is much larger than Marghera’s garden city. Because Xiamen has 
a high population density, the density of residential areas is much more than that of Marghera. 
Residential buildings and plots outlines will take on completely different scales. By contrast, 
the gap in the size of industrial plots is not such wide.

3.2. Building Interfaces Along Streets and Architectural Typology Comparison

After investigation, the author summarized and sorted out the building interface along the 
street of Marghera and Haicang District, and summed up three types respectively.

In Marghera’s garden-city residential area, the buildings are basically 3 to 4 stories high, and 
a few buildings are 6 to 7 stories high. There is a matrix arrangement of buildings in a street. 
These buildings are basically similar in form and can form a continuous building interface. The 
layout of residential buildings is also relatively loose or tight. Because of the abundant sunshine 
in northern Italy, residential buildings in the Veneto area generally do not need to be strictly 
oriented, so there is also a street interface formed by the crisscross arrangement of residential 

Figure 4. Interface study (4.1. 
Architectural interface in Margh-
era; 4.2. Architectural interface in 
Haicang District).
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buildings. Marghera also has a newly developed residential area, all high-rise apartments with 
a cross-shaped flat.

The street interface of Marghera’s first industrial district is dense and compact, but the floor 
height is not more than 5 layers. The scale of industrial factory buildings is quite different. 
Some areas are full of densely arranged small factories, and some areas are full of large factories. 
Another kind of workshop is the oil tank workshop of the chemical plant. Because some blocks 
stretch out to the sea, there are also some long strip-shaped factories with very large aspect ra-
tio. Marghera’s first industrial zone also has a centralized shopping area, including some factory 
stores and large supermarkets.

The factory scale of Marghera’s second industrial zone is similar to that of the first industrial 
zone, but because of the larger Street scale and the larger spacing between the plants, the inter-
face along the street is often loose and many open spaces can be seen.

The urban village in Haicang District has a very compact street interface, and the streets in 
the village are very narrow. This is quite different from the suitable scale of Marghera residen-
tial area. In Haicang District, the number of building floors in the village is basically within 
the range of 3 to 7 floors. Due to the lack of unified planning, the interface along the street is 
scattered. The size of the buildings in the village is also smaller than that of Marghera’s.

The residential buildings in Haicang District are mainly high-rise buildings with a small 
number of buildings below 7 floors. There is only one road between some residential buildings 
and urban villages in the city, so the interface along the street presents a fractured situation. 
The scale of residential buildings in Haicang District is much larger than that in Marghera, 
which is also the current situation of high density residential environment in China.

In Haicang industrial zone, the layout of buildings is relatively loose, and the factory build-
ings are generally below 10 stories. The factory buildings in Haicang District are similar to 
Marghera’s but the factory buildings in Haicang District have larger vertical scale. There are 
also some new high-rise office buildings in the industrial zone of Haicang District, which is not 
common in Marghera.

4. Conclusion 

Marghera and Haicang District have gone through similar paths in their development history. 
As the land industrial port areas of island cities, they all have the functions of new residential 
areas and new industrial areas.

However, Marghera and Haicang also have many differences. There are huge differences be-
tween the two residential areas. The residential area of Haicang District is much larger than 
Marghera in terms of plot scale, architecture scale and building density. Moreover, the residen-
tial buildings in Haicang District are distributed between the industrial area and the village in 
the city. Although Marghera’s residential area is adjacent to the industrial area, the functional 
division of the two areas does not mix.

There are deeper reasons for the huge difference between Haicang District and Marghera. 
Haicang Development Zone is one of the typical representatives of the new town industrial 
development zone model after China’s reform and opening up. At that time, the mode of de-
velopment was to build industrial zones and supporting living areas in open areas outside the 
old city with the rule of modernism. It is worth noting that some development zones have been 
successful because of the introduction of foreign capital, while others have become so-called 
“ghost cities” because of the disadvantage of attracting foreign investment. Unlike Marghera, 
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the supporting living areas in China’s development zones are not just to solve the housing prob-
lems of workers. In a deep sense, this is to stimulate the real estate economy. In China’s boom-
ing real estate market in the past 20 years, the residential equivalent of the new town in the 
development zone is very amazing. These houses are often bought not by workers in industrial 
areas, but by investors in old urban areas as “second houses” or simply as investments

In a sense, these newly built residential areas have not solved the housing problem of workers. 
Instead, they exist for the benefit of the government’s land transfer. In addition, the construc-
tion of industrial new towns has also brought “paradox of urban villages”. On the one hand, the 
village in the city is a cash cow for the aborigines. The construction of the new town did not 
make them so-called “lose their homes”. Because the government paid them a huge amount of 
demolition money, the construction maked them new “multimillionaires”. Therefore, they often 
raise the price of demolition funds in the way of “extortion”, and the government’s new indus-
trial zone planning has not been fully implemented. On the other hand, the village in the city 
is a safe haven for workers and migrant workers. Because of the soaring housing prices brought 
about by capital intervention, the village in the city has become the preferred residence for 
workers in factories because of its low rent and prices.

In contrast, the gap between the two industrial zones in Marghera and Haicang District is 
not so wide in terms of plots and architectural scale.

To sum up, it is an indisputable fact that island cities need to strengthen the utilization of 
land resources in the process of development. The development of island cities in the future can 
avoid the similar problems of Magella and Haicang District and move towards a better future.
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