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Professor Anthony Gar-On Yeh, one of the foremost urban planners 
in Asia, won the 2008 UN-HABITAT Lecture Award which recognizes 
outstanding and sustained contribution in the field of human 
settlements.

Professor Yeh is currently Dean of the Graduate School, Head and Chair 
Professor of the Department of Urban Planning and Design, Director of 
both the Centre of Urban Studies and Urban Planning and Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) Research Centre at the University of Hong 
Kong. Apart from serving as honorary professor in key universities and 
research institutes in China, he has served in numerous academic 
institutions across Asia in various capacities. He has been the Chairman 
of the Hong Kong Geographical Association, President of the Hong 
Kong GIS Association and Vice-President of the Hong Kong Institute 
of Planners. Professor Yeh also holds key positions in international 
associations including as Vice-President of the Commonwealth 
Association of Planners (1988-91); as Founding Secretary-General of 
the Asian Planning Schools Association (1993-present) and Founding 
Secretary-General of the Asia GIS Association (2003-present); and as 
Chairman of the Geographic Information Science Commission of the 
International Geographic Union (1996-04).

Having authored 40 books and monographs and over 200 journal 
papers and book chapters, Professor Yeh has had, and continues to 
have, a profound influence on thinking and practice in the field of urban 
planning. In particular, he has pioneered the application of information 
technologies to the field of urban and regional studies and continues 
to make outstanding contributions in this regard in addition to his work 
on new towns in Asia and urban development and planning in Hong 
Kong and China. His work has had widespread influence on human 
settlements research and policy formulation within Hong Kong, China 
and across the Asia-Pacific region.



The UN-HABITAT Lecture Award

The UN-HABITAT Lecture Award is an annual award organized by the Global 
Research Network on Human Settlements (HS-Net) to recognize outstanding 
and sustained contribution to research and thinking in the human settlements 
field. Upon selection, the Award winner will be invited to deliver a thought-
provoking lecture during a session of the World Urban Forum or another 
major international event. The Award winner will also be presented with a 
commemorative plaque engraved with his/her name and a prize of $10,000.

The Award seeks to stimulate global dialogue on human settlements issues 
and capture and disseminate new thinking and trends in addressing the multi-
faceted challenges of sustainable human settlements. Furthermore, the Award 
is designed to enhance the visibility of the Habitat Agenda and of human 
settlements issues in general. It also keeps UN-HABITAT up to date with 
current research and thinking on human settlements thereby enriching the 
content of the Global Report on Human Settlements.

The Lecture Award is open to any individual with an outstanding and sustained 
track record of research in the human settlements field, both urban and rural. 
The ideal candidate will:

a) Have made a significant and original contribution to human 
settlements research, thinking and practice;

b) Have a sustained record of research and publication in reputable 
refereed journals, or in the form of books and book chapters;

c) Have a substantive reputation, evidenced by widespread peer 
recognition, either globally or regionally;

d) Be engaged in innovative research on current human settlements 
issues; and

e) Be a citizen or permanent resident of a country in the region 
designated for the Lecture Award for the relevant calendar year.

Institutions or individuals can nominate candidates for the award. Individuals 
may also nominate themselves. The HS-Net Advisory Board, composed of 
experienced researchers in the human settlements field, serves as the selection 
committee for the award.

The theme for the lecture may be related to the theme of an upcoming Global 
Report on Human Settlements, or it may be a topical issue, as determined by the 
Award winner in consultation with the HS-Net Advisory Board. The lecture is 
widely disseminated through various media, and a written copy of the lecture 
is posted at the HS-Net website.

For further information, and to nominate candidates,
visit the HS-Net website at http://www.unhabitat.org/hs-net

The Global Research Network on Human Settlements HS-Net

HS-Net is a network of individuals, networks and institutions engaged in human 
settlements research. HS-Net seeks to promote global dialogue, collaboration 
and exchange of information on human settlements conditions and trends and 
the implementation of the Habitat Agenda and the targets of the United Nations 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on slums, water and sanitation.

UN-HABITAT’s research based flagship reports, the Global Report on Human 
Settlements and The State of the World’s Cities report (published biennially) 
are the main vehicles for global reporting and dissemination of the agency’s 
monitoring and substantive research results. The research on substantive issues 
and policies required for the Global Report on Human Settlements, the larger of 
the two flagship reports, is based on partnerships with research institutions all 
over the world. To strengthen this partnership, UN-HABITAT launched HS-
Net in November 2004.

The main objectives of HS-Net are to advise UN-HABITAT on the contents 
and organization of its Global Report on Human Settlements. As part of its key 
activities, the network advises UN-HABITAT on the publication of the Human 
Settlements Global Dialogue Series, where experts are able to publish cutting-
edge policy oriented research on human settlements. HS-Net also coordinates 
the UN-HABITAT Lecture Award, an annual award given for outstanding and 
sustained contributions to human settlements research. Lectures delivered by 
the Award winners are posted on the HS-Net website and are also published 
in hard copy in the UN-HABITAT Lecture Award Series. The lectures are also 
disseminated through DVDs. In addition, HS-Net shares information on human 
settlements trends and conditions through its website and enables its members 
to engage in dialogue through the HS-Net blog.

The key organs of HS-Net are its members, Secretariat and Advisory Board. 
HS-Net members share information on new and ongoing research in human 
settlements and contribute to global dialogue through e-discussions hosted by 
HS-Net. The Policy Analysis Branch of UN-HABITAT serves as the Secretariat of 
HS-Net. The Advisory Board consists of experienced researchers in the human 
settlements field representing the various geographical regions of the world. 
The Advisory Board is primarily responsible for advising UN-HABITAT on its 
Global Report on Human Settlements. The Board also reviews papers submitted 
for the Human Settlements Global Dialogue Series, serves as the selection 
committee for the UN-HABITAT Lecture Award and defines the strategic focus 
and activities of HS-Net in consultation with the Secretariat.

Visit the HS-Net website at http://www.unhabitat.org/hs-net
Visit the Global Report on Human Settlements website at

http://www.unhabitat.org/grhs
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GIS as a Planning Support System 
for the Planning of Harmonious Cities

It has long been the des�re of human be�ngs to be harmon�ous w�th the phys�cal 
env�ronment, soc�ety and �nner self. In Ch�na, the earl�est harmon�ous concept 
�s yin-yang wh�ch or�g�nates from the Book of Change (I-ching), a Ch�nese book 
often assoc�ated w�th fortune-tell�ng and Taos�m. It can be dated back 3,000 
years to the trans�t�on per�od between the Y�n (�600-��00 B.C.) and Chou 
dynast�es (��22-256 B.C.). Yin represents softness (weak, subm�ss�ve) and 
yang represents strength (strong, dom�nant). Wh�le be�ng oppos�te, they work 
�n harmony. The balance of yin and yang �s needed to create a harmon�ous 
system. Yin-yang �s often appl�ed to Ch�nese med�c�ne �n wh�ch the balance 
of the yin and yang w�ll lead to good health. When appl�ed to c�t�es, yin can 
represent the natural env�ronment and yang the urban development. The 
balance between urban development and the natural env�ronment w�ll lead 
to susta�nable c�t�es. 

The des�re to str�ke a balance between human l�v�ng and the nature of yin-
yang has led to the development of feng-shui (w�nd and water), geomancy �n 
Ch�na. It can be cons�dered as the earl�est form of landscape arch�tecture and 
s�te plann�ng, although w�th a lot of superst�t�ous elements �n �t. Feng-shui 
comes from mult�ple or�g�ns, such as Tao�sm, yin-yang, and the five elements 
(gold, wood, water, fire, and earth). It has been developed over many centuries 
by trial and error, through observation and mysticism. It reflects the ancient 
Ch�nese v�ew of the env�ronment and ecology and a myst�cal comb�nat�on of 
Ch�nese ph�losoph�cal, rel�g�ous, astrolog�cal, cosmolog�cal, mathemat�cal and 
geograph�cal concepts (Yan, �963). Although many people argue that feng-shui 
�s superst�t�ous, some of �ts theor�es and pr�nc�ples are also rat�onal, expla�nable 
and scientific (Tam, Tso, and Lam, 1999). Feng-shui is used to find the right 
locat�on for bu�ld�ng a house or v�llage that �s �n harmony w�th �ts env�ronment. 
Feng-shui can also be computer�zed for s�te select�on (Ch�ou and Kr�shnamurt�, 
�997). Informat�on about the s�te �s �mportant �n locat�ng a house, bu�ld�ng or 
v�llage w�th good feng-shui that w�ll br�ng prosper�ty and good health to the 
people l�v�ng �n �t.

The desire to find harmony in society is well embedded in Confucianism, 
wh�ch l�ke yin-yang and feng-shui, has strong influence over China, Korea and 
Japan for more than 2,000 years. The concept, zhong yong or the m�ddle road, 
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first appeared in Lun Yu (The Analects of Confucius) and was expla�ned �n deta�l 
�n Zhong Yong (The Doctrine of the Mean) wh�ch �s one of the four class�cs of 
Confuc�an�sm. The purpose of the Doctrine of the Mean �s to demonstrate the 
usefulness of the Confuc�us way (dao) to ga�n harmony �n soc�ety and w�th 
the �nner self. It gave much emphas�s to the proper behav�our of a gentleman 
�n soc�ety and the relat�onsh�p among d�fferent groups of people �n soc�ety 
as exemplified by the Three  Mainstays  of  Social  Order (soc�al order between 
master and worker, parent and ch�ld, husband and w�fe) and Five Bonds of 
Human Relationships (relat�onsh�ps of master and worker, parent and ch�ld, 
husband and w�fe, brothers and s�sters, and between fr�ends). By hav�ng 
good courtesy and manners in accordance with the principles of the five basic 
relationships, there will be less conflict and society will be harmonious. The 
concept of the m�ddle road has been used by the rulers of Ch�na as a way of 
�nformal soc�al control to ma�nta�n soc�al order and harmony �n Ch�na for 
a long t�me. Although �t has often been cr�t�c�zed for be�ng too compl�ance, 
nevertheless �t has helped to ma�nta�n soc�al order and harmony �n Ch�nese 
soc�ety for a long t�me.
 
In urban plann�ng, the need to have a balance w�th nature �s well embedded 
in the work of Ian McHarg’s influential book, Design with Nature (�969). It 
�s through better s�te des�gn that we can ach�eve harmony w�th nature. The 
recent emphas�s on susta�nable development w�th concern for env�ronmental, 
econom�c and soc�al development to a certa�n extent �s a man�festat�on and 
a more elaborated and extended vers�on of the search for harmony w�th the 
env�ronment, tak�ng a m�ddle approach of balanc�ng econom�c development 
w�th the needs of soc�ety w�thout destruct�on of the env�ronment for future 
generat�ons (World Comm�ss�on on Env�ronment and Development, �987).

In the West, the urban plann�ng parad�gm has moved away from the 
technolog�cal approach of the �960s and �970s to a more part�c�patory 
approach and greater role of c�v�l soc�ety (Douglass and Fr�edmann, �998). 
Plann�ng dec�s�ons are no longer ma�nly based on the results of urban plann�ng 
models generated by computers but more on consultat�ons and negot�at�ons 
w�th d�fferent stake holders �n the plann�ng process. The dom�nant role of 
urban plann�ng models has d�m�n�shed. They have become one of the tools 
for support�ng the plann�ng process. Desp�te the d�m�n�sh�ng �mportance 
and role of plann�ng models and computers �n urban plann�ng, geograph�c 
�nformat�on system (GIS) �s �ncreas�ngly be�ng used �n urban plann�ng (Yeh, 
�999). Th�s �s ma�nly because even �n the parad�gm of part�c�patory plann�ng, 
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spat�al �nformat�on and analys�s �s �mportant for fac�l�tat�ng �nformed 
d�scuss�on and dec�s�on mak�ng. As a computer�zed system for the storage, 
retr�eval, v�sual�zat�on, analys�s and model�ng of spat�al �nformat�on, GIS can 
prov�de the textual and v�sual spat�al �nformat�on as well as the results of 
spat�al analys�s to a�d publ�c d�scuss�ons and del�berat�ons �n the plann�ng 
process and the mak�ng of plans that are �n harmony w�th development, the 
env�ronment and soc�ety.

Use of GIS as a Planning Support System in Urban Planning

The development of GIS has a very close relat�onsh�p w�th urban plann�ng. 
In Design with Nature, McHarg (�969) used blacked-out transparent overlays 
to �dent�fy s�tes that are �n harmony w�th nature. Hand drawn map overlay 
analys�s and land su�tab�l�ty mapp�ng �s a bas�c sk�ll �n urban plann�ng 
(Ste�n�tz et al., �976; Hopk�ns, �977). The concept of map overlay analys�s was 
computerized by Carl Steinitz of the Department of Landscape Architecture 
of Harvard Un�vers�ty �nto GRIDS �n �967 and later further developed by 
Dav�d S�nton (�977) �nto IMGID �n the �970’s. These gr�d-based packages 
played a key role �n the development of GIS �n �ts �ncept�on stage �n the �970s 
(Chr�sman, 2006). They la�d the foundat�ons of many spat�al process�ng, 
stat�st�cal and analyt�cal funct�ons of modern GIS. Apart from these packages, 
Jack Dangermond, a graduate of landscape arch�tecture �n Harvard Un�vers�ty 
developed MAGIS (Maryland Automat�c Geograph�c Informat�on System) �n 
the �970s and founded the Env�ronmental Systems Research Inst�tute (ESRI) 
�n the late �970s for �ts vector-based Arc/INFO (now called ArcGIS), w�th 
very strong map overlay and spat�al analys�s funct�ons, wh�ch �s now the 
leader �n GIS.

In the early days of the development of GIS �n the �960s and �970s, there were 
very few plann�ng departments that �nstalled GIS because of the�r expens�ve 
hardware and l�m�ted software and data. The decrease �n the pr�ce of hardware, 
computer storage and dev�ces, and accompany�ng �mprovement �n the 
performance of hardware and software (part�cularly the speed of computer 
processors) and advancement �n the data structure and related algor�thms 
of vector-based GIS, has made the once expens�ve and t�me consum�ng GIS 
to be more affordable and workable. S�nce the early �980s, there has been a 
marked �ncrease �n the �nstallat�on of GIS �n d�fferent levels and departments 
of urban and reg�onal governments �n the developed countr�es �n Austral�a 
(Newton and Crawford, �988), Europe (Bardon et al., �984; Campbell, �994), 
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and North Amer�ca (French and W�gg�ns, �990). W�th the further decrease �n 
pr�ce and �ncrease �n performance of computer hardware and software, the 
use of GIS �n urban plann�ng �n the develop�ng countr�es has been �ncreas�ng 
�n the �990s (Yeh, �99�). GIS �s now more access�ble to planners and �s an 
�mportant tool and database for urban plann�ng both �n the developed and 
develop�ng countr�es (Yeh, �999).

GIS �s one of the formal�zed computer-based �nformat�on systems capable 
of �ntegrat�ng data from var�ous sources to prov�de �nformat�on necessary 
for effect�ve dec�s�on mak�ng �n urban plann�ng (Han and K�m, �989). Other 
�nformat�on systems for urban plann�ng �nclude database management 
systems (DBMS), dec�s�on support systems (DSS) and expert systems (ES). 
GIS serves both as a database and tool-box for urban plann�ng (F�gure �). 
In database-or�ented GIS, spat�al and textual data can be stored and l�nked 
using the geo‑relational model. This supports efficient data retrieval, query 
and mapp�ng. Planners can also extract data from the databases and �nput 
them to other modell�ng and spat�al analys�s programs. When comb�ned 
w�th data from other tabular databases or spec�ally conducted surveys they 
can be used to make effect�ve plann�ng dec�s�ons. As a tool-box, GIS allows 
planners to perform spat�al analys�s us�ng geoprocess�ng funct�ons such as 
map overlay, connect�v�ty, and buffer (Berry, �987; Toml�n, �990). Of all the 
geoprocess�ng funct�ons, map overlay �s probably the most useful tool. Th�s �s 
because planners have a long trad�t�on of us�ng map overlay �n land su�tab�l�ty 
analys�s wh�ch �s an �mportant component �n urban plann�ng (McHarg, �969; 
Ste�n�tz et al., �976; Hopk�ns, �977). The �ntegrat�on of mult�-med�a data and 
the use of web-GIS �n the �nternet/�ntranet env�ronment has �ncreased the 

Figure 1 – GIS and Urban Planning
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