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Lockdown Urbanism: Covid-19 lifestyles and liveable futures opportunities in Wuhan and
Manchester

Introduction

Since January 2020, lockdown has become the catchall term for world-wide restrictions placed
on physical mobility and socioeconomic activity in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Virus
control measures have imposed significant and varying limitations on spatial reach, paralleled
by rapid changes in working and domestic practices.

Based on the authors’ personal experiences, this commentary discusses contrasting urban
contexts and lockdown measures in twinned cities Wuhan, China and Manchester, UK, to
examine spatial reach under Covid-19 restrictions in both places. Focusing on latency, the
capacity of space to fit new occupation patterns and uses, the role of architecture and urban
design is considered, to identify lessons applicable to physical and digital environment design,
in scales and media that can absorb shock, supporting flexible, creative resilient approaches
and patterns of future liveability.

Context: Wuhan + Manchester

Wuhan municipality (population 11.2M) covers an area with a range of densities, the city centre
has very high building and population densities, in common with many Chinese cities (Cheng
and Zhou, 2014). This paper reflects on lockdown experiences in a gated 10+ storey apartment
block comprising 2-3 bedroom family apartments with shared outdoor space (Fig. 1); a prevalent
typology in traditional and new residential zones (Sun, et al., 2018).

Greater Manchester (population 2.8M) comprises a central zone with suburbs across ten
metropolitan boroughs. City centre residential accommodation is largely in apartment blocks
whilst a significant proportion of the population live in suburban mixed low-medium density
housing. A typical 2 storey suburban home has 2-3 bedrooms and includes some private
outdoor space within the plot (Fig. 1).

Constraint and Spatial Reach in Open and Closed Lockdown Environments

Lockdown measures in Wuhan commenced on 23 January 2020. Spatial reach (orange and
green areas Fig. 1) was radically limited. Travel into and out of Wuhan Municipality was banned,
movement limited to 1 local supermarket visit per day per household. 2m social distancing and
compulsory wearing of facemasks were enforced outside the home. This tightly controlled,
‘closed’ lockdown environment was further constricted between 12 February - 8 April 2020,
where second stage lockdown (Lau, et al., 2020) prohibited mobility out of the local
neighbourhood (green area on Fig .1). Residential ‘gate guards’ were empowered to prevent
unauthorised outdoor movement, limiting the spatial reach of residents to their immediate
locality. Food delivery was coordinated with specified times and fixed collection points for each
neighbourhood and surgical masks were required in public and open space, monitored by
community workers and gate guards at regularly allocated sites.
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In the UK February 2020 saw hygiene measures encouraged as part of an ‘open’ control
strategy. From 23 March 2020, Stay Home, Protect The NHS, Save Lives, restricted mobility to
essential local travel including 1 daily shopping trip for food and medicine, 1 hour of daily
exercise, sometimes combined in long walks to the supermarket (green area on Fig. 1), with
general 2m separation social distancing rules to be followed in public, and 7 or 14 days self-
isolation at home if Coronavirus symptoms appear. This relied on high levels of self-compliance
and limited but well publicised police enforcement (BBC News, 29 May 2020). Forced closure of
venues, sports and most retail was introduced to avoid large gatherings and while supermarkets
and grocers remained open, numbers within stores at any one time were restricted and
controlled through supervision, new floor markings, screens and barriers. These measures were
effective until 11 May 2020, superseded by the more relaxed, Stay Alert, Control the Virus, Save
Lives guidelines.

Lockdown in Wuhan, combined with fear of infection through shared spaces including shared
external spaces, building entrances and stairways tended to constrain spatial reach to private
indoor areas, specifically a family’s apartment. In Manchester lockdown afforded extensive local
spatial reach within a 1 hour travel distance from home in addition to typically more generous
proportions of combined private internal and external space. In both places, restrictions altered
domestic and professional lifestyle patterns, increasing the diversity of activities assigned to
accessible spaces and revealing the importance of access to both internal and external space.
Experiences in Manchester reveal increased detailed awareness of local geography and
development of flexible domestic spatial arrangements. In Wuhan, the capacity of internal space
to accommodate manifold functions was noted as is the importance of connecting to outside
space and views. There is significant difference in the scales of space involved but also a
shared need for varied characters of space in both places as shown in Fig. 1.

Spatial reach Built form § Socially distanced Accessible external Reconfigured
food queues space home-work space
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Fig 1. Comparative 24 hour spatial reach, built form and lived environments; socially distanced
food queues, accessible outdoor space and reconfigured home-work space in Wuhan (23.01.20
—08.04.20) and Manchester (23.03.20 — 11.05.20). Images and drawings authors own.

The Desire for Physical Space

Initially in the UK, crowding at scenic locations raised the need for visitor controls. Following
restrictions placed on tourism (BBC News, 22 March 2020), during the ‘Stay at Home’ phase of
lockdown, increases in walking, running and cycling were observed, partially responding to
massive drops in road traffic to levels last seen in the 1950’s (Carrington, 2020). Paradoxically,
reduced traffic enabled city cyclists to cover greater distances in shorter times; extending spatial
reach, despite a rise in extreme speeding offences (O’Carroll, 2020). Surges in visitor numbers
to parks and gardens and increases in online searches for directions were also reported.
Districts of Greater Manchester have capacity to absorb increased use, but in more densely
populated urban areas the ratio of residents to park space surpassed social distancing
requirements, with major urban parks such as Brockwell Park, London, temporarily closed as a
result (BBC News 06 April 2020).

The greatest challenge for Wuhan residents was the ability to undertake physical exercise
(Chen et al., 2020). Engaging with communal areas varied according to the perceived risk and
residents wearing masks would only make use of communal stairways and open spaces for
fithess when fewer cases were reported, otherwise, activities were confined to personal indoor
space. The desire to visit urban parks after lockdown was eased on 8 April 2020, suggests that
open space with vegetation might be important for recovery from mental health issues
associated with lockdown (Brooks, et al., 2020).

Finding Latent Capacity in the Home

New demands on the capacity of dwellings was particularly apparent under ‘zero mobility’
restrictions in Wuhan. Compact conditions and long working hours at home are challenging for
families with children and shortage of space meant that balconies become increasingly valued
as functionally reprogrammable latent space, separated from noisy indoor environments.
Balconies have also become the primary interface with outdoor space, daylight and external
views (Figl).

In Manchester, the appearance of children and pets in video conference calls has arguably
improved appreciation of the lives of employees/colleagues beyond the work environment
(Beddington, 2020), whilst revealing the limitations of open plan spaces to accommodate
simultaneous activities daytime activities. Increasingly blurred boundaries between work and
leisure, repurposes and exposes previously private spaces via the video call. Redefining the
home as a full time live-work environment exposes tensions in the ability of contemporary
housing’s spaces and furnishing to accommodate rapidly changing use patterns.

In both cities, the ability to access outdoor space has significant value as a necessary
psychological release for large amounts of time indoors. Lockdown revealed the need to re-
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evaluate residential architecture and urbanism, recognising the importance of designing in high
guality interior and exterior latent space, able to be modified to accept new uses as an essential
dynamic component of future liveability.

Extending Spatial Reach through Digital Platforms

Digital platforms have both supported localities and bridged social and physical distance. In
China, WeChat improved social cohesion in urban neighbourhoods, playing an important role in
sharing information about Covid-19 (Wang, and Tang, 2020). When supermarkets closed,
WeChat enabled community leaders to notify residents about grocery collection times and
locations. Government authorities arranged other services, such as medicines and special
travel.

In Manchester, video platforms including Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Skype, WhatsApp, Facetime
and Houseparty promoted digitally enabled business and social networks. Informal WhatsApp
groups have enabled neighbourhood communications, but activity on these channels has
diminished since lockdown measures were relaxed. Whilst panic buying emptied supermarkets
at the outset of lockdown, online shopping, swamped in the early weeks, gradually expanded to
support the delivery of essentials, despite periodically running out of certain groceries (notably
toilet rolls, pasta, flour), home office equipment, gym equipment and jigsaws. Bike shops,
deemed essential retailers by the UK government, reported significant increases in sales
(Harrabin 2020). Increased use of online retail is likely to presage significant change to the high
street once lockdown ends. Permanent closures of major high street retailers including
Monsoon, Oasis, Cath Kidston and branches of Debenhams department store (Financial Times
2020), during lockdown appear to be a prelude to significant near future damage in the ‘non-
essential’ shops, restaurant, pub, hotel and arts sectors.

Conclusions

Pandemic constraints have demonstrated the value of spatial latency within housing to absorb
new or alternative activities under full occupation. Live-work spaces developed for creative
professions offer a model that should be considered a necessary factor in the design of future
housing, together with connection and access to high quality private and communal outdoor
space. Digital and improvised networks in conjunction with physical space have provided
baseline support for local communities, but mental wellbeing and physical needs also require
high quality flexible hard and soft urban spaces with latency; indicating that architecture,
urbanism and town planning need to be designed to accommodate unknown future changes.

Spatial constraints and occupation patterns have demonstrated the value of designing in latency
as an investment for sustainability, livability and resilience. With Covid-19 restrictions expected
to be ongoing, and digital modes of delivery for work and education likely to continue,
understanding and designing for high quality, complex interactions between physical space and
uses at a range of scales will be essential. The long-term impact of social distancing needs
design thinking to enable effective, liveable built and natural environment responses and
patterns of use to be developed. Latency can be supported if liveability and complexity are
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embedded at the design stage, replacing current practice framed around meeting norms and
minimum standards.

References
BBC (2020) Coronavirus: Police issue 17,000 fines for lockdown breaches 29 May 2020.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52852498

BBC (2020) Coronavirus: Closing parks and open spaces in lockdown should be 'last resort' 06
April 2020. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52181808

Beddington, E. (2020) How WFH has shown us the real lives behind the job titles. The
Guardian, London, 26 April 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/apr/26/how-
working-from-home-has-shown-us-the-real-lives-behind-the-job-titles

Brooks SK, Webster RK, Smith LE, et al. (2020) The psychological impact of quarantine and
how to reduce it: rapid review of the evidence. Lancet; 395: 912-20.

Carrington, D. (2020) UK road travel falls to 1955 levels as Covid-19 lockdown takes hold. The
Guardian, London, 3 April 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/apr/03/uk-road-
travel-falls-to-1955-levels-as-covid-19-lockdown-takes-hold-coronavirus-traffic

Chen, P., Mao, L., Nassis, G. P., Harmer, P., Ainsworth, B. E., & Li, F. (2020). Coronavirus
disease (COVID-19): The need to maintain regular physical activity while taking precautions.
Journal of sport and health science, 9(2): 103—-104. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jshs.2020.02.001

Cheng J. and Zhou, J. (2014) Urban growth in a rapidly urbanized mega city -Wuhan,
P.R.China. in: R.B. Singh Eds., Urban Development Challenges, Risks and Resilience in Asian
Mega Cities (ISBN 978-4-431-55042-6), Springer, pp.301-322.

FT Editorial (2020). Lockdown will leave behind big holes on the UK high street, Financial
Times, London, 27 May 2020. https://www.ft.com/content/eb477946-9c4d-11ea-adbl-
529f96d8a00b

Harrabin, R (2020) Coronavirus: Boom time for bikes as virus changes lifestyles
BBC 7 May 2020. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52564351

Hien Lau, Veria Khosrawipour, Piotr Kocbach, Agata Mikolajczyk, Justyna Schubert, Jacek
Bania, Tanja Khosrawipour, (2020), The positive impact of lockdown in Wuhan on containing
the COVID-19 outbreak in China, Journal of Travel Medicine, , taaa037,
https://doi.org/10.1093/jtm/taaa037

O’Carroll, L. (2020) RAC hits out at 'truly shocking' lockdown speeding offences. The Guardian,
London, 2 June 2020. https://www.thequardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/02/rac-hits-out-at-truly-
shocking-lockdown-speeding-offences



https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52181808
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/apr/26/how-working-from-home-has-shown-us-the-real-lives-behind-the-job-titles
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/apr/26/how-working-from-home-has-shown-us-the-real-lives-behind-the-job-titles
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/apr/03/uk-road-travel-falls-to-1955-levels-as-covid-19-lockdown-takes-hold-coronavirus-traffic
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/apr/03/uk-road-travel-falls-to-1955-levels-as-covid-19-lockdown-takes-hold-coronavirus-traffic
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jshs.2020.02.001
https://www.ft.com/content/eb477946-9c4d-11ea-adb1-529f96d8a00b
https://www.ft.com/content/eb477946-9c4d-11ea-adb1-529f96d8a00b
https://doi.org/10.1093/jtm/taaa037
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/02/rac-hits-out-at-truly-shocking-lockdown-speeding-offences
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/02/rac-hits-out-at-truly-shocking-lockdown-speeding-offences

O©CO~NOOOTA~AWNPE

Sun, C., Cheng, J., Lin, A., Peng, M., (2018) Gated university campus and its implications for
socio-spatial inequality: evidence from students’ accessibility to local public transport, Habitat
International , 80:11-27.

Wang, Z. and Tang, K. (2020) Combating COVID-19: health equity matters, Nature Medicine,
26: 458-464.



Manuscript - with full author details

Authors:

Prof Tom Jefferies, Queen’s University Belfast: t.jefferies@qub.ac.uk

Dr Jianquan Cheng, Department of Natural Sciences, Manchester Metropolitan University:
j.cheng@mmu.ac.uk

Dr Laura Coucill, Manchester Metropolitan University: l.coucill@mmu.ac.uk

19 June 2020

CITIES, HEALTH and COVID-19: Initial reflections and future challenges

Lockdown Urbanism: Covid-19 lifestyles and liveable futures opportunities in Wuhan and
Manchester

Abstract
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Lockdown Urbanism: Covid-19 lifestyles and liveable futures opportunities in Wuhan and
Manchester

Introduction

Since January 2020, lockdown has become the catchall term for world-wide restrictions placed
on physical mobility and socioeconomic activity in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Virus
control measures have imposed significant and varying limitations on spatial reach, paralleled
by rapid changes in working and domestic practices.

Based on the authors’ personal experiences, this commentary discusses contrasting urban
contexts and lockdown measures in twinned cities Wuhan, China and Manchester, UK, to
examine spatial reach under Covid-19 restrictions in both places. Focusing on latency, the
capacity of space to fit new occupation patterns and uses, the role of architecture and urban
design is considered, to identify lessons applicable to physical and digital environment design,
in scales and media that can absorb shock, supporting flexible, creative resilient approaches
and patterns of future liveability.

Context: Wuhan + Manchester

Wuhan municipality (population 11.2M) covers an area with a range of densities, the city centre
has very high building and population densities, in common with many Chinese cities (Cheng
and Zhou, 2014). This paper reflects on lockdown experiences in a gated 10+ storey apartment
block comprising 2-3 bedroom family apartments with shared outdoor space (Fig. 1); a prevalent
typology in traditional and new residential zones (Sun, et al., 2018).

Greater Manchester (population 2.8M) comprises a central zone with suburbs across ten
metropolitan boroughs. City centre residential accommodation is largely in apartment blocks
whilst a significant proportion of the population live in suburban mixed low-medium density
housing. A typical 2 storey suburban home has 2-3 bedrooms and includes some private
outdoor space within the plot (Fig. 1).

Constraint and Spatial Reach in Open and Closed Lockdown Environments

Lockdown measures in Wuhan commenced on 23 January 2020. Spatial reach (orange and
green areas Fig. 1) was radically limited. Travel into and out of Wuhan Municipality was banned,
movement limited to 1 local supermarket visit per day per household. 2m social distancing and
compulsory wearing of facemasks were enforced outside the home. This tightly controlled,
‘closed’ lockdown environment was further constricted between 12 February - 8 April 2020,
where second stage lockdown (Lau, et al., 2020) prohibited mobility out of the local
neighbourhood (green area on Fig .1). Residential ‘gate guards’ were empowered to prevent
unauthorised outdoor movement, limiting the spatial reach of residents to their immediate
locality. Food delivery was coordinated with specified times and fixed collection points for each
neighbourhood and surgical masks were required in public and open space, monitored by
community workers and gate guards at regularly allocated sites.



In the UK February 2020 saw hygiene measures encouraged as part of an ‘open’ control
strategy. From 23 March 2020, Stay Home, Protect The NHS, Save Lives, restricted mobility to
essential local travel including 1 daily shopping trip for food and medicine, 1 hour of daily
exercise, sometimes combined in long walks to the supermarket (green area on Fig. 1), with
general 2m separation social distancing rules to be followed in public, and 7 or 14 days self-
isolation at home if Coronavirus symptoms appear. This relied on high levels of self-compliance
and limited but well publicised police enforcement (BBC News, 29 May 2020). Forced closure of
venues, sports and most retail was introduced to avoid large gatherings and while supermarkets
and grocers remained open, numbers within stores at any one time were restricted and
controlled through supervision, new floor markings, screens and barriers. These measures were
effective until 11 May 2020, superseded by the more relaxed, Stay Alert, Control the Virus, Save
Lives guidelines.

Lockdown in Wuhan, combined with fear of infection through shared spaces including shared
external spaces, building entrances and stairways tended to constrain spatial reach to private
indoor areas, specifically a family’s apartment. In Manchester lockdown afforded extensive local
spatial reach within a 1 hour travel distance from home in addition to typically more generous
proportions of combined private internal and external space. In both places, restrictions altered
domestic and professional lifestyle patterns, increasing the diversity of activities assigned to
accessible spaces and revealing the importance of access to both internal and external space.
Experiences in Manchester reveal increased detailed awareness of local geography and
development of flexible domestic spatial arrangements. In Wuhan, the capacity of internal space
to accommodate manifold functions was noted as is the importance of connecting to outside
space and views. There is significant difference in the scales of space involved but also a
shared need for varied characters of space in both places as shown in Fig. 1.

Spatial reach Built form § Socially distanced Accessible external Reconfigured
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Fig 1. Comparative 24 hour spatial reach, built form and lived environments; socially distanced
food queues, accessible outdoor space and reconfigured home-work space in Wuhan (23.01.20
—08.04.20) and Manchester (23.03.20 — 11.05.20). Images and drawings authors own.

The Desire for Physical Space

Initially in the UK, crowding at scenic locations raised the need for visitor controls. Following
restrictions placed on tourism (BBC News, 22 March 2020), during the ‘Stay at Home’ phase of
lockdown, increases in walking, running and cycling were observed, partially responding to
massive drops in road traffic to levels last seen in the 1950’s (Carrington, 2020). Paradoxically,
reduced traffic enabled city cyclists to cover greater distances in shorter times; extending spatial
reach, despite a rise in extreme speeding offences (O’Carroll, 2020). Surges in visitor numbers
to parks and gardens and increases in online searches for directions were also reported.
Districts of Greater Manchester have capacity to absorb increased use, but in more densely
populated urban areas the ratio of residents to park space surpassed social distancing
requirements, with major urban parks such as Brockwell Park, London, temporarily closed as a
result (BBC News 06 April 2020).

The greatest challenge for Wuhan residents was the ability to undertake physical exercise
(Chen et al., 2020). Engaging with communal areas varied according to the perceived risk and
residents wearing masks would only make use of communal stairways and open spaces for
fithess when fewer cases were reported, otherwise, activities were confined to personal indoor
space. The desire to visit urban parks after lockdown was eased on 8 April 2020, suggests that
open space with vegetation might be important for recovery from mental health issues
associated with lockdown (Brooks, et al., 2020).

Finding Latent Capacity in the Home

New demands on the capacity of dwellings was particularly apparent under ‘zero mobility’
restrictions in Wuhan. Compact conditions and long working hours at home are challenging for
families with children and shortage of space meant that balconies become increasingly valued
as functionally reprogrammable latent space, separated from noisy indoor environments.
Balconies have also become the primary interface with outdoor space, daylight and external
views (Figl).

In Manchester, the appearance of children and pets in video conference calls has arguably
improved appreciation of the lives of employees/colleagues beyond the work environment
(Beddington, 2020), whilst revealing the limitations of open plan spaces to accommodate
simultaneous activities daytime activities. Increasingly blurred boundaries between work and
leisure, repurposes and exposes previously private spaces via the video call. Redefining the
home as a full time live-work environment exposes tensions in the ability of contemporary
housing’s spaces and furnishing to accommodate rapidly changing use patterns.

In both cities, the ability to access outdoor space has significant value as a necessary
psychological release for large amounts of time indoors. Lockdown revealed the need to re-



evaluate residential architecture and urbanism, recognising the importance of designing in high
guality interior and exterior latent space, able to be modified to accept new uses as an essential
dynamic component of future liveability.

Extending Spatial Reach through Digital Platforms

Digital platforms have both supported localities and bridged social and physical distance. In
China, WeChat improved social cohesion in urban neighbourhoods, playing an important role in
sharing information about Covid-19 (Wang, and Tang, 2020). When supermarkets closed,
WeChat enabled community leaders to notify residents about grocery collection times and
locations. Government authorities arranged other services, such as medicines and special
travel.

In Manchester, video platforms including Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Skype, WhatsApp, Facetime
and Houseparty promoted digitally enabled business and social networks. Informal WhatsApp
groups have enabled neighbourhood communications, but activity on these channels has
diminished since lockdown measures were relaxed. Whilst panic buying emptied supermarkets
at the outset of lockdown, online shopping, swamped in the early weeks, gradually expanded to
support the delivery of essentials, despite periodically running out of certain groceries (notably
toilet rolls, pasta, flour), home office equipment, gym equipment and jigsaws. Bike shops,
deemed essential retailers by the UK government, reported significant increases in sales
(Harrabin 2020). Increased use of online retail is likely to presage significant change to the high
street once lockdown ends. Permanent closures of major high street retailers including
Monsoon, Oasis, Cath Kidston and branches of Debenhams department store (Financial Times
2020), during lockdown appear to be a prelude to significant near future damage in the ‘non-
essential’ shops, restaurant, pub, hotel and arts sectors.

Conclusions

Pandemic constraints have demonstrated the value of spatial latency within housing to absorb
new or alternative activities under full occupation. Live-work spaces developed for creative
professions offer a model that should be considered a necessary factor in the design of future
housing, together with connection and access to high quality private and communal outdoor
space. Digital and improvised networks in conjunction with physical space have provided
baseline support for local communities, but mental wellbeing and physical needs also require
high quality flexible hard and soft urban spaces with latency; indicating that architecture,
urbanism and town planning need to be designed to accommodate unknown future changes.

Spatial constraints and occupation patterns have demonstrated the value of designing in latency
as an investment for sustainability, livability and resilience. With Covid-19 restrictions expected
to be ongoing, and digital modes of delivery for work and education likely to continue,
understanding and designing for high quality, complex interactions between physical space and
uses at a range of scales will be essential. The long-term impact of social distancing needs
design thinking to enable effective, liveable built and natural environment responses and
patterns of use to be developed. Latency can be supported if liveability and complexity are



embedded at the design stage, replacing current practice framed around meeting norms and
minimum standards.
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