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By 85 5 SR

Tracing a City’s Transformation: Francine Houben’s
19-Year Journey with Kaohsiung

Preface

Francine Houben, Founder and Creative Director of Mecanoo, talks about Kaohsiung with great
enthusiasm. Since the international competition for the Weiwuying National Kaohsiung Center for
the Arts in 2006, she has developed a deep connection with the city. Over the past 19 years, she has
frequently travelled between Rotterdam and Kaohsiung, observing its transformation through the lens
of an architect and urban designer.

Francine, as a resident of Rotterdam, another significant port city in Europe, often shares
Kaohsiung’s transformation journey as a successful example in various forums and events across
the globe. Francine highlights how, over the past two decades, Kaohsiung has evolved from an
industrial port city into a liveable harbour city, using it as an example to inspire Rotterdam’s Municipal
Government to tackle its land transformation challenges.

Recalling her first visit to Kaohsiung during the Weiwuying project competition, Francine described
her initial impressions: “The sweltering heat, hazy skies, scooter traffic, air pollution, and stray
dogs barking in the park.” These were inspiring memories when talking about Kaohsiung—“The
vibrant street life, lush banyan trees, and people enjoying public spaces—dancing, practising martial
arts, watching performances, and dining outdoors. It was an incredibly lively city. Everything felt
spontaneous and organic, shaped not by strict rules but by unwritten customs—a charming and
romantic informality.”

Despite language and cultural differences, the Mecanoo team strongly resonated with Weiwuying’s
mission to balance cultural facilities between northern and southern Taiwan. Nuno Fontarra, Partner
and Architect at Mecanoo involved in the Weiwuying project, recalled, “During the design process, no
one—whether clients or consultants—wanted to travel to Kaohsiung for meetings. Everyone preferred
to discuss things in Taipei, the capital city, with well air-conditioned offices. There were doubts about
whether people of Kaohsiung would engage in cultural activities, as if anything outside Taipei was
rural and underdeveloped.”

This observation influenced the design approach. Instead of focusing solely on enclosed theatre
spaces, the team prioritized the public areas outside—spaces that didn’t require a ticket for access. The
design extended the park’s greenery and embraced the banyan tree canopies, creating an environment
reminiscent of traditional Taiwanese street performances, where people could pull up a stool or sit
on the ground to enjoy a show. By lowering barriers to cultural engagement and integrating local
behaviours into the design, the centre naturally became part of the community’s daily life.
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Harbour city

As the Weiwuying project progressed, the Mecanoo team frequently travelled between Taiwan
and the Netherlands, witnessing key milestones such as the opening of the High-Speed Rail (2007),
the Kaohsiung Railway Underground Project (2009-2025), the city-county merger (2010), the Love
River Restoration and Masterplan (1979-2000), the vision of New Asia Bay (2011), the launch of the
Kaohsiung MRT (2008), the start of the Light Rail construction (2017), and the lifting of restrictions of
the port zone (2018).

Weiwuying transformed from a peripheral military base into a popular cultural destination, turning
Fengshan District into an ideal place to live for young families. The Love River restoration showcased
the successful improvement of essential infrastructure, while the Asia New Bay Area initiative and the
lifting of port restrictions provided a clear direction for Kaohsiung’s urban identity. Step by step, the
city’s unique image as an international harbour metropolis became deeply rooted.

Unlike the distinct urban atmospheres of Taipei and Taichung, Kaohsiung embraces an open, sea-
facing character with expansive roads and the imposing, non-human scale of its port and shipyard
structures. As cultural and creative spaces gradually took root, the city found a delicate balance—
retaining the grandeur of an international metropolis while preserving the warmth and human
connection of its local communities.

Railway Underground Project

“To understand Kaohsiung Station, one must first understand the city’s determination to transform.”
Francine Houben begins every lecture with this statement, emphasizing Kaohsiung's transition from
an industrial city to a liveable harbour metropolis. This transformation is not merely a change in the
physical environment but a profound shift in the city's self-identity. As the gateway to Kaohsiung, the
station naturally embodies these aspirations.

The station’s development dates to the 1939 Greater Kaohsiung Urban Plan initiated by the
Japanese government, which established a south-centric growth model, reinforcing the railway as both
a physical and psychological divide within the city. For decades, the east-west railway hindered north-
south mobility, and while overpasses and underpasses were built to mitigate the issue, they ultimately
intensified the city’s spatial fragmentation. As a result, railway undergrounding became an inevitable
solution—not only to remove the physical barrier but also to comprehensively reorganize land use in
the city’s core.

The Railway Underground Project’s value lies in unlocking former railway land for urban renewal
and transit-oriented development (TOD), transforming the station into a hub while integrating
transportation, commerce, offices, residences, and public spaces. However, before Mecanoo’s
involvement in 2014, the project faced challenges in reaching a consensus. The original design, with
its bold scale and distinct form, struggled to find harmony with the preserved Japanese Old Station.
Concerns arose among citizens about maintaining historical continuity and balancing commercial
development, leading to a period of reassessment.

At the heart of the discussion was a fundamental question: “What do the people of Kaohsiung
envision for their station?” Beyond improving transportation efficiency, they hoped for a station that
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would honour historical heritage, foster vibrant public spaces, and enhance the city’s functionality. In
this ongoing dialogue about Kaohsiung’s future, Mecanoo contributed with new perspectives, working
alongside the city to help shape the station’s role in its transformation.

A People-Oriented Mobility System

Even though there was no consensus on the planning of the station’s ground-level space, by the
time Mecanoo joined the project, the transportation strategy for the Kaohsiung Railway Underground
Project had already taken shape. In addition to the core task of relocating the railway underground,
an equally important initiative was the incorporation of the metro system operations. With the
introduction of new commuter stations along the line, the boundaries between Taiwan Railways and
the metro system became increasingly blurred, creating a more interconnected public transportation
network.

These newly established commuter stations serve as key transit nodes for surrounding
neighbourhoods, allowing passengers to transfer seamlessly to public transportation without
overburdening Kaohsiung Station. This decentralization of transit hubs helps ease congestion around
major railway stations in Taiwan, creating a more balanced and accessible transportation system.
Meanwhile, the construction of a 15.37-kilometer-long green corridor enhances pedestrian and bicycle
networks, expanding network of biking and pedestrian system and promoting sustainable urban
mobility.

To ensure smooth traffic operations after the railway was moved underground, the Kaohsiung City
Government conducted multiple transportation impact assessments, carefully evaluating the necessity
of road network connectivity along the railway corridor. With the parallel implementation of railway
undergrounding and urban renewal initiatives, Kaohsiung moved closer to its vision of a “pedestrian-
oriented city center, where vehicular traffic takes a secondary role.”

Seizing this opportunity, Mecanoo re-evaluated the prioritization of various transport modes within
the station area, adopting a pedestrian- and bicycle-friendly approach while reducing the prominence
of car-centric planning. Transfer systems were strategically integrated into easily accessible pedestrian
routes, utilizing underground passages and elevated walkways to ensure seamless connectivity across
different urban blocks.

Everything was designed based on the human scale. From the perspective of a traveller looking up
from the sunken plaza, the station’s ceiling design was carefully considered. Wayfinding clarity was
optimized in the underground level, while natural light and ventilation were introduced to enhance
physical comfort. The final design replaced the previously proposed mechanical-looking glass canopy
with a lower greened roof, fostering a more welcoming atmosphere. By integrating pedestrian, bicycle,
and landscape elements, Kaohsiung Station evolved beyond a mere transportation hub—becoming a
human-scaled, open space that harmonizes with the city.

Identity of a city

Benefiting from the road grid planning of the Greater Kaohsiung Urban Plan during the Japanese
colonial period, Kaohsiung Station has been positioned at the heart of the city’s axis since its initial
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construction in 1939. In 2002, it was temporarily relocated eastward to accommodate underground
railway construction, and it was moved once again in 2021, returning to the city center with its fourth-
generation station embracing it from behind. Upon its reopening, many were amazed by the striking
urban vista along Zhongshan First Road, where the station and Kaohsiung’s iconic 85 Sky Tower stand
at opposite ends of a grand visual axis. This alignment not only enhances the city’s sense of harmony
but also strengthens Kaohsiung Station’s role as a welcoming and recognizable landmark.

The station embodies a convergence of perspectives: from the bottom up, the public’s deep
attachment to historical memory and the local community’s demand for green spaces and open areas;
from the top down, the city authorities’ commitment to human-oriented transportation. These elements,
layered onto the urban fabric shaped since 1939, collectively define Kaohsiung’s distinctive cityscape.

“Kaohsiung Station is a significant project because it represents more than just an architect’s
vision—it is the materialization of a collective urban consensus. After the station opened, we received
heartfelt responses from citizens: children sketching the station, residents enthusiastically taking
photos. It was clear that people take pride in the station, in this hard-earned urban vision they now
call their own.” Reflecting on the design journey, Francine Houben concluded with these words,
highlighting the project’s unique significance.

Epilogue

The completion of Mecanoo’s design marks a significant milestone in the major infrastructure
project. However, regarding public developments, the true challenge begins after the construction team
hands over the project to the operating and management units.

The National Kaohsiung Center for Arts (Weiwuying) stands as a remarkable example of success.
Through creativity and dedication, its operations team has transformed the performing arts center
into a vibrant public space that extends far beyond its role as a theater venue. At the heart of this
transformation is the Banyan Plaza—a space that is not just a theater forecourt but an open and
inclusive social hub. Here, people gather to watch outdoor movies, sing karaoke, join electronic dance
parties, take yoga classes, or even cheer together during major sports events. Banyan Plaza is an open
and flexible space that continues to take on new life through the creativity of its operators and the
enthusiastic participation of the public, gradually shaping a distinct urban character that reflects the
spirit of Kaohsiung.

Mecanoo envisions a similar future for Kaohsiung Station. After a decade of development, the
canopy and sunken plaza officially opened on December 28, 2024. During our site visits, we often saw
travelers—young and old—gathering in front of the old station, sharing stories and reminiscing about
past departures and encounters.

This station holds the city’s past— where Kaohsiung’s story of progress first took shape. As it steps
into the future, the journey continues, shaped by how the Taiwan Railways Administration and city
authorities bring new life to the Kaohsiung Green Hill. With the arrival of commercial spaces, hotels,
and the eventual extension of the High-Speed Rail, the station’s role within the city will only grow. As
architects, we have merely set the stage. Now, we look forward to the day when this space flourishes,
filled with movement, stories, and the rhythm of a city embracing its next chapter.





