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ABSTRACT 

 

 
 

  Infill development, especially residential or mixed-use infill, is one of the 

central planning challenges in the decades ahead. Infill offers many benefits when 

compared with "greenfield" suburban development: it can reduce sprawl, preserve 

open space, revitalize downtowns and older neighbourhoods, create more walkable, 

transit-oriented communities, improve job, housing imbalances, reduce infrastructure 

expenses, and provide residents with a greater variety of housing options. Not 

surprisingly, infill figures prominently in Smart Growth, Sustainable Development , 

and New Urbanist agendas. This research is about making and maintaining pleasant  

places to live against the forces of sprawl. This research is timely and vital if we 

want to improve our urban living qualities. Currently in Malaysia, development tends 

to sprawl out into suburban areas with mega housing schemes. There are infill 

developments haphazardly developed in inner cities for high income residentials.  

Although there are some guidelines or regulations to monitor infill development , 

these are still superficial and not being rationalized. In searching for better ways to 

develop our city centres into a community living areas, the research learned from 

other countries experiences and adapting the best practices and as well exploring on 

appropriate innovative ideas for the Malaysian Context. A case study in Kuala 

Lumpur is taken to understand the strength and weaknesses in development 

mechanism. It is done through chronological document review. At the end of the 

research, some ideas to rectify the current weaknesses with good practices learned 

from American and British are presented. 
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ABSTRAK 

 

 

 

Pembagunan infill, terutamanya perumahan dan pembangunan bercampur 

merupakan cabaran pembangunan masa kini dan akan datang. Pembangunan infill 

mempunyai banyak kelebihan berbanding dengan pembangunan kawasan hijau: ia 

boleh mengurangkan pembangunan terlimpah (Sprawl), memelihara kawasan hijau, 

menghidupkan semula kawasan pusat bandar dan kejiranan, mewujudkan komuniti 

yang mesra pejalan kaki, kejiranan berasaskan transit (T ransit Oriented 

Development), meningkatkan keseimbangan antara pekerja dan perumahan, 

mengurangkan pembiayaan infrastruktur dan menyediakan lebih banyak pilihan 

perumahan. Pemba ngunan infill banyak disarankan dalam Smart Growth, 

Pembangunan Mampan dan New Urbanism. Penyelidikan ini adala h berkenaan 

dengan pemeliharaan dan peningkatan ketempatan setempat untuk kehidupan 

mampan. Penyelidikan ini adalah tepat masanya dan sangat penting jika kualiti 

bandar diutamakan. Kini, Malaysia mengalami pembangunan kawasan hijau di 

kawasan pinggir banda r secara besar-besaran. Walaupun terdapat pembangunan infill, 

ianya dijalankan tanpa perancangan yang sempurna serta hanya untuk golongan 

tertentu. Garis panduan dan piawaian yang sedia ada masih kurang berkesan. 

Penyelidikan ini mengorak langkah dengan mempelajari dari luar negara dan cuba 

menyesuaikan kaedah-kaedah tersebut dalam konteks Malaysia , disamping juga cuba 

mengemukakan idea-idea yang innovatif sewajarnya . Suatu project pembangunan di 

Kuala Lumpur diambil sebagai kajian kes untuk memahami kekuatan dan kelemahan 

mekanisma pembangunan tersebut. Ia dilakukan melalui pemeriksaan dokumen 

secara kronologi. Pada akhir kajian, pengkaji memaparkan beberapa idea untuk 

membetulkan mekanisma sediaada dengan amalan yang baik hasil pembelajaran dari 

pengalaman Amerika dan Britian.    
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

 

 INTRODUCTION  

 

 

 

City centre is the heart of a city. It contains lives and livelihoods for 

generations. Today, the city centres are facing many challenges; one of them is urban 

sprawl. Industries and housing begin to relocate themselves further and further away 

from the existing city centre. People choose or are forced to live further away from 

the city centres for cheaper house and better environment. This results in urban 

decline and city centre losing its vitality. Needless to say, the phenomenon also 

creates much unforeseen adverse effects and if persists, the outcome will most 

probably be detrimental. This research attempts to address the issues as well as to 

propose better ways of making the existing city centres more vital and sustainable.  

 

 

 

1 .1 Background of the Research 

 

Malaysian urban centres were mostly initiated by the activities of immigrants 

and the expansion of the colonial economy (Lim, 1978). Traditional villages have 

developed organically and could be distinguished on the bas is of their activities, such 

as fishing, rice, cash crops, and mixed crops cultivation. However, mining (based on 

tin) and plantation agriculture (palm oil and rubber) have led to new villages and 
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The phenomenon of decline is stated in Structure Plan Kuala Lumpur (CHKL, 

2003) in section 12.2.3(b):  

“In parallel with the decline of the City Centre residential population, there 

has been a commensurate drop in residential land area from 523 hectares in 1980 to 

288 hectares in 2000. The decline in residential land use in the City Centre is due to 

the redevelopment of some of the older housing areas into offices and other 

commercial uses. In addition to the areas of dilapidated housing in the City Centre, 

there are many older, low density housing areas occupying land which has a high 

potential commercial value. Pressures will remain on these remaining pockets of 

residential land to convert to more profitable land use, which, in turn, could lead to a 

further reduction in the inner city residential population.” 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Net Migration in Kuala Lumpur, 1975 to 1997 

 

Source: CHKL, 2003 
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Issues of urban sprawl have been addressed critically in several urban studies. 

It is undeniable that there have been issues relating to activities causing harm to 

human environment such as clearing of forest to accommodate urbanisation. Though 

Malaysian urban centres are morphologically different, these urban centres except 

the new one are encountering the urban decline. Although there is yet any grave 

consequence of piecemeal development, the alarming signs are rising.  Destructive  

trend in the foreseeable future is taking place. This is well supported by three main 

symptoms:  

i) From time to time, Malaysians are adopting or adapting development 

models or concept from western nations. Problems faced by western 

nation (from where we adopt the concept) will likely be faced by 

Malaysians;  

ii) Increase in occurrences of traffic congestion between ma jor roads 

connecting city centres and suburban areas in big cities. This is the most 

obvious pitfalls from supporting sprawl policy. The side effect is air 

pollution; and 

iii)  Increment of urban problems such as urban crimes. This is partly 

caused by the decrement of living community in the city centre besides  

lack of public surveillance. 

 

It is obvious that very little can be done by most countries to protect urban 

centres from global forces when industrialization takes on a global nature. Cities will 

have to find ways to fortify themselves against economic vulnerability (financial 

crisis), functional vulnerability (exceeding their functional capacity), and structural 

vulnerability (abandonment, neglect, or conscious damage to stock or real property. 

Cities such as Kuala Lumpur and Johor Bahru need to react fast to the global 

economic transformation, by making city centre more sustainable in all aspect to 

reduce the harm and thus benefited from this globalisation. 
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1.2 Statement of Research Issues 

 

This research is timely and urgent in the sense that prevention is better than 

cur e. Although the effects of urban decline is yet to be felt, Action should be taken to 

stop urban sprawl before getting worse. In Malaysia, these urban problems have been 

researched by many scholars but recommendations are towards urban revitalization. 

This research is initiated to address the above mentioned issues  and attempts to 

explore the possibilities of infill development as an approach to help reduce these 

urban problems. With this in mind, the research intends to address three core issues:- 

 

i) Problems created by suburbanisation policy 

 Malaysia’s capitalism and open market system let users of land bid for 

sites in accordance with what will maximize their profits and minimises their costs.  

In looking for wider living space, people tend to move further and further away from 

the city centre to avoid high rental and taxes. Those that remain in the city centre are 

lucrative commercial activities such as workplace and entertainment. As a result, the 

city centres are ‘dead’ after working hours. Suburbanisation policy creates 

accompanying problems as it increases commuting, car dependence and invasion on 

agriculture land. To Malaysians, as the living areas are far the work place, owning a 

car is a necessity. Traffic congestion becomes a common urban scene as people are 

forced to travel long distance daily from suburban to workplace in the city centre. 

Subsequently, energy consumption and air pollution escalate, followed by urban 

quality degradation, not to mention the plummeted living cost. 

 

Road Transport Department reported that the ratio of registered cars and 

motorcycles in Kuala Lumpur was 985.7 per 1,000 populations in 2000 which is 

approximately one vehicle per person. With 1.42 million population living in Kuala 

Lumpur and a high proportion of workers, it can be expected that a very high volume 

of traffic is clogging the city road daily. With sprawl, it is conceivable that trunk road 

leading to the city centre will soon choke itself to death especially during peak hour. 
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ii) City centre is foreseeing urban decline and decay effect 

 Under the current planning system, zoning system imitated is widely 

practice. Instead of tapping into the potential of proximity to existing facilities, new 

lands are urbanized to accommodate more buildings and cars. New towns are less 

sustainable physically and economically. Old city centre becomes mono-function 

which tends to be more commercial orientated. The city is losing its population to 

suburban. Lacking of living community may reduce the public surveillance, that 

according to Jacobs (1969) is part of the delicate system in reducing urban crimes. 

The c ity becomes economically unsustainable due to lack of living community as the 

core consumers to product and services. 

 

iii) Current practices post an obstacle to urban infill development. 

 Malaysian city centres are loosing population similar to what European 

and American cities are experiencing for the past 30 years ago. Although there are 

some infill developments being undertaken, these are haphazardly done and not well 

guided. The developers may not realise the obligation of developing a precious 

parcel of land within the city centre. The outcome could further aggravate the city 

centre if these developments are not being well planned and designed. Generally, this 

has been the norm of real estate industry, emphasizing on profit while promoting its 

property as one of the best in town.  

 

 Urban infill housing is a tool to revitalise the function of city centres as 

places to live, work and do business. There is no awareness of the importance of 

better urban infill guidelines. Most of the local authorities are using the existing 

typical development control as a guide for urban infill. The one -size -fits-all approach 

is simply not realistic because of the significant differences between developments.  

Although much efforts and money have been poured in to formulate guidelines and 

standard for urban infill development , it is not fully utilised by local authority. Some 

guidelines do address issues of infill compatibility, but these lack great detail on 

actual implementation. There should a specific guideline for infill development with 
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detail explaination on implementation if it is to be utilised by local authorities. 

 

 In some other local authorities, there are too much of guideline s for any 

urban development. Instead of facilitating, it turns out to be more of a constraint to 

infill developments. They are neither good guidelines nor comprehensive to 

accommodate more radical ideas. To retain and promote the expansion of existing 

businesses in these areas, the design standards should incorporate flexibility into the 

traditionally regulated areas of density, lot size, setbacks, building coverage and 

building or ientation. Instead of facilitating infill and redevelopment in a manner that 

contributes to and upgrades the older, established character, the guidelines are  

perceived as an obstacle.  

 

 Indeed, many of the current guidelines are just that - they are rather vague 

and not well practised. This puts local government staff and reviewing bodies in an 

unenviable position of having to negotiate certain design aspects of each 

development from scratch. On the other hand, developers can never be sure exactly 

what is required of them until they are into the development process. Without 

guidelines and standards specific to such areas, the very character that makes these 

areas so unique will be threatened. It is essential therefore that infill and 

redevelopment respect and be sensitive to existing local urban character.  

 

 Abandoned projects start emerging due to unskilful risk management. 

Every abandoned site comes with problems. The procedure of revitalising such sites 

incurs high cost and long procedure. Infill development has become the least 

preferred project among the construction field. This may due to constrain and 

complication in developing an abandoned site. On the other hand, “lost spaces” in the 

city centre are potential for development (Trancik , 1986) , these vacant land are 

usually converted easily into public realm and greenery voted by so-called 

enthusiastic environmentalists and green supporters. 

 



 8 

1.3 Research Goal and Objectives 

 

In searching for a better ways to urban design, this research underlined the 

research goal as: “To facilitate the adaptation in Urban Infill Housing towards 

re-creating a vibrant Malaysian city centre.” This goal can be achieved by fulfilling 

these research objectives: 

 

i) To understand the approaches to urban infill housing, 

ii) To understand the challenges in urban infill housing industry;   

iii)  To examine the current best practices of urban infill housing in selected 

countries; and 

iv) To explore and address the challenges of urban infill housing that are  

applicable for Malaysia. 

 

 

 

1.4  Research Questions 

 

Four fundamental enquiries or questions have been posed to facilitate the 

research process with Malaysian context in mind:- 

i) Why do we need urban infill particularly housing component in the city 

centre? 

 

ii) What are the aspects or factors that contribute to a successful infill 

housing development especially in repopulating the city centre? How 

should we go about to repopulate Malaysian city centres through infill 

development?  

 

iii)  What are the factors that inhibit urban infill development? Can our 

current system absorb such urban infill method? 
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iv) What is the appropriate design and image suitable for our city centre? 

 

 

 

1.5 Research Purpose and Significance 

 

Infill developments are taking place but somewhat haphazardly around major 

city centres in Malaysia. These are relatively new activities with many unforeseen 

challenges waiting along the way. The question is whether the current planning 

practice is able to accommodate for such a turn-around development trend? This 

research hopes to lay a foundation towards  understanding the concept on urban infill 

development, especially infill housing by:- 

 

i) Understanding of the economics, social, and political functions of inner 

cities , and thus develop concepts and approaches to design effective 

multi-sector and multi-agency urban centre revitalisation programmes 

that are suitable for the Malaysian city environment;  

 

ii) Learning from other countries’ experience. Comparative study on 

foreign experience provides the background knowledge in formulating 

ideas for local urban and revitalization and repopulation process; 

 

iii)  It serves as a reference not only to the local authorities but also for 

planners and developers to provide developers an overview of 

opportunities and challenges of developing infill housing; and 

 

iv) Increase projects’ implementability and market value. Proven financing 

and marketing strategies learned may increase projects’ feasibility and 

lower possibility of failure. 
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This research is expected towards assisting urban policy-makers, urban 

development authorities, as well as various other stakeholders to better understand 

and apprec iate the realistic and comprehensive infill strategies, mechanisms, tools 

and instruments that needs to be adopted to improve and strengthen the capacity and 

effectiveness of managing the urban re-development process in the developing better 

living city centre. 

 

 

 

1 .6 Research Methodology 

 

This research is meant to be an exploratory and explanatory in nature. The 

research methodology is designed to facilitate the process of adaptation in 

accordance to research goal and objectives. It is generally organised into three main 

stages:- 

 

i) Literature Review 

This research begins with an extensive literature review on every possible 

related literature before deciding on the research framework. Later, an intensive 

literature review on selected materials perfectly related to the focus of study. Indeed 

literature reviews have been the back bone for the entire research process.  

 

ii) Comparative Study  

The purpose is to study housing practice in the context of urban renewal in 

different countries, in which housing and urban regene ration initiatives and 

innovations in the selected countr ies will be compared with those in Malaysia. A 

series of longitudinal comparative case studies in different fields or sub-fields of 

infill development or redevelopment in the  USA and Great Britain will be carried out. 

The principal mode of data collection will entirely base on exhaustive literature. The 

researcher will trace the significant differences of the field in each location, analyze 
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and compare these fields or sub-fields.  

 

iii)  Systematic Adaptation Process  

Other than some universal principles, some practices of urban infill housing 

are context sensitive. To ensure urban infill in Malaysia will not result in mismatch 

due to incompatible solutions, some adaptation measures are necessary. The analysis 

and findings from the comparative study alone will provide the input for this 

adaptation process. A comparative study will be carried out to learn from other 

experience in terms of urban infill development. These solutions were then being 

modified to adapt in local city centre context. This is the core of this research.  This 

process is to ensure a smoother process, more efficient financial mechanism and 

better integration with the existing development procedure.  

 

 

 

1.7 Structure of Re search 

 

This research report is written in seven (7) chapters. The introductory chapter 

addresses the underlying research background and formulation of the methods of 

inquiry of the subject. The Chapter Two reviews the terminologies used in the 

research. Chapter Three revisits some major design concept of urban neighbourhood 

and housing perspectives and followed by Chapter Four on a review of some 

sustainable housing design applicable in Malaysian city centres. Chapter Five 

presents a comparative analysis on infill development st rategies and practices in 

America and British. Chapter Six discusses the innovation on infill housing 

development and Chapter Seven comes up with some recommendations in the quest 

to infill hous ing as a means to revitalise urban Centres. 
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