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Abstract
As the deputy chief editor of Landscape Architecture Frontiers, Dihua
Li explained the background of this issue’s theme, Foreign Designers
Venture into China, and other issues facing design education and
industry development in China. Remarks were also made about the
role that foreign designers and firms play in the development of China’s
design market.

Key words

China; Foreign Designers / Firms; Design Education; International
Integration

SRS FIAE R A . BT AN A A I Y A
S5, TN H O RUER R SRR O D R AT
PR BRIz, B @R L AR
KPS B L, HAB BTl #R AL 3% T X P~
TRz o BEE BT ST RARNR I, Bt & Mk i i
T B B S UG Z O, DAROH ) SR B T
B AT AR R A, AR T E TE S JLAF
BT RERE, 20114, @HE . WS I R ) Fx
s AR (FRATARZ A “SOWBTF" ) AL E R =4
SEATHI R B K — =R, P AR — S Ll 2
B AH 2 T 22 20 T 2040448 . R 20122 704 AT HA 1Y
ARBE L T =AMV XS I Al & AR R T D L R 5 ] 5 e
SRR 87 RERS S BRI AR, AR IERE T
WFRMESS, ERES T XCUMER) R SRIE I T —Fhab sk
PEFE. ORI, FRATMETIE G — AR AU, hEBRTEE
r i SR T E R R A TR, I AR AR . AN

1. ERHTRITAERERT RORSHER,

S=WMiRITE  Landscape Architecture Frontiers

Under the theme of “Foreign Designers Venture into China”, what is

your definition of Foreign Designer?

Dihua LI (LI hereafter): Designers who have received long-term

systematic design education abroad.

What are the significant topics of discussion concerning Foreign

Designers in China?

LI: First of all, the design industry is a late blooming industry under
China’s economic reform. We should remind ourselves that the
speed of opening-up and extent of global influence varies among
different industries, even though this campaign of economic reform
is nearing 30 years. Industrial production and trading business
were the first opened, followed by financial and service industries,
and then art, cultural and education industries. It is only in recent
years that the influence of foreign practice in landscape design has
emerged. Therefore, earlier discussion of this theme would lack real
and meaningful context and the support of enough built examples.
Secondly, it is the need for a gradually maturing market and

reform of high-level education. At the beginning of economic
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The icon architecture at the center of Lille,
France, by Rem Koolhaas is regarded

as a "master piece of logical design”
because of its "boot" shape as a result of
the sophisticated design approaches to the
building and the underground, surrounding
buildings, and visual relationship that were
crucial issues needed to be addressed.
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reform and opening-up, we only had two design disciplines,
Architecture, and Arts and Crafts. These two themes encompassed
all other design majors. Along with increasing social demands,
we have witnessed significant developments in design education
in recent years, stimulated by changes in professional design
education, as well as by many novel characteristics rising from
industry specialization. Architecture, Urban Planning and
Landscape Architecture (“X 5[ #K”, which we called “3t il
Wil 2~”) were classified to be the three parallel architectural
majors as the first-level disciplines in 2011. However, the overall
development of these three disciplines much lag behind the western
countries. Our professional education in this area equals what the
US had in 1940’s, and what Europe had at the beginning in 1970’s.
It is an essential for us to adopt international standards and define
clear education objectives in order to establish specialization and
cooperation. However, one grave problem we are facing is a serious
detachment between higher education and social needs. During
the last 15 years, there has been a great need for graduates with
design background due to the huge demand for urban planning and
construction professionals. With such good job perspectives, design-

related majors are flourishing in many colleges and universities.
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However, graduates are often not properly qualified.

What do you think has changed that now attracts foreign designer

to come to China, compared with one or two decades ago?

LI: Decades ago, they came because they were attracted. But
now, they had to. China has risen into one of the largest and most
opened design market. It is most likely that designers from western
countries come to China because they are able to find jobs more
casily here than in other countries because we have established an
accessible and open design industry. In their home countries, they
face extremely fierce competition for very limited design projects.
It is a challenge for many designers to land an ideal job in their
domestic markets. The truth is the advantages in salaries for foreign
designers (who just graduated) have become limited compared
to their Chinese counterpart. However, they tend to value the
cumulative working and living experiences in China, which is very

important for them when seeking work in other parts of the world.

Do you think it is true that “foreigners are favored over locals” in

China’s design market?

LI: It was before and still is, but this is changing. More and more
foreign designers have been able to blend in with Chinese culture.
One thing that foreign designers and design companies should pay
attention to is that this question is manipulated so often that it is
damaging their image in China. For one reason, foreign designers
are not able to communicate directly with their Chinese clients, and
there are often large differences between the representation of their
design and the true purpose of designers and design companies.
This has led to disappointing deliverables that bear no merits to
either oriental or western aesthetics. Secondly, clients from the
government who are hindered by exaggerated vanity often seek
cooperation from famous foreign companies, because their level of
intense intervention in new design has been off-putting to domestic
companies. Some foreign companies have difficulties fighting
irrational requirements and vision from the Chinese clients’ because
of inefficient communications. All these reasons generate negative
impacts about the reputation and image of foreign designers. Once

in a project demonstration meeting, I bluntly criticized a world-
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McCormick Tribune Campus Center in lllinois Institute of Technology, USA, designed by
Rem Koolhaas, reorganizes the relationship between the structure, and the campus and
elevated railway. The entire campus center was built under the elevated railway enclosed
by the "big pipe", and this design is considered as controversially "logical". © Dihua Li

renowned company for designing for Chinese client at a level that
was much lower than that of their other work abroad. After the
meeting, the project manager explained to me that he had asked the
local officials, “It cannot be true that you spend so much money to
hire the most famous company to just do the drawing?”” The clients’
response was “How can you trick me because I do not have an
urban planning background (do not know how to draw)!?” Foreign
companies will soon be shunned, instead of welcomed in the
Chinese market if they cannot reject ridiculous requirements from
the clients — rather than consultants, they are acting like a drawing

machine.

Do you agree with the notion that China is the “Playground” for

designers?

LI: First of all, an outstanding and precise design should show
respect to national and ethnic cultural background, local creatures,
geographical and climate conditions. It should also assume the
ethical responsibility of reducing CO, emission and energy
consumptions. For developing countries like China, special
considerations should be given to issues like cost reduction.
Landmark buildings in Beijing, such as CCTV building, National

Stadium, and the National Theater of Performing Arts, all face
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high construction and maintenance costs. If a designer fails to
consider longevity and the above problems, they can be regarded
as defaulting in their professional responsibilities, while being
negligent of a moral baseline. When designers ignore these issues,
then they are guilty of “Play”.

Secondly, a responsible designer should be innovative while
maintaining their own style. Norman Forster is an excellent
example. However, Zaha Hadid, for example, brings freshness to
urban landscapes, but the design language she uses is basically the
same repeated style. In that case, there is room to reasonably doubt
treating China as “Playground”.

Thirdly, we should be introspective as to why the decision
makers and developers are willing to pay for a design that is

conducted with the “Play” attitude.

What lasting impact do you think the rush of foreign designers will

have on China’s designing industry?
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LI: The presence of foreign designers has been instrumental in
stimulating the improvement of professionalism and quality of
Chinese design. I think the emerging effect of good design has
an important influence over professional ethics of the industry.

Currently, technically disqualified design deliverables can be found
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3. The CCTV Headquarters, also designed
by Rem Koolhaas, is another widely
controversial work from the release of
its scheme. Compared with the various
icon buildings located on the Chang'an
Avenue, the CCTV Headquarters is
standout, from which some clues of
"Koolhaas' logic and rationality" can
be traced. The controversy about this
architecture will probably be replaced
by new understandings over time.
© Dihua Li

4.  Perspective of the Beijing Capital Airport
Terminal with the single unifying roof
canopy © Nigel Young / Foster+Partners

everywhere in China. This includes problems of missing scales
and wind roses, plagiarism, and redundant and ill-prepared design
instructions. With systematic education, foreign practitioners
tend to abide by voluntarily but explicit vocational and technical
standards and ethics. How can we be qualified to talk about design
if we cannot do that? Of course, I hope foreign designers will not
compromise their principles in upholding a consistent standard

across the world when they start business in China.

How long do you think this trend will last?

LI: Aesthetic standards are improving around the world. This means
that industry requirements will change, as well as requirements for
design education. One day, design education in China will catch
up with international standards and we will be able to compete
with our peers aboard. But Rome was not built in one day. There
will be room for foreign designers to stay as long as our education
development lags behind social needs and industry development.
So I believe that this trend will continue until our education reaches
international standards, our designers are able to lead projects
abroad and at home, the overall quality of design rivals that of other

design giants, and Chinese designers can have equal exchanges with

foreign peers. LAF
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