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Australia and China: Comparative Differences in Landscape Design
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Abstract
Landscape architecture in China is a rapidly growing industry, and
despite positive economic growth is currently facing challenges
and growing pains. In comparison, landscape architecture is a well-
established profession in Australia, and therefore provides a good model
for professional development in China. This paper analyzes differences
in Chinese and Australian landscape design styles, philosophies
and practices, to enhance the level in landscape design, vocational
education, professional spirit, and industry association in order to create
a better industry development environment and patterns.
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“It is not until this recent decade that landscape design as a discipline
has received full attention and recognition in China.” " The global
market has been a huge driver for the rapid development of landscape
architecture in China. However, as a consequence of the rapid growth
of the industry, a number of problems have been created.

This paper compares and summarizes practices in the two countries
by analyzing differences in style, concept, and market practices in
Australia and China, and proposes that China should make greater
efforts to improve professional landscape education, industry
management, and client relationships in order to establish a healthier,
more efficient, and more supportive environment for professional

development.

1 Differences in Landscape Aesthetics

Australia’s landscape industry has a long history linked to Europe,
a relationship that is reflected in professional education and practice,
and that is consistent with the philosophy and system of the British
Commonwealth. For example, in Australia, landscapes defined as areas
of historical heritage are under strict mandates of preservation and
protection, while newly built landscapes are a reflection of modern life
and culture. The distinction between these two types of landscape is
clearly defined in their built form. The use of classical forms, which is
very common and popular in China, is rarely seen in Australia. Rather,
contemporary landscape design in Australia reflects a strong modern
and creative forms. The architecture, couture and industrial design all
lead edge of the international fashion industries. In general, landscape
design in Australia is simple and modern, with a fashionable awareness
of form and style (Fig. 1, 2).

Chinese landscape design, by contrast, presents an image of
diversity. Design styles are richly varied, but often lack recognition
of local culture and site characteristics. A primary fault of landscape
design is that the design is too heavily influenced by the market
economy, creating a condition where quality is not consistent and the
acceptable political style of identical and client-dominated design is
very prominent (Fig. 3).

Reflecting on the past ten years of landscape design in China, the
rapid expansion of the industry has allowed Chinese designers to more
quickly understand Western approaches to landscape architecture. A
number of prominent Chinese designers have now been trained that

has contributed to the accumulation of practical experiences and talent

1. BRATERZRKGEFEXSEVNH © RWA

2. BRAWHEERHEAB/NXHSIEFNZERIT © Lun Li

1. Landscape square in Melbourne Dockland waterfront comprehensive development zone
© RWA

2. The landscape activity space design of a residential area at St.Kilda Street, Melbourne
©Lun Li

reserves for the future development. However, the importation of
Western form has not been completely positive. In some ways, Chinese
landscape design depends too heavily on imported form and advocacy
marketing. Some people do not understand that the spirit of a place is
more important than its form. They do not experience the site and the
function of the landscape as a visitor, but rather copy the form from
elsewhere without modification. As a result, there is a lack of attention
and research to the soul of design — the spirit of place. The Chinese
design industry, as a whole, has lost its way and is gradually turning
more and more into producers rather than innovators. Designers have
become stewards of the global market rather than leaders of aesthetics

and culture.
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2 Differences in Originality

Manufacturing, one of the three major contributors to China’s
GDP, is increasingly moving outside of China. One essential reason
for this shift is the lack of creativity. In Australia, original spirit is the
designer’s philosophical creed (Fig. 4). Alternatively, plagiarism and
copying should be resisted in both design and marketing, and “pirated”
designs should be subject to severe legal consequences.

However, copying and reproducing is seen everywhere in the
contemporary Chinese design industry. The national environment and
attitude partly contributes to this situation. So does the “pressure” from
some clients (Fig. 5). One important reason design is not an economic
generator in China is that despite designers being well educated and
leaders of cultural trends, they have not established a unified and
powerful philosophy that conveys their importance to average
communities. Instead, designers are influenced by pragmatism
philosophy, often directly tied to the preferences of their clients.
As a result, a lot of “dead soul” designs have been built, with no
spirit or life, such as monotonous government plazas (Fig. 6). The
question as we move forward is how can we transition from “Made in

China” to “Created in China”?

3 Differences in Design Concept

Landscape architecture in Australia is based on a respect towards

nature, simple customs, and perfect social security. As a result, design
often reflects a strong natural and considers the site and environmental
setting. Government has no right to squander the taxpayer funds to
build “image projects”; they usually are carried out over several phases,
each of which must receive government approval to ensure high design
standards. Additionally, private developers spend money on activity
facilities that are more practical and functional to users. Landscape
architecture in Australia draws inspiration from the surrounding context,
from neighboring parks and the natural environment, to inform new
design. “Artificial landscape” with high cost is rarely seen. Meanwhile,
Australia is very focused on environmental protection and sustainable
development. Great efforts and investments are put in the research and
development of environmental technology and products, not just stay
on the propaganda (Fig. 7).

Japanese architect Tadao Ando has been quoted, refereeing to

Chinese architecture, as building spaces that have been “over-designed”,

3. AREEAWME— "BMN" KAFRY O Lun Li

4. FBREENAAI HHFEHITRY © ASPECT Studios

5. MMEABRNEEXAOSUTE—RTIWEN “BE" , ZRITES T HREME,
© Lun Li

3.  Shijiazhuang Evergrande City — a landscape of "European style" © Lun Li

4.  Colored floor-lamp landscape at the entrance plaza of Sydney Olympic Village © ASPECT
Studios

5. Aresidential area entrance landscape under construction in Zhengzhou — under the
"pressure” from client, the design is a copy to Vanke's work. © Lun Li
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BRATHEHAEMRIIEEZNX—BHMETZN ( RABEBCFA#REM ) © Lun Li
The Government Square in Chifeng © Lun Li

Children playing space of Melbourne Ruffey Lake Park community — pirate ship theme
landscape (constructed with recycled materials) © Lun Li
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where the result is too full and therefore no space is left for people
to wonder. ! Compared to the architecture of Japan and Australia,
Chinese buildings create lavish facades, but not enough care is given
to the use of space and to the public and cultural spirit of site. Besides
the designers’ own problems, the “packaging consciousness” of the
marketing strategies from the developers, and the whole society is also
another driving force. The result is built projects that do not reflect an
ethos of strong “aesthetic, economic, or practical” experiences, all of
which should be driving Chinese landscape design. New projects are
no longer a response to local environmental conditions, or the needs
of existing people and culture. China’s built landscape is becoming a
waste of space, where the surface is pretty, but the interior is void of

cultural identity and inheritance.

4 Differences in the “Big Landscape”

Reportedly, the “urban forested area in Beijing has increased greatly
during the eleventh Five-Year, the average public green area per capita
has increased from 12 m’ to 15 m’, urban green space coverage has
reached 45%, and urban forest systems are gradually building up.” ™
By contrast, the Australian city of Canberra has an average green area
of 70 m® per capita, and the urban green space coverage has reached
58%. This statistic is mostly indicative of the lush natural environment
that surrounds Canberra. The surrounding environment is large and the
quality is high. This is one reason that individual projects in Australia
usually do not need huge construction budgets — they draw resources
and inspiration from the surroundings (Fig. 8).

By contrast, new Chinese landscape design usually destroys the
natural environment, often transplanting healthy, old trees to make small
gardens. In many cases, wealthy, private residential neighborhoods will
have beautiful landscapes filled with old trees (Fig. 9). However, often
the public environment outside will have little or no vegetation because
of insufficient investment. This contrast between uses of vegetation
leads to an unbalanced development of the urban landscape, creating
conditions where it is difficult to form healthy ecosystems. Considering
the overall interests and long-term benefits of healthy ecosystems, we
should work towards strengthening construction and investment of
“Big Landscape”, and weaken or limit the interests of small groups,
such as big tree transplanting in private neighborhoods. Only such
regulations and design concepts are reasonable and ecologically

sustainable.

5 Differences in Professional Education

The Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) offers a
course in which students are required to generate a design, with an
original design concept, from forms seen through a microscope or
magnifying glass. The critique does not have any requirements to
consider construction or design feasibility. The purpose of this exercise
is to develop students’ creativity and encourage them to propose unique
ideas. Also offered at RMIT, at the practical level, are classed focused
on materiality and soils, as well as internships and professional practice

(include working as intern in the design firm).

Considering the overall interests and long-term
benefits of healthy ecosystems, we should work

towards strengthening construction and investment
of “Big Landscape”, and weaken or limit the interests
of small groups.

In many ways, the Australian education system is very practical and
tailored to the needs of the global and national market. For example,
the professional design industry is divided between designers and
draftsmen. Designers receive a high-level training and therefore are
subject to strict and high requirements. Meanwhile, construction
drawings can be completed by college graduates. After systematic
education and practice, college graduates are skilled to work with the
designers to implement the scheme.

There is currently a large gap in the status of landscape education
between China and Australia. From an outside observer, the education
in China is too repetitive. Nearly every school requires the same
classes with similar curriculums. Within design education, there is a
disconnection between the requirements of professional work and what
is taught in school. As a result, most trained students graduate unable to
qualify for entry-level work. An educational policy of tough admission
and easy graduation also contributes to this phenomenon. By contrast,
in Australia, it is easy to gain admission to university, but difficult to
graduate. As a result, students graduating from design programs are
generally more capable to enter the professional world. He may not be
an all-rounder, but at least a professional.

Landscape architecture is a broad and interdisciplinary field. A
typical residential landscape project, for example, includes three major

parts: the master plan, the planting design, and the landscape structure.
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Landscape education currently lacks training in managing all parts
of this process. Graduates are usually qualified to work on one of the
three phases, which causes some issues, such as lack of integrity, gaps
between plan and construction. In addition, landscape structures mainly
include porch and pavilion. This is weak in landscape education.
Landscape students do not have enough training and practices in
architecture; while architecture students usually do not have job

intentions in landscape design field.

6 Differences in the Cultural Environment of Design Industry

The environment of the design industry can be generally divided
into four areas: the education system, design industry associations, the
clients, and the market. In Australia, the four areas are smoothly related
and positively support each other. However, in China, the following
questions are existed in the four areas:

(1) On education, the imperfections of current landscape education
make trained graduates unqualified to meet the market requirements.

(2) There are too many associations and organizations in the
industry resulting in greater competition rather than communication
and cooperation. Worse, these organizations often do not complete their
basic functions, such as establishing professional ethics, regulating
fees, guiding clients, advertisement and marketing, and mediating
contradictions.

(3) In China, it is difficult to establish equal relationships between
clients and designers to guide the virtuous development of the market.
In Australia, a relative consensus exists between clients and designers

to avoid unnecessary design iterations, expenditures, and time, and to

ensure high design quality and standards.

7 Conclusion

Landscape architecture in China is continuing to develop as a
profession. In order to continue healthy and sustainable professional
development, we should learn from past experiences, and seek to
improve the weak points, while continuing to encourage tangible and
sustainable professional development. We should adjust professional
landscape education and use actual demand as a guide to purposely set
up leading direction in landscape architecture discipline, while also
coordinating with other design fields to encourage multidisciplinary
practices. Finally, we need to strengthen and expand cooperation and
influences within the industry to establish a credit coordination system
and form a steadily progressing environment. As the main subjuct
of landscape industry development, landscape architects should
be as multidisciplinary as possible, while working to strengthen
comprehensive technical ability, rewarding creativity and
originality, and striving to become the leading discipline within

design culture. LAF
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