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Abstract ...
Tom Leader Studio (TLS) is an award wining landscape architecture

practice with offices in California, Minnesota and HongKong. Since
its inception in 2001, the studio has invested and built upon the
unique, inherent qualities of cities and their landscapes. In so doing,
TLS seeks to provide a link between emerging ideas and practices
and the concrete need for their realization in physical space. In this
interview, Leader talks about TLS's practices and experiences in
China and how an "equilibrium of design" may bring a brighter future

for the nation.
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How much the design market of China

means to Tom Leader Studio (TLS)?

Tom LEADER (LEADER hereafter): |
would say, there is not any huge difference
between China and the US or other countries
we work in. Our firm is not very large,
between 12 ~ 15 people normally. So the way
we operate and the types of ambitions we
have are quite different from larger corporate
practices that do landscape design in China.
We are always looking for projects that will
make a difference in their context and will be
interesting to us in terms of deviating from
conventional practice. We find the small
studio allows us to test ideas and express
them in a way that is very particular to how
we think and design. We just want to look for
individual ideas and experiments that could
contribute to the “equilibrium project” we
see being important in China or elsewhere we
are working. So we are not looking to expand
and get large. We do not really measure our
success in terms of size and volume but in
terms of originality and sometimes even
useful provocation. That may be distinct from
other larger US offices that seek large volume

business.

We would like to learn that how do you

understand and then respond to the

specific historical and cultural context of

each project site in China?

LEADER: We think in China, just like
anywhere else, we need to respond to ways
of improving people’s quality of life. In
China, it seems that now especially, quality
of life is becoming a bigger and bigger
issue because of huge consumer demand
both inside and outside of the country. The
outcome of so many new cars, so much
industrial production, so much energy

generation, so much consumption of high end

goods — the consumption of all these things

in the name of a better life are causing a lot
of problems too. Air and water in many cases
have been compromised and require more
and more mitigation. Health and healthy
lifestyle will become truly key issues over
the next 10 years. So the definition of an
improved quality of life needs to take this
into account. Communities need living parks,
lakes, streams, and open space where the

environment promotes good health in air and

water and the ability to exercise outdoors.
Landscape design in China can become key
to create healthier communities by creating
landscape systems at a broad regional
scale that help to clean water and even air
through natural principles. For 5,000 years
communities in China lived in an equilibrium
with nature and the job now is to seek and
restore a balance that allows each person the
chance for a healthy life.

Right now we are working on a very
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large park along the shores of Lake Taihu
near Wuxi. Taihu Lake is very large but very
shallow so the effects of water pollution
become clear much faster than elsewhere.
It used to be surrounded with enormous
margins of wetland that kept the water
healthy for people and aquatic species that
fed the people. This has changed now and
many places the wetland margin is gone and
aquatic life is really suffering. Taihu Lake has
become a site where the local government has
decided to make a major effort to reverse the
effects of widespread industrial production
around its edges. The park we are working on
is essentially a massive water cleaning device
for all the runoff of the newly developing
areas of the city. It must also serve as a key
point of visibility and progressive example
of what can be done as cities grow in these
environments. We hope we can create a
powerful and visible symbol of change with
this project. Part of the project we love is
not only the vast expanse of wetland margin
but the relatively smaller components —
the complex network of boardwalks, stairs,

floating gardens, channels, pool — that let

0 500 1000 2000m

people enjoy and remember what pleasure a
new relationship to a healthy lake can offer

families and individuals.

What is the most impressive experience

“Playground” for designers?

LEADER: I like to have fun as much as
anybody... but I do not think of China as
a “Playground” in the sense of gratuitous
or frivolous proposals to get attention.
I know that sometimes happens but I
think there are a lot of very demanding
situations with limited resources that need
thoughtful answers. This usually leads to a
design that provides evidence of meeting
those challenges and provides that sort of
inspiration. This makes me think of some of
the crazy hats you see on top of tall buildings
competing for attention on the skyline in
places like Shanghai, they definitely make
me amused when I see them all in context.
But personally I would rather see that “hat
money” spent on health clubs, running trails,

and water purification features.

What influence do you think has the surge

of the engagement of foreign designers

you have ever had, in your practice in

China?

LEADER: As everyone knows, the biggest
difference working in China is the speed at
which things get designed and built. This
is both an advantage and a disadvantage. It
is great to know things will really happen
and get built, but it is scary to wonder
whether there will be enough control of the
documentation and construction process to
realize the specific proposal. We have learned
when and where our work will have the best
effect and where to rely on local expertise
and let go of things that are not crucial. One
has to know and communicate well about
what are the key features that will make the
project a success and allocate all possible

resources to making that real.

Do you agree with the view that China is a

brought to China?
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LEADER: We enjoy and are very challenged
by our work in China, but I think we should
all look to Chinese designers to lead the
country’s design culture in the years ahead. It
only makes sense, they really know China’s
culture better than anyone and everyday more
Chinese architects and designer are coming
forward to do this. Just look at the recent
winner of the Pritzker Prize in Architecture,
Shu Wang. I do not think a western designer
would have the understanding to propose
some of the structures he has done. I think
Chinese designers’ leading will be a critical
factor in achieving the sort of environmental
and cultural equilibrium that is so badly
needed. To us, this is an absolutely crucial
project for the years ahead. For thousands
of years the structures that were built in
China reflected a careful and dynamic
understanding of nature and culture. The
unbelievable building boom and economic
changes of the last 20 years has shown what
I consider an unsustainable surge in foreign

ideas that may or may not contribute to the

stable quality of life for communities there.
Working to restore this time-honored sense
of equilibrium with nature is the really
important task of all designers in China now.
Of course there have been terrific ideas from
US designers trying to show the way back to
equilibrium — SWA with Jim Lee has done a

terrific project recently in Nanhu with SOM
that revives communal agricultural patterns
as a way of settling new communities.
Projects with that sort of ambition and
knowledge that is more developed in the US
or Europe are the ways foreigners can offer

good ideas in China. LAF
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