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Forum on Design as Social Agency
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Véaclav Havel, a Czech noted essayist, once wrote, “Conscience is the Highest
Norm”. System and morality are both the two foundations balancing the equity of
society, which will be collapsed if any of them is biased. However, as one of the
defenders, landscape architects own this mission inherently, and most of them, in
spite of the in-service and the future, have neglected their duties, or ignored the
needs for the space and environment demanded from the non-profit groups. Thus
an urgent and crucial call for pondering on this issue is emerging. On March 27th,
2011, the students of 2010 MSLA in Peking University had a deep discuss on the
topic of landscape and urban social engagement during the course of landscape
sociology. The slightly superficial, yet pointed opinions what the students delivered
were answered by the teachers and speech-guests, which has led a new thought
to everyone present. The two architects designed the infamous program of Metro
Cable in Caracas, who are also the principals of Urban-Think Tank, were cordially
invited to join in this forum; Jun Mu, one of the designers of the winning project of
Best Architecture Award on the First China Architecture Media Awards, as well as
Ying-Chun Hsieh, an architect from Taiwan who has practiced enormous programs
for the residents living in countryside and villages, are both the adequate
designers to talk over the theme of “Design as Social Agency”.
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Students of 2010 in MSLA of Peking University: Yuanzhe LIU, Weiqi ZHANG,
Shiyang ZHANG, Xuewen YIN, Chengkang YE, Jiajie YANG, Yiting WEI, Lijun WANG,
Huaging WANG, Zhe SUN, Junwei REN, Bibo NI, Huijie MENG, Ben MA, Mugiu LU,
Xiaolu LIU, Yuan LI, Chen LI, Li JIANG, Zhengwei HUANG, Xu HAN, Shuying HAN,
Jian HAN, Yao GONG, Xuemei GE, Wei FU, Xi CHEN, Qiong WANG

Wei PANG: General manager and principal of Guangzhou Turen Landscape Planning
Co., Ltd.; Visiting Researcher of Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking
University.

Wenyuan WU: General manager of Apecland (Hong Kong) Design & Consultant
Co., Ltd.; Visiting Professor of Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking
University.

Wenbo ZHU: Vice president of Shenzhen Water Planning & Design Institute.
Baozhang LI: Founder and Principal of Urban Planning and Landscape Design
(Canada) Ltd.

Xili ZHANG: President of Xili Sign Research Institute; Visiting researcher of
Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking University.

Zhihui ZHOU: Design director of Buenavista. Visiting researcher of Landscape
Architecture Graduate School of Peking University.

Changjiang YU: Vice dean of College of Humanities, Shenzhen Graduate School of
Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking University.

Lin ZHOU: Director researcher of China Development Institute (Shenzhen); Visiting
researcher of Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking University.

Jinkui LI: Director researcher of China Development Institute (Shenzhen); Visiting
Professor of Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking University.

Dihua LI: Vice Dean of Landscape Architecture Graduate School of Peking University.
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and Details is Essential to
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We are so impressed by the high-density housing and
the abrupt terrain when we caught sight of the project
at first, and what is the first impression of yours?

Alfredo BRILLEMBOURG (BRILLEMBOURG hereafter):
The slums of Latin America, Asia and Africa, and the
recently impoverished suburbs of North American and
European cities, cast doubt on the traditional notion
of city growth as self-contained and rational, born of
the logic of the functional organization of space. Fast
growing cities in the developing world and shrinking
cities in the developed world present us with two faces
of the same coin joined by the phenomena of informal
development.

And Caracas is one of them, in where 60% urban
inhabitants live in slums. The size of the slums or
informal settlements in the Caracas can be viewed not
as ‘a mountain full of houses as you would think but
potentially one house the size of a mountain’.

The network of the Metro Cable system is very
ingenious, yet very challenging, could you interpret
more about your idea of this solution to connect the
barrio with the City’s subway lines?

Hubert KLUMPNER (KLUMPNER hereafter): Obviously
a barrio like San Agustin with 40,000 people in the
middle of the city, in the valley at the bottom of the
small mountain about 180-meters high — these 40,000
people are actually at the core of the center of the
city — however they have been separated by the
highway. So it was up to us to use, as a connection
and an extension, for the underground train that were
newly built. It was only logic for us to propose this
extension of the public transport. Public transport as
conventionally with roads that would have destroyed
30% of the houses on the mountain, but an alternative
urban transportation system would not. Very light,
almost surgical in its intervention on the small pin dots,
intending massive stations for social stations in the
mountain were missing. That was actually the response.
To make a pass-ground version of the underground
train that would work with the topography of the
mountain in the city.

BRILLEMBOURG: We are not in favor of slum
clearance and moving poor people to the suburbs.
We are in danger of watching another generation
merely survive in cities, rather than flourish there.
The authorities often deliberately ignore potential
urban dangers because no easy answers are in sight.
The results of negligent policies are too frequently
catastrophic. As slum zones are often constructed in the
least favorable areas for formal development — such
as land with extreme slopes and weak soil resistance
or areas subject to seasonal flooding or earthquakes
— they are at permanent risk. Entire stretches of
neighborhoods can be lost in a rainstorm. Slum zones
need to be recognized as urbanized living quarters, and
within these zones, and we must respond to the need
for housing and infrastructure solutions.

And this is a community. They work together. They
share foods. They share all sorts of social infrastructure:
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schooling, kitchens, education... they need to share
because they have so little. This is a poor community up
on the hill. So the cable car became a real advantage
to move them from being in a medieval town in the
middle of the metropolis to now becoming part of
the 21st century. The idea was to create an effective
and efficient circuit, thereby significantly improving
the City image and its inward investment potential.
The Funicular route passes through a predominantly
residential/commercial area which has social and
environmental sensitivities.

A central challenge to cities in the developing world
is the constant demand for structured, standardized,
and consolidated transport infrastructure. The Metro
Cable project, mentioned above, is a new addition
to Caracas’s public transport system that integrates
the San Agustin barrio with the formal city. While
the city made an automobile-centered proposal to
integrate San Agustin with the rest of Caracas, U-TT
saw the opportunity to implement a sensitive form of
infrastructure that would act as urban acupuncture. By
inserting an above ground cable car system, integrated
with the metro system, new housing, community
recreational centers, and spaces for commercial
developments, the barrio would not have to sacrifice
its existing fabric for mobility. Rather, U-TT saw the
opportunity to deliver a normalized transportation
service that complimented and reinforced established
bonds.

Now they are part of the city, whereas before
they were almost invisible to the city. They are now
completely connected.

We would like to learn how about your communication
with the local residents during this program. What
approaches did you practice in conflict between design
and inhabitants’ benefits?

BRILLEMBOURG: There is much communication
between different sectors of the mountain. They are
connected in five stations. So naturally that also brings
about problems like territorial disputes, ownership etc.
One of the biggest hardships in our work has been
finding people to work on the different micro scale
projects that are missing on the hill to complete the
U-TT vision.

In some way at this early stage of the hill
landscape where some demolition has occurred in
risk zones, land slide and unstable hills are a risk. The
vacant land is not owned by residents nor by municipal
governance and thus this incites new invasion of
territory prone to new squatters.

However, these new peaces of property is opened
by demolition on the top and sides of the hill is some of
the most interesting places to think about doing urban
agriculture, parks, music schools... that are all the
missing programs of a normal city of 40,000.

U-TT has tried to help and push forward ideas
and design concepts for these areas for the land
recuperation because they are prime available real-
estate. In these dense inhabited hills you do not find
open land easily, so the city must use what you have
but now for public and educational functions.

These new parks and educational buildings would
be seen from any part of San Agustin, inclusive from
the boulevard down at the formal city. This would
change the image of the hill and of the Metro Cable as
a new tool for education not only access. We need to
link physically but also mentally and make a loop of civic
spaces that combine and offer different alternatives to
the formal city. This will make the hill side culture much
more visible.

Has the current situation of barrio of Caracas achieved
your goal-vision?

KLUMPNER: The meaning and the power of the work
is connecting the city. The meaning is when people
were living up on the mountain, and they got sick, they
had to come down 29 floors, on average, walking...
or they had to go up 29 floors, walking. So it is a big
difference now that with the cable car they could
connect and come down to the city. They can now
easily go out and buy food, newspaper and other things
of normal life and go to a normal job and school but
most important quick access to hospitals, especially for
the elderly.

BRILLEMBOURG: We believe that in the short term
the Metro Cable means more access, comfort for the
inhabitants, it reduces their transport time 9 times
faster than that before. In summary they have much
greater mobility without using a car or roads!

Now the community organization is going slowly,
but always is, but over time | am confident that the
community residents will win out and organize their
community facilities. In the long run, we believe that
there is an important social change that is generated
with this metro cable access system. There are people,
politicians, engineers from the formal city that criticize
the cable car as efficient but do not realize that the key
is that it is 0 emission and that we do not believe in the
car anymore!

What is the most impressive sentiment that the Metro
Cable program has brought to you?

BRILLEMBOURG: In essence, the Metro Cable project
taught us how the macro must serve the micro.
Standardization, we realized, produces greater flexibility,
as it is easier to carry out expansions, changes, and
repairs in the future. Services can share a central access
point. In this case, garbage collections, water, and
electricity are bundled with social functions and a cable-
car infrastructure. Indeed, the Metro Cable project
permitted us to speculate about the neighborhoods
future without locking it into any predetermined future.
We acknowledged the touristic possibilities inherent
within the cable car platform, while at the same
interweaving the needs of the community, both prosaic
and escapist. This is infrastructure performing many
roles at once, reflecting the multifaceted community for
which was built.

KLUMPNER: I would like to say it is important for
you to know that there is a very relevant point on our

agenda, which is how to finance projects. Obviously,
the economy of those projects also in the city is with
an inequality. You can not imagine how harsh the
contrasts, the income contrasts and lifestyle contrasts
in Caracas. We are very seriously working on finding
linkages that allow us to realize, to finance projects.

One of them is a law, which we have been
watching very closely, and we are very proud to say
that we even participated almost in the evolution of that
law in many ways and in many points. There is a law
that states, that companies which work in Venezuela
can finance projects that have been put on a list which
works to improve the lives of people who live in the
barrios.

We just got the news recently that we got a
grant for the autistic children's approach. We have
inaugurated only half a year ago. We found a grant
and that this year also we have worked between
Switzerland and the slum zone of urban south to raise
the funds here to make a project, which is not based on
growing, but on redistribution of ideas, redistribution of
expertise, and the redistribution of finances.

As we know there is an “Urban Lab” led by you
two which typifies your strategy for building in Latin
American barrios. Is there any inspiration from the
programs during experiment of the Lab?

BRILLEMBOURG: With our (U-TT) Sustainable
Living Urban Model Laboratory (SLUM-Lab) toolbox,
we propose a working method for a new supportive
architecture that empowers people at the margins
of the global South's emerging cities and promotes
sustainable development in the slum areas. Our agenda
in devising and applying the toolbox is two-fold: to
shift the emphasis of contemporary architecture and
architectural education from form-driven to purpose-
oriented; and to eliminate the disconnect between
design and its social impact. Rather than having
a purely artistic objective, we are calling for an
architecture that creates buildings from more efficient,
locally produced, and industrial materials that can be
assembled in a kit of parts.

What we have documented over the last decade
in the cities of the South: urban development without
institutional assistance; overstretched infrastructure;
lack of resources; and policies of exclusion. Cities,
whether deliberately or not, are moving toward a less
formal, more flexible order. It is therefore critical that
designers recognize that informality provides a large-
scale, conceptual framework of cooperation between
stakeholders and urban managers. Such cooperation
would establish a global agenda of open-design
framework that accepts cultural, social, and ideological
differences. Thus, we must shift the emphasis of
contemporary architectural practice and education from
a form-oriented to a process-driven concern.

In many ways, this reorientation can most easily
happen within architectural education. One can find
growing numbers of university projects dedicated
to mega-cities. U-TT has organized and taught such
studios, bringing students to conduct research in cities
such as Amman, Sao Paulo, Chendu and Mumbai.

They raise our expectations for a more equitable global
exchange of architectural and urbanism ideas. In the
future, we anticipate that even more universities will
show much more presence in the developing world.

You have paid lots of attention on designing for the
disadvantaged groups, we would like to know are these
your particular interest or you believe it should be more
a social responsibility to designers?

KLUMPNER: With the growth of the average income
around the world, we know that disparities are growing.
That actually means that fewer people are richer, more
people are poorer, and that should only point us to the
reality that on the ground that you have more people
do not have water, who that do not have education,
who suffer from sicknesses, children who are working
in prostitution, human trade... That is happening in our
cities too! Let us not forget about it. From our point
of view, the rule is Karachi, Hyderabad, Caracas, Sao
Paulo, Mumbai, Mexico City... those are where the
people live today. The exception is Zirich, New York,
Los Angeles...

Even from a viewpoint of common sense, we have
almost an obligation to respond to the development
of slums and to think about innovations — how to
integrate and how to distribute the growing wealth to
the population because the quietness of this massive
amount of people is not based upon their agreement
of the conditions. It is actually because at the moment
they are overpowered: they are controlled; they do not
have a voice. But | will tell you they will get one and we
better act before, because it is our common interest —
it is in the common interest of everyone living cities, or
everybody living on the globe. And this not the dream
of a religious leader, this is really something that we
as architects, as designers, are aware. We have to
build a place where we can live in together. Otherwise
we cannot build those social networks and contexts,
otherwise that social interaction between people cannot
happen, and this is very important.

BRILLEMBOURG: Our central interest today is: can the
informal settlements become the urban villages of the
21st century? Like the hutongs and leylongs of china’s
urban villages, we believe the barrios of Caracas can
both contribute to a new definition of social capital in
cities and, at the same time, improve urban city life?

Our experiences at U-TT have taught us that
architects must become advocates for the people
and active agents of change. But that change must
come accomplished thoughtfully and carefully, one
step at a time, so as to be viable and durable. We
strive to bring citizens in their cities closer together, to
create a greater sense of individual responsibility for a
stronger community and an active civil society. All the
investigations we make and solutions we propose are
tested by one over-arching question: are people better
off than they were before we arrived?

Urban designers, and particularly teachers of urban
design, are facing a crisis. Our field is playing catch
up with the realization that we have largely ignored
how the majority of human beings live. For decades,
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the focus has rested comfortably on the global north;
collectively, designers’ books, magazines, and projects
have only gazed above the socio-economic equator.
Not only has this limited our field’s creative palate, but
it has depleted our field’s legitimacy. If designers and
architects are to improve cities and impart meaningful
strategies to subsequent generations, we must begin to
look southwards with creative curiosity.

We have an awareness of that you have practiced your
concepts in China already, as a country where there are
plenty of issues caused by the accelerated urbanism
and economy growth, numbers of opportunities need
to be seizd at the same time. We wonder what's your
opinion about the current situation in China as well as
other developing nations?

BRILLEMBOURG: We have a story that we would
like to tell for you magazine that impressed us most of
this experience. | really appreciate your trying to do
this interview from so far away. The whole purpose of
our work is to somehow try and navigate the global
connections between cities — we have the tools now
with the internet, with travel now that has been made
cheaper and easier, that we can move around and
dialogues can be established. So the Metro Cable is an
important step, but of course if it were translated to
China it would probably work very differently.

U-TT has a local office executing local projects
in Caracas and has placed a strong emphasis on
understanding the dynamics and contexts of Latin
American cities. This is where we started our research
and deepened our experience for over more than a
decade. Yet, we have found that the lessons we have
taken from our work in Latin America can also be
implemented in China.

Now that the Beijing Olympics and the Shanghai
2010 world expo are but a memory, the spotlight in
China is moving to save the memory of the old city.
With an anticipated 300 million moving to cities in the
last 10 years , China will have to rethink its policy on
social housing. The task is enormous by any measure
— not that China has ever needed an excuse to develop
new ideas. While the global economic slowdown has
had its impact, China is still building vertical cities with
flashing neon signs and light-bedazzled skyscrapers. We
believe this is a mistake, the new city should be a high
density medium rise city like Paris!

China urban policy is being influenced by the
worst of American commercial cities like Dallas or Las
Vegas. Development ideas in China creating a potential
disjointed monster in many cities around China based
on the worst urban values.

Shopping malls on every corner, 30 -50 floor
commercial high rises, 30 floor apartment blocks for the
urban poor on the periphery are the worst urban clichés
( we saw this happen in the Chicago Gehttos in the
1950's, 60's, 70's) , turning mainland China’s away from
the cosmopolitan city it wants to be. China still offers
a breadth of experiences, but it must save its urban
villages, protect its heritage of Leylongs and hutongs,
move away from the car to the Tram, keep the bicycle,
revive the culture of the street, stop building highways
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and build trains. Development is not measured in GDP!
This is a myth, quality is measured in happiness and
community. What kind of city community is made in
Malls and high rises 30 floors in the air?

We just recently had an interview with Ai Weiwei,
the Chinese author, and he said something that
really strikes me, he said that he believes that China
is still not ready to think in terms of theory. That
China is still thinking in terms of practical solutions,
and it is thinking very much of, let us say, top-down
infrastructure architecture and they are repeating
models all over China, maybe repeating mistakes of
the modern history of the 20th century. So Ai Weiwei
said, “if we could only change the mentality in China
and other places of the world, with more critical
understanding of what architecture can do.”

He also said, “I think whatever happens in China
in the next decade does not have a real meaning by
intention.” In other words what he was saying is that
he hopes that China starts to do architecture and art
that has real meaning, but intended meaning. What |
can say about the Metro Cable, it may be not a perfect
project in terms of all of its parts, but it has a very
powerful meaning.

KLUMPNER: The conditions in which people live in
cities today, and | am thinking in particular about
Chinese cities — this large-scale urbanization process
in South America, Africa, Asia, particularly in China,
obviously India — this urbanization process is actually
only looking at the moment at the growing wealth.
However we are very aware that the dark side of the
process is that in any city, when you grow, at the rate,
wealth you are also growing poverty. It is an urban
paradox that we have already identified but it has not
yet entered the consciousness of people. Wealth is
also accompanied by poverty. You know explosions
of wealth literally are accompanied by explosions
of poverty. There are actually mathematical models
that we are looking at... and you can see in the past
in Mexico City, in all cities that have grown fast over
the last century that the doubling of the city is only
accompanied by a growth of about 20% of the wealth
of the city. So we think, and would be very interested
in working on a project with some Chinese colleagues
on a large-scale urbanization projects.

Yes, we believe there are more and more designers
have, and continuatively, designed for the low-income
and socially disadvantaged groups.

BRILLEMBOURG: Absolutely, we are not alone. Now
is the moment to make investigation, speculation and
propositions that situate discussion of opportunistic
ground-level tactics for ecologically viable human
practices post disaster. We threw open to converge
ideas across institutions: ETH Zurich, and China
institutions in collaboration across disciplines of
architecture, landscape and urban design to seek a
convergence of ideas, much like a thinking working
action group of city designers examining the underside
of global urbanization. (Interviewed by Tina TIAN,
Mingyan ZHOU, Transcribed by Deniel PROSTAK,
Translated by Qinbo LIU, Proofread by Tina TIAN)
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High Morality is a Flattery to Others Rather Than a Burden to Himself

WRARRNDES I EHEHIT,
Ying-Chun HSIEH: Director of Architect Hsieh Ying-Chun and Associates, Taiwan.
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