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Date July 26, 2015 Location Qiaoyuan Park, Tianjin Photographer Kongjian Yu

Qiaoyuan Park, Tianjin 2015: every day, thousands of users enjoy themselves in the
natural oasis of the city. Thanks for the strong defense of ordinary users and designers,
the natural and rustic charm of the unique design has been protected and renewed after

the restoration of the park.
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DIARY TO DEFEND
QIAOYUAN PARK

CHIEFEDITOR Kongjian YU
TRANSLATEDBY Shu LIU Jago RACKHAM

December 20, 2013
I was deeply touched by a letter from Baoqi Ding in Tianjin Ansett Hospital:

“Dear Dean Yu: | happened to notice construction under way in Tianjin Qiaoyuan Park this morning.
The builders told me they were going to transform part of the wetlands into squares.We really like your
unique design for Qiaoyuan Park. Did they have your permission for the renovation? | am writing in the

hope that your influence can prevent the willful violation to your design.Yours Sincerely!”

It is a very brief letter, at most 90 Chinese characters if one counts punctuation. But it is the most
memorable and impressive “post-occupancy evaluation” that I have ever received throughout my career
as a designer. It also defines, and tactfully questions, the rights and dignity of a designer. And by the time
it was written, five full years had passed since Tianjin Qiaoyuan Park was built!

After reading his letter, I picked up the phone to call the worthy “user” for details. It turned out that
the local park and recreation authorities planned to eradicate reeds and fill the wetlands in Qiaoyuan Park
to build a square with fitness equipment and a profit-making children’s amusement park instead. The
reason given was that there were “too many reeds to provide a view; the fire risks of high grass; security
risks; lack of community venues” etc. On the phone the old man also told me that what daily visitors like
him enjoyed most was the “messy” native landscape of reeds and thatch. Moreover, he claimed that there
was no need to provide more commercial entertainment facilities as there are many in the community a
road away from the park.

I immediately left a message on the government website of Hedong District, Tianjin City and called
the leader of Tianjin Planning Bureau to forward Mr. Ding’s suggestion on halting the reconstruction.
However, the park regulators think little of it, saying “the general public regard the park as wild and urge
us to strengthen management and renovation. It is impossible to stop the work as the project has been
launched.” Obviously, they excluded the old man from “the general public.” Upon my helpless reply,

Mr. Ding lamented, “They are going to make Qiaoyuan Park a place of the vulgar trimmed hedges and
ornamental lawns that can be seen everywhere!” So the old man wrote to Xingguo Huang, Mayor of

Tianjin, through “Local Leadership Message Column at people.cn”:

“Qiaoyuan Park, located in Wanxin Village of Hedong District, is under large-scale reconstruction....
DeanYu, its designer, was extremely shocked by this.... | strongly appeal:
First, call an immediate halt to the reconstruction of Qiaoyuan Park!

Second, make immediate contact with Doctor Kongjian Yu to discuss the reconstruction!”
To double his efforts, this old man also asked local media for help.
December 21, 2013
Mr. Ding forwarded his letter to the governors to Chunlan Sun, Secretary of the Tianjin Municipal

Committee. At the end of the letter he wrote:

“We really worry that a place of deep cultural heritage and art will be transformed into a common



park or a place for mere economic benefit. This will be an absolute disaster.... We do not want such awful
misfortune to occur in Tianjin, our hometownl... | am a cancer sufferer but | will use the rest of my time and

energy to save this park’”

December 23, 2013
Deeply touched, I wrote a letter to Mayor Xingguo Huang with the title of “Suggestions on Wetlands

Reconstruction in Tianjin Qiaoyuan Park™:

“| recently received a letter from a citizen of Tianjin asking if | knew about the damage to the
constructed wetlands in Qiaoyuan Park, in which he wondered why the damage was being done....| am
very sad at this situation, and have left a message to Hedong District Committee, but with no positive
response. Therefore, | would like to report to you with the hope of halting the reconstruction and
restoring the original design in order to retain a cherished park. | earnestly request that you could advise

administrators and regulators to reconsider the reconstruction and maintain this globally unique landscape!”

December 24, 2013

Mr. Ding wrote me another letter, in which he seemed sad and helpless:

“There is no sign of the reconstruction stopping.... | guess they just ignored my appeal... Tianjin became
a metropolis city at the cost of its original seventy-two wetlands, most of which were destroyed by decades
of urban development: how lucky that the wetlands in Qiaoyuan Park survived. But now they are going to
be eradicated. How sad!

.. Farewelll Lovely Qiaoyuan Parkl.. If they get your approval for the transformation, so that it will stay

within the original design, | will not oppose them. But now | am really worried.”

December 27, 2013

As there was no reply to my first letter to Mayor Xingguo Huang, I wrote a second one:

“| am suffering a mixture of sorrow and anger at your reconstruction plans, which are completely
contrary to my original design.To my anger, it seems as mere disdain for designers if someone changes their
design without any notice. | wonder how such little respect is shown for humanity in Tianjin Municipality
when it is managed by many of our country’s outstanding leaders. Sadly, as the designer of the park, | am
powerless against this arbitrary reconstruction.... It is hard to believe that Tianjin cannot wait to destroy a
park cherished by its people. Once again | hope you reconsider the reconstruction of Qiaoyuan Park, and

look forward to your reply.’

December 30, 2013

The letter to Mayor Xingguo Huang finally worked, and he asked the Cityscape Committee of Hedong
District, Tianjin to come to Beijing for my advice on the reconstruction. A group of three people
including the Director and Deputy Director came to my office tonight, conveyed the full attention that

the Tianjin leadership pays to the issue, and asked for my ideas. I demanded deeper respect for the will

of local users and for the park’s designer, and asked that the landscape be restored to the original design.
I also illustrated the unique aesthetics of Qiaoyuan Park created by reeds and other wild yet ecological
elements. Ordinary people who possess a true understanding and appreciation of the beauty of this
landscape, I argued. Therefore, it was not the wetlands that required transformation, but the authorities’

value. The group of three promised to respect the will of ordinary users and the designer's ideas.

February 3, 2014
Professor Dihua Li at Peking University sent a text to the leader of Tianjin Planning Bureau once he

knew the reconstruction:

“A German designer working in Shanghai just called me to express his confusion and surprise at the
reconstruction work underway in Qiaoyuan Park, which he arranged a special trip to Tianjin in order to
visit. | was also surprised at this and do not know what has happened. Please forward my words to the
leaders of Hedong District: a project admired by global designers, if destroyed, may become an international

scandal. The authorities must act sensibly and wisely on the decision of the reconstruction.”

March 5, 2014

Finally, all our efforts in the defense of Qiaoyuan Park have paid off: Tianjin Municipal Government
called an end to their project and our design team has been invited to work on the renovation and to
supervise the follow-up construction. Despite the fact that the reeds in the wetlands have been eradicated,
much of the rustic charm has disappeared and children’s playgrounds have been introduced, the overall

landscape has been maintained at a basic level and a complete catastrophe has been avoided.

July 26, 2015

The next time I visited Qiaoyuan Park, I was more than pleased to see thousands of users having fun
amongst the wild flowers and weeds. I believe that Mr. Ding is among them, enjoying the urban natural
oasis saved by his efforts.

I have been lucky to learn a good lesson from this never-met, enthusiastic user: a designer’s task
should not end with the submittal of their design or the completion of their project. Instead we should
be concerned about its effectiveness and how it has been used. I am grateful to this user diagnosed with
cancer, because he not only defended the beauty of natural “messiness” in the last days of his life, but
also helped me to defend the rights and dignity of a designer. I feel great respect for such ordinary users
because they define the responsibilities and obligations of a designer, telling us: in the eyes of the users,
we should take lifelong responsibility for our design. Also, regulators with power and money should
learn from this case: designers have the right and the obligation to defend their designs — though, of

course, designers also have the obligation to improve their designs to meet users’ needs.





