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The opening ceremony of the 52nd World Congress of the International Federation of
Landscape Architects (IFLA), at which the theme was “The History of the Future”, was
held on June 10, 2015, at the Winter Palace Square in St. Petersburg, and had more
than 500 attendees. As the Square is a World Heritage Site alterations to any inch of the
land, mending of any piece of wall et cetera, has to be conducted in strict accordance
with the principle of authenticity and integrity: the conference stage and green trees are
temporary. Yet the digital cameras and smart phones, with their all-pervasive mobile
Internet, as much as the participants, exist on the square without restriction. This results
in a mass of data and information. Without our knowledge, our head or voice, together
with the peripheral baroque architecture and urban landscape, is transmitted instantly

to all corners of the earth.
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LANDSCAPE
IN BIG DATA

CHIEFEDITOR Kongjian YU
TRANSLATED BY Qing DONG Jago RACKHAM

When I open Weibo (lit. “MicroBlog”) on my cell phone, and enter “Houtan Park™, a great deal of

information about the park appears:

June 14, “@3@%E—Z 3£~ wrote, “Today, my baby’s kindergarten has a spring outing in Houtan Park....”
Nine photos of children playing by the water accompany this text: sitting on the bamboo and wooden
plank road; picking fruit under the trees; reaching into the water. I then open her homepage, and find that
she is a loving life-mother who lives in Hongkou District, Shanghai, and that every weekend she visits
the park with her daughter. I view her other Weibos, mostly her baby daughter in the show. I could spend

the whole day reading her online journal.

May 31, “@JunoZ Mg 4475 wrote, “Sleeping for a day, in the afternoon I find a chair and sit paralyzed in
Houtan Park. I ran in the park for four years, but now even a walk around is so difficult.... When I look
at these parents, and then those wild kids following behind them, I cannot help but smile sadly. People
are really like a drop of water or a grain of sand, full of repetition and circulation....” My heart is now
somewhat tense. I continue to read her other Weibos, and then realize that this is a terminally ill middle-
aged woman, afflicted by illness all day. I see that she visits the park alone every day, and that she has

left poignant inspiration at the end of her life.

May 23, “@35k & & Vvvictoria” posted nine portraits among the blooming wild flowers in Houtan Park.
This is a beautiful girl, a graduate from East China Normal University in Shanghai, whose other Weibos

reveal that she is a campus belle who loves art and the social scene.

May 23, “@Z %= ILHY/NZE” wrote: “Houtan Park, next time remember to bring a fishing net.”
Accompanied by nine photographs: a group of children at the water fishing for tadpoles....

May 17, “@ZEAL” wrote: “A day of fishing achievements. Houtan Park is really much more interesting
than the other parks, fewer people, more scenery, no tickets, no worries about bike scurries...”, some

photos show his fishing achievements.

May 17,” @ZE FK BIEK” wrote: “An old lady who lacks quality is picking reed leaves in Houtan Park.” A
photo shows that an old lady is being caught picking reed leaves.

May 12, “@3k/\#5-AHHA” wrote: “A restful day, my favorite park in Shanghai, none can be compared
to it”. Nine photos in this Weibo are scenes of Houtan Park. This is a girl from Xi’an Jiaotong University

whose major is design. She is about to graduate, she is also a music fan.

I read page after page to see the changing landscape of Houtan Park in different moments: field mustard,
sunflower, daisy, pot marigold... all emerge in people’s photos, blooming alternately. I see people’s joy
in the reeds, and the bushes of narrowleaf cattail and maiden grass. I see kids by the water, where they
like it most. I see fish, shrimp, tadpoles, which are just out of the water — I can even identify their
species. [ can see what kind of birds have been spotted recently — some bird watchers list their species,
I can see who, and at what time, uses the park, and sometimes I can understand the relationship between
their interests and their favorable landscapes. I can even report to the local administrators (or might not,
because the park security also browse this information) to stop bad behavior taking place as I browse
(more serious matters than picking reed leaves). I have also reported to the park administrators, helped

by netizens’ photos, in time to have a rotten plank road and a damaged railing repaired.

Remote sensing satellites orbit of the Earth’s periphery, the Global Positioning System (GPS), unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAVs) with three-dimensional lasers canning equipment; Below, there are ubiquitous
digital cameras and nearly 20 billion smart phones, Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) technology,
mobile Internet and Cloud computing. They incessantly generate / download, store, transmit and process
vast amounts of landscape information, including landscape systems (patterns and processes), landscape
services and their uses. A few decades ago such information could only be gained through expensive,
systematic surveys, for example, analyzing an area’s biological diversity based on a sample survey,
making evaluations of landscape perception through photographs, selecting optimal paths throughout

the landscape by professional exploration crew, making post occupancy evaluation (POE) for a city park
through field investigation and so on. Today, data, like a surging tide saturated with sediment and debris

swarms into our offices, bedrooms, restaurants, elevators. Even into the bathroom.

A large amount of ordinary big data from the Cloud concerns landscape and socio-cultural background.
This brings landscape architects and urban planners limitless opportunities to effectively design and
manage landscapes. Yet, we must recognize that big data is a double-edged sword. First, the source of the
data is not balanced, but has a discriminatory or biased nature — people who use smart phones are not
representative of the general population — meaning that decisions made according to such information
are not always fair and equitable. Second, the data is so readily available and inexpensive that the pearl
often becomes buried in the sand: meaningless information is nothing but noise. Besides, this big data
processing requires powerful systems and can incur huge costs. Third, data and information can only tell
us the past, or reflect the state of the moment. It cannot predict the future: only theory can. Therefore, we
must avoid a situation where our minds are silted up by vast amounts of data and information. We must
keep enough thinking room and remain awake. Otherwise we may become lost in these vast oceans of

data, rendering them without use.



