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A Fa nda Storg

(KeithWhipple, principal offelt tip design group, tells the Panda
story:)

A landscape architect in Naples, Florida, designs a Visitors’
Center for a Panda Reserve in China? That’s just wrong on
so many levels!

It was a partnership with my wife and her professional
organization, the National Association of Interpretation (NAI
for short.)

What does your wife do, and what is NAI?

My wife is an interpretive planner, writer, trainer, and
consultant. Before she started her consulting business, she
was an education curator for Walt Disney World’s Animal

Okay, but where does felt tip design group come in?

As my wife began talking with the client, it became obvious
that the Visitor Center part of the effort was lagging behind
the main Panda Facility’s design, and more site design was
needed, not just the interpretive component. There was a
sloping site at the intersection ofa main highway and the road
that led up into a valley where the Panda Center was, and an
“ X saying, “ Visitor Center here.” Access roads had to be
designed, visitor access and experiences had to be defined,
way-finding signage had to be located, parking lots had to be
sized and sited, and an entire visitor center building had to be
programmed and designed to serve about 800,000 visitors a
year. So, felt tip design group was recruited!

Programs at Disney’s Animal Kingdom. NAI is the
professional organization to which she belongs. In a nutshell,
she *“interprets” natural and cultural heritage resources by
creating programming, designing curricula, creating interactive
activities and exhibits, and training other interpreters in the
“art” of interpreting the natural and cultural world for the
public.

So, how did the Panda Project come her way?

The Wolong Panda Center was severely damaged in the 5.12
earthquake that hit Sichuan province 2008. It had been
undergoing some modernization when the earthquake hit and all
that work was destroyed. So, The Chinese government decided
to re-build the center from the ground up and make it an
internationally recognized Panda facility for both academia and
for an international tourist audience. The government opened up
the project as a competition, and a well-respected US/ China
non-profit group who had worked cooperatively with the Panda
Center for years assembled a team to design the facilities and
submit their design for the competition.

The non-profit put out a call to NAI for help designing the
Visitor Center experience, and NAI recommended that my wife
be the person they turn to because of her long experience with
Disney’s Animal Kingdom and her expertise in interpreting for
visitor-based zoological facilities.

Can you describe how you approached the design?

Sure. We first made the decision that the visitor center was the
prelude to the real experience, which is several miles away at
the main Panda Center up the valley. So, let’s say you’re the
visitor. It's the place where your Panda adventure begins and
ends. It has to have the facilities you need, like restrooms and
a place to buy food and drink, but it also has to prepare you
for the adventure to follow, to give you a taste of the
adventure to come. To that end, the visitor center needs to
provide some information quickly, as well as introduce you to
some natural and cultural information so you have a sense of
the place. With those parameters set, we designed the entire
site, as well as the building itself, as a series of experiences
along a timeline, starting with the first sign you see from the
highway to the time you walk back out through the doors to
find your car at the end of your adventure.




Like telling a story, right?

Right. The message you are conveying to the visitor controls
everything. At Wolong the message is, “Pandas are living
symbols of China, instantly recognized and loved around the
world, and they are in danger of extinction. Itis our
responsibility, our duty, to do all that we can to protect this
beloved national treasure for the world, our children, and our
children’s children.”

This message then guides everything. The building isn’t the
story, the architecture isn’t the story, thesite planning isn’t the
story. They are means to and end, and that end is instilling in
each visitor an understanding of why saving the Pandas is
necessary. Interpretation is not just a dry transfer of facts and
information, but a full sensory learning experience that creates
emotional connections. At the end of their stay, visitors should
leave slightly transformed, having arrived excited to see
Pandas, but leave with a sense of responsibility and
commitment to the survival ofthe Giant Panda.

You’re a landscape architect. Designing buildings is not
what you typically do.

The work we did, while quite detailed, was still only
conceptual design whose purpose was to win the
competition and get the real design contracts that will
follow. | considered my foray into architecture as super-
detailed bubble diagrams !

But you actually designed the Visitor Center that we see
pictured here, right?

Yes. The building is designed from the inside out That is,
we programmed the interior spaces, assigned them relative
sizes, arranged them in a sequence that reinforced the

.

seconds, but disappears behind trees and berming, and isn’t
seen in it’s entirety again until the visitor is out of his car and
walking up to the front door. The same goes for the view up
the valley. It’s hidden by the building itself, but the all-glass,
two-story wall at the entry lobby provides a view through the
building to the valley from a distance, but that view disappears
once you’re inside and isn’t seen again until you’ve walked up
the stairs to meet your tram.

That sounds like the way a landscape architect would
approach the problem of designing a building.

I guess you have to go with what you know! Once inside, our
Disney training helped us arrange the rooms and spaces to
continue the story. The lower level contains the big welcoming
lobby and the preliminary interpretive exhibits and
information. Most importantly, it is where the visitor gets
tickets for his tram ride to the Pandas. By using this ticketing
system, it allows the crowds going into the Panda Center to be
managed, preventing over-crowding and the problems
associated with that. It also give the visitor time to relax, look
around, get acquainted with the region, ask questions, eat, use
the restroom, and browse in the gift shop alittle. Remember,
we’re building anticipation and excitement, revealing the
adventure in increments!

You said the visitor center is the last part of the visit, too. How
does that work?

After spending the majority of time up the valley, immersed in
Pandas, the visitor returns to the Visitor Center. We exit all the
returning visitors through the gift shop. If we were successful
in reinforcing the message throughout the experience, the
visitor who returns is more likely to contribute, through
purchasing a keepsake or other means, to the effort ofsaving

message, and then wrapped the interior spaces inside a
building envelope. We knew that the site sloped up, away from
the main road, and the view up the valley was very, very nice.
So, we sited the building with that in mind, and decided to
design the building like a split-level home, so the upper stories
slid back as the building moved up the slope.

We used a design approach common in classic Japanese

garden design where a view is not exposed all at once, but is
revealed slowly, in little, enticing moments, building a sense of
anticipation as one moves through a garden. So, the Visitor
Center comes into view from the access road for a few

Pandas. He may want to learn about other opportunities to get
involved, find out what accommodations are available to

extend his stay, orask other questions. So, the Visitor Center
has to provide for those needs. The information was always
there, but at the beginning of the adventure the visitor had

other interests and priorities. Now, the interpretive

information about the Pandas and the Wolong region, which
may have garnered only a cursory glance before, now has
significantly more value. The message is reinforced one last
time as the Visitor Center bids him farewell, with a warm a .
invitation to return. Lo,






