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Benjamin WALKER – an introduction 

 

I had the great fortune of attending the 2008 Cumulus 

Conference when the Kyoto Design Declaration was signed.  

Like many of the delegates, I had travelled a long distance to be 

among an incredibly diverse community of educators all united 

by a common conviction: the importance of education in creativity to tackle the pressing issues of 

our times: sustainability, climate change, social equity and cultural diversity. 

 

Being the representative of a new member institution, I knew almost nobody at the conference. Over 

the short few days, this assembly of the worlds most committed design educators felt to me like an 

important milestone on the journey that started in a Melbourne 25 years earlier. 

 

Growing up in a family of designers (and educators) and fresh out of high school, I chose not to 

accept the offer of a place at Melbourne University faculty of Architecture. Instead I pursued a 

degree in Marine Biology. Interested in the ecosystems and their inter-dependencies, I was drawn to 

the multitude of subjects in the undergraduate course – zoology, genetics, philosophy of science, and 

a strange little ‘add-on’ subject at the time ‘Energy and the Environment’. This subject opened my 

eyes to the realization of the choices we make at the design stage of any project, had significant 

repercussions and sometimes even unforeseen consequences.  

 

After graduation, I lead an Australian and New Zealand Scientific Exploring Society (ANZSES) research 

field trip for a month in northern Australia. Leading a group of young adults, (many older than I) in 

remote northern Australia for a month was a formative experience. I wanted to continue working in 

‘ecology’ so returned to Melbourne and took up an internship at the Australian Conservation 

Foundation. We were constantly denouncing bad practices, poor policy and environmental injustice. 

It was important work, but something personal was missing.  

 

One evening while waiting for a friend at a Melbourne pub, I scanned the in-house bookcase and 

came across an old and battered copy of Victor Papanek’s ‘Design for the Real World’.  
It was an epiphany for me. I had found my calling. 

Within a month I was enrolled at Monash University Industrial Design with the fierce determination 

to - as I declared during the admission interview - “Design myself out of a job !”. The design 

profession had to change, and I was going to be a part of the change. 

 

An opportunity arose thanks to a bilateral exchange agreement established between Monash 

university and the Glasgow School of Art. I secured a place to study 4th year Design at the product 

Design Department. A terrific year opening my eyes to the European approach of Design Education. I 

became an active member of the O2 network: Designers declaring that new cyclical ways of thinking 

and working needed to be embraced. I wanted to do more, so I moved to Paris and went and 

introduced myself to Thierry Kazazian of O2 France. Within a short time I was living a dream – 

working for a pioneer in the field of eco-design and the circular economy…not such a common 

occurrence late ‘90s.  

 

I was offered a tutoring position at ENSCI Les Ateliers, which lead to a teaching position at ESAD 

Reims. I established a design agency and counted UNEP - the United Nations Environment Program - 



as one of my clients. Design doing and Design teaching. The Eco-design program I established at 

ESAD Reims has set several successful eco-designers on inspiring career paths. 

 

Then I met Cumulus. 

The convictions I had I found a community in the form of a federated association of engaged design 

educators. It was inspiring and reassuring in equal measure. The exchanges of ideas, comparison of 

successes (and failures) and above all, the inclusive philosophy of the community was refreshing.  

 

In Kyoto I met Christian Guellerin, director of l’Ecole de Design Nantes Atlantique.  

He expressed an interest in my activity as a designer and design educator. Pretty soon I joined his 

team in Nantes. For six years I headed the Masters Program of ‘Responsible Innovation’ where we 

collaborated extensively with other design schools in the Cumulus network, won several 

international awards and explored news ways of teaching. I introduced, theater workshops, offsite 

wilderness retreats without mobile communication, method design…and we even produced a series 

of publications based on experimental workshops Designers x Managers called ‘Sustainable 

Scenarios’.  

 

In 2015 I was approached to take over the direction of LISAA Strasbourg. 

I had never been to the capital of Europe, but was fascinated by its geographic position – its 

proximity to other cultures and ideas which evidently nourish design.  

These past 7 years I have taken a small school offering an advanced diploma in graphic 

communication to a medium sized school with full programs in two design streams. 

I have introduced a bilingual cursus, developed our Erasmus program, organized and supervised 

several weeklong school excursions to Berlin and other cities. 

I’m constantly impressed by the positive impacts of experiencing another culture. 

Die Riesen builden die jurgen… 

 

So why am I applying to be on the Cumulus Executive Board?  

Its rather simple.  

I have a profound belief in the importance and potential of this organization.  

There are important structural questions that the current president and executive board are 

addressing, and I know I can help.  

What will Cumulus look like in 5- or 10-years time?  

How do we continue to cultivate the discourse on culture, art and design to build creative, inclusive 

and equitable economies? I don’t have all the answers, but I am confident that an Australian, 

educated in Scotland, with extensive experience in European design practice as well as French design 

education would make a significant contribution to the governing body of this important association. 

This is exactly what I hope to do. 

 

Thank-you for your attention. 

 

 

Benjamin WALKER 

Director 

LISAA Strasbourg 

 

 




