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Born in 1945 in Yokohama, Alex Watanabe is an urban development producer. He graduated 
from the Legal Faculty of Hosei University in 1968. After working in an advertising agency and 
for a developer, in 1979 Alex founded W's Marketing. He put together the W's Group to 
specialised in total production of commercial complexes, urban developments, and resort 
facilities. In 1996 he split the Group into separate companies, and has been the Principal of W 
International Inc. since 1999. Alex's key projects include: Wing Takanawa (1983), Shin-Kobe 
OPA (1986), MONA Shin-Urayasu (1990), MM21 Yokohama Landmark Plaza (1993), and 
Nagoya Nadia Park (1997). 
 
 

[Caption - Photo by Alex Watanabe] 
An umbrella cafe beside the water at Fremantle Fisherman's Wharf, Western Australia. 
The cafe evokes openness and waterfront indulgence. 

 
Interviewer 
Alex, you originally founded W's Marketing in 1979. Since then the profession of Commercial 
Complex Producer, like that of film producer, has become a recognised occupation. 
 
Alex 
Feudal Japanese society positioned samurai at its peak, beneath whom were 
the farmers, and then the tradesmen. The lowly merchant was firmly at the 
bottom. Things have never been quite that bad in our time, but until at least 
1979 commerce was still considered a less than genteel occupation. It was 
probably the mid-80s before I was able to say otherwise with impunity, because 
by then we were seeing planned urbanscapes like Daikanyama, which attracted 
a lot of interest. 
 
 
Think 'town centre', think 'commerce'  
 
On their days off city people get dressed up and head to town; to have lunch, or 
for a stroll. A town centre must in the first instance, therefore, satisfy the urban 
lifestyle, which means satisfying many people with many needs and interests. 
Back in the 80s we began to understand that commerce was an important factor 
in achieving that satisfaction. Obviously cultural facilities, where people can 
appreciate art and music, are important elements in a town centre, but if you 
want to stop off somewhere for a bite on the way home, you head for the shops. 
In that sense, when we talk about a town centre, we are talking about 



commerce. 
 
Interviewer 
What should architects involved in the design of a mega shopping centre and commercial 
complex bear in mind if they are designing for the future? 
 
Alex 
In this day and age we are beset by 'things', but buying things is not what 
satisfactory urban living is all about. Commercial space is an evolving concept. 
Information technology and urbanisation increasingly dominate our times, and 
they generate strong support for direct marketing and online buying. At the 
same time, our modern society overwhelms us with any and every source of 
stress. Urban residents are looking for somewhere that provides relief from all 
that. 
 
In designing mega shopping centre and commercial complexes and urban 
developments, as designers we have to consider four elements:  
• the take-up of information technology;  
• the environment;  
• higher levels of technology in the materials available to us; and  
• the nexus between old and new.  
In short, we need the ability to embrace the new while preserving the traditional. 
In Australia, where I have now been living for 14 years, you can see commercial 
space that adequately satisfies all four conditions. A piece of urban art in the 
atrium of the shopping centre pictured, features environmental themes, while 
the roof design relies on high-tech materials. In areas of the city where there are 
clusters of older-style buildings, the new buildings exist in harmony with the 
older streetscape. 
 

[Caption - Photo by Alex Watanabe] 
An Australian shopping centre.  
The stylised plants featured in this piece of urban art evoke environmental images. 

 
If we are to satisfy the ever-more-diverse desires of urban dwellers, a wide 
range of experts from multiple disciplines, such as marketing, IT, and the 
environment, have to be working together right from the very first basic concept 
stage. A single architect working alone can design a museum or an office 
building and create what is effectively a work of art, but planning for urban 
development or mega shopping centre and commercial complexes requires 
something more. 
 

[Caption - Photo by Alex Watanabe] 
King Street, Perth, Western Australia.  
The streetscape incorporates both old and new, blending modern office buildings and 
traditional structures. 

 



TI - a Common Language for Creating Atmosphere 
 
Interviewer 
Have there been instances where mega shopping centre and commercial complexes integrated 
with urban centres have done well? 
 
Alex 
When I began working on the Wing Takanawa project in Shinagawa in Tokyo 
20 years ago, everyone told me it was the wrong place for a mega shopping 
centre and commercial complex. The image of Shinagawa was that of an 
industrial zone; it was not good. If you thought of Shinagawa in terms of a 
colour, the best description was 'grey'. Now Takanawa and neighbouring 
Shirogane are seen as elegant residential areas, and Wing Takanawa is the 
'face' of the precinct in front of Shinagawa station. 
 
When I developed Wing Takanawa we found we needed a common language 
between the people working on each of the project, planning, and interior fit-out. 
We came up with TI, the 'town identity' approach. Just as a company will 
develop a CI, or corporate image, to achieve strategic consistency, we thought 
it was important to create town identity when developing mega shopping 
centres and commercial complexes. The Wing Takanawa TI was based on an 
underlying colour thematic of green and pink, and that was also incorporated 
into the structures. We tried out several adventurous ideas, including putting a 
garden with a harbour theme in the middle of the site. 
 
TI is a common language for creating atmosphere. It is something that 
continues to be essential to developing a mega shopping centre and 
commercial complex. The TI determines the names of the shops, the logos, the 
theme colours, signage, and uniforms. 
 
How crowd pull is achieved is something that has changed with time. In the past 
it used to be do-able with one or two core tenants. What emerged in the 90s is 
what is known as 'fusion use', which means attracting a major tenant and 
adding to that hotels and theatres to create a blended urban culture. Landmark 
Plaza in Yokohama, a project we completed in 1993, is an example of fusion 
use. 
 
What we have to look forward to now is the re-development of the Marunouchi 
area in central Tokyo. The Maru Building on the central avenue has hotels and 
commercial facilities clustered around it, and is showing every sign of becoming 
a fusion use area. 
 
 



A Single Focal Point does not a Town Centre Make 
 
Interviewer 
Could you comment on some recent mega shopping centre and commercial complex 
developments? 
 
Alex 
Unfortunately, there are fewer complexes that embody a sense of adventure or 
evoke a unique local atmosphere. Whenever I have been involved in the 
development of mega shopping centre and commercial complexes, what has 
guided me has been the desire to create a prototype that evokes an 
atmosphere unique to the locale. 
 
Nowadays, a typical mega shopping centre and commercial complex is built on 
long-term lease land, and is short-term, or pre-fab in style. I don't think there's 
anything wrong with that as a concept, but many take the easy approach. The 
thinking behind the complexes is for only as long as ten years, or as long as 15 
at best, and the focus is popular tenants and some sort of crowd pleaser. 
 
As short as ten years may seem, it's still a fair length of time. A ten year old 
child will be 20, growing up and experiencing the area. As urban planners, I 
think that over that sort of period of time we have a responsibility to create local 
memories. My generation, for example, had the Harajuku Central Apartments. 
As a focus for life and work for many of today's creative leaders, that mixed-use 
complex is a big part of our memories.  
 
As an example, think about the practice of plonking a ferris wheel into a 
commercial complex somewhere, just because a ferris wheel did well 
somewhere else. I think there's a degree of arrogance in seeking to give 
expression to the personality of a locale with a single tenant or crowd pleaser. 
There needs to be a whole range of elements in place before an area comes 
into its own. 
 

[Captions - Photos by Alex Watanabe] 
Shopping centre in Karrinyup, Western Australia featuring a glass and steel frame atrium. 
 
In Fremantle, historical buildings dating back 100 or 150 years have been converted to 
cafes, hospitals, and offices. The Dome coffee shop featured in the photo is one of an 
Australasia-wide chain. It has an environmental theme. 

 
If we liken a mega shopping centre and commercial complex to a musical, it's 
no good the lead giving it everything he or she has. You also need a unique 
supporting cast and an interesting story. Then there must be someone to direct 
and control it all. In recent times, the average Japanese travels overseas and 
gets to see a variety of attractive commercial complexes. What we need are 
concepts to rival those experiences. 
 
 



Atmosphere, the Heart of a Commercial Complex 
 
Interviewer 
Are there any mega shopping centre and commercial complexes that satisfy that requirement? 
 
Alex 
Well, for example, the factory outlet mall, La Foret Tama in Minami Osawa, has 
an atmosphere that is evocative of its locale. It has an original story-line, and it 
speaks to people's dreams. Plus, the services it offers and the events that are 
staged there are substantial in ways that are not immediately obvious. Unlike 
many Japanese mega shopping centre and commercial complexes, it has 
definite atmosphere, and value that is not readily forgotten. 
 
If we liken a mega shopping centre and commercial complex to the human body, 
the building is the skeleton, while the tenants are the limbs. No matter how large 
the body and how nice the clothes it wears, it's difficult to have a clear picture of 
a person if their spirit doesn't match their body. It's this spirit, or heart, that is 
what's important in a mega shopping centre and commercial complex. 
 
What I'm talking about is what we call TA, or transcendental atmosphere. It's a 
new way of expression that is essential in urban development and creation of 
commercial space. For example, creating a water effect in a commercial 
complex and orchestrating a space that relieves stress is TA, as is the attitude 
to service of shop assistants in tenant stores. 
 
Perth, where I live in Australia, is a perfect example of atmosphere in an urban 
resort. It's a lovely city. Public artworks 'float' on an inlet where people can go 
boating, and the streetscapes are neat and attractive. It's hard to put into words, 
but the city and its commercial areas have an atmosphere that has been 
well-crafted. 
 
In Australia there are a lot of schools and training establishments for restaurant, 
hotel, and other service staff. Education for the hospitality industry is very 
structured. The generational transition is handled well, and the owners of 
commercial complexes are generally young; most aged in their 40s and 50s. 
The systems for producing construction materials and fit-out have also moved 
ahead a generation. There are high-tech factories capable of finishing interior 
materials in units of millimetres, and as that is the basis for design, innovative 
interiors are incredibly easy to achieve. Japan has yet to catch up to that level 
of innovation and speed. 
 
There is a lot of foreign capital in Japan now, and some is being put to 
development of mega shopping centre and commercial complexes. 
Non-Japanese investors fall into several categories: those with capital, those 
who manage, and those who operate. The systems they employ are very 
advanced.  
 



Developers and planners in Japan should learn from successful overseas 
developers, and use the opportunities they present. The projects that 
internationally successful investors engage in to develop next-generation mega 
shopping centres and commercial complexes are based on a philosophy of 
social contribution. These people aren't in Japan just to make money. They are 
looking for partners to work with, who have dreams they want to fulfil. Property 
owners should also be seeking to enhance their own ability to be producers. 
 
Designers of mega shopping centres and commercial complexes need to keep 
in mind that concept of the human skeleton, and seek to create clear urban 
landmarks. If they are to create something good, they also have to know and 
appreciate the people who live in an area, and their lifestyle. The development 
can be low cost, it can be on lease land, but it must be something unique to the 
locale that will become the pride of the area. 
 
 
 

FUSION USE PLANNING 
 

MULTI-USE ERA MIXED USE ERA FUSION USE ERA 
eg Rockefeller Centre (NY) 

Lincoln Centre (NY) 
eg Broadway Centre (LA) 

Pier 39 (SF) 
Darling Harbour (Sydney) 
Shin-Kobe Oriental City 

(Shin-Kobe) 
Docklands (London) 

eg Mall of America (MN) 
Horton Plaza (SD) 

Minato Mirai 21 (Yokohama)
Daiba (Tokyo) 

Multiplying  
(multiple types of business 

have functional effect) 

Compounding  
(atrium as contact point for 

synergies) 

Fusing  
(symbiosis achieved through 
harmony between the whole 

and its parts) 
1960s------------------------------  1970s---------------------- 1980s -------------  1990s/2000s on 

Architect-driven Developer-driven Producer-driven 
(owner gets architect to 

develop real estate) 
(owner undertakes overall real 

estate development) 
(owner changes from real 
estate business to being a 

producer) 
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