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Ian McHarg & Sex Parks for
Fish®

Fredrick STEINER [Dean and Henry M. Rockwell Chair,

School of Architecture, The University of Texas at Austin.]

Abstract -

Ian McHarg advanced theories for ecological design in
the late twentieth century. Those ideas contribute to the
emerging field of landscape urbanism in this century.
Charles Waldheim, James Corner, and Chris Reed are
principal proponents of landscape urbanism and former
students of McHarg’s. They are more focused on urban
design and on existing cities than their mentor. However,
the application of ecological concepts and the use of
interdisciplinary teams provide common links between
the approaches of McHarg and the landscape urbanists.
In addition, landscape urbanists are interested in having
people and nature occupy the same space—and to construct
new urban ecologies that tap into social, cultural, and
environmental dynamics that play off one another. Urban
natural systems and human systems interact and alter each
other, producing an energetic synthesis in the process.
Landscape urbanism is moving from an engaging theory to
actual built works, such as the High Line and Fresh Kills
in New York City, both undertaken by James Corner’s firm
Field Operations. The first section of the High Line opened
in June 2009 with great public fanfare and enthusiastic

critical acclaim.
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Ecological Determinism

“Let us plan to save lives, to protect the environment, to
achieve savings from appropriate ecological planning, to
improve prediction and placement, and to improve the
human condition.”®

——Ian McHarg

Forty years ago, Ian McHarg proposed a bold theory
and a set of ecologically based planning methods in
Design with Nature (1969). While the methods have
become common in design and planning practice,
incorporated into subsequent models and systems,
the theory has clearly advanced but has not been fully
realized. Its present-day forms include the amalgam
"landscape urbanism" with its focus on infrastructure
and urban ecology. Yet McHarg’s ideas continue to cast
a substantial spell on both design practice and theory.
In practice, his approach to landscape analysis has
become institutionalized in planning and environmental
assessment at all levels of government in much of the
world. In addition, McHarg’s ideas about map overlays
created the intellectual framework for geographic
information system (GIS) technology and application.

Certainly, designers and planners overlaid maps before
McHarg. However, he advanced the use of ecology
as an organizing framework for map overlays to read
landscape palimpsests. A structural- or systems-based
initiative, McHarg’s use of overlays included examining
the interaction of topography, hydrology, microclimate,
soils, vegetation, wildlife, and land use.

Similar to E. O. Wilson’s advocacy of consilience,
McHarg viewed ecological mapping as a means
to bring together knowledge from the biophysical
and sociocultural sciences as well as the arts and
humanities. He proposed national and global systems
of ecological mapping that could be used, for example,
to identify environmentally sensitive areas where
human settlement should be avoided. A lesson
obviously ignored too frequently, given the disaster
visited upon New Orleans by Hurricane Katrina.
McHarg'’s theories have been criticized and resisted
generally because they are viewed as deterministic and
anti-humanistic. In fact, McHarg did advocate a form
of “ecological determinism.” But critics confused this
term with “environmental determinism,” a discredited
approach to planning advanced by social scientists,
especially geographers and sociologists, in the early
twentieth century, and tainted by its association with
eugenics. According to this discredited model, our
surroundings irreducibly define behavior and culture.
Such thinking took on racist overtones and became
widely criticized within the social sciences. Humans
are not simply biometric units. That said, the ecologist
Aldo Leopold noted that “one of the penalties of an
ecological education” is to see more clearly “a world of
wounds.”” McHarg’s vision may have been flawed, but
it was more than prescient in terms of where we were
heading "then", and where we are "now".

Perhaps one of McHarg’s most intriguing theoretical
influences has been on the emerging field of landscape
urbanism, which arrived in the 1990s after the so-
called "death of the master plan". Its most prominent
advocates (e.g., Charles Waldheim, James Corner, and
Chris Reed) are former students of McHarg’s at the
University of Pennsylvania, but from his latter years.
No longer the tall, strapping British commando major,
they met McHarg as an often cranky old man. Earlier
generations could easily imagine following him out of
an airplane into the dark night above a foreign terrain
behind enemy lines.

This final generation of students was more critical.
They focused more on the “design” than the “nature.”
They pressed McHarg for fresh design ideas, often
aggravating, but always challenging, him. In his
twilight, McHarg remained full of humor, intelligence,
and stories. He inspired these young architects and
landscape architects to take on urban design as a
project in human ecology. However, this younger
generation sought a more urban design-based approach
than their mentor. Landscape urbanists suggest that
landscape should replace buildings and transportation
systems as the principal organizing structure in urban
design. Networks and complexity are emphasized in
order to establish frameworks for urban change. But

what came with this was the transformation of urban
natural systems to entirely artificial systems, and
former urban parks as urban theme parks.

Landscape urbanism blurs disciplinary boundaries
— architecture, landscape architecture, planning,
civil engineering, law, historic preservation, and real
estate all intermingle. It is possible to see landscape
urbanism as a dynamic outcome of ecological
determinism plus economic determinism. Thus there
is skepticism regarding “landscape urbanism.” Isn't
landscape urbanism simply the same thing as landscape
architecture, only given a new name (rebranded) by
architects? Indeed, the term seems to have caught on
more quickly in architecture and urban design circles
than within landscape architecture per se. But it may
also be a sign that landscape architecture is actually
about something else altogether.

A second concern arises. With its emphasis on “seeding”
actions and creating “frameworks” for future decisions,
landscape urbanists remain as wedded to process as
McHarg. However, if landscape urbanism is merely
a visually compelling, updated version of ecological
determinism, with urban ecological systems theory
added, McHarg’s legacy is quite simply expanded to
incorporate its shadow, economic determinism. As
such, criticism of McHarg’s planning model has, in a
sense, migrated to landscape urbanism. While present-
day landscape theorists contend the natural systems
embedded in cities are simply more complex than
static, form-based design admits, and that systems
theory supplies the foundation to at least account
for this complexity, the role of nature remains an
instrument for human use. Landscape urbanism, as a
model, suggests an open-system approach to urban
design, as opposed to the closed system approach of
the past. Still, this might result in urban nature being
locked into a perhaps unholy alliance with architecture
proper. It would be more fruitful for landscape urbanism
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to align itself with emergent ideas in contemporary
ecology, which has moved away from a steady-state
view of nature toward one that embraces complexity
and chaos (emergence), but it has yet to provide
nature a suitably sustainable place within the city. This
is its future challenge.

A further criticism is that some landscape urbanism
schemes resemble unsustainable infrastructural mélanges
with more in common with the pop-architectural hubris
of Archigram or the heavy-handed futurism of Paolo
Soleri than McHarg's apparently modest form of allowing
nature its own space in urban design. This concern
might be addressed through a better understanding
of social science, as advanced by the city planning
profession, as well as more in-depth understanding of
the new scientific knowledge being generated in urban
ecology. Landscape urbanism may turn out to be a
passing fad, given the current, global environmental
crisis. McHarg had, indeed, been critical of the social
science turn that the American city planning profession
had taken after the Second World War. However, he had
earned a graduate degree in city planning, in addition
to landscape architecture, and sought to reform rather
than abandon the planning profession. Landscape
urbanism would be well served by an infusion of greater
social geography, economics, public policy, and legal
understanding versus a fetishization of infrastructure
and systems theory (an uncertain model anyway
borrowed from quantum physics).

Landscape urbanism remains a relatively new concept
with few realized works. Fresh Kills provides an
example of a project moving toward realization. A
key innovation is that James Corner and his Field
Operations colleagues embraced long-term change
in their design, eschewing a set end state for a more
dynamic, flexible framework of possibilities grounded
in an initial “seeding.” Located in the New York City
borough of Staten Island, Fresh Kills covers some 2200
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acres (890hm?) and was formerly the largest landfill
in the world. Much of the debris resulting from the
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the World
Trade Center was deposited there. The Field Operations
plan suggests how the landfill can be converted into a
park three times larger than Central Park. The 30-year
plan involves the restoration of a large landscape, and
includes reclaiming much of the toxic wetlands that
surround and penetrate the former landfill. In addition
to landscape architecture, the ‘master plan’ required
the expertise of architects, planners, ecologists, traffic
engineers, soil scientists, and hydrologists.

Another example is the High Line Project in Manhattan.
The Friends of the High Line advocated that an andoned
rail line weaving through 22 blocks in New York City be
converted into a 6.7-acre (2.7hm?) park. They promote
the 1.45-mile (2.33-km) long corridor as a recreational
amenity, a tourist attraction, and a generator of
economic development. In 2004, the Friends of the High
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Line and the City of New York selected Field Operations
and Diller Scofidio + Renfro to design the project.
They proposed a linear walkway which blurred the
boundaries between paved and planted surfaces while
suggesting evolutions in human use plus plant and bird
life. The High Line design suggests a model for how
abandoned urban territories can be transformed into
community assets and follows directly on the worldwide
redevelopment of brownfields associated with the 1980s
and 1990s. The first section of the High Line opened
in June 2009 with great public fanfare and enthusiastic
critical acclaim from the design professions.

As Field Operations advances landscape urbanism
on the ground, others continue to refine the concept
theoretically through competitions and proposals.
For instance, Chris Reed and his Stoss Landscape
Urbanism colleagues presented many fresh ideas in
their proposal for the Lower Don Lands invited design
competition organized by the Toronto Waterfront

Revitalization Corporation in 2007. The site covers
300 acres (121.4hm?) of mostly vacated, former port
lands, just east of downtown Toronto. Stoss” approach
considered flood protection, habitat restoration, and
the naturalization of the Don River mouth. They also
proposed new development areas and an integrated
transportation system. The Canadian ecologist Nina-
Marie Lister joined the Stoss team and her contribution
is evident in proposals for restoring the fish ecology,
part of a broader strategy to “re-ignite dynamic
ecologies.”” The approach suggested restoration and
renewal strategies for both the Don River and Lake
Ontario. The river marsh was envisioned as a breeding
ground (or “sex park”) for fish. The Stoss team
followed McHarg's strategy by including knowledgeable
environmental scientists from the region and they
incorporated current urban ecological knowledge within
the overall plan. A key component in such projects,
today, is the inclusion of large-scale development as a
means of paying for the project.

Chris Reed observes that the broader regional planning
lessons of McHarg are at the base of all of what Stoss
does. They look to understand large-scale systems
first and allow them to inform and even structure
proposals, in order to develop schemes that engage and
inaugurate ecological and social dynamics. However,
Stoss departs from McHarg in the ways they allow
multiple functions to be hybridized or to occupy the
same territory simultaneously. McHarg’s approaches
brought people closer to nature. For example,
McHarg’s plan for The Woodlands, a new town in
Texas, successfully used storm drainage systems to
structure the master plan making water an organizing
principle. Protected hydrologic corridors form green
ribbons weaving through the urban fabric. In contrast,
Stoss and other landscape urbanists are interested
in having people and nature occupy the same space
— and to construct new urban ecologies that tap into
social, cultural, and environmental dynamics that play
off one another. This is Wilson’s concept of ‘consilience,’
insofar as urban natural systems and human systems
interact and alter one another, producing an energetic
synthesis in the process. Landscape urbanism adds
to this the often unfathomable flows of cultural and
economic data updating, while not negating McHarg's
original vision and perhaps even moving it forward. Il
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