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TOPIC ARTICLE

i1 BTRBAHRE., EEMEE, BimRELZRIEE
BETHETEEFEFNETRABEX (HETR ) . OK.
Shannon

Bik2: ZFVSHE., AMENEFERRAEELZU TR
B, 2005 HFXHRIREAMNEGX—RABEHTEERE
(ENEZEZ ) , ©D. Chakraborty

. Challenge 1: Unprecedented Scale, Speed & Scope.

Urbanization is rapidly consuming Asia's (once productive)
urban periphery (Hanoi, Vietnam). ©K. Shannon

. Challenge 2: Economy versus Environment. Massive

economic growth has been largely indifferent to the
environment. The 2005 flood in Mumbai was a potent
reminder of the consequences (Mumbai, India). ©D.
Chakraborty
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TIB1: HEEZ EHFE (#E%T ) o OK. Shannon 2004

. Lesson 1: Feng Shui. The chart illustrates the Shir zhang
fa (Twelve staff patterns) attributed to Yang Yun-song. It
exhibits some of the characteristics of an ideal geomantic
site according to the ‘coiled up’ pattern. The site (in this
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case of a grave) is protected, particularly from the north
and west, be a sinuous range of hills. It is also nourished
by small streams that combine to flow through an opening
to the south, the region from which beneficent influences
radiate. (image and caption source: Harley and Woodward,
1994:220)
Lesson 2: Hydraulic Civilizations. A sophisticated relationship
between agricultural and reservoir systems, built form and the
natural landscape of ancient settlements (Anuradhapura, Sri
Lanka). ©K. Shannon
Lesson 3: Desakota. A hypothetical Asian city displays
McGee’ s desakota model. Major cities are surrounded
by peri-urban zones and linked to one another via a road
network. Along these corridors, desakota zones contain a
hybrid of urban and rural spatial types and programmes.
(image redrawn from McGee , 1991)
7. Project 1: Rationalization of cut-and-fill process (Vinh,
Vietnam). ©K. Shannon 2004
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2007)

8. Project 3: Water purification/ water parks as (infra)structure
for new urbanization (Phong Dien, Cantho, Vietnam).
(Landscape Urbanism Studio, AHO, 2007)
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10. Project 11: Vinh’ s Lam Riverfront as lucrative real estate,
a gateway to the city and with monsoon flood basins. (KU
Leuven research for LA21, UN-Habitat 2004)
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Can Landscape Save Asian Urbanism?
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Abstract -

The paper briefly reviews three main challenges of urbanization in Asia (the unprecedented scale, speed & scope; economy

versus environment; and climate change), then reflects back on the region's indigenous practices of landscape urbanism

(feng shui; "hydraulic civilizations;" and desakota) before developing seven contemporary landscape urbanism strategies

through a series of projects. The conclusion develops the notion of Asia as a potential incubator for new urban paradigms.
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The Challenges

The present-day urban development paradigm in Asia
demands an alternative approach. The challenges to
the region are immense and need to be understood in
all their complexity in order to then propose feasible
alternative visions and strategic projects.

Challenge 1: Unprecendeted Scale, Speed & Scope
Asian cities are exploding. Unabated. The region is
witnessing a process of modernization and urbanization
previously unseen with regards to scale, speed and
scope. As richly layered existing centers are “modernized”
by a new scale and generic building typologies, an
unprecedented number of spanking new cities are also
rising — literally from peripheral paddy fields and low-
lying lands, fragile coastal wetlands and even from
the sea itself. Contemporary Asian urban development
is project-driven, capital intensive and has heralded
a new vocabulary, which includes (amongst others)
“world class cities”, “special/free economic zones” and
“investor-friendly infrastructure”. At the forefront of
Asia’s national development agendas are large and
expensive projects — many working on the premise of
“if you build it, they will come”. As a result, there are
numerous globally financed and well-infrastructured
industrial zones and new housing enclaves (gated
communities) — fed by an emerging middle and upper
class — which are sold before construction has even
begun. A liberalized economy and disappearance of
restrictions on residence permits, has led to a massive
rural-to-urban migration. City competitiveness now
exists within nations as cities strive to become vibrant
nodes in the ever-expanding global network society
constellation. The goal is the “global city” — generating
a numbing sameness of the sanitized urban condition
(Koolhaas 1995) and a flattening of social and cultural
spheres. According to Richard Marshall, such global
urban projects in Asia share a common characteristic
— the conscious pursuit of an “absent urbanism”.
According to him, “absent urbanism is the deliberate

construction of city form through the articulation of
buildings, roadways, streets, parks and sidewalks
without any attempt to foster a social sphere. This
avoidance guarantees that the global agenda will not
be undermined”(Marshall 2003:192).

Challenge 2: Economy versus Environment

Unfortunately, “absent urbanism” is often also
complemented by a parallel process of environmental
degradation. Economic ambitions in Asia are seemingly
untamable and development at any costs seems to
prevail. Historically, urbanization in Asia has been
marked by its relation to productive landscapes
— either water- or land-based: terraced mountain
slopes for agriculture (rice, tea, coffee and rubber),
wet paddy cultivation in the low-lying territory and
fish- and shrimp-farming in the coastal zones. The
flip-side of the productive landscape has been the
symbolic landscape — where ancestors are worshipped
and spirits of the earth inspire deep-rooted legends;
ritualized attachment to the territory is embodied in
the Asian landscape. More specifically, in a large part
of the region, the relation of urbanization to water
holds a privileged position. The interdependency,
yet autonomy, of earth and water is essential for
both a pragmatic and cultural understanding of
the region. However, as technology and money
now allows, bridges are spanning the once un-
bridgeable rivers and the relation of city to water
is acquiring yet a new meaning. Throughout the
region, lowlands are indiscriminately filled to support
urbanization and there is no comprehensive water
management strategy. Reclamation projects along
the region’s coasts are regularly initiated for the
purpose of obtaining land for new developments and
for infrastructure. The reclamation processes not only
fundamentally changes landscapes and overloads
ecological carrying capacities, but also cause profound
changes to coastlines and their hydrological dynamics
— where changes in sand deposition (sedimentation
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and erosion) modify the topography. As well, illegal
encroachment of water-bodies further alters ecologies
and inevitably affects the severity and frequency of
flooding, not to mention an increase in environmental
degradation and pollution. Although there have
been a spate of waterfront projects championed in
the region, many more waterways serve as toilets
and formal and cottage industry dumping grounds.
Water pollution is presenting itself as a crisis and
air pollution is growing exponentially as middle-
class car owners add motorbikes and cars to already
congested and under-serviced streets. Despite reality,
the mantra of the day is “sustainability” and there
are a number of so-called eco cities on the boards.
However, the sustainability of such development is
highly questionable and, more often than not, the
marketing of sustainability is camouflaging reality.
The wrapping of projects in ornamental green and/
or eco-technology is neither about the efficient
management of resources nor the creation of a
meaningful patrimony for future generations. Asia’s
daunting prospect of managing urban growth is
compounded by the region’s environmental toll of rapid
industrialization and modernization. Arresting pollution
and resource degradation far outpaces the pursuit of
environmentalism. In order to satisfy the aspirations
of developers, the governments often turn a blind eye
to the ecological checks and balances that the region’s
cities so desperately demand. What is required is a
context-responsive approach that reconciles the push
towards modernization while balancing the enormous
ecological impact of such development.

Challenge 3: Climate Change

In addition to the pressures of rural-urban migration,
urban growth and the economic impact of globalization
and its consequences for the environment, Asia
cannot escape the impacts of climate change. In
monsoon Asia, the intensity and severity of storms
is set to increase, while dry regions need be braced
for more extremes in the opposite direction. Higher
temperatures and rising sea levels pose risks for
agriculture, food, water supply and - of course —
urbanization. A recent report by the World Bank
(Climate Resilient Cities: A Primer on Reducing
Vulnerabilities to Disasters — 2009) predicted that
the region will suffer immensely in terms of climate
change’s impact on population, GDP, urban extent and
wetland areas. The once “hydraulic civilization” of the
region is mutating rapidly since economic liberalization.
The many ongoing reclamation projects along Asia’s
coast are changing coastal water dynamics, decreasing
the ocean’s capacity to absorb seasonal water flows.
This reduction in the ocean’s absorptive capacity
exacerbates the effects of the monsoon floods in
inland areas. Absorbent water-borne urban fabrics
and landscapes are encroached upon by negligent
urbanization or simply replaced by hard covered road-
based extensions, destroying their capacity to absorb
natural flood cycles and their resilience to climate
change-related flooding. Urban planning and design
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has not kept apace. Strong sectoral divisions remain
and the existing paradigms of all-encompassing
master planning and inflexible land use planning are
incapable of steering urban environments towards
sustainable development. They nevertheless persist
because of inert institutional and legal frameworks. The
consequence of climate change, especially with regards
to increased flooding, is a tremendous challenge for
urban development. Hence, urban planning and design
in Asia urgently have to be adapted.

The Lessons

In order for a new paradigm to take hold in Asian
urbanism, the region’s history must be understood and
lessons learned. The contemporary territorial project of
landscape urbanism — which structures landscapes to
guide their occupation, use and urbanization — can be
informed by the ancient Asiatic mode of urbanization
and its interdependent relationship to landscape.

Lesson 1: Feng Shui

Feng shui, the science of “wind and waters” (already
recognized by the beginning of the Han Dynasty in 206
BC) (Needham 1956:359-63), is the art of adjusting
the features of the cultural landscape so as to minimize
adverse influences and derive maximum advantage
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from favorable conjunctions of form. It emanates from
the geomancer’s analysis of the morphological and
spatial expressions of the ch’i (cosmic breath) in the
surface features of the earth. Feng shui concerns the
auspicious citing of ‘everything under the heaven’,
of built structures (from tombs to entire cities) in
the landscape. Feng shui ambition’s to structure
the relationship between the natural and social
environment. From the scale of the territory to the
scale of the city to the scale of the house, morphology
was a representation of cosmological beliefs and
adhered to geomancy’s practice of auspicious citing.
And geomancers, diviners of auspicious sites, are
those endowed with the ability to read the dynamic
powers of the genius loci’s specific topological features
and their relation to heavenly bodies. The relationship
between the landscape and built environment (for the
living, and in Asian cultures, just as importantly for the
dead) was carefully choreographed. The symbolism
of cosmological forces in feng shui was not merely
ritualistic but led to a minute appreciation of the
topographical features of any locality.

Tied to feng shui are numerous myths about the
venerability and uniqueness of Asian architectural and
planning practices, such as the vaunted marriage of
water and city. The legends attached to the founding

NIE12: BHAKRABERNFL, ES5REMAZE (6D
EHEL) ., (EWNHBHEXIEE, 2007)

11.Project 12: Island City and Mithi River proposals for new
development, ecological restoration and space for the water
(Mumbai, India). (Landscape Urbanism Studio, 2007)

of cities, the interventions of the gods and the fanciful
tales of kings are a fundamental part of the region’s
urban heritage. In addition to the ordering axes
established by the relation to topography, many of
the “rules” of feng shui follow common-sense logics:
proximity to a upstream flowing river course (supplying
clean water, minerals, seafood and prosperity through
transportation and communication links); protection
from cold northerly winds and malignant spirits (by way
of mountains, hills or trees), a south-facing platform
or high ground (to have ample access light and air and
protection from flooding). Geomancy’s connection with
hydraulic engineering works and water-control, leads
to the larger discussion of the socio-political formation
of the landscape.

In terms of contemporary relevance, feng shui is not
so much a method or system to be replicated. In a
particular moment in time, in very specific contexts, it
was an important aspect of an overall cosmology that
was very much related to a hierarchical (Confucian)
ordering of men and man’s relation to the larger
world. Although the symbolism and mysticism feng
shui is culturally mediated, there are lessons to be
learned from the common sense logics of the relational
values placed on interventions in the natural world:
the relation of city to landscape, the relation of the
physical/ spatial reality and symbolic realm and the
relation of socio-cultural aspects to more pragmatic
(economic) logics.

Lesson 2: Hydraulic Civilizations

Hydraulic civilization refers to the raison d’etre of
societies which required substantial and centralized
works of water control — in turn, are reflected in
political power and leadership. In the context of
the 1950s provocation of an “urban revolution,” the
Frankfurt School historian and sinologist Karl Wittfogel
referred to classical economists, “who with varying
consistency recognized that the higher agrarian
civilizations of the ‘orient” and their urban rural
conditions followed a pattern of development decidedly
unlike that of the West” [Wittfogel 1956:152]. For
Wittfogel, Asia boasted a juxtaposition of urban and
rural, a specific type of social formation founded
upon centralized state authority with its own forces
and relations of production emerging out of water
engineering and control.

The comprehensive system of the “hydraulic
civilization” which employed extensive corvée labour
(which placed a constant upward pressure in the level
of population growth) to not only to create productive
water works (for irrigation and drainage) and protective
water works (for flood control), but also to provide of
drinking water and communication conduits. Digging,

dredging and damming led to the significant remolding
the ground-plane. The historical geography of urban
water control in Asia reveals highly structured rural
and urban (territorial) systems that are physically and
symbolically linked to technologies, religious beliefs,
cultural and social practices and power structures all
related to water. It has even been argued that many
the large-scale (and state sponsored) systems that
could be encountered in some regions had primarily
religious functions, not agricultural ones (Boomgaard
2007:16).

The notion of a hydraulic civilization — beyond its ties
to politics — holds invaluable lessons and inspiration
for the contemporary world. As water is touted as this
century’s oil (valued for it finite quantity and predicted
to be a core of battles to come), the conscious design
of water networks and settlement becomes more and
more urgent. Wittfogel’s hypothesis of a ‘hydraulic
civilization’ clarified a nature/ man, water catchment/
settlement relationship which needs to once again
become a fundamental series of relationships to be
understood, interpreted and (re)designed.

Lesson 3 : Desakota

The concept of an urban countryside/ rural metropolis
— the mix of consumptive and productive dispersed
landscapes is behind the Indonesian word-play of
desakota. The term was dubbed by geographer Terry
McGee in 1987, coming from Bahasa Indonesia. The
word breaks down into kota for town or city and
desa for village (McGee 1987). Desakota was first
proposed by McGee to describe the condition of
Jakarta’s periphery. McGee’s research showed that the
peripheral regions around the extended metropolitan
region of Jakarta (Jabotabek) were not amenable to
the conventional models of urbanization — whereby
suburban development from a metropolitan core
penetrates into agricultural hinterland. Rather than
drawing a population from rural areas to the city,
Jakarta’s in-situ urbanism was in fact reinvigoration
by industrial (or post-industrial) activities into already
densely populated agricultural regions. A spatially
fragmented peripheral settlement pattern resulted with
the overlapping of functionally independent entities,
materializing in traditional agriculture exiting alongside
industry (capital intensive and cottage industry),
entertainment (film, themes parks and golf courses),
retail (malls and strip shopping) and housing (from
squatter housing to gated communities).

McGee has presented a diagrammatic organizational
model of desakota. However, for the model to truly
be a spatial one, it needs to include elements such as
landscape/topography and infrastructure. No doubt
the difference McGee recognizes in his economic
classification of desakota types, when coupled with
the logics of particular places, indeed result in a series
of different spatial expressions. As it is however,
McGee generalizes and defines the hypothetical spatial
structure with five components:

(1)The major cities of the urban hierarchy, which are
often dominated in the Asian context by one or two

extremely large cities.

(2)The peri-urban regions, which are those areas
surrounding the cities within a daily commuting reach
of the city core. In some regions of Asia, these regions
can stretch for up to thirty kilometres away from the
city core.

(3)The regions labelled desakota, which are regions of
an intense mixture of agricultural and non-agricultural
activities that often stretch along corridors between
large city cores. These regions were previously
characterized by dense populations engaged in
agriculture, generally but not exclusively dominated by
wet-rice.

(4)Densely populated rural regions, which occur in
many Asian countries, particularly those practicing wet-
rice agriculture.

(5)Finally, the sparsely populated frontier regions
found in many Asian countries that offer opportunities
for land colonization schemes and various forms of
agricultural development. (McGee, 1991:6-7)
Theorist Stephen Cairns has recognized three
noteworthy repercussions of desakota: “First, desakota
regions are so vast and difficult to navigate that they
produce administrative ‘blind spots’ in which planning
regulations are not enforceable in any uniform way.
Second, desakota regions feature a high mobility
of goods and services and a transient pattern of
settlement. Third, and closely related, desakota regions
resist being taken-up into a more formal system of
inter-connected, functionally specialized zones” [Cairns
2002:118]. As well, there lies a further potential in the
concept, that to date has remained useful in terms of
describing the context. Recognition and abstraction
of the idea of synergy between urban and rural, the
consumptive and productive landscapes, can become a
guiding principle for new urbanization.

Possible Landscape Urbanism (LU) Strategies

The contemporary process of Asian urbanism is, on the
one hand, official, master-planned and often oblivious
to the existing geographic and social contexts of
particular sites and, on the other hand, spontaneous
and unplanned. The contradiction between the region’s
official development and reality cannot be solved by
the existing legal mechanisms of planning for the
simple reason that they are disconnected from the
context. However, in many instances, the landscape
itself can be planned. Nature and infrastructure
(the region’s largest investment) can be mobilized —
which, in turn, can guide the development. The “soft”
structure of the landscape offers ground for minimal
intervention with tremendous impact and may provide
the key to optimizing the “intelligence of the place”.
Landscape urbanism can define operative devices to
accent the basic structuring characteristics capable
of guaranteeing the existing diversity and quality of
the landscape and to counteract negative tendencies,
while concurrently providing a sustainable means for
further urbanization. Such strategies can also address
fundamental challenges and build upon lessons from
indigenous forms of urbanization and urbanism. A
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number of design research projects in Bangladesh,
India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia and particularly Vietham
are used to illustrate a number of landscape urbanism
strategies which, while context-specific, also give
ideas of a more general approach towards the fragile
relation between city/ nature, consumptive/ productive
territories and urban/ rural.

LU Strategy 1: Cut & Fill Balance

Many of Asia’s urban and rural areas alike are the
result of a subtle and fragile balance between water
and land, permeable and impermeable surfaces,
organized by the necessary hydraulic territorial
systems for water management and soil stabilization.
Levels of inundation determine distinct land uses
and therefore the definition of wet/ dry, productive/
inhabited, safe/ unsafe component parts of the land
mosaic are essential. In lands where the difference
of a few centimeters creates completely diverse
conditions, the primitive manipulation of topography
becomes a powerful tool. In Asia’s low-lying delta and
coastal areas, the primitive logic of the traditional
structuring capacity of water remains evident — yet
is fading. Traditionally, marginal height differences
in topography dictated where to build and where to
not build. However, the seemingly insatiable need for
land for urbanization has led to a process of land-
filling where the overall absorbency of the territory is
significantly modified. Quite typically, 1-3 meters of
earth is dumped on low-lands to create “safe” higher
grounds. The process could certainly be rationalized
and the landscape returned to its natural state wherein
it literally functioned as a sponge — a permeable land
mass able to absorb and shed excess water. A potent
dialectic can be (re)produced between low- and high-
land, wet and dry regions, productive and consumptive
land, absorptive and non-permeable surfaces.

Project 1—Vinh, Vietnam

In Vinh, a coastal city in the north of Vietnam, there
remains visible the underlying logic of a system of
alternating high-land strips, with an arcing distribution
of dry, high-land (1.5 to 1.7m above the level of the
rice fields) in the otherwise wet, low-land paddy plain.
The peculiar character of the land-form is the result
of water run-off from the higher mountains of the
province’s northwest towards the broad Lam River
(north and east of Vinh). The existing figure-ground of
the region is thus revealed as a radial pattern of strips,
where the more dense “figures” are urbanized areas
within the “ground” of low-land productive paddy.
At the same time, there are pockets of low-land in
the urban core, creating a simultaneous urban-rural
condition. The size of the high land “figure” is greater
in Vinh and Cua Lo (the coastal industrial/ tourism
area 19 km form the city core), where wetlands
continue to be progressively filled as real estate
speculation mounts. Proposed is a “City as Sponge”
which envisages the future urbanization of Vinh-Cau
Lo in congruence with natural processes. A system of
alternating low-land and high-land strips could allow
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seasonal floods (during the two monsoon periods) of
the Lam and Vinh Rivers to penetrate the territory, yet
not destroy urbanity in its wake. In Vinh’s immediate
urban area, there is proposed a certain degree of re-
building proposed in order to allow the open space
to work as a continuous system of park and gardens
spaces, in addition to water flow/absorption areas. In
an alternative proposal to the master plan to 2020, the
rich hybridity of Vinh-Cua Lo is not bridled, but allowed
to flourish.

Project 2——Sundarbans, Bangladesh

Similarly, in the inter-lacing cross channels of the
watery mosaic of Bangladesh’s southwestern delta (the
area of the Sundarbans — the world’s largest mangrove
forest (approximately covering one million hectares)
on the Bay of Bengal in the delta of Bangladesh
(60%) and India (40%)), the slightest differences in
topography reveal different settlement morphologies.
The most dominant form of (rural) settlement is linear
dispersion along the banks of waterways raised by silt
deposits and linked to a long tradition of a productive
economy. While the organized dispersal is consistent
with the structuring logics of hamlets linked to
agricultural production, the contemporary economies of
scale and shift from predominantly wet-rice cultivation
towards more lucrative aquaculture is changing the
urban/rural concentrations, settlement hierarchies and
sizes and structure of plots. In the peri-urban periphery
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of Khulna, strategies of densification are developed in
order to counter the tendency of massive rural-urban
migration. A new tissue is developed which begins from
the rudimentary tool of cut and fill, as higher ground is
created for settlement, creating, by default, adjacent
and deeper water bodies. In turn, a number of water
storage, aqua-culture farms are created, serving both
ecological and economical purposes. By re-molding
topographic conditions, the design provides higher
(safer) spaces, allowing for new densities in the low-
land delta and defining open spaces for water.

LU Strategy 2: Water Machine Parks + Housing
Settlements

Clean water has been touted as the “oil” of this century.
In many parts of tropical Asia, due to the intensity
of the sun, there is a realistic alternative to hard
engineering for water purification. Constructed wetlands
and aerated lagoons are gaining relevance in the
region. They are low-cost and low-maintenance since
they capitalize on natural processes. In constructed
wetlands, improved water quality is due to from
sediment deposition, as suspended sediments and
sediment-associated pollutants drop out of the water
column with reduced stream velocities and a variety of
biological and chemical reactions in wetlands, as well
as dense vegetation, can also transform and/or remove
certain chemicals from the water. In both methods,
the cleansed water is suitable for irrigation purposes

12. ZIE14: “SEE” NESAKZREHEL, AFETRGETH
THARZERE, (RUBHEXITEE, LFRIEEXK
%, 2005; AHOSW#HEN TIE=E, 2007 )

13, 14. TB15: RMARSEHRE, BLRABRIHFE (8
EliAf ) o (K. Shannoni#+#5, 2004 )

12. Project 14: “Vaporetto” network crossed with a bus
system could provide Cantho with a viable public transport
system. (Landscape Urbanism Studio, KU Leuven 2005 and
Landscape Urbanism Studio, AHO 2007)

13, 14. Project 15: Boat transport for tourists by day and
serviced platforms for “sampaniers” by night (Hue,
Vietnam). (K. Shannon PhD research, 2004)

and the last maturation ponds of aerated lagoons
can be used as fishponds. In addition to providing
fish, shellfish and other food resources, wetlands also
perform ecosystem services of direct economic benefit
to humans, including groundwater recharge and
discharge, flood storage, dissipation of natural erosion
forces, sediment and nutrient retention and removal,
wildlife and fishery habitat, and water purification.
Neither odor nor noise pollution is generated by the
process. The constructed wetlands also work for
flood control: they act as temporary storage systems
for water discharge. Wetland vegetation also retards
surface water flows, thereby hindering the downstream
passage of flood waters. This property can both reduce
flood flows and peaks, and increase the duration
of reduced floodwater flows. Constructed wetlands
and aerated lagoons, also known as “kidneys” of
the landscape, can double as park systems and the
very nature of their being large defined and partially
controlled water bodies, guarantees the integrity of a
number of expansive open spaces—a rare fact in the
periphery of Asia’s rapidly (and horizontally) expanding
cities.

Project 3—— Cantho, Vietnam

In Vietnam, a number of design research projects
have sought to structures future urbanization around
water cleaning machines. In the “eco-zoned” Phong
Dien area of Cantho (hub of the Mekong Delta), a
system of infrastructure was developed as the frame
for residential development. A network of public
parks — centred upon water treatment areas (designed
to each treat household wastewater for 3 000~4 000
persons) — was proposed in connection to waterways;
each park consists of water cleaning system, public
programs, recreation areas and orchards. Each
park has different identities, with a mix of local and
regional programs, situated on the edge of, or inside
the parks, in order to justify the use of land for public
domains in the urban areas. New orchards (citrus,
banana, mango and avocado) are cultivated near the
public space, providing shade while strengthening the
agricultural economy; they also work as obstacles to
urban sprawl.

Project 4——Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam
In the country’s southern megacity, Ho Chi Minh City,
a realized project reveals the true possibilities of

hydrological infrastructure to guide urbanization. The
33.2hm’ aerated lagoon, already a natural wetland,
located (within a 36.6hm’ area) in a rural district was
identified as one of the last remaining open spaces in
the northwest of the city’s periphery. It was slated to
be a park in the city’s approved master plan however,
it was only a matter of time before the existing lotus
ponds were informally appropriated by uncontrolled
urbanization. The objective of the project was
therefore twofold: to explore an alternative solution
to wastewater treatment of a polluted canal of the
city while to freeze the urbanization of a large plot of
land for eventual future uses. Two parallel systems
were designed to treat the domestic wastewater of
present-day 120 000 Den Canal-vicinity inhabitants
(the estimated number of residents in the area is
expected to reach 200 000 people by 2020 and the
lagoon has been designed to this capacity), as well as
the area’s industrial waste (primarily from textile dying,
seafood processing and paper mills). The black water
of the canal is firstly pumped two meters higher than
its original level up to a pond where aerators hasten
the first respiration process. The water than crosses,
by gravity, a sedimentation pond followed three
consecutive maturation ponds. The entire process
takes a total of eleven days. The cleansed water is
then suitable for irrigation purposes and local residents
also use the last maturation pond as a fishpond.
Neither odor nor noise pollution is generated by the
facility. The site was designed with a 20m liner park
along its perimeter. This buffer zone includes discreet
fenced areas of the lagoon for security purposes and
the area has been programmed as a recreation area
for local inhabitants. The eastern portion of the lagoon
has been developed by Project Management Unit 415
as a sites-and-services area for 119 families that were
relocated from on of the Tan Hoa Lo Gom canal urban
up-grading projects.

LU Strategy 3: Productive Green Structuring
Urbanization

Landscape urbanism strategies can also address
the urban/rural interface, aiming to enrich the
existing discontinuous, heterogeneous and multi-
polar agglomerations which may be termed either
urban countryside or rural metropolis, as opposed
to developing an artificial disparity between city and
country. The consumptive spaces of the city could
be counter-balanced by productive spaces. Spaces
for urban agriculture could be strategically located
to serve multiple functions simultaneously — working
as low-land absorptive surfaces for excess water,
acting as spaces of decompression in dense fabrics,
creating desirable microclimates for adjacent areas
and providing an enlargened public realm through
a series of interconnected urban parks. Urban
agriculture parks could be envisioned not merely as
productive landscapes but also as meaningful public
space. As well, urban agriculture could provide a
direct link between urban and rural daily-activities.
At the same time, the contemporary market system

of agriculture demands an economy of scales.
In order to increase the size and therefore cost
effectiveness and competitiveness of parts of Asia’s
productive landscapes, existing urbanization could
be consolidated, leaving large expanses of territory
available for production. Linear development, along
water-ways and rail/roads could be strengthened by
investment in infrastructure improvements and public
transport systems (with boats, railroads and buses).
Densification of existing agglomerations along linear
infrastructure lines (ribbon development), at nodes, or
within well-defined urban massing could be interrupted
by productive and ecological corridors which double as
public space.

Project 5——Banjarmasin, Indonesia

A proposal for the water-based merchant city of
Banjarmasin, the capital of South Kalimantan Province
in Indonesia, develops a strategy of co-existence
between river and road — acting as warp and woof of
the fabric of the city. The project simultaneously re-
qualifies the existing city and its relationship to the
delta of 107 rivers, creeks and canals and develops
complementary new platforms for development
and economies along the road-based network. The
proposal (re)creates a vibrant blue and green system
— strengthening the potential of the landscape to
restructure existing and guide new urbanization. The
river and road networks determine the hierarchy of
blue and green and contributes to the productivity
of the landscape. East of the regional highway, is an
intensive, industrialized and rationalized productive
landscape (agri- and aqua-culture, edged by a storm-
water canals and a series of flood retention ponds —
protecting the city. Immediately west of the highway
is an agricultural park that has different characters —
1) in the north the existing and organic water system
dominates and hosts number of campus like/ urban
enclaves; 2) in the center, at the highway entrance to
the city, the productive orchard meets a city central
park; 3) in the south, urban agriculture also serves as
a land bank for future development.

Project 6——Ahangam Lowlands, Sri Lanka

In the southwest coast of Sri Lanka, between Galle
and Matara, are the Ahangam lowlands. A proposal
of “necklacing a middle landscape” strengthened
the “soft” structure of the landscape (the coconut
patches), clarified built and unbuilt edges and created
a secondary sponge system for the drainage of
highland water. Productive lands were safeguarded,
expanded and intensified through the creation
of distinctive edge conditions which guide and
frame future urbanization. Within this frame, new
programming is introduced which functions at both
macro- and micro-scales.

LU Strategy 4: Reforestation + Industrial Platforms
Asia’s delta landscapes are its most urbanized
territories. In addition to supporting settlement, tourist
and industrial development places high demands
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on coasts. Of course, there is no need to deny port
related activity, however there can be methods to allow
economic growth and ecological conservation/ recovery
in parallel. Traditionally, much of the region’s coasts
boast a waterlogged world of black mud and mangrove
trees, bordered by thick tropical forests where the land
rises away from the flooded plain. Drainage canals
protect from the annual floods that come with the
rainy season and the steady rise of both river and sea
levels. The condition is rapidly changing as economies
grow and there is as well a recognized need to relocate
city-center ports further towards coasts. A strategy
for the development of industrial waterfront activities
could be conceptualized with using “fill” to making
buildable platforms. These artificial “earthworks”
could be ground preparation and can be built to
accommodate investment commitments at various
moments in time. The heights of platforms can vary
in relation to the programs which are to colonize the
platforms. The industrial platforms can then be off-set
by mangrove re-forestation. Mangroves are inter-tidal
forests that are salt-tolerant and grow along sheltered
tropical coastlines. They act as natural breakwaters
and dissipate the energy of waves, thereby playing
an essential role in mitigating the devastating forces
of nature. Mangroves are also fundamental in
stabilizing shores and trapping sediment — for this
they are referred to as “land builders”. Mangrove
forests are also rich in biodiversity thanks to the very
high habitat heterogeneity due to the differences in
hydrological conditions, topography, salinity, soil and
their interaction. Moreover, these plants are significant
carbon dioxide absorbers.

Project 7——Hiep Phuoc, HCMC

Hiep Phuoc is strategically located at an important
hinge between the southern extents of HCMC and
the Eastern Sea; it is the city’s southern gateway. Its
productive agricultural area is on the Soai Rap River
(linking Thi Vai and Long Tau Rivers) and its tidal
flats estuary boasts Can Gio Mangrove Forest, an
important, UNESCO-recognized biosphere reserve.
The rich and complex existing water networks — the
liquid geography of the area — with numerous rivers
and tributaries, is complemented by an extensive
system of man-made canals and irrigation waterways.
The envisioned port development creates a spatial
sequence of a built, non-built rhythm along the Soai
Rap River, accentuating its exceptional location and
following the river bends. The urbanization strategy
works in tandem with strategies of environmental
protection and ecological preservation to mitigate
adverse impacts on social welfare activities in the area.
Port logistic platforms alternate with reforestation sites
— stabilizing the coast and providing protection against
erosion, oil spills and storm surges. The port/logistic
areas and the reforestation sites correspond with most
suitable areas for activity according to the hydrology of
the river. Developed as a state-of-the-art port area the
Soai Rap ports will be HCMC's hub of seaway transport
and economic growth. At the same time, Can Gio
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has the potential to become a demonstration site for
mangrove reforestation projects throughout Vietnam
and to date there have been a number of mangrove
rehabilitation activities in the area.

Project 8——Sundarbans, Bangladesh

In November 2007, the Sundarban became a
landscape of ruin. It suffered massive devastation
from the 6-meter tidal surge of Cyclone Sidr. The
territory’s population suffered tremendously — many
with their lives, others with livelihoods. The Centre for
Coastal Environment Conservation, based in Khulna,
reported seven million people of twelve districts
affected, of which five million lost their shelter; 138
km of embankments were destroyed. The storm’s 250
kilometer/hour wind ruined infrastructure networks
and entire villages disappeared. In the area of the
Sundarbans, reforestation was envisioned as an
important strategic project for the environmental
protection of the southern part of the country and
was justified by the May 2008 announcement of a
national program of planting 100 million trees as a
“natural fence” along the coast to mitigate disasters
(AFP 2008). The re-forestation could be coupled with
the concept of "social forestry" whereby unused and
fallow land is planted, maintained and harvested by
the common man with economic returns profiting the
community participation in the management of natural
resources. In particular "extension forestry" — where
plating alongside canals, roads and railways — was
viewed to be interesting in order to not only improve
ecology, but also beautify areas, create economies and
eventually lead to a green network of an expanded
public realm. Strategic sites could as well host a series
of touristic and research-oriented programs.

LU Strategy 5: Re-constituted Ecologies + Expanded
Civic Realm

Landscape urbanism can address a number of issues
at once — with perhaps the most important being
the explicit re-constitution of ecologies together with
expansion of the civic realm. The re-establishment of
landscapes’ dynamics can serve as a foil to processes
of urbanization and interventions can be designed to
mitigate the natural and human threats of erosion,
pollution, and flooding, amongst others while, at the
same time, strengthen the vision of green, tropical
cities, through interconnected public open spaces.

Project 9——Cantho, Vietnam

In Cantho, Vietnam, the existing richness of the
urban/ rural interface could be enhanced the concept
of “orchard city” — with the spindly figure of the
surrounding mesh of orchards extended along the
territory’s waterways to the bank of the Hau (lower
branch of the Mekong) River and across the Cantho
River to the newly planned development. The
undeveloped islands could also have orchards. The
new flowering fingers could become an important
component of a system of public spaces throughout the
existing city and its extension — connecting urban to
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rural, land to water and recreation to production. The
existing urban congestion could be counterbalanced
by inclusion of productive green zones into the urban
fabric. The orchards could also ground Cantho more
firmly to its identity as an agricultural center of
the Mekong Delta. The network of flowering public
promenades could directly tie the surrounding territory
into a continuous ecological mesh with urbanity.

Project 10——Hanoi, Vietnam

For the city of Hanoi, the millennium old city and
capital of Vietnam, and the Red River Delta, water
is both a blessing and a curse. As massive new
development is planned to the west of the existing
center, a central concern is how to develop in the
large flood plain. A basic assumption one scenario is
that the Day and Tich Rivers are reconnected to the
Red River and again following a more natural flow.
Connected to this could be a system of irrigation
canals, agricultural fields, drainage ponds and large
edge lakes that work in congruence with a “ladder
system” of infrastructure (roads, dykes and ecologically
engineered landscapes) and raised high-lands for
urbanization. The reconstituted ecologies could be
developed with vegetation and manipulation of water-
bodies and interlock with a system of recreation spaces
that work as a hierarchical system to serve the regional
to the neighborhood scales. Strategic projects could
be developed to interweave ecology, economy and
recreation.

LU Strategy 6: Flood control + Waterfront Development
The natural processes related to water dynamics (storm
surge, sedimentation, erosion, subsidence, inundation
and processes causing sea dike destruction) need to
be understood and integrated into the development
of new tools to deal with the regions’s most pressing
challenge of dealing with climate change, specifically
the sea water rise and an increasing incapacity to
effectively absorb monsoon rains. Measures for flood
mitigation can be developed hand-in-hand with a
focus on the strengthening and quality up-grading
of waterfronts (oceanfront, riverfronts, lagoons and
lakes). Waterfronts can (once again) be (re)established
as the primary organizers of territory and their distinct
eco-systems adopted to (once again) provide regions
with identity, particular economic and socio-cultural
activities. A main objective should be to expand
the public realm which would, in turn, strengthen
the coherency and spatial structure of otherwise
fragmentary sites. New development projects would
profit from the interconnections along waterways.

Project 11—Vinh, Vietnam

In Vinh, Vietnam, the Lam and Vinh Rivers (locations
where the city originated) could be reconfigured to
strengthen not only the ecological functioning of
the “sponge city”, but also increase the public realm
via interconnected open spaces and reverse the
imagereality of the rivers as backsides. The Lam River
could become a new fagade of the city — with public

spaces and a diversity of programs and an alternation
of built (buildings raised on pilotis) and unbuilt spaces
which could allow for the sunken land to act as a
reserve basin for seasonal flooding and otherwise
act as a recreational strip behind the mixed-use
development.

Project 12——Mumbai, India

In an ecological vision for Mumbai, recovery of the
city’s wetlands and water networks are seen to go
hand-in-hand with urban up-grading, new urbanization
and infrastructure development. Special attention
should be paid to the Mithi River and the marshland
area on the northeast. Envisioned is a corridor between
the two wetlands systems formed by an ecological
spine where investment coalitions between public and
private sectors can evolve. New edges are developed
and ecologies enhanced. Social infrastructure is
provided at strategic locations (such as in Dharavi —
Asia’s largest slum) and otherwise the investment in
ecological systems is expected to increase nearby real
estate values. The ecological corridor, connecting the
Mithi River and the eastern wetlands is recreated by the
establishment of an interconnected system of ponds
and green spaces. As well, the contentious Eastern
Dockland sites could simultaneously be developed as a
top-class commercial waterfront, provide a significant
amount of social infrastructure and create more space
for the water.

Project 13——Matara, Sri Lanka

A project for promoting Matara as a resilient water city
focused on the Nilwala River, which is highly significant
as a supra-regional ecological zone, having enormous
watershed structure connecting distant hinterlands
to the coast. The river systems natural capacity to
function as a sponge was exploited and enhanced as a
mechanism for flood protection and water purification
as well as for drainage and urban structure delineation.
A large new water body would create a new residential
front to the city and blocks sprawl from overtaking
low-lands. The riverfront was activated by economic
programs (aquaculture), leisure activities, boat stop
platforms and areas for new commerce. East of the
river bend, a new research and education corridor
would capitalise upon investment possibilities afforded
by the new expressway and connect Matara University
to the river. New transversal spines (connecting the
northern wetland to the ocean by waterways) could
guide development of mixed settlements with small
industries. The river and wetlands were choreographed
to respond to different levels of flooding.

LU Strategy 7: Water-based Transport

Asia’s innumerable water networks could also be
designed as an affordable and ecological alternative
for public transport. Throughout Asia, the shift from a
water-based civilization towards a road-based one has
made urban waterways open sewers — of domestic and
industrial waste — and an absolute backside. Riverfronts
could once again be conceived of as new fagades—

with public spaces and a diversity of programs along
the water’s edge and accessed via strongly articulated
transversals connecting inland. Alternative transport
systems can take advantage of the existing logics of
the landscapes. Where metros do not make economic
sense, particularly in secondary cities, networks of
both public bus routes and water-based vaporetto/
taxis could enhance existing infrastructures. In many
instances, systems could operate more as networks
than they presently do by the simple addition of
missing-links in the road system or by the strategic
addition of bridges and/or ferries. Water transport
not only provides benefit in terms of ecology but
also stresses an inherent identity issue. Water-based
transport accommodates multiple and non-exclusive
uses — allowing slow/fast, traditional/modern and small-
scale/large scale craft to co-exist. The most important
aspect of this last landscape urbanism strategy has
indeed to do with its “strategic” aspect. The formative
capacity of the territory through infrastructure remains
one of the most powerful devices for directing future
urbanization. At the same time, high costs render the
process of building infrastructure as slow — particularly
in contexts of severely limited resources. The Asian
Development Bank and the World Bank, in addition to
a host of bi-lateral cooperation projects, are presently
pursuing the development of new highways systems
and large bridges/tunnels throughout the country. The
landscape urbanism proposals could work more from
the perspective of improving existing networks and
strategically accenting a hierarchy of systems across
the territory.

Project 14——Cantho, Vietnam

In Cantho, linear growth along the intricate water
system could be strengthened by the elaboration
of a public transport system. A “vaporetto” network
could take advantage of the river confluence (Hau
and Cantho Rivers) and the dense mesh of canals.
A series of circuit loops could potentially link the far
reaches of the city’s territory and rural hinterlands with
the bustling urban core. Transfer stations and stops
could correspond with intersections of waters and
roads — thus encouraging new strategic development
sites in the territory. A series of express and local
stops could create an efficient public transport
system. The reactivation of the region’s waterways
could also strengthen the city’s identity. Water-based
transportation could allow for multiple use and users,
combining “traditional craft” with new pubic boat
systems, slow-speed and higher-speed travel, etc.
Public life along the waterways could be strengthened
by the development of public platforms and amenities
at important intersections of canals and roads.

Project 15— Hue, Vietnam

In Hue, a UNESCO World Heritage city on Vietnam, the
existing water network could be cleaned and promoted
as a water-based transport, for tourism and local use.
A series of boat stop platforms could be developed for
the waterways and various programs could be attached

to them, depending on the site specificities of each
place. The city’s community of “sampaniers” (boat
people), which the authorities are anxious to remove,
could be given facilities to up-grade their lifestyles
(as opposed to eradicating the community) — paid
for by the development of the tourist infrastrcuture.
Mobile water-based living is encouraged and proposed
is a network of infrastructure piers in which the
boat-houses can plug into. The bustle of life on the
Perfumed River and in the lagoons need not be lost.
Presently, resettlement communities are being located
in flood-prone areas; it is much more logical to allow
sampaniers to remain in boats and thereby remain able
to cope with the natural changes in water level.

Asia as a Potential Incubator for New Urban
Paradigms

Asia is in an explosive period of its urban history. The
numerous layers of its cities are being superseded by
the latest phase of market-driven development. Yet,
despite the attempts to set in motion a regularized
system of urbanization and real-estate, there remain
a number of bottlenecks. At the same time, there is
an admirable will to change business as usual and,
in the margins of the present-day building frenzy,
experimental new city paradigms are being developed.
They are often not (yet) aligned with established
institutional set-ups, but emerge as exceptions in
a multitude of ad-hoc occasional projects driven
by very diverse public and private actors, local and
supra-local sponsors, top-down and bottom-up
programs. Nonetheless, they present opportunities
to fundamentally re-think paradigms — to experiment
in city building forms and methods. State-sponsored
urban design and planning competitions are becoming
a regular mechanism employed for a handful of high-
profile projects — including new cities / city extensions.
Yet, more often than not, the insatiable drive for a
global city image is resulting in a bizarre combination
of urban fantasy and absence of any real dream of
contemporary urbanity. The new areas are instant
cities — where the gridded city, city of skyscrapers and
the suburban city are compressed into a “ready-made.”
Implied walls of economic segregation are all too
evident in the continuing of age-old land-use traditions.
The market economy is completely changing the global
landscape and the mega-forces of international finance
and multi-national capitalism are seemingly impervious
to cultural distinctions and national character. The
Asian landscape — so important, once upon a time, in
the very foundation of settlement structure is being
overrun with corporate urbanism. Cities are envisaged
as a bit of green, a little less blue (at least in plans —
it often disappears during implementation) recreation
areas (including golf courses), a “variety” and choice
of housing (single-family, urban villa and high-rise),
carpets of industry and clusters of high-rise CBD
(central-business district) fragments.

However, generic city is not the penultimate model;
Asia has the opportunity to develop an alternative
urbanity — one where “place culture” meets
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globalization, where landscape and urbanism re-
enforce one another in a new symbiosis, where
richness of its complex land use patterns are
embraced, and productive landscapes are enveloped
in the urban system. Without a doubt, numerous
‘indigenous’ traditions of Asia hold valuable lessons for
today’s landscape urbanism. Age-old techniques and
logics — where the landscape and urbanization worked
hand-in-hand — can inspire the evolving relationship
between and organization of territories and human
settlements. New interplays of urbanization to water,
topography, the productivity of landscapes and eco-
systems could complement the innate attraction of
settlement structures to infrastructure. Since across
the globe, the largest investments being made are
those of a territorial and (infra)structural scale it is not
unfeasible to imagine the development of an intelligent
landscape infrastructure to frame the development of
the territory. Landscape urbanism has to potential to
indeed become the saviour to Asia’s urban planning
and urban design. B
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