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Urban Wilderness:

Nature and the Potential in the Urban Cracks
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ABSTRACT

Urban wilderness is the remnant nature existing within the cracks of urban
context, which can provide habitats for wildlife and natural recreation areas,
with significance in optimizing urban ecological resilience. On the one hand, the
unprecedented urbanization processes and the public’s negative hypotheses

on the concept have caused continuous reduction of urban wilderness; on

the other hand, opportunities are seen in reconstructing and activating urban
wilderness when natural processes return to dominate the idle lands resulting
from industrial recession and urban shrinkage, and the rewilding concept

and techniques develop gradually. With ecological civilization construction,

the initiative of a systematic management of the mountains, waters, forests,
farmlands, lakes, and grasslands, and the advance of adopting Nature-Based
Solutions in China, it is the best time to acknowledge urban wilderness in depth,
identify its connotations and values, construct identity recognition, and carry out
practices of conservation and restoration.
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In the past decades, the continuing urban sprawl leads to the huge loss of natural landscapes. Worse, the
already limited natural spaces for citizens are undergoing shrinkage due to the rapid increase of building
density and intensive land use brought about by the changes of the city’s spatial structure. The long-
term lack of opportunities for nature experience leads to the nature-deficit disorder, a non-negligible
social crisis, not only threatening people’s physical and mental health, but also resulting in the absence of
veneration or conservation awareness of nature!'. Nowadays, citizens’ urgent need of urban green spaces
for connecting with nature is hardly met due to the poor plant richness and homogeneous landscape
structures. Excessive human interventions and the public’s negative aesthetic awareness undermine the
values of urban wilderness, decrease urban biodiversity that is vital to sustaining ecosystem services, and
aggravate the creation of urban green spaces that require high maintenance as “green deserts””,

By now, an unparalleled emphasis has been put on Nature-Based Solutions in keeping the sustainable

development of cities, i.e. conserving, restoring, and sustainably managing natural resources to attune to
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social and environmental changes and guarantee human well-beings, especially the biodiversity benefits'*.
The natural wilderness is exactly where the ecological benefits rooted, supporting the holistic health of
humans, the improvement of air and water quality, and the restoration of biodiversity”'". Nowadays no
matter at home or abroad—such as the initiative of the sustainable management of territorial ecosystems
of mountains, rivers, forests, farmlands, lakes, and grasslands emphasized in China’s ecological
civilization construction, and the rise of ecological movements like “Nature Needs Half” worldwide!®'—
people begin to recognize the irreplaceable values of wilderness.

In highly artificialized cities, fragments of wilderness exist as well, including the undeveloped original
wilderness encompassed by urbanization, and the secondary wilderness shaped by the spontaneous
migration of wildlife and succession in natural communities”’. In the center of Chongqing, for
instance, these urban wilderness fragments based on a robust self-regulation of ecosystem processes are
ubiquitously seen in the cracks in the city, from slopes, banks, cliffs, trough valleys, ravines to isolated
highlands in intermountain basin, isolated islands in the river course, derelict factories, and abandoned
railways. They are of rich ecological values: various native plants grow wildly with singing frogs and
insects, and raptors such as Aviceda leuphotes and Asio flammeus are commonly observed, providing
citizens with opportunities embracing nature without a long journey. Serving as the habitats and stepping
stones for wildlife migration, wilderness fragments can also enhance the ecological connectivity of urban
green networks to maintain a holistic health of urban ecosystems'"”. Furthermore, the wilderness fosters
citizens’ awareness that they are sharing urban spaces with other creatures, inspiring them to consider the
city from a new perspective'"l.

However, it remains a challenge to enhance the public’s acceptance to urban wilderness and
recognition of its core ecological values as natural resources. Ubiquitous man-made formal landscapes
have overshadowed the wild vitality and ecological benefits of urban wilderness, for which the latter
might be eliminated or transformed due to their disorder in appearance. Aldo Leopold, the American
pioneer in wilderness preservation, criticized the negative hypotheses on wilderness by urban residents
(especially the administrators), holding that the values of urban wilderness could and should be embodied
in every urban forest, park or private garden'"*. Fortunately, opportunities are seen in reconstructing the
urban wilderness system—Ileftover brownfields, idle lands due to advance of virtual space technology
or urban shrinkage, and degraded urban green spaces all have the potential to be restored towards
urban wilderness. In addition, the gradually accepted concept of rewilding encourages replacing human
interventions with the natural restoration of ecosystems and ecological processes to strengthen the
wildness of urban landscapes, illustrating the feasibility to transform “nature in the urban cracks” into
wilderness patches or even more complex habitat networks.

Today, controversies over the existence and values of urban wilderness continue. This issue gathers
scholars’ insights that contribute to the understanding of the concept, connotation, and values of urban
wilderness. Vance G. Martin presented a rationale for using the term of “urban wildness” to replace
“urban wilderness” based on the significant differences between urban wilderness and natural wildness.
Ingo Kowarik highlighted the existence of wilderness fragments in urban spaces and categorizes
urban wilderness into “ancient wilderness” and “novel wilderness.” Martin and Kowarik reached
a consensus on the values, opportunities, and challenges of urban wilderness in practices of urban
ecological conservation and green infrastructure development. Shao Yuhan et al. analyzed the conceptual
development and evolution of urban wilderness and propose a value recognition framework, providing
scientific guidelines for urban residents and governors to discover, experience, and sustainably manage

urban wilderness.
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This issue also presents a series of practical cases and thoughts on the conservation, restoration, and
management of urban wilderness. Yuan Jia et al. established a technical framework of urban vegetation
rewilding by leveraging ecological flows, stimulating natural plant communities, and designing with
minimum human interventions. With a case study in Chonggqing, they amplified the key procedure
of rebuilding urban wilderness on both ecological and aesthetic values. Reviewing the history of the
Tommy Thompson Park in Toronto, Canada which spontaneously evolved from rubble into a natural
refuge, Walter Kehm et al. probed into the dynamic balance and harmony between natural restoration
and design interventions over time. Thomas Rainer shared the practical experience of Phyto Studio in
Washington D.C., the USA and the approaches to quasi-natural plant community design, providing
feasible strategies for ecological planting in the “post-wilderness” era, offering an alternative to
current planting design. Yin Hao et al. focused on opportunities for ecological self-restoration provided
by spontaneous plants in urban idle lands, analyzed the characteristics in its early stage, the growth of
plant communities and related environmental factors, and inventoried the potential seed sources of the
site. In the project of Shanghai Urban Biodiversity Education Base, Guo Taoran et al. expounded the
design process of urban wilderness establishment that improves local biodiversity through native species
introduction, community construction, ecological benefit assessment, etc. Zhang Zihao et al. explored
the potential and theoretical framework to apply Artificial Intelligence in interpreting and constructing
wildness, providing new opportunities for landscape strategies to cultivate new forms of wild places via
technodiversity.

The natural compensation function of urban wilderness is significant to sustain urban resilience and
optimize the natural-constructed ecosystem in the city. This issue hopes to provide multiple perspectives
for practitioners and decision makers in territorial spatial planning, landscape architecture, and ecology.
By collecting the latest theoretical and technical efforts in urban wilderness conservation and restoration,
this issue is expected to inspire thoughts that make cities the Promised Land integrating with civilization
and wildness. LAF
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