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(1) Greenwashing
is a compound
word modelled
on “whitewash,”
referring to the
practice of making an
unsubstantiated or
misleading claim about
the environmental
benefits of a product,
service, technology, or
practice.
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FROM POLYCENTRIC PLANNING TO POLYCENTRIC GOVERNANCE

COLUMN HOST

LU Xiaoxuan
Assistant Professor of Landscape Architecture at the University of Hong Kong

In anticipation of massive population growth and continuing urbanization,
urban futurists have historically formulated various normative visions for
alternative urban futures. Despite the diverse agendas embedded in these
different trends, the ambition of achieving order, balance, and beauty has a
timeless appeal to planning professionals. One of the most enduring trends

is polycentric planning which emerged during the second half of the 19th
century, exemplified by the variants of human-scale Garden Cities envisioned
by Ebenezer Howard, Patrick Geddes, Lewis Mumford, and Raymond
Unwin", These Garden Cities were characteristically planned metropolitan
developments articulated through a number of clearly defined centers. The
coordinated interrelationships between these nodes provided a foundation for
an economic and planning strategy from which the rational construction of
the modern metropolis could be articulated. Integrated transportation systems,
efficient communication networks, and balanced communities could then be

developed and land set aside for cultural and recreational purposes.

There is however, a serpent lurking in this Eden of polycentric planning and
its name is “governance.” Who defines the form and substance of beauty?
Who determines what makes a balanced community? Who arbitrates

life values and adjudicates “good taste”? Faced with these questions, the
proponents of polycentric planning have answered, sometimes petulantly, “the
people of course” without being able to specify who they mean or the method
by which they make their decisions”. The idea of Polycentric Governance
emerged in response to these dilemmas surrounding polycentric planning in
the context of an upsurge of urban development after World War II. If the case
for polycentric planning rests on necessity and the imperatives of modern
technology, polycentric governance takes a contrasting position contingent on
value judgments and philosophical disputation. By prioritizing harmony in the
same breath as polycentric planning, polycentric governance reminds us of the
dangers inherent in the autocratic imposition of professional control. Looking
beyond their polycentric spatial contexts, both projects in this issue envision

a regional destiny where values are not imposed by professional diktat,

but rather emerge from an evolutionary process driven by disagreement,
discussion, and debate, enabled and encouraged by polycentric systems of

governance.

In Freescape of Tirana, Albania, William Baumgardner from Harvard
Graduate School of Design highlights the challenge of implementing a poly-
centered master plan in Albania’s capital, Tirana. While the combination

of bucolic landscape design and polycentric planning aiming to relieve
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pressure on the congested and dense city center owes much to the Garden
City tradition, the 2016 master plan misses the opportunity to reinvigorate the
public realm debilitated by the political repression in late 20th century. Rather
than using landscape design to greenwash® the plan, Baumgardner argues
that landscape architecture can act as a catalyst to liberate and reestablish
individual and civic potential. The project focuses on Kombinat, a post-
industrial site of Tirana suburb, which is designated as one of the future poly-
centers in the metropolitan region. The project positions public space at the
center of a multi-faceted urban revitalization project to facilitate a free and

vocal public realm.

In Ecological Restoration Based on a Regional Polycentric Governance
Model — Regeneration of the Karez Water System in Turpan Region, Du
Zehui from Xi’an University of Architecture and Technology explores the
potential of introducing a polycentric water governance system to Turpan

in the east of Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, China. Settlements in
Xinjiang are characterized by their polycentric spatial configuration defined
by the geographical reality of the oasis. Isolated from each other by desert
and steppe, the size and location of oasis settlements depend entirely on

the availability of water sourced from mountain snowmelt. Du focuses

on Turpan, one of the most densely populated oasis cities in Xinjiang,
highlighting the unprecedented challenges to regional water security caused
by climate change and uncoordinated competition for water resources
between different sectors of local economy. She explores a number of areas
where multilevel governance initiatives involving public and private spheres
could help enhance water security in the region, ranging from the evaluation
of water resource availability to the rehabilitation of existing historic water

infrastructure.

Both Baumgardner and Du challenge the idea of harmony as inevitable or
capable of being intentionally prescribed, and advocate for the construction
of a genuine arena for debate about meaningful issues which affect the area as
a whole. Viewing both projects through the lens of polycentric governance, we
discover that harmony is built through a long and painful process of trial, error,

and compromise, and maintained by constant adjustment and adaptation.
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