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Water, as the most critical requisite element for human survival, has long
been domesticated, and “its natural properties have been constrained and
manipulated to cater for human need”™"). There is a rich body of literature on
how reaching out to establish control over water, which is often driven by

the raw instinct to survive, has profound implications during the course of
history. The efforts to control water by keeping it in the channels or behind
the dams have shaped the deeply entrenched land-water dichotomy. Such a
dichotomy is also expressed through Oxford Dictionary’s definition of land,
that is, “the part of the earth’s surface that is not covered by water.” Generally,

land is perceived as “a unit of geography””’

that excludes swamps, estuaries,
tidal areas, lakes, ponds, and streams. Such a dichotomy supports human’s
behavior of building infrastructure to store and regulate water and separate it

from the land.

In face of increasingly frequent extreme weather and climate events as well as
adverse environmental and social impacts associated with large-scale water-
control infrastructure, an alternative perspective that celebrates the hybridity
of environments has been advocated by scholars and practitioners. Such a
perspective challenges the line between man-made and nature and land and
water, calls for the need to work with rather than against natural systems, and
sheds light on the constant negotiations between land and water in nature

and the existence of various forms of land-water hybrids that accommodate
messiness and contextual variations. In line with these arguments, two
projects in this issue portrait lands as spongy and aqueous rather than in
opposition with water. Instead of isolating water management issues within
the context of Engineering or Hydrology, the projects highlight ecosystem
services provided by land-water hybrids that are coproduced by culture and

nature.

In Seeing from Above: Observation of Contemporary Dike-Pond Landscape,
Tian Mengxiao from the University of Hong Kong celebrates land-water
synergy in her close examination of the unique dike-pond landscape in the
Pearl River Delta. Historically emerging as a response to the region’s flood-
prone watery natural environment and food production demand, dike-pond
system is an integrated agriculture and aquaculture ecosystem that enables an
intricate energy, nutrient, and moisture flow between land (dike) and water
(pond). By comparing old satellite photos with her own drone surveys, Tian
identifies the rapid transformation of the dike-pond landscape, including
notably fragmentation of the system and changing surface materials and

dike-pond ratio. This transformation has impaired the long existing land-
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water synergy and ecological function of the dike-pond system, such as
microclimate regulation, groundwater replenishment, and flood water storage.
Rather than simply preserving the geometrical appearance of dike-pond
system, Tian calls for the need to restore the cyclic flows between land and

water for a resilient urban future.

In In-between Waters / Intercepting Wetness: Inventing Rain in the Mining
Landscape of Shanxi Province, China, He Jieru from the University of
Pennsylvania questions the dry-wet binary in her vision of an alternative
hydraulic future for Shanxi, a region facing water deficit due to its arid
climate and excessive consumption of water by the coal mining industry.
Building upon Anuradha Mathur and Dilip da Cunha’s idea of “ubiquitous

3
wetness”™

™ He challenges the conventional flood and drought mitigation
approaches that separate water from its milieu by engineered infrastructure,
and suggests a landscape infrastructure approach that can construct wetness
from engaging with rain held in air, strata, plants, and animals. By producing
a series of transverse sections along the Fen River, He reveals the gradients
of wetness embedded within the landscape and identifies critical locations to
carry out further design intervention. By remediating coal mining drainage
and strengthening the wetness holding capacity of landscape through planting
and grading at the foothills of the Fen River Valley, He’s design strategies
help adjust regional wetness to mediate conflicts caused by intensified water
deficit.

Rather than advocating for a universal solution and absolute control, Tian
and He embrace landscape wisdoms and strategies that are contextualized

in local terms and can accommodate ambiguity and flux. By destabilizing

the conventional dichotomies between land and water, dry and wet, and
infrastructure and nature, they prepare the ground for nurturing social and
ecological benefits of land-water synergy landscape that are often overlooked

when water management is narrowly defined and implemented.
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