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Since the emergence of the modern environmental movement in the 1960s,
every passing day brings news about imminent environmental catastrophes.
Benchmarks for resource depletion, overpopulation, limits to growth, and the
prognosis for ecological breakdown and social calamity, all point to a dystopian
future. A documentary presenter gestures at an arctic icescape telling us it is
irreversibly melting; a novelist describes the loss of irreplaceable biodiversity
and the rise of genetically engineered post-humans; a filmmaker portrays a
spectacular environmental disaster survived by only a lucky few. In the face of
these apocalyptic narratives, it seems anything we can do will be too little, too
late. The environmental movement however not only fosters a collective psyche
of crisis, but also incites a powerful fascination for alternative futures. Green
Utopias represent a particular genre of such futures and have blossomed across

the fields of contemporary philosophy, politics, literature, and design.

Green Utopias urge us to take responsibility for what we modern humans have
done to the environment up to now, and allude to the possibilities of different
environmental futures. Rather than just referring to a strict or narrow definition
of environment, the term “green” embraces the complex and dissonant bodies
of thought that engage in an ongoing debate about political and cultural ideas
interrelating with the environment. Despite often being considered synonymous
with unrealistic naiveté, the word “utopia” nevertheless inspires our hopes

and dreams for alternatives to current social arrangements. Frequently born

of passionate, heartfelt, individual or collective convictions, utopias are vital
cultural spaces where the arrangements and practices taken for granted in our
everyday lives can be scrutinized and where we can critically reflect on the
larger socio-political forces that shape the contemporary world. Permeating art,
politics, public debate, and popular culture as it does, utopia is an indispensable
vehicle for exploring images of and desires for a better way of living. The two
projects presented in this issue deploy utopias to facilitate a social and cultural

process that is provisional, critical, and creative.

In Brownfield Borders: Post-Industrial and Post-Conflicting Brownfield
Landscapes, Professor Niall Kirkwood from the Harvard Graduate School of
Design examines the alternative futures for the Korean Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ), one of the most dangerous and heavily fortified border areas in the
world, through a graduate design studio he co-taught with Jung-yoon Kim and
Yoon-jin Park. This studio positioned the contaminated ground surface of the
DMZ and its adjoining hinterland as “the venue, medium, and method” for
addressing its complex history, and for staging future actions towards erasing

borders, breaking down barriers, and realigning the environmental and political
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ecologies of the Korean Peninsula. Rejecting simplistic landscape protection
measures and gratuitous architectural and artistic interventions, the design studio
called for visions of an “Alternate Nature” that tackles the legacy of pollution, and
explores the potential for human habitation and innovative landscape infrastructure
within a framework of continuous remediation and physical transformation over
the coming decades. The resulting alternative visions proposed by students for

the DMZ shed light on the potential for large tracts of borderland brownfields
elsewhere in the world, and highlight the role design professionals can play in the
environmental remediation of such damaged landscapes through infrastructural

interventions and long-term landscape management.

In Plasticity: Plastic-Based Infrastructure for Climate-Resilient Coastal
Communities, Chow Khoi Rong and Federico Ruberto from Singapore University
of Technology and Design share their vision of alternative futures for coastal
settlements in economically developing societies in South East Asia (SEA).
Focusing on the Pasig River in the Philippines, one of the worst conduits of
plastic waste pollution in the world, this project tackled the double challenges

of inadequate solid waste disposal and recycling infrastructure, along with the
vulnerability of coastal and floodplain communities to climate change related
risks. An analytical research process was undertaken to understand the complex
relationships between population, the use of plastics, and the environment in the
region. Inspired by float-sink separation techniques currently employed by the
waste sorting and recycling industry, the designers envisioned the Pasig River
itself as a dynamic mechanism for trapping and sorting plastic waste. The project
envisaged a plastic recycling industry operating across an eighty-year timespan,
providing stable job opportunities in the context of an amphibious community
resilient to monsoon floods and gradual sea-level rise with infrastructures made
of recycled plastics. Introducing this case of the Pasig River in the Philippines,
Chow and Ruberto expect this Plasticity infrastructural network to be adaptable to

various environmental conditions in SEA coastal regions.

Compared to 50 years ago when environmentalism first became a mass social
movement, we now live in a fundamentally different and unpredictable era in
which the need for new ontologies, new ethics, and new ways of thinking about
better, greener worlds is more urgent than ever. Green utopias are often associated
with attempting to dictate rigid blueprints and idealistically perfect master plans
destined to remain in the world of fantasy, whereas the visions of these two
projects are grounded in localities, available technologies, and socio-political
realities, making their proposals as catalysts for designing realistic alternative
futures. LAF
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