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1. Ten rest stops in the
industrial landscape
of the Athabasca
bituminous sands

surface mineable area.
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ABSTRACT

Visible from space, the Athabasca bituminous sands region
of Northern Alberta, Canada, is currently being engineered at
a scale equal to or greater than any other human landscape
projects. This massive earth moving operation which at first
glance could be confused for a regional urban development,
has but one single objective: oil.

Yet we do not see landscape architects engaged in the
design and specifically the topographic shaping of these sites
of extraction, production, waste, and reclamation. Nor are
there many examples of landscape architects contributing
smaller scale interventions that acknowledge the human
occupation of these sites, their experience and material
realities. Thus, ten rest stops are proposed to set in the
working industrial landscape of the Athabasca bituminous
sands, though they might not be built, to emphasize the
importance of remembering that these landscapes already
exist, showcasing the contemporary Canadian landscape.
KEY WORDS
Oil Sands; Extraction; Infrastructure; Industrial Landscape;
Restoration

= IS (S
TRANSLATED BY Xiaoxuan LU Shu LIU




H—, Rz K=ES5SYMRAKTEZ
BRIXE R EX B AREBERIN . F4)
WIUER, MEBELTRITAITFM, X—ibX
=EFR . HRFIEREISZmE A3 0
SRR . BER BT FHERERE,
XX PEMEXRTDEEHRARLEEH
SRR EE—FEZH . ATRRXME
M, BB LHFEBEIUAILANIEZIRL
B TIURMEAAE . ROFER. BRSHE
LR SR EN=ESMRAR[TEA—E
MRS AMIMERFEEMSAIFR, A
BAMUAITR, siee NiE, FMNELE
M, EERZHE,; I, EFBEXLH
EMSHEFRRIMALINLZIE
H-, Er@BdRITFFEEHT
&, ENERMAZImX AR, BIER
kitm . EX—ERET, B L ES
EhIRRITEXREE, 19695%, R - £
FIAEHR TENERNESHIEE (8
HEEEAR) . AXABH, ERBEENX
THEREMREFEN TR KR

128

MSWMSWBHIRG, FC2HETARRE, iF
SEFRIE, TRFHENHFE, it
MNFERABORIIE, DLERIECTH
ERRGBENER. MEUEESWR
HmAFERHARE TG, " &R
88X T — ST BT —— RGBS RS
. BEYNKE—N BT E T IR
i, BETWSENNAEE. BENEER
B NUAEE, AAXEMEBEEET LR
BEENImEF. BEMNS, RitSEHE
PRI PSR AR . FEIX—BIRT, Rit
IR ERAA SR TE BN THREN
HiEP—HSERIFIRSEREHBB
ERIVR, HMEBERKIREZRERT
RS, B4, TESTERSMTRES
B REIHIZ? UABARSEMAZE
PR AR ERT, & RIHIZROHS iz
#ER? MRFENSEDTRIELSER, XKW
AR FTHIAR R ?

T, BAIMUREXMEIT 2B
1 “188” —NEERETERKpibE

BREZIEREH “BE" —XEARR—H
EFRI=E . Wit “BE" Mskaypit,
BREMANERERNSIGS, . LRA%=
sela&AItEE , XBaNE EEE N LIBIRIK
IHE—R—MEJNESME .. X&i7
WHETBEAEE, MBRIEEIKTS
MEVMBRIFHET Z AT FTE

MEFZRF

E—MFERSNREA—GHIbSH, —
DR ithiE 1S OSSR IR R R A RMAIMEF AT
17, BIINSERITTFRABRZSHIEE R
MF L. BIXMEH, SWRITKEE
MiZE. MESKEKER, FEAMIED
BIRF B S EERIIE RILERARAAFIINE
EERTIRAVFE X

SWRITAEXHEIRRFRIERT
BN LN, FAIT LIRS ETIRITAIT
WEMZHES . RN BF S MEZEIRIEX
R, BERITEEAXBHNRERERS

VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2017

Byrne

N © Fionn



SR/ RREIR

8, SREFFHHF —IRIE RN N &It
RO E LRMEM . B, FRIAES
RBEHERDEBAZRITEES—ES
FHMEE, SEVTUREERDIFEITE
B—ESHFREE R — BB EIERY
MIBIENE . FeRREIHE LRI, &
Wit 5 R Y B S S YRS R IR R S0
ENUSHRAIRME, SiELE, sixdin, 50

EQTE o]

Rt
ETErER, "“BEES” REZE

WEIB B -RBE TS ipith s
RIT 10K . S ERIRTZY, (RRBL,
AJEREN—FFEREG, #iFEUEZOK

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

AR BRI E . (RERILE N R it
EBRRI, ELIMEMYERErIEM L,
LIMHT KISENRKRES ., RESZ%
RS ER T RALEELIE M, BEEEN
SR LIEE, XEEWAREEFE, Bf)
RETIMEANLREN. ERSTHES,
BEBMEOHBHOYELE. FRE5ES
e, SMRIHDIEES IS ANRRIHIEZ
DAENAEE. NXEEX EiR, SWiRT
RANERHIIRM T EHES RS, LA
ERE— M TR MIE. ER%
EFATHLK - BHNES: “‘FEnE
ZRITHMBEEAM LFE, MENENS
ET % FROKEE, THAMNKE" Y,
‘AR MERNXIE ‘NEE 896l
ERETIIANSR . LAF

2-1.

2-2.

2-3.

2-1.

2-2.

2-3.

HEFNESHIESD
ittt (SAGD ) jhFF s
MALAY ARSI, .
WEEFSAGDRFFH
SZHEIRBS
SAGDIHF R UL F
HTR£9400mAt .

Repurposing a
decommissioned
steam-assisted gravity
drainage (SAGD) well
pad.

A spiraling descent
into the former SAGD
well

The rest stop located
in the SAGD well is
1,300 feet deep.
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The form, material, and experience of space
are both produced by and produce culture.
While design may seek to actively control the
engagement of an object with the world, the
effect of an engineered object on culture is

often unintentional.

Athabasca Bituminous Sand

Visible from space, the Athabasca
bituminous sands region of Northern Alberta,
Canada, is currently being engineered at
a scale equal to or greater than any other
human landscape projects. This massive earth
moving operation which at first glance could
be confused for a regional urban development
project, has but one single objective: oil.
Here, in the headwaters of the Athabasca
River, is found Canada’s largest petroleum
reserve and the second or third largest known
global petroleum deposit. Spread over an
approximate 500 square kilometers or 20%
of the total bituminous sands region, below
ground reserves are found close enough to
the surface to be open pit mined. Since 1967,
corporate operators have been moving earth
out of the way and processing sand and
rock to extract bitumen, a semisolid form
of petroleum that must be upgraded to
become oil.

Yet we see almost no landscape
architects engaged in the design and
specifically the topographic shaping of these
sites of extraction, production, waste, and
reclamation. Nor are there many examples
of landscape architects contributing smaller
scale interventions which acknowledge
the human occupation of these sites, their

experience and material realities.

Visibly Absent

To understand why this is the case
we should ask first that if the economic
forces expressing themselves as maximum
efficiency and minimum spatial resistance

in the landscape are so highly tuned that

SRS/ RRS51952 LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

3-1. BFMESIMARIGETE
BE—FRIKANES
BIEo

3-2. HREERZ BRI XKIERE
BEBRRAIK.

3-3. S AEMALRIMNES

3-4. RRRUS U FRES A

This
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The rest stop on the
Sulfur Plateau. There
is an ascent to the
top of blocked waste
sulfur.

The odorous
procession between
sulfur blocks.

The daunting steep
climb

The rest stop on the
summit of the Sulfur
Plateau
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they are unable to deviate at all from an
engineered optimum. Or alternatively, if a
need to consider the spatial configuration,
form, and experience of this industrial
process is just not being addressed. In
other words, is this a political environment
resistant to design or are designers just
not interested in engaging with this site?
We make one of two conclusions: either we
live in a society that does not find benefit
in the design of industrial landscape
processes over minimum cost solutions
(economic imperative) or we live in a society
that considers there to be no value in the
design of these same processes (aesthetic
imperative).

In both cases any designers willing
to change the present situation will have
two primary responsibilities. First, begin

to document the link between the current

132

organization of space and materials in the
Athabasca bituminous sands region and
the unintentional effects on culture. It must
be demonstrated that designed or not, the
forms, materials, and experience of this
region affect the Canadian imagination. Even
if only seen in the news media, this site has a
place in the shared collective consciousness
of Canadians and people all over the world.
We should start by asking how does this
aesthetic of irregular shape, plasticity, death,
and ugliness relate to objectives of minimum
cost, minimum time, maximum efficiency,
and maximum profit — and how do both
these aesthetics and economic decisions
affect our social mores?

Second, it is necessary to demonstrate
how design can reorganize space to more
intentionally impact culture and shape our

future society. Importantly, this also requires
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Pausing on

a depression
surrounded by light
absorbing petroleum
coke (petcoke).

Only a small area of
the 230-hectare toxic
tailing lake is capped
under the petcoke.

. Arest stop in the

Mildred Lake Settling
Basin, an enormous
toxic tailings pond.
Slowly walking on
the rest stop floating
over the beautiful and
deadly semisolid lake.
An artificial beach
resting above capped
toxic wastes at the
Wapisiw Lookout.

articulating what future we desire. In his
seminal 1969 work on ecological planning
Design with Nature, lan McHarg defined a
binary, the idea of which is as simple as it is
persistent: “So the task was given to those
who, by instinct and training, were especially
suited to gouge and scar landscape and

city without remorse — the engineers. The
landscape architects were then retained to
apply balm to heal the scars and wounds
inflicted on the landscape."[” This way

of thinking in binaries, of dichotomizing
damage and repair, construction and
reconstruction, has had a lasting impact.
This is especially evident in the landscape
works of remediation, reclamation, and
restoration on industrial sites, which we
often find to be motivated by notions of
healing or recovery from loss. Design
projects are commonly directed at undoing
past damage. To work in this way a designer
must select and accept a certain past as
better, a present as worse, and a future as
returned. But is this not a rather troubling
trilogy?™? For starters, which past do we
select as the bar against which to measure
progress? How do we measure this progress
— better and worse, when nature itself is
indifferent to human valuation? How do we
imagine new futures when we always start
by looking back?

The conversation must move past an

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

emphasis on restoration, especially when

restoration is clearly a futile attempt to

return the future of a site to past conditions.

This is a future where we will be left with
a disconnected landscape simulacrum
designed to support collective social

amnesia. Extending McHarg’s health
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metaphor we might go so far as to say this
is like the physician prescribing balm for a
phantom limb — a phantom ecology. These
sites of extraction have been irrevocably
transformed. No manner of balm can heal
the scars and wounds inflicted on the

landscape.
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From Remediation to Reconciliation

In a site that engenders so much
environmental opposition, instead of
working exclusively towards erasure in the
landscape through reclamation, it seems
sensible to also design for contemplation
and reconciliation. In this vein landscape
architecture can be employed to reconcile
past, present, and future and to make
individuals aware of their participation
in the total devastation of the Canadian
boreal forest and the acceleration of global
warming.

Landscape architecture is embroiled
in the production of culture. Consider, for
example, how the designed form, expression
and perception of materials are used to
engage individual intellect, critiquing the
economic paradigm of efficiency and linear
progress in favor of a humanist model of
leisure and contemplation. Or consider how

the science of ecology has given a strong
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voice to an autonomous stakeholder — the
biological environment, inherently critical of
human design and populating a site only if
the correct conditions are met. Intentionally
designed or not, the physical form and
material reality of the external world either
perpetuates or resists and redirects the

inertia of culture and society.
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Taking photographs
from the tree top rest
stop, just above the
spruce canopy at the
undisturbed boreal
forest of Northern
Alberta.

Enjoying the cool
shaded walk through
the forest floor.
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This rest stop at
Sandhill Fen sinks
visitors five feet deep
into the artificial fen.
Upgrades to the rest
stop at the Wood Bison
Trail.

A rest stop with bird
habitats added to
Crane Lake, which
was a defunct tailings
pond.

A rest stop at the
Giants of Mining,
where visitors may
stand in awe of

No. 2 Bucketwheel
Reclaimer.
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Points of Rest

With the above consideration in
mind, the imagery accompanying this
piece is design work for ten rest stops in
the working industrial landscape of the
Athabasca bituminous sands. Together they
establish a possible tourist circuit through
unique moments in significant areas of
the extractive operations. Designed for
tourists and locals, the ten stops capitalize
on the existing tourist route and add new
experiences only possible in the bituminous
sands region. While it is understood that
most of these proposals will never be built,
it is important to remember that these
landscapes already exist. The imagery
does nothing more than first showcase the
contemporary Canadian landscape. In each
case the landscape design serves as the

armature to experience the sites through
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their exceptional materials, environment,
forms, and ecology. In this sense the
designs provide the same function as a
picture frame or a gallery wall, while it

is the bituminous sands operators, the
engineers who must recognize themselves
as the land artists. One is reminded of
Alexander Pope’s proclamation that “all
gardening is landscape-painting; just like
a landscape hung up,”® and here these
proposals provide the point of entry into
the painting. LAF
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