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ABSTRACT

In a time of global challenges, cities are critical not only as vehicles for
progress, but also as centers of diversity and resilience. Confronted with
intensifying climates, and social, ecological, and economic issues, McGregor
Coxall focuses on the stories people tell in making their cities. Our projects
accept and challenge these stories which underpin city-making: the engine
of economic progress, the marketplace of cultural production, and the myth
of our separation from “nature.”

The success of contemporary city is built on a paradoxical relationship
with two pressures: global development and environmental impacts. To
address these crises, McGregor Coxall works at two scales, simultaneously,
on all of our projects: in the large-scale realm of regional economic
development and ecosystemic operations, and at the scale of the person,
the street, and the neighbourhood. The systemic understanding provides
the contextual basis by which projects perform, economically and
environmentally, while our understanding of communities makes each
project a genuine product of its time, place, and culture.
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1. A methodology for
greening cities
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2. Strategies to link green
spaces across the city
and to create more
public amenities.
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McGregor Coxall’s Biourbanism

The first act of urbanism, the apocryphal
birth of the city, took place some 10,000
years ago, in the desert: one hand reaches
out and deposits a handful of grain into
another waiting palm. This surplus,

born of technology, produces two other
luxuries: time (which allows diverse
practices — writing, art, discourse, and
civilisation itself), and money (allowing
consumer choice, a separation between
one’s labour and its rewards). The city

is a product of these two sometimes
competing agendas — the exchange of
information and the transaction of goods.
Transactions put a value on a material
object, commodify it, requiring that it

be present and tangible. Exchanges, on
the other hand, place a primary value on
a relationship, demanding experience,
which cannot be easily commodified.

This is a time of social, economic,
and ecological unravelling, especially
in cities, the largest and most successful
products of human existence. Precisely
because of their economic, cultural, and
social success, cities become critical not
only as vehicles for progress, but also as
centers of diversity and social exchange,
in a diverse range of goods, information,
and capital. However, global and regional
pressures, both climatic and economic,
are intensifying, threatening both the
physical and the social fabric of the city.
In an increasingly globalized world, the
erasure of the local by the international
is a primary threat to the cultural
uniqueness of cities.

McGregor Coxall focuses on the
local conditions and considerations that
places already offer in the making and
re-making of our cities. If we create
cities as idealised objects of design, they
become artefacts of consumption, rather
than sites of experience. Our projects
both accept and challenge the narratives

058

(both “natural” and “manmade”) which
underpin city-making: the engine of
economic progress, the marketplace of
cultural production, and the myth of our
separation from “nature.” This separation
is the second tangible threat to the city —
environmental unsustainability.

The unquestioned success of
contemporary city is built on a
paradoxical relationship with these two
existential pressures: global development

and environmental impacts. The diversity

of the city attracts global capital, which
ultimately becomes a homogenising
force, erasing unique and distinct
precincts, and displacing local ecologies
and cultures. The second challenge,

that of environmental sustainability,

is also a product of the success of our
cities: while their density (with public
transport, shared amenities, and common
purpose) should allow cities to have
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4. Smart Carpet:
Infrastructure for civic
engagement

5. Adaptable programs
made possible by
the Smart Carpet
technology

6. Smart Carpet applied in
urban design

small ecological footprints, inequitable
affluence supported by outdated
systems of production, infrastructure,
and movement only increases cities’
environmental impacts, both locally and
globally.

The planet has become urbanized
because cities are the principal vehicles
for the production of wealth, innovation,
and creativity, generated by the diverse
skills, knowledge, and cultures of their
residents, workers, and visitors. If the city
is the largest physical artefact produced
by humanity, it is also the source, and the
repository, of all the knowledge we hold
about the city. The preserving, accessing,
and sharing of this information is critical
to contemporary urbanism and the city
of the future — it allows for all the
information we require in the conception,
the manufacture and the management
of our cities to be brought to bear — so
long as we make it increasingly accessible
and usable.

The city is a complex living thing.

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

And, like any complex organism, the

challenges the city faces are equally
complex: balancing global development
with local evolution; harmonising
resource sharing with ecosystem
enhancement; and ensuring that all

the available possibilities offered by
technology and information are dedicated
to the opening up of civic possibilities.

To address these challenges,
McGregor Coxall works at two scales,
simultaneously, on all our projects: in the
large-scale systemic and informational
realm of regional economic development
and ecosystemic operations, and at the
experiential and tangible scale of the
person, the street, and the neighbourhood.
Overlaying all these investigations and
propositions is a rigorous methodology
of comprehensive multi-disciplinary
analysis and communication, an operative
lens by which we ensure our projects
consider as many criteria as possible
at the outset, and that the outcomes

produced are delivered as expansively as
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possible. These processes of analysis and
communication often demand leading
technological applications, in both
information management and physical
infrastructure — novel tools with which
we can continue to write the future of
our cities.

Our systemic understandings
provide the frameworks by which our
projects perform, both economically
and environmentally, while the close
consideration given to the needs and
desires of communities and their
inhabitants provides the focus to make
each project unique, identifiable, and a
genuine product of its time, place, and
culture. We are not designers — we are
discoverers, we are translators, and we
are composers. In the end, our projects
comprise only three things: what we find
there, what we bring there, and what we
make there.

This article explores processes of
city-making that establish genuine urban

resilience in local systems, whether
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commercial, cultural, or ecological. It is

illustrated by McGregor Coxall projects
that combine sustainable markets,
cultural diversity, and the re-integration
of natural and man-made ecologies,
creating places from the ground up, and

delivering outcomes at many scales.

Green Grid — An Urban Toolbox for
Delivering Open Space

The Green Grid, a key instrument in
the sustainable development of the city, is
a project dedicated to the enhancement,
improvement, and integration of open
space throughout metropolitan Sydney.
The Green Grid focuses on processes of
data analysis, criteria cataloguing, and
graphic communication in constructing a
comprehensive framework for open space
delivery. The project’s goal is the eventual
creation of a network of high-quality
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open spaces, ranging from national,
regional, and local parks, through
harbour foreshores, wetlands, rivers,
beaches, and creeks to playgrounds,
playing fields, golf courses, cemeteries,
and school yards.

Data analysis from local councils and
GIS mapping illuminated residential areas
across Greater Sydney deficient in open
space resources, while also identifying
potential unrealised open space resources
(railway easements, church yards, creek
easements, etc). The project utilised
these GIS parameters and data scripting
to reveal which areas needed open
space, and of what type. Concurrently,
individual suburbs were analysed using
address point data to provide population
demographics to fine-tune these open
space offerings.

Interconnected linkages between open
space and green areas were developed

~3 © McGregor Coxall

by enhancing creek corridors, transport
easements, footpaths, and cycleways.

The green spaces proposed and social
demographic drivers were subsequently
combined to establish a matrix of
priorities and an infrastructure toolkit
for local councils and other delivery
authorities. Beyond the simple provision of
more open space, the Green Grid project
aims to clearly satisfy highly local spatial
and operational demands, by not just
increasing the quantity of public space,
but also enhancing its accessibility and its
utility.

For McGregor Coxall, the Green Grid
is an instrument that turns policy into action
to create greener, more socially cohesive
and biodiverse urban environments in an
interconnected ecosystem of city residents
and open space. As such, it becomes a
series of instruments that can be applied
to any city, and at any scale.
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Danaoke Mountain Park — Eco-
Tourism in the Heart of Shenzhen

The steep geology of Danaoke
Mountain underlies a wild landscape of
ancient forests and ecologies providing
a range of natural environments and an
idyllic backdrop. The Danaoke Mountain
Park is the geographical heart of
Shenzhen City and the gateway between
the north and south districts of the city.
Enjoying panoramic views over the city,
the mountain’s major ecological systems
are primarily intact, harbouring networks
of rich and diverse flora and fauna
habitats. However, the encroachment of
urban infrastructure has had significant
impacts on the environment — these
include high voltage lines along the
mountain ridges, a water reservoir at the
base of the mountain and major arterial
freeways separating Danaoke Mountain
and its habitats from the nearby Yinhu
and Yaji Mountains. Recognizing these
issues and importance of this natural
asset to the city, the Government of
Longhua District and Urban Planning
and Land Resources Commission of
Shenzhen Municipality jointly organised
an international design competition in
2017, seeking master planning proposals
for this 500 hm* mountain park in central
Shenzhen.

McGregor Coxall was subsequently
awarded as one of two winners to
further develop the design. The proposal
addresses existing issues and creates
new opportunities by balancing the
requirements for urban open space
amenity with ecological enhancements
and protection. The core masterplan
concept proposes a “Parkland Triangle”
which unites the three majestic mountain
peaks of Danaoke, Huangzhu, and
Lianhua at the geographic center
of the city aligned to its cultural

axis. The masterplan integrates a
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water management system combining
environmental performance, engineered
solutions, and civic amenity for the site
as well as adjacent tech campus and
surrounding high density.

The heart of the park lies the Danaoke
Mountain Base containing the Mountain
Base Hub, Park Ranger Headquarters,
Sports Park, and Urban Park, offering
a range of playground and recreation
facilities in an urban setting. The hub is a
vibrant home for an eclectic mix of activities
and cultural events. At night restaurants,
cafés, bars, and shops come alive with
sports, live music, biking action, and
stunning sights. Buildings utilise pioneering
sustainability techniques including solar
glass and passive ventilation.

The proposed Sponge City initiatives
includes a wetland, urban pond, and Water
Sensitive Urban Design (WSUD) system
that collects all urban runoff from the site
for bio-filtration and reuse in the buildings
and landscape irrigation. Furthermore,
water is treated and stored in a central
reservoir under the hill for reuse, while
overflow is guided into a reclaimed creek
running alongside the major access route.
All of these water systems link into the
broader water network in the district.

The Danaoke Gondola lifts sightseers,
walkers, hikers and mountain bikers to
the 360 m high peak. Boasting a gondola
accessed network of trails for walking
and hiking of more than 40 km, Danaoke
Mountain park offers over 20 different
walks and hikes for experiencing the
stunning scenery of Shenzhen. The top
station of the Gondola has a Forest Flyer
Zipline that drops more than 300 meters
over the forest to the lake below. The
trail network has a range of attractions
including camping sites, suspension bridges,
raised boardwalks, rest points, and scenic
lookouts. Adding to the adventure spirit
of the park, 5 km of lift accessed downbhill

gravity mountain bike trails are provided.



A Mountain Bike Terrain Park located on
the disused motorway construction area
provides a sharing place for all-age visitors.
Finally, the project stitches together
the local habitats and promotes eco-
recreation by providing a series land
bridges over the freeways that separate
the adjacent mountains. Concurrently
improving local accessibility, urban
amenity and environmental performance,
the project is an exemplar of McGregor
Coxall’s integrated disciplinary approach,
combining landscape, urbanism, and

environment.

Smart Cities — Creating the Next
Generation of Adaptable Urban Spaces

Developments in information

technology are multiplying at an ever-

accelerating pace. For the Smart City
movement, this means leveraging
data to create constantly adapting,
increasingly connected, and sustainably
healthier human habitats. As we identify
stronger links between our environment
and the health of our communities,
the development of this technology
increasingly needs to respond to the most
complex parameters of all: people.

We understand the importance
of public space to maximize human
encounters, prioritise community
outcomes, and provide flexible spatial
opportunities. Current evolutions in
technology offer the opportunity to
not just engineer a more efficient city
but to also provide physical and digital
platforms that give our communities

greater ownership over their public

spaces, while improving the health and
sustainability of our cities. Coupled with
a rapidly urbanising global population,
this demands a reinterpretation of
traditional open spaces in favour of a
new territory for innovative and flexible
solutions creating new opportunities
within the existing urban fabric.

McGregor Coxall’s Smart City
proposals are a product of our UK
research think tank, hybridising existing
and emerging technologies to expand our
investigations into the role of civic tools
to enable change within the greater urban
context and create our future public
domain.

“Smart Carpet,” the winner of the
City of London’s Smarter Cities design
competition, is an interactive surface that

responds to users’ demands. A series of
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9. Modules of Breathing
Rooms creating various
open spaces

10. Scenario of Breathing
Rooms

paving modules reveals the street as
an intelligent multi-functional system
supporting energy production, lighting
displays, sensory recognition, and live
analytics. A prototype will be installed
at the London Festival of Architecture
2018.

“Hi Croydon!” is a series of
adaptable components to create social
infrastructure: furniture, signage,
planting, etc. The elements are coupled
with an augmented reality application
that allows the community to design
their own public spaces. Targeting both
social and environmental sustainability,
each unique deployment will be built
around the character of its specific
location and the inputs of different
community groups. The project is now
in development with Croydon City
Council.

“Breathing Rooms” looks at the
corporate lobby as a unique spatial
environment where to trial strategies
for future buildings. Expanding green
networks, streets, and public spaces,

the initiative would allow previously

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

neutral, mainly vacant spaces to actively

perform as part of the urban fabric,

environmentally, socially, and culturally.
Summary

The projects illustrated here are
only a few examples of how McGregor
Coxall integrates a deep-seated
understanding of natural ecosystems
and their requirements with existing
and emerging modes of urban and
regional development. The challenge
for us (and all practitioners working in
and on the city) is how to reconcile and
integrate these natural and manmade
ecosystems into an integrated whole,
harmonising with their urban context.

We aim to understand the city
and its systems and inhabitants in all
their complexity and, by doing so,
to discover hidden assets and latent
demands. From these discoveries, we
formulate networks of connectivity and
communication to create opportunities,
whether spatial, informational, social,

environmental, economic, or cultural.
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In the process, we allow comprehensive
engagement into, interaction with, and
ownership of all aspects of our projects
(whether public spaces, parks, urban
precincts, streets, backyards, regional
economies, or national ecosystems) by
all stakeholders and residents, from the
oldest to the youngest.

For all of our projects, McGregor
Coxall and our collaborators establish
clear strategic frameworks for
implementing these objectives, including
the project’s development over time, as
the needs and resources of the city, the
government, the community, and all
stakeholders evolved and expand. The
McGregor Coxall team’s approach to
each of our projects creates a vision for
that place and its surroundings based
on what it was, appreciative of what it
is, and imagining what it could be, all
the while understanding that every place
is, and has always been, a unique place,
at the intersection of land and water,
landscape and city, and each a potential
center of a vibrant and productive

community. LAF
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