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ABSTRACT

Most of the pressing challenges in the Anthropocene era are ecological,
such as climate change and environmental degradation, all with profound
impacts on socio-economics and equity. While ecology and resilience are
among the most salient topics in contemporary landscape architecture,
their inherent relationship and differences have deep implications on
practice. The authors argue that ecology is all-encompassing and has a
strong focus on system complexity without biasing or favoring any specific
species or parts of the ecosystem. Resilience, when discussed in the
context of planning and design, however, embodies a strong human-centric
element. Ecocentric vs. anthropocentric perspectives provoke further
discussion around an evolving relationship between ecological function and
aesthetic forms that have been heavily informed by cultural and societal
contexts.

By translating environmental policies and social preferences, landscape
architects command tremendous power to connect with the primary users
of the built environment — the general public. Collaboration and integrated
research are required to make significant progress on the complex
environmental challenges the world faces today.
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How do you define “ecology” and
“resilience” in landscape planning and
design in the Anthropocene era? Is there
any misunderstanding on the two terms /
concepts, or any misleading practices
prevailing nowadays?

ZHANG Tao and Michael GROVE
(ZHANG and GROVE hereafter):
Ecology is the study of the relationships
of organisms with their environment and
each other. It is all-encompassing and
has a strong focus on system complexity
without biasing or favoring any specific
species or parts of the ecosystem. In
general, an ecosystem is more stable and
resilient to disturbance when the system
complexity increases, such as species
richness and landscape heterogeneity.
“Ecological resilience” refers to the
amount of external disturbance that an
ecosystem can withstand and recover from
without fundamentally altering its vital
processes and structures. Individual species
or components of an ecosystem might
undergo dramatic elasticity although the
system as a whole retains its integrity.

This ecological resilience might
not always be favorable to our societal
preference. A simple example is that most
manicured landscape requires constant
weeding and pruning, favoring the few
plant species that have aesthetic value
for humans at this moment in time. This
intentional weeding, pruning, and insect
terminating is an external disturbance to
the ecosystem whose inherent resilience
exerts its power to bring complexity
and chaotic order back to the landscape.
Disturbances are ubiquitous in nature,

biogeochemical processes. Most of the
ecosystems can withstand disturbances
until a certain threshold is reached,
whereby irreversible changes may lead the
ecosystem to a fundamentally different
state or even collapse. The theory that
nature is permanently in balance has been
largely discredited in the late 20th century.

Most of the pressing challenges we face
in the Anthropocene era are ecological,
such as climate change and environmental
degradation, all with dramatic impacts
on socio-economic equity. Resilience,
when discussed in the context of
planning and design, however, embodies
a strong human-centric element. Most
of the resilience-focused designs preempt
plausible future disturbances, especially the
catastrophic disasters in the most densely
populated urban areas. While ecology
embraces change as a dynamic process,
the anthropocentric premise of resilience
design understandably safeguards the
present system and maximizes its durability
in the face of uncertainties — even though
the present system may be flawed.

Despite the growing consensus that
many of the coastal areas or floodplains
are not suitable for urban settlement,
and will be increasingly vulnerable and
costly amid a rapidly changing climate,
it is unrealistic and inhumane to expect
cities and settlements to retreat completely.
In response to this, we have seen a rise
in collective resilience efforts in cities
such as New York, San Francisco, and
Boston. Another example is the current
wildfires on the west coast of the United
States that are devastating to society, but
a naturally occurring and critical force of

HISTORICAL HERITAGE MAP
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and changes are critical to many vital nature that manages certain ecosystems. As
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landscape architects, we need to not only
understand deep ecology, but also have
the responsibility to promote resilience, in
order to find a mindful balance between
the ecological processes and societal

wellbeing.

Among Sasaki’s practice efforts,
how do you consider aesthetic form and
ecological function? Has Sasaki been
advocating an ecological aesthetics in
contemporary landscape design?

ZHANG and GROVE: When Louis
Sullivan coined the phrase “form ever
follows functions” in the late 19th
century, it was the time when rapid
industrialization and technological
advancement called for new references
to define the form of skyscrapers. Hence,
the purpose or function of the buildings
became the new law for Modernist
architects. Similar rules have prevailed
for millions of years in nature which
is evident in biological evolution such
as Homo sapiens’ bipedal body as a
result of upright walking. Following the
same train of thought, aesthetic form
and ecological function should not be
viewed as a dichotomy, especially because
we are now better educated about the
imperatives for ecological functions
and services. However, aesthetic form
and ecological function are still often
misaligned in contemporary landscape
design. It is mainly because forms are
tangible and perceptible to all in everyday
life, while ecological functions are often
invisible and unnoticed. Present in all
visual arts and design fields, forms are
deeply forged by and embedded in the

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

societal context. The form embodies social
status, particularly when landscape design
was predominantly a service to the elite
to differentiate their private properties
from the unpruned landscapes. As a
result, the labor-intensive ornamentation
and manicured landscape are favored

for purposes such as monoculture or
oversized lawn in arid environments.
Socialization and cultural context inform
much of the contemporary preferences for
certain aesthetic forms.

Landscape architects should advocate
for a new reference for aesthetic forms in
the era of environmental awakening and
actions. Science has advanced so much
that there is adequate knowledge for
the society to evaluate aesthetics beyond
the obsolete social norms. For example,
wetlands are sometimes still characterized
as swamps or wasteland (vis the current
American meme “drain the swamps” ).
Studies have shown that wetlands are
among the most productive and valuable,
yet threatened ecosystems. Encouragingly,
in recent years, the aesthetic appreciation
of healthy and functional landscapes such
as wetland parks, meadows, and prairie
has grown.

Places that exemplify genuine
ecological values with aligned socially
desired aesthetics can help promote an
ecologically-minded aesthetic preference
in which appreciation of natural or even
sometimes messy-looking landscapes can
be a popular part of the new social norm.

How do you consider the role that
landscape architects play in responding
to present-day environmental challenges,
especially to climate change? Could you

059

please share some experience of cross-

disciplinary collaboration?

ZHANG and GROVE: We face
tremendous environmental challenges
today: in just one lifetime we might
observe much of the earth becoming
less inhabitable for future generations,
let alone numerous wildlife species that
have long lived on earth before us. It is
every citizen’s responsibility to confront
these mounting challenges, including us
landscape architects.

The answer to these challenges
is twofold: On the one hand, the
pervasive scale of these challenges calls
for progressive and effective policies
that can be implemented at large.
Currently, landscape architecture as
a profession is in the lower stream of
policy-making and implementation.
Landscape architects are often put in a
reactive position, mostly commissioned
to design discrete sites with predefined
goals, while environmental issues need
to be addressed at the regional, national
or even global levels. To have bigger
impacts on these issues, landscape
architects with allied professions and
scholars should be empowered by
the spirit of activism to participate in
policy making. We can act individually
as candidates in the political arena or
collectively through our professional
societies, such as Landscape Architecture
Foundation (LAF), American Society
of Landscape Architects (ASLA),
International Federation of Landscape
Architects (IFLA), and others to
advocate for effective environmental
policies.
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On the other hand, though we may
not have much power yet to influence
upper-stream decision making, we have
tremendous power to connect with the
general public as the primary users of the
built environment. Landscape architects
play a critical role in translating aspects
of environmental policies by executing
design power to create public spaces.
While not as direct as political advocacy,
it is a great avenue for educating and
advocating for ecological design. An
environmentally successful precedent
that is also well appreciated by the public
can speak for or against current policies,
helping to foster strong environmental
stewardship from the bottom-up. In the
long term, it can be a powerful lever for
change.

Collaboration, from interdisciplinary
to transdisciplinary, is the only way to
make significant progress on the complex
environmental challenges the world
faces today. The scope of collaboration is
beyond ecology per se, as socio-economic
and cultural aspects of the challenges
are equally important and intertwined
with the environmental issues.
Stakeholders, community members,
and underrepresented demographics
are among our collaborators as well as
professional designers. At Sasaki, we
have almost the full spectrum of design
disciplines under one roof: planning and
urban design, landscape architecture,
civil engineering and ecology,
architecture and interiors, technological
innovation, and graphic design. We do
not have the ego to believe that we, as
landscape architects, have the full body

of knowledge to solve today’s complex

060

‘ ‘ DA18080303-2-p42-61-c6.indd 60

urban issues. We know what we do not
know, and that is our strength.

How do you examine and evaluate
the ecological performance of designed /
constructed landscapes? Do you believe
that, in the age of Anthropocene, a
designed / constructed landscape always
performs better with a higher ecological
and social benefits than a landscape of

natural-succession?

ZHANG and GROVE: The best way
to examine the ecological performance
of a landscape is scientific evidence,
especially in the face of misbeliefs that
undermine the importance of science. We
have had the success conducting some
post-occupancy studies, independently
or through collaborations with research
institutions or professional foundations
such as the Landscape Architecture
Foundation’s Case Study Investigation
(CSI) program. However, such evaluations
are rarely part of the design scope nor
financially incentivized. Our motivation
for conducting such research is to build
knowledge such that we can evaluate
our past projects and inform our future
practice. Lack of interest and support from
the client to conduct these post-occupancy
studies places constraints on practitioners,
even though most landscape architects are
eager to monitor the performance of their
recently completed projects. It is a missed
opportunity to both learn from our work
as designers and to educate the public
to promote ecological successes with
unbiased evidence. Because landscapes
are often perceived as a public amenity,

unless a more pressing economic value is

assigned to understanding the social and
environmental benefits of landscapes, it is
challenging to expect clients to prioritize
such research. United States Green
Building Council’s (USGBC) recently
launched Sustainable Sites Initiative
(SITES) aims at the systematic evaluation
of landscape projects including some post
occupancy performance metrics, which
may provide effective incentives for
clients to invest in such monitoring effort.

Regarding the performance of a
constructed landscape over those given
to natural succession, a more important
question is how one defines “better.”
In the era of Anthropocene, is the
premise that human beings are the main
beneficiary? Another very important
element in this question is the temporal
scale. Does the designed landscape
perform better for the present at a price
that discounts its long-term well-being or
is it sustainable?

Certainly, a designed landscape
will mostly yield measurable results
aligned with the desired social and
ecological goals, more immediately than
through natural succession. Measurable
and immediate do not always equate
with better. Designed landscapes are
intentional interventions with expected
outcomes and goals. Natural succession
takes a long time — often decades to
centuries — and has many uncertainties
that might very well be misaligned with
the short-term desired social benefits.
There is a very strong research coalition
called Long-Term Ecological Research
Network (LTER) in the US as part of
ILTER (International LTER) that focuses

on ecological processes over extended
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temporal and spatial scales and might
provide critical knowledge and reference

for such comparisons.

Do you feel that there is a gap between
research and practice in landscape
industry? (Or do you feel that landscape
design practice has not been perfectly
supported by related academic research?)

ZHANG and GROVE: Multiple
disciplines have acknowledged a gap
between the “scientific” and “applied”
expressions of knowledge. This gap
is acutely apparent in the design and
management of the urban environment.
The application of scientific knowledge
has often been, to date, inadequate
in planning and design even though
landscape science has made significant
progress in the past few decades. Without
necessarily a strong science background,
designers understandably do not share
the same vocabulary with the science
community.

There are a couple of causes of this

gap in our practice. First, the scope and
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timeframe of each discrete project rarely
allow exhaustive scientific investigation
because each project is unique regarding
its context and challenges, while
practitioners are pressured to make
timely design decisions in the compressed
project schedule. This gap is further
amplified when the work is in rapidly
urbanizing areas such as China where
unprecedented rural to urban migration
is spurring development at massive scale
and pace. We are aware that complete
knowledge is unrealistic as we continue to
seek the right balance between expanding
our knowledge base and making the
best-informed design decisions based

on the available knowledge. It is an
artful balance between knowledge and
creativity. Albert Einstein alluded that
knowledge as an anchor connects us with
the past, but imagination leads us to the
future.

Secondly, the wealth of growing
scientific knowledge, especially the
peer-reviewed journal publications, is
largely inaccessible to most practitioners.

For example, the scientific citation

061

system Internet Sciences Institute (ISI)
Web of Science is too costly for most
design firms. Furthermore, the esoteric
academic knowledge sharing sometimes
still discriminates against applied or
commercially relevant knowledge.

To bridge this gap, we suggest
two ways of improving future
landscape research and practice: One
is to strengthen landscape architecture
graduate programs’ training on research
methodology and literature review before
beginning professional practice, similar
to most of the science-based disciplines.
And the other is to encourage multi-
disciplinary synthesis research that
integrates socio-environmental and,
more importantly, the design disciplines
to better tackle complex environmental
problems. Landscape architecture must be
part of the landscape science paradigm,
contributing research opportunities by
raising salient questions related to the
shared environment. For the past 65
years, Sasaki’s academic root has been
nurturing our culture to be curious and

collaborative beyond practice. LAF
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