




,ate Design The emerging direction 

lution of practice 

wn 

vilisations had no doubt that natural 

d sway over the lives of humans. 

:ities lived in close rhythm with the 

ow of the natural world, knowing they 

:i nature's ferocity if they dared cross it. 

,dern times, when we had steered 

:illed wilderness, moved mountains, and 

1st cities, did it become possible 

that we alone designed our destiny. 

ieth century saw such feats of science 

ology-splitting the atom, walking on 

-as to make us believe that any

if the dominion of human will was

regress.

sago, a few thinkers knew this was 

1se. Witnessing the wanton attitude 

h twentieth century society consumed 

·esources, they foresaw a time of

. In 1960, Garrett Eckbo warned, 'the

Jrtant issue that faces all landscape

,, environmental planners, and

in the twenty-first century will be

the integration, perhaps by shotgun,

: economic and political thinking with

l reality'.

; later, we need look no further than a 

j New Orleans to know that we have not 

I nature. It would no longer be sufficient to 

�arnings of Eckbo and others; the time when 

,ave averted climate consequences has 

e now face a world thrown out of balance by 

s. Sprawling development consumes land, 

d water at unsustainable rates. Buildings 

pew carbor. into the atmosphere. Open 

biodiversity dwindle before the onslaught. 

ires and sea levels rise. In the first decade 

nty-first century, we have begun to see the 

,sequences of our disregard, as the sea 

fovastate coastal cities without warning. 

Sprawling development 

consumes land, energy, and 

water at unsustainable rates. 

Buildings and cars spew carbon 

into the atmosphere. 

The climate crisis stems from a crisis in our built 

environments, which are suffering from a lack of 

holistic thinking. Many perspectives shape the 

built environment, but all too often, each one 

looks to its own goals and methods; the collective 

system is the focus of no one. The only way we can 

make a real difference in our impact on the global 

environment and climate is through a holistic 

approach to policy, planning, engineering, and 

design, wherein all work collaboratively toward the 

common goal. That goal must be the functional 

integration of built and natural environments. 

Built environments should be viewed as the 

extension of natural environments, allowing 

natural systems to function and working with 

these systems in high-performance buildings and 

landscapes. At the same time, we must not lose 

sight of our goals of economic productivity and 

social equity. 

Infrastructure refers to the technical solutions 

that aid the flow and movement of society, 

granting water, energy, and mobility to large 

populations. When we think of infrastructure, 

we think of roads, bridges, transit lines, airports, 

power lines, and wastewater systems. We think 

of hard, built things-the things we can thank 

for the lifestyle to which we are accustomed. 

We have great respect for this realm. Nature is an 

afterthought by comparison. We might rather gaze 

upon a forest than a maze of power lines, but we 

know what the power lines grant us. We don't quite 

know what the forest is doing for us. 

But we should-because we know that long 

before we conceived electrical grids, life on 

Earth was drawing all of its power from the light 

of the sun. Long before we built wastewater 

systems, the natural hydrological cycle was 

functioning. Every moment, we breathe oxygen 

that is produced by trees. Nature works. It can 

work with us, and it can work for us, as long as 

we make room for it and design built systems 

that cooperate with it. It's time to think of natural 

systems as green infrastructure. 

Revolution of practice 

A hundred years ago, when we decided to 

develop a tract of land that included a creek, we 

would have taken pride in our ability to encase 

that creek in pipes, bury them, and build on top 
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of it. It's time for a new kind of pride-in our 

ability to think functionally about natural features 

and creatively about their incorporation within 

built environments. A creek running through 

the midst of a city is a sought-after experience 

for people; it's a habitat for species, and it's 

green i nfrastru ctu re. 

Not only must we design a future in which our built 

environments are not at odds with nature: we must 

introduce immediate interventions that protect 

our cities from the consequences we have already 

incurred. As Victor Olgyay wrote in 1963, creatures 

must, if they cannot physiologically adapt to 

changes in the natural environment, prepare what 

defence they can. In some cases this will mean 

built structures that will resist the sea. In most 

cases this will mean new planning strategies that 

regenerate our settlements so they are not in 

contention with changing natural forces. 






