The Agency of Ecology

Chris Reed

I write from the perspective of contemporary landscape, yp
banism, and design practices, specifically as they may bhe ip.
formed by ideas of ecology and natural systems. Within thig
frame, I would like to argue for a fuller, more engaged ap-
proach to the ecological aspect of ecological urbanism-—byg
not because I think it is more important than many of the is-
sues that pertain to cities and city systems, and social dynam-
ics and technology, that are involved in the work at hand,
Rather, I see the potential of ecology to be a more complex and
more provocative informing and formative idea (and force)
for how cities are made, and for how cities actively evolve,
reshape themselves, and are reshaped through time.

For me, contemporary ideas of ecology and planning can be
traced to the work of Ian McHarg in the late 1960s and early
1970s, in which analysis and assessment of natural resources
(geology, soils, water, habitat, etc.) could inform the best plac-
es and ways to develop land for social occupation.' Although
the methodology can be easily criticized for its claims with
regard to objectivity, and for its objectification of landscape
components as things simply to be mapped and quantified,
McHarg’s methodology and practice opened up planning
thought to the idea of the interconnectedness between cities/
suburbs and the natural world: Design WITH Nature. Perhaps
McHarg's use of the term “propinquity” (nearness, affinity, kin-
ship) best characterizes his sense of this relationship between
human and nonhuman worlds.

But even as McHarg's methodology was taking hold, new
ideas about ecology were emerging. Richard Forman’s re-
search during the 1980s and early 1990s developed new un-
derstandings of and new terminologies for ecological systems,
which were now described as matrices, webs, and networks,
for instance, and which were characterized by adjacencies,
overlaps, and juxtapositions.? This work importantly recog-
nized the dynamic, living nature of ecological systems—not
just the physical stuff McHarg was mapping, but how the stuff
of the physical world supports the movement and exchange of
ecological matter (water, seeds, wildlife). Others pushed these
ideas further—in fact the field was shifting away from an U=
derstanding of systems that attempt to achieve a predictable
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equilibrium or steady-state condition to systems typically
in states of change, adapting to subtle or dramatic changes
in inputs, resources, and climate. Adaptation, appropriation,
and flexibility became the hallmarks of “successful” systems,
as it is through ecosystems’ ability to respond to changing
environmental conditions that they persist.3

This shift opened new worlds for critical discourse in de-
sign and urbanism: Stan Allen identified the new ecology along
with engineering systems as important examples of “material
practices,” which focused not so much on “what things look
like"” but more on “what they can do.”* His work in collabora-
tion with James Corner and the ecologist Nina-Marie Lister
in Toronto's Downsview Park Competition of the late 1990s
imagined the setting up of physical scaffolds that would spon-
sor the propagation of emergent ecologies, natural systems
that would be seeded initially and then evolve with an increas-
ing level of complexity and adaptability over time. Even the
Downsview brief was important here, as it required entries to

account for long-term timeframes (and a level of uncertainty)-

with regard to project evolution.’
With this as a backdrop, I would like to offer four trends or

tendencies emerging in design practices that have taken on

these revised understandings of ecology and natural systems
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as a basis for design strategy: structured, analog, hybrid, anq |
curated ecologies. :
Structured ecologies refers to the strategy of working with |
or alongside the stuff and processes of dynamic ecologies: the
actual mechanics of how plants grow, behave, and adapt; the
performance requirements of wildlife habitats; the movement ‘
and dynamics of the various waters present in a landscape,
Like Corner and Allen and Lister, these strategies construct '
a set of physical scaffolds with varying conditions (low-high,
wet-dry, sheltered-exposed) that can be appropriated over
time by different plant communities impregnated on the site,
and by different forms of wildlife. Such strategies anticipate
a number of possible futures that may emerge specifically in
response to a set of potential environmental changes (climate
warming, sea-level rise, shifts in wind and moisture patterns,

events stage 1 budgeted sta
installations ﬁ phase of
. landscape
raise curiosity ‘_____ ) development |
site pre | LA \ initiate z
e I I\ V)| transformation @_’l
site protection ' — N | first we '
during ; ey
construction | 1 landscape
| construction
4
gs ioundallions: + frameworks ow
ic meetings 'Jruuamr‘nin design {unding /
reservoir dnnsiruqlmn complete / water re-routed Iy — I‘ J | = in%lmusl groupe ?ﬁ:;vnagfng package/ : ml!ﬂ%i.lll

IEServoir consjruction
waterworks tours

windows inlto gatehouses, inlet/ou
fence installatjon (consiruction +

reservoir 1 vernal pool: semi-annual release release + fill

tiet buildings \J

+ arls granls i ‘

neotropical migratory bird co

|
major earthwork +§ retaining walls
seeding -+ planting |
furrow nstallation |
siormwater lerraces -+ habitat zongs
surface + equip lerraces +|gatheging areas
hoardwalk + pier into reseryoirs 5‘ + 6

andba servoir 1 | 1
Bemdbank smasrenl. 1) I program of restdred gate struclures
expand power plant= e8evoir 1.

sa[{:v‘q
ar b,
jend

g =t

-— f—

»- plant growth and habitat séEssion

state revolving foan fund /US Ep&
ion / 1 ot of agriculture
esioration / noad

326
INTERACT



ructured, analog, hybrig

the strategy of working wigh
ses of dynamic ecologi; i
grow, behave, ang adapt;
ldlife habitats: the mm}em
aters present in g lands,
T, these strategies constr
varying conditions (low-
it can be appropriated o
ities impregnated on the
fe. Such strategies antiein
at may emerge specificall
rironmental changes (¢
L wind and moisture patt

ns

ygramming, design
interest groups aclivate
financing

taining walls|

+ habital zongs
ices -+ gatheging areas
) reservoirs 5+ 6

ogram of residred gate
gl ———expaga!pﬂ

waler cle

—
———

al campaign (public + privale) public meetings, I
power plant expansion funding / capitallcampaign (public + private)

S8 ramp + slage|
nis + concerls
ategies + elem
[ lerrace and fillrz

ansing sv§l?111 10 resenvoir 6

l i historic restoration of reservoir 6 outlet house, walls, fence

etc.)—in essence, a structuring of natural competition among
plant communities in ways that will allow the larger setting
and systems to respond, adapt, and be resilient to change.
Analog ecologies includes projects that attempt to model,
analogously, the responsive behaviors of living systems in

nonliving constructions or processes: the ability of living

things—entire ecotones, individual organisms, human skin—
to react to changing inputs and to adapt their nature to the
new or revised condition at hand. In architecture, we might
think of responsive skins such as Chuck Hoberman's “Adap-
tive Fritting” project, a glass wall with movable fritted panels
that changes as inputs fluctuate, creating shifting spaces/
environments. In landscape, we might think of the design of
flexible social spaces: physical scaffolds for the playing out
of open-ended (but not unlimited) social and cultural—as

re-use ‘recharge
| fields" (current
"\ maintenance)

el?bordtiﬂﬂ_adaptation

I~ expand physical, stagefn "= social +
= ecological, and . ecological
hydrological sys- ‘ adaptations:
tems |
I 1 ; intensive re-use
re-use + /t AR of reservoirs 1
\ [e-program w7\ +6
3 historic o
d structures 4‘ |
L] [111]

N
,

programming, design
sale of historic tax credits revénues from ppwer plant expans
|
|

nts to nortl] + south . ‘
lion waterfal

i historic restoration of reservoir 1 gatehouse! walls, fence

] |
rechérge fields { a - )
v i reservoir 1 water sports retrofit

| |
l i%seruuir 6 performing arts retrofit

—p- plant growth

clean water stale revolving loan fund
walershed protection / us dept of agr
community-based restoration/noas

|concession operations revenue nikebiz.com /

‘ +- habilat and wildlife adaptation and evolution s———p-

nike corporation )
water quality management planning / us epa

|revenue from additional power generation
|nistoric struciures tax eredit / nps

s Lommunities grant / penney lamily foundation |revenue from additional power generation

The Agency of Ecology




River section, Toronto Lower

Don Lands: Hybridization of
engineering systems-to maximize
a full range of armored to porous
surface conditions—inaugurates and
supports the open-ended dynamics
of river-marsh ecologies.

opposed to ecological—activities. And in large-scale, com-
plex urban projects, we might imagine the setting up of re-
sponsive administrative frameworks; “if, then” scenarios; and
management strategies that allow for feedback loops, input,
and responsiveness over time.

Hybrid ecologies refers to the development of responsive
design systems that tap into environmental, engineering, and
social dynamics simultaneously—systems that engage both
human and nonhuman dynamics and forces. Such systems are
open-ended in the multiple ways they remain engaged with
large-scale environmental dynamics (rainfall and drought,
lake level rise and fall, plant succession, etc.), but they put
human and nonhuman systems and elements into dialogue.
These are strategies of conflation of social/ecological realms
that reveal both their interdependence and their individuality.

Curated ecologies includes projects in which we might
take on the role of curator, or producer of a set of dynamics
that we structure and interact with over a period of time. The
idea here is not simply to frame and set off a collection of
plant and animal ecologies that grow untended, apart from
direct human interference. Rather, the idea is to structure
ways to interact with such dynamics—to curate an evolving
set of ecological-urbanistic impulses and interactions not
fully under one's control, yet which may be susceptible to pro=
ductive pokes and prods, or recalibrations, in response to
evolving intentions or inputs. Here the role of designer of
planner shifts to one of loose but enmeshed project producer,
activated intermittently as conditions demand and as these
intertwined and engaged systems grow and adapt.

Most broadly, ecology can be a generating force, an active
though elusive agent, in the structuring of the city and in the
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playing out of civic life—an agent that physically, mechani-
cally, and constructively engages the various advanced tech-
nologies, public policies, and social and cultural dynamics
in play. In all of these, the appropriation of the mechanisms
and resiliency and even the language of ecology and ecologi-
cal systems—in their multiple forms and manifestations, as
mechanisms and/or models—forms the basis for a newly
charged set of design practices: flexible, responsive, and '
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adaptable as projects evolve and accumulate over time.
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tural Press, 1999), 46-57.

5 See the full presentation of the scheme
by Field Operations/Stan Allen + James
Corner in Case: Downsview Park Toronto,
edited by Julia Czerniak (Munich and
Cambridge: Prestel and Harvard University
Graduate School of Design, 2001). For

a discussion of the competition brief and
of the idea of scaffolding, see Kristina

Hill's essay “Urban Ecologies: Biodiversity
and Urban Design” in the same volume.




