FIGS. 1, 2: Yorkville Park, Toronto, designer ecology, 2006.

SUSTAINABLE LARGE PARKS:
ECOLOGICAL DESIGN OR DESIGNER ECOLOGY?

NINA-MARIE LISTER

Large parks are complex systems, and as such, parks with an area in excess
of 500 acres within contemporary metropolitan regions warrant special con-
sideration and study.* In particular, large parks pose specific challenges for
long-term sustainability in terms of design, planning, management, and main-
tenance, principally due to their actual and potential biodiversity coupled
with the complexity inherent in their ecology and program. Indeed, “large-
ness” is a singularly important criterion that demands a different approach
to design, planning, management, and maintenance—one that explicitly pro-
vides the capacity for resilience in the face of long-term adaptation to change,
and thus for ecological, cultural, and economic viability. This chapter explores
such an approach to design as a response to issues of complexity and sustaina-
bility in the context of “large.”

In parks of smaller area in urbanizing landscapes, ecological struc-
tures and functions are often significantly altered through habitat fragmen-
tation, reduction and simplification, partial restoration, or even complete
re-creation. Such areas usually require intensive management to maintain the
ecology in place. Although ecological considerations do play into the design
(and its contingent planning and management activities) in smaller parks, I
suggest that this is designer ecology—an ecology that is vital, indeed essen-
tial, for educational, aesthetic, spiritual, and other reasons. Yet this is large-
ly a symbolic gesture provided by such parks’ designers to recall or represent
nature in some capacity (see, for example, Toronto’s Yorkville Park, rigs. 1, 2).
Designer ecology, while valid and desirable in urban contexts for many rea-
sons, is not operational ecology; it does not program, facilitate, or ultimate-
ly permit the emergence and evolution of self-organizing, resilient ecological
systems—a basic requirement for long-term sustainability.2

We ought to appreciate the role of designer ecology in small parks for
the reasons stated above, as well as for punctuating and accentuating human
agency in landscape. From an operational ecological perspective, however,
smaller parks cannot reasonably be self-sustaining, nor thus resilient ecosys-
tems, unless they are functionally connected through robust landscape link-
ages to other similar areas. Smaller parks typically have simpler programs
that are less likely to conflict with ecological goals of conservation and pro-
tection. Although smaller parks may have any number of interested stake-
holders, design, planning, and management processes continue largely to rely
on traditional approaches using discipline-based teams of experts; they are
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predicated on certainty and control—two characteristics not associated with
complex ecological systems.

But large parks are a different matter. Their size, coupled with a diver-
sity and complexity of ecology and program, poses unique challenges for
design and specific opportunities for sustainability. For example, they may
contain a variety of habitats, some at odds in terms of natural evolution: fast-
flowing streams that support trout spawning may eventually become stagnant
warm-water ponds if beaver are allowed to do their work. The trout will die
out while the beaver flourish. Which is the “correct” state for such a park?
If sustainability is the goal, both are valid, but not at once. Design of large
parks with conflicting habitats and uses calls for a long-term, bird’s-eye view
of the whole system, usually by a multidisciplinary team of stakeholders
and designers working in collaboration, rather than domination by expertise.
Specifically, these parks demand an approach I have generalized as adaptive
ecological design. Long-term sustainability demands the capacity for resil-
ience—the ability to recover from disturbance, to accommodate change, and
to function in a state of health—and therefore, for adaptation.® This emerging
approach, with some reference to the ecological science on which it is based,
is postulated as a response to sustainability for large parks.

Adaptive ecological design is, by definition, sustainable design: long-
term survival demands adaptability, which is predicated on resilience. But
the discussion of sustainability must not be limited to merely “surviving”
in an ecological context. Indeed, one might argue that resilient, adaptive, and
thus sustainable ecological design is a fitting metaphor for “thriving,” and
therefore must include economic health and cultural vitality—two character-
istics reflected in contemporary large parks.* For example, in contemporary
urban areas, escalating land costs coupled with decreasing availability of suit-
able sites render new parks a costly (and less likely) endeavor. Widespread
shrinking of public resources is echoed by demands for public parks to be
revenue-generating, thus park planners are under increasing pressure to dem-
onstrate long-term viability and therefore economic sustainability of parks.s
Compounding these limitations is the demographic reality of the contempo-
rary global city: large parks must be designed for more and different uses by a
greater range of users. Thus large parks must be designed for both ecological
and programmatic complexity, for both biological and sociocultural diversity,
and, accordingly, for all facets of sustainability. Adaptive ecological design is a
strategy that moves us toward this goal.

Over the past two decades, there has been a gradual but fundamental
shift in the way we understand ecosystems (and thus landscapes) in terms
of their structure and function. The perception of ecosystems as closed,
hierarchical, stable, and deterministic structures functioning according to a
linear model of development has been replaced by the recognition that liv-
ing systems are open, complex, self-organizing, and subject to sudden but
regular periods of dynamic change that are, to some degree, unpredictable.®
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FIG. 3: James Corner + Stan Allen et al., “Emergent Ecologies,” Downsview Park, Toronto, diagrams of

habitat nests.

The implications of this change in understanding have been variously con-
sidered for the planning, design, and management of natural areas and more
recently for urban ecosystems.”

How might an adaptive, systems-based, ecological design approach be
applied to urban and urbanizing ecosystems, or cultural-natural landscapes
that characterize this confluence? Despite an emerging discourse in the the-
ory of adaptive management and related literatures—the ecosystem approach,®
ecosystem health,® designed experiments,*® collaborative environmental plan-
ning,** etc.—there are few tangible projects. One early prototype of adaptive
design in the context of large parks was the design competition held in 2000
for Downsview Park in Toronto. The brief specifically called for an interpre-
tation of ecology consistent with an adaptive, self-organizing, open system,
and at least four of the five finalist teams responded with designs that were
crafted using language and program resonant with this condition.*2 “Emergent
Ecologies,” proposed by a team led by James Corner and Stan Allen, depicted
an explicitly adaptive plan, which included “seeded evolution” of various hab-
itat “nests,” placed in a circuit of both organizational and programmatic ecol-
ogies (FIGS. 3, 4). Corner went on to further develop this idea with his team’s
winning entry for Fresh Kills Park in New York.*? Yet progress has been slow
outside of major design competitions; there has been little substantive explo-
ration of adaptive design, in practice or in empirically supported theory.
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work of Laurie Olin, or in Ian McHarg’s Staten Island study, for example; it is
therefore considered a surrogate model for sustainability.2® In this sense, eco-
logical design has been associated with “modeling nature”; but this comes
with the risk of ecological myopia, in that too much emphasis on strict repli-
cation of nature’s processes leaves little room for creative synthesis of cultural
and natural elements of complex ecologies. Yet there is a far richer interpreta-
tion of ecological design, wherein nature is an analog for design, and through
such inspired design, a metaphor for human learning. This implies room for a
more creative design practice allowing for synthesis with human culture, aes-
thetics, and ingenuity. And this is critical, reflective space when considering
large urban parks.
Outside of several major park design competitions (Downsview, Fresh
Kills, and most recently, Orange County), ecological design is principally con-
cerned with the realistic emulation of ecological form, function, and, where
possible, process. As an outgrowth of (and to some degree, a fusion between)
landscape architecture, ecology, environmental planning, and the building-
science aspects of architecture, there is a distinctive functional emphasis in
the discipline.?” Ironically, aesthetics has not been a priority in a discipline
that bears the label of “design”; until recently, landscape architecture has
been more concerned with applied ecology for reactive remediation—a phe-
nomenon well documented by Corner.® The traditional practice of landscape
architecture, along with related environmental technologist professions con-
cerned with ecological restoration, have been the progenitors of the new dis-
cipline of ecological design, largely as a response to global environmental
crises. This is evident in the works of McHarg, Michael Hough, John Tillman
Lyle, and others who emphasize that good design should follow the dictates
of nature’s form and process, often at the expense of creativity and original-
ity.* As adaptive ecological design evolves, and as its practitioners seek to
define their disciplinary roles, several are beginning to argue fervently for a
new creative space for the practice, calling for reconciliation of falsely polar-
ized aspects of art and science, culture and nature 20
Despite significant new understandings in ecology over the past twen-
ty years, the field is still largely characterized by a deep schism. As a disci-
pline, the science of ecology is still in polarity: divided between reductionist
and holistic perspectives, largely at the expense of a nondualist, integrative
systems perspective. This polarity exists in practice and in theory, and is well
substantiated in the ecological literature (e.g., the conflict between species
and population-scale studies and whole-system studies such as ecosys-
tem energetics).? Still, the dominant interpretation and application of mod-
ern ecological science is reductionist: decision makers routinely invoke
science-based “environmental management,” founded on the notion that
nature can be counted, measured, and taken apart, a mechanical entity not
unlike Newton’s outdated notion of the clockwork universe. By extension,
conventional wisdom says that nature can to some degree be predicted and
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controlled, and therefore ultimately managed. But what of more recent
insights in systems ecology? What have these to do with design?

Ecological Design is Adaptive Design
Until recently, most ecologists believed that ecosystems follow a linear path
of development toward a particular biologically diverse and stable “climax”
state. Within the past twenty years, however, research has shown this view
to be incomplete.?? Although ecosystems do generally develop from simple to
more complex states, they evolve along any of many possible paths, or even
flip suddenly into entirely new states. Ecosystems are self—organizing( open,
holistic, cyclic, and dynamic systems, marked by often sudden, unpredictable
change. Diversity, complexity, and uncertainty are normal.

It has long been assumed that there is an inherent “balance” or stability
in nature, which biological diversity helps to maintain. But this notion of sta-
bility is hard to defend in scientific terms. Merely defining what is meant by
“stability” is difficult, as living systems experience many fluctuations, such
as in weather, populations, and biomass. More recent ecological ideas, baéed
in part on complex systems science, provide a revised perspective of living
systems, in which the idea of a single “stable” state is replaced with th.at of
a “shifting steady-state mosaic.”? In a forest, for example, there are differ-
ent patchesor stands, each of which is a different age. Each patch will grow to
maturity, and then fire, windstorm, pest outbreak, or some other disturbance
will cause the trees in the patch to die, and growth to start again. Which piec-
es are at which age changes with time. The patchwork mosaic is shifting con-
stantly over the landscape, even though the landscape remains a forest.?*

Thus ecosystems have multiple possible operating states and may shift
or diverge suddenly from any one of them. In a closed soft maple swamp with-
in a wetland community, for example, changing flows of water can radical-
ly alter this state. Extended drought could force a relatively rapid evoluFion
to an upland forest community or grassland. If, in contrast, extended periods
of flooding cause high water levels, it would likely become a marsh ecosys-
tem. Red maple (Acer rubrum) and silver maple (Acer sacharrum) will toler-
ate floods lasting as long as 30-40 percent of the growing season. Left longer
than this, the trees will die, giving way to more water-tolerant herbaceous
marsh vegetation.?® The feedback mechanism that maintains the swamp state
is evapotranspiration (i.e., water pumping) by the trees. Too much water over-
whelms the pumping capability of the trees, and not enough shuts it down.
The current state of the ecosystem is therefore a function of its physical envi-
ronment coupled with the accidents of its history and the uniqueness of its
local context (FiG. 5). Each of these ecosystem states is as ecologically healthy
and appropriate as the others, and perhaps more important from a design,
planning, or management perspective, there is no single “correct” commu-

nity for this landscape. This mutability poses both challenges and opportu-
nities for park planners and designers, who have been trained to “choose”
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a future and design for it, with an implicit expectation of permanence. The
pressing question is: How should designers respond to this challenge? One
strategy may be to anticipate several possible future states, based on the local
system history and the social narratives that support it, and to design alter-
native scenarios that take place temporally as well as spatially. For example,
in an ecosystem where localized flooding is a seasonal but not precisely pre-
dictable occurrence, park designs can accommodate several ephemeral habi-
tats that appear and disappear based on fluctuating water levels, with minimal
management intervention. Indeed, designers might readily embrace the chal-
lenges and opportunities posed by the paradox of dynamism: a dance between
ephemerality and permanence.

An appreciation of this paradox is important because ecosystems may
flip into a new state relatively suddenly. Such flips, properly called bifurca-
tions, have been identified in the Great Lakes, where the dominant ecosys-
tem moves from one characterized by bottom-dwelling (or benthic) species
to a deep-water, fish-dominated (or pelagic) state quite quickly, and without
warning.?® Change in an ecosystem as a result of natural catastrophe, such as
fire, pest outbreak, or other perturbation, is a normal and usually cyclic event,
although it is typically considered catastrophic, even tragic.?” Consider the
forest fires that ravaged Yellowstone National Park, or the windstorms that
recently decimated Halifax’s Point Pleasant Park or, more famously, Paris’s
Bois de Boulogne: none of these parks were designed to withstand, let alone
accommodate and adapt to, such violent and sudden change. Certainly most
large urban parks are characterized by ecological states that are artificially
maintained to some degree, in that they require significant inputs (econom-
ically and ecologically) to remain in an apparently stable state. Such parks
are rarely designed to accommodate either short-term disturbance or long-
term, cyclic ecosystem change. In the New World in particular, many of the
most prominent and iconic urban parks were designed to emulate Old World
landscapes, complete with an introduced ecology that, while comforting and
familiar to the colonists, was often functionally at odds with and potentially
devastating to native ecosystems. A characteristic example of this phenome-
non is Sydney’s Centennial Parklands, a system of three large parks covering
890 acres, situated between the city core and the eastern beachfront suburbs.
Created as a public open space in 1888 to celebrate Australian Federation,
the park was clearly intended to introduce an ecology resonant with
the British tradition of grand, formal parks, despite the site’s once-dominant
but now endangered native Banksia Scrub ecology consisting of sand dunes
interspersed with coastal swamps.?® Yet despite this ecological discrepancy,
the public perception remains that the area was “transformed from a bleak and
sandy area” into the crown jewel of Sydney’s greenspace.?® Similarly, Golden
Gate Park in San Francisco is another example of designed ecology that has
become problematic and costly to maintain—at least from the perspective of
sustainability (fig. 6). While the park is renown for its pastoral landscape of
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verdant meadows, botanic gardens, arboretum, and lush forests, the dominant
ecosystem and native ecology to which much of the park’s 1,017 acres would
naturally tend is a coastal dune ecosystem. The park is widely appreciated for
its deliberate arcadian topography and the variety of habitats and features it
incorporates, yet there is a growing awareness of the cost and risks associated
with maintaining the created landscape. Still, the public perception is that the
park transformed “barren dunes into a forested parkland.”*°In future designs
for these and related parks, more emphasis could be placed on ensuring a
diversity of plant communities and habitats, with the important inclusion of
those that are naturally adapted to normal but cyclic perturbations, includ-
ing flooding, fire, and wind. Indeed, adaptive (rather than suppressive) strate-
gies are increasingly implemented in parks where seasonal floods or fires are
normal, and in some cases necessary, to maintain particular ecosystem types.
For example, in Toronto’s High Park, annual small-scale controlled burns are
undertaken to maintain the oak savannah and prairie ecosystem, deemed cul-
turally significant and ecologically unique to the region.

The ability of ecosystems to recover, reorganize, and adapt in the face of
regular change, rather than stability, is critical to their survival. The essence
of this primordial ability is resilience. Biological diversity is vital to ecosys-
tems as the basis of resilience, and of the ability of an ecosystem to buffer
itself from being pushed into another (potentially less desirable) state, and to
regenerate itself following a systemic shift or other disturbance. Biodiversity
could be considered analogous to a library of information (some recorded long
ago, and some only now being written) that provides not only a wide range of
possible pathways for the future development of life but also learned reper-
toires for responding to environmental change and disturbance.3*

C. S. Holling’s dynamic cycle of ecosystem development is a founda-
tion of the systems view of ecology, which considers ecological organisms
and their relationships at multiple scales in time and space (FIG. 7).32 (Studies
include, for example, analyses of ecosystem energetics or the energy flows
between trophic levels in a food web.) Living systems evolve discontinuously
and intermittently. Following a sudden disturbance, an ecosystem reorganizes
to “renew” itself or regenerate to a similar or perhaps different state—one that
may be more or less desirable to the humans that inhabit it. Immediately after
a disturbance, biodiversity at many scales is critical: the abundance, distribu-
tion, and diversity of an ecosystem’s structures (e.g., species) and functions
(e.g., nutrient cycling) determine its ability to regenerate and reorganize itself,
and influence its future pathway.33 Biodiversity is vital to the normal, healthy
functioning of ecosystems because the information it contains and the func-
tions it serves constitute the key elements that determine how an ecosystem
will self-organize. In effect, biodiversity forms the palette of future possibili-
ties for an ecosystem.3*

Most design, planning, and management in an environmental context is
based on the assumption that more knowledge leads to certainty, and therefore
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predictability and the success of the design or plan. Although this is resound-
ingly true in certain deterministic science and engineering applications, it is
not the case with complex living systems. We cannot predict how ecosystems
will evolve, change, and behave because they are complex systems that are
inherently unpredictable. Of course this does not mean we should fall into
the trap of postmodern nihilism and give up trying to design, plan, and man-
age; rather, we must accept and embrace change as a normal part of life and,
through our designs and plans, adapt to it in a more flexible and responsive
manner.3%

This recent view of ecosystems, and of nature more generally, as open,
self-organizing, holistic, dynamic, complex, and uncertain has significant
implications for ecological design and other applications in planning and man-
agement.*® We can never determine with precision the consequences of our
actions. The current and widely accepted concept of “environmental manage-
ment” is an oxymoron, because we can never truly “manage” living systems.
Instead, we can refocus our energies on those human activities that provide
the context for the self-organizing processes in ecosystems. This implies a
profound change in environmental decision making and has concomitant
implications for design, planning, and management of ecosystems in general
and large parks in particular.

If uncertainty and regular change are inevitable, then we must learn to
be flexible and adaptable. Although there is a steadily growing literature on
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what has been called “adaptive management,” there is little empirical and
functional understanding of what this means in practice.®” Given the impor-
tance of multiple perspectives at various ecosystem scales (essentially a sys-
tems approach), one of the first steps toward flexible, adaptive, and responsive
design, planning, or management is to use a diversity of approaches.3® In gener-
al, this means emphasizing small-scale and explicitly experimental approach-
es that are safe-to-fail, rather than fail-safe.3® Because ecosystems may change
in any number of ways, there may be an infinite number of possibilities for
design (and ultimately, management). “Good” ecological design requires a
diversity of tools, techniques, and methods. Learning becomes a central goal,
leading ideally to continual improvement in design, planning, and manage-
ment—to long-term adaptation (FG. 8).

Thus, in developing best practices for ecological design we might consid-
er demonstration projects that emphasize “learning by doing”#® and “designed
experiments.”** For example, the Huron Park, a medium-sized (325 acres)
community cooperative project in Waterloo, Ontario, approved a master plan
explicitly designed to accommodate native and non-native species in various
and naturally conflicting ecological scenarios, some of which would inevita-
bly disappear, being out-competed by others for nutrients or perhaps manage-
ment resources.*? Such projects should be small enough that if they are not
successful, they can fail safely, without endangering an entire community,
ecosystem, watershed, or habitat. “Failures” or mistakes may provide expe-
riences that can be used in the future. In this way, the “surprising” nature of
ecosystems can be turned into a learning opportunity rather than a liability.
As Kai Lee observes, “experiments often bring surprises, but if resource man-
agement is recognized to be inherently uncertain, the surprises become oppor-
tunities to learn rather than failures to predict.”#* T am not aware, however, of
any parks planning or management branch that is paid to fail. In the pursuit
of accountability, our public agencies consider mistakes or perceived failure a
reason to cease, funding and remove those in charge—managers and designers
who take with them any record of learning, leaving the organization likely to
repeat design mistakes rather than learn from them.*

Of course good ecological design, such as that required for the long-
term sustainability of large parks, must be rooted in rigorous empirical-
ly testable science, some appropriately reductionist; it must draw con-
tinuously on new knowledge in biology and ecology, among other related
disciplines. But adaptive, resilient, and responsive design must also proceed
on a broader scale, linked to experience as well as research. Learning through
experimentation and action also requires local knowledge for context, as
well as field-trained specialists with a range of expertise and research.
Fundamentally, adaptive design demands a stronger connection between
knowledge and action. “Learning by doing” implies profound changes to our
tradition of design, planning, and management, especially in the context of
parks. It is still widely assumed that with enough research and knowledge,
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ecological systems will somehow be “well-behaved,” and that outcomes can
be predicted and ultimately controlled. But this is not how the real world
works. Adaptation, responsiveness, and flexibility are essential traits, and
humans must relearn to live within nature, and perhaps, through design, to
reinterpret our relationship with it. If we wish to manage our interactions
within nature, we must learn to look to multiple perspectives through a diver-
sity of voices and values, at different scales and in different contexts.*® To
do so in the context of large parks would necessitate meaningful engagement
of varied constituents and would force a dramatic reconsideration of parks’
values, functions, programs, and ultimately form.

Yet rather than including a diversity of expertise, voices, and professions
on our design teams, we tend to favor design and planning processes that are
top-down, rigid, homogeneous, and static. The more speculative internation-
al design competitions, such as Downsview and Fresh Kills, encourage strong-
ly interdisciplinary teams of artists, scientists, writers, and designers, but the
same cannot be said of routine design practice and management structures.

Ecological design, despite the dramatic paradigm shift in ecology,
continues to emulate an ecologically deterministic model of nature. As the
self-professed “father of ecological design,” Tan McHarg defined ecological
determinism.* His Design With Nature was not a suggestion but an impera-
tive, a command to follow the lay of the land in each design. This mandate
could be viewed in the broader context of adaptive, resilient, flexible, and
responsive design, although his interpretation of ecological “fitness” for
good design meant that the correct (truthful) reading of the landscape would
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necessarily prescribe appropriate design, where form and function are indivis-
ible. His imperative has rarely been interpreted as a call for more open, diverse,
or flexible planning and design processes, nor does it typically bring forth a
diversity of perspectives, voices, or professions participating on design teams.
We can appreciate and understand McHarg’s deterministic approach in the
context of the 1960s, when science was perceived as a global panacea. But
environmental planners should not continue to follow the imperative with-
out some critical reflection on what this means today. The tangled implica-
tions of ecosystem complexity, uncertainty, and diversity are significant;
these phenomena characterize the dual contexts of large parks and the
contemporary urbanizing landscapes—many of which are being reinvented
with entirely new ecologies. Well-intentioned but uncritical acceptance of
environmental platitudes leaves little room for creative interpretation in
the face of ongoing change—and even less for meaningful, adaptive, and
responsive design for long-term sustainability of the parks we struggle to
make and maintain.

Ecological Design for Engaged Learning
So how do we cope with dynamic change in our urbanizing landscapes and the
large parks within these ecosystems? How can we design adaptively, respon-
sive to context and the uniqueness of local conditions, some of which are
abused, derelict, or otherwise fundamentally altered, and now far from “natu-
ral”? If we can no longer follow McHarg’s ecological imperative, certain that
“nature will show the way,” there must be a new role for humans as creative
agents in the process of unfolding, as interpreters of change, as designers once
again. As a process of discovery, design implies intentional shaping, manipu-
lation, and (re)creation. In the urban ecological context, it also means recov-
ery of something that has been lost—if not the precise forms of ecologies past,
then an attachment to landscape, to nature’s rhythms, to place. This process
must necessarily be creative and engaging of local people, collaborating in a
learning journey based on continual adaptation. Such a process of ecological
design might yet move us toward the reconciliation of Dale’s imperatives for
sustainability.”

Sustainability is of course about making choices, in light of necessary
limits to growth and a compelling need for equity. As an integral component
of sustainability, ecological design incorporates aspects of science and art, cul-
ture and nature. Ecological realities should be largely determined through sci-
entific inquiry and learned experience, but in a complex world this knowledge
illuminates not “solutions” but choices and trade-offs; decisions are guided by
human social choice, by our values. Yet very often in the context of park mak-
ing in contemporary global cities, there is conflict over these values. Indeed,
the sometimes painful process of identifying, revealing, and acknowledging
differences in values is essential to achieving a workable design solution.
What programs to foster at the expense of others? Which species to protect
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and which to sacrifice? But without the fundamental acknowledgment of
difference there can be no respect for diversity, either cultural or ecological,
and no reconciliation of Dale’s imperatives. And this puts us, as designers,
some distance from embracing sustainability.

Yet much of institutionalized planning—the basis for a considerable
portion of architectural and landscape design—is still rooted in the science-
based deterministic tradition. Ecological science is an essential tool, but when
employed without contextual knowledge or social values, science is an insuf-
ficient basis for park design. Science-driven bureaucratic approaches nonethe-
less abound in large parks management and in the implementation of designs
and master plans. (Indeed this approach characterizes the National Parks sys-
tems in North America.) Planning and design function as top-down, expert-
driven, rational activities, relying on management through control. Yet in its
social, cultural, economic, and political dimensions, the “nature” of our large
parks has very much to do with socially constructed landscape values, and
this must be reflected in the design, planning, and management of our parks.
Local people should collectively decide which of the many possible futures
they want, attainable through choices, trade-offs, trial and error, learning by
doing, and flexible management. The designer’s role in such a process becomes
one of wise facilitator.

Design processes can be potent agents of change. In becoming more
open, flexible, and receptive to a diversity of perspectives, and adaptive and
responsive to local conditions, they are potentially powerful vehicles for
shared, experiential learning by their participants. In several design exercises
that have involved a diversity of professions, a range of experts, and meaning-
ful collaboration with local people, I have seen indicators of transformative
change among the design team and community members alike. For example,
in community meetings leading to Toronto’s 92 5-acre waterfront Lake Ontario
Park, bird enthusiasts have fought bitterly with environmentalists who want
wind turbines; ecological restorationists want non-native cormorant colo-
nies culled, while others see them as rightful occupants of the park; dog own-
ers, rollerbladers, and joggers have opposed the closing of trails to protect
rare plants or breeding birds, while nudists have demanded more clothing-
optional beaches. These and other seemingly irreconcilable differences have
sometimes been resolved, but more often, simply voiced, heard, understood,
and eventually appreciated through facilitated dialog. The public agency over-
seeing park planning has run a three-year campaign of citizen engagement:
public meetings, community workshops, and finally, with the master plan-
ning team, design charrettes. Given the complexity of this and other large
urban parks, consensus is rarely possible, but compromise is likely. By hold-
ing a series of design charrettes in which community members work close-
ly with the design team, social and ecological choices and consequences are
articulated, visualized, and prioritized. In many cases, personal and collective
changes have emerged from the shared learning experiences (Figs. 9-11).
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In a similar example, the Toronto-based environmental group Evergreen
has collaborated with the city of Toronto and the local Conservation Authority
to take over the management of a publicly owned industrial and natural her-
itage site in the center of the city and situated on the banks of the Don River.
The Don Valley Brickworks is a 40.7-acre site containing a former brick-mak-
ing plant, including fifteen heritage buildings and a public ravine and park.
The site features a significant geologic formation within the old quarry (con-
sidered one of the five most important in North America), industrial buildings
(kilns, brick presses, and railyard), and a series of constructed wetlands for
stormwater management, habitat protection, and natural heritage enhance-
ment, as well as wildflower meadows, hiking trails, nature interpretation,
and a cultural events pavilion. The site is currently being programmed to
offer a range of activities and services, from gardening workshops, heritage
tours, clay-making, and organic food markets, to a retail nursery, demon-
stration gardens, and what Evergreen calls “leading-edge green design tech-
niques.” According to Geoff Cape, the executive director, the Brickworks is
not a park in the traditional sense but a “unique and creative social enter-
prise that will model sustainability.”#8 In 2005, supported through active and
creative community partnerships (with some clearly visionary leadership),
Evergreen launched their “Rethink Space” campaign to undertake a master
plan, completed by Architects Alliance, in which the Brickworks is revealed
as a center to connect “culture, nature and community” in the city—and thus
manifests the mandate of this nonprofit organization (FiG. 12).4° Although jux-
taposing elements of wild nature with groomed gardens, and arts and cultural
activities with the old industrial buildings, the Brickworks does not suffer
from conflicting land use goals as one might expect. Rather, the site is engag-
ing creative ecological design as a manifestation of both cultural and natu-
ral heritage within the urban context. Not unlike Peter Latz and Partner’s
Landschaftspark Duisberg-Nord in Germany, the Brickworks site moves the
notion of “park” well past nature preservation and into the realm of a learn-
ing landscape, designed to teach sustainability by example. Although not a
large park in size, the site nevertheless offers a rich palette for both ecological
design and designer ecology—both essential strategies of sustainable place-
making in the urban condition.

As these examples suggest, ecological design is a useful tool in the
learning-based process of park making. In empowering a diversity of voices,
values, and participants, this approach may also help to overcome the culture/
nature dualism that is a fundamental barrier to sustainability in large parks.
This is arguably a potent challenge in the urbanizing landscapes of North
America, where layered values—social, ethno-cultural, economic, political,
religious, and ecological—collide, split, fuse, and metamorphose. Ecological
design holds the potential to navigate the interface of culture and nature in
a way that has not yet been part of modern Western history. It may provide
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FIG. 12: Evergreen Brickworks, Toronto, 2006.
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the intellectual and psychological space to create entirely new, emergent, or
hybridized cultural/natural ecologies.

The potential for ecological design to create viable large parks is signif-
icant: it lies in the explicit recognition of resilience and adaptation as critical
system parameters, and through this, in its ability to elucidate and reconcile
the social, ecological, and economic imperatives necessary for long-term sus-
tainability. As a learning process that is adaptive, responsive, and inclusive,
ecological design is more broadly insightful in rediscovering, reaffirming, rec-
reating, and reconsidering our place in nature and within contemporary land-
scapes. The tapestry of the contemporary landscape is complex, woven from
many threads, and we need large-scale, responsible ecological design, punc-
tuated by pockets of inspired designer ecologies. The resulting hybrid ecolo-
gies of our large parks will likely be at once resonant and dissonant, familiar
and unknown, anticipated and unimagined. The sustainable large park, and
the landscape mosaic in which it lies, cannot be realized through diallectic
argument but rather by creative dialog; it does not serve public space to strug-
gle for either McHargian ecological determinism or postmodern relativism in
park design. In learning our way to sustainable design, we must make brave
choices. Our designs for large parks must reflect both ecological design and
designer ecology, engaged in a relationship of complexity and diversity, and
confident in their inevitable uncertainty. This is a key challenge for ecological
design and to the successful design and long-term viability of large parks in
the contemporary urbanizing landscapes in which we increasingly dwell.
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NOTES
| am grateful to James Corner for vision and encouragement, and to Julia Czerniak and Linda Pollak for
inspired dialog, provocative collaboration, and insightful comments on an earlier draft. Funding for the
background research for this chapter was provided through a Faculty of Community Services' SRC Grant at
Ryerson University.
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