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ABSTRACT

Landscape has various economic values. However, Udo Weilacher, the
interviewee, argues that most drivers of the global economic development
do underestimate the wide range of non-economic values of landscape.
He points out that public awareness on the values of landscape and
environment somehow depends on the societal developing phase of a
country, and hopes that developing countries would not go through the
same developments that caused irreversible environmental damage, as
what most developed countries did. Weilacher further reflects that the
benefits of landscape cannot be economically calculated and landscape
architects need to discuss environmental values beyond economic
calculation. Finally, he argues that in the current college education of
Landscape Architecture, economic aspects of landscape have not been
emphasized enough, and landscape design has to be enthusiastic to
overwhelm and fascinate people in order to persuade them to invest for
environmental improvement.
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How do you consider the economic values
of landscapes?

Udo WEILACHER (WEILACHER
hereafter): Landscape architects are
permanently working in the so-called
“sustainability triangle,” also known as
a magic triangle: landscape architectural
projects, fulfilling diverse purposes, have
to contribute to the sustainability of the
environment, measured by ecological,
social, and economic criteria. The reason
why the triangle is called “magic” is that
you cannot reach one hundred percent
in all of the three aspects. It is a bit naive
to believe that you might maximize all
three factors. So landscape architects
must navigate between these three
corner points, allocating the right mix
of values to their projects according to
the given planning problem, in tune with
the respective social, ecological, and
economic contexts.

Landscape has various economic
values. Everybody first thinks about
the land value, of course. However,
most drivers of the global economic
development do underestimate the
wide range of non-economic values of
landscape and take it primarily as a
resource to be exploited. It is interesting
that nowadays more and more American

and European investors or economic
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powers become sensitive to the fact that
landscape is providing a very valuable
base for their business, not only in terms
of land value. In the study “Landscape
Quality as a Locational Factor” in 2012,
for example, the Swiss Federal Office for
the Environment examined what role the
landscape plays in the choice of location
for major companies and reached the
conclusion that for some sectors the
quality of the landscape is important,
partly so that they can offer employees
an attractive residential environment,
and in some cases also because the
company head office itself should be in
a location with an attractive landscape.
Business developers are increasingly
aware of the importance of the landscape
for the attractiveness of a region as a
business location, but in the past they
were not able to have a significant
influence on the corresponding policy-
making. Landscape Architecture in

this sense is no longer about designing
gardens or parks, but about developing
cultivated environments at larger scales.

Do you agree that public awareness
on the values of landscape and
environment somehow depends on the

societal developing phase of a country?

WEILACHER: Yes, there are

obvious differences between developed
and developing countries. In the
history of Europe, there was a phase of
industrial development, the so-called
“industrial revolution,” where no one
paid attention to environmental issues,
because it was more important for the
countries to build up their economies.
Only very late the people noticed that
they destroyed their own basis for life
for the sake of economic growth. I think
it is understandable that when you are
still struggling for survival, you tend

to care less about the environment, not
noticing that you put your life support
system at risk. As soon as you are above
the margin of existence and reach a
certain comfort level, you might feel
that there are other important issues
you should better haven taken care

of. It would be great if the countries
that are still developing would not go
through the same stupid developments
that the so-called developed countries
went through, causing just too much
irreversible environmental damage.

In your opinion, how can landscape
architects make the economic values of
their design better appreciated?

WEILACHER: As humans we are
all benefiting from a good quality of
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our living environment. However, it
is an undeniable fact that the benefits
of landscape cannot be economically
calculated ad nauseam. For example,
how much money would you pay for a
bird singing in the morning? How do we
calculate that? It is almost impossible to
economically evaluate people’s feelings
and emotions aroused by a landscape,
but it is our responsibility as landscape
architects to discuss environmental
values beyond economic calculation.
There is a new tendency in our
profession that attempts to assess or
evaluate ecosystem services by monetary
quantification. I do agree that to a
certain degree landscape benefits can be
calculated monetarily, but only within
very strong limits. I am afraid that if the
value of living organisms such as humans
or nature is only assessed and judged
by economic criteria, the true value of a
whole society will be overlooked. Our
social and environmental quality would
collapse, and our social behaviour would
be misled. Today landscape architects
often criticize that landscape is exploited
unsustainably, or our living environment
is damaged seriously for economic
reasons. However, if we buy into a strict
economic logic, we will end up in a
vicious circle where landscape architects
will be forced to calculate every single
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quality or benefit of our design, putting
a price tag on nature. If we start that
“game,” we have to play it to the end,

no matter whether we want that or not.

As an educator, do you think that the
economic aspects of landscape have been
emphasized enough in the current college
education of Landscape Architecture?

WEILACHER: I am afraid not, but
we can be pretty sure that our work will
be automatically subject to economic
considerations when we go into practice
and deal with real clients. Students
are encouraged to freely develop their
creativity. If we introduce economic
limitations of landscape design too early
into the education, we will risk to limit
students’ creativity in the first place. I do
not expect students to compromise their
design for economic reasons too soon.
Sometimes junior students ask questions
like “should we take economic factors
into consideration, or is our design in
the end too expensive?” I always tend to
say, “First of all, your design has to be
enthusiastic to overwhelm and fascinate
people. Then you might have a chance to
persuade them to invest.” In democratic
European countries, such as Germany
or Switzerland, people have the freedom
and the right to vote for the realization
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of projects they like. We generally have
to respect the public majority, and
landscape architects always try very
hard to convince people to invest for the
improvement of their environment. If we
propose plans that are below people’s
expectations, not persuasive or inspiring,
our projects will hardly get realized or
well maintained in the long term.

In later phases of landscape design
education, we often expose students to
many hard planning restrictions, be it
environmental, economic, or social. We
try to train them to appreciate the fact
that sometimes limitations can be very
helpful in sparking off and liberating
creativity. I expect them to understand
that landscape architecture is also an
art of working under many restrictions,
nevertheless producing valuable living

environments. LAF



