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Abstract ...

The U.S.-Canadian Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River basin holds 20 percent
of earth’s surface fresh water and sustains a megalopolis of 50 million people. For
more than four years, the City Design Practice of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM)
has pioneered a holistic, 100-year vision for the basin’s environmental restoration
and economic renewal. The Great Lakes Century pioneers an ecosystem-scale
planning perspective and suggests strategies for managing not just regional
growth but global population growth and urbanization. SOM calls for a vision that
balances humanity and nature for the good of both. SOM partner Philip Enquist
leads the initiative that researched the vast region’s vulnerabilities and assets,
defined visionary turnaround strategies and created powerful presentations to
government, academic, environmental and public audiences. It created what
was missing: a unifying and overarching bi-national perspective. Its innovative
approach has been recognized by America’s highest urban design and landscape

architecture awards.
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1. The 1909 Plan of Chicago, co-authored by Daniel
Burnham and Edward H. Bennett.

2. Scale Comparison: The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence
River Region is vast; superimposing the region on a map
of Europe helps our audience to understand its scale.
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3. The basin's 11,000-mile shoreline would stretch from
Chicago to Perth

4. 15,000 Political Jurisdictions: Future planning must
span national, state / provincial, county, and First Nation
/ Indian and municipal boundaries. Data Sources: US
Indian Atlas of the United States: Indian Lands of the
United States, Natural Resources Canada, ESRI.

5.  Power Generation: Although large-scale renewable
energy is emerging in the basin, many older power
plants pollute our air and water. Data Source: Great
Lakes Environmental Atlas (1995) by US EPA, and
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The environment and the economy have

always been inter-dependent — for good
and for ill. Throughout history, cities were
established at environmentally rich locations
with abundant water, productive farmland
and accessible natural resources. Since
the Industrial Revolution, however, the
explosive growth of urban populations has
thrown increasing and evermore toxic waste
streams into the broader environments from
which cities were born. This is a story of an
international design firm’s vision for restoring
the environment and renewing the economy
of one of the 20th century’s great industrial
ecosystems.

The vast watershed of the U.S.-Canada

Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River region
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is sometimes referred to as “the cradle of the
carbon economy” because of its 150 years of
previously unequaled industrial growth and
innovation. It is only in recent decades that we
have begun to understand the environmental
costs for the region’s historical success —
costs we still do not factor into the economics
of today’s consumer lifestyle. The world can
no longer afford to plunder its ecosystems
in the name of “progress”, especially in this
century of radical global population growth
and urbanization.

As a public service now in its fifth year,
the City Design Practice of the international
design firm Skidmore, Owings & Merrill
(SOM) created a strategic 100-year vision for

the restoration and renewal of the 50-million

person megalopolis surrounding 20% of
earth’s surface fresh water — and more
than 80% of North America’s fresh water.
Even after much of the consumer-product
manufacturing which it dominated for so long
has moved elsewhere, including China, the
bi-national region remains a USD 4.5 trillion
economy. Optimistic at its core, SOM’s Great
Lakes Century initiative began with a frank

and honest assessment of how the human
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6. Great-Lakes-City aerials

7. Envisioned High Speed Rail Network: Regional mobility
can be improved through a modern rail network between
our major metropolitan areas.
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footprint continues to poison the environment
on which its life depends.

Assessing the environmental status quo
was an unanticipated creative endeavor for
SOM’s volunteer team of urban planners
under the visionary direction of its global
Design Partner Philip Enquist. One of the
most involved planners had some background
as a geographer, but even he was challenged
reconciling cross-border mapping and
statistics that were all recorded somewhat
differently in the U.S., Canada and the
Province of Quebec.

With satellite images and GIS it was easier
to calculate the watershed’s land uses — 42%
forests, 33% surface water, 21% agriculture
and 4% urban. Counting up the region’s
15,000 units of government was tedious, as
was identifying all the region’s hydro, nuclear
and coal-fired power plants. Confirming that
more than 180 aquatic species had invaded
and transformed the basin’s waters took only

a short time on the Internet. But it was fun

AR

R _
AGRICULTURE '

21%

to illustrate that this Lakes-and-River water
system if superimposed on Europe would
stretch from London to Marseille and from
Normandy to Warsaw; and that the basin’s
11,000-mile shoreline would stretch from
Chicago to Perth.

As designers of urban areas worldwide, the
runoff of polluted city storm water, sanitary
sewer overflows and industrial dumping
were well known problems. But evaluating
what turned out to be the extraordinarily
damaging — lake-killing in fact — impact
of agricultural runoff was something new
for SOM’s city designers. This statistical
mining of silos of expertise brings up an
important point about the SOM initiative,
which cut across isolated areas of expertise in
order to present an overarching vision of the
watershed basin as a holistically integrated
whole with common problems and a shared
future.

The Great Lakes Century Vision was

something new — a new way for the region
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to see itself. It is also a new ecosystem-scale
perspective that SOM believes is the way
planners, policy makers and government
officials should see their responsibilities in
this century of cities and urban mega-regions.
America’s leading design organizations
— the American Society of Landscape
Avrchitects (ASLA) and the American Institute
of Architects (AIA) — recognized with
their highest national awards the probono
initiative’s breakthrough thinking. It also
received the unanimous endorsement of more
than 100 Canadian and US city mayors,
to which Philip Enquist presented the call
for a 100-year vision in the initiative’s first
year.

Through that year and for the next three
years, Enquist was the keynote speaker at
international meetings on both sides of the
border (as well as in China, Mexico and
Australia), engaging diverse audiences using
the tools of urban design: compelling images

and clear strategic principles. With one or two
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exceptions, SOM was the only design firm in
the room, even though a fundamental message
of the initiative is that design professionals
have an important role to play in ensuring
that an urban planet be both environmentally
livable and economically viable by designing
cities in harmony with nature.

After presenting his audiences with the
unsettling facts of how coal-fired power
plants were polluting the water supply with
mercury and how outmoded urban and
agricultural practices were damaging the
world’s largest (and priceless) repository of
surface fresh water, Enquist would move on
to the vision of how much better every aspect
of life could be in a connected, responsible
and healthy watershed. He often quoted
20th century whole-systems visionary R.
Buckminster Fuller: “How big can we think?”

Historically the region was one of
prosperous industrial cities in vigorous
competition with each other. When
globalization eroded the manufacturing
bases of their wealth and power in the final
quarter of the 20th century, the Great Lakes-
St. Lawrence River cities were given a
shared, pejorative identity — the “Rust Belt”
with Detroit at the center point between the
region’s two still-strong business capitals
Toronto and Chicago.

Two facts from the Brookings Institution
think tank provided a link between the past
and the future, between environmental
damage and economic prosperity. An in-
depth study by Brookings reported that a
USD 26-billion investment in cleaning up and
restoring the Great Lakes ecosystem would
produce a USD 50-billion return in economic
activity.

One of the strategic principles for robust
economic revitalization of the Great Lakes-
St. Lawrence watershed cities came out
of SOM’s 20 years of urban design work
throughout China. A core strategy for
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8, 9. The current land use in the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River Basin

economic re-invention is to link the bi-
national region’s major cities together
with high speed rail, as China has done so
successfully. By connecting Chicago and

Toronto — as China connected Beijing and

Tianjin — a powerful corridor of economic
synergy will be created. At the center would
be Detroit, which could be lifted up by this
international commerce-generating strategy.

A visionary concept with strong emotional
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acceptance by the general public was the
idea of seeing the megalopolis of 50 million
people as being within a vast park shared by
nations — but defined by its single ecosystem
and not by government and administrative
borders. This was not to advocate that the
region become one nation, but as a way to
create broad-based behavioral changes. There
are environmentally damaging things people
would never do in a park, and therefore
should not do at all anywhere else.

As city planners looking at the urban

context within an ecosystem of watershed

scale, SOM began to see its projects around

the world with this new perspective. It
now sees the entire Pearl River delta as a
single urban entity inextricably tied to its
environment and how climate change might
affect it. Or again, the Bohai Rim will soon be
a massive conurbation that must be sustained
and fed within its ecosystem.

The Great Lakes vision proposed not
only that the damaging practices of large-
scale agriculture be changed — for instance,
keeping oxygen-depleting nutrient fertilizer
runoff out of the water system — but that city
populations should be fed by sustainable local

agriculture — even within the city — as much

as possible.

At the heart of the SOM vision is a call
for the re-invention of the great basin’s cities.
The vision attempts to change the regional
mindset from a “Rust Belt” mentality of
decline into the cautiously optimistic point of
view needed to manage projected population
growth of 50% (holding 80% of a drying-
out North America’s fresh water, that growth
projection may be understated by a factor
of 2). SOM researchers working with GIS
determined that more than 4,000 square miles
of open land throughout the region — already

zoned residential — could be lost to urban
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sprawl, if the growth is not directed into
urban centers. Toronto’s wonderful greenbelt
limiting sprawl, enriching recreation and
renewing high-quality small-scale agriculture
was presented as the ideal. Absorbing the total
2.25-million population growth projected for
Chicago could be comfortably accommodated
within the city’s vacant land and at the density
of its average neighborhoods.

The five years of SOM’s public service
initiative — funded only by the firm’s
partnership — culminated in a dramatic
exhibition presented in collaboration with

the Montreal-based International Secretariat

for Water and the Chicago Architecture
Foundation. The “Great Cities, Great Lakes,
Great Basin” exhibition was designed
to create awareness of the vastness and
vulnerability of the basin, to engage a broad
public in its vision of a restored environment
and a renewed economy, and to call upon
the people and their leaders to take an active
responsibility of transforming for the better
one of earth’s most valuable assets — the
fresh waters of the Great Lakes and St.
Lawrence River basin.

“There can be no healthy cities in unhealthy

environments.” Philip Enquist says.
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The Great Lakes Century: Visualizing sustainable land

use, vibrant urban centers and intercity connections is

the key to inspiring a long-term vision.

SOM in partnership with the International Secretariat for

Water (ISW) and the Chicago Architecture Foundation

(CAF), presents an exhibition on "Great Cities, Great
Lakes, Great Basin" in CAF's Atrium Gallery.
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