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ABSTRACT

In Designed for the Future®, author Jared Green, who
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writes about cities and design for numerous publications,
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inspiring ideas contributed by three leading landscape
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Introduction: What Gives you Hope
for the Future?

We cannot give in to fatalism, or even
pessimism, just yet. While we face
incredible challenges — with climate
change, biodiversity loss, and rising
economic inequality at the top of the list
— there are glimpses of a more positive,
sustainable future here today. In this
book, you will find buildings, landscapes,
plans, and works of art — contemporary
and historic, but all real — that point the
way forward.

I asked each contributor to this book
the same question: What gives you hope
that a sustainable future is possible?
What shows the way forward? If
possible, please talk about a project. And
please do not talk about anything that
you have been involved in.

Contributors were selected in a
somewhat random fashion. I knew some
people and had heard of others, while
still others were recommended to me
by someone I interviewed. There are
architects, landscape architects, urban
planners, academics, nonprofit leaders,
policymakers, and artists, and some
people who cross multiple categories
or are beyond these. The contributors

come from all over the world, but most
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are here in the United States. This book
represents the collective wisdom of a hive
mind, a meeting of so many disciplines.
All are deeply committed to creating a
more positive future.

Almost all contributors were
interviewed in person or over the phone.
My goal was to keep the tone light and
conversational. This is because I fear
“design speak”. This language, like any
other inside jargon, is alienating, elitist,
and completely inaccessible to the public.
This book is, I hope, part of the antidote
to that, too, as it shows a whole range
of designers and other professionals
who communicate beautifully, in easy
to understand terms, with passion.

They really connect. So it turns out that
my fear was largely unfounded; all the
contributors totally got it. That gives me
hope for the future because without the
ability to communicate with everyone,
we have no chance.

One set of projects perhaps speak
most powerfully to me: these projects
teach us — through innovative design
and natural beauty — that we are all
part of the Earth. They harness nature
or mimic its forms. In doing so, they
reconnect us to the land, water, air,
quietly letting us know that our ultimate

sustainability, our survival, is dependent

on a much more complex system. And
so many fascinating ideas fall into many
of these groups, accomplishing so much
at once. Together, they form a much-
needed conversation about how to reach
a sustainable future.

Reading through all the answers, I
thought again that hope is perhaps the
most valuable currency we have, as it
motivates all our actions — from creating
a world-changing new technology to
preserving a beloved old building or
town square to protecting a threatened
community or ecosystem. We have the
answers. We are both the cause of our
problems and the solution to them.

While there is certainly cause for
alarm, it is not all bad news. As the
science fiction writer William Gibson said,
“The future is already here, it is just not
evenly distributed.” While he was perhaps
thinking of some sort of techno-dystopia,
this could also mean a more sustainable
future is on the way. This book offers a
glimpse into that more positive future, if
we take the time to reconnect with what
works today.

Fourteen internationally leading
landscape architects were interviewed, the
following is an excerpt of three inspiring
answers contributed by Thomas Balsley,

Kongjian Yu and Nina-Marie Lister.
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Save our Environment with the City.
Thomas Balsley

Founder and Principal at Thomas Balsley
Associates in New York

This invention called the city gives me
hope for the future of the planet. People
have discovered how to live together in
a collaborative, cooperative, communal
manner. The urbanization of the entire
world gives me hope (Fig.2).

Moving into cities is the best we can do
to save our environment. Some people may
scoff and say that cities have destroyed
our environment, but imagine what it
would look like if all seven billion of us
lived without cities. Imagine the impact on
the environment if that happened. There
would be no environment to save.

This invention called the city impresses
me. It is a phenomenal device. Great
thinkers since the Greeks and earlier have
seen why the city works and what it means
for humanity. It is key to the preservation
of the planet. I am putting all my money
on the city.

Root Design in Ecology: It has a
Beautiful Form.

Kongjian Yu

Professor and Dean of the College of
Architecture and Landscape at Peking
University; President of Turenscape

The General Mills Sculpture Garden
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designed by Michael Van Valkenburgh
(Fig.3) is a project that had a huge
impact on me when I was becoming a
landscape architect, and on my way to
understanding ecological landscapes.
Since then, it has remained a reference
point for me.

In front of a Modernist glass building,
the garden was a patch of designed
nature, a sparse birch forest with native
grasses and wildflowers under the trees.
It was a tiny project. Natural meadows
have evolved with seasonal fires, so Van
Valkenburgh’s meadow was actually set
on fire, according to the season. In 2000
General Mills demolished it for some
unknown reason, but I still consider it
a keystone project for my professional
career.

The garden tested how to use
designed nature, in both form and
process. It is a minimalist landscape
ecologically rooted. The garden showed
us that ecology has a beautiful form.
But the project was also designed with a
real human vision and sense of aesthetic
value. It is deeply rooted in the cultural
context of the region, too.

The project demonstrated that the
role of landscape architecture is separate
from architecture — in that landscape
architecture has its own identity and its
own form, and is not simply an extension
of the building. In this case, the garden
was a figure of its own, with the building

as background.

The garden became more valuable
to me after it was demolished. It might
have gone too far too fast, which made
this garden a pioneer. Or maybe we just
destroy things we value. In any case, the
garden was a valuable test.

Form a New Language of
Sustainability that is Beautiful and
Legible to Everyone.

Nina-Marie Lister

Associate Professor of Urban and
Regional Planning at Ryerson University,
Visiting Associate Professor of Landscape
Architecture at Graduate School of
Design, Harvard University

What do you mean by a sustainable
future? For me, it is the living world of
ecology, the stuff of life, the relationship
between living creatures and the places
they inhabit. It means that we need to
understand our landscapes and the places
that sustain us.

A sustainable future is one in which
we have the capacity to adapt to ever-
changing dynamic conditions. This
means that humans, together with
our environment, have transformative
capacity.

Many small-scale projects —
considered together — give us hope for
the future. Systems thinking is critical to

our success: it is about how things are
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connected, about the cumulative power
of projects, and about thinking across
scales, between sites, cities, and regions.

Sometimes we need leadership
through policies led by governments and
big projects that change our thinking
— projects like NYC’s Rebuild by
Design, or the Ontario Greenbelt, or the
Dutch Room for the River. But equally
and perhaps more importantly to this
thinking are the small, local projects.
These are easily understandable. They
take advantage of small opportunities to
make simple changes and offer tangible
solutions. If they fail, they fail safely, not
catastrophically.

Projects need to make sense. They
need to help us read the landscape and
the ecologies that sustain us. One such
project is the Rosa F. Keller Library
in New Orleans (Fig.4). It is a simple

stormwater garden in an improbable
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place, at the bottom of the “bowl” of

the city. It is an iris garden, but it also
holds water and helps prevent flooding.
Toronto’s Sherbourne Common is
similar: it holds, slows, and cleans water.
People can see how small projects
work, and such projects can change how
we act, as well as how we think. They

change our landscape and our mindscape.

In transforming water from a threat

into an opportunity, these projects make
ecological functions beautiful and legible
to everyone. Seen together, many small-
scale projects form a new language of
sustainability that can provide elegant
solutions for a productive, healthy
future. LAF
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