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ABSTRACT

This interview focuses mainly on the post-industrial regeneration
and brownfield remediation with the influence of global climate
change and the application of technology in landscape architecture
teaching and practices. Although climate change is largely
regarded to be negative, Professor Niall Kirkwood suggested that
we should consider its impacts dialectically in much longer time
frame. With the development of science and technology, brownfield
remediation in the new era should utilize new technologies with old
ones and encourage extensive community participation. With regard
to the teaching of technology applied in landscapes, Professor
Kirkwood also introduced the differences of five types of courses.
In addition, he stated that in landscape architecture design, nothing
could be absolutely original. Only with a wide range of experiences
and engagement in different types of projects, could landscape
architects be confident in their design conception and its evolution
as a material reality.
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Post-industrial regeneration and
brownfield remediation are both aimed
at creating a better urban life for citizens.
Nowadays, environmental problems,
including sea-level rise, air pollution, and
improper waste disposal, are becoming
pressing issues to human’ living. Do you
think these problems will become new
challenges to post-industrial regeneration
or brownfield remediation?

Niall KIRKWOOD (KIRKWOOD
hereafter): We do post-industrial
regeneration and brownfield remediation
to increase the health of both the land
and environment by changing sites which
once were polluted and contaminated.
The key word in this work is actually
“risk.” It is the contexts involving
chemicals that threatens, rather than the
pollution or toxicity in the ground, soil,
or sediments. The risk of the chemicals
involved in three different ways: human
receptors, environmental receptors, and
sometimes plants and wild life receptors.
The whole brownfield work centers not
only on removing chemicals, but also on
removing risks. As a result, brownfield
regeneration engages with landscape
by shaping sites, lands, and the terrain
below ground. When I go to a site, I
will look for the invisible things under
the ground, such as the movement of
water, color of the soil, indicator plants,
and pipes and infrastructure. One of the
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approaches to deal with pollution and
chemicals is removing earth, including
in-situ (means in the ground) and ex-
situ (means taking out and removing
it to somewhere else on site or off the
site). Phyto is an example of in-situ,
where different planting regimes can be
planted to extract the contaminants. At
the same time, I will put in a vegetation
infrastructure, for when the site will
be reused. These strategies will be used
as medium along with earth works,
vegetation, and wild life in a very tactical
way.

Post-industrial regeneration has been
with us for about 150 years. We have
to deal with environmental problems
which have shifted and changed over
time. Over the last 100 years, some
of the environmental problems have
been effectively dealt with, while some
others have become worse. It is very
difficult to generally conclude whether
the environment of the whole globe
has declined or not. I would urge us to
consider in much longer time frame. For
instance, although we talk about climate
change in a negative way, increasing
temperatures of the earth will actually
not only cause the increase of the
temperature in cities or desertification,
but also open up land areas that are
right now inaccessible, such as Siberia
where there is winter almost twelve

months of a year. As a result, a new type



of environment will start to open up in
Russia, because there are large deposits
of oil, minerals, and subsurface water
located there. As the climate changes,
Siberia might become a comfortable
place for people to live. I am trying to
suggest we should have a balanced
view of these changes. It is not black
and white, and there is a subtlety
that landscape architects should be

conscious of.

Since science and technology
has been greatly developed, if there
were a possibility to redo brownfield
remediation of the Landschaftpark
project in Duisburg Nord, would
there be any new idea or technique to
employ?

KIRKWOOD: The tools applied
in landscape architecture is a very
interesting topic. It involves technology
and technique, such as the idea of “soft
engineering” used in river restoration,
wetlands construction, and reclamation
of brownfield and post-industrial sites.
These techniques were found in the
construction and remediation in the
1960s to 1970s, which were usually
hard, chemical, and fairly invasive.
There are also new sets of tools called
natural techniques, most of which are
more than 200 years old. Currently,
people are experiencing a tendency
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of the mixture of very new techniques
and very old ones. For example, most
of the stream restoration techniques
developed in the 15th and 16th Century
in Europe, which have been considered
natural, are now used by farmers to
protect slopes on field edges. This type
of mixture has stimulated my interest
in utilizing the old techniques of plants
to uptake pollutants and contaminants
in earth, which might suit the project in
Duisburg Nord.

I am also looking forward to how
we can make the best of the technology
and technique of our present time, such
as the Nano technology, and the digital
and communication technologies. By
introducing the Nano technology into
soil, we could know the temperature,
pH, moisture, pollution levels of
soils. With rapidly-developed digital
and communication technologies,
people are becoming closer and closer
connected. What I am interested in is
how landscape architects could engage
in those technologies and apply them
in physical environments. For example,
people can walk around a garden,
and get information on its designers,
design ideas or guidance via their
mobile phones. Thus, the challenges are
actually how to make the landscape,
how the technology might be utilized,
and how the techniques could be
advanced socially.

In the Kibera project in Kenya, local
communities contributed greatly to the
regeneration process. What role do you
think communities could play in the
practice of landscape regeneration? How
can we encourage public engagement in
these projects?

KIRKWOOD: With regard to the
Kibera project, 6 students of GSD
participated in this project, five from
landscape architecture and one from
urban planning and design. At the
beginning, they were very unhappy
as they felt their work could only
perpetuate a condition, rather than
affect people who use the spaces. Soon
after, they proposed the idea to work
in communities who had no access to
landscape architects or urban designers
before. They started working with local
residents who at first had no idea what
design was. By investigations, they
found that there were many informal
settlements without sanction by the
government. People took land usually
in very disturbed conditions to make
homes and settlements, where lacked
basic amenities, such as water supply,
toilets, sanitation, and land security.

To alleviate all these problems, the
students proposed an alternative practice
method to the project. They initiated an
organization named “Kounkuey” (means

unity with nature in Thai), whose basic
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premise was to listen, ask, collaborate,

and repeat. They also developed a system

of collecting waste, developing a park,
and a small urban farm to grow and sell
vegetables.

Since 2006, the Kounkuey Design
Initiative has continued their work

in Kibera and in many other regions

throughout the world. The Kibera project

is about community action through
landscape at the most fundamental level.
Landscape architecture here concerns
drainage, sanitation, plants, and the
introduction of community scale site
technologies.

You have taught at GSD for over
20 years. How did you reflect your
understanding of technology into the
curriculum of landscape architecture?

KIRKWOOD: There are five types
of courses in GSD: studio, lecture classes
or courses, seminars, field-work, and
research.

The core of a studio is reflective
practice, based mainly on reaction.
Studios are complex chemistries
between instructors and students. It
is difficult to introduce a broad range
of technologies and techniques in
studios, because we can set up several
problems and exercises to take students
through working in only one particular

technique. I believe that in studios, there

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

could be goals to achieve and certain
ambitions to be addressed. Thus, in my
studios I have a range of actions that
are very structured and parts of which
are actually much unstructured. For
example, I never ask the students to
investigate a site in a particular way.
As a result, each of them investigates
the site with their own set of interests,
tools and techniques.

In course work, I tend to use case
studies of technologies and techniques
particularly in landscape technology,
within one course as part of a set of
four sequential core courses titled
GSD 6000 Ecology Techniques and
Technology. It concerns how to take
an idea in landscape architecture
into a physical reality and material
reality, and how to advance design
development using drawing techniques
of axonometric, diagnostic sections and
reverse engineering diagrams.

Seminars tend to be small groups
of 10 students to research different
techniques, both in literature research
and field work, after which they will
report back to the class. Field work
means examining particularly built
landscapes, where we can realize
how things are made. I prefer to get
students out even in bad weather, when
it is the best time to study stormwater.
Only when the students go out in the
rain, could they be aware of what parts
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of the site actually flood. Leaving aside
the blocked drains, they will get to know

micro-grading.

Do you think landscape architects
should focus on original design methods?

KIRKWOOD: First of all, in
landscape architecture design there
is nothing that is original. Landscape
Architecture projects are still based on
a couple of things: the picturesque, the
ideas of modernism and site design, and
the more recent concerns of resilience
and process driven design. It is very
difficult for someone to be original
whatever that means without having
concern for history. I am trying to
suggest that originality comes from a
strong base to build on or reconfigure.
That is why I may challenge younger
faculty who impose on their students
need for work to be original. For
landscape architects, it takes time to
be confident in their command of
design conception and its evolution as a
material reality. They need to travel, read
widely, do different forms of work from
small scale to large regional projects, and
to have experience of a wide range of
landscapes as a bedrock of their design

practice. LAF



