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half vacant. Together, the need for reinvestment in urban infrastructure and the
resource of vacant lands represent an opportunity for harnessing nature to reshape
the city and, in the process, to address many other urban problems as well.

Most cities, for example, face the prospect of increased water demand and
floods, accompanied by depleted water supplies and continued water contamina­
tion~ Vacant lands, many of which occur in low-lying parts of the urban landscape,
afford an opportunity to explore alternative solutions to these problems that might
not otherwise be feasible. These include the reduction of flooding and combined
sewer overflows during and following rainstorms, the exploration of alternative
wastewater treatment methods, the implementation of decentralized treatment sys­
tems, and the exploitation of the residual resources in waste that would otherwise
pose a disposal problem.

The development of some vacant lands to accomplish such objectives could, if
designed to do so, provide recreational and aesthetic amenities, promote invest­
ment in inner city neighborhoods, and yield new funding sources for maintaining
public parkland. Stormwater detention areas have been landscaped and managed as
parks. Woodlands, meadows, and constructed wetlands have been used for treating
wastewater, with portions also used as parkland and wildlife habitats (Bastian and
Benforado 1983; Spirn 1984a). Sewage sludge poses a major disposal problem for
most cities; yet sludge is extremely high in nutrients and forms an ideal soil amend­
ment. Large-scale reclamation of urban vacant lands, whether for housing, for
commerce, or for open space, will require enormous quantities of soil. Sewage
sludge composted with woodchips is relatively inexpensive and has been used for
such purposes in Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia (Patterson 1975; Marrazzo
1981).

The opportunities afforded by vacant land are not limited to issues of water
management. In Dayton, Ohio, for example, open land (currently parking lots) sur­
rounding the central business district has been linked to wind problems at the base
of tall downtown buildings. Wind tunnel studies have suggested that these wind
problems could be mitigated by adding trees or buildings to open lands upwind
(Spirn 1984a).

Vacant lands are extraordinarily diverse in their physical character and social
context as well as in the constellations that they form collectively. Perceived as part
of the city's greater land and open space resource, and viewed together with the
social and economic needs of the neighborhoods in which they occur, vacant lands
represent an opportunity to integrate nature and city in new ways. In the process
they can transform the city and the way people live within it.

The integration of nature and city design is now possible on a scale that was pre­
viously unimaginable. Modem science has given us a view of the natural world in

-which the human organism has an important but not omnipotent role and ecology
has yielded a systems framework that elucidates the interactions between humans
and their habitats. Information technology provides a tool for storing and correlat­
ing a complex array of data in a manner that would have been impossible even a
few decades ago. If we are to realize the potential of these advances for city design,
however, a means must be found to bring together those from many disciplines
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now working on urban nature and its implications for city design, to assemble and
assess the knowledge they produce, and to stimulate the construction of projects
that incorporate that information. 18

Neither the arcadian nor the imperialist view of nature will serve to advance this
field, but rather the middle ground that aspires to a beneficial meshing of the cul­
tural processes of society and the physical and biological processes of the natural
world. Such an approach could yield a new form for the city, one that would "have
the biological advantages of the suburb, the social advantages of the city, and new
aesthetic delights that will do justice to both modes" (Mumford 1961).

1 This article focuses on the role of nature in city design in Europe and North America,
primarily in the United States and Great Britain. There are important traditions in other
parts of the world, especially in East Asia, but their inclusion here is outside the scope
of this initial article. The figllres discussed here are only a few of those who have
applied an understanding of nature to city design; many others have also made impor­
tant contributions.

2 The terms "arcadian" and "imperialist" are used by Donald Worster in Nature's
Economy: The Roots ofEcology (1977). Worster demonstrates that both attitudes have
been influential in ecological thought since the 18th century. The management and con­
servation of nature for human benefit represents a' middle ground between these two
poles. The distinction between preservation and conservation has split American envi- ,
ronmentalists ever since 1897, when John Muir and Gifford Pinchot clashed bitterly
over the management of Yosemite Valley. This split has permitted imperialist view to
prevail.

3 Implicit in the arcadian view is a romanticization of nature and a nostalgia for a sim­
pler, pastoral life. This nostalgia, however, may be for a way of life that never existed,
or one that has been enjoyed only by a privileged few. See Raymond Williams, The
Country and the City (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), and Leo Marx, The
Machine in the Garden (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), for a discussion of
the pastoral image in literature and society.

4 The writings attributed to Hippocrates were probably not written by a single individual,
but they do provide a summary of medical thought in the late 5th century, B.e. See
Clarence J. Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1967).

5 Most architects since Alberti have been concerned exclusively with the aesthetic or
sociological aspects of city design and have shown little interest in nature, except for its
decorative qualities. There is, however, a long-standing tradition that has addressed the
relationship between architecture and climate, particularly sun and wind (Unwin 1911;
Atkinson 1912; Rey 1915; Aronin 1953; Olgyay 1963; Knowles 1981).

6 See J.e. Loudon (1829) "Hints for Breathing Places ..." Gardener's Magazine
V:686-90 and M. Simo (1981) "John e. Loudon's London: On Planning and Design for
the Garden Metropolis." Garden History 9: 184-201. Loudon presented a plan for
greater London, including green "belts" and "wedges" in 1829.

7 E.W. Howe. (1881). "The Back Bay Park, Boston." Speech read before the Boston
Society of Civil Engineers in March 1881. Washington, D.e.: Library of Congress,
Olmsted Papers.
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8 This was the first time, to this author's knowledge, that anyone had deliberately cre­
ated a salt marsh (as opposed to a lake or pond) for such a purpose. Olmsted discussed
both his rationale and the difficulties he encountered in a speech to the Boston Society
of Architects on April 2, 1886. See Olmsted Papers, Washington, D.C.: Library of
Congress.

9 Olmsted had studied civil engineering himself and was a close friend of George E.
Waring, Jr., a pioneering sanitary engineer. His frequent collaboration with Waring and
other sanitary engineers produced innovative designs for drainage and transportation
systems in parks, parkways, and entire cities. See Schultz and McShane 1978.

10 The National Conference on City Planning, inaugurated in 1909, created the American
City Planning Institute in 1917 "to study the science and advance the art of city plan­
ning." All 75 members of the ACPI were originally trained in other fields; most presi­
dents through 1942, as well as more than half the original members, were trained as
landscape architects or engineers. See John L. Hancock, "Planners. in the Changing
American City, 1900-1940," AlP Journal 33:290-304.

11 See, for example, his work on Woodlands New Community (described in this article)
in which the water supply, flooding, and subsidence of Houston, over twenty miles
away, were seen as related to the new town project and a solution proposed that
addressed both local and regional problems. The author served as project director on
two phases of this project.

12 Lynch himself does not make an explicit connection between nature and his dimensions
of environmental quality, except as represented by individual natural factors. McHarg,
in his own professional work and that of his associates, has increasingly incorporated
social and economic concerns but in a different manner than Lynch. Narendra Juneja, a
partner of McHarg's, was explicit in the assignment of social values to natural process­
es, distinguishing between their value to society as a whole, to specific interest groups,
and to individuals. See, for example, Medford: Performance Requirements for the
Maintenance of Social Values Represented by the Natural Environment of Medford
Township, New Jersey (Philadelphia: Center for Ecological Research in Planning and
Design, University of Pennsylvania, 1974) and Environmental Resources ofthe Toronto
Central Waterfront (Philadelphia: Wallace McHarg Roberts and Todd, 1976). Many of
the social values defined by Juneja in these reports are comparable to those utilized by
Lynch, and the emphasis on performance requirements rather than environmental deter­
minants represents a shift from McHarg's earlier writings.

13 Specialization may be desirable and even necessary, but when planning students' sole
exposure to environmental factors consists of a single specialized course in water
resources, energy conservation, or waste management, those students may never gain
an appreciation for the urban natural environment as a whole. See Charles Y. Deknatal,
"Choices of Orientation in Teaching Environmental Planning," Journal of Planning
Education and Research 1984 (3):118-125, for a review of environmental planning cur­
riculum. Such an approach may also lead to artificial distinctions between subject areas,
obscuring the connections between them. The conservation of energy and mineral
resources and environmental pollution, for example, are closely related problems which
demand integrated solutions.

14 Space does not permit a comprehensive review of this literature and the promise it holds
for city design. A more extensive review and bibliography is provided by the author in
The Granite Garden: Urban Nature and Human Design (New York: Basic Books,
1984).

15 Recently the profession of forestry has provided a forum for researchers and practition-
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ers with an interest in urban nature (U.S. Forest Service 1977; Hopkins 1980), and has
coined the term "urban forestry" to describe the field. Although "urban forestry" aptly
captures the applied nature of the field, nevertheless, it reflects neither its breadth nor
its applicability to non-forest biomes.

16 The case studies of Woodlands, Denver, and Stuttgart, as well as the introduction to this
article have been adapted from my book, The Granite Garden: Urban Nature and
Human Design (Basic Books, 1984). Copyright © by Anne Whiston Spim.

17 The author has explored this subject in greater detail, using the example of Boston, in
"Reclaiming Common Ground: The Future Shape of Boston," a paper sponsored by the
American Institute of Architects and McGraw-Hill Publications, delivered to the Boston
Society of Architects on April 30, 1985.

18 The author is currently concluding a study of the open space potential of vacant urban
lands, funded by a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts. This study defines
potential open space uses broadly, including not only recreation, but also functions
related to agriculture, forestry, air quality and climate, the conservation of mineral and
water resources, flood control, and storm drainage, among others. The objective of the
study is to enable city planners and neighborhood groups alike to evaluate the open
space potential of vacant land and to weigh the benefits of open space uses with other
uses, such as housing.
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