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A SOCIO-ECOLOGIC REMINISCENCE
John M. Roberts, MLA 1974

| FIRST COMSIDERED ENTERING THE GRADUATE LAMDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE PROGRAM AT
UC BERKELEY in 1970, three vears after graduating from a small east coast liberal arts
college. 1 was married with an infant son and seeking a meaningful direction in my pro-
fessional life, a direction grounded in truth, creativity, and collective good. No longer
believing in the institutions and leaders 1 had been taught to trust, I sought a nontra-
ditional path forward. This lead me to the burgeoning field of landscape architecture,
which 1 found well suited to my interests and to have the potential to address many of our
society’s most troubling issues. I wanted to be part of it.

The terrible realities of our time included more than the ravages of war.' Urban decay,
neglected social contracts, environmental degradation, economic inequities, racism, and
escalating urban violence were spewing vividly into public consciousness as I was com-
ing of age in the 1960s. The inhumane police responses to the Civil Rights marches; urban
riots in the Watts section of Los Angeles and in Detroit, Chicago, and New York; JFK's
assassination in 1963, then Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy in 1968; and assaults
on antiwar and free speech demonstrators—all these incessant confrontations and insti-
tutional failures were poisoning the “commons “as much as the chemical pollutants that
Rachel Carson exposed in her 1962 book Silent Spring.” It was just several years later that
the biologically dead Cuyahoga River in Ohio caught on fire (again) further revealing the
extent of environmental devastation our culture had wrought. Institutionalized disinfor-
mation about the war, about our civil rights leaders, and about our environmental prac-
tices could no longer be denied in the face of such vivid catastrophes.

The interwoven assaults affected all facets of our society—cultural, social, psycholog-
ical, familial, religious, medical, economic, educational, and institutional—and a compo-
nent of each of these was directly related to the physical environment. Cities needed
to be rebuilt in ways that would combat festering social and environmental ills, Dispos-
sessed communities needed socially responsible and affordable housing. A new phys-
eal infrastructure was required to correct past environmental practices. and to avoid
future disasters. In many cases the physical environment itself was a major contributor
to the problems we faced, and it often acted as an impediment to positive change. Phys-
ical improvements alone were not sufficient to transform society, but at the very least,
the transformation of the physical environment would be an essential component of the
larger social, political, and economic reforms under way. And beyond merely fixing past
wrongs, this was a moment to begin imagining a new, more ecologically grounded and
socially equitable relationship between the built and natural environments.

With increasing recognition of the depth of our failures, people found the strength to
mobilize and started taking positive creative action to confront these issues. Important
state and national legislation helped move things forward, including the National Envi-
ronmental Policy Act (NEPA, 1969) which fundamentally redirected our environmental
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energies; the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA, 1970); the Clean Air Act
(CAA, 1970); the Clean Water Act (CWA, 1972); and the Endangered Species Act (ESA,
1973) among others.*

Ours was certainly not the first generation to face such deep and complex difficulties,
and most assuredly will not be the last. But this is what T understood our challenges to
be as 1 entered the world as a young adult. And it is this set of issues that framed my edu-
cational choices and subsequent professional work. Most significant was my own reali-
zation that the “landscape” was at the heart of the revolutionary and new relationship
emerging between society and both the natural and man-made environments. It was our
“commons”—the spaces that contain the life-support systems that link us all together and
allow us to conduet our daily lives—that was being destroyed after all. Re-imagining our
commons required multidisciplinary expertise that none of the traditional architecture,
engineering, planning, or related social science professions were trained to handle. It
appeared to me, however, that the landscape architecture profession was well equipped
to step into the lead.

When 1 entered the graduate landscape architecture program at UC Berkeley in 1971,
the department of Landscape Architecture was acknowledging the need for a new type
of student to address the growing social and environmental problems that design pro-
fessionals and communities in general were increasingly facing. This was the rationale
driving the College of Environmental Design’s (CED) new three-year graduate programs
in architecture and landscape architecture for people who did not have a specific back-
ground in those fields, but who had a broad interest in the work and would bring a wide
range of interests and expertise. My interest in the outdoors coupled with my background
in development economics, international banking, construction, and the world of profes-
sional dance theater apparently qualified me for the new program.

Sharing the joy of the craft and the essential work of landscape architectural design
with us, the Berkeley faculty was exceptional. Burt Litton guided our little group through
the first vear, introducing us to new ways of seeing, thinking about, and experiencing the
landscape—things we all thought we knew but quickly discovered we didn’t really know
at all. Michael Laurie, Bob Tetlow, Russ Beatty, and David Arbegast opened our eyes and
minds to the media used in landscape composition—plants, topegraphy, materials—and
their potential for creating space, Clare Cooper Marcus focused our attention on the peo-
ple who would be using the spaces. Fran Violich introduced us to the processes of com-
munity engagement in design. Eldon Beck, an alumnus and outside professional teaching
in the department at the time, guided us in the art of assimilating these various pieces
into coherent, meaningful, and beautiful spatial designs within the context of buildings,
freeways, a river, a socially mixed community, and a changing urban fabric.

The department had made a fundamental commitment to teaching about ecological
systems, something relatively new and grounded in the emerging environmental con-
sciousness of the era. Bob Twiss introduced us to the rich world of the environmental
sciences and guided us through comprehensive environmental analyses. We were taught
about the newly legislated environmental planning frameworks at the local, regional,
state, and national scales, which were becoming fundamental form determinants for
planning and design. And Joe McBride, an inspirational new faculty member with his
recent hard-fought PhD in Forestry under his belt and a deep commitment to education,
brought ecological systems, environmental and cultural heritage, and the native Califor-
nia landscape to life.

My interest in the intersection of creative design, community well-being, and eco-
logical sustainability was forged during that three year period at UC Berkeley. When 1
entered the program I knew I wanted to be engaged in meaningful work connected to
the transformation of the physical environment, but I wasn't clear what it might be. By
the end of the program I had found my footing and embarked on a lifetime of work as a
landscape architect conceiving better places to live, restoring damaged natural systems,
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integrating built and natural environments, and building
healthy equitable communities. These have been deeply
creative acts brimming with optimism about the future,
In retrospect it is interesting to recall that the impulse to
do such work was spawned in an era of profound environ-
mental destruction, socioeconomic disenfranchisement,
and institutional failure.

Ecological design was in its infancy during my imme-
diate postgraduate and early professional years. There
were very few nurseries that carried native plants, which
the general public and agencies tended to consider weeds.
It was the rare client who would invest in a sustainably
native landscape or restored ecological function. Even the
MNational Park Service, now at the forefront of ecologically
based design in the San Francisco Bay Area, was hesitant
to fully engage in the work forty years ago. Restoring via-
ble wetlands at Crissy Field in the San Francisco Presi-
dio or at Muir Beach in Marin County, for instance, was
only one of several options considered by the brand new
Golden Gate National Recreation Area in the early 1970s,
and in each case restoration was not the initial favored
option.* Over time, however, the public, regulatory agen-
cies, park staff and nonprofit support organizations rec-
ognized the value of both Crissy Field and Muir Beach as
major wetland restoration opportunities within the heav-
ily impacted urban settings. Now, after significant public
and nonprofit investment, both have been transformed to
handle vastly increased numbers of visitors and function
as healthy, natural settings. As such, both demonstrate the
potential for open space design in urban areas that sue-
cessfully balances restored ecological function with heavy
visitor use.”

Ecology-based work has evolved along a circuitous route. Given the punitive structure
of the environmental legislation of the 1960s and 1970s—those regulatory acts designed
to put muscle behind requirements that would prevent further assaults on the environ-
ment and mitigate a project’s adverse impact—the design process had to change. Pro-
fessionals were now required to anticipate all potential negative effects early on in the
process, and the final design solutions had to work around such findings or otherwise
face severe penalties. But agencies, property owners, and designers began to realize that
simply functioning within this punitive structure was insufficient for the new paradigm
shift that was occurring. Increased awareness of ecological restoration, for instance, was
growing into a positive and common feature of designed landscapes as professionals pro-
actively sought to improve relationships between the built and natural environments.
With increased interest and growing practice has come greater sophistication and artful
resolution of the ecological sciences and engineering with human access and uses. How-
ever, the punitive regulatory framework persists. Failing to keep pace with the outpour-
ing of creative ecology-based work and function as a catalyst for it, this framework has
occasionally obstructed enlightened work.

Funding from public entities, nonprofit support organizations, and private interests
has, nonetheless, pushed things forward. We now realize the enormous habitat value
of even the smallest ecological linkages. And we also recognize the critical role of our
new built environment to control primary pollutants at the source, to prevent secondary
assaults through materials choices and construction processes, and to conserve energy.
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With expanded understanding has come a changed per-
ception of the aesthetics of urban design. In the recently
completed and widely honored LEED Platinum Yount-
ville Town Center in the heart of the Napa Valley, for
instance, the 2.9-acre site developments clean and detain
all runoff before it enters the nearby stream. And the lush
garden-like native landscape setting extends the local
riparian and upland forest into the heart of the urban cen-
ter. Sustainability in the built environment is the basis for
a new urban ecology that is linking cities, small towns, and
suburbs alike to their ecological setting in ways that are
fundamentally different from the past.

The paradigm shift can also be seen in the design of pri-
vate gardens and other private developments. Elegantly
conceived private gardens are now being intentionally
developed within the context of their ecological setting
far more frequently than they were forty vears ago. Home-
owners and other private property owners are beginning
to understand that each small, incremental contribution
can collectively have important consequences for the
environmental health of the whole. A good example of
this can be found in Palo Alto where by the mid-twentieth
century once vast native oak woodlands were decimated
by residential developments but are now being re-estab-
lished. Individual homeowners are creating gardens with
locally indigenous trees, native understory shrubs, and
ground covers that that merge with their neighbors to cre-
ate a new urban forest. These small cumulative acts are
resulting in very high habitat values, measureable water
conservation, and improved ecological linkages within the
densely developed urban area.

Coincident with the shift toward a more ecologically sustainable built environment
over the past half-century has been a shift toward design processes that embrace com-
munity participation in the conception and creation of the commons. The turmeil of the
Civil Rights movement, the Vietnam War,/Free Speech era confrontations, and the awak-
ening of the environmental movement taught us that motivated ordinary people with a
personal stake in the future are capable of managing changes of enormous consequence.
This was not new information, rather a rediscovery of an old truth in a modern con-
text. With the proper tools, information, motivation, and community support applied
to the physical environment, people will intelligently chart their own course. And time
has shown that personal investment in the creative process will result in the creation of
places that communities cherish, defend, and sustain over time.

The commitment to community outreach processes, now followed by virtually all pub-
lic land management agencies and private property owners wanting community approval
of their projects, is derived in large part from the requirements of the environmental
legislation of the late 19605 and early 1970s. But beyond the institutional requirements
for public review, academics and practitioners like UC Berkeley’s Fran Violich, Randy
Hester, and Marcia McNally have clearly articulated the creative value of community
design in its own right. It has become a basic tool for conceiving informed, successful,
and equitable built environments that truly respond to the needs of the people inhabiting
the space.

In vivid contrast to affordable housing projects earlier in the twentieth century where
entire stable neighborhoods would be displaced and dense new formulaic buildings would
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replace the old housing stock, communities have a greater
voice in their own future. A good example is the commu-
nity workshop series conducted in English, Spanish, Viet-
namese, and Cambodian languages that structured the
design process for the acclaimed Poco Way Neighborhood
Revitalization in San Jose's most dangerous and erime rid-
den area in the 1990s. The very poor and ethnically diverse
tenants of the existing substandard apartments actively
participated in the conception of the new buildings and
commons, resulting in a handsome new community that
serves their needs—a socially responsive process unheard
of in an earlier era. The outreach process proved to be a
critical step in community-building, with more than eight-
five percent of the tenants returning in dignity to a place
they helped create to live safely, defend, raise families, and
proudly share their homes,

We have been re-imagining our commons since the
tumultuous late 1960s and early 1970s with some signif-
icant success, and landscape architects have played an
important role in the change. The protection, enhance-
ment, and restoration of healthy functioning ecological
systems now frame most of our decisions about the phys-
ical environment, and much of the ecological decline that
was evident in the second half of the twentieth century is
being reversed. We are learning how to achieve a better
balance between the built and natural environments and
along the way discovering a new, pleasing aesthetic. And
the communities that share the commaons are creatively
engaged in conceiving and managing the changes, har-
nessing energies that were once suppressed, and charting
a more equitable future for the shared spaces.

But many of the issues that motivated me to pursue
this work at the beginning of my professional career are
still festering, and in some cases are even Worse now
than before. While our cities are being rediscovered and

. renewed with growth via urban infill rather than subur-

ban sprawl, the economic disparities in our society have

become so wide that our cities are increasingly enclaves of wealth and privilege, inac-

cessible to middle and lower income families. Furthermore, the self-inflicted calamitous

recession of the past few years, skewed economic priorities, and the cost of misguided

open-ended wars have ripped apart stable communities, decimated government support

systems, and threatened our educational systems, And, then thete is the persistent issue

of racial inequity and the growing threat of global warming—both poisoning society and
the environments at all levels.

The current era seems eerily like the era of the 19605 and early 1970s when I discovered
and entered the landscape architectural profession. The issues then, like now, were over-
whelming, requiring creative, energetic, and community-minded people to take them on
squarely and enthusiastically. Clearly, we haven't solved all the problems we confronted
back then or in the decades since. But we have made important inroads, and our work has
made a difference. Not all the problems of today will be solved over the next forty years.
But some will. And we will participate—the current generation of mentors and commit-
ted young people alike,
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" This challenge of integratieg the needs of urban living with the netural environment can also be seen in the new or
rencvated town centers and other urban developments of 19708 throughout the Bay Area. Featuring progressive archi-
tectural and site design compositioss that served the snsicipsed urban uses, often in garden-like settings, these develop-
mants typically showed limle effoat to re-establish ecological liaks to the underlying nataral system.
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