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Designing Recombinant Ecologies

“Ecology as a science is based on the negation of all things natural. It makes nature into a constituent element of an interrelationship with urban production. This marks the end of nature as an indeterminate field on its own. Now it has to be translated in terms of resources and their exploitation, and ecology(the infinite expansion of the oikos(confines it within borders. The extension of the map, the multiplication of graphs and diagrams that replace the idea of endless space and soil convert resources into a store and provide an inventory of whatever is available for exchange or exploitation.”

Frederic Migayrou, “Extensions of the Oikos”, 

Archilab’s Earth Buildings: Radical Experiments in Land Architecture

Recombinant Design: Ecology and the End of Nature

While environmentalists once managed ecosystems as if the city was not a habitat warranting ecological thinking, community planners have designed cities as if humans stood apart from ecological processes. Ecology as a science negates this opposition between nature and artifice; it’s etymology being the Greek oikos, meaning home economy(or habitat. Recombinant design is the interweaving of ecological, urban, architectural, and social systems to produce metadisciplinary results not possible in each system’s parent organization. Two community development projects demonstrating recombinant principles are outlined below. Both projects are partnerships between environmental engineers and architects, and both solved urban infrastructure problems in ecological terms. 

Riparian Meadows, Mounds, and Rooms. Interweaving stream and urban morphologies.
Riparian Meadows, Mounds, and Rooms proposes development of a public greenway along a first and second order stream. Combined innovations in good stream design with community development yields synergistic improvements in both ecological and urban services. As the title suggests, Riparian Meadows, Mounds, and Rooms is less the improvement of a strict riparian corridor and more an extended family of urban conditions generated from the riparian corridor as a community development platform. Floodplains become parks, riparian edges form outdoor rooms and great streets, and landscape mounds become refuge activity islands in the floodplain. Improved stream ecology also solves the inflow problem with the city’s sewer system. Riparian Meadows, Mounds, and Rooms seeks a balance between infrastructural and ecological solutions, offering solutions for collateral community projects related to aesthetics, health, and recreation.
Bicycle Promenade: Ecological and Cultural Braids. Phytoremediation as an urbanism. 

Bicycle Promenade is a feasible alternative to conventional rails-to-trails asphalt paths. Although rails-to-trails corridors are reclaimed for human activities, these corridors are typically brownfield sites with long-standing toxic soils and groundwater plumes. The standard brownfield solution is to cap the right-of-way with an uninhabitable thorny-vegetative cover and an asphalt path. The result is in an uninviting straight, ten-foot path that confines public access to only 25% of the right-of-way. Instead, Bicycle Promenade employs phytoremediation technologies to remove soil and groundwater contaminants, allowing 100% use of the corridor. Mounds of arsenic-laden soil are shaped and seeded with the brake fern, pteris vittata, an efficient biominer of arsenic. Bicycle Promenade is a recombinant infrastructure, accommodating various paces of movement, forms of social exchange, diverse physical activities, and regenerative urban landscape ecologies.

As cultural geographer David Harvey notes in his book: Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, “When an environmental problem is probed to its origin, it reveals an inescapable truth(that the real root cause is to be found in how people interact with each other.” Hence, all community development projects are ecological projects, and in turn, all ecological projects are community development projects.

