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JUROR COMMENTARY

Planning in Place:
Region, Landscape and Place

Mark Francis

I was struck by the substantial number of region-scaled
plans and projects submitted for this year’s EDRA/Places
Awards Program. My first thought when examining
these was that our consideration of place research and
place design should be limited to individual places
designed at a human scale. Yet there were a number of
intriguing and even compelling entries that spoke to the

regional landscape as a place.

We have known for some time that regional thinking
is important in environmental design. The work of
Michael Hough (Out of Place: Restoring Identity to the
Regional Landscape, 1992), lan McHarg (Design with
Nature, 1969), Kevin Lynch (Managing the Sense of a
Region, 1976) and Gary Snyder (4 Place in Space:
Ethics, Aesthetics and Watersheds, 1996) all remind us
that place making at the scale of the region or water-
shed is critical.

Nevertheless, this year’s bumper crop of large-scale
planning submissions raised a dilemma for the jury,
which was charged with identifying excellence in place
research and place design. FHow should we treat them?
As design? As research? Or invent a new category of
plans? There were simply too many, and they were of
too good a quality, to ignore. Our concern turned to
determining the effectiveness of the relationship of the

plans to research and design.

Examples of large-scale plans or studies of cities or
entire regions submitted included a vernacular study
of an Alpine valley, a pattern book for a well-known
New Urbanist community and a city design for a
Middle East oil company town. In addition, there
were a number of entries that organized research
information in a way that could be used for regional
thinking or planning. These included design and plan-
ning responses to disasters such as floods in North
Dakota and earthquakes in California, a citywide
“Experiment in Democratic Action” for Buffalo, and a
forty-year update of research on visual forms of com-
munities completed since Kevin Lynch’s seminal
Image of the City study was published in 1960. One

project even used the entire American West as its
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study area, documenting the vernacular landscape
from a J. B. Jackson perspective.

A number of these entries made effective links to the
research and design processes, utilizing innovative
methods of studying or designing regional landscapes.
For example, one study assessed people’s sense of rural
place using a combination of techniques including
observation, interviews, mapping and detailed case
studies. Another used emerging electronic technolo-
gies such as web sites as a participatory tool for a
“Community Vision Survey” for a town in New Jersey.
Still another used focus groups, on-site surveys and in-
depth interviews with more than 5,000 stakeholders to
examine the relationship between communities and
the Chicago River along a 150-mile-long corridor
stretching from Lake Forest to Lake Calumet. Color
simulations were used in another visual assessment
study, which was used to develop a management plan
for the White Mountains of New Hampshire.

One of the design winners, the Thames Landscape
Strategy, was particularly successful in organizing
research into actions useful for place management,
planning and design. The strategy established a new
form of regional thinking and design for a twenty-
nine-mile-long corridor of the Thames River between
Hampton and Kew in southwest London, establishing
a new framework for countless public and private

research and design initiatives.

Another design winner, Living Water Park, located
along the Fu River in Chengdu China, was a more
direct case of generating local form from regional
analysis, incorporating regional landscape patterns
into the site design for a waterfront park. Chengdu’s
modernization program included the construction of a
new sewage treatment plant and several parks along
the reclaimed rivers; this park is a wonderful example
of integrating social and natural systems, too often

separated in ecological planning today.

Taken together, this work represents an emerging and
impressive body of place-based design and research at
the citywide or regional scale. These projects show

clearly that designers and researchers are proactively
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A Rural Way of Knowing

How do people learn about the landscape in which
they live, and how does that understanding influence
their approach to caring for that landscape? This
study used a range of research approaches to learn
how third- to fifth-generation ranchers in rural Gal-
latin County, Montana, gathered and applied knowl-
edge about their environment.

The project, by Montana State University architecture professor Maire O'Neill,
found that the most prevalent place-related perceptions were shaped by haptic
experience (tactile and motion related) and social narrative. Knowledge gained
through visual, spatial understanding seemed to play a small role in people’s
understanding of the locality.

Essentially, the ranchers understood the natural and built landscape through physi-
cal labor and local folklore. The demands of working on and moving over the ter-
rain made them acutely aware of its character: stories about family history, local
events and ranching practice—accumulated over generations of experience—
helped them understand their place on the land.

O'Neill suggests that designers who understand these modes of perception and
learning can better address the concerns people have when faced with planning for
new development. She also notes, however, that this information is most useful in
situations where the affected population is not displaced by new development.

This research has urgency in Gallatin County, where a quarter of the agricultural land
has been subdivided in the past twenty years. According to Derek Strahn, a preserva-
tion official in Bozeman, it sheds fight on “methods of adaptation and cultural sur-
vival, factors motivating important decisions to subdivide or preserve traditional
farmlands, and the reciprocal nature between cultural and environmental change.”

Project: People, Memory and Haptic Experience: A Rural Way of Knowing

Researcher: Maire O'Neill, Montana State University

Upper left: Mcllhattan farmstead, settled
before 1868 on Churn Creek and the East
Gallatin River

Upper right: Farmhouse from 1890, added
onto seven times, with dairy barn and new
machine shed.

Above: The old barn, still used for harness-
ing draft horse teams, with hay sled after
morning feeding.

Photos: Maire Q'Neill




engaged in their regions, providing fresh insights into
place making that may in fact add up to a cohesive
system of designed and natural places.

These landscape-scale plans and studies provide a
useful lesson for place making. They show that plan-
ning, when done well, can inform both research and

design. While not all planning involves fresh or rigor-

ous research, most that results in successful place

making does. Good planning, like good research and
good design, requires rigors of thought, method and
execution. Similarly, good planning demands an
understanding of place and design. Planning in place is
not only about the making of future visions, it involves
the construction of attitudes, processes and under-
standings that enable design actions. Good planning
can be good design.
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