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Abstract  
 

Over the last decade, planners, designers, governmental officials, 

institutions, organizations, and citizens have been widely 

interested in ideas associated with sustainability.  Often this 
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focus is based upon the shift from a resource plentiful world to a 

resource-limited world, along with maintaining a viable planet 

suitable for life.  In the late 1970s plant ecologists developed a 

three factor-based theory and model to explain and predict 

vegetation survival strategies, known as Universal Adaptive 

Strategy Theory (UAST).  The model developed by J.P. Grime 

and S. Pierce ordinates the optimal strategy based upon the 

availability of resources, stress in the environment, and the level 

of disturbance.  In the environment, various vegetation types 

may employ a different set of approaches to survive in abundant 

resources, extreme cold, drought, constant water, shade, erosion, 

browsing, disease, and fire.  Similarly, animals, businesses, 

interventions in the built-environment, and even cultures may 

employ competitive, stress, and disturbance response strategies 

to endure.  The evidence for these strategies can be found 

throughout human history, such as in China based upon capital 

reserves, technological advances, natural disasters, and war.  

Evidence suggests that the built-environment across the globe 

applies these strategies universally and can be ordinated within 

the model presented by Grime and Pierce.  Nevertheless 

applying the correct strategy does not guarantee success.  At 

present, the theoretical investigations by Grime and Pierce have 

established a framework to understand sustainability and 

stability beyond the trends of the immediate moment. 
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Introduction  
 

Planning and design projects are often driven by individual 

normative theories held by the planner/ designer or collectively 

by corporate groups affiliated with planning and design [1]. For 

example, in the past, planners and designers promoted public 

parks in urban settings as a means to reduce crime and generate 

smarter/healthier children [2]. Planning and design firms would 

promote the benefits of urban parks with little evidence to refute 

or support such normative notions. Yet for governmental 
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officials and concerned citizens, this normative theory provided 

an opportunity to demonstrate that efforts were being made for 

the benefit of the many. Over time, it became apparent that urban 

parks could be settings to facilitate crime and where children 

could be injured on play equipment [3]. Today, urban parks are 

not seen as the total solution to social problems.  But research 

has shown that green spaces do have restorative properties and 

contribute towards human health as illustrated by Carrus et al. 

[4]. 

 

Recently, sustainability has gained wide recognition as a 

normative theory that is promoted by planning and design firms 

and by others, as illustrated by Williams [5]. Sustainability is not 

necessarily something new to landscape architects and has been 

practiced by many as noted by Burley, Loures & Feng [6], a 

practice that was employed without much science-based input. 

Calvert Vaux and Frederick Law Olmsted followed sustainable 

practices over 160 years ago managing site hydrology, soil 

erosion, landscape suitability, and biological diversity. Jens 

Jensen selected site adapted native plants to minimize landscape 

maintenance [7].  They followed their values and beliefs based 

upon their normative theories to address the planning and design 

of the built-environment. At this time Burley and Machemer [1] 

suggest that science has a relatively marginal input upon many 

planning and design activities.  So it is not surprising that 80 to 

105 years ago, sustainability would not be guided strongly by 

science.  However, the biological sciences have been interested 

in studying mechanisms of extinction, strategies for sustaining 

life, and the evolution/adaptations of organism. One 

advancement that may be relevant to sustainability planning and 

design is primarily the work of a Sheffield, United Kingdom 

academic, J.Philip Grime [8,9] who studied various vegetation 

approaches to existence and extinction. This 

biological/ecological work formed the basis for exploring 

sustainability, to determine if built-environment projects and the 

survival strategies of plants have some meaningful connection 

and was first presented to the planning and design professional 

and academic community in 2018 [10]. 
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Sustainability in Natural History and Culture  
 

Sustainability is an interesting concept.  The concept implies that 

something will endure.  Nature is often cited as a source and 

example illustrating sustainability [5]. Yet in nature, everything 

is temporary.  Nothing is truly sustainable.  No life form may last 

forever; the sun and the planet earth will one day no longer exist; 

and matter itself may eventually decay.  What is known is that 

life evolves and environmental conditions may change.  This 

may also be true for human societies and cultures. 

 

China is an interesting example related to change, survival 

strategies, and development. As a nation/people/culture it has a 

long history with numerous advances and setbacks [1]. In the 

Chinese psyche is the notion that when times are great, the 

downfall is coming and in poor times, better times are ahead [1]. 

Often China has been a world leader in GDP output, 

technological advances, and adopting new ideas.  However, 

during the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912), there was a sense that the 

conditions and situation in China was near perfection and 

required little advancement [1]. And it was true that during the 

early Qing Dynasty, China was an amazing place worthy of 

capturing that moment in time. While the Chinese were usually 

quick to adopt new ideas and technology, during the later Qing 

Dynasty, this was not the case.  This attempt to stop change and 

sustain a certain cultural and economic environment occurred at 

a time with the West began industrialization and greatly 

surpassed the abilities of the Chinese. The result was that China 

could be intimidated by the West.  The Qing Dynasty eventually 

fell.  A republic was formed. A civil war ensued. And finally 

beginning in the 1970s, China began to take steps to become 

what it had always been in the Han, Tang, Song, and Ming 

dynasties. Today China has formed its own solution of a 

socialist/capitalistic nation, highly productive, adaptive, and a 

world leader. The lesson from the Qing Dynasty experiment 

concerning sustaining a certain moment in time, ―it is difficult or 

nearly impossible to do.‖ China is an ever changing, adapting, 

and evolving society/culture. It has sustained itself for thousands 

of years only by reinventing itself and becoming something new 

[1]. 
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Another interesting example is illustrated by the three First 

Nations currently in Michigan, who are the People of the Three 

Fires: Anishinaabe (an alliance of Ojibwe people), the Ottawa 

(Odawa), and Potawatomi [11]. These three nations were caught 

in the power struggle by France, England, and the United States 

for the Great Lakes region and subjugated to pressures for 

relocation and to change their sometimes nomadic 

hunting/gathering ways for farming [12] with European values. 

While theoretically independent, each nation was actually 

dependent upon the resources of the United States. The three 

nations could not pursue their own interests in the way they 

desired, such as purchasing sacred and traditional lands. There 

was dissatisfaction on many different fronts. However a change 

occurred. The independent nations were allowed to engage in the 

gambling/casino/gaming industry [13]. In Michigan there are 

about 25 gaming locations, with many being owned by First 

Nation people.  The profits from this industry has led to 

opportunities to manage, construct, and follow more closely the 

interests, desires, and visions of these nations. Since Pre-

Columbian times, these nations have experienced successes and 

disappointments. They retain parts of their past, but in other 

ways they are new and different. Their cultures are enduring, not 

as some preserved relic of the past, but as a living, 

contemporary, and evolving people.  They are different than they 

were before and may become in the future different then they are 

now. 

 

Like the Chinese and the three First Nations of Michigan, the 

country France has experienced such changes [1]. France 

reinvented itself during the Renaissance becoming a global 

leader, eventually resulting in a great revolution and downfall. 

Then the country experienced another great period in the late 19
th
 

century in the arts and sciences.  Two world wars affected their 

fortunes.  Over the last 45 years, France again reinvented itself, 

becoming a ―high-tech‖ innovative society as illustrated by the 

emergence of the innovative architecture of the Centre Georges 

Pompidou, designed by Renzo Piano, Richard Rogers, and 

Gianfranco Franchini [1]. There are many such stories for 

numerous cultures around the world. What kind of framework 

are these cultures operating in? 
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Plants and animals may provide insight into a sustainability 

framework. Life itself has forged new ways to exploit the 

environment with new abilities and skills.  In addition, much of 

life has become extinct due to changes in the environment [1]. It 

appears that many more forms have become extinct then have 

survived. In an attempt to understand the drivers of change, the 

r/K selection theory was proposed by ecologists R. MacArthur 

and E.O. Wilson [14,15]. This theory suggested that r selection 

as a strategy favored high growth rates, abundant offspring, and 

exploitation of less-crowded conditions such as expressed by 

codfish or dandelions [15]; while K selection as a strategy 

favored slow growth rates, few offspring, and greater investment 

into offspring.  This was an early model to predict and explain 

survival strategies.  By 1979, J. P. Grime proposed a new model 

to explain survival strategies. It was this new model that afforded 

explanations useful in understanding sustainability in planning 

and design. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: A triangular ordination representing the universe of possibilities 

between competition, disturbance, and stress. This drawing is similar to the 

more familiar soil texture triangle comprising of sand, silt, and clay particles 

replacing the soil material with environmental settings. The ordination features 

the environments and development of organisms in the Corral Bluffs area of 

Colorado from the Cretaceous ending asteroid event to the development of 

legume forests several hundred thousand to 1 million years later (copyright 

2020 © Dr. Jon Bryan Burley, used by permission, all rights reserved). 
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A Science-Based Framework Concerning Sustainability  
 

Grime [8] noted that there were predominantly three types of 

basic determinants for plants.  The first was an ideal 

environment with the correct amount of water, high in nutrients, 

moderate temperatures, and abundant light—something similar 

to the maintained environment of a vegetable garden. In nature 

this might be a mesic temperate forest [16]. Grime also noted 

that there were environments with limiting resources, such as 

being too cold, too hot, too dry, and too wet.  These 

environments were considered stressful. Growing in the shallow 

rocky soils of a mountaintop could be considered a stressful 

environment. Finally Grime noted that there we environments 

that destroyed/removed vegetation, such as by fire, browsing, 

trampling, soil removal, soil fill, disease, and insects. Weedy 

annuals colonizing exposed substrate might be considered 

adaptive to this environment and thus the third influence was 

considered favoring ruderal vegetation. In the absence of stress 

or disturbance the environment was considered competitive. In 

the absence of stress but high disturbance, the environment was 

considered ruderal. In the absence of disturbance but with high 

stress, the environment could be considered stressful.  In the 

presence of high stress and high disturbance, Grime suggested no 

vegetation strategy was naturally viable. By 1977, Grime 

proposed that each plant could be plotted in a triangulation of 

three environmental factors (Figure 1): competition, stress, and 

disturbance. While Grime independently developed his 

ordination, Marcov [17], notes that a Russian investigator L.G. 

Ramenski may have developed similar notions in the early 20
th
 

century. 

 

It may not be surprising to learn that this approach can be 

applied to animals too. A camel can be considered a stress 

tolerator. Large carnivores or elephants can be considered 

competitors. Many short-lived insects could be considered 

ruderal. The recent discoveries at Corral Bluffs by Tyler Lyson 

and colleagues outside Colorado Springs, Colorado illustrates the 

changes in strategies across time [18]. After the meteorite impact 

and the mass extinction of the dinosaurs, fungus, a group of 

ruderal organisms following the disturbance dominating the 
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planet’s surface. Eventually the landscape was covered by ferns 

and then palms. Post-impact mammals were relatively small 

omnivore generalist-opportunists. But as legumes developed 

supplying a more nutrious and abundant food source, the 

environment offered opportunities for mammals to become 

larger and to become vegetation specialists and carnivore 

competitors. Figure 1, illustrates this change in strategies and 

approaches. Depending upon the time and setting, the 

environment offered success to different types of life-form 

strategies. While the extinction of the dinosaurs is a well-known 

event occurring 65-66 million years ago, drastic changes in the 

environment may be more prevalent than previously imagined. 

Firestone [19] suggests that an extraterrestrial impact 12,900 

years ago (known as the Younger Dryas event) possibly leading 

to mammoth and megafauna extinction, and the demise of the 

Clovis culture in North America. In other words, the 

environment changes and what was a successful sustainable 

strategy becomes no longer viable. 

 

The author of this investigation wondered whether this 

classification approach could be applied to built-environments? 

And how do environmental changes affect successful survival 

strategies? 

 

Methods  
 

The methodology for the study is quite simple.  No statistical 

inferences or predictions are necessary. The hypothesis for this 

study implies that there could exist in the built-environment 

examples of competitive, stress tolerator, and ruderal conditions. 

If these built-environments could be found, then Grime’s 

survival classification system may have some insight into 

understanding sustainability for planners and designers.  If no 

environments are found, then Grime’s classification system may 

not be applicable. The intent of the study is not to classify every 

built-environment.  Even for Grime, corroborating and 

classifying many vegetation types took decades ([9]. 

 

The experimental design approach for this investigation is the 

case study approach [20]. In this methodology, the investigator 
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would state the criteria to confirm/corroborate or refute/deny an 

idea/state/condition. Then the investigator would examine the 

case study (such as a project, place, or site) to determine if the 

criteria is/are met or not met.  Then the hypothesis can be 

confirmed or corroborated.  This type of investigation is often 

useful to assess initial ideas and helps to set the list of possible 

future more intensive investigations to conduct. A case study is 

considered especially beneficial at the beginning of explorative 

investigations such as in this study between the science-based 

knowledge concerning vegetation survival strategies and 

sustainability in the built environment. 

 

In the built-environment a competitor would be 

place/site/business/institution that consumes massive amounts of 

capital and resources. It would most likely be relatively big. In 

addition it would be offering services at the exclusion of others. 

In the stressful built-environment, a stress tolerator would be one 

that has limited capital and physical resources. It should be 

relatively small or limited in scope. It would offer services or 

activities in a specialized and limited manner. A ruderal built-

environment would be reoccurring but temporary and adaptive in 

nature. Capital requirements are minimal and resources are rare. 

If these general criteria for competitors, stress tolerators, and 

ruderals can be met, then there is evidence that the built-

environment has characteristics in association with Grime’s 

classification system. 

 

Results  
 

Finding and determining the existence of built-environments that 

could be classified and ordinated appeared quite possible to 

accomplish. There were several projects that could easily be 

considered as competitor built-environments.  For example 

businesses such as Walmart, Target, Amazon, or Alibaba might 

contain the characteristics of a competitor, where as many goods 

and services could be purchased from any one of the venders at 

the exclusion of others—a sign of a competitor. Each of these 

businesses require massive capital investments. For this 

investigation the Marina Bay Sands project (Figure 2) in 

Singapore is an example of a competitor built-environment. This 
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is a big project, consisting of an 8 billion dollar investment. The 

investigator visited the site in 2015 and 2017. 

 

An example of a stress tolerator was found quite easily across 

the street from where the investigator worked. The 

place/environment is the Curious Bookshop (Figure 3), a store 

specializing in used books, and is frequently visited by the 

investigator. There was no need to look any farther. Again there 

are many choices for selecting a stress tolerator such as a sports 

card shops, a dealer in Hornby trains, local dog breeders, foreign 

car repair shops, or a local small town hardware store. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: A view of the Marina Bay Sands Hotel, an example of a competitor 

built-environment (copyright 2015 © Dr. Jon Bryan Burley, used by 

permission, all rights reserved). 

 



Prime Archives in Sustainability 

11                                                                                www.videleaf.com 

 
 
Figure 3: A view of the Curious Book Shop, an example of a stress tolerator 

built-environment (copyright 2018 © Dr. Jon Bryan Burley, used by 

permission, all rights reserved). 

 

 
 
Figure 4: A family enjoying a small fire at the campsite in Traverse City, 

Michigan, note the temporary movable housing in the background, an example 

of a ruderal environment (copyright 2017 © Dr. Jon Bryan Burley, used by 

permission, all rights reserved).  
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The example of a ruderal site chosen for this study was the 

Traverse City state park campsite. There were certainly many 

choices to select, some quite dismal as refugee camps, or slum 

squatter housing.  But the campsite presents a more pleasant 

example of the ruderal setting (Figure 4). The campsite is a place 

utilized only when the weather is good and where people have 

temporary housing such as tents. The site has been visited by the 

investigator in 1994,1996, 1997, and 2017. Other examples of 

ruderal business are street musicians and street vendors. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion  
Implications for the Built-Environment  
 

While the case study approach contains a distinctive protocol to 

refute or corroborate ideas, in this investigation, finding 

examples to corroborate the hypothesis was not difficult to 

accomplish. The identification of competitors, stress tolerators, 

and ruderals in the build environment was not difficult to 

discover. Conversely, it was difficult to find any business or 

built-environment that did not fit this general ordination.  Maybe 

there are some, but none were discovered. The exclusions might 

be the case where Grime [8] indicated that there were no survival 

strategies for vegetation in high stress and high disturbance 

areas, and so they are not in the ordination.  Yet some urban 

areas with high stress (such as planters with cold exposed 

temperatures in winter, and naturally dry conditions in summer), 

where plants could not normally be sustainable are sustained by 

humans, who grow seeds of plants with desired characteristics, 

replant planters in spring, and water the containers in the 

summer. In other words there is a new ecological condition 

where humans can perpetuate plants in high stress and high 

disturbance areas though artificial means.  The existence of 

plants in these zones is based upon the cultural/societal desires of 

humans. It is only sustainable because humans are willing to pay 

the costs to manage seed banks, propagate plants, install the 

plants, and care for the plants. In all other known settings, the 

built-environment conveniently matches the ordination. 

 

The recent interest in sustainability may have to do with 

primarily the shift from a very strong competitor environment 
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(strong free flow of capital) of post-WWII, to the more stressful 

conditions where the capital flow and resource acquisition were 

limited during reoccurring ―down-turns‖ in the global economy 

[5].  For many this shift from competitive behavior towards more 

stress tolerator attitude and the implications in planning and 

design constitutes sustainability. However, any shift within the 

ordination could be a move towards or away from sustainability. 

It simply depends upon the resources and level of disturbance at 

the moment. For example, during periods of technological 

innovations which may supply abundant inexpensive energy, 

accumulation of resources, and free flowing capital would mean 

that competitors would have the advantage against stress 

tolerators.  In small town America, stress tolerator business and 

downtown settings are threatened during economic ―up-turns‖ by 

competitor big boxes being established on the edge of town, re-

defining traffic patterns and establishing winner and losers, just 

like in the world of vegetation ecology. 

 

It is also apparent that numerous strategies are being exploited at 

the same time across the ordination. Thus in the built-

environment there can be street musicians (a ruderal 

phenomenon), boutique art shops and furriers exhibiting stress 

tolerator behavior, and large banks, hotels, and department stores 

exhibiting competitor behavior. The narrative of an early 

computer company beginning as a ruderal business in a garage, 

through periods of stress related to conditions, to now being a 

huge competitor, as exhibited by a well-known technology’s new 

mothership/spaceship campus headquarters in Cupertino, 

California, consuming massive amounts of capital and resources 

has been repeatedly reported and observed by many. Across the 

planet, humans are employing various survival strategies that fit 

into Grime’s framework. 

 

Parks and managed landscapes also face this issue as defined by 

Grime’s ordination.  In France, the management of Versailles 

and Vaux le Vicomte required extensive inputs, suitable in a 

competitor economy of kings and nobles, but suffer in a stress 

tolerator economy, or by the disturbance of a revolution or an 

Atlantic hurricane. Even today, Vaux le Vicomte is not fully 

operational as it once was [1]. Slowly fountains, features, and 
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buildings are being restored. In contrast, the free flowing, rain-

fed, English landscape style can exist for a length of time by 

simply mowing the grass. If a tree is missing, few would notice. 

In Michigan, golf courses require patronage, and need more 

maintenance than just occasionally mowing the grass, needing 

fertilizer, irrigation, daily mowing of tees and greens, and 

applications of pesticides.  During an economic ―down-turn‖ the 

stress environment can mean the dissolution of some golf 

courses [21]. In contrast, during a competitor setting, some golf 

courses may suffer also, by not supplying the infusion of capital 

to meet the standards and expectations of users. In any setting, 

there are no guarantees of success and enduring. Burke [22] 

describes across time how the English landscape changed and 

the fortunes of various classes of people in the nation based upon 

the inventions of technology and advances in trade. Recently, 

Kunii et al. [23], noted that much of the North American 

landscape is disturbed by various events (earthquakes, 

hurricanes, wildfire, sinkholes, …) suggesting that the landscape 

is much more disturbed by these events and that planning and 

design needed to adapt to these reoccurring disturbances. These 

examples may be contrary to the current thinking about 

sustainability in planning and design—survival means adopting 

to change and is not static. 

 

Personal Observations/Normative Statements  
 

Often in a discussion section of a paper, the author(s) are given 

the opportunity for expressing insights and personal 

observations. For the author, these comparisons and applications 

of Grime’s ordination are easy to accomplish. Often, I (the 

author) assume that I am the least smart person in the room and 

that others see the implications and opportunities to learn, study, 

and communicate long before I do. I have known Grime’s work 

for 40 years. And given the importance of sustainability in the 

planning and design literature, it is surprising to me that the 

concepts and ideas proposed by Grime have not entered the 

mainstream of the built-environment sustainability literature. 

Grime’s framework provides a broader interpretation concerning 

the dynamics and positioning within the environment. 

Sustainability is more than just moving from a competitor-based 
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setting to a stress tolerator-based setting. Societies and cultures 

across the planet may engage in several strategies at the same 

time with shifts in the proportions of each strategy as technology 

advances, discoveries are made, the economy changes, and 

disturbances occur (Figure 5). Based upon the work of Grime 

and Pierce [9], there are many studies that could be conducted 

concerning the built-environment. How do the proportions 

change? How are they different across cultures? What is the 

proportion on the built-environment based upon various 

positions in the ordination? …  It does not take someone brilliant 

to ask such questions.  But I am surprised no one has. Instead 

there is a large focus upon the short-term urging of clients to 

pursue the migration away from a competitor position towards 

leaning to a somewhat stress tolerator partial position, without 

understanding the broader framework and reoccurring 

oscillations over time. Often the landscape architecture 

community embraces and acknowledges the importance of 

ecology. So I wonder how with few exceptions (such as: [24-

27]) Grime has been overlooked? Yet in Google Scholar as of 

the 30
th
 of December 2017, he has been cited over 10,000 times, 

mostly by other ecologists studying vegetation. The interchange 

between the built-environment professions and this ecological 

direction has been minimal. 

 

I have been a member of the Ecological Society of America and 

the American Society of Landscape Architects for a relatively 

similar length of time, over 35 years. For me, this has been a 

beneficial relationship. I would urge all planning and design 

professionals to integrate knowledge from a discipline into their 

profession. The knowledge-base in ecology has been helpful to 

me throughout my career. And it is a pleasure to share some of 

these ecologically derived ideas with my planning and design 

colleagues, both academic and practitioner. I have always been 

interested in longevity and concepts concerning being able to 

endure. But I was never fully engaged in the current 

sustainability efforts.  This was because I could see any move on 

the ordination board as a move towards sustainability or a move 

away from sustainability. I interpret the current sustainability 

enthusiasm to be too much like the past park movement where 

the enthusiasm was more a marketing ploy than serious science-
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backed decision making. If the current sustainability interests 

fades in society and in the planning and design professions and a 

new interest/concern consumes society, I am sure I will still 

continue my modest interest in studying sustainability and 

dedicating certain parts of my life towards the contribution of 

longevity and the enduring of various plants, animals, and 

cultures. I have always been surprised how some seasoned 

academics would engage the sustainability literature and yet 

once finished seemed to know nothing other than to quote 

authorities—this is nothing more than one of the lowest levels of 

learning. What I have enjoyed about people in the planning and 

design professions is that there are individuals who seem to 

synthesize and integrate ideas into new normative theories and 

built form expressions. It is my hope that the work of Grime may 

be one of these contributions to enlighten and inform, moving 

the sustainability discussion along. 

 

 
 

Figure 5: This figure illustrates the location of highly competitive 

environmental settings ―A‖ compared to more stress tolerating settings ―B.‖  

Depending upon society, availability of resources, and technological 

innovations, the optimum strategy can shift from A to B and back or to other 

locations within the figure (copyright 2018 © Dr. Jon Bryan Burley, used by 

permission, all rights reserved).  
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Conclusion  
 

Based upon this investigation, it appears that there is a 

relationship between the ordination developed by Grime and 

concepts of sustainability in the built-environment. This 

ordination might be a helpful tool in studying sustainability and 

could be possibly more widely distributed/communicated in the 

sustainable built-environment arena, especially over the long 

term as new advances are made and decisions are made to 

position oneself in a different location in the ordination table. 

Finally, recall, nothing may actually be sustainable unless it 

evolves and changes. And then, it is not as was it was before. 

Understanding sustainability may be much more than recycling 

wood and brick, or putting a green-roof on a building. In selected 

environmental settings, such responses may be inappropriate and 

not helpful. The context and framework to understand 

sustainability and survival strategies is much broader than the 

current limited built-environment trends. It may be more useful 

to consider survival strategies to match environmental settings as 

an approach to achieving sustainability. Under a certain 

environmental setting, recycling wood and brick and creating 

green-roofs may be appropriate, but not universally appropriate. 

A shortage of resources (building material and energy) is a 

stress. Under that setting, such approaches can make sense. 

However, disturbances such as war, massive volcanism, disease, 

or an asteroid event or competitor adaptations such as 

technological advances in energy, communication, and 

construction material formation can change the environmental 

setting resulting in different strategies to be sustainable. 

 

Epilogue  
 

Since the initial article was written and presented, there has been 

a global, evolving situation concerning changes in the 

environment, illustrating the need for accommodation, 

readjustment, and transformation, resulting in new strategies and 

approaches to remain viable. In 2020, with the outbreak of 

COVID-19, much of society (but not all and in some parts of the 

world very little has changed) across the globe is being 

transformed from a commuter society with daily traveling to the 
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city to work and shop to a ―work-at-home‖ society, where many 

people are working at home and ordering goods on-line (Figure 

6). Countries such as Sweden were already operating partially 

under this model [28]. No longer are massive campuses, 

sprawling city shopping centers, concentrated human 

settlements, auditoriums, stadiums, and a larger roadway system 

essential for contemporary existence. This large supportive 

infrastructure is no longer necessary. Valued landscapes along 

shorelines, woodlands, view of mountains and living amongst 

hills in a decentralized setting, surrounded by wildlife, plants, 

clean air, less noise, less crime, and entertainment on demand 

may become much more widely preferential. Daily dependence 

upon the automobile may be diminished. A new evolving 

strategy is emerging as these issues are being debated. The 

landscape may be used in a different distributed manner as a vast 

savanna of homes, gardens, forests, grasslands, and other natural 

environments [29]. An environment comprised of large expanses 

of urban savanna is not necessarily a poor choice, as researchers 

have discovered that comparatively the urban savanna has the 

highest biological diversity and productivity [30]. It may be a 

much better choice than the desert-like urban cliff detritus 

environments [31-33]. Planners and designers may begin to 

market their services in a different manner in response to this 

changing setting, promoting skills and abilities across the urban 

savanna landscape. 

 

I am reminded about how Claude Monet relocated to a home 

near Giverny, France [34] to live in the countryside. I identified 

with Monet as I chose the countryside setting too, so I could 

listen to many songbirds, watch butterflies, grow a garden, and 

see the stars clearly at night. Academic work is filled with 

meetings, people, and computing technology, disconnecting me 

from nature; the home was a necessary restorative contrast to this 

hectic work environment [35]. The trade-off was the daily 

commute and the consumption of gasoline—so truly I did not 

practice 100% sustainability. I find I enjoyed my hourly driving 

in the countryside to and from work, listening to the daily news 

and music.  
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Figure 6: This figure illustrates the relative change in positioning since the 

COVID-19 pandemic (copyright 2020 © Dr. Jon Bryan Burley, used by 

permission, all rights reserved).  

 

Technological innovations and the COVID-19 disturbance have 

offered much of society with options and choices to respond to 

the current environmental setting in a new manner. Over the last 

six months, I have put gasoline only twice in my automobile, 

where before, I had to go to a gas-station every three or four 

days. I drive my sports car for pleasure driving much more than 

my vehicles for work and shopping. But my pleasure driving 

(usually a drive around the lake I live adjacent to) consumes only 

about 1/4
th
 of a gas tank a month. I have not been in a brick and 

mortar store for 6 months either. My football season tickets will 

be refunded as there will be no season. I practice sustainability, 

but it is through my one hectare garden, planting diversity, 

reducing mowable turf areas, creating songbird and insect 

habitat, managing soil, creating rain gardens, recycling organic 

material, and vegetable gardening— activities Calvert Vaux, 

Frederick Law Olmsted, and Jens Jensen followed before my 

time, and as followed by Jim Hawks in the 1970s and 1980s 

[6,36] and practiced by many landscape architects of the last 
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century. I never felt the need for any sustainability scoring 

system to induce me to be environmentally responsible. I built a 

driveway with recycled concrete, use bamboo and compressed 

sorghum for interior woods, and resurfaced my roof with a long-

lasting, recyclable metal surfacing material—no one needed to 

tell me or coerce me to do this. I quit my athletic club and swim 

in my lake, play basketball on the driveway and work in my 

garden for exercise. I go for walks in my garden, play guitar at 

home, and oil paint on canvas. I am  ―giving-up‖ my office space 

at work, as it is not needed. I access library resources on-line. 

Living and practicing, sustainability for some is quite different 

than how it has been presented over the last decade. My 

experience suggests that there is no sustainability scoring system 

that can match the passion, creativity, and nuances of an 

experienced and seasoned designer, committed to sustainability.  

 

For some, sustainability was just something to study in order to 

get funding or a project, but they did not truly practice 

sustainability. I remember a department chair (a person who 

cherished the natural environment as much as I did and do) who 

desired the whole department to engage in sustainability as an 

area of primary focus, but this same person drove a large truck 

alone to work. He seemed quite unimpressed with my endeavors 

in surface mine reclamation since the 1980s to the present [37-

39], an award winning book on the subject [40], earning two 

national ASLA awards for the effort (1992 and 2003), and 

earning the American Society for Surface Mining and 

Reclamation Researcher of the Year in 2005. He was not 

interested because he thought there was no money in such 

studies. I doubted his sincerity and commitment to sustainability 

ideas, but I never doubted his love for the natural environment. 

He proposed the idea that the department should focus primarily 

upon sustainability with the support of a faculty member who 

had no credentials on the topic and had a very weak productivity 

record, but who felt a need to tell others what to do. Fortunately 

senior faculty members in the department persuaded the chair to 

consider other options. Certainly sustainability is an important 

topic, but so are topics such as environmental justice and many 

other areas in planning and design. In the meantime, there is a 

rush by some to further their academic careers to publish 
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material allied to sustainability. I find more comfort in 

individuals who passionately study sustainability, whether it is 

popular or not. J.P. Grime and his studies fall into this category 

of passionate forward thinking research and his research has 

something for planners and designers to consider. 
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