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Exploring Urban Resilience 
Emanuele Sommariva 

 

Preserving biodiversity is possible only if it is taken as the logic of production: 
 uniformity as a model is necessary only in the context of the control and profit. 

 
Vandana Shiva 

Monocultures of the mind, 1993 
 
 
 
 
In 1798, the economist Thomas Malthus1 published 'An essay of the principle of the population as it Affects 
the Future Improvement of Society' in which he deepened the theme of the relationship between the food 
needs and the population growth in the territory. He outlined the theory according to which, the population of 
a country grows for geometric progressions (quickly), while the availability of food increases by arithmetic 
increments (slowly), with the result that the settled communities should keep less and less fertile land, to 
obtain just a few livelihoods, to the inexorable stop of the economic development. On this theory the 
American philosopher Waldo Emerson said that «Malthus forgot that the human mind is also a factor of 
political economy and the growing needs of the society will be met through the technological innovation».  
At a distance of a couple of centuries, with the introduction of the so-called “green revolution” , ideologically 
driven by Norman Borlaug2, and the genetic engineering applied to agriculture, perhaps the thesis of Waldo 
can be more persuasive, considered that annually the food production has increased tenfold allowing to the 
world's population to reach levels of growth unthinkable until then. (image 1) 
 
But if in the past, the innovation has been the key to success for businesses and dynamic territories, today it 
has become an important part of the demand for change fostered by the challenge imposed by the crisis, in 
its economic complexity (increase in public debt), environmental (anthropogenic pressure) and social 
(reduction of human development indices). We attend, in other words, to a progressive evolution of the 
concept of innovation. Starting from a linear approach, substantially based on the incremental development 
of functions, we are switching to a more systemic vision able incorporate multiple contexts, even those more 
fragile (as proximity agriculture or informal settlements) defined by an increasingly interdependent and 
globalized world. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Thomas Robert Malthus (Roocherry, 1766 - Bath, 1834) was a well-known English economist and demographer, that starting from the 

study of the New England colonies reasoned on the risks of an exponential growth of the population, due to the "unlimited" availability 
of new fertile lands. His theories inspired the future Malthusianism movement, which refers to birth control as a means to prevent the 
impoverishment of humanity. Malthus also published 'Investigation of the causes of the present high price of commodities' (1800) and 
'Essay on income' (1815), in which he formulated the theory of differential income. 

2  Norman Ernest Borlaug (Cresco, 1914 - Dallas, 2009) was a famous American agronomist and environmentalist, father of the 'green 
revolution', in 1970 he gained the recognition of the Nobel Prize for Peace for his efforts in the fight against hunger in the World. 
Although the 'green revolution' has helped to satisfy the growing global demand for food, especially in developing countries, it 
provoked radicals critics, underlining the limits on the environment (reduction of biodiversity due to monoculture, soil pollution, 
depletion and soil erosion, excessive consumption of water resources), on the social (the disintegration of rural communities and of 
local products) and on the health (spread of harmful chemicals). 
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If the rapid change of land use is significantly influencing the dichotomous relationship between the rural and 
the urban matrices; how can spatial planning face the risks of the progressive homologation of these 
contexts? How it can prevent the erosion of the ecosystem services3 connected these realities? How it can 
limit the reduction in term of resilience and adaptability capacity compared with the ecological stress? 
The term resilience, associated with the urban planning disciplines and territorial governance, has gained 
increasing importance in the last decade, with reference to the issues of sustainable development, the 
prevention of environmental risks, as well as the adaptive capacity of the territories. This concept mainly 
covers two distinct semantic areas that refer both to the idea of stability: the first concerns the sphere of 
technical sciences and physics (engineering resilience), describing the properties of materials withstand 
impulsive force and regain the original form after an elastic deformation; while the second approach refers to 
environmental, biological and ecological sciences (ecosystem resilience), dealing with the ability of a 
complex system, natural or man-made, to restore the homeostasis after an external intervention, or the 
erosion of its productivity. 
In both cases resilience doesn’t imply the return to an initial state, but rather an evolution towards more 
resistant forms in a new balance between losses and gains. The redundancy (quantitative and qualitative) of 
the characterizing elements of a system, such as the biodiversity of the living species, the overlap of 
functions, the regenerative capacity of the territory, are among the main factors that make the resilience a 
fundamental concept for the advancement also of the increasing level of urban studies' complexity. (image 2) 
 
In addition to this, agriculture can be a significant area of investigation on which to apply the concept of 
resilience, starting from the soil fertility, to the crop rotation, towards the economical model adopted and the 
organization of the small and medium companies; from the diffusion of intensive production imposed by 
agro-industries, to ecological and cultural values of the smaller self-organized forms of cultivation practices in 
urban areas. 
In this sense, the proximity agriculture assume a role of one of the possible themes of the project to rethink 
the values related to urban open space, in relation to the existing green systems that today the city preserve. 
The principle of multi-functionality, applied to urban landscapes, can become, therefore, a tactic to respond 
to the specific challenges of contemporary society, in relation to the quality of living, deployment of services, 
ecological sustainability (including the self-production that is a significant factor).  
If today, talking about sustainability about urban design requires a deeper knowledge of the idea of 
regeneration, with a capacity to produce new interactions between the various contexts, it's perhaps within 
the periurban realities, the abandoned or vacant plots or in the urban voids that are evident the greatest 
potential to catalyze ecological resources and local identities. (image 3) 
 
In the contemporary urban areas the role of the voids has become significant, for the extension of the city, 
for the discontinuity of its "parts", for the life cycles of its structures and landscapes. Inside and outside the 
city we can recognize the "architecture of the void", even their incomplete variations. In 1960 Kevin Lynch in 
'The Image of City', referring to studies of Ian Mac Harg4 and Max Falque on social sciences, humanities and 
territory, claimed how the public spaces and urban void can contribute to the formation of a common mental 
image of the city5: a connotative reference system for all the urban space. 
People commonly recognize the roads or other infrastructure for their development, squares for their 
homogeneous connotation, parks for their extension, it’s possible to find a series of empty spaces that are 
really hard to recognize normally. Some of these show the character of sort of "natural places" (going back to 
the common idea of public green zones), while for others, it's necessary to use unconventional interpretative 
logics: it's possible to evaluate the generic extensions through the study of the edges, perhaps it's possible 
to identify the functional or temporary uses associated with them, but it's however difficult to bring them back 
to some characterizing formal categories. Bernardo Secchi defines them as «... spaces that are between 
things, between subjects and objects next to each other, become empty because they lack a recognizable 
role». 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ecosystem services, as defined by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) are configured as «the multiple benefits provided by 

ecosystems to human beings». The document describes four main categories: life support (such as nutrient life cycle, soil formation 
and primary production), procurement (such as the production of food, drinking water, raw materials or fuel), regulation (such as 
climate control and tidal waves, water purification, pollination and natural prevention of infestations), cultural values (including the 
aesthetic, spiritual, educational and recreational). 

4 Ian L. McHarg (Clydebank, 1920 - Chester, 2001) architect and landscape designer of Scottish descent, he focused his academic work 
in the United States, founding the Department of Landscape Architecture at the University of Pennsylvania. Known primarily as an 
essayist, his studies have included the relationship between regional planning and natural ecosystems, contributing not only to the 
advancement of the bio-regionalist approach, but also laying the groundwork for the development of modern Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS). 

5 Kevin Andrew Lynch (Chicago, 1918 - Martha 's Vineyard, 1984) after the experience at Taliesin under the guidance of Frank Lloyd 
Wright, is formed as an urban planner and professor at MIT in Boston, concentrating his studies on the geography of perception and 
environmental psychology. The most famous book 'The Image of City' is the result of an investigation into the way in which the visitors 
of the city interpret urban space organizing it, according to a common patterns of thought scheme, through five specific categories: 
paths, edges, districts, nodes, references. 
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If the landscape design approach project is based also on the critics to urbanization, it's interesting to note 
how the different contemporary lecture on cities draw new relationship with the production's spaces without 
considering the local actors (farmers for example) that should characterize them. (image 4) 
 
But the citizens of the XXI century will increasingly need natures to live and to perceive, redefined according 
to the different cultures, whether they resulted in the elective forms of gardens and parks, or the more 
informal and spontaneous examples, as urban agriculture6 in a position to be able to reinterpret those 
residual spaces between things, incomplete and generic. In this sense, the agricultural fringe spaces, as well 
as the urban one, can be understood as distinctive elements to "make landscape", because starting from 
their first production meaning (self-sufficiency), then responding to the citizens' need to claim green spaces 
where recognize themselves (self-identity).  
 
The interest on the landscape of urban left overs produced by sprawl and their reclamation is a phenomenon 
already common in urban design's approach in Europe as emerged from several studies on the integration of 
agricultural areas within the urban fabric and the specific initiatives at Community level. Some Interreg 
actions, or programs like Metropole nature, Extramet, PURPLE (Peri-Urban Regions Platform Europe) or 
PLUREL (Peri-urban Land Use Relationships), contribute to the discussion on these issues, especially when 
made in relation to the evolutionary dynamics of the territory. Urban regeneration, trough the "bottom up" 
redevelopment of these residual spaces, can take on a new procedural vision balanced between collective 
interests and forms of environmental compensation. 
The nature of productive landscapes related to the urban voids is intertwined, therefore, with that of the 
project for green infrastructure at the local level: one of the great leitmotif of European political agendas as 
well as within the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)7. 
 
This outlines an attitude to consider the landscape as a sequence of "waiting vacant areas", with different 
development pattern and with possibilities of more or less durable interventions. From urban ephemeral to 
territorial ephemeral, in a sort of "temporary landscape" yet to be investigated and to develop, as an 
architecture of complex relationships and not only of relationships between the volumes. 
So it makes sense to talk about new concepts of conservation, in favor of policies that are not restricted to 
ensure the passive protection of landscapes, ineffective and often counterproductive, but that will ensure the 
continuous transformation with appropriate management and creative interventions that are necessary in 
situations of degradation, problems, or profound alteration. 
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1 - The increase productivity in agriculture sector led to a progressive loss of crops’ biodiversity. 
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2. Comparison between the current urban model and  the ecosystem resilience’s integrated one. 
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3. The access to methods of direct cultivation or km0 brand, together with purchasing of the DOP, DOC, IGP products 
generates a future scenario also in periurban contexts and promoting the commercialization on a local scale. 
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4. Starting from the 50’s, in the south-east part of Berlin have been set up large areas of kleingärtens, which became a 
real open spaces’ essential and distinctive elements for landscaping, production or simple hobbies. 
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5. Land-use matrix of the Kleingartenverein system in Berlin Britz’s outskirts. 
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