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POSTCARD
FROM THE EDGE

imtraduction
Conferences on the theme of sustainatle urban
development seem fo be sprouting up evenywhara these
days and event organisers have their wark cut out inving
to comvince potential attendeas why they should attend
one symposium over anciher. Eco Edge 2, which was heid
in Melboume in February, relied on an Impressive list of
international speakars (o attract regisirations, This was
perhaps at the expense of a more clearly dofined vision
for the conference, despie all good intentions. The event
brochure gave lengthy blos for the speakers, but the
overarching aim was lelt to Melboume's Lord Mayer, Johin
Sa, to articulate. His introduction stated thal Eco Edge’s
goa! "was 1o ensure our cities remain sustainable and will
explore the design challenges facing major urban centras”,

There may be some of you out there wondaring just
when cities became sustainable in the first place, and by
whal standard of metrics, but to judge a conference by its
FR gumph would be short-sighted. Because there was, in
faci, a great degres of interast from professionals al large
trying o meet the urgant design challenge of building
sustainable cities. in the longer term, ane would imagine that
surstainability within cities is averyday practice, however, In
the face of increasing urbanisation, rampant eonsumerism
and an inexarable increase in populalion this is far away.

Having just recovered from the possibility of a 'Go
for Growth' strateqy prepared by an outgoing lederal
government, and set against a backdrep of the Stem Report
which induced alarm on my part, there was a general
consansus among Eco Edge atendres that 2008 marks a
tiiting paint in the urbanisation of our planet. According 1o
conference speaker, Xuemal Bal from the CSIRO, this is the
thrashald year that cur urban population iz greater than cur
rural population - the first tme in human civilisation,

The challenge for architects and urban designers is
how do we address this profound shift in the cccupation
of cities? If the current rate of urbanisation continues at the
same trend, B0% of the world's population will Ive in cities.
In countries such as China, the Long March is now o the
cily, with B5% of China's poputation living in cities by 2000,
compared to 43% at prezent. So with a constalation of
imvited speakars from around the world and a standing-room
anly list of atlendees, the question on everyone's lips was,

“Are we spiralling inle oblivian or are there glimmers of hape
arcund the globe that we can learn from?”

Among many snippets of hope, twe are worth repoti;mg
oriefly, Mevile Mars gave a presentation on how we mighat
address the emvironmental possibifities {sic) of buikiing
the equivalent of all of the current building stock in the EL
in China within the next 20 years. This was not conjechres,
bt rather China's likely path of urbanisation ovar the nenct
two decades with 830 million new urbanites neadingin > e
accommodaied,

Az the result of a grant from the Dutch goversnment, M ars
set up the Dynamic City Foundation lo better undersiand
the trends of rampant whanization and address ways
of dealing wilh this so-called "ffash urbanism' whare
cities appear 1o spring up overnight, Mars' work showed
tascinating polycentric ways of densifying major cities and
the presaniation was at limes a bil ke postcards from N
edge. The liberating compaciness of the Dynamic City
Foundation's modeiling, however, is porhaps something
that can only ba achiaved in quasi-communist China. il alze
refies heavily on a mavement of greanification, not ESD bt
rather a 'Garden City foreground’ 1o most of its cities.

Mars' images also gave a visual reminder of the questicon
put to Pater Davidson the previous day: “What can Austraulian
governments do to address the urbanisation and fikely
emvironmental problems in China?” His answer: “Export
urban designers and architects to China® With sa much
expertiza aiready being exporied from large Australian
practices to the instant urbanism of the Middle East | wasn®
sure if this was the most appropriate answer, ., and indeacd
wendarad wihy the same questions were not asked of
Australian cities and aur fascination with suburbia.

Barnard Khoury's presentalion was a wonderfully chscure
ovendiaw of creating underground nightciubs in bambsites in
Beirut, prampting murmurs among atlendess as to his why
he was imdted in the first place. Howevar, to view the warlk In
a differant light, his work iz about minimal inarvention [which
is perhaps the most appropriate environmental intervantion
of alt) and the: promation of jukiaposiion in 2 desiabiisad
and disconnected environment. There's a lesson there far all
of us...



