
T H E  A R T  
O F  U R B A N  
P L A N N I N G



pinnacle pr oblems of ur ban l iving, l ike lack of 
exer cise and unhealthy diets.  Their  dedicat ion 
to inspir ing l i festyle change means they ar e 
tak ing their  science and making i t  an 
inter discipl inar y ar t . Weaving together  lessons 
fr om sustainabi l i t y, contempor ar y 
ar chi tectur e, and publ ic health, these ar t ists 
ar e cr eat ing the gr een ci t ies of the futur e. 

Whi le social  media and wear able tech have 
helped the publ ic become mor e awar e about  
the smal l  changes they can make in dai ly l i fe, 
sew ing these pr act ices into the st r eets of a 
ci t y is mor e effect ive in changing l i festyle.  As 
H ugh Bar ton for  the Wor ld H ealth 
Or ganizat ion (WH O) Col labor at ing Cent r e at  
the Univer si t y of the West  of England states, 
'The health-r elated pr ofessions incr easingly 
r ecognize that  pr omot ing health solely 
thr ough pr ogr ammes of changing the behavior  
of individuals or  smal l  gr oups is not  ver y 
effect ive [ ...]  What  is needed is a mor e 
fundamental , social , economic, and 
envir onmental  change."   By making changes to 
the ur ban envir onment , planner s can 
encour age healthier  pr act ices, and r esidents 
pr obably won't  even not ice.

This l i festyle change begins w ith design.  The 
ci t ies of the futur e, thanks to ur ban planner s 
w i l l  be bui l t  for  i t s r esidents w ith an emphasis 
on r econnect ing w ith natur e and locale. 

 

y 2030, 60% of the populat ion is 
expected to l ive in ci t ies, accor ding to 
the United N at ion's Sustainable 
Development  sector.  

Alr eady, ci t ies ar e r i fe w ith envir onmental  
and health r isks. Obesity because of l im ited 
access to fr esh or  local  food, especial ly in 
low-income neighbor hoods (known as " food 
deser ts"), and lack of gr een spaces, which 
have been known to encour age exer cise and 
al leviate depr ession put  ci t y-dwel ler s at  r isk  
and lower  their  qual i t y of l i fe.  In the next  
decade, the populat ion sur ge in ci t ies w i l l  
l ikely only make these pr oblems wor se.  So 
what  can expect ing ci t ies do now to to 
ensur e that  they can suppor t  the inf lux of 
new  r esidents and faci l i t ate a bet ter , 
heal thier  qual i t y of l i fe? 

Star t ing healthy pr act ices now ar e ci t ies l ike 
Chicago, San Fr ancisco, and N ewar k, and 
their  lead w i l l  l ikely inspir e a change for  
other  ci t ies in pr epar at ion for  the futur e 
populat ion sur ge.  These ci t ies ar e 
r edefining pr eviously conceived not ions of 
ci t y-l i fe by adding mor e gr een spaces, local  
ur ban far ming, and tak ing steps to make 
their  ci t ies mor e walkable and bikeable.  

Leader s in this gr een movement  ar e 
new-age ur ban planner s, the pr ofessionals 
r esponsible for  designing spaces to achieve 
st r ategic and pol icy goals that  f i t  w i th 21st  
centur y ideals of health and envir onmental  
consciousness.  

Ur ban planner s ar e luck i ly not  alone in this 
endeavor  anymor e.  Innovator s, designer s, 
and ar chi tectur es ar e also tak ing par t , 
becoming honor ar y ci t y planner s in their  
own r ight .  Wor k ing together , these 
pr ofessionals ar e conscient ious of  the 
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Sagegr eenl i fe r efer s to as the " innate human 
connect ion to plants."   As populat ions in 
ci t ies sur ge, ci t y-dwel ler s r isk sever ing this 
int r insic connect ion to the natur al  wor ld.  
Typical ly, ci t y l iving is thought  of as an 
opposi te to the natur al , agr ar ian l i festyle of 
the count r yside.  As Steven Cohen of the 
H uff ington Post  w r i tes, "The pr oblem w ith 
the idea of get t ing 'back ' to natur e is that  
ther e ar e too any people and ther e is not  
enough natur e."   

The r isk of losing touch w ith natur e makes 
Sagegr eenl i fe's wor k al l  the mor e impor tant .  
Fight ing against  the concr ete, br ick, and 
steel  is the lush gr een vegetat ion that  not  
only pr ovides a fami l iar  and comfor t ing sight  
to ci t y-dwel ler s, by also helping w ith air  
pur i f icat ion and water  management .  The 
M i l lennial  gener at ion in par t icular  is 
r epor ted to value sustainabi l i t y and wel lness 
in both their  dai ly and wor k l ives.  Ci t ies of 
the futur e must  commit  to gr eenness i f  they 
hope to at t r act  M i l lennials.  L iving wal ls is 
one method that  ar chi tects and designer s 
have taken to pr omot ing sustainabi l i t y and 
healthy l i festyles in the hopes of boost ing 
economy fr om new r esidents.   By gr eening 
ci t ies, these innovator s ar e choosing to 
cul t ivate bui ldings, not  const r uct  them.  

ne way that  ur ban planner s have made 
ci t ies healthier  is by inject ing mor e  
gr een into the concr ete jungle.  Ur ban 
planner s often ut i l ize par ks to incr ease 

air  qual i t y and inspir e a mor e act ive, outdoor  
l i festyle for  ci t y-dwel ler s, whi le moder n-day 
ar chi tects have taken mor e innovat ive 
measur es.  One USA-based ar chi tectur e f i r m, 
Sagegr eenl i fe, is making gr assy gr een wal ls 
the cool new  thing.  Their  vision is to " [bui ld]  
a bet ter  qual i t y of l i fe thr ough l iving design."   

Their  " l iving wal ls"  ar e const r ucted by a 
team of hor t icul tur ists who col labor ate w ith 
local  nur ser ies.  The wal l  system is bui l t  out  
of modular  t i les using a layer ed basalt  r ock 
f iber  that  evenly dist r ibutes water  and 
oxygen.  N o soi l  and no fear  of br eak down or  
decay, these l iving wal ls take car e of 
themselves.  

Sagegr eenl i fe is commit ted to sustainabi l i t y 
in i t s inter nal  pr ocesses, as wel l .  The l iving 
wal l  systems ar e composed of r ecyclable 
mater ials and their  maintenance, which the 
team takes car e of for  you, is low  on ener gy 
and water  consumpt ion.  

Chicago, IL  has taken up Sagegr eenl i fe's 
ser vices in places al l  over  the ci t y.  
Companies l ike Left  Coast  and H abits at  
Wor k have instal led l iving wal ls in their  
spaces to br ing together  natur e and people.  
Their  diner s and wor ker s benefi t  fr om what  
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Popping up in abandoned shipping container s and factor ies in ci t ies is a new type of mass local  
pr oduct ion--far ming.  H alf  of the "buy local"  movement  and hal f  high-tech far ming, these 
or ganizat ions ar e the new leader s in ur ban sustainabi l i t y.

One such or ganizat ion, Aer oFar ms out  of N ewar k N J, has been tak ing over  headl ines w ith their  
innovat ive ur ban far ming.  Their  70,000 squar e foot  far m takes r esidence in a for mer  steel  
plant .  In their  "ver t ical  far ms,"  cr ops ar e stacked in hor izontal  or  ver t ical  r ows, fed by water  
and LED l ights. Aer oFar ms r epor ts that  what  they gr ow  in 1 acr e in ver t ical  far ming takes 138 
acr es to gr ow  in the f ield.  They use 95% less water  and no pest icides--when you gr ow  inside, 
ther e's no need.   

As such ur ban far ming has huge advantages over  t r adi t ional  far ming.  By over tak ing spaces 
such as abandoned factor ies, they ar e r esur r ect ing what  would nor mal ly be demol ished and 
giving i t  a new  pur pose.  Inside the far m, they ar e able to manipulate l ight  and water  and 
cr eate any ar t i f icial  envir onment  to cater  to the needs of each cr op, l ike changing humidi t y 
levels or  temper atur e.  Even in the cold N or th East , ur ban far mer s can gr ow  year -r ound.    

Agr icul tur e in the US is one of the most  pol lut ing and unsustainable indust r ies.  Cash cr ops l ike 
wheat  ar e gr own on massive far ms, which not  only is a misuse of land, but  also makes them 
suscept ible to envir onmental  hazar ds, l ike pests or  cl imate i r r egular i t ies that  negat ively affect  
gr ow th.  In at tempts to combat  these plagues, cr ops of spr ayed w ith pest icides, which ar e not  
only har mful  to the local  atmospher e and the far mer s, but  also to the consumer.  What  cr ops 
sur vive must  be pr ocessed so that  they can sustain the long shipping pr ocess to other  par ts of 
the count r y.  So, what  is left  is nut r i t ional ly st r ipped, bland, and chemical ly t r eated, none of 
which adds to a healthy diet .

Far m i n g  Fact or i es

Convenient ly, ur ban 
far mer s make use of 
spaces that  ar e 
other w ise for got ten 
or  unneeded by the 
r est  of the 
community.   These 
spaces would 
nor mal ly r ot  and 
cr umble, adding 
another  level  of 
hazar d for  
neighbor s, or  bought  
out  and demol ished 
by cor por at ions, 
which uses lar ge 
amounts of ener gy 
and r eleases 
pol lutants into the 
air.  

As such, not  only ar e 
ur ban far ms 
bet ter ing the 
community's dinner  
plate, but   the local  
atmospher e.  Whi le 
they don't  impr ove 
publ ic air  qual i t y l ike 
the l iving wal ls, their  
r oots gr ow  in a 
bui lding--l i t er al ly 
and f igur at ively--that  
other w ise would 
l ikely be 
unnecessar i ly 
upr ooted.

D eat h  t o  
D em ol i t i on

Ur ban far ms r espond to this pr oblem in the agr icul tur e indust r y by  
mit igat ing the emission of fossi l  fuels and use of pol lutants and by 
br inging the far ming of food closer  to the place i t  w i l l  be consumed.  
N ot  only does the food taste bet ter , but  i t  also is healthier  and 
suppor ts local  businesses r ather  than massive cor por at ions that  often 
exploi t  labor er s, par t icular ly those fr om M exico and other  Lat in 
Amer ican count r ies.

In at tempts to fur ther  connect  w ith the community and spr ead their  
exper t ise in this gr ow ing f ield, Aer oFar ms col labor ates w ith a local  
char ter  school.  They pr ovide pr oduce for  school lunches and the 
chi ldr en in tur n lear n about  ver t ical  far ming techniques.  

With their  community commitment  and innovat ive appr oach, 
Aer oFar ms pr ove to be the far ming of the futur e.  With such a sur ge 
expected in ci t ies, local  and innovat ive far ming is essent ial  to keep up 
w ith the hungr y mouths and pr omote a healthier  l i festyle for  
ci t y-dwel ler s.  
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r banist  Jeff  Speck wor ks to make ci t ies mor e walkable.  I t  seems so simple, but  Amer ica has 
suffer ed fr om a phenomenon known as "subur ban spr aw l."   This is when when r esidents 
choose to l ive fur ther  outside of the ci t y so as to escape the health r isks that  ar e 
synonymous w ith ur ban l iving, l ike pol lutants or  lack of gr een spaces, but  l iving fur ther  

fr om the ci t y center  makes people car -dependent .

Bad for  the envir onment  and for  act ivi t y levels and social  l i fe, car  dependency is the plague of 
the healthy Amer ican l i festyle.  Ever  hear d the phr ase "si t t ing is the new smoking"?  Staying 
stat ionar y behind a desk, then behind the wheel of a car , cont r ibutes to the unhealthy l i festyles 
that  make 65% of Amer icans adults over weight .  The pr evalence of subur ban spr aw l, which is 
often thought  of as the goal of the Amer ican Dr eam, has r equir ed automobi les to be, as Speck 
cal ls them, a pr osthet ic device.  H our s spent  in the car  ar e isolat ing and wasted, making 
par t icular ly subur banites obese and depr essed, accor ding to studies synthesized by Br andon 
M ckee of the N ew Yor k Times.  

N ew-age ur banists ar e wor k ing at  the r oot  of the cause to combat  subur ban spr aw l and pr event  
i t  f r om incr easing w ith the expected inf lux in ci t y-dwel ler s in the coming year s.  Speck r efer s to 
the Amer ican healthcar e cr isis of over weight  and obese adults as the disease that  ur ban 
designer s can cur e.  Al l  that 's needed is to make a ci t y mor e walkable.  Dr. Steven Polzin 
emphasizes the benefi t s of common healthy pr act ices, such as walk ing, w ith his headl ine on 
Planet izen: "So the Chief Doc says 'Talk a Walk.'"   Speck out l ines in his Theor y of Walkabi l i t y four  
main ways to do this: 1) have a r eason to walk 2) the walk has to feel  safe and be safe 3) the walk 
has to be comfor table and 4) the walk has to be inter est ing.  Instead of making lar ge zones for  
each par t  of l iving--shopping, lear ning, wor k ing, and l iving--ur ban planner s l ike Speck ar gue to 
mix these zones so each is r eachable by walk ing.

Ur banists l ike Speck want  ci t y-dwel ler s to walk to wor k, walk to the stor e, walk to school, and 
walk to visi t  their  fr iends.  H owever , bui lding this k ind of l i festyle can easi ly take year s, space, 
and money that  a lot  of Amer ican ci t ies do not  have.  

As a mor e shor t -ter m appr oach, innovator s and advocates l ike the ones in San Fr ancisco ar e 
tak ing to establ ishing pop-up par ks that  encour age walk ing in ways that  don't  r equir e major  
r emodel ing.

PRI ORI TI Z I N G PEOPL E
U
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 What  has been lost  w i th the dependency on 
car s is the " leisur ely walk."   Longer  
commut ing t imes as a r esul t  of l iving fur ther  
away fr om wor k takes away valuable 
down-t ime, causing wor k ing pr ofessionals to 
choose to spend their  t ime indoor s r ather  
than outside.

"Par k lets,"  micr o-par ks bui l t  in whatever  
avai lable space, have r eigni ted the pleasur e 
of the Walk.  Par k lets have been making a 
statement  in San Fr ancisco, wher e weather  
al lows these somet imes-tempor ar y st r uctur es 
to r emain per manent .  One leader  in the 
Par k let  movement  is Pavements to Par ks, 
which notes that  25% of San Fr ancisco's land 
is taken up by st r eets-- mor e space than al l  
the publ ic par ks combined.  Since Amer ican 
ci t ies ar e t r adi t ional ly bui l t  for  the vehicle 
instead of the r esident , st r eets ar e often 
excessively w ide and contain lar ge 
under ut i l ized spaces.  

The Pavement  to Par k pr ogr am, in 
opposi t ion, seeks to " test  the possibi l i t ies of 
these under used ar eas of land by quick ly and 
inexpensively conver t ing them into new 
pedest r ian spaces."   By tak ing over  par k ing 
spaces, they pr ior i t ize people over  car s, and 
simultaneously r educe automot ive use and 
pol lut ion.  
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Pavement  to Par k 's par k lets r eimagine the 
potent ial  of ci t y st r eets, encour age 
non-motor ized t r anspor tat ion, enhance 
pedest r ian safety and act ivi t ies, foster  
neighbor hood inter act ion, and suppor t  local  
businesses, which thr ive on walk-in business.

Andr ew  Stober , chief of staff  in the M ayor 's 
Off ice of Tr anspor tat ion and Ut i l i t ies in 
Phi ladelphia, another  ci t y which has star ted 
to implement  par k lets, states that  these 
pint -sized par ks ar e "par t  of a lar ger  
movement  in the ci t y as we think about  how  
to make i t  a mor e l ivable place."

The idea that  ci t ies have become unl ivable 
is an unfor tunate t r uth to many Amer ican 
ci t ies.  Indust r y and infr ast r uctur e have 
histor ical ly taken ci t y space away fr om the 
ci t y-dwel ler.  Par k lets, l ike l iving wal ls, offer  
gr eenness w ith which ci t y-dwel ler s can 
r econnect  w ith natur e.  

But  par k lets do mor e than just  spectacle a 
pr et ty space.  Their  benches or  chair s, which 
ar e obviously dist inct  fr om those in near by 
cafes or  r estaur ants, pr ovide spaces for  
pedest r ians to enjoy t ime outdoor s.  Akin to 
the Eur opean Plaza, an ur ban design aspect  
that  lar gely missed Amer ican ci t ies, par k lets 
ar e spaces wher e t ime is slowed for  the 
enjoyment  of just  si t t ing.  

Sm al l  Sp aces d o i n g  B i g  Th i n g s

http://pavementtoparks.org/parklets/
http://pavementtoparks.org/parklets/
http://pavementtoparks.org/parklets/
http://www.governing.com/topics/energy-env/gov-parklets-next-big-idea-in-urban-planning.html


he ar t  of ur ban planning w i l l  save the futur e. Their  hol ist ic r esponses to issues l ike car  
dependency, poor  food qual i t y, and poor  air  qual i t y cr eate l i festyle changes that  ar e 
necessar y to foster  healthy l i festyles.

These l i festyle changes ar e not  innate to Amer ican cul tur e as they ar e w ith other  count r ies.  In 
Spain, the after -wor k hour  is often spent  si t t ing outside social izing w ith fr iends.  In China, 
people of al l  ages gather  in par ks to pr act ice tai  chi  in the mor ning.  In H ol land, bike-r iding is 
the nor m mode of ci t y t r anspor tat ion.

L i festyle change is the har dest  to enfor ce.  Even Jeff  Speck shar es his hesi tat ion w ith Amer ica's 
abi l i t y to change i t s ways.  Ur ban design, though, has the abi l i t y to inspir e these l i festyle 
changes en masse instead of wait ing for  individuals.  In doing so, they ar e not  only inspir ing a 
healthier  l i festyle, but  they ar e changing Amer ican cul tur e.  

Choosing a healthy ci t y then becomes the next  step in individual r esponsible to a healthy 
l i festyle.  The 60% of ci t y-dwel ler s come 2030 should take car e into r esear ching which ci t ies w i l l  
give the best  qual i t y of l i fe.  

Recognizing smal l  ini t iat ives l ike ur ban far ms, par k lets, gr een spaces, or  pedest r ian-fr iendly 
zones give pr ospect ive ci t y-dwel ler s an insight  into how gr een a ci t y is.  Whi le 
economic-standing, night l i fe scene, k inds of cor por at ions, and school system should al l  be 
consider ed when moving to a new ci t y, pr ospect ive r esidents should not  over look the pr evalence 
and qual i t y, or  lack ther eof, of publ ic spaces.  

T
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