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The distanced city 

E D I T O R I A L

The way measures were implemented in response to the Covid-19 

crisis has shaken up accepted urban design norms across Europe 

and can pave the way for future fields of development in landscape 

architecture. During the crisis, large numbers of people had to 

observe periods of lockdown in varying degrees of severity.  

The collective experience of staying at home, applying social dis-

tancing or having to justify basic movement, raises serious consid-

erations about the use and experience of public urban space and  

how design principles are taken for granted. In a recent report,  

the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-

ment) lists a series of ‘key uncertainties’ regarding the impacts of 

Covid-19 on various interconnected systems. Spatial scenarios are 

diverse, ranging from ‘de-urbanization’ with urban dwellers moving 

to rural and suburban areas, to ‘re-urbanization’ with populations 

concentrated in cities providing medical facilities, co-working and 

contactless infrastructures, to a middle ground scenario of ‘self-

contained enclave lifestyles’.1 The study also mentions phenomena 

such as migration pressures and shrinking civic spaces. This direct 

confrontation with the notion of ‘uncertainty’ is a cause for reflection 

for many designers regarding the responsiveness and adaptability 

of design practices.2 With subsequent epidemic waves likely to arise, 

how can we learn to live in and share an urban environment with 

the advent of uncertainty and social distancing and what will be the 

impact of Covid-19 on our way of designing? How can landscape 

architecture position itself in this context? Multiple calls for opinions 

on Covid-19 and possible scenarios for urban planning have been 

published in various public and professional media.3 In diverse short 

contributions and essays, new directions for landscape design in 

public spaces in Europe have emerged. 

The current pandemic illustrates the scale of globalization through 

the rapid propagation of the virus in our interconnected world.  

The dimensions and scales at which designers generally conceive 

landscapes are challenged, from small local interventions to the 

urban planning scale to the larger territorial project. The lockdown 

and the restriction of movement greatly impact the local scale.  

With the closure of nonessential shops, people have to (re)focus on 

strict necessities, on nurturing a network of mutual assistance, with 

neighbours and resources in their immediate vicinity while also 

ordering goods online. Local production and distribution points 

become obvious, as well as the efficiency of global distribution 

networks. Writing about the excessiveness of urban life, philosopher 

Thierry Paquot advocates the return to a human-scale system and a 

‘frugal’ urban model.4 Creating social links and political awareness 

through design at a small scale is one of the powerful, yet simple 

aims of landscape architects. An evolution is occurring in landscape 

design from a formal approach based on plan and composition 

towards an ascendant approach that produces territorial visions 

and strategies and premeditates a landscape matrix where smaller, 

simpler and more frugal landscape interventions can emerge.  

Kamni Gill, Imke van Hellemondt, Janike Kampevold Larsen, 

Sonia Keravel, Anaïs Leger-Smith, Bruno Notteboom, 

Bianca Maria Rinaldi

In Vallée de la Vilaine near Rennes, landscape design studio Agence 

TER published a landscape plan that embodies a vision for the 

whole valley.5 In this ‘territorial park’, the plan considers the future 

potential evolution for ecological systems over the coming decades 

and installs a network of local paths through semi-natural areas, agri-

cultural fields and along the river. It also proposes tools for people 

to reclaim their territories. Agence TER worked alongside a collec-

tive as well as with sociologists and artists to conduct pilot actions, 

temporary exhibitions, shared walks and festive openings for small 

designed schemes. This ‘cultural urbanism’ allowed implication, 

reclamation and appropriation of small spaces for the local inhab-

itants. ‘Territories’, in this case, is a concept less concerned with 

political administration, but instead closer to geography and the 

notion of a biome with managed land uses in relation to inhabitants’ 

perceptions and imaginaries of this ‘territory’. Agence TER proposes 

a social project as well as a planning project.  

With Covid-19, standard spatial measurements and norms are 

challenged in order to accommodate social distancing. While post-

Covid architecture is already being explored through increased floor 

area, increased minimum area per person in offices, wider crossing 

surfaces, staircases, hallways, reduced maximal occupancy rates and 

contact-less pathways, what will the post-Covid city look like?6  

The PUCA7 in Paris points towards the notion of a ‘distanced city’, 

reflecting on lockdown social behaviours such as working from 

home, home delivery services or public transport avoidance.8 

Emergency temporary measures are also implemented: pop-up 

bike lanes, shopping pick-up stations�, accommodation solutions for 

key workers, multipurpose public or residential spaces. In the long 

term, the re-dimensioning of public spaces might become essen-

tial. Spaces with high usage rates, intensive crossing points, waiting 

areas and even single footpaths might have to be expanded.  

This could trigger the reduction of road space for cars in favour of 

public transport, the dedication of some streets to pedestrian and 

bicycle use only, and overturn the privatization of public spaces.9

The notion of ‘distancing’ that came with Covid-19 requires the 

reassessment of the role of publicly accessible open spaces in 

cities. In some European countries, the lockdown limits time spent 

outside one’s home and only allows people to meet in public out-

door spaces such as streets, parks and gardens. In other European 

regions, parks and public places are simply closed or made inacces-

sible. Covid-19 is revealing spatial inequalities in terms of socializa-

tion and access to nature in the way that such measures have had a 

greater effect on households without gardens or terraces living far 

away from any public open space. The need to develop a matrix of 

public open spaces distributed within easy walking distance for all 

residents across cities has therefore become obvious, particularly 

in dense urban areas or around high-density buildings with high 

occupancy and no access to outdoor spaces. The implementation 
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of social distancing and the inequitable distribution of inhabitable 

green spaces and outdoor gathering spaces emphasizes the need 

to maintain unbuilt, flexible and adaptable land reserves in dense 

urban areas. Faced with the urgency of the situation, designers are 

exploring ideas for short-term proposals such as opening private 

gardens, churchyards, cemeteries or private parks to the public or 

taking advantage of brownfields and vacant spaces, friches10 around 

road and rail infrastructures in order to implement social distancing 

more comfortably.11 

Another solution could also be to transform spaces currently domi-

nated by motorized vehicles into pedestrian- and cyclist-friendly 

areas. More planting could turn some of the very functionalist local 

streetscapes into shaded schemes where it becomes more pleas-

ant to socialize (at a distance). Paved areas and mineral surfaces 

would be turned into permeable living surfaces. These solutions 

have recently been explored through concepts of ‘bike superhigh-

ways’ or ‘garden streets’.12 This could mean possible access to more 

inviting open spaces rather than vehicular-dominated spaces within 

a 1-kilometre range. The lockdown also triggered debates on the 

acceptance of low-maintenance natural areas and wildlife within 

cities. During the spring 2020 lockdown in Europe, some cities saw 

their maintenance crews furloughed and, as a result, vegetation 

flourished between the cracks, cobbles and kerbstones. Perhaps 

inhabitants appreciated the new spontaneous flourishment of pave-

ment plants and urban meadows and questioned the requirement 

for constant grass cutting and municipal manicuring. In times of 

calls to increase biodiversity in cities, a minimal approach to urban 

vegetation management arising from the exigencies of Covid-19 

serves as a prototype for creating a civically acceptable aesthetic 

that shows intent, but without the removal of all spontaneous  

natural plant growth.

One could hope that post-Covid urban planning might adopt more 

landscape-led solutions. The quality of landscape discourses, cri-

tiques and essays that are emerging in landscape architecture is a 

strong signal that the profession is not only actively involved in the 

urban design process, but also with publications on landscape issues 

by other disciplines such as architects, urbanists, historians, journal-

ists and geographers—that landscape design is all the more pertinent 

and crucial when responding to change at a strategic and planning-

scale perspective.13 A demonstration of how landscape architecture 

can contribute to rethinking the urban planning arena is the emer-

gence, in the last decade, of calls for proposals for landscape-led 

strategic urban planning studies in several large European cities, for 

example in Brussels or in Bordeaux.14 These strategic plans propose 

a landscape vision, a way of envisaging the metropolis through land-

scape. In these approaches, landscape is the notion that allows for a 

more inclusive envisioning of a whole territory. Landscape architect 

Michel Desvigne suggests three operational dispositions for land-

scape architecture as a foundation for urban design: ‘1–work from 

the natural geography of a territory to endow it with a landscape 

structure that will shape its urbanisation over time, 2 –design specific 

areas where the nature supplanted by urban expansion is recom-

posed, 3–consolidate a constellation of small planted areas.’15 

Could such notions be a guide for rethinking the post-pandemic 

city? As the pandemic demands rapid action, will it accelerate the 

incorporation of landscape design practices into the city-making 

process towards a more systematic and broader acknowledgement 

of the interrelationships between landscape and human well-being? 

The editorial of the JoLA issue 2-2019 discussed ‘the collapse of 

fixed disciplinary boundaries’ versus the necessity of a ‘holistic idea 

of a landscape professional field with a distinctive core and fixed 

boundaries’. We concluded with ‘the image of an extended family of 

landscape architects, gathering around different tables with a variety 

of disciplines to solve future problems’. In the wake of a post-Covid 

city, specific design and research methods and a developing body 

of literature progressively contribute to refining landscape architec-

ture as a discipline and profession that has the potential to adapt to 

rapid change, create more flexible spaces and fracture concreted 

urban norms, at all scales. 
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