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Our work that continues even when there is little to no 

use of fossil fuels in an effort to mitigate climate change

This will require us to REAFFIRM what we do

And to REFRAME how we work

Landscape Architecture 

Post  Carbon

What is Post Carbon Landscape Architecture?
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Key Points 
• Climate crisis is accelerating and worsening 

beyond expectations

• The dramatic implications of the end of 

fossil fuel use for landscape architecture

• The possibilities of post carbon landscape 

architecture  
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Possible Discussion Topics 
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Possible Discussion Topics 

How do we get started?

Opportunities? Obstacles? “Realities?”

Partners?

Emotional responses?
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What this is not about: 
personal critique
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What this is about:  us

steveaustin.org

Willam Catton:  “While vilification often 

brings emotional gratification, it brings no 

solution to our common plight. Indeed it 

aggrivates life’s difficulties. Our common plight 

is not really due to villans.” 
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only supports community-scale projects bringing

multiple benefits – improving biodiversity by planting

indigenous trees, enhancing livelihoods as people are

paid to plant and maintain their trees

My Carbon Footprint Options: 

• Flying + bus = 285lbs CO2

• Personal car = 768lbs CO2

• Train = 112lbs CO2 (+ 192lbs CO2 driving to station) 
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1% of annual US per captia emissions 

16% of Sub-saharan avg

2.6% of annual US per capita emissions 

43% of Sub-saharan avg
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Climate Crisis
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Greta Thunberg 

“Our house is on fire. I am here to say, our house is 

on fire.

Solving the climate crisis is the greatest and most 

complex challenge that Homo sapiens have ever 

faced.

The main solution, however, is so simple that even a 

small child can understand it. We have to stop our 

emissions of greenhouse gases.

Either we do that or we don’t”
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“It is worse, much worse,

than you think.” David Wallace Wells

steveaustin.org



2019
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NASA / NOAA

For hundreds of thousands of years, atmospheric carbon dioxide has never been above this line

Atmospheric Carbon Dioxide 

“We have no historical or even evolutionary 

experience of the climate that we are creating.” Bob Ward
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We’re creating a greenhouse



Global warming is accelerating…

The last 4 years are the hottest on record

...by a large margin 
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We know what’s causing it



CO2:  Fossil Fuels
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CO2:  Industrial Agriculture
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CO2:  Land Use Change
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The future



Already 1.7F annually above historic averages 

As much as 7F above historic averages later in 
the century 

https://cliffmass.blogspot.com/2018/09/is-global-warming-significant.html

Washington State Warming

steveaustin.org



7°F (4°C) of warming “would constitute the end 

of civilization as we know it.” Michael Mann

Kevin Anderson, Climate Scientist 

Future Global Warming
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Tipping Points:  risk that self-reinforcing feedbacks could 

push the earth system toward “runaway climate change” 
Steffen, et al
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A banquet of consequences
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Mon 4 Mar 2019 16.00 GMT
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More than 500 million people depend

on coral reefs for food or fishing income

Temperature spikes are going to drive corals 

to extinction in the next couple of decades
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Climate refugees
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Climate refugees



steveaustin.org

Climate refugees



Climate refugees
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1 billion environmental migrants by 2050 
U.K.-based Christian Aid 

"Displacement of populations and 

destruction of cultural language and 

tradition is equivalent in our minds to 

genocide.” Tony de Brum, Marshall Islands Foreign Minister 
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• Resource depletion – energy, 

materials, soil, water 

• Pollution – plastic, water, air

• Biodiversity loss through mass 

extinction 

Anthropocene

Its not just climate crisis



The Response



“This report shows that we only have the 

slimmest of opportunities remaining to avoid 

unthinkable damage to the climate system 

that supports life as we know it.”
Amjad Abdulla, IPCC board member

“The next few years are probably the most 

important in our history.” 
Debra Roberts, IPCC co-chair

Staying at or below 1.5°C requires slashing 

global greenhouse gas emissions 45 percent 

by 2030 and reaching net zero by 2050.

October 2018
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This means the end of so much

STOP
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This is the world we 

must be designing for
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Post Carbon ERA

We must cease emitting CO2 into the atmosphere, 

especially through burning fossil fuels.

We must draw down excess CO2 to restore a 

livable climate. 
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Little to no use of fossil fuels for

construction

transportation 

creation of many common materials

Landscape Architecture 
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This will challenge landscape architects to reimagine

how we do what we do

Landscape Architecture 
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We are needed to design and build beautiful places that will nurture 

the healing and growth of authentic human communities and 

individual spirits.

We are needed to protect and restore systems that will help life to 

recover and flourish.

We are needed to share our understanding of the earth’s cycles, 

processes and bioregions to sustainably meet our elemental needs.

We are needed to help creatively adapt to the challenges of the 

Anthropocene, such as rising sea levels, fires, droughts, human 

migration, habitat loss, pollution, (and unfortunately), etc, etc, etc.

Reaffirming What We Do

None of these activities intrinsically 

require fossil fuels.
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An Example



Olmsted’s vision of “democracy-made-visible” 

Central Park
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No fossil fuels

Central Park
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Seneca Village

Central Park
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Reframing How We Work

Fossil fuels have only been fully embedded in the work of 

landscape architecture for 100 years or so, and then only as a 

means to our desired ends. 

Ending their use will demand that we reframe how we work:

• Energy Limits 

• Construction methods and materials 

• Design goals – no emissions and drawdown

• Education 

• Practice 

• Ethics

Landscape Architecture 

Post  Carbon
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Energy Limits
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A Breakup Story 
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Ah…..here is the answer! 

well not so much….

steveaustin.org



“The world will need to make do with far lower 

levels of energy than we use today.” Patrick Moriarty , Damon 

Honnery

this

five,

equally

on

will

expensive

Energy literacy: this isnt fuel – it is technology used to produce

electricity

NOT PLUG AND PLAY 

DOES NOT produce burnable fuels (gasoline, natural gas) – nearly 

100% of our  energy use  for transportation and commodity 

production 

Energy Limits 
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Energy Limits 
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Energy Limits:  NO FOSSIL FUELS 
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What it means:

2 things



Materials and Construction Methods
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“A low tech, high labor economy…”
Richard Heinberg 
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Do we have enough time for this? 
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Reframing How We Work

• RESEARCH IS VITAL

• Design 

• Education 

• Practice 

• Ethics

Landscape Architecture 

Post  Carbon
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What Won’t Work

Technology 

Geo-engineering 

Current path

Doing nothing
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Current Administration’s Department of Justice:

“there is no right to a climate system capable of sustaining 

human life….because such a right is entirely without basis in 

this Nation’s history or tradition.”
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To offset current emissions we just 

need to plant trees on 494,210,763 

acres PER YEAR (equivalent to four 

Spains) 

Offsetting Current Emissions



Carbon Capture
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Solar Geo-Engineering
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“Winning slowly is basically the 

same thing as losing outright.”
Alex Steffan

Current Path

steveaustin.org



Doing 

Nothing

“If we don’t respond to the emergency, 

we become part of the storm itself.”
Kathleen Dean Moore
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“The future hasn’t already been decided.” 
Rebecca Solnit
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Greta Thunberg 

“Adults keep saying:  ‘We owe it to the young people 

to give them hope.’ 

But I don’t want your hope.  I don’t want you to be 

hopeful.  I want you to panic. I want you to feel the 

fear I feel every day.  And then I want you to act.

I want you to act as you would in a crisis. I want you 

to act as if our house is on fire. Because it is.”
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What can we do? 
Continue to educate ourselves

Discuss this 

Analyze our professional carbon use – find 

immediate reductions
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Possible Discussion Topics 

How do we get started?

Opportunities? Obstacles? “Realities?”

Partners?

Emotional responses?
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