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Florian Zwangsleitner

What do huge flocks of sheep, hundreds of
rabbits, business parks, metropolitan parks,
leisure parks, high-tech parks have in common
with airports? These are the most frequent
visitors to airports recently constructed in Europe.
These are the new ways of inhabiting an airport
and connecting it to its context. Having so many
airport infrastructures has caused a premature
obsolescence of many of them. Many airports
were abandoned becoming a problem for cities
in terms of space and cost. However, airports are
challenging case studies because they are very
difficult to try to put back into the old structure of
the city. The combination of centrality, emptiness,
environmental contamination and economic
capability makes a good case for study from a
landscape perspective. What to do with these
flat, concrete, highly complex sites, often urban
spaces, once they are no longer needed for air

Keywords:
Airport Landscape, post-logistic infrastructures,
infrastructure resilience
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View From Above
Airports and the view from above have fascinated
and influenced landscape architects as well as
urban designers since the beginning of aviation.
Modern imagery has been significantly affected
by looking at places and territories from above.
The aesthetic of distance1 has always been
predominant. Le Corbusier enthusiastically
praised the bird’s eye view that the airplane
has endowed us with. However, that eye looks
with alarm at places where we live because the
spectacle is frightening, overwhelming. If, as for
Le Corbusier, the airplane eye reveals a spectacle
of collapse,2 today, according to Augé, the images
transmitted by geostationary satellites and aerial
photos have accustomed us to a global vision of
things. However, airports and infrastructures in
general have also had significant effects on the
transformation of urban and natural landscapes.
If it is acknowledged that until the 1990s, the
development of the infrastructure networks
in Europe caused an unexpected acceleration
of change in urban development, than during
the last decade this statement has become
invalid. The idea that infrastructure produces

Proceedings
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economic development in peripheral areas
and the belief that there cannot be economic
development without the creation of new
infrastructures are not univocally valid anymore.
Although the role of accessibility in economic
development is important, it can’t guarantee
economic development by itself and its role has
been overestimated.3 European landscapes are
full of “infrastructure ruins” that represent a
widespread situation of on-hold infrastructure.
At the same time, throughout the world, there
are hundreds of inner-city airports that will
cease to exist in the next decade. However, nonmaterial infrastructures4 are able to establish
the immediate artificial proximity to remote
places, with the possibility of reconstructing
places in the network that emulate real physical
spaces, with the design of the new vectors: this
technological evolution will have dramatic effects,
though still undefined, that will influence the
airport infrastructural system. The scenario is set
to change in unexpected ways.
Meanwhile, a new urbanity has been gradually
defined by new environmental and landscape
qualities with a higher respect and consideration
of local territories and identities. New temporal
regimes have been identified by new work
life and social attitudes. The scarcity of nonrenewable energy, economic change and new
lifestyles enhanced a more conscientious
ecological awareness. This generated a complex
change in the way of thinking and living in the
territory, the landscape and the city. Governments
and municipalities increasingly reduce budgets
for the building of public space, but still they are
moving important resources for the improvement
and development of infrastructures. This
constitutes a precious opportunity that cannot
be left to engineers alone, nor can it respond
to transport needs only. Recovering places and
ideas, overlaying the transport system with other
systems and public spaces constitutes a realistic
opportunity to improve the environmental
and social performance of the city in a more
sustainable way.

.
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Tendencies
Airfields can be classified through categories
of centrality, which imply system of flows and
land use as well as physical and geographical
proximity to the city. Airports can be engulfed,
insulated or marginal according to a system of
centrality, flows and attractors that determine
the territorial value. Many abandoned airports
have already become part of by the urban fabric:
they have been engulfed by the growth of the
city. Others airports are insulated from the city.
Others airports are more marginal in the urban
context. Worldwide case studies and research
experiments show different ways to activate
airports’ second life, starting the process that
Dümpelmann has defined as Airport Afterlives.7
After decommissioning, many former military
airports were not re-used and they have remained
in an abandoned state for years. But due to

Proceedings

Planning Obsolescence
Specific objects may become functionally
obsolete when they do not function in the
manner that they did when they were created.
Obsolescence occurs frequently because
repurchasing has more advantages than the
inconvenience related to the replacement of
parts; or when the cost of repairs is higher than
the cost of buying a new one and it is typically
preceded by a gradual decline in popularity.
Defined as “planned obsolescence”5 it is a
compulsory business practice that involved the
deliberate reduction of product life to increase
consumer consumption. In contrast to this,
Serge Latouche calls for a change in thinking:
a cultural shift in which reuse, recycling and
reinvention could bring new uses and second life
for many objects.6 The same thing can happen
to airports infrastructures, when they become
inadequate to still be airports due to physical,
technical or environmental problems. It can refer
to multiple aspects: technological, economic
and aesthetic and it becomes interesting to shift
the perspective from “planned obsolescence” to
“planning for obsolescence” as a societal change
of culture.

growing populations and the high demand for
new housing, many of these airports have been
re-developed as a new part of the city. Starting
with the transformation of the air connection
infrastructure (runway, technical street) into
roads and streets and continuing this new
urban development with houses, public services,
commercial and business areas. The addition of
public urban parks will add value to the gradual
renovation of existing structures and the new
urban development area. This development is
extremely well connected to the nearby cities, but
the memory of the airport is almost completely
removed. This is the case of Stapleton City
in Colorado or München Riem in Germany. In
other cases, many problematic airports no longer
present themselves in the potential range for
urban expansion. These airports, which were
once peripheral, have now been engulfed in the

546
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urban context, becoming physically central in the
city. This simplifies their re-conversion into park
and recreational places. These cases can make
the transformation into public urban parks as
clearly shown by Tempelhofer Park in Berlin or
Downsview Park in Canada.
In addition, the proliferation of low-cost
companies started to promote the revitalization
of secondary airports. After the post war
decommission of many small and medium
airports they remained unused for years until
local municipalities focused their attention on
these airfields to find alternative use solutions.
The fundamental role of these airports as
strategic hubs in the new low-cost air model and
their moderate but well connected dimensions
make them crucial airport infrastructures on
the local and European scale. They generate
a rapid transformation of land use and of
the infrastructure network relating to land
transportation. Stockholm-Skavsta Airport in
Sweden and Liege Airport in Belgium clearly
show how the integration of new economic,
cultural and leisure activities at these airports
contributed to a dynamic renewal of the
surrounding territories and improved local
businesses. In this way, the secondary low-cost

airports became landmarks in the territory and
important elements for the local economies.
Within this framework, it is possible to highlight
some paradigms that have increasingly gained
attention with recent design projects: landscape
that reclaim and compensate for what has
been destroyed, re-cycle as paradigm to renew
abandoned places looking for new meaning.
1. Landscape Reaction
Nowadays, the trend is moving away from the
modern attitude of domination and submission
that characterized previous decades towards a
mechanism of atonement for the excesses of the
past, towards an attitude of understanding and
balance with the legacy that has been inherited.
Thus, people have felt obliged to repair the
damage caused by several generations of their
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Landscape architects have recently reasserted
their historic interest in the airfield as a site of
design through a range of practices that most

547

Even if the slow rhythms of the landscape
inevitably collide with the incoming mass of
passengers, landscape becomes a medium
that generates processes of recovery also for
airport infrastructures. The economic centrality,
environmental impacts and cultural relevance
of airports, as well as their abandonment, has
provided landscape architecture with new
territories and opportunities to be explored. The
airport is claimed as a site of and for landscape.
Airports can have a new meaning, by conceiving
airport transformation through Landscape.
According to Charles Waldheim, describing an
airport as a landscape is already an important
conceptual break through: just claiming the
airport as an ecological or environmental field to
be managed.8

Proceedings

forefathers. This moral recovery, beyond that of a
simple physical recovery, implies atonement for
actions committed, by reinstating existing values
in the case of the natural environments or by
recovering uses within the urban environments.

often involve biological and ecological strategies
for dealing with the management of the airport. In
fact, it is not just a matter of simple engineering
or a solely architectural project. «Planning,
design, development and re-use of airport sites
is accomplished by focusing on the relationship
between the human and the non-human, as well
as on the flows of people, wildlife, machines,
energy, water and waste».9 The aim is to design
within a more coherent and interdisciplinary
framework. And most often it is a mechanism
that also allows one to plan for the ecological
function of the site over time. This allows one to
think about what is outside the airport and what
is on the airport, in relationship to each other.
In fact, thinking in a “landscape way” supposes
thinking about buildings, land use and ownership.
The landscape approach allows one to plan a
new airport, thinking about the entire life of the
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airport, including its decommissioning as one
long life cycle. And it is an international process.10
Many projects show a variety of landscape forms
that can be the outcome in the remediation of
an airport, like public urban parks, residential
neighborhoods, nature reserves and solar parks.
But it must be approached on a site-by-site and
project-by-project basis.
Airports are not just engineering projects and
architectural objects but more complex urban
ecologies with significant environmental
implications. Operating and abandoned airports
comprise complex urban ecologies. Landscape
is an opportunity to address airport’s critical
environmental issues and public health hazards.
Furthermore, landscape systems typically cost
less to build and maintain than conventional
infrastructure, creating an economic benefit.
Architects and planners have engaged in the
design of airports, mitigating and remediating
the adverse environmental impacts of aviation.
Airport planning, design and development have
led to the creation of new landscapes, event
programs and synthetic ecologies.

2. Re-cycle creation
Recycling helps to reduce waste, to limit its
presence, to reduce disposal costs and to limit
production of new waste. It is an experimental
idea that stresses the interpretation of design
as an adaptive practice carried out by specific
tactics. Accordingly, the recycling of airports
could become an operative strategy for other
urban transformations. The conversion of airport
infrastructure, in fact, increases quality and
development of the surrounding urban and
social condition, transforming airfields into
catalytic processes. These new infrastructures
generate trade with landscapes but also allow
us to see new landscapes. Therefore, the
airport infrastructure can be considered as a
place of permanence and not just a transition,
as a biological material11 originating from the
surrounding area and as an integral part of the
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The recycling process of an airport is not
exhausted with the total assimilation of the
infrastructure into the city. After a recycle
transformation and re-activation, the airport
leaves physical traces of its memory and of the
presence of the previous life or of the former
activity. Like Ypenburg project in which the
former runway has been converted into an
ecological landmark and urban promenade,
called “Landingslaan”. Or Maurice Rose Airfield
project that leave the signs of airport activities
through the re-elaboration and re-interpretation
of the concrete and asphalt into urban parks

Proceedings

new territorial condition. The airport becomes
a place to live in, not just a doorway to another
destination. The airport infrastructure could
be organized to satisfy not only one specific
sector (flight operation) but it adapts itself and
its efficiency in relation to the surrounding
context, it can exchange flows (physical and
immaterial) with the surrounding territory and
accommodate multiple functions. Valuing and
anticipating the correct strategy of re-cycling for
airports is an increasingly urgent necessity, in
order to anticipate the inevitable decline of these
structures and to activate recovery processes in
synergy with the different urban realities.

and ecological environment. In many cases,
these design opportunities seem to show the
airport in terms of archaeology, as a place to be
rethought rather than as a place of innovation
and progress.12 However, the re-significance
and renewal of this infrastructure could activate
processes of growth, develop transport and
communication networks, and increase the
availability of landscape and places in which
to live. The recycling of airports could also
become an operative strategy for other urban
transformations. Furthermore, with the dispersion
of the contemporary city and the privatization of
buildings and activities, open space increasingly
gains importance as the place of relationship in
the city; pursuing environmental sustainability
objectives is a necessity. In that sense, recycled
obsolete and underused airports are imagining as
latent public spaces, with relational engines and
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ecological devices.
Resilient Landscape Reserves
The theme of new life cycle for infrastructure
could bring interesting possibilities for
landscape and urban design: faced with the
uncertainty of the market and of the future,
hybrid infrastructures could define changeable
scenarios of resilience. Many airport facilities
will become obsolete, many will serve other
functions and many will begin new life
cycles generating new trade within the cities,
landscapes and territories they serve. It seems
that the destiny for many airports will be
adaptation as points of territorial aggregation
with multiple functions: environmental,
touristic, and leisure. The projects above
mentioned show the transformation of
airport sites for a variety of new uses—from
public parks to ecological corridors, from
energy farms to new urban districts. These
re-interpretations of the airfields allow to
understand the crucial step that many small
and medium airports are currently facing:
they conceive the airport not only as transport
infrastructure but also as a key element for the
development of territories. They may become
the new backbone of the city, improving the
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Transposing the concept of resilience to
infrastructures refers to the capacity of a
structure to express diverse meanings over
time, beyond its original function or use. In
that sense, the exploration of fostering new
life cycles is a particularly significant issue for
the airport but it can be transferred to other
types of infrastructure. If an infrastructure is
no longer used (or needed), it is possible to
be rethought through its resilience, in order
to activate a process of renewal of its own
physical and functional condition. Resilience
is therefore a function of sustainability,
which requires a thorough review of the
organizational and management models upon
which urban coexistence relies. All ecosystems
are constantly evolving, often in ways that
are discontinuous and uneven. While some
ecosystems are perceived to be stable, this is
not strict stability in a mathematical sense; this
is simply our human, time-limited perception
of stasis.14 But resilient infrastructure is also
something that we can plan to produce a long
term strategy that ensures social homeostasis
through a shared governance, in order to
generate the conditions for better efficiency
as we move in the direction of creating a low
carbon civilization - through new technologies
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quality of urban life and becoming “a place
to live instead of a place to leave.”13. But, when
neither the landscape nor the city has the
chance to expand towards the airport, how can
the relationship between the cities and the
airport be changed? Among all the possibilities
and trends, the option of destroying the
infrastructure does not seem to be the most
convenient. Resilient and ecological airport
infrastructures could generate a reserve for
cities in which the function of aviation could
remain active as possibility, overlapping with
other ecological and urban systems. Similar
to cities, resilience should be the ability of an
infrastructure exposed to hazards to resist,
absorb, accommodate and recover promptly the
efficiency from the effects of the hazard. In this
scenario, the hazard exists as fact.

for a collaborative management of land, energy
resources and mobility. Resilient infrastructure
represents a system capable of renewing its
balance within the changing surroundings,
able to adapt to the stresses arising from
climate change and tasked with finding
solutions for some of the social, economic and
environmental crisis that characterizes our era.
Airport’s resilience value consists of two
factors: the large amount of available space
that could become an agricultural field, a
park, a public space or a square and in being
an infrastructure that is limited and used in a
specialized way. Additionally, airports, thought
temporarily unused, can still be returned to
usefulness. In the end, infrastructural resilience
is the capability of structures to regain value.
It may come back in value as infrastructure,
or as open space, or as a combination of both.
According to this, the reconversion of airport
infrastructure could become an operative
strategy for other urban transformations. Their
re-significance could increase quality and
development of the surrounding urban and
social conditions. The urban design approach
aims to rethink airfields, imagining them as
latent public spaces, in synergy with engines of
change and ecological devices.
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Endnotes

1
Augé M., Nonluoghi. Elèuthera, Milano,
2012, p. 13.
2
Le Corbusier, “Preface”. In: Aircrafts, Paris,
May, 1935, p. 5.
3
Outcome from ESPON Seminar in Paphos,
Cyprus, December 5-6, 2013.
4
The reflection comes from Paul N. Edwards
quotation: «Mature technological system –
cars, roads, municipal water supplies, sewers,
telephones, railroads, weather forecasting,
buildings and even computers in the majority of
their uses – reside in a naturalized background,
as ordinary and unremarkable to us as trees,
daylight and dirt. Our civilizations fundamentally
depend on them, yet we notice them mainly

.
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7
Airport Landscape Exhibition, curated by
Charles Waldheim and Sonja Dümpelmann,
assembles canonical cases, projects and
practices, as well as specific species and selected
sites in support of this claim. The exhibition was
organized within two broad thematic categories
- Operations and Afterlives - and it has been
held in at Harvard University, Graduate School of
Design on October 30 - December 19, 2013. The
projects exhibited are collected in the volume:
Dümpelmann S., Waldheim C. (eds.), Airport
Landscape: Urban Ecologies in the Aerial Age,
Harvard Design Studies, Cambridge, 2016.
8
Referred to the “Interview with Charles
Waldheim”, carried out at Graduate School of
Design, Cambridge, on December 12, 2013.
9
Referred to the Conference Airport
Landscape: Urban Ecologies in the Aerial Age
Exhibition, Panphlets, October 30 - December
19, 2013, Harvard University, Graduate School of
Design, Cambridge.
10
The best case studies are from Germany
or Scandinavia. However the operating airports
Schipol Airport, Oslo Airport and Munich Airport
are good examples. In America there are many
examples of decommissioned airports being
converted. Furthermore, there are many others
interesting international examples such as in
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when they fail, which they rarely do. They are the
connective tissues and the circulatory systems of
modernity. In short, these systems have become
infrastructures». Paul N. Edwards, “Infrastructure
and Modernity: Force, Time, and Social
Organization in the History of Sociotechnical
Systems”. In: Misa T. J., Brey P., Feenberg A.
(eds.), Modernity and technology, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, MIT Press, 2003, pp. 185-225.
5
The concept was identified in the 1930s
when the entrepreneur Bernard London argued
that the only way to revitalize the economy from
the economic collapse of 1929 was to stimulate
consumption.
6
Referred to the conference of Serge
Latouche at Genoa on March 5, 2014, and to the
book of the same author, Usa e getta. Le follie
dell’obsolescenza. Bollati Boringhieri (collana
Temi), 2013.

Morocco, Island, or Taiwan.
11
The infrastructure is considered as a
place of permanence and not just a transition,
a biological material originating from the
surrounding area and an integral part of the new
housing situation. It is an Osmotic Infrastructure:
an infrastructure in osmosis with the surrounding
area. Referred to the book of Mosè Ricci, New
Paradigms, LISt Lab, Barcellona/Trento, 2012.
12
Referred to the essay of Sara Marini,
“Spazi del volo e territori. Risonanze europee”.
In: Pippo Ciorra, Fernanda De Maio (eds.), Piccoli
aeroporti. Infrastruttura, città e paesaggio nel
territorio italiano, Marsilio, Venezia, 2008, p. 145.
13
See Sara Favargiotti, Airports On-hold.
Towards Resilient Infrastructures, Trento, LISt Lab,
2016, 104-107.
14
Referred to the essay of Chris Reed &
Nina-Marie Lister, “Parallel Genealogies”. In:
Projective Ecologies, Actar New York, 2014.
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