Nowhere does high density urbanism exist in such close proximity to nature as in Vancouver. Rapidly growing and unfettered by history, the city provides a glimpse of a possible new form of 21st Century urbanism. 

Incorporated in 1886, Vancouver is the youngest of North America’s large cities. Its population roughly doubled from 1.2 million in 1981 to 2.2 million in 2006 and is predicted to surpass 3 million by 2020

. 
The collateral effect of this growth is a density of 42,000 people/sq. mile in the core, placing it second only to Manhattan’s 65,000 people/sq. mile among Canadian and the American cities,. This density is all the more remarkable in relation to other relatively recently established cities on the continent, such as Houston (inc. 1837), with 3,300 people/sq. mile, and Denver (inc. 1861), with 3,600 people/sq. mile. Vancouver is an anomaly in a continent where the age of a city is typically inversely related to density: the younger the city, the less dense. This unlikely condition is the product of a fortuitous alignment of local planning initiatives with global real estate development and migration trends. The City’s 1991 Central Area Plan, designed to encourage the residential densification of downtown, rapidly became a reality when it inadvertently coincided with an influx of immigrants from Hong Kong.

Vancouverism, a term coined by planners and architects in the late 1990s
, has come to describe five basic principles for the city center: high density housing; provision of views; a large amount of green and recreation space; generous spacing between buildings; and ample civic amenities such as community centers and public art. The essential concepts underlying Vancouverism are density and livability. In the opening lines of Dream City: Vancouver and the Global Imagination, Lance Berelowitz writes, “Vancouver has emerged as the poster child of urbanism in North America”;
 and some critics have gone so far as to claim that Vancouverism has replaced Manhattanism as the apotheosis of contemporary city building.
 

The formal specificity of Vancouverism is defined by the dominance of the podium tower, the proliferation of variously scaled green spaces, and an emphasis on view corridors. The podium tower is a typology that places one to four residential point towers on top of a podium base that generally includes townhomes, commercial space, and amenity programs. This configuration ensures a significant spacing between towers, thereby mitigating crowding and affording views. Zoning guidelines enhance these effects by limiting tower floor plates to 6000 square feet for shorter towers and 4500 square feet for taller towers. The city’s green spaces result from both small scale interventions and large scale planning: the aggregation of individual green softscapes creates a patchwork of recreation spaces in the city; the 22-kilometer long sea wall encircling Vancouver’s central core includes a multi-lane pathway for pedestrians, joggers, cyclists, and skaters. At the most macro scale, the planning department defined 27 ‘view cones’ that preserve what are determined to be significant vistas. These geometrically defined air spaces start from a specific point and project in plan and section toward the mountains that rise on the city’s North Shore, aesthetically interlocking the city with the surrounding wilderness. The cones configure how the city relates to its exterior by determining the form of its interior. 
Vancouverism can also be understood as a strategy born of the city’s unparalleled natural context: Metropolitan Vancouver extends into mountains to the north, an area covered with vast expanses of temperate rain forest beginning less than five miles from the central core. These forests contain large areas of old-growth trees and substantial black bear and deer populations. Stanley Park, North America’s third largest city-owned park, sits directly adjacent to the central core and supports a diverse wildlife population that includes coyotes, bald eagles, raccoons, and Great Blue Herons. (The heron population, for instance, is considered to be one of the world’s largest and most successful urban wildlife conditions.)  The parks department monitors fourteen eagle nests as part of its effort to support urban eagle habitats. The waters surrounding the city are populated by an array of marine life, including millions of salmon that annually migrate to spawning grounds in the metropolis’ rivers. An estimated population of over 200 coyotes roams throughout the city. Collectively, these animals extend their reach directly into the urban environment as part of their routine feeding and habitation patterns.

Vancouverism’s tenet of density is rationalized in part as a technique of land preservation and reduced resource consumption; view preservation connects city dwellers to the surrounding wilderness; the proliferation of softscapes bring exterior ecologies into the city core. But these are, in large part, passive and objectifying strategies that reveal Vancouverism’s failure to fully capitalize on its natural environment. At the edge of large scale North American settlement, Vancouver’s dramatic local context of forested mountains and ocean inlets and bays places it in direct contact with relatively pristine natural ecologies. The dense, compact, and programmatically varied central core is in fact juxtaposed and intertwined with active and vibrant ecological systems. This interrelationship is an enticing provocation to re-think our understanding of urbanism.

With Vancouver and Vancouverism as points of departure, how can landscape architects, architects, and planners reinvigorate the act of city-making by generating new possibilities for hybrid inhabitations that produce a diversity of desired effects? How can the making of buildings and cities move beyond a passive relationship to ecology and actively engage it as an exciting terrain upon which to orchestrate and construct new possibilities?

What is EcoMet? 
If Vancouverism is the model of density and diversity within a livable framework, EcoMet(ropolitanism) is an accelerated version. EcoMet increases density and livability while amplifying and exploiting the relationship to the natural environment by synthesizing the production of metropolitan culture with that of ecologically designed architectural environments. From these tenets, the EcoMetropolis emerges: the hyper dense, super diverse, and radically optimized city. 

In the production of metropolitan culture EcoMet borrows from Delirious New York in that it celebrates a Culture of Congestion.
 Where Koolhaas’ metropolitanism is focused on human experience, EcoMet brings an expanded population of non-human organisms into the mix; proximities and tensions are developed between programs specific to this expanded definition of population. The needs of plants and animals (access, nourishment, domicile, light, precipitation, etc.) within the urban environment are considered equal to human considerations such as entertainment, recreation, and economics. In these terms EcoMet is the heightened programmatic diversification and densification of the city in which mutually beneficial adjacencies are pursued. For instance, a podium roofscape might be designed to accommodate the specific nesting needs of an at-risk bird species, thus providing important habitat opportunities while offering a dynamic programmatic adjacency to the towers’ human residents. By intermingling ecological systems within the urban fabric, EcoMet 
generates a more intense urbanism
 that for an expanded range of inhabitants simultaneous to more traditional goals of sustainability like habitat preservation and biodiversity. This optimized city is made possible because the notion of density is extended into ecological terms and the value assigned to ecology is extended into urban terms.
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