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Review:Benedict- Green Infrastructure – accepted August 2006   
M.E. Benedict and E.T. McMahon, Green Infrastructure: Linking Landscapes and Communities, Island Press, Washington, DC, USA. 2006, 299 pp. illus.; 26 cm. ISBN 1-55963-558-4 (paper); ISBN 1-59726-027-4 (cloth).

Green Infrastructure: Linking Landscapes and Communities is a useful instrument for the dialogue among the parties who have the willingness to implement ecologically conscious plans, such as planners, politicians, agencies, and the parties who have substantial knowledge to support them, such as landscape ecologists, wildlife biologists, holders of environmental knowledge. It includes a useful glossary, chapter endnotes, a selected bibliography and case studies with web references.

  The book introduces non-scientists to the basic landscape ecological proposition that green infrastructure is as important, necessary and essential as built infrastructure like roads, bridges, and utility networks. It also introduces the landscape ecologist to some of the very real legal, political, and financial issues involved in creating a coherent, connected landscape ecological network in built-up and rapidly developing areas. “Green Infrastructure” is targeted to an American audience. While there are a few passing references to European initiatives, the examples and case studies are all US-based. They are abundant, detailed, well-referenced and open-ended, leaving it to the reader to reflect on the relevance of the example to reader’s own situation.

The authors define ‘green infrastructure’ as a large-scale planning framework that takes the environment as its core, delineating hubs, links and spots, and setting aside areas of core environmental function ahead of encroaching development. The first three chapters are devoted to developing the scientific concept of green infrastructure, its history, and its economic justifications. These chapters introduce the greenway and greenbelt predecessors of the green infrastructure concept. They also place green infrastructure planning on a level comparable to other types of planning, such as housing, industrial, transportation and utility planning that have been essential in managing crises in high growth periods. 

The next four chapters cover goal setting, designing, implementing and maintaining green infrastructure. The first of these chapters describes common community visioning processes, principles of stakeholder inclusion, mediation and group dynamics. The chapter entitled “Basics of Network Design Principles” elaborates on concepts of core areas, connections, buffers and is an excellent introduction on how landscape ecology provides the scientific basis for green infrastructure. The chapter on implementation is a great summary of legal and financial devices for acquiring the building blocks of green infrastructure. The chapter on stewardship emphasizes the long term, iterative nature of maintaining green infrastructure. Beyond these four core chapters are two final chapters titled “Building Support” and “Making it Happen”, both devoted to community politics. They seem misplaced in the sequence, which leads to a basic criticism of the book. 

The elements of the book are strong, but the sequencing and placement of information is hard to follow. The individual chapters on physical ecosystem planning with hubs and connections tell the scientific story clearly. The socio-political chapters do a fine job of illustrating the processes by which plans come into being in the real world. But when a chapter like “Basics of Network Design”, which intends to describe scientific concepts, is placed within a socio-political sequence that is describing real world green infrastructure initiatives, the effect may be disruptive to the reader. Similarly, pop-out boxes and illustrations seem scattered over too many chapters, thus diluting the reinforcing effects they might have had if more clustered.

Sensing the authors’ passion for green infrastructure, one wishes for a strong, well-argued “green infrastructure” manifesto for green planning, followed by some flexible action planning advice that educates the general public on “green infrastructure” players in their professional roles.    

The book is nevertheless a very good starter handbook for action-oriented citizens and scientists who care about sustainable land use planning that really includes the land.  The authors have worked very hard to get a handle on an overwhelming subject. This book, along with the website www.greeninfrastructure.net, is a very worthwhile tool in a desirable next phase of sensible land use planning that includes environment’s requirements. 
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