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Synopsis 

This session uses case studies of coastal resilience plans in Boston and New York to discuss 

building long-term adaptive capacity, asking: What comes after the projected benchmark of 

2050? What are resilience strategies for the long-long term? 

 

Introduction 

According to 100 Resilient Cities (100RC), a Rockefeller Foundation initiative funding the 

development of resilience strategies in cities around the world, urban resilience is “the capacity 

of individuals, communities, institutions, businesses, and systems within a city to survive, adapt, 

and grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses and acute shocks they experience.”1 

 

100RC and many similar initiatives – among others, C40 and the International Council for Local 

Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) – have adopted resilience as a steering principle. One of their 

central directives is organizing cities and communities to cope with the risks of climate change 

in an era of steadily more extreme superstorms such as Hurricane Sandy in New York (2012) 

and Typhoon Yolanda or Haiyan (2013). This process has, in turn, triggered a number of urban 

and regional-scale design competitions and visioning plans for how (especially coastal) cities 

should be planning long-term adaptation to sea level rise, storm surge, extreme heat, inland 

flooding, eroding infrastructure, and other climate / urban vulnerabilities. 

 

Many of these plans use mid-century (2050) and end-of-century (2100) projections as 

benchmarks for risk projections, thus tethering design strategies to finite time periods and goals. 

In this paper, we will explore what happens when we look beyond these projections to even 

longer-term goals, imagining forms of resilience able to adapt to changing environmental, social, 

political, and economic circumstances far after 2100.  How will precedents for resilience set by 

today’s design practices and coalition-building influence decisions made decades later? How 

can we build adaptive capacity for climate change and related stresses in the long-long term? 

 

Long-term adaptation in Boston and New York 

These questions form the backbone of the Dutch design and planning firm One Architecture & 

Urbanism (ONE), which has honed its expertise in large-scale resilience planning and 

infrastructure in the United States following its winning proposal for the 2014 Rebuild By Design 

competition: The BIG U. Since then, ONE has been at the forefront of a vanguard group of 

resilience planners, many in Boston and New York, using the framework of “flexible adaptation 

pathways” – an approach acknowledging the uncertainties of future climate conditions and the 

need for multi-layered, iterative responses in systems as complex as a city or urban watershed.  

 

This approach has been largely informed by the New York City Panel on Climate Change 

(NPCC1) formed in 2007 by Mayor Bloomberg, which developed guidelines for risk 
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management centering the ability of plans to evolve through time to meet changing risk 

projections, vulnerabilities, as well as physical, environmental, social, and economic 

circumstances. These guidelines, both in terms of risk projection and design standards (to cope 

with increasing heat, precipitation, heat level rise, and other stressors) surfaced in the form of 

reports by the Mayor’s Office of Recovery and Resiliency (ORR) and many other city agencies, 

as well as the ongoing revisions to the City’s OneNYC plan. 

 

Through case study examples of flagship projects by ONE in both cities, the opportunities and 

challenges of long-term adaptation strategies can be illuminated. As a Dutch firm now working 

primarily in the United States, ONE bring a critical perspective toward water-centric design with 

an acute focus on process, precedent, and the importance of a robust implementation strategy 

intimately involving stakeholder interests. Prior to its American work, ONE also initiated a 

“Deltametropolis” design studio for the Dutch government’s Ministry of Planning, and led the 

visioning process of Randstad 2030, a federal plan for the long-term development of the 

western region of the Netherlands, and has worked across a wide gamut of sociopolitical 

contexts from the highest levels of governance to the smallest-scale grassroots urban initiatives 

and community groups. 

 

In cities like Boston and New York – both of whose urban coasts have been expanded through 

land reclamation – capitalist frameworks of governance and private interest remain invested in 

the expansion of shorefront development ignoring common-sense resilience strategies following 

even the harshest of storms. Today, nearly 12.3 percent of new residential units in New York 

(one in eight) is built in “a high risk flood zone, up from 10.7 percent in 2014 … last year, 2,362 

flood-zone units were completed – nearly double the number delivered in 2014”2. 

 

This stark disconnect from the ages-old Dutch practice of “controlling nature” and its 

contemporary emergence as the McHargian philosophy of “designing with nature” has led us to 

pursue resilient design over the sustainable. Resilience presents designers, engineers, and 

policy leaders with a flexible toolkit rather than a goal or quota, and thorough integration with 

scientific considerations accommodating the certainty of large-scale ecological shifts in years to 

come. Sustainability, defined by Merriam-Webster as “a method of harvesting or using a 

resource so that the resource is not depleted or permanently damaged,” plateaus efforts toward 

a flatline goal, most commonly associated with finite carbon sequestration, renewable resources, 

and emission caps. Resilience thinking, while including many of the same priorities, also 

accounts for unanticipated shifts in climate (SLR and meteorological) projections, the ever-

changing context of environmental and social risks.  

 

In the most basic terms, resilience is a narrative that embraces networked relationships (both 

physical and social) and known unknowns. As Ross Exo Adams elaborates in the article 

“Scaleless” for Cultural Anthropology (2018), resilience urbanism “blurs the boundary between 

bodies and infrastructure just as it blurs the distinction between the organization of space and 

the distribution of governance.” In a similar vein, ONE has found resilience to be a helpful 

framework not just in the design context but also in terms of “project risks” and project 

management: it is a tool to navigate the complexities of governance and the competing interests 
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 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/06/realestate/luxury/new-buildings-rise-in-flood-zones.html  
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of stakeholders, and can be leveraged as a framework to structure collaborative relationships 

between public and private entities on long-term projects for which there are few priors.  

 

In order to successfully advance resilience projects into implementation, ONE has adopted an 

ad hoc coordinator / integrator role between city agencies, private contractors (mostly in design 

and engineering), and public interest groups. In the several decades of this practice, ONE has 

come to view this highly collaborative planning role as central to any design process geared 

toward short-term implementation and long (-long) term goals. The consequences of this 

mediatory role have become clearest in ONE’s projects in New York and Boston. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 1: Visualizing technocratic versus flexible, adaptive resilience thinking: USACE’s Project Design Flood (1958) versus 

Harold Fisk’s maps of the historic pathways of the Mississippi River throughout the formation of its delta (1944). 

 

In its first iteration by NPCC1, “flexible adaptation pathways” can be read as a kind of design 

manifesto in addition to a scientific caveat, and its criteria read as design ideals: (1) 

multidimensionality, (2) interdependency, (3) intertemporality, (4) holistic indicators and 

monitoring, and (5) societal processes and transformation. In ONE’s reading of this 

methodology, we see this as an addendum to the technocratic approaches of reactionary, post-

disaster master planning and strict design timelines. In our experience, we have learned that 

resilience projects, even from a managerial standpoint, must adopt the same principles of 

flexibility, collaboration, intertemporality, and more of the points above: they must be able to 

evolve their identities in response to changing conditions, and not respond to the risks 

(environmental, social, political, urban) posed at a finite moment in time. Rather, they must 

anticipate and embrace uncertainty, allowing for multiple identities and services to coexist and 
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evolve at the same time. A metaphor from geography might be the disparity between the Army 

Corps’ 1950s-era water management mandates for the Mississippi River, dubbed Project 

Design Flood, versus the river’s historic identity as a highly modular body of water, shifting over 

the landscape with changes in the pull of gravity. An example from landscape architecture might 

be the jardin en mouvement according to Gilles Clement: anticipating decay, change, and the 

inherent competition of a restricted number of plant species, allowing this to rule a garden rather 

than establishing restrictive design rules. 

 

In 2016, the City of Boston opened up a proposal for the first phase of its new Climate Ready 

Boston initiative, an extension of its Imagine Boston 2030 master plan focused on climate 

adaptation and coastal resilience. Building on this initiative, the first geographically-specific 

report focused on the waterfront districts of East Boston and Charlestown. The team of 

contractors assembled consisted of Kleinfelder, Stoss Landscape Urbanism, One Architecture & 

Urbanism (ONE), and Woods Hole Group. These two neighborhoods were prioritized due to 

their relatively higher risk to coastal flooding, dense vulnerable populations, and narrow, well-

defined flood pathways, making them optimal for short-term infrastructural interventions to cope 

with inundation. 

 

In the five years since the conclusion of the Rebuild By Design competition, the ten design 

teams selected to move forward have advanced at variant speeds, but The BIG U has perhaps 

developed furthest of all in the shortest time span. In 2015, immediately following the 

competition’s close-out, the BIG team secured $35 million in HUD funding to develop a first 

compartment of the plan, dubbed the East Side Coastal Resiliency (ESCR) Project. Soon after, 

a second compartment, the Lower Manhattan Coastal Resiliency (LMCR) Project received 

funding to advance into a speculative design and feasibility study incorporating the long-term 

impacts of flood protection systems on existing infrastructural systems and social context of 

Lower Manhattan, but has not yet moved forward into physical plans. After securing these 

projects, ONE has also become a central player in the development of the East Harlem 

Resiliency Study and a similar initiative in Breezy Point, Queens – one of the coastal 

communities hardest hit by Hurricane Sandy. 

 

From their inception, ESCR and LMCR have illustrated the challenges faced by resilience plans 

whose continued life depends on the long-term health and strength of public-private 

partnerships and their ability to manage and prioritize competing interests between agencies 

without an established framework for collaboration. Liaising between the Mayor’s Office of 

Recovery and Resiliency (ORR), the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), the 

Department of Planning, the Department of Transportation (DOT), and private utilities such as 

ConEdison, ONE has become a specialist in highly collaborative design processes. 

 

Among the primary lessons learned from these various projects, we have recognized the 

following principles as integral to the long-term feasibility of resilience projects beyond the 

century-long checkpoints of risk projections: (1) Planning and design should function as an 

integrator: collaborative design processes and community engagement are key; (2) Creating 

dual top-down and bottom-up approaches to implementation, rooted in both technocratic and 

grassroots planning processes; (3) Looking beyond feasibility to factors such as funding 

streams, resource chains, carbon sinks, and multiple-benefit services that projects can tie into 

beyond 2100. It is important to hold both scales in mind at the same time: short-term solutions 
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allowing cities to build public and private support around quick wins and more immediate risk 

solutions, while also creating a framework for a project’s adaptability and phased 

implementation in the long-long term. 


