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Abstract
This thesis examines the value and role of landscape in the contemporary city. It
examines the research question by exploring parks in New York City with a
particular focus on a case study of Freshkills Park. Since 1996, Freshkills Park has
been developed over the site of the world’s largest landfill: capped and sealed
beneath the Park. The research has documented the process prior to
decommissioning the landfill and considers the political, cultural and social aspects
associated with the process to close the landfill and create the Park.
The methodology to examine Freshkills Park adopts and adapts Michel Foucault’s
concepts of power-knowledge, discourse and governance to interrogate the role and
value of landscape in New York City from the time of Central Park’s creation
through to the present day. The research argues that a discourse on parks in New
York City emerged during the nineteenth century, but changed over time, thus
presenting continuities and discontinuities in that discourse up to the late twentieth
century. Freshkills Park is a product of that shifting discourse and was designed
accordingly.
This thesis found that the enormous financial and opportunity cost incurred in
closing the landfill and creating a park, demonstrates the value that New York City
places in parks. The Park can be considered as central to the proper functioning of
the city as a social and economic entity in part because parks are connected to
mechanisms of disciplinary power and biopolitics. That is, landscape within a city
provides a location where biopolitics is revealed and where practices of selfdiscipline are evident. In Foucault’s terms, parks are a necessary component of the
administration of the conditions of life, and necessary for the production of a docile
and productive population.
Entering the twenty-first-century, there were a number of events and contingencies
specific to Freshkills Park and Fresh Kills landfill that changed the nature of the
Park. Specifically Freshkills Park has come to represent the threats to New York in
the twenty-first-century such as climate change, excessive waste production, even
terrorism. Using Freshkills Park to remind citizens of these issues is considered in
terms of the tactics of biopolitics. In this case, biopolitics has been extended beyond
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the scope envisaged by Foucault, and has become associated with the administration
of the biosphere. Freshkills Park has altered the discourse on parks, broadening and
changing the value of parks in the city, and the value of landscape.
Freshkills Parks through its connection with biopolitics demonstrates how parks can
be understood to exist within and contribute to systems of neoliberal governance.
Through understanding a connection between landscape and processes of power and
biopolitics, new constructs of the role and value of landscape in the contemporary
city emerge. Landscape can be understood as intimately connected with political and
economic spheres, and centrally located within systems of power and knowledge,
biopolitics and governance.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Background
1.1.1

Description of the Thesis

“Landscape, Power and Biopolitics: A Foucauldian Analysis of Freshkills Park”
investigates the role and value of landscape in cities in the twenty-first-century
through the lens of politics, power, discourse and governance. The research adopts a
case study approach and examines the political, cultural and social1 aspects of parks
in New York City with a focus on Freshkills Park. Freshkills Park was chosen for
several reasons including its high profile, it is a very recent addition to a city that has
a long and notable history of parks, it has an interesting political past and represents
a broad recent trend in New York and other cities of converting disused, postindustrial sites into parks. The research data is drawn from interviews with a range
of experts, and official documentation, amongst other sources. The methodological
lens through which the role and value of landscape is examined is Michel Foucault’s
notion of power, knowledge, discourse and governance (Foucault 1978, Foucault
1980: 1, Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, Foucault 1991, Dean 2010, and others).
Foucault’s work offers a new and different context in which to study the role and
value of landscape.
1.1.2

Description of the Research Problem

The research seeks to reconsider the role and value of landscape2 in the
contemporary city by examining landscape through a lens that is rarely used in
relation to landscape. By using the using the lens of power, the research considers
landscape in terms of its relevance, significance and importance as a component of
the contemporary city. Landscape in the city is often is shadowed literally and
figuratively in a large city by its architecture. Architecture has tended to be the
dominant political-economic form in the city (Jones 2009). Architecture is both

1

The term ‘social’ is used in relation to the agents, managers, users and general public associated with parks in
New York City. The ‘cultural’ dimension relates to how parks, either historically or in the present, are
influenced by or influence the broader cultural make-up of the City and its people. The term ‘political’ is used in
the context of borough, city, state and federal government agencies and politicians that have had or continue to be
associated with parks in New York City.
2

Throughout this dissertation, the word ‘landscape’ has been used at times in a general sense. However, John
Dixon Hunt’s concept of ‘third nature’ is principally used to define landscape for the purposes of this research.
Refer Chapter 2.3.1. The relationship between ‘landscape’ in a general sense and the ‘landscape’ as represented
by parks in the city is specified in Chapter 3.1.1.
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configured by power and a resource for power (Stevens 1996, Hurst 2005, Jones
2009) and is recognised as having strong connections to economic benefits for the
city (Dovey 2000, Arnold and Hurst 2004, Sudjic 2005, Jones 2009). In comparison,
there is evidence that landscape does not have the same capacity as architecture to
shape the city (Girot 2006). Landscape has at times been considered secondary in
importance to architecture, in part due to binary thinking between landscape and
architecture (Meyer 1997). In that sense, landscape might be considered as less
relevant, particularly in political-economic terms.
In a general sense, the connections between power and landscape in centuries past
are indeed strong particularly through the renaissance, baroque and picturesque
periods. At different points in history, the power of the elite was represented through
landscape. Landscape represented several forms of power including the ability to
govern, a symbol of wealth and a symbol of authority (refer Chapter 2.2).
More recently, it has been argued that the role of landscape in the city should be
reconsidered particularly in terms of providing the fundamental infrastructure of the
city, through the value of services it provides, and as a medium through which the
city is constructed (Raxworthy and Blood 2004, Corner 2006, Mossop 2006, Weller
2006, Waldheim 2006: 2). Balmori (2010, 219) argues that the renewed thinking
about the relationship of city and nature has placed landscape as the leading voice in
in urban design as “it seems that you can see further and deeper from a landscape
design platform”. Recent landscape projects such as the High Line in New York,
have suggested that city administrations are willing to prioritize landscape projects
over architecture in certain circumstances, recognizing the value that landscape
infrastructure benefits the fabric of the city. These recent developments have
repositioned landscape as an important component of the city for functional and
economic reasons. This research acknowledges the role and value that have been
attributed to landscape and the emergence of landscape as a significant medium in
the city, but offers a different approach.
What hasn’t been considered to any great extent is the power of ‘landscape’ in a
political sense. This research investigates Freshkills Park through its relationship to
systems of governance, in order to shed new light on the role and value of parks. In
doing so, it seeks to uncover previously unrecognised roles and new ways of
attributing value to landscape in the contemporary city.
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1.1.3

Contribution to Field of Landscape Theory

There is an extensive body of work that considers the value of landscape through
aspects such as meaning and representation (Tuan 1974, Stilgoe 1981, Cosgrove
1989, Corner 1990, Schama 1995, Trieb 1995, Cosgrove 2003, Ingold 2011, Hunt
2012: 1), place (Tuan 1974, von Maltzahn 1994, Olwig 1996, Casey 2002, Olwig
2002, Thayer 2002, Ingold 2011), theatre (Howett 1987, Jackson 1995, Meyer 1997,
Rogers 2001, Olwig 2002), art (Howett 1987, Spirn 1995, Rogers 2001, Marshall
2002, Dissanayake 2009, Dutton 2009), cultural expression (Cosgrove and Daniels
1988, Mitchell 1994: 2, Glaudemans 2004), nature (Bennett 2002, Merleau-Ponty
2002). This research acknowledges the importance of these conceptions of value,
but focuses on to the extent that they contribute to the relationship of power and
landscape.
Examining landscape from the perspective of Foucault’s work means that deeper
meaning is eschewed in favour of a comprehensive study of practices undertaken in
the creation, management and promotion of park like Freshkills Park. Viewing these
practices through Foucault’s work on power-knowledge, discourse and governance
provides an alternative way to consider the importance of the role and value of
landscape in a political sense and allows fundamentally different concepts of
landscape in the contemporary city to emerge. Consequently, the major contribution
to the field of landscape theory of this work is that it introduces new conceptions of
power with respect to landscape, and reveals new understandings of the role and
value of landscape in the contemporary city. Ultimately the research recasts the role
and value of landscape within the contemporary city in a new light.
1.1.4

Positioning the Research

This research builds on prior research relating to aspects of landscape history,
landscape theory and the role of landscape in the contemporary city. The research
parallels work in the geographical academic tradition and other academic fields that
have used Foucault’s work on power-knowledge, discourse and governance as a
methodological lens.
The research fills a gap in current research literature where Foucault’s work on
power-knowledge and discourse has not been directed to any great extent to the field
of landscape and landscape architecture. Further, the significance of the role and
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value of landscape has not been adequately explored through the lens of power in
this way.
While landscape was not considered in any detail by Foucault, it has been
demonstrated in other fields that Foucault’s concepts can be applied in a range of
disciplines. Basing the methodology on Foucault’s work has revealed aspects of
society and its practices in relation to landscape that had not previously or adequately
been theorised.

1.2 Structure of the Research
1.2.1

A Case Study Approach

A case study approach was chosen as it offers a good mechanism by which the
chosen methodology can be applied and is an appropriate way to use Foucault’s
concepts in a study of cultural practice. Pragmatically, a case study limits the scope
of the problem and therefore allows the data gathering and analysis processes to be
focused; it also allows a visibility and a better understanding of the issues relating to
the design, administration, history and politics of the case study as it applies to the
City of New York. Freshkills Park was chosen as the case study site due to its
interesting and political past and its high profile as a park. It is truly a creation of the
twenty-first century, and therefore embodies issues and discourses that are current.
Freshkills Park is located on the western edge of Staten Island, one of the five
boroughs of New York City (see Figure 1.1). It sits between the suburbs of Travis to
the north, Willowbrook to the east, Arden Heights to the south and is separated from
New Jersey to the west by a tidal strait known as the Arthur Kill.
The Park is being constructed on what was once the world’s largest landfill, and the
last operational landfill in New York City, situated on Staten Island (see Figure 1.2).
The landfill was created on an extensive system of salt and fresh water creeks and
wetlands – part of the largest tidal wetland ecosystem in the region (New York City
Department of City Planning 2013: 2). The Park is based on a master plan drawn up
in 2006 by Field Operations. Field Operations were given this commission after
winning a design competition for the site in 2001. Freshkills Park is a very large
park, being approximately three times the size of Central Park at 2200 acres (890
hectares).
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The Bronx

Manhattan

Queens

New Jersey
Brooklyn
Staten Island

Figure 1.1 – Staten Island in Relation to New York
(Source: Google Maps, Accessed 27 February 2015)

Staten Island

New Jersey

Freshkills Park

Figure 1.2 – Location of Freshkills Park
Freshkills Park (circled) is located on the western edge of Staten Island across the Arthur Kill from New Jersey.
(Source: Google Maps, Accessed 27 February 2015)
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To allow the building of a park and protect the surface from the contents of a landfill,
the site was overlaid with a soil barrier and an impermeable plastic liner (New York
City Department of City Planning 2013: 2). The land is currently managed by the
Department of Sanitation, who are responsible for the decommissioning of the
landfill. Decommissioning is expected to take several decades while the rubbish
decomposes, leachate and methane are extracted, and the site is made completely
safe for visitation.
1.2.2

The Choice of Freshkills Park

As indicated above, the choice of Freshkills Park as the case study was made in part
because of its high profile. The landscape architect for the park has an international
profile in practice and scholarship. The Park is located in one of the world’s great
cities, with a significant history of designing parks within the City. Freshkills Park is
also indicative of the recent trend in cities across the world to convert disused, postindustrial sites into parks. Examples include Gas Works Park, Seattle (1975); Parc
de la Villette, Paris (1982); Landschaftspark Duisburg Nord, Germany (2002); and
Brooklyn Bridge Park, New York (2008). Its history as a landfill gives another layer
of complexity and introduces a range of social, cultural and political issues to the
research. As the research unfolded, the significance of the political, cultural, social
and administrative circumstances became more apparent, and the relevance of the
park to issues that are to be faced by the city in the twenty-first-century emerged.
These aspects added to the richness of the research findings.
Based in the tradition of some of the great parks of the world that were constructed
before the twentieth-century – the Tiergarten in Berlin, Hyde Park in London, Bois
de Boulogne in Paris and Central Park in New York – Freshkills Park also represents
a recent trend towards the construction of large parks. Other recent large park
developments include Los Angeles River park system; Parque del Rio Manzanares in
Madrid; Lake Ontario Park in Toronto; Downsview Park in Toronto; North Lincoln
Park in Chicago; the Orange County Great Park in California; and Ayalon Park in
Tel Aviv. These factors combined gave the case study a certain gravitas, and
represent a lens to examine the role of the landscape in the twenty-first century.
Consequently, it was considered an appropriate choice of case study to examine the
research question.
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1.2.3

Applying the Methodology to the Case Study

The research considers aspects of parks in New York City and issues impacting on
the role of landscape, through Foucault’s theorising of discourse. The structure and
content of discourses around Freshkills Park was ascertained through a series of
interviews conducted with experts on the Park and more general aspects of parks in
New York; official documentation and other sources. Specifically, the research
examined a discourse on parks in New York City as a subset of a broader concept of
landscape in the city. The research then considered how Freshkills Park fitted within
that discourse, and examined other discourses that impacted upon, or were evident
through the promotion, design, and function of Freshkills Park.

1.3 Structure of the Thesis
This thesis is presented in eight chapters, commencing with this Introduction
(Chapter 1). Chapter 2, the Literature Review, reviews the literature related to this
research including a brief account of landscape and power. An account of Foucault’s
work on power-knowledge, discourse and governance is provided. Finally, there is
an investigation into America’s relationship with nature and frontier that ties back to
discourses associated with the case study.
Chapter 3 describes the methodological and theoretical framework for the thesis,
detailing how Michel Foucault’s concepts are applied, the design of the research
including processes of data collection and analysis, and the conduct of the research.
Chapter 4 provides an historical account of the politics and administration associated
with the closure of the landfill at Fresh Kills and the creation of Freshkills Park. The
politics of New York and Staten Island is considered in relation to the decision
making process to close the landfill and create a park. Aspects of landscape
architecture are considered within the context of the brief, the design competition and
winning design.
Chapter 5 considers administrative aspects of the creation of Freshkills Park,
including the costs associated with it, and the current administration3 and
management structures of the park, and gives a brief account of the issues faced in
the administration of the Park. The analysis of cost allows the establishment of a
3
The term ‘administration’ is used in two ways, referring to both the administration of Freshkills Park or other
parks by a government agency, and in the sense of the political group in charge of managing the city, borough or
state (for example, the Bloomberg administration of the city, or the Staten Island administration).
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logic structure based on the perception of value that examines the rationality of the
decision to build Freshkills Park. An analysis of the implications of having a
neoliberal system of governance in terms of the administration of Freshkills Park is
also provided. Chapter 6 theorises the discourse on parks by using Central Park as
an orienting point to examine the roles and values attributed to parks in New York.
The chapter then discusses the aims, goals, values and promotion of Freshkills Park,
and gives special consideration to aesthetics in relation to Freshkills Park. The
nature and content of the discourse on Freshkills Park is then examined in the context
of a broader discourse on landscape in New York.
Chapter 7 applies Foucault’s concepts of power-knowledge and governance to the
discussion of the previous two chapters in order to rationalise the decision to create
Freshkills Park. The implications of the findings are then discussed and
contextualised within a recent history of New York governance. This analysis allows
a picture to be constructed relating to how the parks in general, and Freshkills Park in
particular, contribute to different aspects of the life of city, and allows new
conceptions of the role and value of landscape in the contemporary city to be
derived. Chapter 8 draws in the findings of the research from the previous three
chapters and the literature review to offer a consideration of the role and value of
landscape in the contemporary city. This thesis concludes with a reflection upon the
research and suggestions for future study.
1.3.1

Contribution to New Knowledge

The value of this research is twofold. Firstly, the research makes a contribution to
new knowledge through the methodology which offers a new way to approach the
question of the role and value of landscape in the contemporary city by looking at the
interaction of landscape, power and governance. Secondly, the findings generate a
new understanding of the role and value of landscape in the city. By exploring
landscape as discourse through the perspective of power-knowledge relationships,
the way in which Freshkills Park changes the margins of that discourse are identified,
as is the way landscape can be understood in political and economic terms.
Consequently new knowledge relating to the value and role of landscape in the
contemporary city has been generated.
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2 Literature Review
2.1 Introduction
This literature review establishes the case for the research through the analysis of a
range of fields of enquiry. Firstly the literature review considers the notion of the
power of landscape in past landscape traditions and contemporary western society. It
then discusses the work of Michel Foucault on discourse, power and knowledge as
the theoretical basis for this research, and considers some examples where Foucault’s
work has been used in fields related to this research. Finally, the literature review
considers some factors that contribute to discourses impacting on the research. The
literature on America’s relationship to wilderness, nature and the frontier and the
relationship between health and nature contributes to the perception of landscape in
relation to Freshkills Park.

2.2 Landscape and Power
2.2.1

Historical Landscapes and Power
Empires have a way of coming to an end, leaving behind their landscapes
as relics and ruins.
W.J.T. Mitchell (1994: 3, 19)

There has been a fundamental relationship between power and landscape through
history, in part as landscapes are the “forms of representing the natural and cultural
world” (Hunt 1999, xii). Control of the landscape became the way that power was
expressed by the wealthy (d'Argenville 1728) and the powerful from at least as early
as the second century C.E. when Hadrian built his villa as an expression of his
conquests across the Roman Empire (Oldham and Oldham 1980). Before then, the
Persian leaders had constructed beautiful walled gardens designed to moderate the
climate in the extreme conditions that they lived.
Since the middle ages, the grandest landscapes have been the preserve of the wealthy
in a demonstration of their wealth (Oldham and Oldham 1980). In Renaissance Italy,
gardens became a way to express power and wealth through landscapes such as Villa
D’Este created by Cardinal Ippolito D’Este, or through private power and wealth
such as the Medici’s garden at the Pitti Palace in Florence. The power of the
landscape was in part demonstrated by an ability to create extravagant water displays
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(Schama 1995). The expression of power through landscape reached its pinnacle in
France in the seventeenth-century (Rogers 2001, Jellicoe and Jellicoe 2006) through
scale, detail of design and “aristocratically imposed order” (Rotenberg 1995, 62).

Figure 2.1 – Vaux-le-Vicomte
View of Landscape from Chateau at Vaux-le-Vicomte. (Source: Photo by author July 2012)

Rotenberg (1995, 62) argues that “the period of absolutist ascendance produced
gardens that were extraordinary places” and “each was systematically designed to
extol the glories of the aristocratic state”. For example, at Vaux-le-Vicomte in the
Seine Valley to the south of Paris (see Figure 2.1), the grandeur of the landscape
speaks of the wealth and power of the owner, Nicolas Fouquet who built Vaux-leVicomte as an expression of his taste, wealth, influence and patronage (Drazin 2009).
Following work at Vaux-le-Vicomte, designer Andre Le Notre went on to design the
landscape at Versailles, which was redeveloped by Louis XIV into the grandest
expression of power through landscape the world has known. It was Louis XIV’s
“duty to symbolise in his divinely appointed person and to project through his royal
authority France’s position as the intellectual leader of the modern Western world”,
and “it was Le Notre’s job to portray this absolute power through landscape design”
(Rogers 2001, 166). The power demonstrated through landscape architecture in the
French formal tradition still has an influence on landscapes today, and continues to
embody power through representation.
The picturesque landscapes that were created in England from the eighteenth-century
were considerably different in appearance to the formal landscapes that preceded
them, based to a large extent on the landscape painting of Nicolas Poussin, Claude
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Lorrain, and Salvator Rosa (Marshall 2002). Returning from the Grand Tour of
Europe, an English gentleman was inspired to “built up his cabinet of paintings and
prints, read treatises on the arts” and improve his estate” (Ross 1987, 272) as a show
of the wealth and good taste of the owner. The expression of wealth was in part
achieved through the appearance of expanses of land and the associated
‘appropriation’. The act of the eye looking over a property was to assess where the
walls and limits of the real property lay, and thus the wealth of its owner (Macarthur
2007). Humphry Repton dedicated a lot of time to perfecting techniques such as
using a stream to create a natural boundary inside the property that allowed extended
views beyond (Macarthur 2007). These techniques were very much influenced by
concern for class and wealth - to avoid the embarrassment of the owner revealing
that his land might be being used for production (Macarthur 2007), or his that his
estate was modest. These techniques were used on smaller commissions by Repton,
and the “meaning of appropriation changed from describing the ‘natural propensity’
to look at what one owns, to a landscape technique where Repton supplied the
boundless appetite of vision while using the property of others” (Macarthur 2007,
185).

Figure 2.2 – Stourhead
One of the better preserved picturesque landscape in Britain is Stourhead. Designed and built by Henry Hoare, a
banker, who retired to his country seat in 1765 to lay it out as a garden. (Source: http://www.beentheredonethat.org.uk/wiltshire/stourhead011big.html, accessed 2 March 2015)

Landscape development in both France and England during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries also imposed significant changes on the poor. Whole villages
were moved to create particular landscapes or vistas for the owners; such was the
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power of landholders and the priority given to landscapes. The first genuine assault
on the style of the picturesque in England was carried out by John Ruskin in 1860.
Ruskin rallied against what he called the “heartlessness” of the picturesque that was
based an aesthetic preference based on the plight of the poor (Macarthur 1997, 126).
Landscapes also represented power through their association with politics. As early
as the sixteenth century, landscape paintings of the low countries are “closer to the
meaning of landscape as a polity’s area of activity, as in the term ‘political
landscape’” (Olwig 2002, xxv) than they were associated with natural landscape.
Picturesque landscapes of England also embodied power through political
connection. These landscapes demonstrated the right to rule as being able to manage
the right landscape on one’s property indicated an ability to govern (Bending 1992).
Picturesque landscapes were associated with the power of ideology as “the
naturalistic gardens of eighteenth-century English gentlemen expressed the antimonarchist, anti-Catholic, Whig ideology of individual rights and responsibilities”
(Thompson 2009, 112).
2.2.2

Landscape and Power in the Contemporary City

This section examines power and landscape in terms of the power to influence how
the landscape is conceived and the role it plays in how the contemporary city is
constructed. Power in this sense can be understood in economic, functional and
structural terms.
In terms of economic power, it has been argued that architecture has been successful
in leveraging power (Sudjic 2005). Jones (2009), using the theory of Pierre
Bourdieu, argues that iconic architecture and the notability of high-profile architects
are used in a political and economic agenda to ‘sell’ places to the broader market
primarily for economic gain for a city. The observation of architectural objects in
the “unseen and unheard landscape of modernity” (Meyer 1997, 16) is relevant here.
Focus on the object allows architecture the power to leverage iconography in cities.
Consequently iconographic architecture offers a source of power that has not been
considered as so readily available to landscape. Landscape had become “minor in
significance, a supporting frame or canvas” for architecture (Meyer 1997, 16),
becoming the passive other to architecture, which “revered for its ‘naturalness’ –
relegates the landscape to role of the other” (Meyer 1997, 16). Girot (2006, 89)
argues that landscape “is no longer considered a main structural element but rather as
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a cherry on the cake, the last green frill on some built tract of land”. The continued
projection of naturalistic landscapes further emphasizes that landscape is merely
background, unseen, and hiding its design with the architectural object as the focal
point.
Some recent projects have also challenged the notion that landscape is not able to
contribute economically to the city. Construction of the High Line in New York over
the disused elevated railway line in Manhattan has suggested that city
administrations are willing to prioritize landscape projects over architecture in
certain circumstances, recognizing that landscape infrastructure benefits the fabric of
the city. The run-down west side of Manhattan has been transformed by the
development of the High Line, which changed a “once-gritty, truck-filled area” into
an area “now dominated by upscale fashion retailers, art galleries and restaurants”
(Gratz 2010, xxxv). Gratz (2010, xxxviii) argues that even the “renovation and
upgrades of small parks all over town are significant quality-of-life and
neighbourhood investments”, and while they “have nothing to do with real estate or
conventional economic development projects”, they function as “magnets for
economic and social improvement of an area”. The High Line has shown that
landscape has the ability, not just to reflect culture, but to also shape the culture of a
place.
The belief that landscape should be more than a green balm for inept architectural
planning, and might be regarded as an integral part of the designed world (Treib
1999) has prompted some rethinking about the contribution that landscape can make
in the way that the contemporary city is conceived and constructed. In that sense,
landscape can be seen as powerful in terms of its influence vis-à-vis the city. One
context with which landscape has been associated in the city is the services that the
landscape can provide. One such service is ecological function as evidenced by the
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment of 2005 (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
2005). Another example of such an approach is ‘Green Infrastructure’. Green
Infrastructure focuses on the functional aspects of natural systems and processes for
the benefits of health and quality of life of people (Benedict and McMahon 2006).
The work of Ian McHarg, especially ‘Design with Nature’ is often cited as
instrumental in raising the profile of the role of ecology in providing essential
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services to a population and a city that cannot be provided as effectively by other
means.
As a progression from McHarg, the landscape urbanism movement that emerged at
the end of the twentieth-century suggested that the role of landscape in the city
should be reconsidered (Waldheim 2006: 2), in part by seeking to “dismantle the
traditional binary opposition between city and landscape” (Thompson 2009, 11). It
attempted to reposition landscape as a medium, and landscape architecture as a
profession, to make them more relevant to contemporary planning, where “the design
professions—architecture, landscape architecture, urban design, and planning—are
moving toward a shared form of practice, for which the term landscape holds central
significance” (Corner 2006, 23). Berrizbeitia and Pollak (2003) argue for greater
coordination between landscape and architecture and that a framework be
constructed to disclose the relationships that are overlooked between them. They
argue that the “exploration of the territory between architecture and landscape
reveals how relationships that transgress disciplinary boundaries can contribute to the
definition and enrichment of a discipline” (Berrizbeitia and Pollak 2003, 10). One
way that landscape is seen to be able to make a contribution is by providing an
infrastructural base for the city (Waldheim 2006: 1). Raxworthy and Blood (2004,
11) note that the role of landscape in urban design has generally been about “about
ornamentation, providing a diversion from the relentlessness of the infrastructure”,
but that landscape architecture should be more about providing the infrastructure as
“infrastructure seems to offer the possibility for importance that landscape
architecture is searching for” (Raxworthy and Blood 2004, 11). Weller (2001)
claims that “as any landscape architect knows, the landscape itself is a medium
through which all ecological transactions must pass: it is the infrastructure of the
future”. Through Landscape Urbanism Mossop (2006, 170) argues that landscape
“has become the most effective means to explore the relationship between natural
processes and city” because of its capacity to provide an infrastructural base. It is
believed that landscape urbanism is able to reposition landscape so that it is no
longer seen as passive artefact, but reveals its hidden potential (Corner 1999).
Landscape urbanism identifies the power of landscape to be “uniquely capable of
responding to temporal change, transformation, adaptation and succession”
(Waldheim 2006: 2, 39). These qualities of landscape make it suitable for applying
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to the constantly changing conditions of the contemporary urban environment
(Waldheim 2006: 2). In that sense, landscape has relevance in that it not only forms
part of the fabric of the urban context, but provides “perhaps more importantly, a
model for process” (Allen 2001, 125). Similarly, Balmori (2010, 219) argues that the
renewed thinking about the relationship of city and nature has placed landscape as
the leading voice in in urban design as “it seems that you can see further and deeper
from a landscape design platform”.
There has been a recent trend of using landscape as the primary medium in the
reconstruction of the “enormously scaled industrial sites in North American cities”
(Waldheim 2006: 2, 46). Examples of such developments include Downsview Park
and Freshkills Park. Landscape has been charged with the task of rehabilitating the
neglected and damaged regions neglected by the absence of long term planning
(Frampton 2004, Berger 2006). In conjunction with these regeneration projects,
landscape has been promoted as a setting for performance, such that “decentralised
post-industrial urban form provides leftover void spaces in a city as potential
commons” which provide the “setting for programmed and unprogrammed activities
on common land” (Shane 2006, 57). Mitchell (1994: 1) argues that by its very
nature, landscape contains a cultural power that is not necessary recognized, and this
is expressed through using reconstructed landscapes of post-industrial cities as a
place for programmed events. Mitchell believes that the power of landscape is held
in the way it conceals its very act of social and cultural construction. It does this by
“naturalising” it, “representing an artificial world as if it were simply given and
inevitable” (Mitchell 1994: 1, 2). That is, landscape becomes a background or stage
through which or on which lives are conducted. This context for one’s life is
accepted as natural, and therefore its force to act upon us is hidden. Therefore it
becomes an “instrument of cultural power, perhaps even an agent of power that is
independent of human intentions” (Mitchell 1994: 1, 2).
2.2.3

Conclusion

The association of landscape and power is relatively obvious with private landscapes
of the past, from Roman times, Renaissance gardens, Baroque landscapes and
picturesque landscape. The money and power that was concentrated within the
ruling or aristocratic class, was often made visible through the production of gardens.
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Contemporary relationships of landscape and power are not as obvious. Some
commentators have suggested that the landscape has taken a secondary role and is
subservient to other design professions, most notably architecture and urban
planning. This notion is being challenged by some notable projects such as the High
Line, which is emphasising the positive economic effect that landscape projects can
have on the city. Other arguments for landscape to be valued have been related to its
inherent ability to reconceptualise the urban space or , the provision of services.
These notions can be interpreted as the power of landscape being able to
fundamentally address issues of urban management.
These issues of ‘power’ still do not fully approach the more fundamental issues of
the relationship of landscape and politics. The purpose of this thesis is to look
beyond these ideas of the relationship between power and landscape and reveal
hidden associations located within the practices of government.

2.3 Foucault – Power-Knowledge, Discourse and Governance
2.3.1

Introduction

This section explores Michel Foucault’s work on power, knowledge and governance,
which provides the underpinning theory for the research. An appropriate theoretical
framework to investigate the role and value in the contemporary city was not
immediately obvious. The catalyst through which power emerged as the theoretical
lens was the observation that images of Freshkills Park displayed on the Department
of Planning website primarily consisted of people exercising. Reflecting on
Foucault’s notions of self-disciplinary practices, it seemed appropriate to investigate
if there was a significant link between Foucault’s work and landscape.4
Consequently a theoretical framework based on Foucault’s work was adopted for the
research. The theoretical basis of the thesis was expanded to encompass other
elements of biopolitics and governance, and associated concepts of risk, fear and the
strength of the state in relation to forms of liberal and neoliberal governance
The connection between landscape and power is clear under Foucault’s concepts
only when landscape is considered as a cultural construct, as it is through cultural
practice that identity is revealed. Foucault argues that power “is only intelligible
4

It is important to note that the word ‘biopower’ throughout the thesis is used as defined by Michel Foucault in
relation to power and biopolitics. It is not used in other common contemporary senses such as with reference to
energy production.
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when it is set against and among particular cultural practices” (Dreyfus and Rabinow
1983, 188). It is “only the cultural practices which have made us what we are”
(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 204). In terms of ‘landscape’ within a city, this thesis
is interested in the cultural practice that finds expression through landscape in the
designed open spaces throughout the city. John Dixon Hunt’s concept of ‘third
nature’ is useful here. Hunt (2000, 62) considers third nature to be “those human
interventions that go beyond what is required by the necessities or practice of
agriculture or urban settlement” and include certain elements of specific intention,
elements above functional needs, “some conjunction of metaphysical experience
with physical forms”, and some aesthetic intent. Third nature separates ‘landscape’
from the residual and unmanaged spaces that can also be found in cities. The act of
designing, considered as a practice that reflects cultural values, highlights the
relations of power in which Foucault was most interested.
2.3.2

The Work of Michel Foucault

The work of Michel Foucault is extensive, covering several decades during which
time it evolved and changed. Foucault’s ideas of power-knowledge emerge through
Foucault’s concept of archaeology where he considers how knowledge is organised
and what kind of justifications are deemed acceptable to support that knowledge
(Darier 1999). According to Foucault, power dynamics are created within a
discourse5, a system of knowledge production. Within a discourse, Foucault
establishes the idea that power and knowledge are “not external to one another”
(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 114), but that power determines the forms and possible
domains of knowledge (Foucault 1979) and produces knowledge (Foucault 1979).
Power and knowledge imply one another. Power relations are intimately connected
to the production of knowledge, as “knowledge is one of the defining components for
the operation of power in the modern world” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983).
Through a genealogical approach, Foucault focuses on “vast heterogeneous webs of
social practices criss-crossed by relations of power” focusing on the body and
everything to do with it (Darier 1999). Foucault looked not just at ‘discursive
practices’ (discourses about knowledge) but also at ‘non-discursive practices’, which
are the social practices through which people live, thus leading him to “consider
5

It should be noted that there is also a material aspect to the discourse on landscape. This research is focused on
the non-material component of that discourse.
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power relations which occur in social practices” and the “practices of everyday life”
(de Certeau 1984, Darier 1999, 16). Importantly, from genealogy emerge concepts
that are relevant to the research – governance and biopolitics. Biopolitics is
essentially a mechanism that has evolved by which liberal governments are able to
manage a population, but recently has been understood as encompassing the broadest
issues associated with populations including administration of the biosphere.
Liberalism is understood by Foucault as an art of government where the government
governs “out of concern for maximum effectiveness” (Senellart 2008, 327), which
has emerged as the primary form of governance over the past 200 years.
Foucault went on to further explore the concept of biopolitics in the context of
neoliberalism in a series of lectures delivered at the College De France in 1978-79.
Biopolitics has changed slightly as neoliberalism has emerged over the past 60 years
or so. Genealogy allows Foucault to show that any anchoring of the concept of
power is always historically contingent (Darier 1999). The work of Dean (2010),
who explores liberalism, neoliberalism and biopolitics in particular, contributed to
the theoretical framework of this dissertation.
2.3.2.1 Power
Foucault has highlighted the difficulty in defining what power actually is, and how it
is to be located. Foucault “spends a lot of effort stating what power is not” (Darier
1999, 16). Foucault argues that power is “not a commodity, a position, a prize, or a
plot” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 185), nor is it an institution, or a structure
(Foucault 1978). Power is not dominance, or is it invested in one body or location.
Power is not the preserve of the ruling class (Foucault 1979). Power is “not
something which the State or a dominant class has or possesses and which others
don't have” (Darier 1999, 17). Even in the most unequal situations of relations of
power, those that are subjected to power do exercise some choices, however limited
(Darier 1999, 17).
Power “is more than simply preventing or forcing others to do something they would
not do on their own” (Darier 1999, 17) and is “mostly relational” (Darier 1999, 17).
That is, it is “exercised, not simply held” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 192). Power
is the “name that one attributes to a complex strategical relationship in a particular
society” (Foucault 1978, 93) and can be understood as “a general matrix of force
relations at a given time, in a given time” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 186). The
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matrix effect created by power means that power is multi-directional, operating from
the top down and also from the bottom up (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983). Thus power
becomes a “machine … in which everyone is caught, those who exercise this power
as well as those who are subjected to it” (Foucault 1980: 4, 156).
Through Foucault’s work on the raison d’Etat, he creates a relationship between
power and the body. He argues that the body exhibits the effects of power. Power
relations “invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform
ceremonies, to emit signs” (Foucault 1979, 27). The body “is invested with relations
of power and domination” (Foucault 1979, 27).
Foucault is clear that people and organisations try to use power for their own ends,
which makes power intentional. Power relations “are imbued, through and through,
with calculation: there is no power that is exercised without a series of aims and
objectives” (Foucault 1978, 95). When exercised through government institutions
the intentionality of the state comes to the fore. Power can be seen as a combination
of “legislation, a discourse, an organisation based on public right, whose principle of
articulation is the social body and the delegative status of each citizen” (Foucault
1980: 1). Power relationships become more visible when power invests within
specific institutions, because that is where “it really begins to prosper” (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1983, 185).
An assumption might be made that power relations could be negative, but Foucault
argues differently. He claims that the intentionality of the state is generally aimed at
assuring the cohesion of the social body that the tactics of power are enacted through
(Foucault 1980: 1). This can be considered as one of the reasons why Foucault
believed that dynamics of power could also be positive. In translating ‘power’ from
Foucault’s works in French into English, the connotations of dominance and
conspiracy thinking have also been mistakenly adopted. Power in the sense that
Foucault uses it is better understood as an imperfect process of energy transfer, such
as in an internal combustion engine. Power in this sense is best understood as “the
perpetual process of keeping the process going” (Hunt and Wickham 1994, 80-1)
rather than a thing. It is not essentially “repressive” (Kendall and Wickham 1999,
50).
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Kendall and Wickham use the example of prisons to explain how power is
productive. The physical form of power, prisons, produce statements which
reinforce criminality. Similarly “statements around criminality produce forms of
visibility which reinforce prison” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 50). If this
relationship is true of landscape as a discourse, it means that forms of landscape
produce statements about aspects of landscape, and statements about certain aspects
of landscape produce landscapes of certain types. The research considers the extent
to which objects or people (such as park users) are produced through powerknowledge relations.
Opposition to power should also be understood as operating within the same
parameters or discourse as the power itself. Foucault also makes the assertion that “
where there is power there is always resistance, but this resistance cannot be seen
outside of power” (Rutherford 2007, 296). Opposing power through the belief that it
is an effort toward resisting repression adds to the power for it “for it hides the real
working of power” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 169). Thus power is most effective
when it is covert. Foucault argues that power in modern times is “tolerable only on
condition that it mask a substantial part of itself” (Foucault 1978, 86). Its success is
“proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms” (Foucault 1978, 86).
In summary, power is difficult to define, but can be understood as complex
strategical relationships between a number of parties. Foucault believed that power
is intentional, relational and multidirectional; that opposition to power can be
understood as part of the same power dynamic that creates the opposition, and power
is not necessarily negative; and there are many forms of power. The power structure
used in this research is biopower which Foucault argued was the form of power that
emerged as a way of applying disciplinary techniques across a population through
self-discipline (refer Chapter 2.3.3).
2.3.2.2 Knowledge
According to Foucault, power exists only within a discourse. Foucault used the
notion of discourse differently to other philosophers of the age. A discourse is
whatever constrains and enables the writing, speaking and thinking about a subject
within its historical limits (McHoul and Grace 1995) and therefore defines the
context in which power relations are established. There is “no power relation
without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that
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does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (Foucault 1979,
27). Through this mechanism the relationship between power and knowledge is
established by Foucault. Knowledge within a Foucauldian analysis can be
understood as a “set of truths” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 117).
It should be noted that the question of the nature of truth is a deep philosophical one,
and no one theory of ‘truth’ has been developed that has general acceptance.
Grayling (2009) outlined three of the main traditional philosophical theories of truth.
The Correspondence Theory of Truth, originally outlined by Aristotle, states that
truth is the “conformity of thought or speech to how things actually are” (Grayling
2009, 361). Problems with this approach arise when one tries to define the
relationship of conformity, and it does not indicate how ‘truth’ is obtained. The
second theory, the Coherence Theory states that “a proposition is true if it coheres
with others in a given set, false if it is inconsistent with them” (Grayling 2009, 362).
Such an approach has been found to apply relatively well to geometry and logic, but
it lacks relevance and applicability in the real world or, in this case, social research.
Under the Pragmatic Theory of Truth, it is argued that “a proposition is true if
holding it to be so works in practice”, but such an approach makes truth into
whatever it is expedient to believe (Grayling 2009, 362). Underlying more recent
philosophical attention to ‘truth’ have been attempts to either “capture the elusive
deep structure of truth, or to show that in fact there is no such thing”, or even that
deeper truths exist but are indefinable (Grayling 2009, 362). In terms of landscape,
Thompson (2009) discussed different philosophical approaches to the search for a
way of understanding the truth of landscape. Also of relevance is Perez-Gomez
(1992), who examines the philosophical the interaction of philosophy, truth and
meaning as it related to architecture.
Foucault’s notions of truth are adopted in this research. Foucault argues that truths
are not universal, timeless, or absolutes waiting to be discovered by science, or any
other means, as “no scientific discourse – whatever its claims – can represent the
truth of crime, madness, sexuality and so on” (McHoul and Grace 1995, 21). His
belief was that there are no absolute truths outside of a discourse and as a result,
there could be many truths, “each with its own rationality” (McHoul and Grace 1995,
19). Foucault argues that a truth is an “ensemble of rules according to which we
distinguish the true from the false, and attach special effects of power to ‘the truth’”
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(Gordon 1980, 131). This regime of truth is created based on, and tied to, power
relations within a discourse.
It should also be noted that Dillon and Reid (2001) argue that “Foucault deliberately
sidestepped the epistemological question of whether or not the truth claims of the life
sciences, biology, and then human, social and increasingly now also psychological
and cultural sciences were correct”. Gutting (2005, 53) argued that Foucault’s
“project is to question quite specific claims to cognitive authority: roughly those
made by psychologists and social scientists (and not even all such claims)” and that
he “clearly has no problem with many other domains, such as mathematics, physics,
chemistry and much of biology'”. Consequently, it could be possible to read too
much into Foucault’s scepticism about truth.
That said, the approach to truth outlined above by McHoul and Grace (1995) has
been adopted. A ‘truth’ then is to be understood in terms of the research as “a
system of ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation,
and operation of statements”, which is “linked in a circular relation with systems of
power which produce and sustain it, and to effects of power which it induces and
which extend it” (Foucault 1980: 1, 74). In this way, ‘truths’ are used primarily in a
political sense. They are used by political activists in their own ways and for their
own purposes (McHoul and Grace 1995).
2.3.3

Governance

The concept of governance is explored in this research as it was an overarching
theme explored by Foucault in relation to disciplinary power and biopolitics. The
study of the city and the landscape within must include consideration of the broader
political structures under which decisions about the landscape (public open space)
are made within the city. In the simplest sense, governance is the ‘conduct of
conduct’ (Foucault 2007, 192-3, Dean 2010, 17). Lemke (2002, 34) defines
governance as “any strategy, process, procedure, or program for controlling,
regulating, or managing problems on a global, national or organisation level”. More
specifically, Dean defines government as:
… any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken by a
multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques
and forms of knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct by working through
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the desires, aspirations, interests and beliefs of various actors, for definite
but shifting ends and with a diverse set of relatively unpredictable
consequences, effects and outcomes (Dean 2010, 18).
The analysis of governance emerged from “Foucault’s historical interpretation of the
literature on the ‘reasons of state’ in Europe from around the sixteenth century”
(Darier 1999, 21). Control of the population in the sixteenth-century was primarily
achieved through torture and punishment. Foucault observed that after the middle
ages, there had been a transition from control through punishment to control through
discipline and then eventually the management of populations through selfdiscipline. Concurrent with that development was a rise in the power of the state.
During the modern age a new rationality emerged that created a situation in which
the state and its power became an end in itself. Foucault, quoting J. A. de Guibert,
highlights that the increase of the power of the state was a conscious development:
The state that I depict will have a simple, reliable, easily controlled
administration. It will resemble those huge machines, which by quite
uncomplicated means produce great effects; the strength of this state will
spring from its own strength, its prosperity from its own prosperity. Time,
which destroys all, will increase its power.
(de Guibert 1772, xxiii-xxiv).6
The state endeavoured to manage itself for the purposes of enhancing its own
strength through building its knowledge of the population and the application of
techniques of disciplinary power. The rise in application of disciplinary power
occurred in parallel with a corresponding rise in liberal systems of governance. The
rise in biopolitics occurred at the same time as it was (and remains) “a necessary
condition of liberalism” (Dean 2010, 133). These concepts are explained in detail
below.
2.3.3.1 Discipline
Discipline is an attempt to create a mastery of the body that can be used to control
the body (Foucault 1979). The practice of discipline in the middle ages was

6

This quote has been included to emphasise the point that Michel Foucault was making that during the modern
age, the role of the state was to increase the state’s own power. It does not indicate that the author supports or
condemns this view. Throughout this thesis the author has attempted to remain neutral with respect to the effects
of power.
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primarily achieved through violence on the body, but the means of discipline across
the population evolved after the middle ages. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault
discusses how disciplinary practices formed in the prisons of the classical age
(Foucault 1979). Using the example of Jeremy Bentham’s idea of the Panopticon, an
architecture proposed for the prison that enabled the control and observation of
people, Foucault argued that discipline works partly on the spatial distribution of
individuals, usually by enclosure as in a prison or by partitioning one group from
another, such as students from workers or officers from other ranks. The desired
effect is to “know one’s place in the general economy of space associated with
disciplinary power” (McHoul and Grace 1995, 68-9).
Discipline also works through the control of activities. By controlling activities, time
and labour can be extracted from bodies. This can be done through a daily timetable
or demanding certain precise actions to perform certain tasks (McHoul and Grace
1995). The purpose of this is to minimise idle time and intensify the use of the
slightest moment (Foucault 1979). The act of discipline seeks to train the body to
align itself into a clockwork composition of actions (McHoul and Grace 1995).
Techniques that “analyse space, break up and rearrange activities, must also be
understood as machinery for adding up and capitalizing time” (Foucault 1979, 157).
In the classical period, new techniques for taking charge of the time of individual
existences were developed “for regulating the relations of time, bodies and forces;
for assuring an accumulation of duration; and for turning to ever-increased profit or
use the movement of passing time” (Foucault 1979, 157). Consequently timetables
became a part of disciplinary structures in prisons, schools and universities as part of
the tactics to control the individual. These structures do not work in the same way in
modern life; rather time is competed for by different demands. Time has to be
rationed out to competing demands for the body.
The techniques were applied to all levels of society, such that the techniques used
“an indefinitely generalizable mechanism of ‘panopticism’” (Foucault 1979, 209)
across the population. Foucault argued that the techniques of observation of the
Panopticon grew largely undetected as they were applied to other organisations such
universities, schools, hospitals, industry and state administrative offices (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1983). Disciplinary power had the effect of turning the body into a
machine and “its disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its
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forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, its integration into
systems of efficient and economic controls” (Foucault 1978, 139).
These techniques became the basis of governance. Bentham argued at the end of his
life that “the Panopticon should be the formula for the whole of government”, as “the
Panopticon is the very formula of liberal government” (Foucault 2008, 67). The
number of “techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of
populations” expanded (Foucault 1978, 140). Control of the population and the
spread of the techniques of ‘panopticism’ could not have happened if violence on the
body had been the only means of control.
2.3.3.2 Biopolitics
At about the same time of the emergence of these technologies of discipline, there
emerged, in the field of political practices and economic observation, biopolitics.
Biopolitics focused on the body. The body was “imbued with the mechanics of life
and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and
mortality, the level of health, life expectancy, and longevity” (Foucault 1978, 138).
This formed the basis on an “entire series of interventions and regulatory controls: a
biopolitics of the population” (Foucault 1978, 138).
Biopolitics became the mechanism by which the state cared for its people for the
purposes of the state. People were considered a resource for the state, and a resource
that could be used for the state’s own purposes. Consequently, disciplinary
techniques that had originated in the prison context, extended its knowledge and
power into wider domains (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983). Human needs were seen as
a means to increase the state’s power, and administrators “expressed their concepts
of human welfare and state intervention in terms of biological issues such as
reproduction, disease, work, or pain” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 140). The body
became a tool of the state as the body had a value through its economic use, being
both useful and productive (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983).
Foucault placed great importance on the production of knowledge, as knowledge is
one of the defining components for the operation of power in the modern world
(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983). Foucault also argued that at certain historical
junctures the subjection of the body is created not only through violence but also
through knowledge. Governments started to collect “information on the state’s
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environment, its population, its resources and its problems” (Dreyfus and Rabinow
1983). This information and the sciences that the information encompassed became
“crucial elements in a new complex of power and knowledge” as precise knowledge
was required to accurately assess the health of the state. Similar information was
required of other states (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 137). Rutherford argues that
“making both the individual and population objects of knowledge for government is
the hallmark of modern rule, where the aim is to strengthen the state through the
exercise of tactics and the construction of knowledge rather than the imposition of
law” (Ewald 1990, Rutherford 2007, 293).
The production of knowledge through science has a tendency to normalise problems
and attempt to fit them within the existing theories (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983), and
creates the idea of a norm. Knowledges become normalised and continually attempt
“to manoeuvre populations into ‘correct’ and ‘functional’ forms of thinking and
acting” (McHoul and Grace 1995, 17). Disciplinary technology works to widen the
divide between what is understood as normal and not normal, to set up and preserve
an increasingly differentiated set of anomalies. One of the practical applications of
this division between normal and abnormal is that it creates clear lines of
acceptability within society. A clear understanding of what is and is not ‘normal’
enables the individual to manage their own behaviour. Discipline is a technology of
power that works on the level of the society, but its far-reaching effects can only be
achieved through technologies of the self – those desires and limits that the
individual places on him or herself. Foucault termed the application of selfdiscipline, the governance of the self, or ‘technologies of the self’, biopower. Selfdiscipline involves “the examination of conscience” to identify a behaviour that
might be understood as ‘abnormal’, so “that the subject’s conduct can be corrected
and the individual can embark on his or her path to self-fulfilment” (Rutherford
2007, 299). Rutherford argues further that “it inscribes desire on our bodies and
selves – many people want to be better and do better in the world” (Rutherford 2007,
299).
Dean (2010, 19) positions the idea of self-discipline within a context of morality, and
then compares it to self-government, arguing that morality can be understood as “the
attempt to make oneself accountable for one’s own actions or as a practice in which
human beings take their own conduct to be subject to self-regulation”. Morality thus
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might be considered as another mechanism by which people are encouraged to
manage their own actions – another tool of biopower.
2.3.3.3 The Application of Disciplinary Power by the State
Foucault (1978) called the wide-spread application of disciplinary techniques the
beginning of an era of ‘biopower’. The ultimate aim of the state is to create docile,
yet still productive, bodies through power (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983). A docile
body becomes one that can be analysed and manipulated – subjected, used,
transformed and improved (Foucault 1979). As the body becomes more obedient, it
becomes more useful – as it becomes more useful, it becomes more obedient
(Foucault 1979). These docile bodies have had power disassociated from them,
turning that power into ‘aptitude’ and ‘capacity’ (Foucault 1979) to make the body
economically productive. The effect of this is to create bodies with greater aptitude,
but less power, resulting in increased domination (Foucault 1979) and ability to
contribute to the productivity of the state.
Government used disciplinary power to take on control of all aspects of the life of the
individual. Disciplinary power began to be internalised so that the state was able to
control its population through “practices of the self” (Dean 2010, 20). The
application of biopolitics brought the effects of power to the most minute and distant
elements of society (Foucault 1979). Power eventually “imposed its own standard of
normalization as the only acceptable one” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 193),
producing observable behaviours across populations, and corresponding tactics of
resistance (Darier 1999).
Foucault argues that “disciplinary power was one of the great inventions of
bourgeois society and is the primary means whereby the cohesion of this type of
social body is ensured and maintained” (McHoul and Grace 1995, 71). Biopower
was necessary for the growth of the capitalist economy as biopower enabled the
“controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment
of the phenomena of population to economic processes” (Foucault 1978, 141), and is
“an essential condition for the formation and further growth of industrial,
technological society” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983).
Foucault argues that “the extension of the disciplinary methods is inscribed in a
broad historical process: the development at about the same time of many other

Literature Review

27

technologies – agronomical, industrial, economic” (Foucault 1979, 224). Biopower
was “without question an indispensable element in the development of capitalism”
(Foucault 1978,140-1). Capitalism “would not have been possible without the
controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of
the phenomena of population to economic processes” (Foucault 1978, 140-1). The
“‘political anatomy’ could be operated in the most diverse political regimes,
apparatuses or institutions” (Foucault 1979, 221). These systems (techniques of
power) become intertwined “at every level of the social body and utilized by very
diverse institutions (the family and the army, schools and the police, individual
medicine and the administration of collective bodies)”, all of which “operated in the
sphere of economic processes” (Foucault 1978, 140-1), the central rationality of
liberal governance.
2.3.3.4 Refining the Notion of Power
In later work, Foucault softened his view on the role of biopower to produce docile
bodies. He argues instead the individuals have a degree of freedom to act. Lemke
(2002) argued that Foucault’s notion of power does not necessarily mean one person
forcing or stopping another from performing a given action. Rather for Foucault,
power is when the actions of one person modify the potential field of action of
another (Foucault 2000). Freedom to act was also inplied in Foucault’s notion of
‘technologies of the self’. Foucault envisaged that individuals have available to them
certain techniques to effect a certain number of operations on their bodies, souls,
thoughts, and soon, to transform themselves in order to attain a certain desired state
(Foucault, Martin et al. 1988). Consequently, power can be expressed through moral
advice, violent force, persuasion by rational arguments, ideological manipulation,
pedagogic techniques, or economic exploitation (Lemke 2002).
2.3.4

Liberalism, Neoliberalism and Biopolitics

2.3.4.1 Liberalism
Concurrent with the development of biopolitics and disciplinary power, liberal
governance (and more recently, neoliberal governance) has emerged as the dominant
form of governance in the western world over the past 200 years. Liberalism
emerged “as it was no longer possible to govern directly the lives of individuals and
groups” (Dean 2010, 151). Therefore it introduced a different “rationality of
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government” (Lemke 2002, 42), replacing the rationale of raison d'etat, in which a
sovereign exercised his totalizing will across a national space (Burchell 2013).
Foucault regards liberalism as “a specific art of governing that must be distinguished
from the political universe of discipline and from the world of sovereignty” (Lemke
2002, 15). The change to liberal systems of governance marked “an important
historical rupture in the history of political thought” (Lemke 2002, 42).
Liberal governmentality is made up of rationalities (or programs) and technologies.
These two elements equate to “thought and intervention”, and are a way to
“characterize and analyse governmentalities” (Miller and Rose 2008, 16).
Rationalities are “styles of thinking, ways of rendering reality thinkable in such a
way that it is amenable to calculation and programming” (Miller and Rose 2008, 16).
Technologies are assemblages of persons, techniques, institutions, and instruments
for governance or the conduct of conduct. Miller and Rose (2008, 16) argue that “to
become operable, rationalities had to find some way of realizing themselves,
rendering themselves instrumental”. Technologies are therefore “all those devices,
tools, techniques, personnel, materials and apparatuses that enabled authorities to
imagine and act upon the conduct of persons individually and collectively” (Miller
and Rose 2008, 16).
The five aspects of liberalism that are discussed here are the relationship of
liberalism to society; the role of the economy; limitation of government intervention;
individual freedoms; and risk in a liberal system of governance. Liberalism binds its
rationality of government to civil society (Lemke 2002). In essence, society was
discovered through a biopolitics of the population (Dean 2010), and can be
understood as a “natural realm of freedoms and activities outside the legitimate
sphere of politics” (Lemke 2002). “Political rule was given the task of shaping and
nurturing that very civil society that was to provide its counterweight and limit”,
“with the aim of promoting its maximal functioning” (Miller and Rose 2008, 59). So
liberal governance can be understood as a process that engages with, and tries to
shape society, while constantly reviewing its extent and minimising its scope.
Secondly, liberalism accords natural laws to the economy (Dean 2003, Oels 2005),
and consequently, any “analysis of liberalism should assume the internal rule of
maximal economy” (Dean 2010, 73-74). The idea of the economy as a conceptually
and practically distinguished space is intimately linked to the emergence of
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liberalism (Lemke 2002, 15). The economy is seen as “quasi-nature”, but
importantly can be “represented and known by a sovereign” (Dean 2010, 134). From
this premise, ‘economic government’ developed. ‘Economic government’
presupposes that there exists “an order that is the source of wealth, that cannot be
modified or tampered with, and drives appropriate state policy” (Dean 2010, 134).
This allows freedoms for a population. The ruler can be presented with statement of
the economy of the state, and then can “allow a system of liberty to prevail at the
same time as he can monitor the activities within the economy” (Dean 2010, 134).
‘Economic government’ was also influenced by the emergence of Adam Smith’s The
Wealth of Nations, which created the rationality that “the best outcome for the state is
provided by the pursuit of individual self-interest in the exchanges of the market”, in
a mechanism that cannot be known by the economic subject or the government
(Dean 2010, 135). Liberalism consequently is, in part, defined by the adoption of
principles of an independent economy as a basis for rule.
Thirdly, liberalism is characterized as placing limits on the “legitimate exercise of
power by political authorities” (Miller and Rose 2008, 59). The scope of political
authority was to be limited, and vigilance was to be exercised over it (Miller and
Rose 2008, 59). Liberal government asks the question: “Why must one govern? That
is to say: What makes government necessary, and what ends must it pursue with
regard to society in order to justify its own existence?” (Foucault 2008, 319).
Consequently, liberalism “marks the moment when the dystopian dream of a totally
administered society was abandoned, and government was confronted with a domain
that had its own naturalness, its own rules and processes, and its own internal forms
of self-regulation” (Miller and Rose 2008, 59). Instead the extent of its reach is
constantly monitored for fear of governing in excess – liberalism is an art of
government that “recognizes that there are limits to the role of the state” (Dean 2010,
64).
Dean argues that the notion of government also presupposes “the primary freedom of
those who are governed” (Dean 2010, 24). People essentially have certain freedoms
to act within broad constraints of law. It is also assumed that the governed have the
ability to think and act rationally (Foucault 2008). This is consistent with Michel de
Certeau’s (1984) examination of the response to power structures by an individual, in
which he argues that the consumer of information provided by the producer will use
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it for their own means, and not necessarily as intended by the producer. Under the
liberal/neoliberal system, rationality is essentially undertaken through formal bodies
of knowledge (discourses). In fact, the liberties of people and the capacity to think
and act rationally are “the mechanisms through which an art of government as a
comprehensive management of civil society will come to operate” (Dean 2010, 63).
In that vein, Barry, Osborne et al. (2013, 8) argue that Foucault’s concern was to
determine “the extent to which freedom has become, in our so-called ‘free societies’,
a resource for, and not merely a hindrance to, government”. The freedom of
individuals is “regarded as a critical yardstick for governmental action” (Lemke
2002, 15).
One final aspect of liberal governance that is of importance in this thesis is that
liberalism devolves responsibility for risk to the individual. Citizens must monitor
“risks of physical and mental ill-health, of sexually acquired disease, of dependency,
of being a victim of crime, of a lack of adequate resources in retirement, of their own
and their children’s education, of low self-esteem and so on” (Dean 2010, 194-5).
These become risks that every member of the population has a duty to control. With
the freedoms that are provided under a liberal government, there is a corresponding
responsibility also as individuals “are expected to cope with social risks and
insecurities, to measure and calculate them, taking precautions for themselves and
their families” (Lemke 2002, 47). Risk becomes the responsibility of the citizen in
part because “the definition of many risks as significant or insignificant, ideally,
must also be devolved to the individual” (O'Malley 2013, 204). The risks that are
considered as most significant will attract the attention of the individual and the
“risk-management techniques they support - through personal advocacy and effort, or
by purchase in the market place - will be the ones they define as the best available.”
(O'Malley 2013, 204).
Consequently, liberalism thrives on creating a sense of “danger and insecurity (the
threat of unemployment, poverty, social degradation, etc.)” (Lemke 2002, 46). There
is “no liberalism without a culture of danger” (Foucault 2008, 66-7). Danger and
insecurity are “essential conditions and positive elements of liberal freedom” (Lemke
2002, 46). Liberalism “nurtures danger”, and then weighs its advantages against an
economic cost (Lemke 2002, 46). As a consequence, liberal government must never
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fix these aspects as they are “complementary aspects of liberal governmentality”
(Lemke 2002, 46).
2.3.4.2 The Emergence of Neoliberalism
Foucault (2008) described the emergence of different styles of neoliberalism that
began to be formulated after the Second World War. Neoliberalism took precedence
as the system of ‘embedded liberalism’ began to break down in the 1960s (Harvey
2005), and initially found grounding as a new economic orthodoxy regulating public
policy in Great Britain and the United States in 1979. The neoliberal project was to
remove the constraints imposed by embedded liberalism (Harvey 2005). Its main
focus was to alter the role of the state to “establish markets that guarantee freedom
from excessive (state) bureaucracy” (Dean 2003, Oels 2005). The scope of the
problem of governance was not “one of how a space can be found within an existing
State for a necessary market freedom, but of how to create a State on the basis of an
economic freedom that will secure the State's legitimacy and self-limitation”
(Burchell 2013, 36). It was the responsibility of political government to “actively
create the conditions within which entrepreneurial and competitive conduct is
possible” (Barry, Osborne et al. 2013, 10).
The most significant change that neoliberalism brought to the existing system of
liberalism according to Foucault was that the relationship between the state and the
market was inverted. Rather than the market defining the limit of the state’s
involvement, the market became the “organizing and regulatory principle of the
state” (Harvey 2005, 16). The role of the state became a role of creating and
ensuring the functioning of markets. Neoliberal forms of governance “do not regard
the market as an existing quasi-natural reality situated in a kind of economic nature
reserve space marked off, secured and supervised by the State”; instead “the market
exists, and can only exist, under certain political, legal and institutional conditions
that must be actively constructed by government” (Burchell 2013, 37).
Neoliberalism reformed the role of the state “to create and preserve an institutional
framework. appropriate to such practices” (Harvey 2005, 2). It was the
“responsibility of political government to actively create the conditions within which
entrepreneurial and competitive conduct is possible” (Barry, Osborne et al. 2013,
10).
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Further, neoliberalism advocates the creation of markets where markets do not exist
including in areas such as land, water, education, health care, social security, or
environmental pollution (Harvey 2005, 2). Once markets are established,
government interventions “must be kept to a bare minimum” for two reasons: “the
state cannot possibly possess enough information to second-guess market signals”,
and “powerful interest groups will inevitably distort and bias state interventions”
(Harvey 2005, 2).
Neoliberalism maintains the liberal belief that the interests of the population are
served by pursuit of individual wealth, but extends that idea by advocating that
“human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey 2005, 2). Similarly,
neoliberalism operates with the belief that social good will be maximized through
“the reach and frequency of market transactions, and it seeks to bring all human
action into the domain of the market.” (Harvey 2005, 3)
One of the consequences of neoliberalism is that capital becomes concentrated into
the hands of the few individuals and corporations (Harvey 2005). Harvey argues that
on balance, neoliberalism can be considered “as a political project to re-establish the
conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of economic elites”
(Harvey 2005, 19).
2.3.4.3 Biopolitics and Liberal/Neoliberal Governance
Biopolitics is a necessary and fundamental constituent part of liberal and neoliberal
governance, representing “a distinctive and dynamic constellation that characterizes
liberal government” (Lemke 2002, 44). Dean argues that “all modern forms of
government of the state need to be understood as attempting to articulate a biopolitics
aimed at enhancing the lives of a population” (Dean 2010, 121), including more
recently, being extended to encompass aspects of administration of the biosphere
(Dean 2010).
Liberalism assumes that “human conduct is conceived as something that can be
regulated, controlled, shaped and turned to specific ends” (Dean 2010, 18), but there
are “several ‘non-political’ spheres” (Dean 2010, 64) that are necessary to control for
the ends of government. That is to say, there are limits to the role of the state, and
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therefore, to manage these processes that fall outside the political sphere itself, the
state will use biopolitical mechanisms to create the desired effect. Government
entails “not just the activities of the state and its institutions but more broadly any
rational effort to influence or guide the conduct of human beings through acting upon
their hopes, desires, circumstances, or environment” (Inda 2005, 1). In part,
liberalism assumes that the ability to shape behaviour is derived from a detailed
understanding or knowledge “of the processes that constitute the health, happiness
and well-being of the population” (Dean 2010, 63). Liberalism gathers detailed
information on the population within the spheres of interest that lie outside of
political spheres with the intention of developing “a coordinated and centralized
apparatus for the administration of life” (Dean 2010, 63).
2.3.4.4 Linking Governance and the State
Lemke (2002, 27) describes how “an analytics of governance studies the practical
conditions under which forms of statehood emerge, stabilize and change”.
Consequently, we can characterise the overarching body that is responsible for the
administration and governance of Freshkills Park, as representative of the ‘state’.
Equally it needs to be recognised that the ‘state’ “cannot be reduced to a
homogeneous, stable actor that exists prior to political action” (Lemke 2002, 31).
Rather the state is “an effect and instrument of political strategies and relations of
power” (Lemke 2002, 31). Thus we understand the ‘state’ as identifiable through
the decisions, actions and strategies undertaken in relation to Freshkills Park.
2.3.5

Power, Biopolitics and Governance in Relation to Freshkills Park

Concepts of power, knowledge, liberalism, governance and biopolitics are
fundamental to this research. The dissertation examines the means by which
Freshkills Park might be a mechanism through which tactics of biopower are
expressed within the content of a liberal/neoliberal system of governance with the
intent of improving the functioning of the state. One fundamental question that is
raised is how Freshkills Park fits within a strictly neoliberal system. Markets cannot
be created for parks, and thus they require some level of conscious intervention by
governments to direct money to an activity that is generally seen as inherently social.
This creates fundamental problems for neoliberal governments as it goes beyond
their basic mode of operation. This research does not examine regulation, but uses
the concept that government attempts to shape and control people’s behaviour
Literature Review

34

through other processes and discourses that are observable within Freshkills Park,
and considers how these processes represent the administration of all aspects of the
life of the population.
Understanding that neoliberalism and its application through biopolitics ultimately
aims to benefit the state, through increasing the strength of the state means that the
data on Freshkills Park can be analysed, not in terms of the government providing a
benefit to the people of New York, but rather in terms of how Freshkills Park
contributes to the ‘state’ through society. Exactly how Foucault’s ideas are used in
the research is discussed in Chapter 3.3.

2.4 Discourses on the Environment
2.4.1

Introduction

Foucault’s ideas of discourse, power and knowledge have been used extensively in
this research. One area that is of relevance to this research is the field of
environment and ecology, in which Foucault’s work with discourses has been used in
a number of ways that are of interest.
2.4.2

Environmentality as Green Governmentality

Luke firmly places ecology within the field of biopower and government.
Confirming this view, he adds that “we cannot adequately understand
governmentality in present-day regimes, like the United States of America, without
seeing how many of its tactics, calculi or institutions assume ‘environmentalized’
modes of operation as part and parcel of ordinary practices of governance” (Luke
1999, 150-1).
Luke (1999, 124) argues that the contemporary American state embodies a
“rationalised harmonization of political economy with global ecology as a form of
green geopolitics”. Therefore discourses on the environment no longer derive only
from morality but also from rationality, because “as humanity faced ‘the limits of
growth’, and heard ‘the population bomb’ ticking away, ecologies and environments
became more than something to be judged morally; they became things the state
must administer” (Luke 1999, 124). The ecology has become a facet to be managed
and administered, “not the repression of disorder, but an ordered maximization of
collective and individual forces” (Foucault 1976, 24-5, Luke 1999, 124). Luke also
argues that biopower operates through an ethical system as much as it does “in the
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policy machinations of governmental bureaus within any discretely bordered
territory” (Luke 1999, 149). Consequently the bounds of biopower, formerly limited
to all aspects of the lives of the population, now are relevant to bigger global issues.
The significance of Luke’s writing to this research is that he argues that Foucault’s
concepts extend to phenomena other than those which Foucault himself described.
Most significantly, populations are being managed in relation to issues that extend
beyond aspects of self-discipline relating to the production of docile and productive
bodies, and beyond the limits of state boundaries to global issues. These issues
threaten the fundamental survival of the state. This aspect of biopower/biopolitics
and global issues has been explored by other authors as well (Grove 2010, Cupples
2012, Reid 2012) (refer to Chapter 6.6 for further discussion). As described in
Chapter 6, this research explores how the impact of issues extending beyond the state
boundaries becomes the concern of the state, and is expressed through the case study
in this research.
2.4.3

Ecology as a Discourse on Power

Darier (1999) explores how discourses on the environment are used to draw attention
to environmental issues. Foucault noted that “ecology also spoke a language of
truth” under the banner of “the equilibrium of the processes of living things, and so
forth” (Foucault 1988, 15). The claim to knowledge was for Foucault, a point of
criticism. Darier argues that all knowledge has inescapable power effects (Darier
1999). Darier makes the link between discourses on the environment and their use to
raise the level of awareness and concern about environmental issues. He refers to “a
proliferation of discourses about the environment” (Darier 1999, 2) designed to
create concern about the environment. These create a widespread feeling of
vulnerability to the potential threats posed by or to the environment. This is made
worse by the perception that science is not offering viable solutions to the problems
of the environment (Darier 1999). The significance of Darier’s work to this research
is the use of discourses to raise the level of concern in order to encourage people to
act in certain ways.
Consequently Darier argues that “current environmental concerns could be seen as an
extension of ‘biopolitics’” (Rutherford 1993, Darier 1999, 22-3). One example is
that “the current interest in ecology can be characterized as an ‘ecological
governmentality’ in which all life forms become objects of scientific enquiry, a series
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of state calculations based on ‘security’ and on the disciplining/normalization of the
population” (Darier 1999, 28, Rutherford 1999).
Discourses on the environment are used to raise fear. The use of fear is a
fundamental part of neoliberal government, as it is mechanism through which the
population is motivated to act responsibility. Lemke (2002, 46) argues that “danger
and insecurity (the threat of unemployment, poverty, social degradation, etc.) are not
only unwanted consequences or negative side-effects but essential conditions and
positive elements of liberal freedom”, based on the logic that “the constant threat of
unemployment and poverty and anxiety about the future, induce foresight and
prudence” (Lemke 2002, 47). It is also an expression of power and an example of
the link of power and knowledge.
Backstrand (2004, 703) warns against “grounding environmental policies in a
universal and coherent scientific ‘truth’ about environmental problems”, an approach
that essentially problematizes environmental issues and places these problems ‘out
there', in a pure and unmediated form, rather than these fields being constructed and
produced.
2.4.4

Discourse Analysis and Environmental Policy

Feindt and Oels (2005) discuss the relationship between the discourse analysis and
environment issues. They argue that the discourse around specific environmental
issues shapes the way that they are dealt with. They argue that environmental
discourse is part of a broader discursive landscape, and as a consequence,
“environmental discourse competes with other discourses, for example economic or
development discourses” (Feindt and Oels 2005, 162). These broader discursive
formations “are critical to the question of if and how a situation is understood,
communicated and treated as an environmental problem” (Feindt and Oels 2005,
162). Feindt and Oels (2005, 163) argue that the concepts of an “environmental
discourse (the ‘knowledge’) are intertwined with practices, institutional capacities
and technologies”, and “are rooted in specific cultural and political formations”.
Consequently they help to legitimise certain practices in preference to other actions.
2.4.5

Environmentality

Agrawal examines Foucault’s concepts of power in relation to the forest based
communities Kumaon communities in India. Agrawal (2005, 212) discusses how
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environmental subjects are cultivated and discussed how that process occurred in
these communities. His investigation is based on the “argument that there are
relationships between government and subject formation and policy and subjectivity”
(Foucault 1983). He argues that this relationship can be traced by “examining
technologies of power that form subjects and encourage them to define themselves in
particular ways and technologies of the self that individuals apply to themselves in
order to transform their own conditions” (Miller 1993, xiii-xiv, Agrawal 2005).
2.4.6

Conclusion

Applying Foucauldian concepts of discourse and power-knowledge to environmental
policy offers a way to understand and reinterpret the formation and application of
environmental policy. This work is of great interest in the study of Freshkills Park,
as environmental discourses are prominent in the design, promotion and decision
making at Freshkills Park. The important aspects to be taken from this work are that
biopolitics has now been extended to encompass global environmental issues, and
that discourses on the environment both create the way in which they will be
considered and therefore dealt with, and also legitimise certain discourses against
others in a type of competition for prominence. Darier argues that discourses on
environment are designed to generate fear as a motivator for action, and Agrawal
discusses how environmental subjects are created through these discourses. The
biopolitical processes of discourse and power have been shown to operate through
ecological discourse also, acting through fear and concern raised by these discourses.

2.5 America, the Frontier and Nature
2.5.1

Introduction

Many of America’s attitudes to landscape and nature had their genesis in the unique
way that America changed under the colonisation of Europeans. As non-indigenous
Americans spread across the continent, displacing the native Americans, ideas and
attitudes about nature and wilderness developed that are unique to America. These
views persist today, and play a role in the formation on discourses on parks in the
city. Consequently, understanding these views sheds light on how attitudes towards
elements of Freshkills Park are formed. Attitudes to nature can be associated with
two ideas that became incorporated into the American vision of itself – the frontier
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and wilderness (Schama 1995). Particular attention needs to be paid to the attitudes
specific to the United States as these have greatest relevance to Freshkills Park.
2.5.2

The Idea of Wilderness

Cronon (1995) argues that the idea of wilderness is a relatively new phenomenon
developed in the past 250 years or so. Prior to that time, wilderness was considered
‘deserted’, ‘savage’, ‘desolate’, ‘barren’, a ‘waste’ (Cronon 1995, 8).

The biblical

use of ‘wilderness’ was as a place on the “margins of civilization where it is all too
easy to lose oneself in moral confusion and despair” (Cronon 1995, 8) Wilderness is
a “place to which one came only against one’s will, and always in fear and
trembling” – a place that in its raw state, “had little or nothing to offer civilized men
and women” (Cronon 1995, 9).

Figure 2.3 – Yosemite National Park
The establishment of the national park system in the United States cemented certain views on nature and
wilderness (Source: http://FoundTheWorld.com, Accessed 2 March 2015).

The attitude towards nature and wilderness shifted radically in the United States in
the fifty-two years between the deaths of Henry David Thoreau in 1862 and John
Muir in 1914, as the Yellowstone National Park was created in 1872, and the Sierra
Club – an organisation to educate Americans about the inherent values of wild lands
and life – was founded in 1892 (Oelschlaeger 1991, Cronon 1995, Schama 1995,
Olwig 2002). At the start of the nineteenth-century “the idea of creating in
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perpetuity a wilderness enclave of land, plants and animals would have been
unthinkable” given the apparent abundance of such land. However, by the end of the
nineteenth-century “demand for wilderness was beginning to outstrip supply”
(Oelschlaeger 1991, 3). Oelschlaeger (1991, 3) argues that as the “almost total
humanizing of the earth’s landscape looms on the horizon” in the twenty-first
century, “the idea of wilderness paradoxically assumes a new importance in the
stream of events”.
Cronon (1995, 10) argues that ‘wilderness’ gained such remarkable influence as it is
“loaded with some of the deepest core values of the culture that created and idealized
it: it had to become sacred”. There has often been a sense of the spiritual or
supernatural attached to wilderness, so that by the eighteenth century, “this sense of
the wilderness as a landscape where the supernatural lay just beneath the surface was
expressed in the doctrine of the sublime” (Cronon 1995, 10). To the romantics, God
would most often be found in “those vast, powerful landscapes where one could not
help feeling insignificant and being reminded of one’s own mortality” (Cronon 1995,
10). It is the emotion that these landscape evoke that was celebrated by the
romantics (Schama 1995). John Muir had attacked the proponents over the damming
of the Tuolumne River to create a water supply for San Francisco with such fervour
that it invokes comparisons with religiosity. Consequently the way that wilderness
was viewed went from ‘Satan’s home’ to become “God’s own temple” (Cronon
1995, 9).
Ralph Waldo Emerson attributes an element of ethics to nature. By inhaling the
ethereal ‘upper air’, Emerson believed that one was able to “behold the absolute
natures of justice and truth” (Emerson and Thoreau [1836] 1991, 55), so that the
“axioms of physics translate the laws of ethics” (Olwig 2002, 190, Emerson and
Thoreau [1836] 1991, 29). Thoreau in writing about his climb up Katahdin in Maine
transmutes the physical mountain into “an icon of the sublime: a symbol of God’s
presence on earth” (Cronon 1995, 12).
Early sites chosen for national parks contained an element of this sublime, and it was
not until the twentieth-century that other sites would be considered worthy of
protection. The first swamp, the Everglades National Park, was not honoured until
the 1940s (Cronon 1995). It was in the latter half of the nineteenth-century that the
idea of wilderness changed to being far more benign. As more and more tourists
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ventured out to the see the beauty of the wild, “the sublime in effect became
domesticated” (Cronon 1995, 12). It was still sacred, but more of a “pleasant parish
church” than “a grand cathedral or a harsh desert retreat” (Cronon 1995, 12). The
terror and anxiety that was once associated with the sublime had dissipated, and it
became “a sacred temple, much as it continues to be for those who love it today”
(Cronon 1995, 13).
2.5.3

Wilderness and National Identity

The idea of wilderness has become entrenched as “an essential part of the American
identity” (Nash 1970, 727). Some Americans “gradually perceived that their country
was different and, they believed, distinguished them from other nations, particularly
Britain, on account of its contact with wilderness” (Nash 1970, 727). Thoreau
argued that American character benefited from wilderness (Nash 1970). Part of that
identity was in the ability to conquer the wilderness. The colonizers of North
America “found a dark, forbidding wilderness on the shores of the new continent,
and the subjugation of this wilderness was the first order of business” (Cooke 1968).
The wilderness had to be “conquered to be replaced with field, orchard, and
vineyard” (Cooke 1968).
As America pushed the western frontier back, and the territory of the Louisiana
Purchase were plotted into quadrants (Tuan 1996), the continent began to be
colonised from coast to coast. It was not until the vast majority of the space between
the two coasts was colonised that wilderness was understood to be disappearing
(Cosgrove 2003). This created a growing appreciation of wilderness because that the
potential loss of wilderness gave it added value. The fear that the frontier was
rapidly disappearing, laid the seeds of wilderness preservation in the United States
(Cronon 1995, Schama 1995, Olwig 2002). It was necessary to preserve wilderness
“for if wild land had been so crucial in the making of the nation, then surely one
must save its last remnants as monuments to the American past – and as an insurance
policy to protect its future” (Cronon 1995, 13). Cronon (1995, 13) argues that “to
protect wilderness was in a very real sense to protect the nation’s most sacred myth
of origin”. The end result is that, since the nineteenth century, “celebrating
wilderness has been an activity mainly for the well to do city folks”, and “elite urban
tourists and wealthy sportsmen projected their leisure-time frontier fantasies onto the
American landscape and so created wilderness in their own image” (Cronon 1995,
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15). The love of wilderness increased “in proportion to the degree of civilization”
(Nash 1970, 728). Ironically, “the very process that destroys wilderness stimulates
its appreciation” (Nash 1970, 728).
The response of America was to create reserves which maintained an element of
wilderness. The establishment of the national parks movement can be attributed to
George Catlin who in May 1832 visited South Dakota. Believing that he foresaw the
extinction of both the bison and Indian people, he envisaged a park that would be a
preserve for both Indian and animal (Nash 1970, 729). Forty years after Catlin’s call
for a National Park, Ulysses S Grant signed an act designating over two million acres
of north-western Wyoming as Yellowstone National Park. While the original idea
was to preserve the features such as geysers, “only later, in the 1880s and 1890s, did
a few people begin to realize that wilderness had also been preserved in 1872” (Nash
1970, 730-1). The special relationship to wilderness of Americans “soon provided
the strongest reasons for appreciating Yellowstone and the subsequent national
parks” (Nash 1970, 730-1). Cronon (1995) argues that the idea of wilderness is the
confluence of two ideas: the sublime with its associations as romanticism, and the
frontier, which is a term more peculiarly American. The merging of these two ideas
carried with it moral values and cultural symbols with remain with the idea of
wilderness today (Cronon 1995, 10) and contribute to a connection between the ideas
of wilderness, frontier and national identity.
2.5.4

The Pristine Myth

America’s national parks were “developed as places where free access would allow
members of the nation to recreate, both physically and spiritually, by walking or
hiking through the landscape”, and provide “great scenic beauty” and “sublime
visual experiences” (Olwig 2002, 192). By the time that national parks were created,
the idea that humans should be a part of the national park had been dismissed. This
view was adopted as part of the view that humans were not a part of nature (Spirn
1995). However, “far from being the one place on earth that stands apart from
humanity”, wilderness “is quite profoundly a human creation” (Cronon 1995, 7).
Denevan (1992) believes that there was the myth that when the United States was
first connected to Europe, the Americas were a sparsely populated wilderness.
Rather he points to evidence that “the Native American landscape of the early
sixteenth-century was a humanized landscape almost everywhere” (Denevan 1992,
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369). Colonisation by Native Americans was sufficiently large that “forest
composition had been modified, grasslands had been created, wildlife disrupted, and
erosion was severe in places” (Denevan 1992, 369). He argues that “agricultural
fields were common, as were houses and towns and roads and trails” (Denevan 1992,
370). Olwig argues similarly that the landscape was managed by the population and
points to the fact that the character of Yosemite changed considerably once the
Native American population was removed (Olwig 2002).
The idea of a pristine wilderness is usually considered to be without the influence of
humanity. National parks and wilderness areas were being created almost directly
after the final Indian wars in which the “prior human inhabitants of these areas were
rounded up and moved onto reservations”, which of course makes a lie of myth of
wilderness as uninhabited land (Cronon 1995, 15). Tourists then were able to “enjoy
the illusion that they were seeing their nation in its pristine, original state, in the
morning of God’s own creation” (Denevan 1992).
Removing Native Americans from the land to create the uninhabited wilderness
created a situation that had never before occurred in the human history of the place.
This occurrence demonstrates how “constructed, the American wilderness really is.
… It is entirely a creation of the culture that holds it dear, a product of the very
history it seeks to deny. Indeed, one of the most striking proofs of the cultural
invention of wilderness is its thoroughgoing erasure of the history from which it
sprang. In virtually all of its manifestations, wilderness represents a flight from
history” (Cronon 1995, 16).
Denevan argues that the “pristine view is to a large extent an invention of nineteenthcentury romanticist and primitivist writers such as W.H. Hudson, Cooper, Thoreau,
Longfellow, and Parkman, and painters such as Catlin and Church” (Denevan 1992,
1). He argues that the “roots of the pristine myth lie in part with early observers
unaware of human impacts that may be obvious to scholars today”, but may have
been influenced because “most of our eyewitness descriptions of wilderness and
empty lands come from a later time, particularly 1750-1850”, when the disruption of
Native American tribes meant that the landscape had changed from that which was
managed by the native population (Denevan 1992, 379).
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Wilderness is a social construction of the natural world that is “the reflection of our
own unexamined longings and desires” (West and Carrier 2004, 485) and one that
guides the physical reconstruction of aspects of the natural environment (Smith
1990). West, Igoe et al. (2006) argue that the attitude that humans should be
excluded from protected areas has created a new way of seeing and understanding
what is natural. This attitude has imposed a nature/culture dichotomy that previously
did not exist on places and people (Strathern 1980).
2.5.5

Wilderness and as an Antidote to Contemporary Life

The other idea that helped develop the contemporary ideas of wilderness is “the
belief that the best antidote to the ills of an overly refined and civilized modern world
was a return to simpler, more primitive living”, embodied in the United States as the
myth of the frontier (Cronon 1995, 13). The frontier offered freedom for individuals
able to escape the “confining strictures of civilized life” (Cronon 1995, 13). Indeed,
Theodore Roosevelt and others such as Owen Wister wrote about the romantic
figures that inhabited the frontier of the wild west, who invariably were polite,
honest, hardworking and hard playing, and very masculine (Cronon 1995, 14).
Whether viewed from the perspective of the sublime (as representative of the work of
God), or from the perspective of frontier (a chance to escape the confines of
civilisation), in each case, the wilderness offers the illusion that people can escape
the cares and troubles of the world (Cronon 1995). Much of the language used to
describe wilderness is “permeated with spiritual and religious values” that might
have once been directed to religious icons, but are instead now directed to nature
itself so that wilderness serves as the unexamined foundation on which so many of
the quasi-religious values of contemporary environmentalism rest (Cronon 1995).
Much is made of Thoreau’s claim that nature is necessary for the soul. He argues
that “we can never have enough of Nature. We must be refreshed by the sight of
inexhaustible vigor, vast and Titanic features” (Thoreau 1973, 318). It is wilderness
that engages the wildness of man, as “the most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued
to man, its presence refreshes him” (Thoreau 1980, 114). “To confront the wild, in
both its microscopic and macroscopic manifestations, is to marvel at existence and
thus to be ejected from the realm of everydayness” (Bennett 2002, xxii). Thoreau
compares the interaction with wildness as a way of “re-crafting the self” into a child
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of god – “the Wildness of the American wilderness is the condition of possibility of a
new man, a ‘new Adam’” (Thoreau 1949, 3:187).
2.5.6

Wilderness, Nature and Public Parks

The idea of wilderness, nature and humanity’s relationship to it has a connection
with the development of the public park movement in the nineteenth century.
Olmsted’s work in the establishment of the National Parks system led to his role in
the design of the great parks of New York and other American cities in the
nineteenth century. This created a connection between the ideal of wilderness and
nature, to his design work and consequently, nature provided a visual image that
played an extraordinary role in the aesthetic of public parks (Novak 1980). The park
designs of the nineteenth-century were based on these visions of nature and
wilderness. The first parks designed by Olmsted in the United States were shaped in
the manner of an aesthetic that was based in a more wild nature (Spirn 1995). The
ideas of wilderness and nature all play a role in the perception of landscape. Close
examination of the promotion of parks in New York demonstrates that the ideas of
wilderness and nature are still relevant and continue to be part of the discourse on
parks in the twenty-first century. This idea is explored in greater detail in Chapter
5.4.

2.6 Health and Nature
2.6.1

Value of Natural Environments

When parks were first designed in the nineteenth century, city officials had a strong
belief in the possible health advantages that would result from open space, in part by
reducing disease, crime and social unrest, as well as providing ‘green lungs’ for the
city (Rhode and Kendle 1997). The chance to stroll in nature was perceived to have
strong health benefits. In a paper to the American Social Science Association in
1870, Olmsted argues that “as to the effect on public health, there is no question that
it already great” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 172), even to the point that doctors would
“prescribe a ride in the Park before going to the offices” or direct school girls “to be
taken wholly, or in part, from their studies, and sent to spend several hours a day
rambling on foot in the Park" (Olmsted Sr 1973, 172).
Frederick Law Olmsted Senior believed the restorative quality of green nature
“operates by unconscious processes to relax and relieve tensions created by the
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artificial surroundings of urban life” (Lewis 1992) improved the vigour or men,
contributed to their capacity for happiness and improved the possibility for the
“proper exercise of the intellectual and moral forces” (Olmsted [1865] 1952). His
plans for Central Park “reflected an awareness of the somatic and psychiatric medical
theories of his time” (Hewitt 2006), including miasma theory (Szczygiel and Hewitt
2000), and moral therapy (Hartig, Berg et al. 2011).
Olmsted’s writing reflects that of Henry David Thoreau who was writing Walden at
about the same time. Thoreau’s writing reflects the same view of the effect of nature
on emotional health, writing that “there can be no very black melancholy to him who
lives in the midst of Nature and has his senses still” (Thoreau 1854, from 'Solitude').
Thoreau also famously argues that “… in Wildness is the preservation of the World”
(Thoreau [1862] 1991). This idea still resonates although in a more evidence based
sense. In a survey of 1,900 adults in the US, Cordell et al. (1998) found that
approximately 45% of respondents rated wilderness as ‘very important’ or
‘extremely important’ for spiritual inspiration, and a further 56% stated that just
knowing it exists was ‘very important’ or ‘extremely important’. We look to
wilderness as a saviour from the malaise of the planet created by humans (Cronon
1995). Just as nature provides restorative benefits to the individual, wilderness and
nature are seen as potential saviours from the activities undertaken that damage the
planet. Bennet argues that “American environmentalism is itself conceived as the
attempt to regain, (Henley 1991, 18) restore (McMahon 1991, 233-34), rekindle
(Henley 1991, 15), or recover (McGuane 1991, 52) our original relationship with
nature” (Bennett 2002, 81).
2.6.2

Recent Studies

More recently there have concerted attempts to empirically demonstrate a connection
between humans and the natural world through the “disciplines of ecology, biology,
environmental psychology and psychiatry” (Maller, Townsend et al. 2008, 52), an
attempt which recall the underlying beliefs about the benefits of parks that had been
established 150 years previous. It is believed that there is evidence to suggest that
“humans are dependent on nature not only for material needs (food, water, shelter
etc) but perhaps more importantly for psychological, emotional and spiritual needs”
(Wilson 1984, Katcher and Beck 1987, Kaplan and Kaplan 1989, Roszak 1995,
Wilson 2001). Maller et al (2008, 52) suggest that on findings so far “parks and
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other natural environments play a vital role in human health and wellbeing through
providing access to nature” and that the association of nature and human well-being
is increasing (Health Council of the Netherlands and Dutch Advisory Council for
Research on Spatial Planning Nature and the Environment 2004).
Parks are described as ideal environments in which to reap some of the positive
contributions to personal health that are inseparable from evolutionary history
(Furnass 2001). Contact with nature is said to be beneficial as access to nature in the
workplace is related to lower levels of perceived job stress and higher levels of job
satisfaction (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989). Restorative values “such as
psychophysiological stress reduction … seems to stem from mutually reinforcing
aspects of experiences of nature: distance from everyday demands, and possibilities
for aesthetic appreciation and activity driven by interest” (Hartig 2008). Benefits are
not just restorative, but it has been found that contact to nature provides beneficial
effects on mood and heart rate variability. This physiological measure related to
exertion of self-control and stress, is considered as buffering or ‘instorative’ effects
(Beute and de Kort 2014).
The connection between recreation in nature and health benefits is commonly
researched. An association “between the self-reported participation in nature-based
recreation and emotional well-being through restorative experiences when adjusting
for age, gender, household income, the level of leisure time physical activity, and the
frequency of active transportation” (Korpela, Borodulin et al. 2014) and an
association between being immersed in a natural outdoor environment with physical
activity and positive effects on energy levels have been found (Kinnafick and
Thøgersen-Ntoumani 2014).
The aesthetics of open space should not be underestimated when considering the
health benefits of green and natural spaces. The degree to which green spaces are
“accessible and aesthetically attractive”, is positively correlated with degree of
physical activity (Semenzato, Sievanen et al. 2011, 275). That is, people are more
likely to use open spaces when they are well maintained.

2.7 Conclusion
This literature review considers the long inter-relationship that power and landscape
have had. Landscape has represented power either through wealth or the ability to
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govern. The power of landscape is not only expressed through these forms of power.
Some literature on this tends to suggest that landscape is subservient to architecture
in the context of the city. More recently, there has been a reconsideration of the role
of landscape in terms of economic impact in the city, a way of conceptualising the
urban context or the functional role that landscape can play. This literature casts the
role of landscape within the city in a positive and productive light.
The clear gap in the literature is applying a different lens of power and governance to
landscape. Foucault’s ideas on power, knowledge, biopolitics and governance
provide a good way to reconsider landscape in the contemporary city. In particular,
consideration needs to be given to the idea of landscape in relation to discourse, not
just landscape as a discourse in itself, but a range of other discourses that change the
way that landscape is considered, valued, used and designed.
Also important is consideration of the creation of Freshkills Park within a neoliberal
system of government. While Foucault developed his concepts of biopolitics and
disciplinary power in relation to the rise of liberal systems of government, the past
sixty or so years has seen the rise of neoliberalism, which slightly alters the field in
which to apply Foucault’s ideas. Foucault’s contributions on neoliberalism and the
work of a number of authors on the topic provide a reasonable grounding on which to
explore issues of governance in relation to Freshkills Park.
The literature review also considers literature that applied Foucault’s work to
environmental discourse. Even though this field has not been extensive, it has
proven to be one of the most important concepts for this research. The
environmental issues that have arisen over the past few decades are being addressed
within governmental structures and biopolitical systems that have not necessarily
been geared to such issues. How these problems are addressed can be fundamentally
linked to Freshkills Park.
The concepts of nature, wilderness, frontier and national identity were explored.
Links were made between these ideas, formed through the creation of national parks,
and the public park movement of the nineteenth-century in America. The literature
review also discussed certain aspects of the contemporary relationship of people with
nature. This is significant to the research, as concepts of nature, wilderness, frontier
and national identity help shape views towards Freshkills Park and contribute to the
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discourses that can be associated with Freshkills Park. These discourses
fundamentally shape the views of the public in relation to the Park. Finally the
literature review considers issues of the relationship between health and nature.
These ideas are integral to the formation of discourses that shape the perceived roles
and value of Freshkills Park.
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3 Methodology and Theoretical Framework
3.1 Introduction
This research applies a Foucauldian theoretical position that combines archaeology
and genealogy to the case study of Freshkills Park. The research examines the
political and social aspects of the closure of the Fresh Kills landfill, and the design,
creation and management of Freshkills Park. In doing so, the research seeks to reexamine the role and value of landscape in the contemporary city. In order to
establish a viable link between the case study and broader concepts of landscape, the
research uses the concept of ‘third nature’ as discussed by Hunt (2000) to narrow the
definition of landscape (refer Chapter 3.2). The research is focused on those
landscapes that are physically represented in New York by parks in general, and
Freshkills Park specifically.

3.2 Defining Landscape
This research uses John Dixon Hunt’s concept of ‘third nature’ (Hunt 2000) to define
landscape. Hunt’s exploration of the idea of ‘three natures’ is relevant as it is a
reminder that the “interventions of landscape architecture are distinct from other
territory and that one mode of intervention is not necessarily privileged over another”
(Hunt 2000, 48). Hunt describes three levels of ‘nature’ according to a “scale or
hierarchy of human intervention into the physical world” (Hunt 2000, 34). Hunt
attributes this hierarchy originally to the work of Roman philosopher Cicero in his
work De natura deorum. Cicero attributes the idea of a second nature to “what we
would call the cultural landscape: agriculture, urban developments, roads, bridges,
ports, and other infrastructure” (Hunt 2000, 33). By implication, the first nature is
‘the natural world’ in which the second is created. The notion of the third nature
was, according to Hunt, introduced by the Italian humanist, Jacopo Bonfadio in
correspondence to a fellow humanist in 1541 (Hunt 2000, 32). The term ‘third
nature’ is used in reference to gardens in general where nature is incorporated with
art in a deliberate attempt to create a beautiful space. Certain elements are required
such as specific intention, the inclusion of elements above functional needs, “some
conjunction of metaphysical experience with physical forms” and some aesthetic
intent (Hunt 2000, 62). Hunt concludes by arguing that gardens are best understood
within terms of the three natures. The concept of any one nature is better understood
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by its relationship with the other two (Hunt 2000). Consequently, the ‘landscape’
that is the primary focus of the research is that landscape within the city, primarily
parks, that are created with some deliberate attempt to create aesthetic amenity.

3.3 Applying the Work of Foucault to the Study of Landscape
While Foucault did not examine landscape or specifically consider landscape to any
degree, his thinking, particular in regard to power-knowledge, has been applied to
landscape (Waage and Benediktsson 2010, Vergunst 2012, Silva 2014), nature and
ecology (Darier 1999, Kendall and Wickham 1999, Luke 1999, Rutherford 1999,
Rutherford 2007) and community forestry (Agrawal 2005). His work was originally
identified as appropriate for the research as it offered a lens for examining landscape
situated in power, politics and economics – a lens through which landscape is rarely
considered. The case for using Foucault was also substantiated by some initial
investigation into the tactics that were being used to promote the Park by the
Department of Parks and Recreation. That is, the likely value of using Foucault’s
work was established prior to interviews being conducted. Foucault’s work is also
important as the research is essentially a study of management and practice. It is
through studying the management of Freshkills Park within broader political
structures, that aspects of power-knowledge and biopolitics can be observed. The
ideas of Michel Foucault have been taken from his original writings and through
secondary authors. The primary source for Foucault’s work on governance was the
work of Mitchell Dean (2010), who has interpreted the work of Foucault and others
to develop a comprehensive view on power and government but the work of other
authors has also been referred to.
3.3.1.1 A Study of Practice
This research eschews the project of finding deeper meaning. Indeed Foucault’s
techniques are not applicable to the study of culture as a repository of meaning
(Kendall and Wickham 1999). For Foucault, search for deeper meaning is futile
(Kendall and Wickham 1999), as one cannot “simply assume that there are deep
meanings to investigate just because our culture tells us there are” (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1983, xxv). Instead the research takes the lead from Foucault to examine
processes of management practices and governance for the management of
populations looking at the surface of events – an approach that the epistemological
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and ontological assumptions of Foucault lend themselves well. Looking at the
surface of events, management practices and the political decision making, can
reveal a profound visibility to the phenomena being studied (Dreyfus and Rabinow
1983). It is through examining the practices of governance that the dynamics of
power are revealed, shedding new light on the role and value of landscape in the
contemporary city.
3.3.1.2 Landscape as Discourse
Central to Foucault’s work is an understanding of discourses. Foucault defined a
discourse as constituted by a set of rules that constrain and enable the writing,
speaking and thinking about a subject within its historical limits (McHoul and Grace
1995). Kendall and Wickham (1999) argue that no objects exist completely outside
of a discursive realm. Freshkills Park, like most parks, is primarily conceived within
a landscape framework. It is considered as existing within a discourse on parks,
which itself is part of a broader discourse on landscape. It is at the margins of this
discourse that the new knowledge emerging from the research is most clear.
Foucault argues that discourses change, evolve and transmute. Discourse also
provides “the spaces – the concepts, metaphors, models, analogies, for making new
statements” (Henriques, Hollway et al. 1984), and the extent to which new
statements about parks and landscape are made at Freshkills Park acts to test the
limits of the discourse on landscape.
The research then uses an exploration of the practices of creation, development and
management of the Park to explore the boundaries of the discourse on landscape, and
how the discourses on landscape and power-knowledge relations are productive. The
research also considers how power determines the forms and possible domains of
knowledge around Freshkills Park. In particular, the research seeks evidence that
Foucault’s concepts of disciplinary power and biopolitics are relevant to the
establishment of the Park. It then considers how these concepts of power relate to
the discourse on Freshkills Park, and how other discourses become evident through
examining Freshkills Park.

3.4 Research Foundations
This section establishes the theoretical perspective, epistemological and ontological
foundations for the research. It explains the assumptions underpinning the research,
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establishes the process by which the data for the research was collected, and analyses
how conclusions were derived.
3.4.1

Epistemological and Ontological Foundations

Blaikie defines ontology as the “branch of philosophy that is concerned with the
nature of what exists” (Blaikie 2010, 13). In terms of social research, that question
relates to the nature of social reality. Epistemology is a theory of knowledge that
“provides a philosophical grounding for establishing what kinds of knowledge are
possible … and criteria for deciding how knowledge can be judged as being both
adequate and legitimate” (Crotty 1998, 8). The ontological and epistemological
grounding of the research specifically relates to an investigation that tests the limits
of a discourse on landscape over time. The research examines parks within New
York from the mid-nineteenth-century up the present day. It examines how
landscape, through the case study of Freshkills Park and other parks in New York is
perceived and demonstrates that the concept, values, meaning and representation of
landscape changes over time (refer Chapter 4.2). Most importantly, it is at the
fringes of the role, purpose and perceived value of Freshkills Park that the research
focuses, because that represents the limits of the discourse on landscape in the
twenty-first century. It is at these fringes that one sees beyond the obvious
discourses associated with landscape.
3.4.1.1 Episteme
Foucault’s project was to consider the history of ideas and “the way in which we
understand our connections with past ages” (Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000, 14). He
challenged the notion of a consistent narrative through time, where progress was
constantly being made towards a certain moment in history. In the Order of Things
(Foucault 2002) Foucault describes the history of Western Europe as one that did not
“find continuity, progress, origins and that things were ‘the same’” (Danaher,
Schirato et al. 2000, 15). Foucault developed his idea of an episteme which he
defined as certain period of time that was organised around specific world views
established at that time. An episteme can be considered as “the product of certain
organising principles which related things to one another (by classifying things, and
by allocating them meanings and values) and which, as a result, determines how we
make sense of things, what we can know” (Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000, 17) . He
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also recognised that rather than smooth transitions from one episteme to another,
there are distinct ruptures that change the nature of the episteme.
Foucault focuses on three major epistemes over the last four hundred years – the
renaissance, the classical and the modern (Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000). The
renaissance understood the world as a book that God had written, an age of
resemblances that could only be deciphered through God’s code. The classical age,
the rise of science meant that the world was understood in terms of natural order.
The modern age is typified by man being responsible for knowledge. De Certeau
(1986) highlighted this point through Foucault’s work on madness. He argues that
the term for ‘madman’ remained constant across the centuries but “it is not a
question of the same malady in any two of them” (de Certeau 1986, 179-80).
The history of landscape is reflected by these orders, and can be seen through
transformations from the rational order of the renaissance landscape creations of
Europe to the naturalistic conceptions of ideal landscapes of the English picturesque.
The changes in ideals of landscape design were not evolutions, but represented quite
sudden and dramatic departures from previous landscape culture. In this sense,
landscape is considered to align with the dominant cultural norms and thinking of
any particular age. The fact that the term remains constant across centuries, even
though it’s meaning changes adds confusion. This indicates that the ‘landscape’ of
the sixteenth century, the ‘landscape’ of the eighteenth-century and the ‘landscape’
of the twentieth-century can be considered as essentially different things.
In his later work on genealogy, Foucault “accepts the fact that we are nothing but our
history, and therefore we will never get a total and detached picture either of who we
are or of our history” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 122). Revisiting the research
question within a renewed understanding of the epistemological and ontological
underpinning, this research examines landscape within the contemporary city, but
acknowledges that different conceptions of landscape have existed over time.
‘Landscape’ can be understood as being positioned conceptually within Foucault’s
episteme, by which the value, meaning and constitution of landscape changes with
the age. These are considered as relative and not absolute ideas and concepts. How
landscape is defined or is constituted at any given time can be understood as a
discourse which changes, evolves, ruptures and is reconceptualised.
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3.5 Theoretical Perspective
3.5.1

Introduction

The theoretical underpinnings of the research have been developed to provide an
appropriate way to address the research question. The data collection methods
discussed below were constructed on the anticipated requirements of a Foucauldian
analysis. As the research proceeded, the applicability of Foucault’s methods and
work became clearer, and the role of his work was expanded as the theoretical
underpinnings of this research.
Foucault’s work has attracted criticism from certain quarters. His early work was
heavily criticised as part of a “more general backlash against a group of
predominantly French theorists” (Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000, 2), whose ideas were
challenging the underlying beliefs of a number of established fields. He also
sustained criticism for changing his topics, methods and purposes (Hoy 1986).
Despite these criticisms, Foucault’s work has been taken up and used widely
(Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000) and in particular his ideas of governmentality have
been applied to liberal/neoliberal rationality (Dean 2010), the construction of nature
(Darier 1999, Luke 1999) and the environment (Rutherford 1993, Rutherford 1999,
Rutherford 2007) amongst others.
It was argued that Foucault’s work offers a “new method” that “combines a type of
archaeological analysis which preserves the distancing effect of structuralism, and an
interpretive dimension which develops the hermeneutic insight that the investigator
is always situated and must understand the meaning of his cultural practices from
within them” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, xii). It still retains its relevance, and
forms an appropriate theoretical perspective for this research.
3.5.2

History of the Present

Foucault’s approach has been referred to as a ‘history of the present’. Such an
approach starts with a diagnosis of the current situation and locates the manifestation
of a particular ritual of power or political technology “to see where it arose, took
shape, gained importance and so on” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 119). That
approach is adopted in this research and it considers Freshkills Park within the
historical context of parks in New York and a political history of Staten Island and
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New York. It is the history of parks in New York that establishes the discourse
within which Freshkills Park has been created.
Foucault’s approach recognises that what can appear as continuous development
through history is actually “crossed by discontinuous discursive formations”
(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 106). It is the discourses that define to a great extent
the practices of the present and what can be said and cannot be said about any
particular subject. The research focuses on the ‘discursive formations’ around the
creation of Freshkills Park. These discursive formations, of which landscape
becomes one of the primary discourses under investigation, are revealed through
examining the practices around the creation of Freshkills Park. Foucault uses history
to help reveal more about society, but he assumes no greater truth or meaning from
any continuities that can be observed. Continuities “reveal no finalities, no hidden
underlying significations, no metaphysical certainties” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983,
106).
The approach taken to the research is a combination of archaeology, genealogy and
discourse analysis, all within a construct of a liberal/neoliberal form of governance.
Archaeology gives us direct access to the conditions of the creation of Freshkills
Park, and then through genealogy, the historical and political dimension is examined
within the context of relations of disciplinary power and biopolitics. This research
applies a methodology closely based on Foucault’s work, using some of his key
findings regarding power, knowledge, biopolitics and governance, to reveal more
about society and its practices and the role that landscape plays in society.
3.5.3

Archaeology

The objective of an archaeological approach is to locate a ‘general history’ for
Freshkills Park. Archaeology is “the process of investigating the archives of
discourse” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 25), and is essentially an ordering tool used
to analyse the statement as it exists in the archive (Foucault 1972). The archive is the
“general system of the formation and transformation of statements” (Foucault 1972,
130), which for the purposes of this research are statements by experts on subjects
including but not limited to, Freshkills Park. These statements include government
documents, official websites, interviews and promotional material. Archaeology
“describes discourses as practices specified in the element of the archive” (Foucault
1972, 131). In this case the management practices associated with the decisions,
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design, construction and promotion of Freshkills Park are the focus of examination.
Archaeology can be used to “explore the networks of what is said, and what can be
seen in a set of social arrangements” so as to open up a topic (Kendall and Wickham
1999, 25). Archaeology analyses the relation between one statement and other
statements especially in relation to the ordering of statements. The archaeological
approach analyses the positions which are established between humans in relation to
statements, to investigate the ways in which people are designated to certain
positions. The approach formulates rules and conditions statements to be used,
focusing on procedures used by government authorities. It also describes
'institutions', which acquire authority and provide limits within which discursive
objects may act or exist (Kendall and Wickham 1999).
3.5.3.1 Contingencies
Foucault’s process was to draw up contingencies through historical investigation and
an intimate knowledge of the archive that described the event. Rather than making a
determination that an event will occur, Foucault observes that any event that is
studied is one of a multitude of possibilities that existed. Contingencies are not
causes of the events in question, nor should contingencies be designated as primary,
secondary or tertiary events. Foucault’s eschewed causal flows, instead seeing
events as a jumbled interaction of different contingencies with a range of possible
outcomes (Kendall and Wickham 1999). Applying the same process of thought,
Freshkills Park can be seen as one possible outcome for the site at Fresh Kills, from a
multitude of possibilities. Consequently the research looked to describe the
“differences, transformations, continuities, mutations and so forth” (Foucault 1972,
9-10) that were specific to the creation of Freshkills Park. It uncovers the range of
conditions that make an event a possible outcome, without determining that it was
the only outcome.
The archive that describes the contingencies and events being studied is considered
to be a ‘surface’ made up of events. The process of archaeology on that surface of
events describes the places within which objects are designated and acted upon.
These are termed surfaces of emergence, and it is where the relation between the
sayable and the visible is charted. In the case of Freshkills Park, the visible is the
land, the buildings, vegetation, signage, and master plans. The sayable is the
accepted ideas, concepts and understandings of the landscape and parks in the city
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and more broadly. The sayable and visible constitute the knowledge – simply
consisting of words and things (Foucault 2002) – about Freshkills Park.
3.5.3.2 Deeper Meaning
A central tenet of Foucault’s work was to act to create a “distanciation of truth and
meaning which we naturally bring to … theories of the Classical Age” (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1983, 13). Foucault was interested in historicising the “different kinds of
truth, knowledge, rationality and reason that had developed in cultures” (Danaher,
Schirato et al. 2000, 6) rather than discovering the one and only truth of things. He
avoided “becoming involved in arguments about whether what they say is true or
even whether their statements make sense” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, xxiv).
Instead, he saw his project as “something that concerns philosophy, that is to say, the
politics of truth” (Foucault, Senellart et al. 2007).
It should be noted that Thompson (2009) discusses in substantial detail the notion of
truth and landscape. This research is not concerned with verifying the claims for
truth about landscape, but stays consistent with Foucault’s approach. Generally no
assessment is made as to whether statements made about Freshkills Park are true or
otherwise, rather it is sufficient that the statements are believed to be true by the
speaker. There are of course instances where statements made by two experts on any
given topic are contradictory. Where there are inconsistencies in the data, these are
identified and examined as necessary. It cannot be determined which expert speaks
the ‘truth’, rather it is accepted or assumed that there is a differing understanding of
the particular circumstances that led to the contradiction.
Similarly with meaning, the level at which speech acts are assessed is that of literal
meaning, which eschews any deeper interpretation. Discovering a deeper meaning in
landscape has been consistently adopted by commentators on landscape (Tuan 1974,
Stilgoe 1981, Cosgrove 1989, Corner 1990, Perez-Gomez 1992, Boyer 1994, Jackson
1994, Schama 1995, Olwig 1996, Ingold 2011, Hunt 2012: 2). This research does
not seek to find a deeper meaning or seek to understand the deeper meaning that
people place in landscape as its primary purpose. The advantage of retaining
distance from truth or meaning is that the archaeologist can “locate what is serious
and meaningful to an age, without its being serious and meaningful to him” (Dreyfus
and Rabinow 1983, 52).
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Consequently, this research accepts that people perceive meaning in landscape but
this is not considered to be anything more than a personal and subjective
interpretation by an individual. Seeking to verify the substantive nature of such
claims to meaning is not the primary purpose of this research. The meaning that is
attached to landscape as recorded in the ‘archive’ is important in this research from
the perspective that it plays a very important role in the management and promotion
of Freshkills Park, and it is by studying the management of the Park that a systematic
order can be seen. No judgement about the veracity of claims to meaning is made.
Once the language and practices of a discipline are treated as mere meaningless
objects, “access to a level of description which shows that what remains
incomprehensible is not without its own systematic order” can be gained (Dreyfus
and Rabinow 1983, 13)
3.5.3.3 Serious Speech Acts
Fundamental to the integrity of the research is obtaining appropriately authoritative
data on which to base the research. The Foucauldian approach to the research topic
dictates a specific approach to determining the status of data based on the assumption
that there are no absolute truths that underpin our social being. Foucault based his
research on what Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983) refer to as ‘serious speech acts’, as
against ‘everyday’ speech acts. ‘Serious speech acts’ can be understood as “what
experts say when they are speaking as experts” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, xxiv).
A speech act is not necessarily a verbal statement, but can be constituted by a range
of different source material including interviews, research reports, data bases,
biographies or any other number of data sources. Ideally, serious speech acts have a
degree of autonomy. That is they have a degree of separation from the shared
everyday background of statements. Consequently government or expert documents,
government web pages and interviews have the appropriate level of autonomy from
background noise. The expertise of the speaker is central to the legitimacy of data.
Any speech act can be serious if the necessary validation procedures are undertaken
on the speaker. It is the position of the speaker in relation to the subject matter that
qualifies it as a serious speech act. Statements are considered as ‘serious’ if they
have been made in relation to a person’s area of expertise. Any ‘serious statement’
is accepted as a statement believed to be true by the speaker.
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3.5.4

Genealogy

3.5.4.1 Introduction
Genealogy is Foucault’s methodology for developing his account of power and
knowledge and this is combined with archaeology to examine the archive of
Freshkills Park. Kendall and Wickham (1999, 31) argue that there is benefit in
keeping archaeology and genealogy together, where archaeology provides the
method, and genealogy acts as a way of “putting archaeology to work” by taking
examination of the archive and making it relevant to the present. Genealogy
maintains connections with archaeology through its examination of the archive but
was developed by Foucault as a tool to address aspects of power in the “history of
the present” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 29). Genealogy describes statements but
with an emphasis on power, regarding the statements as an ongoing process rather
than as a snapshot, as archaeology would. It attempts to uncover origins of the
conditions of the present (a history of the present) that are not known or are wanted
to be kept hidden. Genealogy concentrates on the strategic use of archaeology to
answer problems about the present.
Specifically, genealogy “concentrates on the relations of power, knowledge and the
body in modern society” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 105). Genealogy considers
how disciplinary power and biopolitics enact upon cultural, social and political
structures. The central theme of disciplinary power and biopolitics involves a
commitment by states to:
… make the most of their population’s capabilities and behavioural
proclivities through strategies that are designed, as far as possible, never
directly to force a population’s compliance with policy, but rather to work
with the ‘grain’ of human behaviour, to seek paths of least resistance; in
short, to govern in line with the dictates of ‘human nature’ (Lee 2013).
Assuming no depth below a surface of events, genealogy seeks to find the “small
details, minor shifts and subtle contours” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 106) that
reveal a greater understanding of cultural practices. It is not by looking for deeper
meaning, but by viewing the surface of events from the “right distance and with the
right vision” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983) that a profound visibility to phenomena
being studied is revealed.
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Genealogy, like archaeology, avoids being judgemental rather, it tries to flush out
assumptions that have been made in a given field under examination (Kendall and
Wickham 1999), but distinguishes itself from archaeology through its handling of
discourse. The key difference between the two is that archaeology takes a historical
slice whereas genealogy “pays attention to the processual aspects of the web of
discourse – its ongoing character” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 30-1). Genealogy
pays attention to “that which conditions, limits and institutionalizes discursive
formations” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 104).
The research, through an analysis of the archive, considers the motivations for the
creation of Freshkills Park, the motivations for establishing the direction for the
Park’s design, the final design outcome, and the way that the Park is promoted and
managed. Such an analysis draws in questions of governance, political motivations
and administrative practices. The on-going character of the discourse on landscape is
important in the context of a genealogical approach. Genealogy highlights the
interplay of knowledge and power, and focuses on the potentiality of disciplinary
power and biopolitics in relation to the establishment and management of Freshkills
Park. It is the truth claims (or knowledge) around Freshkills Park that reveal
information about discourses around Freshkills Park. The research examines
potential changes in the discourse on landscape, and what other discourses influence,
merge with or overlay landscape through the medium of Freshkills Park. It is by
examining the edge of the discourse on landscape, an edge that is tested by Freshkills
Park, that the way in which the discourse on landscape is being changed can be
identified.
3.5.4.2 Complexity of Power Relations
Techniques of power become so enmeshed with systems of governance that they are
not understood by those involved, as the players in that situation are not necessarily
able to see a whole picture, although the clarity of a given situation can be easily
seen from outside. Foucault argued that when a political situation is analysed, “the
logic is perfectly clear, the aims decipherable, and yet it is often the case that no one
is there to have invented them, and few who can be said to have formulated them”
(Foucault 1978, 95). Foucault also argues that “while there are goals behind the
exercise of power rooted in discourse, these goals cannot be ascribed to decisions,
whims or desires of particular people” (Rutherford 2007, 296). Consequently,
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simply assigning a power binary between the state and the public would be
inadequate for the research. The complexity of relationships should not be
underestimated. Genealogy reveals these power relations.
3.5.5

Discourse and Discursive Formations

Foucault’s conceptualising of discourse is not only defined by language, as a
“Foucauldian perspective on discourse is more interested in knowledge” (Feindt and
Oels 2005, 164). Foucault tried to show how epistemes work through the production
of discursive formations or ‘orders of discourse’ (Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000).
According to Foucault, discursive formations are the “organising principles of an
episteme” and “work to make speech possible, organise ideas or concepts, and
produce ‘objects of knowledge’” (Danaher, Schirato et al. 2000, 22).

Discourse
Discourse

Discourse

Freshkills Park

Discourse
Discourse
Discourse

Figure 3.1 – Discursive Formations Associated with Freshkills Park
The discourse on Freshkills Park is constituted by or influenced by a number of other discourses. Figure
generated by the author for this study.

Foucault specified that discourses can be found in the “practices specified in the
element of the archive” (Foucault 1972, 131). This suggests that examination of the
archive can highlight the existence and nature of discourses. Figure 3.1 shows how
different discourses might constitute a discourse on Freshkills Park. These
discourses delimit what can be said about Freshkills Park, and create what can be
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understood as a discourse on Freshkills Park. The discourse on Freshkills Park can
be “understood as a corpus of ‘statements’ whose organisation is regular and
systematic” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 42). That is to say, certain statements can
be made as to the inherent features, character, or qualities of Freshkills Park within a
range of accepted understandings about what landscape is, and the benefits that it
provides. For any discourse there are rules for statements to be made, that delimit
the sayable. Discourse “delimits what can be said while providing the spaces – the
concepts, metaphors, models, analogies, for making new statements within any
specific discourse” (Henriques, Hollway et al. 1984, 105-6).
A discourse on landscape, defined in terms of ‘third nature’, treats Freshkills Park as
a subset of a broader discourse on landscape. Obviously Freshkills Park does not
constitute the entire discourse on landscape rather the Park became part of, an
exemplar, or an element that contributes to the discourse on landscape. Used in this
manner, Freshkills Park becomes a representation of landscape within a
contemporary city, and therefore offers a mechanism by which the research findings
can be applied to landscape more broadly. It is the interaction of the discourse on
Freshkills Park with other discourses, identified through the archive and practices
that create the discursive formations that are of interest to the research. The research
then investigates the nature of the discourse on landscape by considering its
expression through Freshkills Park. The research also investigates the other
discourses associated with Freshkills Park that distort, affect, and coordinate with the
discourse on landscape.
Foucault describes discursive relations as “in a sense at the limit of discourse: they
offer it objects of which it can speak … they determine the group of relations that
discourse must establish in order to speak of this or that object, in order to deal with
them, name them, analyse them, classify them, explain them” (Foucault 1972, 46).
That is, the nature of certain aspects of a discourse on landscape can be determined
through the investigation of how various aspects of Freshkills Park are spoken of,
named and classified.
3.5.6

Governance – Liberalism and Neoliberalism

Foucault initially located his concepts of disciplinary power and biopolitics within a
broader liberal political structure, but was criticized for a too narrow focus on the
micro practices of power and “attending too little to macro-political relations”
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(Agrawal 2005, 216).

Foucault's interest in broader concepts of government “was

aimed partly to address those critics of his work” (Agrawal 2005, 216). Governance
in a general sense “signifies any strategy, process, procedure, or program for
controlling, regulating, or managing problems on a global, national or organisation
level” (Lemke 2002, 34), and is generally defined by Foucault as the conduct of
conduct (Foucault 2007, 192-3, Dean 2010, 17).
In this research, governance is used broadly in relation to two levels of government.
Firstly the broad scale liberal and neoliberal systems of government under which the
western world, and particularly the United States, has operated. The research
assumes that Freshkills Park was created within a neoliberal political structure (refer
Chapter 2.3.4 for an explanation of the differences between liberalism and
neoliberalism). Therefore the research applies certain generalizations that can be
made about that political system. In doing so, it has remained cognizant of the
implications of differences between liberalism, the system under which Foucault
developed his ideas of disciplinary power and biopolitics, and neoliberalism – the
system under which Freshkills Park has been created.
Governance is also used in relation to the management of Freshkills Park – that is
particular attention is given to the specific governance structures and the ‘conduct of
conduct’ of the New York City administration. Within that administration are
several departments. Those most heavily involved in the creation and management
of Freshkills Park have been the Department of Planning, the Department of Parks
and Recreation, and the Department of Sanitation. As the Department of Sanitation
has quite a clearly defined role associated with the landfill operations of the site
remaining after decommissioning (primarily leachate and methane removal and
processing), their relevance to the research is fairly limited. The role of the
Department of Planning was most pronounced in the establishment phase up to the
completion of the draft Master Plan in 2005. After that time, the responsibility for
implementation of the plan was transferred to the Department of Parks and
Recreation. The ‘state’ can be understood as being represented by the metropolitan
area of New York City, the area that the administration has jurisdiction over.
3.5.6.1 Assumptions of Liberalism/Neoliberalism
The initial assumption is that the government is primarily about maximizing their
economy and that the ultimate arbiter of government decisions is the economic
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outcomes. Dean argues that an “analysis of liberalism should assume the internal
rule of maximal economy” (Dean 2010, 73-74). That is decisions are primarily made
in the economic interests of the ‘state’. Consequently, there is an assumption that the
government has made decisions about Freshkills Park with a full understanding of
the economic implications of doing so. In making decisions, a liberal/neoliberal
government will trade any biopolitical goals off against bio-economic goals (Dean
2010). The decisions of the state for Freshkills Park are assumed to be freely made
for the ultimate benefit of the state. Rational decision making for Freshkills Park is
also assumed. That is, the decisions by the state in relation to Freshkills Park are
calculated to respond to a perceived problem, essentially systematically, and draw on
formal bodies of knowledge or expertise.
It is also assumed that the government has a certain intentionality, achieved through
structures of biopolitics. That is to say that the government attempts to control all
facets of the lives of the population under its governance even in fields outside of
political spheres (refer Chapter 2.3.3). The liberal and neoliberal government is not
about force rather it controls the population through their ability to make rational
choices leveraging an assumed individual freedom to act. It is assumed that
discourses on knowledge or truth are present and intrinsic to the operations of
biopolitics and disciplinary power. It is assumed that the population has a level of
freedom to choose, and act based on rationally made decisions. People make
decisions that are fundamentally rational, that is their decisions are calculated in
response to a perceived problem, aimed at producing a certain result, usually based
on some form of knowledge or expertise.
The population can be managed through laws and tactics geared to achieve certain
behaviours from a rational population, and a population that is self-regulated through
continuous reflection. It is assumed that the government seeks and uses information
gained about the population and the processes that might lead a population that is
docile and production, and that these dictate the nature of laws and regulations that
essentially administer the life of the population. In essence it is the intentionality of
the state that is to be considered.
Dean (2010, 18) argues that liberalism (and by inference, neoliberalism) should not
be considered as an ideology, but as a way of doing things that has certain goals and
has certain assumptions underlying it, and consequently, an analysis of government
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is “concerned with the means of calculation, both qualitative and quantitative, the
type of governing authority or agency, the forms of knowledge, techniques and other
means employed, the entity to be governed and how it is conceived, the ends sought
and the outcomes and consequences”. This research considers processes of
government to achieve the specific ends around the creation and management of
Freshkills Park.
3.5.7

Some Aspects of Caution in Using Foucauldian Principles

Dean argues that Foucault was not “developing a set of tools for empirical social
science research” (Dean 2010, 7), so to use his concepts as the theoretical basis of the
research requires care and restraint, carefully choosing components that relate, but
not supposing their universal application. Cousins and Hussain (1984, 2) argue that
Foucault “is alleged to have sired a general theory of power which is an alternative to
the conventional theories of power” but “while Foucault’s treatment of power
relations is distinctive and novel, this does not constitute a general theory”, nor does
it “propose a general theory of the relation between forms of knowledge and social
practices and forms of social organisation, nor even a general concept of
knowledge”. Consequently they believe that the research cannot offer the
application of a complete theory of power.
Further, Foucault’s analysis cannot be separated from history. Genealogy allowed
Foucault to show that any anchoring of the concept of power is always historically
contingent (Darier 1999). The specificity with which Foucault used historical
examples to form his ideas on power-knowledge means that his ideas are not
applicable to the research on Freshkills Park exactly as he formed those concepts.
Foucault’s work is not to be used as a blanket theory for this research, but some key
ideas and basic methodological procedures have been adopted for the analysis of
Freshkills Park. Foucault formed his concepts in relation to other topics, in another
time, but they appear to have application to the creation of a park from the world’s
biggest landfill in twenty-first-century New York.
Kendall and Wickham (1999, 118) also argue that “short-cut uses of Foucault’s
methods in regard to various cultural objects turn out to be at best disappointing and
at worst disastrous”. The objects studied by Foucault have “very different histories
and social functions, [and] that glib account of similarities should be treated with
suspicion” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 121). Simply pasting on Foucault’s finding
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to a field not studied by Foucault is not an adequate use of Foucault’s approach and
thinking and Foucault’s concepts should not be used as an “analytical panacea”
(Kendall and Wickham 1999, 120).
In particular, Foucault’s work should not be used to find some “deeper explanations
of apparatuses or deeper meanings of the self” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 140).
Foucault deliberately avoided pursuing any ideas of deeper meaning. Consequently
many of the concepts that have populated academic writing on landscape are not
appropriate in this research. Conclusions regarding meanings associated with
landscape and connection to place are not appropriate end points of the research.
These ideas are relevant only in that they form indicators of the bounds of the
discourse on landscape, and help to delimit the scope and breadth of the discourse.
Kendall and Wickham argue that Foucault’s methods are applicable to cultural
studies but must be used specifically. Where Foucault’s work is particularly relevant
is studies of management because culture “actively works at producing citizens by
management” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 138). The production of people is a
fundamental project of Foucault’s work.
Despite these warnings, Kendall and Wickham map out a methodology so that
Foucault’s concepts can be used in an appropriate manner and on appropriate topics.
Specifically, Kendall and Wickham suggest that Foucault’s methods be used to
“produce accounts of particular cultural practices … which deliberately avoid
reducing the complexity of historical change to simple stories of cause and effect”
(Kendall and Wickham 1999, 139) and “show precisely how some event has its own
specificity” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 120). Foucault’s methods can also be used
to “present culture as a set of governmental practices aimed at producing certain sorts
of persons” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 139). This research has been careful to
stay consistent to Foucault’s basic approach.

3.6 Researcher Stance
Blaikie argues that researchers have to “choose what kind of relationship they wish
to have with the people they are researching and the kind of role they will take”
(Blaikie 2010, 11). He establishes three criteria that position the researcher in
relation to the research – ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’; ‘expert’ or ‘learner’; and ‘on’, ‘for’
or ‘with’ people.

The stance taken in this research reflects both the requirements
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for obtaining relevant information about the object being studied, and the
requirements of adopting a Foucauldian approach to the research.
While preparation for interviews was as thorough as possible, aspects of being a nonNew Yorker positioned the researcher as an ‘outsider’ for the purposes of the
research. Certain attitudes, values, perspectives and history are not shared and
cannot be known by an outsider. Visiting New York gave an insight into some of
these factors, but they could not be fully understood. Some aspects such as political
relationships within New York, social aspects of New York that impacted on the
process to create a park, and details of management of park operations had to be
ascertained through the research. Ultimately a degree of separation from the
phenomenon being researched, which Blaikie (2010) describes as “maintaining a
professional distance”, is important to the research. The research required an
objective positioning separate to and observing of the phenomena being researched.
Aspects of the discussion, consistent with the selecting interviewees on the basis of
their ‘expertise’, were conducted from the perspective of a learner – from the
perspective that the researcher “aims to set aside existing social or scientific
knowledge and to help the research participants reveal how they conceptualize and
understand that part of their social world of interest to the researcher” (Blaikie 2010,
11). Interviewees for the research were chosen for their specific expertise in the
field. Invitations for interviews were sent to those people understood as being in the
best position to provide definitive positions or representative positions of a broader
group. As experts, they provided insight, perspectives and knowledge that could not
have been known otherwise to the researcher. ‘Experts’ were chosen also as, within
Foucault’s conception of an archive, they were able to provide ‘serious speech acts’
(see a detailed discussion of ‘serious speech acts’ in Chapter 3.5.3.3).
Blaikie characterises the research being ‘with’, ‘on’ or ‘for’ people based on
autonomous roles that the people who are the subject of the research have in
determining the purposes of the research. In the case of this research, the
interviewees all willingly participated in the interviews, most out of an interest to
assist the researcher who demonstrated knowledge and interest in an area that they
had expertise in. The interviewees have no particular interest in the outcome of the
research and therefore, under Blaikie’s categorisation, the research is ‘on’ people.
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The research is uses data provided by a group of experts on a particular subject for
the ends of the researcher.
More recently the emic-etic distinction has been introduced to describe approaches to
cultural research. An emic analysis consists of identifying “valid principles that
describe behaviour in any one culture, taking into account what the people
themselves value as meaningful and important” (Brislin 1976). An etic analysis
makes generalizations across cultures that take into account all human behaviour”
(Brislin 1976). This research is aligned to an emic analysis as it focuses on one
cultural event in one city.

3.7 Research Design
3.7.1

Introduction

A Foucauldian approach studies cultural practices through the analysis of an archive
and discursive formations, encompasses certain assumptions about cultural practice
that have to be observed. In particular, a Foucauldian approach needs to focus on a
particular set of historical events described by ‘serious speech acts’. It focuses on
“the complexity of historical change” without reducing it to “simple stories of cause
and effect” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 139). It builds a picture of culture as the
management of lives through a set of liberal government practices. The data
collection and analysis design was constructed to meet these requirements of a
Foucauldian analysis.
3.7.2

Archaeology, Genealogy and a Case Study Approach

The use of a Foucauldian theoretical and methodological basis for the research
required the development of an archive on which to conduct an archaeological
analysis. The archive is necessary to “produce accounts of particular cultural
practices” (Kendall and Wickham 1999, 139). A case study approach was identified
as the best way to gather the necessary information about landscape, and is
considered appropriate in the study of landscape (Yin 1994, Stake 1995, Francis
2013). Freshkills Park is a component or subset of the landscape, through which
elements of a broader discourse on ‘landscape’ can be analysed. Through this subset,
the bounds of the ‘discourse’ of landscape are probed and explored to identify its
limits. In this way, the research is not looking to map the entirety of the discourse
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on landscape; rather it considers the component of landscape that allows us to
consider the role and value of landscape in the contemporary city.7
It was important to choose a landscape in a highly urbanised city. New York was a
chosen given its dense population, and the area defined by the City of New York is
heavily developed. This intensifies issues around the role and importance of
landscape. New York has been a world leader in the creation of iconic landscape
projects since Central Park which helps situate the research, and provide a clear
understanding of both the continuities and discontinuities of the discourse on
landscape in the city over time. Freshkills Park is appropriate for examining the
limits of the discourse on landscape, as it pushes the limits of that discourse. This is
primarily because it is a park designed in the twenty-first century, and the research
tests the extent to which Freshkills Park represents the cultural values of the twentyfirst century, and therefore confronts the limits of the discourse on landscape that
have evolved through the previous manifestations of park creations.
Another key reason to choose Freshkills Park was the high status of the project
within design professions. The Park was designed by James Corner and his design
team, Field Operations, who have recently been involved in a number of high profile
projects. In that sense, the project has a degree of gravitas. Freshkills Park is also
indicative of the recent trend in cities across the world to convert disused, postindustrial sites into parks. Examples include Gas Works Park, Seattle (1975); Parc
de la Villette, Paris (1982); Landschaftspark Duisburg Nord, Germany (2002),
Brooklyn Bridge Park, New York (2008). Importantly the project has also attracted
the attention of landscape theorists, and is considered an exemplary project that
demonstrates the use of landscape as the medium through which to conceive the
renovation of the post-industrial city (Waldheim 2006: 2). Freshkills Park also
represents a recent trend towards the construction of large parks. Other recent large
park developments include Los Angeles River park system; Parque del Rio
Manzanares in Madrid; Lake Ontario Park in Toronto; Downsview Park in Toronto;
North Lincoln Park in Chicago; the Orange County Great Park in California; and
Ayalon Park in Tel Aviv.

7

This point needs to be emphasised. The aim of this thesis is not to map in its entirety a discourse on Freshkills
Park, parks in New York City or a discourse of landscape. The thesis attempts to identify the key elements of the
discourse on Freshkills Park and the elements of a broader discourse on parks in New York City necessary for the
analysis in this thesis. The conclusions that have been drawn and generalised to ‘landscape’ are done with care.
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3.7.3

Developing the Archive

The archive that is being studied around Freshkills Park focuses primarily on the
time period between the closure of the landfill and the creation of the Park (that is, at
the early stages of its creation, following conception and design). The research
identifies two key events upon which the story of the creation of Freshkills Park is
structured upon: the closure of the landfill and the creation of the park. The closure
of the landfill is layered with political and social aspects that influenced the design
and construction of the Park, and which in turn have an impact on the broader
conclusions drawn by the research. The secondary decision of what to do with the
land once the landfill was closed is associated with the creation of Freshkills Park.
Consequently, the archive is primarily about the political, social and cultural aspects
associated with the close of the landfill, the processes to commission and design a
park and the eight years of management by the Department of Parks and Recreation
after handover from the Department of Planning. Other historical records are also
considered, in particular those relating to aspects of park use and management that
potentially influence how Freshkills Park has been developed and managed, and have
something to say about the extent and nature of the discourse on landscape. That
includes official government documentation and websites, information from
interviews of experts, and media statements when people with an adequate level of
authority. It is difficult to provide a complete definition of what an adequate level of
authority is, but for the purposes of the research, it is someone acting in some form
of official capacity, or with significant experience in a particular field.
3.7.3.1 Official Documentation
There were essentially three sources for data for the research which are discussed
below. Initially data on the closure of the landfill, the creation of Freshkills Park,
details about financial implications of the Park and some of the issues around the
Park was derived from official websites of the Department of Planning and the
Department of Parks and Recreation. Details of the design competition were
obtained from the internet sites for the Department of Planning and the Department
of Parks and Recreation. This information was important in determining and
understanding the basic thinking of the New York City administration for the Park at
the time it was created. The design that was prepared by Field Operations responds
to the brief established by the administration, and essentially offers a way to deliver
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the priorities of the administration on the ground. This was supplemented by
material from newspapers, industry magazines, and official reports prepared for
Freshkills Park and journal articles. This data allowed a broad understanding of the
what, how and why the Park was being created, and gives insight into the
management of the Park.
Other data sources included the City of New York Office of Management and
Budget, and the not-for-profit Citizen’s Budget Commission. These sources provide
insight into decisions and priorities of governance, and allow assessments to be made
about priorities and values that are accorded to landscape in the city. There is an
excellent record of the issues associated with Freshkills Park, and Fresh Kills
landfill, available through local press and electronic articles. The Staten Island
Advance gives a particularly Staten Island-based perspective on the issues, while the
New York Times, for example, gives a more Manhattan-based perspective. Having
press sources that are local to the borough and more city-wide reporting has been
useful in understanding nuances in the reactions to the landfill and the Park by Staten
Islanders and non-Staten Islanders.
3.7.3.2 Interviews
The second source of data for the research was a set of interviews conducted during a
visit to New York, which was undertaken over a two to three week period in May
2014. Interviewees were chosen for their expertise in the field generally, or because
of their knowledge of Freshkills Park directly. In total, fourteen interviews were
undertaken (thirteen in New York and one in Philadelphia). The interviewees in one
form or another had all been integral to the development of Freshkills Park, or had
expertise in the field. All had a sufficient degree of expertise to be considered
capable of ‘serious speech acts’ in regard to specific areas of expertise. That is, any
statement made during an interview on Freshkills Park, or any statement in
government documentation, considered to be made by an expert, is accepted as a
truth claim. Answers given by any one interviewee to a particular question could not
be treated as of equal value to another interviewee’s answer to the same question.
For example, the response of a planner to questions of landscape value to the city
holds more weight than the response to the same question by an expert in another
field. Archaeology treats these speech acts carefully, but not ‘seriously’.
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Interviewees were broadly sorted into four groups initially: designers (including
members of the panel that selected the winning design); representatives of New York
City administration; Staten Island Borough administration; and New York Parks and
Freshkills commentators and researchers. These groupings were made to better
understand the roles and responsibilities of the expects that were connected to
Freshkills Park, but became less relevant as more was understood about Freshkills
Park, and as each individual interviewee was understood as having their own
expertise. The interviewees were as follows (a fuller description of their
backgrounds is provided at Appendix 1) 8:
•

James Corner - the principal of Field Operations, a design firm that won the
competition to design Freshkills Park;

•

Laurie Olin – landscape architect and member of the competition panel that
selected the design of Field Operations;

•

Eloise Hirsh – Freshkills Park Administrator;

•

Adrian Benepe – Senior Vice President at the Trust for Public Land and
former Commissioner of Department of Parks and Recreation;

•

Joshua Laird – Commissioner of the National Parks of New York Harbor and
former planner in the Department of Parks and Recreation;

•

Thomas Paulo – former Staten Island Borough Parks Commissioner and
member of the competition panel that selected the design of Field Operations;

•

Raj Kottamasu – Former Community Coordinator at Freshkills Park;

•

Tom Hess – New York City Department of City Planning representative on
the competition panel;

•

Elizabeth Barlow Rogers – author and commentator on landscape and the key
instigator for the re-generation of Central Park in the 1980s;

•

Ed Burke – Staten Island Deputy Borough President;

•

Dan Master – Chief Assistant District Attorney in Staten Island;

8

An interview was also conducted with Professor Mike Kress and Dr Alan Benimoff of the City University of
New York. No information from that interview was used in this research.
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•

Dan Held – member of the team from Columbia University that produced a
communications strategy to address public health concerns at Freshkills Park;

•

Dr Robin Nagle – Director of the Department of Anthropology at New York
University and expert on waste management in New York City;

•

Dr Donna Gerstle – City University of New York (Staten Island) and breast
cancer expert.

Not all questions were asked of all interviewees. Some questions were directed only
to those interviewees whose response could be considered as authoritative9. In
particular, representatives of the Department of Parks and Recreation (including
Eloise Hirsh, Adrian Benepe, Tom Paulo and Raj Kottamasu), other government
organisations (Tom Hess, Joshua Laird), designers (James Corner, Laurie Olin),
political representative (Deputy Borough President Ed Burke) and researchers (Dan
Held) spoke from positions of authority on particular aspects of Freshkills Park. Raj
Kottamasu worked as a communications officer in the Freshkills Park office and
conducted lectures and wrote much of the promotional material for the Park for
several years.
Certain interviewees’ expertise was located in areas associated with but not directly
on Freshkills Park, but had expertise in areas associated with the site. Robin Nagle
has been involved in the Park although her primary area of expertise is rubbish
management. Dan Master was central to Staten Island’s being able to secure closure
of the landfill, as the legal representative for the Staten Island Borough President.
Consequently, he had authority to speak on any matters around the closure of the
landfill but he has no experience or expertise in landscape. Elizabeth Barlow
Rogers’ insights into the connections between park and culture through Central Park
were very valuable to the research as she has general expertise in the area of
landscape and parks in New York, but she has little specific expertise in the creation
of Freshkills Park.

9

As part of the ethics requirements for the interview process, interviewees were asked to confirm that they were
happy for their names to appear in this dissertation.
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3.7.3.3 Historical Documentation
The third source is a collection of texts primarily focused on historical aspects of
parks and rubbish management in New York City, which provides background to the
production of landscape in New York City prior to Freshkills Park.
3.7.4

Data Collection and Processing - Interviews

The questions for the interview were based on key issues that had been identified
through research from official and non-official information about Freshkills Park and
its history, including press about Freshkills Park, Staten Island and issues about parks
in New York. Through that process, a set of initial assumptions had been formed.
There were also a number of open questions designed to elicit responses on aspects
that the publically available written material might not have covered as well as
questions that opened up discussion on aspects that had not been considered, and
general questions on the perceived value of Freshkills Park. The questions broadly
fell into six categories:
•

problems and pressures on Freshkills Park;

•

the value of Freshkills Park;

•

key issues of the site;

•

the validity of Freshkills Park as a response to those issues;

•

aspects of power and decision making for Freshkills Park; and

•

the principles and purpose of the Park.

Due to the nature of the semi-structured interview process, and because the
interviewees had a variety of different experiences and expertise related to the Park,
interview questions varied between interviewees. Consequently, only certain
questions were directed specifically to certain interviewees. A typical set of
questions is at Appendix 2. Following the conduct of each interview, it was
transcribed directly from the audio recording. Once transcribed, the interviews were
analysed by creating mind maps for each interview. An example of the mind maps is
at Figure 3.2. The remainder can be found at Appendix 3.
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Figure 3.2 – Example Mind Map from Interview Process – Adrian Benepe
The mind maps assisted in highlighting a number of key themes that were emerging
from the data. These themes captured the dominant ideas that were identified for
further exploration. The key themes that emerged from the process were:
•

History of recreation and parks in New York;
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•

Politics of Staten Island and New York;

•

Design, development and promotion of the Park;

•

Problems and pressures facing Freshkills Park;

•

Value of the landscape in relation to Freshkills Park specifically and New
York in general;

•

The role of landscape in the processes of biopower and biopolitics, and the
role of the state; and

•

The role of landscape as a component of the contemporary city, particularly
in relation to post-industrial land use.

As the research continued, the relative importance and significance of these key
themes changed as it became clearer how the data could be used to answer the
research question, and as a more in-depth understanding of how Foucault’s ideas of
power, knowledge and governance was to be applied to the data emerged.
3.7.5

Ethics Approval for Interviews

Ethics clearance for the interview process was provided by the University of
Canberra’s Committee for Ethics in Human Research of 2013 (HREC 13-214). In
particular, signed interview consent forms, including approval to be identified in the
research were obtained from all interviewees (an example is at Appendix 4).
Interviewees were also asked if they wanted a copy of the interview recording. A
recording was provided to those who requested the recording via a drop box set up
for the purpose. An interview transcript was also sent to interviewees who wished to
add further information or clarify parts of the interview. All data was kept securely
as required by the Ethics Committee.
3.7.6

Data Analysis

The archive that is built up through the data collection phase is analysed through a
combined Foucauldian archaeology, genealogy and discourse analysis. Consistent
with Foucault’s genealogical ‘history of the present’, and an “unequivocal and
unabashed contemporary orientation” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, 119), the first
step was to conduct a diagnosis of the current situation at Freshkills Park, its
management, development and promotion. This covered the management practices
over the previous eight years, from the time that the Department of Parks and
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Recreation took responsibility for the implementation of the draft master plan.
Freshkills Park’s recent history is described. It also considers the political climate
that had a strong bearing on events leading up to the creation of the Park and
described the 'institutions' associated with Freshkills Park (described in Chapter 4).
The second step was archaeological. The aim of the archaeological analysis was to
examine and describe the ‘surface of events’. The analysis did not try to create a
logic for the creation of the Park; rather, it tried to understand the discursive relations
around Freshkills Park with particular interest in landscape as a discourse. The
archaeology looked at what is sayable of Freshkills Park, and charts what is visible at
Freshkills Park. What is sayable is made up of the statements obtained through
interview and through official documentation including how the landscape at
Freshkills Park is promoted, designated and developed. It also looked at the way in
which people are designated to certain positions – that is, what subjects are created
around Freshkills Park (refer Chapter 5).
The third step was the application of genealogy to the surface of the archive,
specifically looking at the archive in relation to disciplinary power, knowledge
relationships and biopolitics in the context of governance. It is through analysis of
the management and promotion of the Park that the management of the population
becomes visible. That is, the ‘tactics’ of government and the power-knowledge
relations that the Park is implicit in became visible (described in detail in Chapter 7).
This genealogy step found the origins of the present, and so examined changes in the
uses and development of parks in New York, that either created a point of
comparison, or created a perception of value for the particular use of a park. The
research paid attention to the actions of government with respect to Freshkills Park,
the actions of the administrative bodies charged with creating the Park, and the forms
of knowledge and techniques employed by the administrative agencies. The research
also examined the interactions between key players such as politicians,
administration, designers and the residents of Staten Island and other parts of New
York. The relationships between these players and the varying levels of input and
decision making power create interesting power dynamics, which helped shed light
on the research question by highlighting the motivations of the New York City
administration to fund and administer the Park.
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3.7.7

Relating the Results to the Research Problem

The research looked at the relationship that Freshkills Park plays within the power
constructs associated with the New York City administration, its relationship with
Staten Island administration and people, the tactics employed to promote Freshkills
Park, and perceptions of the value of Freshkills Park. In order to understand the
effect that Freshkills Park has had on the role and value that parks play in the context
of the contemporary city, the research situates Freshkills Park initially within the
existing discourse on parks, broadly established by considering the changing
discourse on Central Park. The discourse on Central Park was established by
examining the role, value and function of Central Park from its inception up to the
point that Freshkills Park was established.
By examining the archive on Freshkills Park, the extent, the nature (or content) and
the limits of the discourse on Freshkills Park can be established in relation to the
discourse on parks established through examining Central Park. This is important as
distinguishing between the discourse on which Freshkills Park was created and the
nature of the discourse on Freshkills Park provides the opportunity to gauge how
Freshkills Park offers new and different way to understand landscape. The research
seeks to understand how Freshkills Park might change the discourses associated with
parks, which in turn provides an understanding of how Freshkills Park might
challenge established notions about the role and value of landscape in the city. By
using a Foucauldian framework to consider the discourse on Freshkills Park, the
research attempts to identify new conceptions of the role and value of landscape in
the contemporary city.

3.8 Conclusion
Dean (2010, 12) argues that the ethos of Foucault’s approach is based in concepts that if the present is to be understood, it must done by dealing in the production of
concepts, which requires that “we borrow, fashion and refashion” the concepts
produced by Foucault and others in relation to different subjects and different times.
These concepts never remain fixed, but change, being adapted as necessary to the
circumstances being studied (Dean 2010). As Foucault wrote within a certain age
and political context, his concepts are framed within that particular moment in time,
but as other fields of research have shown, his concepts can be adapted to examine
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other areas. Foucault’s work has powerful implications for theoretical work within
the social sciences (Cousins and Hussain 1984). Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983, xvii)
argue that Foucault “represents the most important contemporary effort both to
develop a method for the study of human beings and to diagnose the current situation
of our society” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983, xvii).
The methodology of this research has been chosen as a viable tool to reconsider the
role and value of the landscape in the contemporary city through the case study of
Freshkills Park. It borrows and refashions Foucault’s concepts, applying them to
fields of study for which Foucault didn’t envisage their use. Despite this, the
research is able to take the ‘conceptual tools of the past’ and show that they have
relevance in the present. By doing this, the research is able to reconfigure old
conceptions of landscape and offer new ideas. The next chapter describes the
political, social and administrative history that led to the establishment of Freshkills
Park, and describes the management structures of the park.
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4 Freshkills Park – A Political and Design History
4.1 Introduction
This chapter describes the emergence of Freshkills Park from the contamination of
the Fresh Kills landfill, covering its development from the creation of the landfill in
the 1940s to the current construction and management of the Park under the direction
of the Department of Parks and Recreation in 2006 (refer Figure 4.1). The chapter
covers the political struggles involved in closing the landfill and creating a park, and
explains the process by which the design competition was conducted and a master
plan developed. It gives an account of the management and administrative structures
for the Park, outlines their task and the risks to the Park’s success.

Staten Island

New Jersey

Freshkills Park

Figure 4.1 – Location of Freshkills Park
Freshkills Park is located on the western edge of Staten Island across the Arthur Kill from New Jersey, well away
from the population centres of New York City and closer to New Jersey. (Source: Google Maps, accessed 18
November 2014.)

Understanding the background to the Park is necessary to understand why the Park
developed the way that it has, and continues to do. This study of the political and
administrative history of the Park demonstrates how Freshkills Park has emerged
from a political process that has not only shaped it, but also shaped the discourses
that are now associated with Freshkills Park. It also demonstrates that the Park faces
enormous challenges, and underlines the commitment that New York City
administrations have made to the city and Staten Island through the closure of the
landfill and investment in the Park.
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4.2 The Emergence of a Park

Figure 4.2 – Closure of Fresh Kills Landfill
This photo shows the landfill soon after the site had been closed. Three of the four mounds have been capped and
covered. (Source: Department of Parks and Recreation. Provided to author by Eloise Hirsh, 7 May 2014.)

Freshkills Park has emerged from the landfill since the final load of refuse from the
remains of the Twin Towers was dumped in 2001 (Figure 4.2 shows the former
landfill mounds, and Figure 4.3 shows the mounds being covered). Once rubbish
was no longer being deposited at the site, it was graded, overlaid with a soil barrier
and then capped with an impermeable plastic liner was placed over the site.

Figure 4.3 – View of Mound Covered by Plastic Membrane
A landfill mound in the process of being covered (Source: Department of Parks and Recreation. Provided to
author by Eloise Hirsh, 7 May 2014.)
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The plastic layer traps the methane produced by the rubbish, which is captured by a
series of wells and then pumped to a methane processing plan and flare stations,
where the gas is either burnt off or processed for domestic use. The Department of
Sanitation has responsibility for these processes, and is also responsible for
managing the leachate that the rubbish produces (see Figure 4.4). Leachate is also
contained by a system of walls around the landfill mounds, collected from the site,
processed and then deposited into the Arthur Kill. A drainage layer acts to remove
water from the site without causing erosion. A barrier protection layer protects the
drainage layer and helps store water temporarily.

Figure 4.4 – Section of the Landfill
Figure 4.4 shows the various layers and infrastructure used to contain the waste material of the landfill. (Source:
Department of Parks and Recreation. Provided to author by Eloise Hirsh, 7 May 2014.)

The final soil planting layer of at least six inches was laid across the site to maintain
a good vegetation cover (New York City Department of City Planning 2013: 2). A
park is now being constructed based on a Draft Master Plan prepared by Field
Operations in 2006. Full access to the site will not be possible for decades as the
rubbish decomposes and the site is decommissioned as a landfill.
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Figure 4.5 – Freshkills Park from East Mound
This photo is taken looking west from the top of east mound, along Fresh Kills towards New Jersey. Note the
methane production infrastructure. (Source: Photo by author, 10 May 2014.)

The site has developed its “own unique ecology” (New York City Department of
City Planning 2013: 2), of tidal wetlands, fields, birch thickets and a coastal oak
maritime forest. The creeks and wetlands “have been designated a Significant
Coastal Fish and Wildlife Habitat by the New York State Department of
Environmental Conservation” (New York City Department of City Planning 2013:
2).

Figure 4.6 – Freshkills Park from South Mound
Looking north to Manhattan, this photo shows the interesting mix of winding waterways, open prairie-like fields
and Department of Sanitation infrastructure. (Source: Photo by author, 10 May 2014.)

As of mid-2014, the site did not resemble a park, more an open prairie, although
playgrounds and sporting fields have been built on its fringes. It is a site with
potential – large open mounds, a curving estuary running through the middle, fringed
by vegetation. It is clearly still an industrial site, with the facilities associated with
decommissioning the landfill (see Figures 4.5 and 4.6). While it will take time to
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develop Freshkills Park, it has already come a long way since 2001 and even further
since the peak of landfill operations in the 1990s.
4.2.1

The History of a Landfill

Prior to the landfill, Staten Island was understood to be an exceptionally beautiful
place. Henry David Thoreau commented that “the whole island is like a garden, and
affords very fine scenery” (Thoreau 1894, Greene 2013). In 1848, Frederick Law
Olmsted asserted that the region was “too beautiful, uneven and marshy for roads
and should thus be developed into a series of ‘water preserves and public commons’”
(Staten Island Improvement Commission 1871, Greene 2013).
Robert Moses first proposed Staten Island’s western shore as a place to dump New
York’s garbage as early as 1937 (Miller 2000). Moses had served as Mayor La
Guardia’s Commissioner of Parks, Planning and Construction, under which
responsibility for waste disposal was also included (Kramer and Flanagan 2012).
Plans for the landfill were delayed during the Second World War, but Moses
resubmitted a proposal for Fresh Kills to be the site of the landfill in 1945 (Miller
2000). The landfill was part of a broader transportation plan for the city, and filling
in what were wetlands was required to create a parkway between Brooklyn and New
Jersey. Wetlands were seen as having no value by Moses (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014, Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19 May 2014).
Indeed any “unproductive nature” such as wetlands was seen as “a ‘wasteland’,
which needed to be acted upon by human hands in order to be redeemed” (Greene
2013, 14). Consequently, the process to fill wetlands with garbage was considered a
positive step to turn unproductive wasteland into something of value. Pollak (2007,
97) argues that “the negative connotation attending the identity of the Fresh Kills site
as landfill was already present in its historical identity as wetland.”
In 1945 title of the site was passed from the State to the City through a bill signed by
“Staten Island’s gullible State Senator Robert Bainbridge” (Kramer and Flanagan
2012, 15). The Fresh Kills landfill was opened in 1948. The landfill was expected to
be open for two years (Staten Island Advance 2013), and was meant to only accept
“only papers, refuse – clean fill” (Miller 2000, 206). Moses had claimed that “the
city's garbage would serve as fill in the wetlands and thus provide the foundation for
the new park” (Kramer and Flanagan 2012, 115). A plan at the time shows the site
developed for industry and residential uses (refer to Figure 4.7).
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Closure did not happen as consecutive decisions in 1952 and 1959 were made to
continue the landfill operations. An announcement to continue the landfill in 1965
did not offer a closure date (Staten Island Advance 2013). The landfill rarely met
federal regulations for landfill as no lining to contain leachate runoff was used when
the landfill began operation. It was not until 1998 that a rigid timetable to bring the
landfill into compliance with state regulations was established (Staten Island
Advance 2013).

Figure 4.7 – Plan for Fresh Kills
Figure 4.7 shows the proposal for Fresh Kills with landfilling to provide land for suburbs, industrial parks and a
parkway. (Source: Department of Parks and Recreation. Provided to author by Eloise Hirsh, 7 May 2014.)

When closed in 1998 (and shortly reopened in 2001), there was still considerable
capacity for garbage disposal at the site. It was estimated that there was another
twenty years of operation available (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
2014), a claim consistent with the statement in 1989 by Mayor Ed Koch and
Sanitation Commissioner Brendan Sexton who estimated that the landfill might be
kept open for another forty years (Kramer and Flanagan 2012).
Despite repeated efforts to get the city to close the landfill, it was not until a political
alignment at the borough, city and state government levels that the request gained
any traction. When Rudi Giuliani won the election for Mayor in 1993, his victory
created a rare coincidence for New York politics as there was then a Republican
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Governor (George Pataki), a Republican Mayor and a Republican Borough
President. In a meeting in the winter of 1996 at City Hall, it was agreed that Fresh
Kills would be closed. As Republicans were not generally considered to be
sympathetic to environmental issues, the fact that it was Republican governments
that closed the landfill was surprising, although it has been noted that Governor
Pataki “had a very strong environmental record” (Paulo 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014).
The New York City government was not fully trusted by the Staten Island
administration and the borough brought a legal challenge against New York City
under the fair share provision of the City Charter. The Fair Share provision
essentially allows the equal sharing of benefits and burdens of government
throughout the city (Master 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). It was
argued that Staten Island having to deal with all of the city’s garbage did not meet
the requirements of that provision.
The borough also brought a legal challenge against the State under the Federal Clean
Air and Clean Water Acts due to the run-off, the effluent and the air pollution
produced by the landfill (Master 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). The
decision went against Staten Island on the basis that the “landfill was being operated
under a consent decree between the city of New York Department of Sanitation and
the Department of Environmental Conservation of the State of New York and
Department of Environment and Conservation of the State of New York had an
agreement with the EPA, the Federal Environmental monitors that it would be alright
to continue to operate the dump this way, so long as the dump was not expanded”
(Master 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). The definition of expansion
was interpreted as increasing the area of the landfill, but this was then challenged by
the Staten Island Borough who argued that expansion also included volume of
rubbish. This argument was made graphic as the landfill was expected to quickly
become the highest point on the eastern seaboard from Maine to Florida (Master
2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). The legal challenges were
considered necessary as any agreement would have “been meaningless if one of them
went out of office” (Master 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). As a
result the necessary steps were taken to ensure the closure of the landfill. A landfill
closure bill was submitted to council in 1996 and a law for the closure of the landfill
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was signed by Governor Pataki in May 1996 (Staten Island Advance 2013). The
timetable for closure was exceeded, and by March 2001, landfill operations ended at
Fresh Kills (Molinari 2001).
Staten Islanders wanted to protect that decision. In 2012 Mayor Bloomberg
specifically announced Freshkills as a possible site for a waste-energy-plant, and
visited the site. Stringent opposition from Staten Island administration resulted in the
Mayor quickly removing Fresh Kills as a possible site (Randall 2012).
4.2.2

A Political Decision

Staten Island is the only consistently Republican-voting borough in New York, with
38% of people identifying themselves as conservatives in 2006, as against moderate
or liberal (Kramer and Flanagan 2012). This is consistent with the national average,
but greater than New York City and New York State, of whom 26% identify
themselves as conservative (Kramer and Flanagan 2012). Consequently Republican
representation in the Mayor’s office is rare, so it is a significant coincidence to have
three Republicans in office at the three levels of politics in New York.
While the closure of the landfill has been attributed in part to the legal actions taken
by the Staten Island administration, this view is not shared by Benjamin Miller who
argued that “it is scarcely conceivable that this suit would have caused the landfill to
close” and “therefore to use it as an excuse for the closure is at best disingenuous”
(Miller 2000, 382). Miller’s comment suggests that something other than the legal
challenge and played a pivotal role in the decision to close the landfill. The political
dimension of the closure of the landfill cannot be underestimated (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The campaign to close Fresh Kills had been a long one for Staten Islanders. Guy
Molinari had followed on from his father in fighting the landfill even before its
opening in 1948 (Miller 2000). There had been a secessionist movement in Staten
Island since 1951 that had advocated separating from New York City after the extent
of the damage to the wetlands became clear (Miller 2000). The secessionist
movement became stronger in the 1990s as anger towards the landfill mounted.
Staten Islanders wanted to take control of their own destiny. A referendum for
secession was conducted during the 1993 election that brought Republican Rudi
Giuliani to power (Molinari 2001). The referendum did not pass because a
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resounding number of New Yorkers did not want to let Staten Island go, but the high
turnout for the referendum on secession in what is a predominantly Republican
voting borough secured Giuliani’s victory. The link between the vote to secede and
the landfill was made clear by Assemblyman Eric Vitaliano in a newsletter from his
office in 1984 (Vitaliano 1984). The secession movement was fuelled by “all these
years of being dumped, being the forgotten borough … of New York City” (Master
2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). Indeed Giuliani attributed his
victory to Staten Island, stating in 2008, “when I got elected Mayor of New York
City … the place that kind of won the election for me was Staten Island” (Kramer
and Flanagan 2012, 10). As a result, “there was a political debt there to pay” (Paulo
2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
Benjamin Miller (2000) was (quite controversially) critical of the decision to close
Fresh Kills landfill as not being a workable option for New York to manage its own
waste. In “one fell, unplanned swoop”, the facility that absorbed 40% of New York
State’s (not just the city’s) rubbish was closed, and Miller suggests astonishment that
a decision of such magnitude would attract virtually no criticism (Miller 2000, 283).
No-one other than those present know what was said when agreement was reached,
as it was kept secret and remains secret. The absence of any real openness in the
decision making process suggests that the decision was fundamentally political in
nature.
The landfill and New York rubbish management had been an on-going issue for
many years, and had been extremely difficult to resolve. Significantly, the planned
closure date for Fresh Kills landfill was Giuliani’s last day in office (Miller 2000), so
the next mayor would have to deal with the implications of its closure. Adrian
Benepe argued that closing the landfill in the city probably was not the best option
either environmentally or financially (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014), arguing that the decision could be justified on moral grounds, but that issues
of waste management had not been resolved.
The likelihood of Fresh Kills reopening is very slim, but it is not out of the realms of
possibility that “the borough is again called on to serve its traditional role as the
city’s unkempt backyard” (Kramer and Flanagan 2012). Nagle notes that a landfill
has been “legislated out of possibility” as “no borough may accept the trash of any
other borough” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014), but laws can

Freshkills Park – A Political and Design History

89

be changed. If such a proposal to reopen a landfill were made, “the council people
here would fight strenuously against any kind of use like that” and “Staten Island
would really fight that ferociously” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May
2014).
4.2.2.1 A Moral, Rational or a Political Decision
The closure of Fresh Kills landfill occurred through the unlikely political alignment
of Republicans at three levels of government. Due to the secrecy around the
decision, the level of consideration of the broader issues associated with landfill
operations is just not publically known, but it is clear that the decision was to some
degree – possibly a large part – politically motivated.
Just being a ‘political’ decision does not necessarily mean that a rationale for the
decision does not exist. There is reason to believe that there was a moral element to
the decision, a view that was espoused by Adrian Benepe. Within the lens of this
research, the economic motivations are of greatest interest. Dean (2010, 43) argues
that the exercise of Government has purpose through “purposive attempts to organize
and reorganize institutional spaces, their routines, rituals and procedures, and the
conduct of actors in specific ways” with “regimes of practices in the name of a
specific set of ends articulated with different degrees of explicitness and cogency”.
Whether made public or not, this research assumes that there were reasons, formed
on a rational basis, for the closure of the landfill and the creation of the Park. The
search for the rationale for these decisions commences with the question of the
economic equation that closing the landfill and creating park presents. The actual
financial commitment associated with closing the landfill and the possible reasons
for that commitment are explored in Chapter 5.3.
4.2.3

Dynamics of Power of Staten Island Borough in New York City

The extent of antagonism felt by Staten Islanders towards central government should
not be underestimated. Staten Island voted to secede from New York City in that
election. While the bid to secede did not come to fruition, it indicated the extent of
the anger and frustration at not being able to stop the dumping of rubbish at Fresh
Kills.
Since Fresh Kills was opened in 1948, other existing landfills had closed throughout
the city. The last of the other landfills in New York to close was in 1985, and Staten
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Island was left with the only functioning landfill in the city. The closures of other
landfills brought into stark relief what was believed to be a history of failed promises
to close Fresh Kills landfill. Animosity towards the New York City government was
built in to Staten Islanders. Staten Island, “one borough, a working class borough,
was being unduly saddled with all the city’s garbage” (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). Other boroughs looked down on Staten Island as it
became known primarily as the site of the dump. Staten Island became known as the
forgotten borough. Former Borough President Guy Molinari stated the landfill “was
atrocious” and he “always got the feeling that people in the other boroughs did not
give a damn about us” (Levison 2012).
4.2.3.1 Physical Dislocation and Demography of Staten Island
Part of the disdain towards Staten Island from the rest of New York can be located in
its physical dislocation and its demographic differences. It has only been physically
connected by bridge to the other four boroughs for sixty years (Kramer and Flanagan
2012). It is the least populous borough with 482,000 in 2007 (Kramer and Flanagan
2012), and is predominantly suburban in nature. The island has become
overdeveloped through sprawl (Kramer and Flanagan 2012), which has created
disquiet among the population, not least due to traffic problems, as it does not have
the public transport systems that typically allow the rest of New York, and especially
Manhattan, to function well. The Borough feels a “sense of difference from the rest
of New York City” which shows up as “frustration and a sense of isolation” (Kramer
and Flanagan 2012, 9).
The “geographic isolation and demography” of Staten Island “shape the borough’s
politics and destiny” (Kramer and Flanagan 2012, 3). There is anger towards central
government because Staten Island felt powerless to control their destiny. It has
“practically no freedom of action” (Kramer and Flanagan 2012, 11). This is
exemplified by their small representation on City Council. For a long time Staten
Island “had outsized political influence because the presidents of the boroughs had a
role in something called the Board of Estimate, where a lot of the land use decisions
were made” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014) but when that was
changed to a system based on representation, Staten Island’s influence was
dramatically reduced. Of the 59 members on City Council, three members represent
the interests of Staten Island (Master 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014).
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As a result, the Staten Island Borough President does not “have a lot of actual power
to change things” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The desire to control their own destiny has meant the Staten Island administration
has sought to find ways to influence the process and change to the design and
function of the Park. This desire highlighted that there were different attitudes
towards the Park between the Staten Island administration and the central New York
City administration. This had some significant implications for the future of the
Park, which is discussed further in Chapter 4.4.
4.2.4

The Decision to Create Freshkills Park

4.2.4.1 Basis of the Decision
The interviews highlighted a number of reasons why the decision to create a park at
the Fresh Kills site was made, but exactly how and who made the decision is not
clear, and seems to have been lost even to those quite intimately involved in the
process. It has been reported that the Municipal Arts Society promoted the idea of a
park for the Fresh Kills site. The site was already thought to have great potential as
parkland due to its “rolling hills, abundant bird life, gorgeous wetlands and rambling
creeks” (New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2009, 2). Adrian
Benepe speculated that “it could well be” the Municipal Art Society as they were
“always engaged in pushing good planning issues around the city” (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014). At the very least the “Municipal Arts
Society provided some upfront money that allowed that planning to occur” (Laird
2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014), and were involved in community
consultation which suggests that they may have involved at the outset.
One opinion that seemed to resonate with a number of interviewees was that,
consistent with the decision to close the landfill, the decision to use the land to create
a park was “basically made as a Mayoral decision” (Hess 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014), and “as a political matter the decision was made very
early if not instantly” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014). Given
that the decision to close the Fresh Kills landfill was made behind closed doors and
no record of that meeting exists (Miller 2000), it is not known if the decision was
made then. What is clearer is that the decision seems to have been made quickly as
“there was no in-depth analysis” and “there was no study or assessment” (Laird
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2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014) for alternatives. “I don’t recall any
other options … I never heard any talk of other than creating a park” (Burke 2014,
personal communication, 12 May 2014). If there were any reasons to create a park,
these are not known to the researcher, or any of the interviewees. The reasons given
in interview are mostly speculation, but a combination of factors can be identified,
including social justice or the development needs of Staten Island, that may have
figured in the decision to create a park.
Some believed that there was a sense of social justice given that Staten Island had
borne the brunt of dealing with the rubbish of the city, and was probably the right
thing to do in a social justice sense (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014). The social justice implications may well have influenced the decision to build
a park. Nagle argues that “the landfill had to close not for logical reasons but for
political reasons, reasons of justice, reasons of equity” (Nagle 2014, personal
communication, 13 May 2014). The creation of the Park in part made up for the
years of neglect of Staten Island. The stigma of Fresh Kills was “still very fresh, so I
think it actually made it easier to contemplate setting aside such a large tract of land
for a park” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014).
The desires of Staten Islanders, or the desires of the Staten Island President at the
time (Guy Molinari), may have factored into the decision. The poor planning of
Staten Island had led to issues that might be alleviated by creating a park. Staten
Island had “been grappling with over-development and traffic” (Laird 2014, personal
communication, 20 May 2014) for some time. Staten Island residents had made it
clear that they wanted lower density living than that offered in other parts of New
York, asking “very loud and clear” that “there should be no housing, no largess
institutions” and making it clear that what was wanted was active and passive open
space (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). A park was consistent
with that desire, although the desires of Staten Islanders came out of consultation
processes after the initial decision to create a park had been made.
4.2.4.2 Limitations of the Site
There are physical limitations at the site that significantly reduced available options,
so that it is possible that a park was the best way to deal with the site given the
limited range of options. The “sacrosanct cap” (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014) cannot be damaged in any way. These limitations that
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the landfill infrastructure put on the site “made other options totally unrealistic”
(Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014), except perhaps at the margins
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). “It was known at the time
that the closure of the landfill would preclude any sort of real development on the
mounds itself as a regulatory matter” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May
2014). It is “a very difficult environment in which to work” (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014) and effectively limited development options.
Options for the site are also limited by legalities. The site is heavily regulated, and
this has placed limitations on land available for other purposes. The State
Department of Environment and Conservation closely monitors developments at the
site, particularly controlling activities for the landfill decommissioning. Wetlands
are also regulated, so “there’s almost no room to do anything there anymore”
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The lack of any real assessment as to the merits of a park on the site creates doubt
over the planning intentions at the site. Laird notes that “normally any sizeable
parcel of land becoming available in the city, instantly people would zero in and for
whatever it was, housing or commercial” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20
May 2014). No other land of this size will ever be available in New York City,
despite development constraints, and there are always pressures for other land uses
such as on “the flatter areas of the site, who have some development potential, …
tow pounds, sanitation district garages – all that stuff comes up periodically” (Laird
2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014). The decision to create a park was
“almost as much as saying were going to just close this and not deal with it anymore
as it was a deep assessment about development needs on Staten Island” (Laird 2014,
personal communication, 20 May 2014).
4.2.4.3 A Decision for the Future
The decision making process to create a park is difficult to clarify. Nonetheless, a
range of post-hoc believable and rational justifications can be attributed to explain
establishing a park at the site. To some extent the decision was politically expedient.
Now that the Park is being built, the decision to create the Park can be seen as
decision of foresight for the future of New York and an investment in open space for
the city, seizing the last opportunity to add a large park to the complement of parks in
New York City. After the decision, there was continued political support by
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Giuliani’s successor, Mayor Bloomberg, who expressed his commitment to Fresh
Kills, arguing that it would “serve as a model for land reclamation projects around
the world”, and would be “a significant addition to New York City’s portfolio of
parks” (Field Operations 2006: 1).
4.2.5

Conclusion

Freshkills Park emerged from 50 years of political battles, from which the political
fabric of Staten Island was scarred. After years of broken promises, eventually the
political will was found to close the landfill and build a park. The wounds of the
land and the scars in the psyche of the people could begin to heal. So too the people
of Staten Island, who had endured many years of stench, inconvenience, and health
concerns created by the landfill, but also the contempt of the rest of New York
created by the political decisions that made the Island the dumping ground of the
city, could move on. The decision to close the landfill was not without controversy,
and the basis of the decision was not entirely clear. Similarly the basis of the
decision to build a park is not clear. Despite restrictions of the site, a site of this size
would be very attractive for development in a city where space is at a premium.
Regardless, the decision to build a park was made, committing New York City to a
significant investment of time and money. Once the decision to build a park was
made, the process of creating a park commenced, and this is the topic of the next
section.

4.3 The Design of Freshkills Park
4.3.1

The Competition

On 5 September 2001, the City of New York announced the start of an International
Design Competition for Freshkills Park. The competition was run by the Department
of City Planning, with the assistance of the Departments of Sanitation, Parks and
Recreation, and Cultural Affairs, and the Municipal Art Society (New York City
Department of City Planning 2006). In August 2001, six teams were selected to
prepare a conceptual design and planning approach. The six entries were assessed by
an eight person jury “comprised of internationally renowned professionals in design
and related disciplines that are relevant to the end use design of the Fresh Kills site,
as well as representatives of the government and the community” (New York City
Department of City Planning 2006).
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4.3.2

The Winning Design – ‘Lifescape’ and Field Operations

Figure 4.8 – ‘Lifescape’ Draft Master Plan
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

The jury was headed by Angela Danadjieva, Principal of Danadjieva and Koenig
Associates, and consisted of notable landscape architects, planners and urban
designers. In December 2001, the three finalists were chosen with the opportunity to
compete for the consultancy to produce a master plan for the Park. Field Operations
were awarded first place. JMP Landscape and John McAslan + Partners, a London
based consultancy was awarded second place; while the Los Angeles based RIOS
Associates, Inc. came third. This research focuses on the winning entry by Field
Operations.10
In 2003, James Corner and his firm Field Operations were selected as the team to
complete the master plan for Freshkills Park. There are a number of notable aspects
of the design in terms of its response to the site, its management of cost and time
constraints which differentiated it from other competition entries. The key concepts
that were addressed in the interviews conducted for this study, related to ecological
goals for the site, and how the site addressed the needs of residents. The importance
10

Data relating to the jury and discussions of the jury was limited to three interviewees. Consideration of other
entries in the competition was not considered to be key to the research. Of the interviewees who were on the
jury, given that over a decade had elapsed between the competition and my research, detailed recollection of
discussions that the jury had was not always possible.
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of the design to this research is associated with how the Park design relates to desires
of the public and government. Field Operations were then asked to prepare a Draft
Master Plan for the site (see Figure 4.8).

Figure 4.9 – Zones of Freshkills Park
Figure 4.9 shows the five distinct zones established in the Freshkills Park Master Plan. Each zone, with the
exception of the Confluence consists primarily of one of the mounds where rubbish has been dumped with some
surrounding land and wetlands. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

The ‘Lifescape’ Draft Master Plan was produced in 2006 by Field Operations
following public engagement on the Park; it varied from the competition winning
design, but the key design intent, approach and structures remained. This Draft
Master Plan established an original vision for the Park, which is reflected in a range
of diagrams and images. The Draft Master Plan attempted to create a world-class,
large-scale park that capitalized upon the unique characteristics of its metropolitan
location, vast scale, openness and ecology. The key design goals for Freshkills Park
were captured within three coordinated organisational systems: habitat, program and
circulation (New York City Department of City Planning 2013: 3).
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The program organisational system involved creating a wide variety of public spaces
and facilities. The plan offered the space for a range of activities and programs that
are unique in the city. Activities were intended to be based around extensive active
and passive recreation, educational amenities and cultural enrichment, and include
sports fields, canoeing, cycling and mountain biking, walking, community events,
education, extreme sports, public art, horseback riding, bird watching and outdoor
dining (New York City Department of City Planning 2013: 3). One of the key
challenges to implementing the design was providing a staged approach, so that
maximum public access to the site could be provided as early as possible while
ensuring that such access could be done safely, and without affecting the ongoing
landfill closure, maintenance and monitoring operations (Field Operations 2006: 1,
14).

Figure 4.10 – Schmul Park
Schmul Park has proved a very popular addition to a neighbourhood that was heavily impacted by the land fill.
(Source: Photo by author, 10 May 2014.)

The Field Operations plan divided the site into five zones (see Figure 4.9) each of
which was allocated a primary function within the overall context of the Park (Field
Operations 2006: 1). North Park was designed to be primarily a simple, vast natural
setting featuring meadows, wetlands and creeks. The built elements were designed
to be minimal including pathways, for walking, bicycling and multiple uses, around
the northern mound. It is anticipated that the area will be used for picnicking,
fishing. The playground (Schmul Park) has already been constructed (see Figure
4.10). The central zone (the Confluence) is intended to be “the cultural and
waterfront recreation core of the Park” (Field Operations 2006: 1). Accessible from
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the expressway and by the circulation loop through the Park, it will contain two key
activity sites. Access to the waterfront will be provided by proposed canoe and boat
launch facilities. Restaurants, a visitor centre and a large event lawn will also be
provided. There will be access to the Point from the Confluence which will
accommodate sports fields, event spaces, lawns, artwork and educational
programming. A long promenade will be located here with restaurants, markets,
fishing piers, and a boat launch. Three other areas (the Terrace, the Marsh and the
Sunken Forest) will provide for picnicking, strolling and habitat restoration.

Figure 4.11 – Owl Hollow
Soccer fields have already been constructed at Owl Hollow to meet the demand for more sports facilities on
Staten Island. (Source: Department of Parks and Recreation. Photo provided to author by Eloise Hirsh, 7 May
2014.)

South Park was designed to be situated in a large natural setting, with a focus on
active recreational spaces. The planned soccer fields at Owl Hollow have been built
(see Figure 4.11). Field Operations also anticipated an equestrian facility and
mountain biking pathways. If so determined, a major sports and recreation centre for
track and field and/or swimming could be located here. The design for East Park
contains the drive linking Richmond Avenue to the Expressway. The Richmond
Avenue side of East Park was designed as a nature education area and contains
wetlands over which boardwalks will be constructed. It is anticipated that exhibits,
public art installations and an early access berm may be located here. There is a
possibility that golf, field sports or activities such as skeet shooting, archery,
informal pickup games, Frisbee and picnicking might be located here. West Park
was designed as the site’s largest mound and Field Operations wanted to locate the
earthwork monument in remembrance of the recovery effort following the terrorist
attacks on the Twin Towers in 2001. The proposed memorial, constructed from

Freshkills Park – A Political and Design History

99

earthen mounds, represents the buildings lying on their side. The mound would be a
vast hilltop wildflower meadow, and offer 360-degree views of the region.
4.3.2.1 Ecology
The habitat component of the master plan involves supporting “richly diverse
habitats for wildlife, birds and plant communities, as well as extraordinary natural
settings for recreation” (New York City Department of City Planning 2013: 3). It
endeavours to restore the plant communities at the site including salt marsh, native
prairies, maritime oak forest, birch thickets, oak/ beech woodlands, swamp forest and
pine/oak barrens. A key process of the plan is to restore ecological systems,
including grassland, woodland and forest, across the site and cultivate a diverse,
sustainable landscape over forty years.
4.3.2.2 Circulation

Figure 4.12 – Circulation Plan for Freshkills Park
This plan highlights the main circulation routes through the site and situates Freshkills Park within in the context
of New Jersey and Staten Island suburbs. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field
Operations 2006, http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

The program of circulation around the site incorporated a limited system of
ecologically sensitive park drives that allowed vehicular access between the
expressway on one side of the Park and the mall on the other side (marked in red in
Figure 4.12). Given the size of the site, it is necessary to get people into the heart of
the site easily and to each of the different zones of the site. The roads were wanted
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by Staten Island residents to reduce existing local traffic congestion. Facilities are
planned for other methods of circulation such as bikeways, pathways, running trails,
horseback riding trails and recreational boating.
4.3.2.3 ‘Lifescape’ Planning and Design Framework
‘Lifescape’ was so named as it reflected that Fresh Kills was to become “a
reconstituted matrix of diverse life-forms and evolving ecologies” (Field Operations
2002). ‘Lifescape’ has a sense of evolution to it that the term ‘landscape’ does not.
‘Landscape’ “has an implication of being kind of static” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). One of the key elements of ‘Lifescape’ is its
strategic approach to developing the site. The competition brief required that the
competition entrants:
•

Provide a flexible planning and design framework for long-term, fiscally and
ecologically sustainable, phased development of the site;

•

Establish a flexible physical and conceptual design and planning framework,
within the context of regulatory requirements, to facilitate long-term, phased
development of the site capable of responding to changing community needs;
and

•

Describe a method for identifying and linking phased development to
significant site changes related to the dynamic landfill processes of
decomposition, such as leachate generation and gas production, rather than to
predetermined chronological milestones (e.g. five, ten, 30 year phases) (Field
Operations 2001).

The approach that Field Operations suggested had inbuilt flexibility that was
necessary due to the size, the complexity and the vast timescale of the project (see
Figure 4.13). The timescale of the project is significant because, as Eloise Hirsh
(2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014) noted, “it’s going to be built out over
the next 25 years, and open to the public actually over the next 25 years section by
section”. This is possible because the plan allows some flexibility and adaptability in
what work is done when, as it is “robust enough to accommodate inevitable changes
over time” (Field Operations 2001).
Corner notes that other projects did not take this complexity seriously, and “simply
designed a composition that they thought would win the competition” (Corner 2014,
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personal communication, 21 May 2014). Most other entries took a
masterplan/planning approach “where you treat the site as though it needs a
composition, an organisational composition” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). Field Operations’ approach was a “time based
approach because that was in our view the only way you were ever going to get
anything done” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Time was
needed to “slowly build new soils in situ” and to “slowly gestate the site”, as it was
gradually opened up “to a range of public programs” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). This is perhaps a lesson that was learned from his
entry to the Downsview Park competition with Stan Allen in the late 1990s. Their
entry “imagined the setting up of physical scaffolds that would sponsor the
propagation of emergent ecologies, natural systems that would be seeded initially
and then evolve with an increasing level of complexity and adaptability over time”
(Reed 2010, 325).

Figure 4.13 – Implementation of ‘Lifescape’
Figure 4.13 demonstrates how Field Operations paid a lot of attention to the requirements of constructing a park
given the huge scale, complexity, time for rehabilitation and financial investment that is required. The plan
clearly understood the need for an evolving process that coupled the natural rehabilitation of the site and physical
construction that was necessary to implement ‘Lifescape’. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master
Plan, Field Operations 2006, http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

The issues that the design had to deal with: “mobility issues, programming issues,
economic issues, regulatory issues” were “better resolved with a time based strategic
approach that we took as opposed to a sort of a formal compositional approach”
(Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). This approach is being
recognised as necessary for parks constructed on industrial and landfill sites as most
respected “entries in large park competitions, from Landschaftspark Duisburg- Nord
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… to the OMA/Bruce Mau winning entry for the Downsview Park, have employed
design strategies that exploited the temporal qualities of the landscape as a dynamic,
performative, open-ended process medium” (Meyer 2007, 80). Such an approach is
flexible over the life of the project as the project can be created as a patchwork. The
funding can be intermittent so that “you get $50 million here and $10 million there
and $20 million here”, but it is important “how the chunks add up to a unified whole”
(Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
This is already bearing out in practice. The capital plan for the Park consists of a
series of projects (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). For example,
the Staten Island Greenway that runs along the eastern edge of Freshkills Park was
funded by a $7.8 million grant by the Federal Highway Administration with
matching funds from the city (Rizzi 2014: 2) but can be treated as a separate project
within the larger overall aims of the Park. Even though this was not part of the
original plan, it demonstrates the principle of using funding lots for specific projects.
Corner is also concerned that programming at the site contributes to an authentic
development of the site and the site’s aesthetic. Laurie Olin noted that James
Corner11, when a student of Laurie’s, had been a strong advocate of the “disposition
of program on the site and how program was arrayed and drove other ideas” (Olin
2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). The idea of programming features
strongly with ‘Lifescape’. Program in this instance means “the creation of pathways
and plantings and platforms and stages and physical interventions that you build up
over time, that grow the place” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014).
4.3.3

Freshkills Park and Landscape Urbanism

A number of commentators have designated the plan for Freshkills Park as an
example of a landscape urbanism project (Mossop 2006, Waldheim 2006: 2, Tully
2012). Broadly, landscape urbanism is characterised by the organisation of the
landscape where the field is reduced to a horizontal surface. The traditional ideas of
place making, modernist planning, urban design and scenographic approaches to
design are replaced with an approach that organises the broad field of ‘landscape’.
Allen (2001, 124) argues that “by paying close attention to these surface conditions
… designers can activate space and produce urban effects without the weighty
11

James Corner was a student of Laurie Olin at the University of Pennsylvania in the mid-late 1980s.
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apparatus of traditional place making”. Landscape's conceptual scope brings a
capacity to theorize sites, territories, ecosystems, networks, and infrastructures, and
to organize large urban fields” (Corner 2006, 23). Landscape takes on a role as
infrastructure, “a medium through which all ecological transactions must pass”
(Weller 2001), rejecting traditional thinking about landscape by rejecting the binary
opposition between city and landscape (Thompson 2012).
Landscape urbanism draws upon the vocabulary and conceptual apparatus of ecology
for understanding site and city (Thompson 2012, 8), and thus allows the complexity
of the urban environment to be considered in the context of ecology. One component
of that complexity can be understood in terms of the indeterminacy and flux of the
contemporary city. It articulates “relations between urban infrastructure, public
events, and indeterminate urban futures for large post-industrial sites” (Waldheim
2006: 2, 40). The city is seen in terms of process rather than a deterministic end
point. Consequently landscape urbanism tries to engage with vast scales both in time
and space (Thompson 2012, 4).
Despite the comparison that have been made between Landscape Urbanism and
Freshkills Park, James Corner (both an advocate of landscape urbanism and designer
of Freshkills Park) does not believe that Freshkills Park is a landscape urbanism
project as “at the end of the day it’s still a park” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). However, Freshkills Park does contain elements of
landscape urbanism thinking. In particular, the association of Freshkills Park to
landscape urbanism comes about because it borrows from landscape urbanism in
terms of the “scope and range of issues came out of that infrastructure
understanding”. It was approached “as a piece of engineering infrastructure that
needed to be retrofitted to be put onto a more ecologically productive tract” (Corner
2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Finally Freshkills Park proposes
“landscape as the basic framework for an urban transformation of what had been a
part of the working city, left derelict by shifts in economies of production and
consumption” (Waldheim 2006: 2, 40).
4.3.4

Reaction to the Design

Responses to the plan have been positive. Laurie Olin, who had been on the jury
confirmed that ‘Lifescape’ was the best competition entrant being “head and
shoulders above the others” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014).
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The authentic development of the site attracted Olin and the jury. The plan did not
purposely try to make something that was pretty (Olin 2014, personal
communication, 16 May 2014). Such a process offers “a robust armature to accept
the changes in understanding the changes in social pressures and economic cycles”
(Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). Thomas Hess agreed saying
that “I was pretty impressed” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
The response of other interviewees to the plan was generally positive. Amongst the
“design community, it [the plan] is pretty well perceived, both as an idea and a
reality so far” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Laird thought
that “the plan has come together” and it is “the best plan for the site” and was
impressed that it “is not constrained … by some of the traditional approaches to big
city parks” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014). Interviewees were
also cognisant that Freshkills Park is something new in terms of parks in New York,
in both the range of services it provides but also its position in a relatively low
density part of New York City. Adrian Benepe argues that Freshkills Park “does not
have to be Central Park”; rather it can be made “somewhat bold in terms of its design
concepts” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The plan is not perfect given the constraints of implementation. Its complexity “may
prove to be impossible to pursue just because it’s just too difficult and expensive or
too time consuming” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Eloise
Hirsh, as the person responsible for the implementation of the plan, considers that it
has its limitations as it “did not really take into account all the infrastructure, all the
regulatory context, the reality of developing the site” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). For example “they located no maintenance facilities,
they located no bathrooms in the perfect landscape” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). Overall the plan was received very positively – a plan
that “was a vision and it showed how site would work at the scale of the problem
through time with the community with varying resources in different economic
cycles” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014).

4.4 Changes to the Original Plan
The master plan evolved from the competition winning design. Its general layout
and key aims such as ecological outcomes, recreation and sports, space for arts,
educational activities and events were broadly retained. However, some changes did
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result from community involvement and the influence of the Staten Island
administration.
4.4.1

Community Engagement

The community was engaged through a community outreach program. This
comprised a series of public meetings and forums from March 2001 to “give Staten
Islanders and others an opportunity to ask questions about and participate in planning
for Fresh Kills” (New York City Department of City Planning 2006). Community
consultation was also undertaken during the process of development of the Master
Plan. A series of meetings and workshops led by the Municipal Arts Society were
conducted between community members and the project team to devise their visions
for the future of Fresh Kills from 2004 to 2006. In addition to the public meetings,
the planning process was guided by a Community Advisory Group, comprising
stakeholders representing local and regional recreational, environmental, cultural and
youth organizations (New York City Department of City Planning 2013: 3). This
process derived a number of key issues that were important to the community that
the Park was to take count of (attached at Appendix 5). It is difficult to determine to
what extent these issues were driven by community concerns or input, and how much
they evolved or were derived from the plan or government input.
4.4.2

Staten Island Administration’s Influence on the Process

The Staten Island administration was able to obtain significant changes to the plan.
Burke stated the Department of Parks and Recreation had the support of the Staten
Island administration (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014), but
there have been some areas of conflict over functioning elements of the Park that
have required negotiation and compromise. Specifically three issues were contested
between the Staten Island administration and the Department of Parks and Recreation
– road ways through the site; energy production facilities within the site; and the
naming of the Park.
4.4.2.1 Energy Production
The competition brief required entrants to provide for a number of other functions, as
well as accommodating existing operations of the landfill, as it was slowly
decommissioned. Due to the existing methane production as a by-product of the
decomposition process, renewable energy production has become a focus for the site.
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Methane is said to bring $12 million per annum in energy production (Di Paola
2011) but will reduce annually as decomposition slows. This function would
continue regardless of whether Freshkills Park existed or not, and will be monitored
for approximately 30 years (New York City Department of Parks and Recreation
2013: 2).
The possibility of other sustainable energy demonstration projects that harnessed
solar, wind, water and methane power was also raised in the public consultation
processes. It was felt that these experiments would give the Park a cutting-edge
identity and augment its educational value (Field Operations 2006: 1), but it is not
clear if they were envisaged as fully production oriented projects. The possibility of
wind farms and solar arrays at the site was raised initially by Borough President
James Molinaro (Chan 2008), but then reiterated by the next President, James Oddo.
Deputy Borough President Burke suggests that the Borough President “felt that
poetic justice and also a practical step forward” required the development of clean
energy production facilities at the site (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12
May 2014). Technical difficulties remain. “The reality is that the best places to put
windmills, where they are likely to catch some wind, are on top of the mounds”;
however, “you simply cannot put them there because you cannot penetrate the cap”
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Despite this, the desire to
have renewable energy facilities at Freshkills Park persists. Deputy Borough
President Burke confirmed that “the city has signed a contract with a solar power
provider who has got to go through all of the regulatory hurdles and put together a
plan”, but that an announcement had been made that this major solar power provider
was going to have space at the former landfill to produce energy (Burke 2014,
personal communication, 12 May 2014, Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
2014).
Wind farms were not included by Field Operations, or at least did not feature in early
renderings of Freshkills Park, but by 2006, they featured prominently in renderings
of the Park. It would seem that there is no fundamental opposition to such a scheme.
Eloise Hirsh is fine with such developments at the Park “because I believe that it is a
piece of the site’s job to be talking about these issues” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014), but the proposal for wind farms is an example of the
Staten Island administration influencing the process. Adrian Benepe suggests that it
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could be indicative of fundamental differences in the way that parks in general and
Freshkills Park in particular are viewed by Staten Islanders compared to non-Staten
Islanders. Benepe argues that James Oddo is in some cases “actively hostile to
parks” with “primitive ideas about what parks should be” (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). It is possible that energy production facilities might
be a concession to the Staten Island administration for support for the Park.
4.4.2.2 Road Networks
Road-ways were a more contentious issue (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12
May 2014). The competition brief required that competition entries “contribute
significantly to the Staten Island community’s stated needs now and into the future,
including transportation …” (Field Operations 2001, 10). The design response to
those concerns were to create a vehicular circulation plan that connected Richmond
Avenue to the West Shore Expressway to alleviate traffic congestion in that area, as
well as providing the access to the Park (Field Operations 2006: 1). Former
Borough President Guy Molinari had made it clear that “a new generation of
parkway” was a high priority for the Staten Island administration, stating that the
park was a “once in a lifetime opportunity to recapture what was lost, to rediscover
and reincorporate into Staten Island’s geography almost 3000 acres of land and a
roadway system that I, for one, thought was lost to us” (Greene 2013, 23).
There are people on Staten Island who believe “our infrastructure is so overloaded,
transfers, streets, arterials, highways” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014). Staten Island was “very rapidly developed without any thoughts given to
planning issues, mass transportation” and consequently “what used to be rural
bucolic land quickly became connected housing, poorly conceived, poorly designed”
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). The consultation process for
the development of the Draft Master Plan highlighted the concern amongst Staten
Islanders that a destination park might create more traffic congestion than was
already there (Field Operations 2006: 1, 5). A roadway through the Park has become
or has the potential to become a contentious issue, and reflects the political
difficulties that have surrounded Staten Island (see Figure 4.14). Benepe argues that
the Borough President has the view that the city administration “won’t do anything
good for Staten Island” and considers that “what Staten Island needs is better roads
and better ways to move more cars through it” (Benepe 2014, personal
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communication, 6 May 2014). Therefore the Presidents “primary concern was trying
to build a roadway to connect the neighbourhood to the expressway – that’s all he
cares about” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).

Figure 4.14 – Freshkills Park as a Way to Alleviate Traffic Congestion
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Tom Paulo compared this situation with that of Van Cortlandt Park and Tallinn Bay
Park, which is bisected by a freeway and has a detrimental impact on the Park (Paulo
2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). The masterstroke of Central Park’s
depressed traverse roads cannot be done at Freshkills because the landfill cap will not
permit it (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Hess notes that “of
course you need road-ways through it, but of course [any road-way] should be for
park related uses” and “should not primarily seen as just a way of going from point A
to point B and have a lot of through traffic” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21
May 2014). The extent and role of roads at Freshkills Park “was definitely an issue
when it was going through the design competition” (Hess 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). This issue highlights the “competing ideas and
competing agendas” which “make it really difficult to move forward” (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). “The Parks Department wants to run a
park, they do not want a road running through it, so you can see that there was a tug
of war over that” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014). This was
resolved by 2004, but it represents a point of compromise by the Department despite
public support for the idea.
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4.4.2.3 Naming the Park
One issue that the Staten Island administration did not get their way on was on the
naming of the Park. What might be considered a small issue actually represents a
larger antagonism between the Staten Island and New York City administrations.
The Department of Parks and Recreation changed the name of the Fresh Kills site to
‘Freshkills’ Park. The reason for that minor variation is that the Department of Parks
and Recreation are keen to retain the association of landfill with the site. They
believe that there is value in the education aspect associated with waste and recycling
that the site projects (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Not all
agree with that perspective. The negative associations with the site and the
reputation more broadly in New York mean that some Staten Islanders “appear to
want a name that is not associated with the landfill” (Stein 2012). Some in the Staten
Island administration agree. Councilman Vincent Ignizio argued that the name
Freshkills Park “sounds like where the Manson family goes for their recreational
activities” (Robbins 2011). He and State Senator Andrew Lanza have argued for the
name ‘Phoenix Park’ to symbolize that a park has emerged from the ashes of a
landfill site. Other names have also been suggested (Stein 2012).
4.4.2.4 Negotiating a Way Forward
While the heat has largely gone out of these issues, the cause of this disagreement
can be considered within the context of the political history of Staten Island and the
landfill. Part of the anger towards central government was that Staten Island was
powerless to control its destiny. It has “practically no freedom of action” (Kramer
and Flanagan 2012, 11). The desire for Staten Island to control its destiny is still
apparent with the creation of Freshkills Park. Staten Islander regards itself as a small
place, with “an island mentality” part of a bigger system, but that “does not ever
want to feel as though it is subjected to a larger place’s heavy hand” (Burke 2014,
personal communication, 12 May 2014). However, the only way that Staten Island
can influence the process of the creation of Freshkills Park is to have “a bully pulpit”
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014) from which to apply pressure
and gain “some ability to shape things” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6
May 2014). Through that mechanism, the Staten Island administration has been able
to influence the function and design of the Park.
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Even though the heat has gone from these issues, and there seems to be broad
support for the Park from all sides, there have been fundamental differences of
opinion on how the Park is to develop. The site is still managed by the Manhattan
based administration, and the Staten Island administration is left to try to influence
the process as best they can. The desire to influence the design of Freshkills Park
might be seen as a statement of opposition or resistance to the power of a centralized
government. The Staten Island administration are seeking to inject their priorities for
the Park and are having to negotiate that with the Department of Parks and
Recreation, who also have to negotiate with other organizations despite having
primarily responsibility for developing the Park. In this circumstance, power does
not reside in one place, but reflects Foucault’s notion of power being found in
relationships and being exercised in all directions, not just from the top. Ultimately,
Staten Island needs to have a say in how the Park is developed, just as the
Department of Parks and Recreation require the support of Staten Island, including
the Staten Island administration, if its long term survival is to eventuate.

4.5 The Emergence of a Park from a Landfill
This chapter described the emergence of Freshkills Park from the ashes of the Fresh
Kills landfill, covering its development from the creation of the landfill in the 1940s
to the current construction and management of the Park under the direction of the
Department of Parks and Recreation in 2006. The key idea to take from the chapter
is that the process to create the Park has not been at all straightforward. The closure
of the landfill and the decision to create the Park is set against well-entrenched
political battles between the central New York City administration and the Staten
Island administration; the distrust of the Staten Island public; and the derision
directed at Staten Island by the rest of New York City. The process to develop the
Park was bound within political processes and conflict and these have shaped the
Park, and the continuing political differences that separate Staten Island from the rest
of New York City. Understanding the background to the Park is necessary to
understand why the Park developed the way that it has. The following chapter
considers the cost and administration of Freshkills Park. Chapter 6 considers the role
of parks in New York City and the aims and perceived value of Freshkills Park.
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5 The Cost and Administration of Freshkills Park
5.1 Introduction
This chapter considers the cost of creating Freshkills Park. This sets up a logic
structured to examine the investment that has been made by New York City to close
the landfill and build a park. It then discusses the management challenges facing the
Department of Parks and Recreation to build, fund, manage and promote the Park.
The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of neoliberal governance
to the funding of parks in New York and a discussion of the extent to which
Freshkills Park has been shaped by political processes.

5.2 The Cost of Freshkills Park
Approaching the topic through a Foucauldian analysis warrants an examination of
the governmental structures under which Freshkills Park was created. Contemporary
western governance is essentially conducted under a model of neoliberalism. As
discussed in Chapter 2.3, liberalism and neoliberalism must be understood in terms
of taking actions calculated to respond to a perceived problem, essentially
systematically, and drawing on formal bodies of knowledge or expertise with a view
to maximising the economy. Decisions of government can be considered in terms of
the costs and benefits to the state. In terms of Freshkills Park, the cost of the Park
can be set against the perceived benefit or payoff for the state because any
biopolitical goals will be traded off against bio-economic ones (Dean 2010). It is the
perceived payout from the Park that gives a value to the Park. This value can be
considered in terms of the cost to New York City of closing the landfill and creating
a park. This approach can be compared to the consideration of the value of the Park
in terms of the discourse on Freshkills Park, which is undertaken in Chapter 6. The
logic of the argument that follows is that the gap between the cost of closing the
landfill and creating a park, does not accord completely with the stated ‘value’ of the
Park. Consequently, there are other unknown or unspoken benefits that accrue from
the investment in the Park. It is this element of the economy of Freshkills Park – in
the sense of a trade-off of cost for value – that is the focus of discussion in this
chapter.
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5.2.1

Cost of Closing the Landfill

The decision to close the landfill was a big decision (Chapter 4.2) which was
controversially criticised by Benjamin Miller (2000) as no other rubbish management
options were seriously considered prior to the closure of the landfill. At the time of
the election of Rudy Giuliani, there had been an on-going debate for several decades
about the use of incinerators to deal with New York’s rubbish. This was a heated
topic, but by the time Giuliani was elected, he decided that “the incinerator was a
political liability he would just as soon not assume” (Miller 2000, 281), so the issue
slowly fell from public debate. The significance of doing so was that, with the
closure of Fresh Kills landfill, New York had no way of dealing with its own
rubbish. As soon as the capacity of Fresh Kills was reduced, the city entered into
bigger and bigger contracts to remove its rubbish.
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Figure 5.1 – Total Cost of Refuse Collection in New York
The cost of closing the landfill is enormous. Landfill operations were phased out from 1996, to complete closure
in 2001. The result is a huge cost to New York City (Gamerman 2012).

The city now transports all of its waste to landfill sites down the eastern seaboard as
far south as North Carolina. The cost of rubbish removal from New York is
“staggering” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014) and has increased
significantly since the closure of Fresh Kills landfill as all rubbish is now transported
interstate (see Figure 5.1). The Citizens Budget Commission of New York – a nonprofit, nonpartisan civic organization devoted to influencing constructive change in
the finances and services of New York State and New York City governments –

The Cost and Administration of Freshkills Park

113

indicates that “New York City will spend over $2 billion in tax dollars to throw out
its garbage” in 2012 (Gamerman 2012). Of that, about $300 million will represent
the cost of disposing of the garbage, primarily in intrastate landfills (Gamerman
2012). Three-quarters of the city’s garbage goes to landfills, and of that, 98% is
shipped to Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina and Virginia (Gamerman 2012).
“We’re talking an awful long way basically” (Nagle 2014, personal communication,
13 May 2014). Rubbish transport represents the export of harm and New York City
dollars (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014), to smaller towns such
as Tullytown, in Pennsylvania, who in 2002, was the largest importer of interstate
trash from New York. Such a trade can prove to be quite lucrative (Kilborn 2002),
but is not always welcomed (Copeland 2012). The issue becomes how these landfills
will be managed in the future.
Despite the existence of a complex and flourishing market in waste throughout
Canada and the United States (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014),
conservatively estimated to be worth US$65 billion in 2000 (Miller 2000), not
everyone is happy with New York’s rubbish being wholly exported. Representatives
of states such as Pennsylvania, Virginia and Ohio have made their disappointment
known in the past (Miller 2000). Other options are being considered to manage New
York City’s rubbish within the city itself, primarily through waste-to-energy
technology, so the costs of rubbish management will change in time. There is also an
opportunity cost of the decision to close the landfill as the money now spent on
rubbish removal could have been spent on more productive activities. The key point
to be made is that the decision to close the landfill cost New York City a lot of
money. While it is unclear whether the actual cost of rubbish removal could have
been predicted, in all likelihood it would have been a consideration of the
government at the time. The decision of Giuliani to pass that responsibility on to the
next administration could have been done with an understanding of the cost
implications of closing the landfill.
5.2.2

Cost of the Park

Consideration of funding needs to take into account that capital cost and recurrent
expenditure come from two different mechanisms in New York. Capital for new
projects is funded through the sale of bonds. Consequently, new projects are
relatively easy to obtain funding for (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
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2014), simply by going into debt. The debt is paid over time as “tax payers will have
to pay the interest on those bonds” and “a very fast growing portion of the city’s
budget is the debt service on capital bonds” (Benepe 2014, personal communication,
6 May 2014). Recurrent funding, for which for which the city cannot go into debt, is
raised through taxation. Consequently there are sometimes shortfalls of available
funds during times of high expenditure or low revenue.
The cost to build and manage the Park is very large. At the time the Draft Master
Plan was completed in 2006, Fresh Kills Park was envisaged as being built “in three
ten-year segments at a cumulative cost of about $650 million” (Citizens Budget
Commission 2007, 68). Of this, approximately $251 million was to be directed to
closing the landfill and safely sealing waste. As to the Park itself, “$150 million will
be used during the first ten-year construction phase, $143 million for the second
phase, and $80 million for the third and final phase” (Citizens Budget Commission
2007, 68). The project has also been supported by over $12 million in grants from
the Department of State’s Division of Coastal Resources (New York State body) and
the Federal Highway Administration (Di Paola 2011, New York City Department of
Parks and Recreation 2013: 2). $100 million had been committed from City funds in
2006 allocated by Mayor Bloomberg for Phase 1 (Field Operations 2006: 1).
Because of the factors of size, complexity and “being so technically challenging”,
time and budget became big factors – “a big problem” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014) and “a tremendous expense” (Hess 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). The design of the Park was influenced by the
funding available for the project. James Corner noted that he worked to a budget of
“$700m project phased in over time”, but that figure was an aspirational guide as
“that money was never in the bank” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014).
5.2.2.1 The Park Design and Cost
Much of the cost of the park is due primarily to the incredible size of the park. This
is something that cannot be avoided. Certainly Field Operations tailored their design
to cope with the size of the Park and the funding available. Their strategy was to
create a plan that could be done piece by piece as funding became available, enabling
it to weather the fluctuations of commitment to the Park over time. The size of the
site and the potential cost of development mean that a naturalistic landscape was a
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more cost effective way to manage the site. Creating a park that was more selfsustaining was preferable, so “for many of those sloping hillsides, it should be
something that you come in with a brush hog and mow once a year and does not
require gardeners running around” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014). The type of park reflects both the cost of developing the Park and issues of
sustainability. “You could create a garden of Versailles there but it would require an
army of gardeners and you’d have to use all kinds of chemicals, herbicides and
pesticides and so, again, you want to have the landscape that uses as little of that as
possible, that is naturalistic as possible” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6
May 2014). While a naturalistic aesthetic will be created, this primarily reflects the
cost of the Park itself.
5.2.2.2 Continued Capital Funding
The continued development of the Park is dependent upon a continued commitment
from the New York City administration. In the initial stages of the Park’s
construction “the prior mayor, Mayor Bloomberg put a lot of funding into it”
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). However, there is no
guarantee that the current or any other administration into the future will put funding
into it, and they “might just say ‘sorry, we don’t have the money’” (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014). For example, “if the city were to face a
grave fiscal crisis, say five years from now and they have $100m in their capital
budget, they could simply rescind that to save the money and the interest that they
will have to pay down the road for these capital bonds” (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). However, Eloise Hirsh does not believe that this is
likely “because there is such a well-known position that Staten Island is owed
because they took the city’s garbage for 50 years” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014).
Despite the unknown future of Freshkills Park, at the time of the design competition,
“there was a Mayor and a governor who wanted to do this project so we felt that it
will get started” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). “Because if
you can seize the momentum, and get certain things started, then they’ll have to
finish them”, which was a “belief that my predecessor had that I share, that you get
the shovel in the ground” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The implication if the Park was not funded would be that it would return to an
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unkempt open space. “There are pieces of what are essentially wildernesses around
the city” and Fresh Kills could easily become one of these (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). However, the Sanitation Department “is obligated for
at least the next 30 years to manage and maintain the infrastructure”, “to mow the
grass at least once a year” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014), so
some form of presence has to be maintained. Eloise Hirsh added “but my job is to
make this thing inevitable” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).
5.2.3

Expected Recurrent Expenditure of the Park

5.2.3.1 Recurrent Funding and the Success of Freshkills Park
Since the first conservancy in New York was established in 1981 for Central Park by
Commissioner Gordon Davis and Elizabeth Barlow Rogers, the recurrent funding for
New York Parks has been partially met through private funding. In 2006, city
funding for maintaining parks “totalled $780 million, with private organizations
adding an estimated $65 million”; that is, the Department funded 92% of the total
required (Citizens Budget Commission 2007). Parks have become partially reliant
on donations from users to continue a high level of maintenance; about 85% of
private funding for parks comes from people living within ten minute walk of the
Park (Vanderkam 2011: 1). The high profile parks such as Central Park, Prospect
Park, and the High Line receive strong private funding. John Paulson recently gave
the Central Park Conservancy $100m (Goldman 2012).
Parks with a strong local constituency in number and wealth do well under that
funding model. The “more financially successful partnerships cluster in Manhattan
and some of the wealthier neighbourhoods in the other boroughs” (Citizens Budget
Commission 2007, 29). “Central Park, Prospect Park have huge donors” (Hess 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). In 1996, over one third of money given to
conservancies went to Central Park. Approximately 81% of funding went to the top
five parks (out of 41 parks) (Citizens Budget Commission 2007, 26). The frustration
of Staten Island borough Parks Commissioner, Tom Paulo, was that Staten Island
parks did not attract “people to invest moneys to parks other than Central Park and
Prospect Park” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Many parks are
managed now by park conservancies who manage the maintenance of parks based on
a mix of private and public funding. With parks such as Central Park, Conservancies
are given the lion’s share of day-to-day control of the Park (Vanderkam 2011: 1).
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Parks in high density, affluent areas, clearly benefit the most. Parks relying on city
funding have not been so lucky and have been required to compete for the limited
recurrent funding available to the city with all other aspects of city expenditure.
Consequently there has been a lot of press pointing to the inequitable situation that
result in some parks not receiving as much funding as the big name parks.
The question of fairness has been raised consistently in relation to the funding of
parks in New York (Arden 2010, Doulis 2010). Parks located in areas that are not
surrounded by wealthy benefactors can struggle to attract necessary funding.

Both

the Parks Department’s Park Inspection Program and New Yorkers for Parks’ awardwinning Report Card on Parks clearly show that low-income communities
disproportionately suffer from inferior park conditions (New Yorkers for Parks
2007). The problem faced by New York is that “no other parks system in America
relies as much on other people’s money” so that “half of the city’s 1,800 parks and
playgrounds now depend on some type of private group for maintenance, according
to the Parks Department” (Arden 2010).
Adrian Benepe argued that the funding inequity of parks in New York is overstated.
He acknowledges that certain parks receive generous private funding, but that the
other New York parks could be properly maintained by adequate allocation of
funding by a larger percentage of the city’s tax levy and capital funding (Benepe
2014). He believes that public-private partnerships are a great thing for parks. There
is also a belief that Parks are being made more public by “the active participation of
public citizens in the lives of parks” (Serazio 2010). Funding for managing city
parks under the Mayor Bloomberg administration in 2010 was a record low of 0.37
percent of the annual budget, or $239 million (Arden 2010). But the distribution of
funds is the key issue. While the current administration recognises this issue and
intends to address it (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014), questions
arise about the ability to fund the on-going maintenance costs of Freshkills Park.
Recurrent Funding at Freshkills Park
Adequate funding for maintenance will be a significant issue for Freshkills Park.
Field Operations’ initial estimate of the cost of maintenance for a completed
Freshkills Park would be between $15,000 and $30,000 per acre (Field Operations
2006: 1). This would result in an annual cost of between $34,500,000 and
$69,000,000. These costs could be partially offset by commercial elements such as
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restaurants, methane gas production and energy production, but they still represent a
significant cost. The average annual park maintenance cost per acre in New York
City is around $6000, considerably less than estimated for Freshkills Park (Field
Operations 2006: 1). These figures may not be current and are likely to change, but
regardless, Eloise Hirsh confirms this problem when she said “how much it’s going
to cost to maintain it is the thing that I am most concerned about” (Hirsh 2014,
personal communication, 7 May 2014). Due to a number of factors, Freshkills Park
will not attract sufficient funding from the local community:
The density is not there. It’s just economics, the socio-economics of the
surrounding neighbourhoods are not there. If that is going to be the
model where fund raising becomes a significant piece of the management
of the site, it’s going to have to be a model that’s drawing in from broader
area (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014).
The alternatives are that either Freshkills Park is able to become a sufficiently
attractive destination park that it can draw funding from a much broader area in the
same way that State Parks are able to do (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20
May 2014), or the New York City administration funds it. Hirsh notes that:
It’s a big city with over 30,000 acres of parkland; you’ve got to pay for it.
God does not take care of it. So we will share that problem with the rest
of the city (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).
The new Mayor de Blasio recently appointed Parks Commissioner Mitchell Silver,
who has committed to funding parks “at the same level as Central Park and Prospect
Park” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). It is not clear at this
stage how that will influence Freshkills Park. Having to compete for funding against
the whole range of activities that the city funds will be difficult so “when the
pressure comes, the hope is that the local community and the local elected officials
will continue to put pressure on so it will evolve and put money in” (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014). Regardless, the cost of recurrent
expenditure at Freshkills Park will be high, and this is one of the key concerns of
Eloise Hirsh (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). The Freshkills
Alliance website has been created in part to encourage donations for running and
developing the Park.

The Cost and Administration of Freshkills Park

119

5.2.4

A Question of Value

In total the cost of Freshkills Park is very high for a landscape project. The size of
the Park means that the cost of building and running the Park represents a huge
investment by New York City. The question becomes: why is New York prepared to
do this, and what are the expected benefits for doing so? (see Figure 5.2).

Decision of State

$
Investment made

Close landfill

Expected return?

Freshkills Park

Fundamental question:
Why has investment been made? What is the real value to the state?

Figure 5.2 – Expectation of Return?
The investment to close the landfill and create the Park represents an enormous investment by the New York. It
raises the question of what is the expected return by the Park, and is there a benefit that is not readily visible.

Few other jurisdictions would have that luxury, or would be prepared to pay the
financial penalty of such an undertaking. The problems that were being faced at
Freshkills Park are being exported to other states and regions without the financial
power of New York City. Through political expedience, it seems that not much
thought was given to the decision, as a political debt had to be paid. Joshua Laird
notes that “in terms of the cost of developing a park, it was known that the closure of
the landfill was necessarily going to involve the establishment of a landscape there
and you know, in the early going, nobody thought much deeper than it could be just
an open landscape and the Park’s Department manages sort of ‘natural’ landscapes”
(Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014). This suggests that it is likely
that the full cost of the Park was not known at the time the decision was made, but
that in all likelihood, there was an understanding that the cost would be substantial.
This sets up a value proposition for the administration. The cost of the Park can be
broadly gauged, and this has to be weighed against an expectation particularly when
considering that a neoliberal government considers all decisions of government
within a prism of maximal economy. To pay the large sums of money for a park – a
landscape – suggests that there is an expected return from that investment. Some of
these are known such as repaying a political debt, social justice and moral aspects,
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and a range of values associated with discourses on Freshkills Parks that are explored
in Chapter 6.

Known value of
Freshkills Park

+

Hidden value of
Freshkills Park

=

Cost of Building the Park +
Opportunity Cost of Rubbish
Removal

Figure 5.3 – The Value Equation
The value equation of Freshkills Park suggests that there is a hidden value that justifies the vast expenditure on
the Park.

But it is argued that these aspects don’t account fully for the commitment made by
New York City. There must be some other value that the park offers. This research
argues the case that the part of the benefit of parks can be located in Foucault’s
notions of disciplinary power and biopolitics. This case is substantiated in Chapters
6 and 7, where discourses emerge that indicate the role of historically situated
biopolitics associated with parks in New York are linked to Freshkills Park, and
other discourses associated with the biopolitics of the environment and other issues
that have emerged in the twenty-first century.
5.2.5

Conclusion

This section has shown that the cost to close the landfill and build Freshkills Park is
large. The commitment to a park by a neoliberal government suggests that there is
an expectation of some form of benefit to the State. The obvious benefits that a park
offers does not seem to match the cost of the park, particularly given the difficulties
that the site presents and the opportunity cost that is incurred. Foucault’s concepts of
biopolitics are offered as a potential explanation to account for a perceived gap
between cost and value.

5.3 Administrative Structures and Management Challenges
The big projects never fulfil expectations; small ones always exceed
theirs.
Roberta Gratz (2010)12

12

Ominous words on the potential of success of Freshkills Park reflect the challenges that are faced by the
Freshkills Park Office.
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5.3.1

Administrative Structures

During the preparation of the Draft Master Plan by Field Operations, the Department
of City Planning had primary responsibility for the Freshkills Park project. On
completion, responsibility for the Park’s creation was handed to the Department of
Parks and Recreation led by Eloise Hirsh. Hirsh’s role is to oversee the Park’s
development, based on the Draft Master Plan prepared by Field Operations. She is
also responsible for co-ordinating agencies involved in the development of the Park
including the New York City Departments of Sanitation, City Planning, and
Transportation, as well as the New York State Departments of Environmental
Conservation, Transportation, and the United States Department of State (New York
City Department of Parks and Recreation 2006). Hirsh also manages the
coordination of activities and the relationship with elected officials on Staten Island.
The redevelopment of Fresh Kills highlights the “political, environmental and ethical
complexities involved in any such large-scale reorganisation of the built
environment” (McKim 2014, 138). Within that context, the task facing Hirsh is clear
– she has the responsibility for making Freshkills Park a success. She stated “… my
job is to make this thing inevitable. That’s how I see my job” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014) and is going about it positively. It is a difficult task.
“These are very complicated projects, and they need real leadership and
commitment” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). “Like all
great visions, it [Freshkills Park] can go off the rails, it may not be achieved. But
every now and then, someone has a vision … [that] actually happened” (Olin 2014,
personal communication, 16 May 2014). There are a number of key issues that must
be addressed for Freshkills Park to become a reality.
Adrian Benepe (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014) highlighted the
difficulty that “the Parks Department is not the master of its own destiny” as it is
required to work with the Sanitation Department who fundamentally have different
priorities. The site is heavily regulated including regulation of conserved wetlands
and the landfill mounds. All projects require permits and approvals from the State
Department of Environment and Conservation under the New York State Solid
Waste Law. At the time of writing, the Park was undergoing a Uniform Land Use
Review Procedure, which is a mandated public review process, necessary to ensure
that the land can only be used for a park and not industrial uses. This process has
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stalled as the final placement of road corridors has not been decided. The building of
the Park involves sometimes convoluted administrative processes. The Department
of Parks and Recreation has to demonstrate that each and every process that changes
the end use of a landfill will not interfere with the functioning of the infrastructure
(Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Each step has to be approved
by the New York City Department of Sanitation which then forwards applications for
work at the site to the State Department of Environmental Conservation, and a
process of comment and feedback occurs. A comprehensive set of Environmental
Impact Statements was also done for the Freshkills Park site, evaluating the
construction of the approximately 2,200 acre park in its entirety. The Department of
Sanitation is “at best a willing partner, but not always enthusiastic” (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014).
5.3.2

Management Challenges

Aside from administrative challenges, there are also a number of barriers faced in the
management of the Park that must be overcome by the Freshkills Park Office. One
of the key issues for Freshkills Park is time. There is only limited supervised access
to the Park until the Department of Sanitation completes the necessary
decommissioning of the landfill over the next couple of decades. There are parts of
the landfill infrastructure (such as stormwater channels) that are not safe (Hirsh 2014,
personal communication, 7 May 2014). Until it is open in 25 years (Hirsh 2014,
personal communication, 7 May 2014), visits to the site are limited to weekend tours
and the occasional event.
Time is required for the landfill to become safe for full public access, for natural
processes to occur and for the Park to be built. This has been factored in to the
program for the Park by Field Operations, who took “a time based approach because
that was … the only way you were ever going to get anything done” (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). Time is required to allow these processes
to occur naturally. Field Operations mapped out how habitat would diversify over a
thirty years timeframe (Field Operations 2006: 1). The growth of the Park through
implementation of the plan, was mapped out for every ten years up to thirty years’
time. This time is necessary for the habitat to evolve, plants to grow and soil to build
up, for the Park to become “richer through time and more elaborate in terms of
habitat and recreation”, and indeed, to make it possible to direct sufficient funding to
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undertake the activities needed to complete the Park (Field Operations 2006: 1, 56).
Time “is your partner in this landscape” (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19
May 2014).
This is not unusual for a park of any size. Central Park took “more than 40 years” to
complete (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). Olin also worked on
Battery Park City which started in 1979, and is only just finishing now (Olin 2014,
personal communication, 16 May 2014). Consequently, the issues that are faced by
Freshkills Park cannot become excessively difficult. The “commitment to get
started” is there and a faith that other people will “keep working on it over time
through economic cycles because they take that long” has to be relied upon (Olin
2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). But time also creates problems.
Maintaining support for the project becomes crucial if the project is ever to be
completed. Limited access to the Park for the next couple of decades makes the job
of garnering the necessary support for the project much more difficult (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014, Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6
May 2014).
5.3.2.1 The Impact of the Landfill on Staten Island
It is apparent that for many of the people of Staten Island, it was more important to
close the landfill than to create a park. In his statement in the Fresh Kills Master
Plan, James Molinaro confirmed this by stating:
First and foremost, this master plan embodies a most important ending for
us: that Fresh Kills will never reopen as New York City’s garbage
disposal facility. Staten Islanders can finally exhale and vacate from
within all those remaining pent-up fears—large and small, real and
imagined, from the personal to the community-based—that for two
generations both defined and stigmatized Staten Island to the nation and
the world as someplace you did not want to be in or even near (Field
Operations 2006: 1).
Closing the landfill improved the quality of life of Staten Islanders primarily as it
stopped the smell. “I can think of is anytime my automobile would pass by the dump
there would be this horrible smell” (Gerstle 2014, personal communication, 12 May
2014). Tara Scarpelli, a local resident, stated that “as long as it doesn’t stink in the
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parking lot, that’s all I care about” (Robbins 2011). Just as the landfill was a
physical wound on the land, it had a similar effect on the people of Staten Island.
While the landfill operated, it made Staten Island, particularly in the communities
around the site and at the Staten Island Mall, very unpleasant.
Adrian Benepe confirmed the importance of closing the landfill. When asked
whether Staten Islanders care more about closing the landfill or creating a park, he
replied “definitely more about closing the landfill” (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). This attitude can be in part attributed to the fact that
Staten Island already has a greater area of parkland than any other Borough. As of
2014, Staten Island has 9378 acres (3800 hectares) of parkland (Molinari 2001, 14).
Freshkills Park does not meet the typical criteria for creating a park. Initially there
was not a huge demand for the park and this has had to be generated by the
Department of Parks and Recreation. The significance of the Park, however, is not
undermined. Nagle (2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014) argues that both
closing the landfill and creating a park were “fantastically important, phenomenally,
foundationally important”.
While the needs and desires of Staten Islanders were considered during the design of
the Park through extensive consultation, similar focused consideration of the desires
of the population was not addressed when considering the options for the site.
Despite this, the decision for a park has been lauded, and the vision is for Freshkills
Park to sit within the already impressive system of parks in New York.
5.3.2.2 The Wound on Staten Island
The wound inflicted on the population of Staten Island has not yet healed, and
concerns over the health effects of Fresh Kills landfill persisting is perhaps the most
obvious (Johnson 2000). During the operation of the landfill, a number of health
concerns were raised. Susan Molinari, daughter of former Staten Island Borough
President Guy Molinari secured $1.25 million to produce a study of the health
impacts of the Fresh Kills landfill (Miller 2000). The report found that there were no
demonstrably adverse effects on human health (Miller 2000), yet despite those
findings, the lingering perception was and still is that the landfill causes health
problems. Donna Gerstle notes that Staten Island has the highest breast cancer rate
in New York City. This is still attributed to the landfill by other researchers around
the country. “Everybody says when I go to national meetings, “oh, it’s the dump, it’s
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the dump, it’s the dump” (Gerstle 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014).
But this has not turned out to be true. Breast cancer rates “seems to be equal
throughout all of Staten Island, and the dump has come a little too early for my ladies
to have died” (Gerstle 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014). However, the
landfill may have contributed to health issues in a minor way as “it’s just another
environmental perturbation on Staten Island” (Gerstle 2014, personal
communication, 12 May 2014).
Gerstle pointed to the psychological impact of the landfill, saying that “there’s this
psychological stigma that the dump gets you sick”, and people will believe that to be
the case even when told that the landfill was not a factor (Gerstle 2014, personal
communication, 12 May 2014). But there has been cause for concern at the site that
may have had a bearing on the psychological efforts on the population of Staten
Island. In 2005, in a scan for radioactive material, several hot spots of radioactivity
were identified as well as some generalised dispersed radioactivity in the soil. This
had to be cleaned up (Foderaro 2013).
Gerstle also spoke about the landfill in the present, as if it is still there. Similarly, a
newspaper report in 2014 referred to the site as the ‘closed landfill’ rather than as
Freshkills Park (Rizzi 2014: 1). The transition from landfill to park has been slow,
indicating the depth of feeling about the landfill. The scars of the landfill linger in
the minds of the people of Staten Island. In 2010, a survey of Staten Islanders
revealed that 7% of people said that they would never visit Freshkills Park and 7%
said that it was most unlikely that they would visit it (Columbia University 2012).
This is a genuine concern, according to Adrian Benepe, as “the place had been
misused and not well documented for years” with “all kinds of allegations of
sanitations workers taking bribes to dump all kinds of nasty stuff for the local
Mafiosi” which “were probably true” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014). Locals are suspicious of past dumping practices, and fear that toxins that
might still be present (Glassman 2003). Bill Smith, president of the Staten Island
Youth Soccer League, was pleased that new soccer fields at Freshkills Park were not
to be constructed on the original landfill site, adding “Who knows what’s
underneath?” (Robbins 2011). A response to an article on Freshkills Park is
indicative of the attitude of some, by a respondent who called them self
‘Illumination’ on Mar 25, 2014 (on-line comments):
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Under no circumstances would I ever consider setting foot on a former
dump. NEVER, not no way, not no how. Never. Enjoy.
This elicited the response from ‘Incomudro’:
The dump was open and spewing all over the Island for decades when it
was open. The Staten Island Mall - well visited - sat directly across the
street from this stinking heap. Yet people are afraid of the now capped
and monitored closed landfill?
In reply ‘Illumination’ states:
I am. I don't trust nothing the government says. Nothing. You can if you
want to. Who told you I ever went to that Mall? I don't shop on Staten
Island. Who told you how long I've lived on this Island? I didn't. NO, I
will never set foot on it. Enjoy (Jorgensen 2014).
A local, Tara Scarpelli in an interview for the New York Times added that she would
keep her son away (Robbins 2011). Donna Gerstle was rigid in her refusal to go to
the site, stating “I would not use the Park. I would not go there. I certainly would
not let my grandson go there” (Gerstle 2014, personal communication, 12 May
2014). Whilst not necessarily typical, this does capture the attitudes of some and
perhaps reflects a broader attitude of suspicion of government and the Fresh Kills site
after many years of broken promises to close the site.
It is somewhat interesting to note that health concerns were expressed more by Staten
Islanders than non-Staten Islanders involved with the project. The concerns about
what was contained in the landfill that might still have a deleterious impact on health
varied from mild suspicion (Master 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014),
based on knowledge of the unseemly waste management practices of the past, to
outright rejection of the site. The approach adopted by Eloise Hirsh and the
Freshkills Park team is “try to help the public understand all of the regulations and all
of the infrastructure that’s been built, so it’s safe” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). She tries to be “transparent” when questioned on
these issues and will respond with comments such as “‘we’ve done this, this is what
happened here, this is how much, we’ve checked the rest of the site and there’s
nothing there. We’ve put soil on top of it’” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7
May 2014). Despite efforts to minimise risks, certain risks persist. In particular the
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sediment along the shores of the rivers has confirmed contaminants “being above
New York State Department of Environmental Conservation standards” (Columbia
University 2012, 20). The pragmatic response is “we just ask them not to step in the
sediment, and we make them sign a waiver … It’s what it is” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). While risks of being exposed to contamination have
been acknowledged at the site, it was pointed out by interviewees that there is a risk
of being exposed throughout the metropolitan area (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014, Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May
2014). The advantage that Freshkills Park has is that is it continuously monitored for
contamination leaks.
It would seem that change in attitudes to Freshkills park could be generational as
shown by a series of focus groups of the students at the College of Staten Island who
had grown up since the landfill was closed. They were “completely fine with it – a
completely different attitude” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).
Concerns will “fade with time” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014). Robin Nagle agrees saying that at the annual Sneak Peak (an annual open-day
event conducted in the park) “one couple that came the first year … said ‘this is a
dump, it’s a horror, it’s a travesty of justice, it’s a terrible place, it’s …’. Year 2,
same couple: ‘it’s pretty bad here, but it’s looking a little better than we thought it
could’. Year 3, same couple: ‘you know, it’s pretty nice here’” (Nagle 2014,
personal communication, 13 May 2014). She adds that “it took 51 years for the city
to close it” so it “going to take a long, long time for the community that surrounds it
to believe in it as something good” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May
2014).
Eloise Hirsh believes that it “going to happen because we will just make people
come and see how fabulous it is” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
2014). James Corner is equally positive believing that “you can take the most
sceptical person who either thinks it is a waste of time as it’s still a dump or that
there are issues of contamination and public health and safety, you can take any
sceptic and tour them around the site and they’ll become a convert” (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). Despite these efforts being undertaken by
the Department to monitor the site, health concerns linger. These concerns have
been built around the distrust that Staten Islanders have for the site and the politics
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associated with the site. The overall belief of those associated with the project is that
the concerns will fade with time.
Freshkills Park as a Destination
Several interviewees believed that the Park offered something that was not available
elsewhere in New York, as it was “just a great refuge that’s in the city to go and hike
around or go kayaking, you know, do things that are hilly whatever they are, biking
or running or anything like that” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May
2014). It could be the “back yard for many hundreds of thousands or millions of
people” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014), thus setting it
apart from the rest of New York City. The success of the Park is largely reliant on it
being established as a ‘destination park’, a place where people will travel to from
other parts of New York, much in the same way that Downsview Park has become a
form of urban national park. That will require the Park being attractive enough for
people to perhaps travel for a couple of hours and perhaps give their day to the visit,
and it will require adequate transportation systems.
The perception of distance to Staten Island and Freshkills Park is a problem in this
regard. To many New Yorkers, Staten Island is a step too far. Tom Paulo relayed a
story of visitors to Staten Island finding it hard to believe that they were still in New
York (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). This barrier created by
the perception of distance between Freshkills Park and the rest of New York has to
be overcome to get non-Staten Islanders to the site. An identity for the Park that
reaches beyond the local community “requires creating an identity for the Park that
has appeal and that’s in part, adventure sports is a part, arts, and that kind of
reputation needs to be crafted carefully” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20
May 2014). The scale of the Park lends itself to being considered “almost like a state
or national park in terms of the notion of this vast landscape that you would have
access through but in a very passive way” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20
May 2014). Making the site accessible and getting people there is a necessary
function for building success as a ‘destination park’. “It’s very important in the
sense of success and [for] its success, it has to have a constituency”, and
consequently there needs to be drawcard (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6
May 2014). There has to be a reason why someone would make the trip to the site
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and “a baseball field is not going to do it, … you are not going to come from Queens
for that” (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The ability to get people to the Park depends on an adequate transportation system,
which is made more difficult due to the location of Fresh Kills on the western edge
of Staten Island. It is only through public involvement that the Park will attract the
appropriate private and public funding. Existing transportation systems on Staten
Island are poorly conceived and poorly designed (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). During the Sneak Peak open-days at the Park,
shuttles are run from the Staten Island ferry, but a visitor has to invest an hour to get
there (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Hirsh identified the
importance of getting New Jersey residents to embrace the Park, given that New
Jersey is closer than Manhattan to Freshkills Park (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014).
It is likely that a water based transportation system will have to be developed
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014, Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014, Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014) as
part of a larger waterfront park ferry service that will link all the waterfront parks
(Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Connections will also have to
be made with New Jersey “because we are closer to Newark than we are to Queens”
(Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). The reluctance of New Yorkers
to travel within their city noted by a couple of interviewees (Paulo 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014, Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014,
Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014) further adds to the problem. It is
one of the “greatest open space challenges the city faces … can Freshkills play a
meaningful role as a destination park or is it too inaccessible?” (Laird 2014, personal
communication, 20 May 2014). While Downsview Park in Canada has been
conceived as an urban national park, it is yet to be seen whether Freshkills Park can
position itself similarly, as a ‘national park’ capable of drawing people in from the
high density population areas of New York City and New Jersey.
Recurrent funding for the Park is likely to be a huge issue that has already been
recognised as a potentially very high hurdle to overcome, and an issue that will have
to be addressed in the future. To get significant visitation to the park, people have to
be attracted to the Park from other parts of New York, as the population density near
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the Park is low. A park of this size, and costing as much as it will to maintain, will
have to attract large numbers to justify the expenditure. Its location, the likely cost
of the Park, and the other factors counting against it such as health fears and the
limited access that is allowed to the site, make this task more difficult.
5.3.3

Building Support for Freshkills Park

The Park’s eventual success is very much related to how it functions within the city,
the level of support that it attracts from Staten Island and the willingness of people
from further afield in New York and New Jersey to visit the Park. The success of the
Park will also depend on continued political support. At any stage funding could dry
up (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Consequently the
Department of Parks and Recreation have the task of building support for the Park.
The key strategic aim for Hirsh has been to change public opinion towards the site.
The Park requires strong public backing if it is to have the energy to get through the
next twenty-five years of restricted public access to the site, maintain funding from
government, create a private funding base, and overcome the negative sentiments
towards the site. That negativity can present a strong obstacle. Corner noted that
“the kind of serenity and beauty that we saw, they do not even believe it”, instead
“they just think it’s a government joke” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21
May 2014).
5.3.3.1 Public Engagement
One of the ways that people were engaged with the site was to “use the idea of
Freshkills as the platform for exploring various other topics whether they were
Freshkills related or not” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014).
An example of that was to link Freshkills Park with National Poetry Month, asking
people to enter an Annual Haiku Contest (New York City Department of Parks and
Recreation 2013: 2). Information sessions and lecture series are also undertaken to
get the public to discuss issues around Freshkills Park. A blog on Freshkills Park
was started, and Fresh Perspectives was published. Fresh Perspectives is a web
based annual or biannual newsletter that was produced between Fall 2007 and
Winter/Spring 2013. More recently the Freshkills Park Alliance website was
launched in 2014, and this has become the primary on-line site for the Park.
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The basic strategy is to try to engage as many people as possible through tours, open
days, photography session and bird watching, which is “building a lot more interest,
building a bigger constituency over time” (Corner 2014, personal communication,
21 May 2014). Sneak Peak is an annual event run at the Park since 2010. It is an
open day where activities and tours are offered. It has grown each year. The 2014
event included kayaking, biking, walking tours, science talks, poetry readings, kite
flying, live music, public art, climbing walls, food, and information displays. It was
heavily promoted, and direct emails where used extensively in the lead up to the
event, with five emails that mentioned the event being distributed in the month
leading up to the event. Eloise Hirsh believes that 90% of their energy goes to
bringing people to the site in many different ways as possible, saying that “we will
go anywhere and with anybody” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
2014). School programs also feature in the awareness campaign (Hirsh 2014,
personal communication, 7 May 2014). Targeting investment is also important.
Schmul Park and Owl Hollow soccer fields were completed first, to demonstrate that
“change is going to come” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).
Projects will be done on the north and south mounds next to get “people up to the top
of the mound so people can see the expanse of the place” to “appreciate its potential”
(Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Every effort is made to get
people out onto the waterway “because it’s beautiful” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014).
The Freshkills Park Office makes a deliberate effort at getting positive press
coverage. Press coverage from the Island’s newspaper, the Advance, is “getting
more and more positive”, and while “they’re not boosters for the Park by any means,
but they’re not slamming it either” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May
2014). Instead of referring to the Park as “the former dump”, recently the Advance
has been referring to it by its proper name – Freshkills Park. This is counted as a
major victory (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). It may prove to
be the case that nomenclature really matters to the survival and prosperity of
Freshkills Park. Other promotional material that was produced between 2006 and the
present by the Freshkills Park office centred on Fresh Perspectives, which
emphasises a number of ideas that the Department wants associated with the Park.
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This magazine has ceased since the launch of the Freshkills Park Alliance website in
2014, which has become the main source of information about the Park.
5.3.3.2 Growing Awareness of the Public
While many Staten Islanders are still oblivious to the Park, there is a slowly growing
awareness and attachment to the Park – people who “like the Park and care about it”
(Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). “There may be some people
who still will never come but we have focused our programing and activities to have
as many different kinds of opportunities for people to come and experience the site
as possible” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). To date Hirsh
believes that the reception has been excellent, and “we cannot keep up with the
demand for the Park” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Support
is widespread; “artists think it’s great, environmentalists think it’s great,
administrators think it’s great, Staten Islanders elected politicians think it’s great, so
we have support which it’s my job to build into” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014).
Eloise Hirsh’s efforts have been acknowledged as excellent and necessary. They are
“building up a constituency that is not just going to be the constituency that supports
the Park but also hopefully defends it” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20
May 2014). Such a concerted communications strategy is necessary due to the time
the Park will take to build, and the complexity of the process. “If you are not careful,
the people who are against it will start to call the shots, or the situation will call the
shots … It’s really crucial to keep public opinion at worst neutral” (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014).
5.3.4

Funding Freshkills Park Under Neoliberal Governance

Parks do not necessarily fit easily within a strictly neoliberal system, as markets
cannot be created for them, and thus they require some level of conscious
intervention by governments to direct money to an activity that is generally seen as
inherently social. This creates fundamental problems for neoliberal governments, as
it goes beyond their basic mode of operation. New York City seems to have gone
some way to the privatisation of parks through the creation of conservancies that
manage their operation and are funded by private sources. This has essentially taken
the vast majority of the role of public administration of parks from the government.
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The model of park funding that has been established for Central Park seems offer a
way of getting around the problem of not having a market for the public facility, and
therefore seems to epitomise a neoliberal approach to such a venture. Neoliberal
governments try to create markets where there are none. Conservancy funding
through donations seems to create a quasi-market for the park. The park receives an
amount based on how it is valued. But this system is flawed, as it preferences certain
parks in high income areas over most other parks in the city.
The effect on Central Park is interesting in this sense. Central Park was forced into
disrepair as the New York City financial position decayed. The privatisation of a
large portion of the Park’s funding base has meant that the Park has been restored to
a condition perhaps better than it has ever had. In that sense, the Park has been a
beneficiary of a system that has taken its funding out of the public realm. This is no
better articulated than the contribution to the Park’s conservancy by John Paulson of
$100m. Contributions of this size are possible precisely because of the neoliberal
propensity for the concentration of funding (Harvey 2005). However, this is not to
suggest that the concentration of capital will necessarily lead to the consistent or ongoing funding of parks in general. Such an occurrence can only be seen as a onceoff, fortuitous windfall. Freshkills Park is unlikely to be a major beneficiary of
private funding despite the efforts of the Department of Parks and Recreation to draw
private funding. It is encumbered by problems of location, and issues of access.
However the time it will take to create a park adds to their problems. The
administration is left to sell the vision of Freshkills Park to the public, and so little of
the physical park is open to the public. The idea of Freshkills Park, as embodied by a
range of discourses such as ecology, waste and climate change, has to be utilised to
maintain interest in the park and attract a level of private funding to the park. This is
the fundamental issue facing park administrators in New York City. Some of this
situation can be attributed to the neoliberalist government philosophy.

5.4 Conclusion: Freshkills Park as a Political Product
The funding issue confronting the Department is just one of the many associated with
Freshkills Park. The specific nature of Freshkills Park means that there are a whole
range of other issues that have to be addressed. The decision to close Fresh Kills
landfill was set against a political battle that had gone on for many years, and it was a
political motivation that eventually led to the closure of the landfill. Politics may
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also have had a role in the decision to create a park. The landfill created wounds on
the earth, on the population and on the politics of New York. Those wounds still
remain in part, and it will take time for them to heal. Just as the earth is being healed
by the landfill closure, the wounds in the psyche of Staten Islanders will heal, and the
perception of the rest of New York will change. These circumstances create unique
challenges for the Freshkills Park Office. They have the task of creating a park,
engendering interest and participation, despite full access to the Park not being
available for decades, and facing difficulties in finding sufficient funds to maintain
the Park. Several interviewees believe that the site speaks for itself to some extent,
primarily for its beauty. Many Staten Islanders remain suspicious of the site. There
is belief that this opposition can be overcome (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014, Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014,
Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014, Nagle 2014, personal
communication, 13 May 2014, Held 2014, personal communication, 15 May 2014),
and the tactics to overcome opposition to the site are grounded in discourses and
values of Freshkills Park that are being promoted by the Department. These
discourses are discussed in Chapter 6.
It is easy to consider Freshkills Park, or in fact any designed object, purely as the
work of a designer, the creative genius of the architect, or perhaps as a cultural
production in the sense that the plan for Freshkills Park embraces a certain vision – a
vision that encapsulates certain cultural values of New York City. The story of
Freshkills Park demonstrates that landscape can also be shaped by aspects of politics
and governance. Freshkills Park is as much a reflection of political values from midtwentieth-century through to early twenty-first-century New York.
Once a Master Plan was created for the site, the influence of government did not end.
The Department of Parks and Recreation are in no way compelled to follow that
plan. The Department is using the plan to guide their actions, but they vary it as
desired or as necessary to suit their own ends. This is a necessary part of making a
plan work around the many realities that appear when a plan is implemented. The
Department of Parks and Recreation are “not using it as THE plan” rather adapting it
as necessary to “make it fit for public use” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7
May 2014). James Corner believes that this is in part because the Parks Department
“are interested in the design of the place but primarily from an operational point of
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view”, saying that “they are a little sceptical of design because their biggest headache
is operations afterwards – does it work, is it maintainable” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). This indicates the extent to which the Department
has the ability to produce the Park that they want. The Park in this sense represents
the state’s needs and desires for land use at the site.
Under a Foucauldian hypothesis, Freshkills Park should be considered within the
context of governance, that is, Freshkills Park reflects the desires, means, tactics and
aims of government. The Park’s creation must be understood as heavily influenced
by, or at least filtered through, the New York City administration through the process
that created the design. The values of the New York City administration for the Park
emerged through the design process. The values of the Staten Island administration,
where different, have emerged through a desire to influence how the Park was
developed. In both cases politics has become a strong influence on how the Park has
developed. The final plan for Freshkills Park has been filtered through the priorities
of the New York City administration and the wishes of the Staten Island
administration. Landscape as cultural production, or designed solution, also
incorporates the politics of the city.
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6 Freshkills Park and the Discourse on Parks in New York
City
6.1 Introduction
This chapter examines the role of parks in New York City, and how their value, use
and purpose have changed over time. Central Park is used as a minor case study in
this regard. It is important to examine the history of Central Park as it places
Freshkills Park within a historical context. It reveals that there are both continuities
and discontinuities in the role of the Park in New York over the past two centuries.
It is argued here that certain values that are invested in parks have been retained
since the creation of the iconic Central Park in the mid nineteenth-century up to the
twenty-first-century Freshkills Park. Others have disappeared, or been replaced by
different forms of thinking. Certain other values have emerged. This chapter looks
at how some of these values invested in parks have evolved, and examines the
continuities and discontinuities that have resulted. It is within this discourse that
Freshkills Park emerged. Freshkills Park was formed in part by a discourse on parks
established over the previous couple of centuries.
This chapter also examines the aims, goals and imagery of Freshkills Park, looking at
how new values associated with Freshkills Park have emerged that have not been
associated with parks in the past. The values and functions expressed for Freshkills
Park represent a discourse on Freshkills Park. By examining that discourse, the way
that Freshkills Park varies from the already established discourse on parks and
consequently changes that discourse can be observed.

6.2 The Role of Parks in New York City
As long as you are on the side of parks, you’re on the side of the angels.
Robert Moses (Caro 1974)
6.2.1

Central Park

6.2.1.1 Central Park from its Origins
One of the key underlying motivations for the parks movement of the nineteenthcentury was a health agenda. Particularly in London, there was a view that parks
were required to alleviate the “cramped housing crowded against factories which
polluted both air and the waterways” (Thompson 2011, 191). Victoria Park in
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London was constructed in part in response to the desperate need for open space for
the working class. It was thought that the park would benefit the health of the artisan
and labourer and “that of their families by inhaling the fresh air at least once in the
week, at a distance from their own confined and wretched habitations” (Alston
1847). Birkenhead Park followed and was one of the first parks to break from the
class segregation that was evident in earlier public parks in England. Its accessibility
to the general public proved to be an “influential model for future parks” (Rogers
2001, 322-3).
By the 1850s, New York had experienced rapid economic growth and was receiving
an influx of immigration. It was booming, but experienced many of the issues faced
by European cities. Although it was, and perhaps because it was, the nation’s most
prosperous city, New York suffered similar issues to the industrial cities of Europe,
including the highest mortality rate (Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992). Mayor
Ambrose Kingsland, on 18 May 1851, proposed to the common council that New
York City create a public park (Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992). However, there
had been an on-going discussion for a park for some time, primarily by a small group
of New York gentlemen “who saw themselves as representing the public”
(Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992, 23, author's emphasis). These gentlemen justified
the building of a park on the grounds that it would “promote the city's commercial
and physical health; social and moral arguments that it would improve the disorderly
classes and foster order among them; and cultural contentions that it would display
the cultivation of the leading citizens” (Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992, 23). The
drive for Central Park came from those who had sufficient influence and power to
give effect to the proposal, and who were motivated by public health and moral
concerns in addition to civic promotion.
When it came to the design of Central Park, Frederick Law Olmsted was very much
influenced by the park tradition that had preceded him, and was particularly taken by
Joseph Paxton’s design of Birkenhead Park (Rogers 2001). Olmsted noted that “five
minutes of admiration, and a few more spent in studying the manner in which art had
been employed to obtain from nature so much beauty, and I ready to admit that in
democratic America, there was nothing to be thought of as comparable with this
People’s Garden” (Olmsted 1852, 87), reflecting his positive view of the aesthetic
and the open access that was allowed to people of all classes.
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Olmsted and Calvert Vaux endeavoured to adopt aspects of Paxton’s approach in
their design of Central Park. Utilitarian and decorative elements were “placed
within an overall impression of tranquilly beautiful and ruggedly Picturesque rural
scenery” (Rogers 2001, 339). Olmsted’s approach was one of creating picturesque
beauty using all of the theoretical techniques of Uvedale Price and Humphry Repton
(Macarthur 2007), who saw landscape design as creating a “shifting panorama, a
sequence of views and vistas that opened up harmoniously as one moved through the
countryside or city park” (Rogers 2001, 340). “In Olmsted’s time it was a romantic
ethos that really valued scenery, I mean that’s really Romantic with a big capital R,
Romanticism” (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19 May 2014). In that sense,
and despite any other socially oriented aims, Central Park was designed to be a
beautiful naturalistic scene. It was fundamentally a work of art and “while it’s trying
to look like nature, it’s all artifice, entirely artifice” (Rogers 2014, personal
communication, 19 May 2014).13

Figure 6.1 – Central Park
Picturesque qualities feature in Central Park but the picturesque is just one of a number of scenery types that can
be found. (Source: Photo by author, 9 May 2014)

The Park’s “very heterogeneous surface” made it difficult to attempt to create “the
simplicity of pastoral scenery” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 46). The character of the land lent

13

Despite the Park’s natural appearance being a product of creation, this in no way diminishes the value of the
aesthetics of the Park. This is discussed further in Chapter 6.5.
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itself more to a romantic (wild) aesthetic than a picturesque (pastoral), in a similar
vein to Jens Jensen’s work in Chicago (Wilson 2002). Consideration was given to
introducing “many types of natural scenery” such as “mountain, ocean, desert and
prairie scenery”, but this was not practical (Olmsted Sr 1973, 46). Rather what
Olmsted tried to create was the “constant suggestion to the imagination of an
unlimited-range of rural conditions” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 46). “It was a brilliant,
brave, anti-pastoral, American solution that Olmsted imagined” (Schama 1995, 569).
While the landscape of the mid nineteenth-century was one that was dominated by
ideas of aesthetics, it was also associated with the ideals that a naturalistic landscape
creation represented. Central Park was motivated in part to “supply to the hundreds
of thousands of tired workers, who have no opportunity to spend their summers in
the country, a specimen of God's handiwork that shall be to them, inexpensively,
what a month or two in the White Mountains or the Adirondacks is” (Olmsted Sr
1973, 46). The Second Annual Report of 1859 states that “the primary purpose of
the Park is to provide the best practicable means of healthful recreation for the
inhabitants of all classes” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 44). Recreation at the time age was
akin to a gentle stroll through nature. The report stated that “the desire for healthful
recreation and exercise, and the taste for the natural beauties of the Park, whether in
its similitude to the garden, the forest or the field, develop and increase with the
opportunity for their gratification” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 59). The Park would provide
citizens with the opportunity to:
… take excursions in carriages, or on horseback, [where they] could have
the substantial delights of country roads and country scenery, and forget
for a time the rattle of the pavements and the glare of brick walls.
Pedestrians would find quiet and secluded walks when they wished to be
solitary, and broad alleys filled with thousands of happy faces, when they
would be gay. The thoughtful denizen of the town would go out there in
the morning to hold converse with the whispering trees, and the wearied
tradesmen in the evening, to enjoy an hour of happiness by mingling in
the open spaces with all the world.
Frederick Law Olmsted Sr (1973, 27)
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Olmsted believed the restorative quality of green nature that “operates by
unconscious processes to relax and relieve tensions created by the artificial
surroundings of urban life” (Lewis 1992) improved the vigour or men, and
contributed to their capacity for happiness. Olmsted’s views on the health benefits
“reflected an awareness of the somatic and psychiatric medical theories of his time”
(Hewitt 2006), including miasma theory (Szczygiel and Hewitt 2000). “‘Taking the
air’ had a special virtue of innocence that came from association with pure nature”
(Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992, 28).
There was an erroneous belief that the American park movement was “directed
towards providing ornamental pleasure grounds mainly for the enjoyment of the so
called ‘upper classes’” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 44). This was not the case. “For their
romantically inclined generation, scenic strolling was a healthful pastime much
enjoyed by all classes” (Rogers 2001, 342). There was also an instructive element,
serving as a public school and instructing “through an unconscious process of scenic
enjoyment in the shared values … of the new democratic society-in-formation”
(Rogers 2001, 342). The Park was designed to “delight in both nature and one’s
common humanity” (Rogers 2001, 342).

The role that a park played in the city

reflected the value set of the nineteenth century. The key emphasis of the Park was
creating an aesthetic that looked natural, with the benefits that convening with nature
was expected to bring, be they physical or psychological, and social cohesion,
primarily aimed at working classes through giving them the opportunities usually
afforded only to those who could escape the city.
6.2.1.2 The Changing Nature of Central Park in the Twentieth-century
One of the key roles that Central Park plays today, that of providing space for active
recreation, is an element that developed in the twentieth century. The change came
initially through the social reformers of the Progressive Era, who believed that
“people needed more than simple contact with natural beauty”, then “sports-minded
parks commissioners began to view Central Park in a different light – as a place to
play games” (Rogers 2007, 3). Primary among those was Robert Moses. The “grasp
and retention of power and his autocratic nature enabled Moses to be the primary
agent reshaping New York in the mid-twentieth century” (Rogers 2007: 1, 2). Moses
dedicated portions of the Park to specific recreational activities such as bowling,

Freshkills Park and the Discourse on Parks in New York City

141

croquet, tennis, swimming and ball games (see Figure 6.2). The activity of
recreation had evolved from simply a gentle stroll through nature.
In 1934 he built a recreation centre. Between 1926 and 1935, the number of
playgrounds increased from one to nineteen (Rogers 2007). The introduction of
active recreation into parks occurred not just in Central Park, but right across New
York. He constructed parks, beaches, basketball courts and sports stadiums (Rogers
2007: 2). In 1934 there were 119 playgrounds in the city, but by 1960, there were
777. The Parks Department under Moses also built 15 outdoor swimming pools and
17 miles of beaches (New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2014: 3).
Meyer argues that by “the mid-twentieth century, most large parks were either large
recreation machines full of programmed sports activities or large generic, pastoral
landscapes” (Meyer 2007, 61).

Figure 6.2 – The Great Lawn - Central Park
Ball Fields are a twentieth-century addition to the great lawn. (Source: Photo by author, 19 May 2014.)

When viewed through the lens of today, the design of Olmsted and Vaux is criticised
for being elitist and not catering “to a greater degree to more populist pastimes
involving games and sports” (Rogers 2001, 343). Rogers argues this criticism is not
valid, as the physical recreational movement still lay in the future, although Olmsted
and Vaux “did not discourage such immediately popular activities as ice-skating and
boating on the Lake” (Rogers 2001, 343) as the ice rink would provide “healthgiving winter amusement” (Olmsted Sr 1973, 65). But the criticism can be seen
within the light of changing social norms.
Moses was also responsible for introducing staged events at the Park. He built a
Concert Ground at the Mall, and a wide range of musical performances were staged
there (Rogers 2001, 4). This was continued after Moses retired, and the Park was
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opened up more and more to program events such as concerts and festivals, with
some notable events such as the 1981 Simon and Garfunkel concert that attracted an
estimated 500,000 people. The Park has since been the site of a range of different
events. The changes that Moses made were at the cost of the naturalistic feel of the
Park, promoting protests from groups that opposed the “destruction of the naturalistic
character, but with no public accountability”, as Moses was able to act with impunity
(Rogers 2001, 4). This came to a head in the years from 1955 when Moses was
forced to reverse or back down from a number of proposals in the Park, weakening
his control and ultimately leading to his retirement as Parks Commissioner in 1960
(Rogers 2001).
Parks in New York City reached a low point in the 1970s. As the number of parks
built by Robert Moses increased, so the cost of maintaining them proved to be
difficult, and the parks system suffered greatly due to a fiscal crisis of the 1970s
(Arden 2010). The city was almost bankrupt and could no longer sell the bonds it
needed to fund its budget. Spending money on parks was a low if not non-existent
priority, as “parks would be the first thing cut and the last funded” (Serazio 2010).
The city appealed to President Ford to help bail them out of their financial difficulty,
and after an initial refusal in 1975, he reversed the decision and loaned the city $500
million (Gratz 2010). Interest in restoring some of the Park’s original character was
voiced by Mayor Lindsay’s first Parks Commissioner Hoving who called for a return
to the “concept that the Park is a work of art” (Rogers 2001, 8). Significant changes
to the Park did not occur until Mayor Koch and the Parks Commissioner Gordon J.
Davis took over. Davis was joined by Elizabeth Barlow Rogers, whose work
initially as a part of the community that took on small restoration projects in the Park
was noticed, and she was then employed by the Department of Parks and Recreation.
The central aim was “to make Central Park clean, safe and beautiful” (Rogers 2014,
personal communication, 19 May 2014). So during the 1980s, Rogers was a key
factor in the Park’s ultimate recovery, and much of the Park was restored to its
original ideal as a naturalistic creation. She also established the first park
conservancy in 1980, which provided money for the ongoing maintenance of the
Park (Vanderkam 2011: 2). The Central Park Conservancy now manages the entire
Park. From a low point in the 1970s, parks have once again become an integral part
of the city.
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6.2.1.3 The Evolution of the Discourse on Parks in New York City
Some aspects of the role and value of parks in New York City changed from the
nineteenth-century value set of picturesque and naturalistic aesthetics connected to
health, morals and social cohesion, to one that valued parks as a place for recreation,
primarily aimed at the working classes. Recreation became the fundamental way that
parks contributed to the health of the population. Across New York City as a whole,
Moses implemented an “institutionalized recreation” (Rogers 2014, personal
communication, 19 May 2014). During the period in which Moses was Parks
Commissioner, the role and value of Central Park in the city evolved. The lessening
emphasis on aesthetics suggested a valuing of function over aesthetics. Romanticism
had given way to a modernist outlook. The role of parks as a place for performance
also started to come to the fore. Programmed events became a part of the role of
parks. The role of parks was transforming over the period from the establishment of
Central Park to the end of the twentieth century, while some elements of what a park
offers still endure. These changes to a park’s role and value represent the
discontinuities of a discourse on parks.
6.2.2

Role, Value and Uses of Parks in Contemporary New York City

Entering the twenty-first century, Central Park, through the work of the
Conservancy, has entered a period of revival, recovering from a low point in the
1970s and becoming, perhaps more than ever, a vitally important component of the
fabric of the city. Central Park can be considered as a totem for the role of parks in
the contemporary city. Resurgence in the condition of parks in New York over the
past decade can be partially attributed to the efforts of Mayor Bloomberg14. The key
planning document produced by the Bloomberg administration (plaNYC) spelt out
the role of parks within the city, as a subset of a city-wide plan. Through that
document and interview responses, the value of parks to the city in the past decade
becomes clear.
Mayor Bloomberg loved parks and he and his senior cabinet believed “that parks are
linchpins of healthy neighbourhoods” (Serazio 2010). He was “a mayor who
appreciate[d] the value of parks to communities and to a healthy economy” (Benepe
2007). Parks and public spaces were regarded as playing “indispensable roles in our
14

Mayor Bloomberg was in office at the time that Freshkills Park was created, and so his legacy in terms of parks
is important to this research. Since the time of writing, a new mayor, Mayor de Blasio, has taken office.
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neighbourhoods” as they provided spaces to exercise, community interaction,
ecological functions and economic development (New York City Office of the
Mayor 2014, 34). PlaNYC recognises parks and public spaces as “vital public spaces
for New Yorkers” (Bloomberg 2011, 34) (see Figure 6.3).

Figure 6.3 – Bryant Park
An example of the way in which parks are used by people in New York, Bryant Park is very popular, despite not
long ago having been restored from what was a dangerous place to visit. (Source: Photo by author, 9 May 2014.)

Parks provide “places to exercise”, and allow “community forums for formal and
informal interactions” (Bloomberg 2011, 34). Parks are valued for the “important
ecological functions” that they provide (Bloomberg 2011, 34). PlaNYC recognises
that “vibrant open spaces both need and support biodiversity” (Bloomberg 2011, 35),
and consequently there is an aim to improve the health and vitality of natural areas.
The Bloomberg administration described the current age of park building, of which
Freshkills Park is a part, as “New York’s third great era of park building”
(Bloomberg 2011,34). The first era is considered to be the age of Frederick Law
Olmsted, Calvert Vaux and the design of “over 1,900 acres of city parkland including
our most iconic open space, Central Park” (Bloomberg 2011,34). The second great
era began with the appointment of Robert Moses as City Parks Commissioner in
1934. Park building certainly flourished under the Bloomberg administration. Up
until 2007, approximately 3000 acres of park had been added to the city (including
Freshkills Park) (Benepe 2007, 14). He increased capital and recurrent funding
drastically in the early 2000s (Serazio 2010). There is currently 52,000 acres of
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parkland representing 25% of the city’s area (Bloomberg 2011), largely due to
Bloomberg’s influence. The Bloomberg administration’s stated aim is that by 2030,
every New Yorker will live within a 10 minute walk of a park (Bloomberg 2011).
6.2.2.1 Economic Benefit
The Bloomberg administration particularly recognised the value of parks as “an
important catalyst for economic development, raising property values and breathing
life into neighbourhoods” (Bloomberg 2011, 34), which is consistent with the broad
assumptions in this research of the goals of a liberal/neoliberal administration.
Bloomberg understood the economic benefits of these spaces, and the potential to
transforms parts of the city was evident in the number of projects that were
completed by his administration. The Bloomberg administration was particularly
active in creating and funding parks and public spaces, taking primary responsibility
for a number of high profile developments in the city including Freshkills Park, High
Line, Brooklyn Bridge Park and Governors Island. Corner argued that Bloomberg:
… ran the city like a business. Business owners are interested in growth
and they want to know how to make their business stronger and make it
grow – hire more people, make more money, hire more people, make
more money and so on.
James Corner (2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014)
Consequently the run-down West Side of Manhattan has been transformed by the
development of the High Line, which changed a “once-gritty, truck-filled area” into
an area “now dominated by upscale fashion retailers, art galleries and restaurants”
(Gratz 2010, xxxv). “Over $2b in economic benefits [were] tied to the High Line,
which is a combination of tourism money, visitation money in galleries and
restaurants and hotels, and economic development in terms of new building, new
residents and new businesses moving into that part of the city” (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). Gratz (2010, xxxviii) argues that even the
“renovation and upgrades of small parks all over town are significant quality-of-life
and neighbourhood investments”, and while they “have nothing to do with real estate
or conventional economic development projects”, they function as “magnets for
economic and social improvement of an area”.
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6.2.2.2 Recreation
One of the many changes to parks that was implemented by Robert Moses was to
incorporate areas for recreation. The Department of Parks and Recreation creates
facilities where groups can then run their programs such as Little League, youth
soccer, and public school athletic leagues (Serazio 2010).

In the Moses era, the

Department built multi-purpose asphalt-covered play areas. These are converted into
synthetic turf fields at between $1.5 and $2million each, which are used for sports
such as soccer (Serazio 2010). The city has incorporated “hundreds of miles of safe
bike paths” and so “suddenly people are biking because it’s safe” (Serazio 2010).
6.2.2.3 Aesthetic Value of Central Park
By any measure, Central Park can be considered a beautiful place, and this aspect of
the park contributes to its value. Corner (2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014) expressed the quality of the site describing it as “awesome” and “fabulous”.
While the aesthetic of naturalism pervades, “there is something about it that doesn’t
feel aestheticised” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Consequently, “it doesn’t feel contrived” which is “actually its beauty” (Corner
2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Corner (2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014) argues that as a result, the aesthetic of the park has a
very powerful effect, not necessarily in the way “you would approach a sculpture or
a painting” where you view the piece looking for some form of aesthetic reception.
With landscape, that aesthetic reception comes in a very indirect way. Overall, the
impression of the aesthetic of Central Park and other landscapes is very powerful
(Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
While Olmsted created an artifice (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19 May
2014) that resembles the natural, that creation has become, with the care, attention
and funding to support it, a beautiful landscape. Balmori (2010, 6) argues that “in
the wake of the English Landscape School, fuelled in part by the Romantic
movement, a view of nature arose which, when paired with landscape, made
landscape-as-nature into an indissoluble pact”. Consequently, she believes that
Central Park was created as a element separate from the city. Balmori (2010, 219)
argues that the landscape was a palliative response to the crowded and dirty city. In
that sense, Central Park represents ideas and ideals of another era, but does so in a
way that delights the senses. It remains a segment of a naturalised space juxtaposed
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to the surrounding city. New ideas that landscape architecture has to adopt, such as
those proposed by Balmori, are not clearly represented at Central Park. Elizabeth
Rogers endeavoured to recreate as far as possible the intent that Olmsted had for
Central Park, and while his vision could not be recreated, work on the Park was
attuned to his vision and the principles of that vision, particularly represented
through the scenic composition of the Park (Rogers 2014, personal communication,
19 May 2014). In that sense, Central Park upholds the artistic endeavour of Olmsted.
6.2.2.4 Parks as Part of the Fabric of the City
Parks form a vital part of the fabric of the city, and parks are seen as an essential
component of the healthy functioning of the city. Joshua Laird argues that “one can
think about public health and environmental qualities, but I think that New Yorkers
intuitively recognise how valuable open space is … How do 8 ½ million people,
going on 9 million people, survive in such a relatively small land area, and parks are
an essential component of that” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May
2014). Tom Hess confirmed that “there really is a city commitment” to parks in New
York (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). He points out that “this
current administration is very much pro-parks and open space, and looking at other
parks other than … Central Park and Prospect Park” (Hess 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). Predominantly because the city population is
exploding, the “question is not only where are people going to live, where they are
going to work, how they are going to get to work, what about open space?” (Hess
2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Parks are “going to be more
important than ever” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
6.2.2.5 Parks Under the Current de Blasio Administration
The most recent administration of Mayor de Blasio appointed former planner
Mitchell Silver to the role of Parks Commissioner. The need for parks in New York
was re-emphasised by Silver, who stated that as a planner, he considered the city’s
parks to be part of a single system, of vital civic infrastructure (Anderson 2014).
Silver would appear to reflect the platform that de Blasio ran on, which was to
“smooth the inequities of funding for parks, stating that planners shall seek social
justice by working to expand choice and opportunity for all” (Anderson 2014). The
de Blasio administration has invested $130 m to re-create 35 parks in communities
with the greatest need, and another $36 m to fund green infrastructure improvements
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(New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2014: 1). They have also
recommitted to the previous administration’s aim of every New Yorker to be living
within a ten minute walk from a park. It is probably reasonable to argue that where
Bloomberg was driven in part by the economic benefits of parks, de Blasio acts more
from a perspective of social equity. Regardless of funding issues, successive
administrations have committed to maintaining parks in New York City since the
low point of the 1970s, when parks became run-down and dangerous places to visit,
and both seem to value of parks to the fabric of the city.
New Yorkers believe that their city has “the finest park system in the world” (Benepe
2007, 14). Regardless of the actual benefits of landscape, benefits are perceived to
be real and substantial. While the nature, use and primary values of the parks has
evolved over time since Central Park was created as a natural escape from the city,
the value of parks to the city has not diminished, but rather strengthened as the city
has grown. This has been recognised by successive administrations that are prepared
to invest heavily in parks within the city.
6.2.3

Discourse on Parks and the Emergence of Freshkills Park

A discourse on parks emerged in New York City from the great parks of the
nineteenth-century and the work of Frederick Law Olmsted. This was built on the
legacy of the English parks that preceded them. This discourse evolved over time in
a particular way in New York as societal needs, attitudes and values changed.15
Some elements of that discourse remained the same as or similar to the original
discourse. For example, in Central Park, the aesthetic beauty of the Park remains of
great importance. Discourses of this type can be considered as continuities in the
discourse on parks. Other discourses changed, such as recreation: while notionally
achieving the same end of maintaining the health of the population, the type of
recreation and the physical facilities of the parks changed to accommodate the
changing nature of the recreation. Some discourses have lost importance, such as the
link between morality and the social benefits associated with convening with nature.
Other discourses have emerged, such as the social vibrancy and the associated
economic benefits of neo-liberal priorities of the late twentieth-century substantiated
15

It should be noted that the discussion relating to a discourse on parks refers specifically to New York City.
While Central Park reflected some of the ideas that had developed in parks in England, it did not reflect all
aspects of those parks. From that point in time, the story of New York Parks does not necessarily reflect
occurrences elsewhere even though Central Park provided a model for parks in many cities around the world.
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in the statement: “we can turn previously inaccessible places into vibrant community
areas that provide for recreation and encourage commerce and economic growth”
(New York City Office of the Mayor 2014) . The values and roles that change in
parks represent discontinuities in the discourse on parks.
There was a discourse on parks in New York, created in part by Central Park.
Freshkills Park emerged from this discourse, and can be understood as a continuation
of the tradition of parks in New York City, established within the construct of parks
that existed at the end of the twentieth century. The way in which Freshkills Park
has changed that discourses is discussed in Chapter 6.6. How Freshkills Park is
constituted by different discourses is discussed in the next section.
6.2.4

Biopolitics, Disciplinary Power and Central Park

It is perhaps no surprise that large parks like Central Park were created in the midnineteenth century. As the city of New York grew and became more and more
crowded, the panacea for the population, the working class that had neither the
means nor the time to escape the city, was the patch of nature in the middle of the
city. Central Park was the little piece of wilderness considered necessary for the
mental, physical and moral health of the working class. The natural extension of that
is that Central Park and other parks became a necessary part of the city: necessary for
the city to function properly as a social and economic entity.
The purely altruistic view that landscape was incorporated into cities for the purposes
of raising the health and moral standards of the working class needs closer
examination. Instead, by viewing this situation through the lens of Foucault’s
biopolitics, the connection between parks and the productive capacity of the
population becomes visible. The biopolitical drive of governments from the
seventeenth or eighteenth-century was to administer all aspects of the lives of the
population, with the ultimate aim of creating a docile and productive population. It
is argued here that this goal would be achieved using disciplinary tactics and systems
of knowledge (discourses). Naturalistic parks were used to contribute to this end. It
was believed that public parks would have an effect of “softening and subduing the
asperities that toil and suffering create” (Commercial Advertiser 1853). Central Park
was created to provide the working class a place to achieve healthy bodies by
healthful recreation in nature. Disciplinary power within this model is provided to a
large degree by the high standards of morality through the nineteenth century.
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Docile bodies were to be produced by social constraints that the high moral standards
of the nineteenth-century demanded, and the moralising influence of parks. The
population and the working class in particular, would be more productive and
content, and would therefore contribute to a better economic outcome.
Foucault argues that moralisation had a role in creating a productive population.
Once “capitalism had physically entrusted wealth, in the form of raw materials and
means of production, to popular hands, it became absolutely essential to protect this
wealth” (Foucault 1980: 2, 41). He argues that this was done so by a “formidable
layer of moralisation deposited on the nineteenth-century population” (Foucault
1980: 2, 41). Systems of Panopticism were acted out in parks, and produced the selfdiscipline that was essential in a highly moralistic society. The individual monitored
and controlled their own behaviour within the constraints imposed by the moral
standards expected. William Cullen Bryant noted that giving “people the means of
innocent and cheap pleasures” would mean “they will be less likely to seek for
expensive and vicious ones” (Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992, 26). Moral codes
provided, in Foucault’s terms, a ‘norm’ which the population sought to meet.
Moralisation sits well with disciplinary principles as it depends on the gaze of others.
In a disciplinary system of control:
There is no need for arms, physical violence, material constraints. Just a
gaze. An inspecting gaze, a gaze which each individual under its weight
will end by interiorising to the point that he is his own overseer, each
individual thus exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself
(Foucault 1980: 4, 155).
Central Park was seen as “a less repressive means of reforming the character of the
city’s working classes” (Rosenzweig and Blackmar 1992, 26). Parks became the
mechanism for strengthening the moral character of the individual, and this played a
key role in reinforcing the links between tactics of biopolitics and a productive and
docile population as theorised by Foucault.
Such mechanisms are biopolitics in its purest form. That is, parks are used as a nonlegislative means to achieve the aims of government, in the least costly manner
possible. Such systems of disciplinary power are only possible with corresponding
truths. Foucault argued that the “manifold relations of power which permeate,
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characterise and constitute the social body” cannot be “established, consolidated nor
implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a
discourse” (Foucault 1980: 3, 93). The discourse on nature and parks at the time
clearly considered morality as one of the primary outcomes of introducing parks into
cities. In general, the English ‘pastoral’ aesthetic was seen as a way “for turning a
brutalized working population into paragons of family morality” (Schama 1995,
568). The discourses for these tactics of disciplinary power were the fundamental
belief that the specific designs of landscape at Central Park would have a beneficial
effect on the health and well-being of the population. This discourse was the ‘truth’
that allows the systems of power for the production of docile and productive bodies
to exist.
Central Park and other city parks became a piece of that technology, necessary for
the city to function properly, and part of the system of the management of the
conditions of life. Parks became the expression of disciplinary practices. They were
places where the practices necessary to become a docile and productive individual
could be carried out. In one sense, docile can be replaced with ‘content’. They have
the same effect, but ‘content’ doesn’t carry with it the potential to associate ideas of
suppression that the term ‘docile’ has. Regardless, parks were places where the good
citizen was produced and where the good citizen undertakes the behaviours
necessary to be good citizens.
Despite changing roles of the park in the city, their essential value was as the place
where biopolitics is carried, out and this continues today. The City of New York is
acutely aware of the challenges that are faced in terms of “a growing population,
aging infrastructure, a changing climate, and an evolving economy” which are
“challenges to our city’s success and quality of life” (Bloomberg 2011, 3). The term
“city’s success” highlights the economic achievements of the city, and “quality of
life” acknowledges the need for the city to be accommodating of the needs of the
people to produce the city’s success. The City administration sees parks and public
spaces as integral to that strategy; they invest great value in parks, and are prepared
to build and fund an extensive network of parks throughout the city. Consequently,
parks can be seen within a context of biopolitics and power rather than simply
altruistic ideas that are generally attributed to landscape.
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Any statement in support of parks by the New York City administration stops short
of saying that parks are necessary to create a population of productive and docile
people, for obvious reasons, yet it is a natural corollary if Foucault’s ideas are
accepted. That is, parks in New York City are a necessary to support the capitalist
or liberalist/neoliberalist structures of the city, and necessary to pursue its economic
goals as they play a key role in managing the population by supporting structures of
biopower. Dean (2010, 203) has argued that the “governmental economy of
liberalism … endeavours to act upon the social environment in such a way as to
make safe or compensate for the harms to the life of a population generated by
industrial society”. It is argued here that Freshkills Park also demonstrates
government action upon the social body as a response to the problems created by an
industrial society.

6.3 The Aims, Goals, Imagery and Perceived Value of Freshkills
Park
6.3.1

Introduction
These huge experiential reserves are the great outdoor nature theatres of
the city, stages for the performance of natural and cyclical time alongside
the reveries of social use and events. Large parks are priceless, and those
cities that do not have an effectively designed one will always be the
poorer.
James Corner (2007, 11)

It is within a framework of parks within New York City that Freshkills Park was
established. Freshkills Park has its own specific history, formed through battles of
power, politics and unique physical conditions, so it enters a discourse on parks in
New York City from a unique position (refer Chapter 4), with a unique set of
contingencies that then shape the Park. The integration of Freshkills Park’s history
into a history of parks in New York City creates new and dynamic conditions that
push the boundaries of the role of parks and, it will be shown, reshapes the discourse
on landscape in the city. Freshkills Park is one of the first major parks of the twentyfirst-century in the western world, and consequently has come to represent and
symbolise the values and issues of the twenty-first-century in the West.
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The form that the Park is taking is largely due to a process that includes input from
several sources, including the administration that established the criteria for the
competition and the Master Plan for the site, the work and inspiration of Field
Operations, and the input of other parties into the process. A vision for the future of
Freshkills Park has been built up expressed in the promotional materials, images and
rhetoric about the Park, most of which is based on the Master Plan. In one sense the
Park represents a lot of different values. The Master Plan and public engagement
processes identified a wide range of different activities and installations that the Park
should contain. This aspect of Freshkills Park is considered a valuable asset. The
size of the Park allows it to encompass a range of activities that are meaningful to
New Yorkers in the twenty-first century. Even though “Staten Island has so many
parks”, the beauty of Freshkills Park is the Department of Parks and Recreation “can
be somewhat bold in terms of its design concepts and what happens in it … because
its three times the size of Central Park” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6
May 2014). In that sense, the Park is intended to ultimately offer something to a
wide range of people with a wide range of interests. The need to promote Freshkills
Park was established in Chapter 5.3. The images of what the Park is currently, and
the vision for what it will become, are very important tools for building support for,
and engendering interest in the Park. These contribute to the discourses about the
park. This section focuses on how the Park was intended to function, and how it is
promoted.
6.3.2

Size of Freshkills Park

Much is made of the size of the site, and this produces both opportunities and
problems. This has a particularly high impact in a city the size of New York, where
open spaces of this magnitude are rare. At almost three times the size of Central
Park it offers many “opportunities for folks to engage in activities that might not be
available at a lot of other parks” (Held 2014, personal communication, 15 May
2014). The Park’s expansiveness means that you can do recreational activities not
available elsewhere such as biking and kayaking (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014, Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014).
There “is no other park of that size with that backdrop of New York, so … it’s going
to be a valuable open space for Staten Islanders and New Yorkers” (Burke 2014,
personal communication, 12 May 2014).
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Figure 6.1 – Proposed 9/11 Memorial
The scale of the site is emphasised by the proposed 9/11 Memorial. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft
Master Plan, Field Operations 2006, http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

The size of the Park also creates problems, as it is “sort of overwhelmingly big, and
thus challenging to create a workable design” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). Its size had a big bearing on how the Park was
designed. Corner’s response was appreciated by Olin, who believed that it used “big
strokes at the scale of the problem but with a strategy for it to become richer through
time and more elaborate in terms of habitat and recreation” (Olin 2014, personal
communication, 16 May 2014). Despite management difficulties created by the size
of the Park (refer Chapter 5.3), the scale of the Park is used in a positive way in
‘Lifescape’. For example, the image of the 9/11 Memorial (see Figure 6.1)
emphasises the expanse of the site. People seem to be swallowed by the expanse of
the field and the size of the monument (Field Operations 2006: 2, 9).
6.3.3

Recreation

Recreation is another key focus that has been identified for the Park. The project
competition brief required that the design “contribute significantly to the Staten
Island community’s needs now and into the future, including … active and passive
recreation and general land use activities”, and “effectively identify and incorporate
community interests in the planning and design process” (Field Operations 2001, 10).
Field Operations undertook extensive surveys of the desires of Staten Islanders for
the site, and tried to respond to that feedback, claiming to have provided residents
with all their stated desires: “green open space with amenities for passive recreation,
sports, extreme sports, soccer, golf, equestrian uses, fishing, canoeing” (Field
Operations 2001, 9). Hess argues that the need for recreation was evident from the

Freshkills Park and the Discourse on Parks in New York City

155

beginning “especially since so many families were moving to Staten Island and they
wanted active recreation for their kids” and “there was such a cry for an accessible
open space, passive, active recreation” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014).
6.3.3.1 Active Recreation

Figure 6.5 – Kayaking at Freshkills Park
Kayaking at Freshkills Park, most likely during a Sneak Peak event. (Source: The Freshkills Park Alliance,
http://freshkillspark.org/, accessed 10 September 2014.)

Active recreation at the Park is to include field sports, canoeing, cycling, extreme
sports, mountain biking, horse-back riding and playgrounds (see Figure 5.5). The
expansiveness of the Park “means that you can do recreational kinds of things that
you might not be able to do elsewhere” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
2014). Several of these elements were the targets of the early construction work on
the Park. A playground, Schmul Park, has been constructed at Travis (see Figure
4.10), a decision made in part to appease “the neighbourhoods who had to put up
with this (the landfill) for the last 50 years” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7
May 2014). Kayaking trips (see Figure 6.5) have been organised at Sneak Peak
events (Freshkills Park Alliance 2014) and a kayak launch site features in the design
of the Park (see Figure 6.6). The bike event “Tour de Staten Island” rode through
Freshkills Park for the first time in 2014 (Rizzi 2014: 1). Construction of the
Springville Greenway, a bike and pedestrian ‘greenway’ that will run along
Richmond Avenue, commenced on 2 June 2014 (Rizzi 2014: 2)16.

16

The Greenway was not included in the master plan by Field Operations. It will run along Freshkills Park
adjacent to Richmond Avenue and is a dedicated walking and riding trail aimed at increasing non-motorised
transport.
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Figure 6.6 – Proposed Canoe Launch
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Deputy Borough President Burke notes that there is a vocal local kayaking group and
the “active recreation based activities represent what a lot of Staten Islanders
suggested should be there”, noting also that “you cannot have enough of it in urban
areas so that young people and people of all ages have a place where they can stretch
and recreate” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014). There is “such
a big need for a public back yard for New Yorkers” (Held 2014, personal
communication, 15 May 2014) and there are not opportunities for many of those
types of activities in New York in general, which creates an opportunity for
Freshkills Park. Places for active recreation appear to be a need for New Yorkers in
general and Staten Islanders in particular. Adrian Benepe argues that as “the south
shore and western shore of the island are growing very fast” and more facilities are
needed as they “did not create enough active recreation parks”, a shortage has been
created (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Facilities for
activities like cross-running, skiing, horse-back riding (see Figure 6.7), and soccer
fields like those at Owl Hollow are very important on Staten Island (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The potential of the Park to provide a range of recreational activities is a recurring
feature of the Fresh Perspectives newsletter17. The Winter 2008 edition highlighted
the future infrastructure to be built at Freshkills Park and the images contained in this
edition was notable for the scenes of people being active – children running, families
and individuals walking, joggers exercising, hikers, and cyclists (New York City
17

Fresh Perspectives is a newsletter published by the Department of Parks and Recreation from Fall 2007 to
Winter/Spring 2013.
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Department of Parks and Recreation 2008: 1). The Winter/Spring 2011 newsletter
featured the South Park plan, which is primarily focused on recreation. Images of
the site primarily featured roller bladers, cyclists, runners, walkers, hikers, skiers and
a boy playing baseball (New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2011:
1). The Summer/Fall 2011 edition featured the opening of the creeks to kayaking
(New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2011: 2).

Figure 6.7 – Horseback Riding at Freshkills Park
Proposed activity to be conducted at Freshkills Park. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan,
Field Operations 2006, http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Figure 6.8 – Bike and Pedestrian Circulation Trails
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Joshua Laird notes that “to allow more in the way of adventure recreation, mountain
bikes (see Figure 6.8) and trail running and things like that it [the Park] can begin to
take on a quality that is unique” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May
2014). Uniqueness is important to the success of this park given its claim to be a
destination park, a place where people are prepared to travel to get there; it has to
offer something that is not offered throughout New York. The Department is taking
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every effort to get people to the Park, and is making use of every possible recreation
opportunity despite only limited access to the Park. Hirsh states that she was keen to
“do a project that gets people out to the waterway because it’s beautiful and lets
people up to the top of the mound so people can see the expanse of the place” (Hirsh
2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).

Figure 6.9 – Mountain Bike Riding
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

The South Park has been targeted as the place for more active activities (Hirsh 2014,
personal communication, 7 May 2014), but there are limitations to what activities
can be conducted on the mounds without damaging the cap. Even “things like offroad bicycling (Figure 6.9) might not be possible because it erodes the paths, and if
the paths are eroded too much, you might come in contact with the cap” (Benepe
2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Many activities will be limited to the
flatter, non-landfill areas of the site as “you’re not going to be developing a lot of
active use areas” on the mounds themselves (Laird 2014, personal communication,
20 May 2014). The mounds will be substantially limited to passive recreation
activities. It is worth noting that the recreation potential of the site that featured so
strongly in ‘Lifescape’ has been downplayed on the Freshkills Park Alliance website.
The website seems to be promoting only those activities that can be done now, and
not at some time in the future.
6.3.3.2 Passive Recreation
The goal that any park is able to provide ‘passive recreation’ depends to a large
extent on creating an attractive place and a naturalistic place. The promotion of
Freshkills Park for its ecology and as an opportunity for people to convene with
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nature is an important part of its eventual success. Mainly because of its size,
activities such as hiking have been included as a possible use. Nature trails are
identified as a key element of programming for activities at the site (New York City
Department of City Planning 2013: 3). Deputy Borough President Burke noted that
“I think a lot of it [park use] will be passive, places you can go with your kids from
picnicking to playing Frisbee, to hiking” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12
May 2014). Tom Hess notes the preference for “places where you can just bike, very
quiet, peaceful” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). The North
Park has been targeted as the place for more passive activities (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014) (see Figure 6.10).

Figure 6.10 – Kite Flying at Freshkills Park
Image of kite flying at a Sneak Peak event. (Source: Department of Parks and Recreation. Provided to author by
Eloise Hirsh, 7 May 2014).

The design brief identified that the Park was “a place of beauty and repose for the
people of New York City, State and region” and to provide “natural preserves for
plants and wildlife” (Field Operations 2001). Much of the promotional material
reflects gentle activities involving hiking or strolling through natural scenery, which
echoes the original conception of recreation that Central Park was designed to
provide in the mid nineteenth-century. Part of the reason that this type of facility is
offered at the Park is because it is cheaper to develop the Park as an open and
naturalistic space. While there is a historical precedent for this type of park use,
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there is a pragmatic component to the decision to promote the Park as a natural space
within the city.
6.3.4

Activating the Site

Figure 6.11 – The Point
Image of the central point of the ‘Lifescape’ master plan projecting a certain vibrancy. (Source: ‘Lifescape’,
Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006, http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf,
accessed 31 January 2015.)

Hargreaves (2007, 189) argues that “large parks become meaningful places as much
by their physical qualities as by the events that take place within them”. This is the
case at Freshkills Park. One of the key organising principles of the Field Operations
plan was ‘program’ – the cultivation of Freshkills Park to “enhance the identity of
Staten Island as a place to live, raise children, visit and enjoy” (Field Operations
2006: 1, 22). Activating the site was one of the key outcomes identified through
public consultation. Consequently ‘Lifescape’ included proposals for restaurants,
educational and cultural institutions, and waterfront amenities to be included on the
site, in particular around the Confluence and the Point. The images in ‘Lifescape’
reflect this aim, with images showing people eating at restaurants, people milling
around on the dock, perhaps waiting to board a ferry (Figure 6.11).
Freshkills Park will host events such as concerts and performances (Figure 6.12).
Art, such as “I Am Within” (see Figure 6.13), has been included as a key drawing
activity to Freshkills Park as it can be done immediately and has featured on the
Freshkills Park Alliance website. Using these areas for program reflects a use that
evolved for other large parks in the city in the mid- to late twentieth century. Parks
became the only available open space in the city for large-scale events such as
concerts, and landscape became the stage for these events.
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Figure 6.12 – Program Events
One of the central ideas of ‘Lifescape’ is for Freshkills Park to become a place where large scale events can take
place. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Figure 6.13 – “I Am Within” - Artistic Display at Freshkills Park
(Source: The Freshkills Park Alliance, http://freshkillspark.org/, accessed 10 September 2014.)

6.3.5

Ecology

The highest priority of ‘Lifescape’ was to create a “reconstituted matrix of diverse
life-forms and evolving ecologies”, which placed a high value on the size of the
space and its potential to create “newly connected ecosystems” within the city (Field
Operations 2001, 6). Large parks’ “contiguous, non-fragmented yet differentiated
area is fundamental to their ecological performance, and aspects of wildness are
inescapable” (Corner 2007, 11). This responded to the strong focus on ecology in
the design brief. The design brief asked that the following conditions be met by the
competition entrants:
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•

Support existing on-site natural resources and create additional sites of
ecologically healthy habitat and open space;

•

Provide habitat connections to adjoining open spaces and waterways to
support and enhance the region's ecological health; and

•

Provide educational opportunities to increase public awareness and
appreciation of the natural environment and the challenges of habitat and
open space stewardship generally, and on the Fresh Kills site specifically
(Field Operations 2001).

Due to the poor clay soils and standard seed mix used to stabilise the slopes, the task
to create a “more diverse, integrated and healthy series of ecosystems” (Field
Operations 2001, 6) has proved “technically enormously challenging” (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). The first step was to build up soils using
agricultural practices18, creating habitat through planting of trees and local grasses
and creating a range of moisture conditions that will support different species
(Corner 2005). Then clusters of vegetation for habitat and to provide seed sources
(Field Operations 2001, 6) were to be used as away to re-establish a diverse ecology
throughout the site. The site “must be grown, as in seedling, cultivating, propagating
and evolving” (Corner 2005).
The ecological credentials of Freshkills Park have become one of the key
promotional points for the Park. Ecology was a particular emphasis of the Fresh
Perspectives newsletter, and especially focused on the variety of plant and animal
species to be found at the site. Each edition an animal that could be found at the Park
was featured including the Northern Snapping Turtle, the White-tailed Deer, the Redtailed Hawk, the Osprey, the Striped bass, Carolina grasshopper, Muskrat, Killdeer,
Metallic Green Sweat Bee and Red Fox. Each edition also featured a quiz that
usually highlighted various plant or animal species that could be found at the site.
Quizzes were run asking the reader to identify different bird species, trees found at
the site, other plant species, invasive species, archaeological artefacts found in the
Fresh Kills area, birds of prey, animal tracks in the snow, flowers and pollinating
insects. The habitat and educative value of wetlands at Freshkills Park was
highlighted in the Spring 2008 edition (New York City Department of Parks and
18

Soil of a poor quality was used across the first mound capped, and this means that the public will not be
allowed to access some areas of the site.
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Recreation 2008: 2) and again in the Winter/Spring 2011 newsletter (New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation 2011: 1).
The idea that Freshkills Park was an ecological ‘oasis’ featured a couple of times,
once in relation to the ecological potential of the site for birds, referring to it as “a
tranquil, ecological oasis for many different species of birds” (New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation 2012: 2, 1). The Isle of Meadows was referred
to as the “untouched oasis off Staten Island’s west shore” (New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation 2009, 3), then, perhaps a little ironically, the
article described the military and agricultural history of the island.
The wetlands that once dominated the areas can still be seen in remnant patches.
“Freshkills is the last of the great marshes and it was the biggest and largest of the
marshes to be filled” (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19 May 2014). The
remaining “tiniest fringe of wetland” is degraded, “a lot of that has phragmites,
which is not a species which you necessarily consider is a prime wetland species”
(Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19 May 2014). Despite the degraded state,
the wetland is still recognised as having ecological value. One aspect of the ecology
of the site is that it allows people of New York contact with ‘nature’ within the city.
The size of the park does lend itself to creating different ecologies. This is a
fundamental advantage for Freshkills Park. Czerniak (2007, 23) argues that “large
amounts of land are indeed necessary to produce the effects of nature, organize the
picturesque, engage adaptive management, design a natural system, and be
economically sustainable—that is, be big enough to include the resources for the
park's own making”.
6.3.5.1 Scarcity of Ecological Diversity in New York
The scarcity of naturalistic environments around New York City seems to add to the
value of ecology of the site. Olin notes that of the competition jury “everyone felt
that they’re not making more real estate in the city of New York”, and “it’s going to
become more populated and more dense”, so the “notion of space that is not
developed with buildings and roads that could be used for other purposes that has
aspects of natural processes in nature is very important” (Olin 2014, personal
communication, 16 May 2014). Kottamasu argues similarly, that “where there is
more of scarcity of a range of ecological and biodiversity, a range of ecotypes, it is
something that [is] actually celebrated” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication,
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14 May 2014). Ecology is highlighted through images such as birdwatching and this
activity is being promoted at Freshkills Park (Barron 2010) (see Figure 6.14).

Figure 6.14 – Birdwatching
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

6.3.5.2 Ecology – Fabrication or Authenticity?
Claims that the Isle of Meadows was an untouched oasis, when in fact it had a rich
history of human involvement, including as a post during the civil war and a source
of hay for farmers, could be seen as stretching the truth for the aim of swaying
attitudes in favour of the Park. Indeed, the whole promotion of the ecology of
Freshkills Park seemed excessive given that the site is mostly refuse covered in
plastic and a thin layer of soil.
When asked if the ecological credentials were overstated, Eloise Hirsh gave a firm
“no”, pointing to all the wildlife that has returned such as herds of deer, foxes, and
birds. She argues that “it’s a growing ecology” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). Raj Kottamasu, who drafted most of the promotional
material for the Park up to 2011, argues similarly, stating that “I think that there is a
lot of valuable habitat there and especially because the rest of the city is so developed
that becomes rarer and rarer” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May
2014). Kottamasu claims that all material used in the promotional text was “based
on whatever the survey was at the site and using all the material that we had and our
first person experience with the site, sort of seeing it” (Kottamasu 2014, personal
communication, 14 May 2014). Paulo also agreed that the ecological health of the
area had improved dramatically since the landfill’s closure (Paulo 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014).
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Based on the interviews, there at least seems to be some authenticity to the claim for
ecological integrity. Improving the ecology of the site is a key aim of ‘Lifescape’.
At the very least it is changing for the positive. Hirsh understood the conundrum that
a former landfill could be considered an ecological jewel. “It’s an engineered site,
but it is naturalising in an incredibly beautiful way” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014).
6.3.6

Research

Figure 6.15 – Scientific Study and Education
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Eloise Hirsh is particularly interested in getting scientific research at the site. The
education potential of Freshkills Park was included in ‘Lifescape’ and identified as
important in public consultation (Figure 6.15). Eloise Hirsh has elevated its
importance, including a specific tab on the Freshkills Park Alliance site for science.
The site discusses the research that is currently being undertaken at the site and gives
the opportunity to make a proposal. Freshkills Park is considered “a platform for
generating knowledge applicable to a broad range of urban environmental issues, at
this site and others: reforestation, habitat restoration, soil production, water quality,
alternative energy generation, and even attitudes toward park usage” (New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation 2014: 2). She points out that “there’s this whole
lot of issues that you could do research on” and a number of projects being
undertaken, including a “nesting study, turtles, bats, oysters” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). At this stage it is not coordinated “because they were
just individual researchers who came to us and said we would like to use the site for

Freshkills Park and the Discourse on Parks in New York City

166

this” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Hirsh has indicated that a
coordinated research program is currently being developed.
6.3.7

Renewable Energy Production

Figure 6.16 – Methane Production at Freshkills Park
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Renewable energy production emerged as a site feature between the winning design,
‘Lifescape’ and the Master Plan in 2006. Energy production demonstration systems
were identified through public consultation, and the Staten Island Borough
Administration pushed for their inclusion in the Park. The Fresh Perspectives
newsletter highlighted the role of the Park in energy production. The Spring 2008
edition highlighted the sustainability of Freshkills Park in general, and had an article
discussing how Freshkills Park would contribute to the production of clean energy
(New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2008: 2). The Winter/Spring
2012 edition provided information on the renewable energy art event conducted at
Freshkills Park (New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2012: 1), the
winner of which was featured in the Winter/Spring 2013 newsletter (New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation 2013: 1). The Summer/Fall 2012 newsletter
featured the solar cells that were to be used to power park facilities (New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation 2012: 2). The Spring 2008 edition highlighted
the sustainability of Freshkills Park, linking the Park with the broader goals spelt out
in the city’s PlaNYC 2030 vision statement (New York City Department of Parks
and Recreation 2008: 2). The Fall/Winter 2009 edition contained information on the
geothermal heating and cooling for the comfort stations at Owl Hollow (New York
City Department of Parks and Recreation 2009). The Summer/Fall 2011 edition
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featured the use of green roofs at the site (New York City Department of Parks and
Recreation 2011: 2). The aspect of renewable energy production is evident through
some images but does not necessary dominate the promotional material. The
infrastructure to process methane is featured in several images (see Figure 6.16 as an
example). Although screened, the gas works can be seen through the screen and
protrude above it. The infrastructure dominates but does not detract from the
naturalistic elements of the image. The sunset is still beautiful, the site is still full of
life, people are safe and comfortable in the scene. Similarly wind turbines are
featured in a number of the images (Field Operations 2006: 2, 20) (refer Figure 6.17).
In 2013, under the previous administration, a large solar array was also announced
for Freshkills Park (Vorgna and Goldman 2013).

Figure 6.17 – Wind Farms at Freshkills Park
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

Even though renewable energy did not feature prominently in the original plan by
Field Operations, through community consultation and the management of the Park
by the Department of Parks and Recreation it has since become one of the focal
points of the Park in terms of what the Park represents as a twenty-first-century park
creation, and because it is seen as an important part of a program of education.
6.3.8

Changing the Vision: Competition to Management

The master plan produced by ‘Lifescape’ embodied a number of visionary and
aspirational goals. Since taking over the task of constructing the Park in 2006, the
Freshkills Park Office has altered some of the vision for the Park. The difficulty
faced by Hirsh and her team is that she is required to build public support for the
project, but with limited access to the site. The Freshkills Alliance website and the
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Fresh Perspectives newsletters pick up some of the key ideas of the original plan,
and strongly emphasise recreation, ecology and renewable energy.
Eloise Hirsh is endeavouring to construct the park by building on the original vision
created by the Lifescape Draft Master Plan. She seems to have directed the key
messages away from the bigger picture, future oriented ideas presented in the Plan,
and instead focused on the elements that are current to the project. Perhaps this is an
acknowledgement that ideas and the future potential of the Park are insufficient to
garner the necessary support immediately. There is little appeal in offering a resident
a place to ride or run in Freshkills Park in ten years’ time. Instead, she is focusing on
what the Park is now, what the Park can offer now, and trying to build support,
involvement, interest and financial input immediately, whilst building the vision of
the significance of Freshkills Park in terms of its broader environmental benefits.
The shift in focus also reflects that the fundamental ideas of what a park should be
changed between the winning entry of the competition in 2001 and Superstorm
Sandy in 2012. This is discussed further in Chapter 6.6. These values contribute to
the formation of the discourses that now constitute the broad discourse on Freshkills
Park. Some of those values, or discourses, are described below. The promotion of
the aims, goals and imagery of Freshkills Park is part of a process of maintaining or
creating discourses on Freshkills Park.

6.4 The Perceived Value of Freshkills Park
6.4.1

Introduction

The results from the interviews highlighted a number of areas for which Freshkills
Park is valued. Interviewees were asked what they perceived to be the most valuable
aspects of Freshkills Park. Some of these comments represent the range of potential
benefits that these experts believe that Freshkills Park can offer New York and Staten
Island in the future, and not necessarily what Freshkills Park offers today. In many
ways, these reflect the messages that evolved through the competition, the public
consultation and the messages that the Freshkills Park Office is trying to promulgate.
6.4.2

Transformational for Staten Island

The closure of the landfill has benefited Staten Island greatly. In a statement typical
of residents living around the site, the landfill used to emit a “toxic fume”, but “the
air is clean now. There's no more smell” (Stein 2011). Aside from the obvious
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improvement in the quality of life for the community and the facilities that it offers
the borough, there are other political and social dimensions of the closure of Fresh
Kills landfill and the creation of Freshkills Park that are potentially significant for
Staten Island. Deputy Borough President Burke spoke of the fillip that it represented
for “the spirit of Staten island”, being a “great victory” (Burke 2014, personal
communication, 12 May 2014).
Dan Held noted the reputation of Staten Island as a forgotten borough, noting that
“they’re disrespected”, and Staten Island was usually associated with the landfill
(Held 2014, personal communication, 15 May 2014). This was also noted by other
interviewees (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014, Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014, Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014, Gerstle 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014, Nagle 2014, personal
communication, 13 May 2014). Nagle went further, noting Staten Island “is the butt
of unkind humour” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). The Park
has the potential to transform the “lingering feeling of that disrespect a little bit … as
it becomes more of a prominent borough” (Held 2014, personal communication, 15
May 2014). Robin Nagle argues that:
This park could become the foundation stone for re-configuring the
reputation, the understanding, the positioning of Staten Island within the
city and within the larger region in ways that if I were a Staten Islander, I
would find really exciting (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May
2014).
Significantly, the Park represents a change in the political relationship between the
New York City administration and the Staten Island administration. Staten Island
has developed “a healthy mistrust of city government built on years of lies from you
know the Robert Moses legacy” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May
2014). The creation of Freshkills Park “makes Staten Island feel … you can work
with Government, you can work with the community to get something done, on a
huge scale like that” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014).
Deputy Borough President Burke also saw the economic benefits that would accrue
to Staten Island as it “becomes a tourist attraction and in the years ahead” and he
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hopes “that it drives the tourism engine of New York” (Burke 2014, personal
communication, 12 May 2014).
6.4.3

Freshkills Park as a Symbol

6.4.3.1 The Memory of a Landfill
From the initial conception of the Park, the role that the site could play to educate the
broader population was identified as important. The competition brief required that
entrants:
Provide educational opportunities to increase public awareness and
appreciation of the natural environment and the challenges of habitat and
open space stewardship generally, and on the Fresh Kills site specifically
(Field Operations 2001).
Field Operations’ response to that requirement in their initial proposal related to
“appreciation of the natural environment and the challenges of habitat and open
space stewardship” (Field Operations 2001, 12). The Draft Master Plan offered a
reasonably cursory comment to include educational opportunities on the “history and
workings of the landfill”, “explained through educational exhibits” (Field Operations
2006: 1, 5). Robin Nagle (confirmed by Eloise Hirsh) argues that, initially Field
Operations were not particularly interested in recalling the past of the site. Robin
Nagle asked James Corner at a public discussion why more was not done to
remember the story of why wetlands were lost at the site and why mounds had been
built; Nagle claims that Corner responded “no we want to forget that – that’s a big
scar that we want to move forward. We do not want that part of the perception of the
Park” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). Tom Paulo had a
similar view to that of Corner, and had “urged people not to emphasise the recycling”
as he saw the Park as transformative (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May
2014). Corner’s approach reflected the belief that in time people would forget that it
was a landfill and simply enjoy the facility.
The desire to hold on to the memory of the landfill is stronger for the Department of
Parks and Recreation and some other commentators than it appears to be for Field
Operations. Eloise Hirsh sees the potential of Freshkills Park as a living document.
She wants it to “really speak about land renewal and land reclamation, personal
responsibility, about waste … about sustainability” (Hirsh 2014, personal
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communication, 7 May 2014). She sees value in the Park beyond its landscape
aesthetics to what it represents as a former landfill (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). Joshua Laird believes that the Park is “more than just
a park of sports fields and walking trails”, but also will “embrace the legacy of this
site as a landfill” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014).
While New York has other crown jewels in its park system, the fact that Freshkills
Park was built on the world’s largest landfill “at this moment in time when we are
finally … hyperaware of the environmental consequences of that types of lifestyle”
(Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014) gives it added kudos. Clearly
value is seen in reminding people of the landfill history of the Fresh Kills site.
6.4.3.2 Freshkills Park as a Representation of Broader Issues
Joshua Laird believes that the “park is going to delve into other sets of issues and
really embrace the intersection of open space and art” (Laird 2014, personal
communication, 20 May 2014). It is apparently not sufficient to repair the site as
well as possible, create an attractive landscape that people can enjoy. Freshkills Park
“is also supposed to be an education” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014). The belief is that Freshkills Park should be educational, to be able to speak to
a range of issues beyond what a landscape such as Central Park currently does.
Changing the role of Freshkills Park, means that Freshkills Park becomes a catalyst
that changes the discourse on parks in New York City. Freshkills Parks will still
provide open space as any other park would do, but it will also have a different and
broader set of values, because there is a greater interest in a larger set of global issues
(Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014). This value set is different to
the values that were important when the city’s parks system was created during the
last century. Changes occur “every 10 years, every generation has a different
approach to things” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014), and part
of that change can be seen in “the environmental movement across the world
evolving decade by decade by decade” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12
May 2014).
Renewable energy is part of the message that it is believed Freshkills Park should
send, therefore consideration is being given to “a commercial-scale solar project that
wants to come in” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014), and wind
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energy production at the site is being considered. Tom Hess saw the education value
of wind farms to “get them thinking about alternative sources of energy” (Hess 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). The willingness to promote these issues
underlines the importance of these issues to the state decision makers. This is
potentially for two reasons. One is to remind and educate the public of a range of
issues that the city state deem important, and secondly for the benefit and survival of
the Park as it “is going to tap into a new generation audience” (Laird 2014, personal
communication, 20 May 2014). These are the requirements of the “next century
park” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014).
Finally, the significance of the Park as the site of the remains of Manhattan’s twin
towers (transported to the top of the west mound for forensic investigation and
ultimate disposal) should not be underestimated. Significantly, it was the two
landscape architects (James Corner and Laurie Olin) who mentioned this aspect as
being very important to the place. In time, if the proposed 9/11 memorial is built,
Freshkills Park will become integral to the experience and memory of that terrorist
event. James Corner believes that it would be a fantastic addition to the Park. He
argued that “if anyone would ever get behind that and build it, it would be fucking19
beautiful just because of the scale” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014). The mechanisms by which these issues are being communicated to the public
through Freshkills Park can be seen as biopolitical action, and as discussed in
Chapter 7, Freshkills Park can be understood as part of broader biopolitical
processes.
6.4.4

Size and Uniqueness of the Park

A strong response to the question of the value of Freshkills Park related to the size
and uniqueness of the Park. This response can be interpreted in several ways. One is
that it is unique in that there is no other virginal land (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014), so a park on the scale of Freshkills Park can never
again be created in New York. It also offers something unique in terms of the
aesthetic (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014), a unique landscape
experience as there is nothing like it in New York. “The hills and the waterways
make you think you’re in Wyoming” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May
19

This comment was deliberately included unaltered as it emphasised the depth of feeling towards the
memorial proposal.

Freshkills Park and the Discourse on Parks in New York City

173

2014), or “you could envision a prairie landscape with these hills with buffalo …”, or
the English moors (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Dan Held
considered the project to be transformational due to its sheer size (Held 2014,
personal communication, 15 May 2014). Ed Burke noted that “because of its size,
it’s such an extraordinary large park, it’s unique” (Burke 2014, personal
communication, 12 May 2014). The value of size in the context of Freshkills Park
can be attributed to a number of factors. It builds on a tradition of very large parks in
New York, it enables a variety of functions, ecosystems and spaces to be created
within the one park, but perhaps most importantly, it represents the last of the unbuilt
land in New York of any significance.
6.4.5

Ecological Value of the Park

The ecological value of the site was noted by five interviewees, and the ecological
credentials of Freshkills Park have become one of the key promotional points for the
Park. Kottamasu argues that “where there is more scarcity of a range of ecological
and biodiversity, a range of ecotypes, it is something that actually celebrated”
(Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014). A New York Times
article of 29 September 2011 referred to the site as a “paragon of ecology” (Foderaro
2011). The promotion and design of Freshkills Park have tried to make the most of
establishing ecological credentials. Establishing that Freshkills Park is ‘natural’ or
has an association with ‘nature’ is important if the benefits to the population are to be
realised. The more that the visitor focuses on the pile of rubbish one metre below
their feet, the less the association with nature has validity. Thus a fine line is walked
by the Department, creating an image of a natural place, but still using Freshkills
Park as a commentary on contemporary society and waste.
6.4.6

Interaction with Nature

The opportunity provided by Freshkills Park for people to engage in ‘nature’ within
the city seems to be an aspect that is valued by the Department and others. This
needs to be distinguished from ecological benefits that are primarily about the health
of ecological systems. Interaction with nature is fundamentally about the benefits to
people from being in nature. Hunt (2012: 1, 187) argues that Freshkills Park and
other recent parks are “hailed for that same illusion of naturalism”, noting that press
articles of the Park did not mention that it had been ‘designed’ but alluded to it as a
product of nature. The view that parks, in a more general sense, are beneficial to the
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individual in an anthropological sense was expressed by a number of interviewees.
The beneficial qualities of being in contact with the natural environment was by
argued or alluded to by a number of interviewees including Olin, Corner, Hirsh,
Kottamasu and Rogers.
6.4.7

Unknown Future Benefits

There was an understanding expressed by some interviewees that the needs of New
York in the future are largely unknown. Raj Kottamasu argued that it is “our
responsibility to think [about] what are the amenities that we can produce, that will
be robust and the legacy in 200 years when the city has a population of 23 million”
(Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014). New York’s population
is 8.4 million people and projected to be nine million people in another 15-20 years
(Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). The importance of open space
is acknowledged by New York planners into the future, as “it’s going to be more
important than ever” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Paulo
notes that “I think more and more it will be a very important aspect of the Parks
system, especially as populations grow” (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6
May 2014) and Olin believed that regardless of how it develops, it will be valuable.
He argues that “in 50 to 100 years, if it’s not full of buildings and roads, it will be
extraordinarily valuable whatever condition it has evolved into, because of the ability
to step out of the city into it and to be in whatever it has turned into” (Olin 2014,
personal communication, 16 May 2014). Others in the jury realised the value of
open space in the city. The region is becoming denser. The “world is becoming
more urbanised” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). Therefore to
have an area as large as Freshkills Park essentially undeveloped holds within it
tremendous value for the future. Considering the value of Freshkills Park as only an
otherwise undeveloped site says more about the value of open space in a densely
packed city than it does about the value of the design of a space.
6.4.8

Limits to the Value of the Park

Despite the enthusiasm for the Park from some interviewees, there were concerns
expressed over the impact that Freshkills Park might have within the New York
community and parks system, which in part reflect a number of problems that the
Park is likely to face. Much of the value of Freshkills Park is attributed to its size,
being with Pelham Bay Park, two of the biggest parks in the world (Corner 2014,
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personal communication, 21 May 2014). It will have a huge landscape impact
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014) on the city as a result. Also, it
is being built in a city that already has an amazing catalogue of parks “from very,
very small parks to big parks to massive parks” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014), so any claims to the value of Freshkills Park are
tempered by an incredible existing legacy. Due to its location away from the highest
population centres of New York City, and the population densities around it, other
parks will have a bigger impact on the population (Benepe 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). Adrian Benepe pointed out that “in terms of the
amount of people it has least impact, you know, the High Line is much more
impactful in terms of the numbers of people it serves, much more”, being the “most
visited park in North America” attracting 600,000 visitors per acre per year (Benepe
2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). “Even a little playground or
Washington Square Park at around 10 acres will have 10,000 times the visitation of
Freshkills Park” (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014) simply due to
population density.
Despite the claims that Freshkills Park will have to be a destination park much like a
national park, Laird argues that Freshkills Park may not have to “be a heavy drawer”
to be successful as “its more pastoral quality lends itself to a lighter touch approach
to development and a lighter touch to use” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20
May 2014).
6.4.9

Developing Discourses – the Perceived Value of Freshkills Park

The perceived value of Freshkills Park is located in many areas from its size,
uniqueness, symbolic value, the positive impact it will have on Staten Island, its
ecological value, and its value as a place to escape the city. In many ways the
creation of Freshkills Park is viewed as a landmark undertaking by a city that has led
the world in landscape innovation over the past 150 years, since Central Park was
created, and continues to reinvent how parks are built and perceived. While parks
have been created on landfill sites in the past, the scale of the undertaking and the
crowded nature of New York City in the twenty-first-century add to its significance
as a “wonderful transformation from the world’s largest open dump to one of the
largest urban parks” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014). The
ramifications for park creation are wider than just New York. Eloise Hirsh notes that
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“sometimes I think we have a higher international profile than we give it in New
York City”, adding “I know that we are studied a lot” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). Robin Nagle recognises the international scope of the
Park, and argues that “Freshkills Park has the potential to establish the New York
City park system, writ large, as one of the world’s premier park infrastructures”
(Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). The place of New York as a
world leader in landscape creation might possibly continue through Freshkills Park.
Clearly the experts who were interviewed see great potential in the Park.
How Staten Islanders respond to the Park will determine to a large degree how the
Park will develop, how it will be used and its long-term success. Jane Jacobs in The
Death and Life of Great American Cities (Jacobs 1992) discusses the role of
neighbourhood parks in cities. She argues that a park is acted upon by the
neighbourhood surrounding the park ( perhaps in the case of Freshkills Park, the
community of Staten Island). But merely creating a park does not mean that a
benefit to the community will necessarily accrue. Therefore the ability of the
Department of Parks and Recreation to create support for the Park will determine to a
large extent how much the Park is valued. The value that local residents place in the
Park may also depend on the aesthetics of the site, which is discussed in Chapter 6.5.
The perceived value of Freshkills Park has some crossover with the aims, goals and
imagery that were described in Chapter 6.3, but nuances and differences in attitudes
to the park came out of the interviews that were not necessarily present in public
statements about the Park. These perceived values contribute to the discourses about
the park, much in the same way that the stated aims, goals and imagery about the
Park create or contribute to discourse. Another component of the discourse on
Freshkills Park that is largely downplayed, is the value of the aesthetics of the Park.

6.5 The Value of Aesthetics
Aesthetics is considered here as it was a major component of the discourse on
landscapes through the nineteenth-century in parks like Central Park. When Central
Park was restored in the 1980s, bringing back some of the aesthetic integrity of the
Park was one primary aims. Ms Rogers noted that:
It was in a terrible condition … in the 1970s … I thought that the Park
was just a miracle of design and it was one of the great romantic
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landscapes … [we started] with a tiny following, a Central Park task
force, … [but] we needed a plan that had the principles of Olmsted and
Vaux, and bringing back some of the scenic beauty and the horticultural
care that was missing (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19 May
2014).
A lot of the appeal of Freshkills Park is being attributed to the underlying message
that it sends regarding what are seen as traditionally ‘non-park’ matters, such as
sustainability, recycling, and clean energy sources. However, beauty can still
resonate through good landscape design. James Corner argues:
… if you think back to places or landscape or cities that have left a very
powerful impression on you, if you think about it, the impression is very
powerful, it is really there but you acquired that impression through use
and over time, not through purposeful reflection. I think that is a really
important thing and that’s what makes Central Park beautiful. You can
go in and can see it’s beautiful but really you are just strolling or sitting or
taking in the scene. The reception is more indirect and more subtle than
staring at it as if it were a painting.
James Corner (2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
With this comment, Corner reflects on the ability of a landscape to have an allencompassing beauty, as distinct from how one would view an object. It highlights
the power that a beautiful or well-designed landscape can have on the viewer.
6.5.1

The Aesthetic of Freshkills Park

The competition brief acknowledged the importance of the Park’s aesthetic impact,
and required competition entrants to “create, also, a place of beauty and repose for
the people of New York City, State and region, which reveals the unique character of
the site and provides natural preserves for plants and wildlife” (Field Operations
2001). In response to this requirement, Field Operations claim to offer the best in
aesthetic responses arguing that it “will be hard to surpass the extent and generosity
of the ‘Lifescape’ plan with regard to the establishment of native habitat, diverse
ecosystems that are unique to the region, and social amenities”, but also that the plan
captures the “imagination and desire not only of local residents but of regional, if not
national communities” (Field Operations 2001).
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The quality of the aesthetics of Freshkills Park does not feature significantly in the
rhetoric. Tom Paulo argued strongly that beauty was “missing in this whole debate”
(Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). His concern was that if there
was not a clear vision on what Freshkills Park was developing into, then there would
be a “problem in terms of justifying what you are doing” (Paulo 2014, personal
communication, 6 May 2014). The aesthetic quality was considered as important in
some of the interviews, but seems to have been left to some of the promotional
images of Freshkills Park that have been selected to convey a messages about its
aesthetic qualities.
In interview, James Corner acknowledged that there was an existing aesthetic at the
site after being capped, one that “had a strange serenity to it that was quite charming
and quite surprising” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Corner identifies it as “a very scenic place today [with] also some sort of strange
aesthetic places by virtue of some of the engineering scale, massive horizons,
massive topographies” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Acknowledging that an aesthetic, and an attractive one, already existed on the site,
meant the job of the designer was not to create an appealing aesthetic as such, but
rather to offer a strategy to manage the complexity of creating a park over the very
long time-frame over which the Park would develop.
Comparisons with Central Park are evident in this respect. The site that Central Park
has been constructed on was very different from what it is today. The site was bare
and the Manhattan schist was blasted out to be used to build the stone walls (Rogers
2014, personal communication, 19 May 2014). But it has developed into a beautiful
and most natural-looking site from its humble beginnings. Central Park is “totally
manmade, but always with the intention that it looks as natural as possible on top of a
very sophisticated nineteenth-century engineering system” (Rogers 2014, personal
communication, 19 May 2014). The key difference between Central Park and
Freshkills Park in that sense is that Central Park is an art, Olmstedian vistas that
mimic a natural scene, whereas Freshkills Park is about retaining the aesthetic and
“trying to do ecological rehabilitation” (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19
May 2014). The aesthetic at Freshkills Park therefore is expected to develop
authentically as the ecological issues of the site are addressed over time.
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Corner has clear ideas on beauty in landscape design and authenticity. He believes
that legitimately good aesthetic reception is only achieved through an element of
authenticity. By this he means that the aesthetic is an “expression of that thing is
authentically indicative of the process that produced it” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). As an example he argued that a good sketch “leaves
the traces of its own making” and in a good painting its “pigment and brushwork are
registered in the painting” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Thus Field Operations’ approach to Freshkills Park required that an authentic
aesthetic evolve over time. This informed the design response to the site. In
particular, the Field Operations team’s approach was not to try to create a totally new
aesthetic, but rather work with the site as it was. Corner values a landscape that is
“authentic in terms of its functioning in terms of its occupation, how it’s used”
(Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). This authenticity
contributes to the aesthetic value of the landscape, and Corner compares it to the
difference between ‘landskip’ and ‘landschaft’. To Corner “landskip is a painting,
it’s a scene”, whereas “landschaft is something that you live in and so to me a
beautiful landscape is one that is lifting, is working, that’s functioning really
beautifully” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). Importantly to
Corner, “it’s not a contrivance” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014). He believes that “some of the worst landscapes are the ones done by
landscape architects” as they can focus too much on creating an image, something to
be photographed and have “nothing to do with everyday life” (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014). This was Corner’s criticism of the other
competition entrants, who did not take the complexity of the project seriously and
“simply designed a composition that they thought would win the competition”
(Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Thus ‘Lifescape’ retained an aesthetic of an open meadow for the Park. This quite
unique aesthetic will be built up over time through plantings in groups or along
contours on the hill sides, taking advantage of the deeper soils along swales (Corner
2005). Similarly the industrial elements associated with the site, such as the methane
vents, stone revetments, gabions for stormwater outfall, the big stormwater collection
basins that are surrounded by big chunks of stone, some of the infrastructure of the
bridges, edging, the barges, the big diggers were all elements that Field Operations
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believe should be retained, as they give the site an authentic aesthetic (Corner 2014,
personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Within the competition jury, this approach received mixed reactions. The
representatives of government agencies of the city “were quite alarmed by the project
… it made them nervous because it did not look like Central Park or Prospect Park”
(Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). Field Operations had to
challenge the jury about what a twenty-first-century park was to look like. Jury
members Laurie Olin and Charles Gwathmey were immediately drawn by the
language that was “of contemporary ecology and post-modern in terms of its
aesthetic” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014) and the fact that the
aesthetic was created through a process. Significantly, he argues that “it eschewed
the notion of seeking beauty of trying to produce something that was pretty”, rather
“it evolves out of that process” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014).
6.5.1.1 Creating an Image of Beauty at Freshkills Park

Figure 6.18 – Proposed View of Freshkills Park
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

One of the most prominent images of the ‘Lifescape’ Master Plan and Freshkills Park
websites is Figure 6.18. Fundamentally, there are some clear ideas of a quality of
landscape that are communicated. The Fresh Kill waters are a vivid blue and look
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clean, healthy and vibrant. Canoes ply the waters. Natural looking vegetation
surrounds the mounds. The image is one of perfection – a beautiful park, natural,
healthy, unspoilt with a smattering of activity and the renewable energy
infrastructure obvious (Field Operations 2006: 2, 7). Even though beauty does not
feature prominently in promotion, this is just one of a series of images that promote
the aesthetics of the site.

Figure 6.19 – Freshkills Park Picturesque Imagery
Picturesque imagery highlighted by the curving river. The imagery is reminiscent of classical landscape painting.
(Source: ‘Lifescape’, Fresh Kills Park: Draft Master Plan, Field Operations 2006,
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/fkl/dmp.pdf, accessed 31 January 2015.)

There is a painterly (picturesque) quality to a number of the images of Freshkills
Park. The reference to picturesque art is evident in Figure 6.19, which places people
within the natural beauty of the Park. The centre piece is the river meandering
though the photo terminating in the centre of the photo with trees, fields (mounds)
and sky in the background. The river and bridge are framed by hikers, with
backpacks (some large) looking across the river to the distance. The distant views
only interrupted by a bridge, and the backpacks suggest that people have travelled
some distance, and that the view is remote. It is an image that invokes the idea of
wilderness that has only been altered by people who have built a road and a bridge
for the travellers. It recalls the tradition of landscape painting in its composition, but
has inserted people on a trek through the landscape (Field Operations 2006: 2, 9). In
contrast to the open picturesque views of the site, the image of the woodland trail
(Figure 6.20) suggests a different form of beauty.
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Figure 6.20 – Woodland Trail
This image appeared in Field Operations Masterplan presentation. (Source: ‘Lifescape’, Masterplan Presentation,
Field Operations (Field Operations 2006: 3).)

The key point to be made about these images is that they play a role in evoking a
sense of beauty about the Park that is not readily spoken about, and does not feature
heavily in the discourse about the park, except through images. The Freshkills Park
Alliance has tended to focus on a more realistic imagery of the site, emphasising a
more bleak beauty of the site (Figure 6.21), and including the methane gas
infrastructure (Figure 6.22).

Figure 6.21 – South Mound
Image in the Freshkills Alliance website emphasising a beautiful but bleak image of the site in autumn or early
spring. (Source: The Freshkills Park Alliance, http://freshkillspark.org/, accessed 10 September 2014.)
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The aesthetics of the site was raised regularly at interview, and was one of the more
surprising results of the interviews. Those yet to visit the site usually have low
expectations. Even when visitors were told that the Park is beautiful, and even if
they’ve seen the photos or heard about it, they are always surprised at how beautiful
the site is (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014). Kottamasu
says that when “you see all the deer running around or you see a bunch of pheasants
or the snowy egret, [you realise] this is a beautiful place, and it is” (Kottamasu 2014,
personal communication, 14 May 2014). Paulo compared the aesthetic to the
English midlands rolling landscape, saying that it has “evolved into quite a beautiful
landscape” (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Hirsh notes that it
is “naturalising in an incredibly beautiful way”, adding that the “site speaks for itself
– you’ll see” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).

Figure 6.22 – Landfill Infrastructure and Mound
Image in the Freshkills Alliance website. (Source: The Freshkills Park Alliance, http://freshkillspark.org/,
accessed 10 September 2014.)

James Corner concurred arguing that “I am absolutely confident, … the most
sceptical, disinterested person, take them out for two hours, show them around and
they will be completely transformed and transfixed and they’ll want sure that the site
is preserved” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). In time
Corner believes that “you could end up with something really special that does not
suffer from ‘park design’ with all of its … contrivances” (Corner 2014, personal
communication, 21 May 2014). Tom Paulo argues that “it’s beautiful, just
beautiful”, but most importantly, this is “the response you want people to have” if
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people’s perception of the place as something other than a landfill is to be achieved
(Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Regardless of other values that
the Park offers, if it is not a beautiful place to be, it will not attract people to it.
Similarly, if funding for the park runs out, and “if nothing else could be done here,
what would be the public’s benefit and, even if nothing else could be done, it’s quite
beautiful” (Paulo 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014).
The importance of beauty to the success of Freshkills Park cannot be underestimated.
Given the suspicion that exists towards the site, beauty is a necessary factor in
building acceptance of the Park. Meyer (2007) argues that it not a matter of hiding
the past, and simply cleaning the site. Citing the work of Scarry (2013), she argues
that “creating beauty – out of the strange, particular character found on contaminated
industrial sites – is the first step in the process of environmental recentering” (Meyer
2007, 82). Beauty is likely to draw people into the site, but still remind them of the
damage that has been done. Similarly Latz (1998, 17) argues that “the tasks of
dealing with run down industrial areas and open cast mines require a new method
that accepts their physical qualities”, and therefore a process of "recultivation"
negates “the qualities that they currently possess and destroys them for a second
time”. Clearly such an approach was taken by Peter Latz and Partner at
Landschaftspark Duisberg-Nord in Germany, as the aesthetic of the steel production
plant has been accepted “largely as it is, forming the underlying base into which
[they] strategically [insert] new programs and gardens” (Hargreaves 2007, 183).
Similarly at Gas Works Park in Seattle, the old infrastructure dominates the aesthetic
of the park.
Like many parks throughout the city, people use them, photograph them, visit them
because they are beautiful places to be in. Despite the values that are claimed for
Freshkills Park, if it is not a beautiful place, people will choose to go to other places.
In promoting the Park, the Department of Parks and Recreation are keen to tell a
story about waste and recycling, renewable energy and ecology. These elements
seem to dominate the discourses on the Park. The aesthetic component of landscape,
of designed open space, was a strong component of the discourse on parks in the
past, as the exploration of the history of Central Park demonstrates (refer Chapter
5.2). It is perhaps this part of the discourse on landscape that has been mostly
diminished by the way Freshkills Park is spoken and written about. The importance
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of aesthetics of the Park’s success has taken a back seat to its representational value.
Behind the fascia, aesthetics remains an important, if underrated, factor in the visual
images of the Park and important in the context of the Park’s success. The next
section discusses how the discourses on Freshkills Park are organized.

6.6 The Discourses on Freshkills Park
6.6.1

Introduction
Over 150 years ago, Central Park brought nature into the lives of New
Yorkers; Freshkills Park will provide twenty-first-century New Yorkers
with a new park filled with exciting recreational activities that integrate
nature into city living.
PlaNYC (Bloomberg 2011, 39).

The Department of Parks and Recreation and the New York City administration
linked Freshkills Park to a long tradition of large parks in the city. Freshkills Park is
considered the next large park in the inventory of large parks in New York City as
part of a “tradition of parks throughout New York” (New York City Department of
Parks and Recreation 2009). This section argues that a discourse on parks emerged
in New York City in the mid-eighteenth-century, this discourse changed over time,
and that Freshkills Park was produced by this discourse. Freshkills Park, by
encompassing a range of different roles, values and meanings, is pushing the limits
of the discourse forcing it to change.
6.6.2

Freshkills Park’s Emergence within a Discourse on Parks

Foucault argues that discourses are productive. This is to say not that previously
there was a void, but that discourses create ways in which things can be assigned or
allocated. Consequently, Henriques et al (1984, 105-6) argue that the analysis of
discourse should focus on the practice of production, “which is at once material,
discursive and complex”. It is argued here that Freshkills Park was produced by the
existing discourse on parks. By the time that the competition to create Freshkills
Park was announced, the discourse on parks had changed substantially from when
Central Park was created. The initial vision for Freshkills Park as outlined in the
competition design brief for the Park reflected that existing discourse. The way in
which Freshkills Park was designed justifiably reflected in some ways how other
parks were used and valued. The response of Field Operations to the site was to
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address the technical problems of the site and design a Park that met the criteria of
the competition brief. That response was a well-planned and thought out strategic
approach to the site reflecting the existing discourse on parks in New York.
There are components of the Park expressed in the initial plan that can be directly
associated with functions and qualities that other parks provide. Although the
aesthetics of Freshkills Park seems to be played down in general, it is recognised as
an important component of the site. The Park provides opportunities for recreation
that are also provided by other parks in New York, although the scope of these
activities may be larger given the size of the Park. The natural environment that
Freshkills Park will offer is seen as a positive, in much the same way that the natural
aesthetic of Central Park is valued. The Park will be geared to offering a stage for
programmed events, much in the same way that Central Park does in Manhattan. All
of these qualities of the site are represented elsewhere, and consequently can be seen
as sitting within an existing discourse on parks. The plan for Freshkills Park is the
material expression of the discourse on parks at the time, designed to address the
specific problems of the site. The plan was successful in doing that.
6.6.2.1 Changing the Discourse
Between the design competition and the present day, there were a series of events
that led to changes in the original vision for Freshkills Park. Reflecting on
Foucault’s idea of contingency (refer Chapter 3.3), it can be argued that Freshkills
Park was formed through a series of events (see Figure 6.23) or contingencies.
Contingencies are not to be understood as a series of events that inevitably lead to a
specific end result; rather, the end result was one possible outcome of many based on
the contingencies. The significant contingencies in relation to Freshkills Park
include the following:
•

After the terrorist attack in 2001, the decision was made to move the remains
of the destroyed Twin Towers to Freshkills Park;

•

Pressure from the Staten Island Administration led to changes in the plan for
the site;

•

When the Department of Parks and Administration took over, they were
confronted with the realities of what was required to fund, manage and build
a park over the remains of landfill, the difficulties of managing a site that
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would not be a park for another few decades, and also had to deal with the
negative attitudes that existed towards the site;
•

New York City faced difficulty and cost dealing with its own rubbish since
the closure of the land fill; and

•

Superstorm Sandy inflicted damage on New York, and it was realised that
landscape, and particularly wetlands provide a buffer from the most severe
damage.

Figure 6.23 – Timeline of Freshkills Park
The production of Freshkills Park is a result of a number of contingincies that helped form and shape the Park.
However, Freshkills Park as it is emerging is but one of many possible outcomes. This timeline provides an
outline of some of the more recent factors that have contributed to the formation of the Park.

These contingencies in part show how the range of values, roles and functions that
were not traditionally associated with parks in New York came to be represented at
Freshkills Park. Freshkills Park has moved away from its origins, and is emerging
as a very different type of park, with different values. Freshkills Park changes the
discourse on parks primarily through the prominence of ecological value of the site
within the built-up metropolis, and the opportunities for scientific research that are a
result of rehabilitating the site; the opportunities to install renewable energy
production facilities in the Park; and the symbolic value of Freshkills Park in the
promotion of the issues of waste management and climate change. These issues
move Freshkills Park out of the existing discourse on parks. This in turn reflects the
way that Freshkills Park has changed the existing discourse on parks. Freshkills
Park emerged from a discourse on parks and as a consequence has since started to
change that discourse (see Figure 6.25), pushing the boundaries of the previous
discourse.
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Freshkills Park shows us that in the twenty-first century, landscape is required to
encompass a far wider range of functions than previously, and what it is expected
that landscape will provide the city is far greater than ever before. Freshkills Park
changes the discourse on parks. It challenges what a park is, and moves outside of
what a traditional conception of landscape might be. Consequently it challenges our
notions of landscape in contemporary city, and suggests that landscape must be
considered in a broader context, a bigger context, one that does not eschew
traditional understandings of landscape, but rather encompasses other conceptions of
what landscape entails in the contemporary city.

Freshkills Park

Existing Discourse on Parks

Figure 6.25 – Freshkills Park and a Landscape Discourse
The discourse on Freshkills Park moves outside the existing discourse on parks and consequently alters the
discourse on parks.

6.7 Conclusion
This chapter has explored the nature of the discourse associated with parks since the
mid-nineteenth century, and explored how the discourse on parks has changed over
time. Freshkills Park has altered this discourse further, and the discourse on parks is
incorporating new elements that have not been traditionally associated with parks.
They are emerging as part of the discourse on parks because they are issues that have
become important in the twenty-first century, including waste management,
renewable energy and its associations with climate change. Consequently they
change the nature of what a park is. The traditional association of landscape and
park is being stretched, and Freshkills Park is moving out of the scope of the
traditional understanding of landscape. Freshkills Parks pushes the bounds of what is
considered to encompass the role of a park, and therefore is expanding the bounds of
that discourse. By inference the discourse on landscape is being altered.
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Foucault mapped the transformations of observable phenomena over time, noting the
dramatic discontinuities that could be observed (Harrison 2012). He also observed
continuities, which contributed to the slow evolution of concepts such as discipline
(Foucault 1979), from their use in classical times to modern times. Similarly, parks
display certain continuities and discontinuities in how they are valued, how they are
used, and their role within the city. The primary elements of the iconic park of the
nineteenth-century can be understood as an artistic creation, naturalistic, sometimes
picturesque in its aesthetic, which had a positive contribution to health, social
conditions and morality, by providing a place where people in the city could
commune with nature. Some of these values have persisted, others have disappeared,
and some new values appeared. These continuities and discontinuities in the life of a
park reflect the changing nature of social needs and values.
The twenty-first-century has witnessed another change in the discourse on parks.
The emerging discourse on Freshkills Park incorporates aspects relating to issues
specific to the late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century that place
Freshkills Park at the cutting edge of parks, as it embodies a range of issues specific
to the age. The use of landscape in cities now encompasses a range of functions that
previously have not been associated with landscape. The political basis for this
change, and its implications for how we understand the role of parks, is further
explored in Chapter 7.
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7 Freshkills Park: Power, Biopolitics and Governance
7.1 Introduction
The previous chapter highlighted the changing discourse on parks in New York City.
While certain aspects of the role and value of the Central Park remained the same as
when Central Park was created in the mid-nineteenth century, others roles emerged.
The role that the park played within systems of disciplinary power and biopolitics
was also discussed. This chapter seeks to argue the case that biopower is also
prevalent at Freshkills Park, and offers an explanation for the investment in
Freshkills Park using the lens of Foucault’s theories on knowledge, disciplinary
power and biopolitics. It is argued here that there is a biopolitical role associated
with Freshkills Park, and that this provides a benefit to New York City through
management of the population. By examining the tactics related to the promotion
and management of the Park, the disciplinary power and biopolitical system becomes
evident. In one sense biopolitics and disciplinary power produce a docile and
productive population, but in another sense the biopolitics at Freshkills Park also
draws on discourses that are not normally associated with parks. The analysis draws
upon the promotional aspects of Freshkills Park highlighted in the previous chapter,
and other tactics that, intentionally or unintentionally, tap into these discourses.
Through these discourses, Freshkills Park came to represent the threats to the city,
and became a symbol of resilience and survival for the city, and these threats are
leveraged to support biopolitical motives. Finally, the chapter also examines the
governance systems in relation to the biopolitical management of issues relating to
events that threaten New York, considering the management of the Park in terms of
aspects such as risk and the freedoms of individuals.

7.2 Freshkills Park: Disciplinary Power and Biopolitics
A stupid despot may constrain his slaves with iron chains; but a true
politician binds them even more strongly by the chain of their own ideas;
… despair and time eat away the bonds of iron and steel, but they are
powerless against the habitual union of ideas … and on the soft fibres of
the brain is founded the unshakable base of the soundest of Empires.
Servan, J. M., (1767) Discours sur l'Administration de la Justice
Criminelle. Quoted in Foucault (1979, 102-3)
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Dean argues that the study of governmentality is essentially related to the way in
which the government leverages of a range of things “involves the attempt to shape
rationally human conduct” (Dean 2010). As discussed in Chapter 2, Foucault
described how liberal, and now neoliberal systems of governance, avoid what can be
perceived as governing too much, and instead manage the population through
biopolitical mechanisms. Biopolitics is the application of systems of discipline
applied to a whole population or a “politics concerning the administration of life,
particularly as it appears at the level of populations” (Dean 2010, 118). As biopower
was concerned with all aspects of the life of the individual, biopolitics “must also
concern the social, cultural, environmental, economic and geographic conditions
under which humans live, procreate, become ill, maintain health or become healthier,
and die” (Dean 2010, 119). Dean (2010, 121) argues that “all ‘modern’ forms of the
government of the state need to be understood as attempting to articulate a biopolitics aimed at enhancing the lives of a population through the application of the
norm”.
In Chapter 5, a value equation was proposed that set the cost of Freshkills Park
against the perceived value of the Park. It was proposed that there was a gap
between the enormous cost of closing the landfill and building a Park, and what the
Park offered the public given a range of circumstances that made creating the Park
and attracting people to it extremely difficult. In Chapter 6, it was shown how
Central Park was created in part as a disciplinary and biopolitical technology to
produce more content (read: ‘docile’) and productive work force and population.
The value of providing citizens with a place to exercise, wander and escape the city
is still recognised today.
Parks in New York still contribute to the management of the conditions of life by
those who govern, that is, parks are used to shape how the population conducts itself
for the “best end for the continuation of that government” (Rutherford 2007). There
are certain activities undertaken by the Department of Parks and Recreation and
others, in their normal course of business, that can be construed as tactics of
government for the promotion of biopolitical objectives, whether consciously or
unconsciously, and either with biopolitical outcomes being the whole aim or partial
result. These tactics of government are aimed at shaping the rational decision
making of people through promotional tactics, and encouraging engagement in the
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emerging discourses associated with the Park. Freshkills Park was established within
the same discourse on parks, and therefore can be seen to provide the same
opportunities to relax and exercise. Parks contribute to these systems of biopolitics
and this provides some justification for the expenditure that is committed to
Freshkills Park.
7.2.1

The Biopolitics of Recreation at Freshkills Park

7.2.1.1 Active Recreation
One of the roles that is promoted for Freshkills Park where the tactics of biopower
can be seen is active reaction. Active recreation works in biopower terms at the
level of the health of the individual, which in turn assists in making the individual
more productive. It is the most obvious way in which self-discipline can be seen,
and where the individual undertakes the process of actively shaping the body, which
is a central tenet of disciplinary practices. Exercise is a “technique by which one
imposes on the body tasks that are both repetitive and different” (Foucault 1979,
161) and has a long history in the practices of the military, religion and universities.

Figure 7.1 – Kayaking at Freshkills Park
This was the main image on the Freshkills Alliance Website when accessed. (Source: The Freshkills Park
Alliance, http://freshkillspark.org/, accessed 4 February 2015.)

Foucault describes how in the classical age, the discovery that the body could be
formed was made. These techniques were applied to a large degree by the military.
The body was “something that can be made; out of formless clay, an adaptable body,
the machine required can be constructed; posture is gradually corrected; a calculated

Freshkills Park: Power, Biopolitics and Governance

193

constraint runs slowly through each part of the body, mastering it, making it pliable,
ready at all times, turning silently into the automatism of habit” (Foucault 1979,
135). Through discipline the body can be shaped and controlled to be able to
perform as desired. Exercise is one mechanism by which discipline “increased the
forces of the body (in economic terms of utility)” by making it fitter and
consequently able to work harder or longer (Foucault 1979, 138) (refer Figure 7.1).
Freshkills Park is largely promoted through images and promotional material (such
as Fresh Perspectives) focused on active recreation through activities such as using
playgrounds, hiking, bike riding, horse riding, kayaking and sports. The advertised
activities at Freshkills Park, in what is now its early days, are centred around running
such as the Staten Island Athletic Club Championship Cross Country race of 9
November 2014 (Lee 2014), and the Tour de Staten cycling event which goes
through Freshkills Park (Flores 2014). There is an apparent demand for facilities for
active recreation in Staten Island, confirmed by Adrian Benepe (Benepe 2014,
personal communication, 6 May 2014), and meeting this demand is actively pursued
by the Department of Parks and Recreation at Freshkills Park.
7.2.1.2 Passive Recreation and Nature
When parks were first designed in the nineteenth century, city officials had a strong
belief in the possible advantages that would result from providing ‘green lungs’ for
the city (Rhode and Kendle 1997), such as increasing health, and reducing disease.
Frederick Law Olmsted believed in the restorative quality of green nature that
“operates by unconscious processes to relax and relieve tensions created by the
artificial surroundings of urban life” (Lewis 1992). Health benefits were thought to
accrue to the individual through healthful recreation – a gentle stroll – and through
being in nature.
There has been a lot of research that tests the link between exercise, being in natural
settings and psychological health (refer Chapter 2.9). Studies have revealed an
association between participation in nature-based recreation and emotional wellbeing through restorative experiences (Korpela, Borodulin et al. 2014), and being
immersed in a natural outdoor environment with physical activity having positive
effects on energy (Kinnafick and Thøgersen-Ntoumani 2014). Restorative value
stems “from mutually reinforcing aspects of experiences of nature: distance from
everyday demands, and possibilities for aesthetic appreciation and activity driven by
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interest” (Hartig 2008). There is evidence that access to nature in the workplace is
related to lower levels of perceived job stress and higher levels of job satisfaction
(Kaplan and Kaplan 1989), and nature might also have buffering or ‘instorative’
effects against the stresses of life (Beute and de Kort 2014). Parks are described as
ideal environments in which to reap benefits for personal health that are inseparable
from our evolutionary history (Furnass 2001).
Passive recreation is a key aim at Freshkills Park. For example, North Park is
envisaged as a simple, vast natural setting with meadows, wetlands and creeks (Field
Operations 2006: 1). Walking tracks are provided so that the visitor can commune
with nature. A bird watching tower will be provided. Adjacent properties will be
screened off to give the impression that the city is far away. Passive recreation is
another way that biopolitics is expressed; it contributes to the health of the
individual, and therefore can be understood as part of the broader mechanisms of the
government to administer all aspects of life.
7.2.1.3 Linking Recreation to Biopolitics
Public space in the city must surely be more than mere token
compensation or vessels for this generic activity called ‘recreation’.
James Corner (2006, 32)
Tactics of self-discipline are put to work in the management of the population
through Freshkills Park. Freshkills Park contributes to the exercise of biopolitics by
providing the facilities for people to undertake measures of self-discipline and
provides the place where they can undertake activities that shape their body or mind
through recreation. Freshkills Park becomes part of the system of biopolitics through
the administration of the health of the population, the same function that parks that
played since they emerged in the nineteenth century. This is necessary to moderate
the effects of the industrial and post-industrial city, but can also be understood as part
of a program of liberal/neoliberal government that has moved further away from
welfare as the means to support the population (Dean 2010).
The positive benefits come at a considerable cost as outlined in Chapter 5.2. The
reason for New York administrations to pay that cost and spend such vast sums on
creating Freshkills Park is that there is recognition that there is a return (through
biopower benefits) to the state in terms of health, contentment and productivity of the
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population. That is to say, parks help produce a docile and productive population.
The differences of Freshkills Park to other destination parks in the city highlight this
very point. There are several factors weighing against a park at Fresh Kills including
Staten Island having the lowest population density, and extensive physical,
administrative and publicity hurdles that have to be overcome. The willingness of
the City administration to confront these issues emphasises that a biopolitical payoff
is expected.
The link between biopower and Freshkills Park does not constitute a change to the
discourse on parks in New York as such. It could be argued that all parks in New
York are seen within a context of contributing to biopower outcomes. Indeed close
examination of the primary aims of Central Park seem to be consistent with that
conclusion. Parks represent the physical manifestation of power, as they are the
location where the tactics of biopower are enacted. Freshkills Park is part of that
system, but Freshkills Park goes beyond what parks have contributed in the past.
Freshkills Park is starting to distort, extend and change the discourse on parks in
New York City. It represents a range of issues, and offers a range of facilities, that
have not been a part of the discourse on parks. These elements can be shown to be
part of biopolitical processes also. Where Freshkills Park changes the discourse is
through its links with biopolitics, and this is examined in the following section.

7.3 Expanding the Concepts of Biopolitics
7.3.1

Introduction

Considering the concepts of governance from the sixteenth century, Foucault argued
that protection was one of the key components of raison d’Etat. The state’s role was
to protect itself and its citizens (by using its citizens) against such threats. Foucault
argued that governing exists within the framework of a state, but that framework is
not finalised. He argued that raison d’Etat is a practice that places itself between the
“state presented as given and a state presented as having to be constructed and built”
(Foucault 2008, 4). The purpose of Government in the context of raison d’Etat is to
“arrange things so that the state becomes sturdy and permanent, so that it becomes
wealthy, and so that it becomes strong in the face of everything that may destroy it”
(Foucault 2008, 4). Even though the “emergence of population shifts the emphasis
of statecraft from sovereignty and discipline to effective government, issues related
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to sovereignty and discipline do not disappear” (Foucault, Burchell et al. [1978]
1991). “Sovereignty is far from being eliminated by the emergence of a new art of
government” (Foucault, Burchell et al. [1978] 1991). Rather, “a new set of
problems comes to be a part of the legitimate domain for the exercise of state power”
(Agrawal 2005, 217).
There is an internal and external side to biopolitics (Lui-Bright 1997). The internal
part of biopolitics is the one that has been discussed to date that is involved with “the
life and welfare of the populations that are assigned to certain states” (Dean 2010,
119). The external one that is emerging is a “kind of international biopolitics that
governs the movement, transitions, settlements and repatriations of various
populations” (Dean 2010, 119). Foucault wrote at a period of time where the
greatest threat to the population was the escalation of nuclear arms. For Foucault
“the power to expose a whole population to death” was “the underside of the power
to guarantee an individual’s continued existence” which put at stake “the biological
existence of a population” (Foucault 1978, 137). Recent decades have seen the
broadening of biopolitics to encompass issues such as climate change. Reid (2012,
68-9) argues that “neoliberalism breaks from earlier liberalisms and traditions of
political economy in that its legitimacy rests on its capacities to correlate practices
for the increase of economic profitability and prosperity not just with practices for
the securing of the human species, but with the life of the biosphere”, and that the
“correlations of economy, wellbeing, freedom, security and biospheric life among
neoliberal regimes of practice and representation comprise the foundations of what
have been named its biopolitics”.20 Consequently, the role of biopolitics within
neoliberal forms of governance has been expanded to address environmental issues
such as climate change. The fears of nuclear war encompass similar fears to those
now created by climate change. Biopolitics is now also “concerned with the biosphere in which humans dwell” (Dean 2010, 119). Grove (2010) argues how
biopolitical technologies are used to manage behaviour in less developed parts of the
world to “secure Western ways of life against the effects of environmental change”.
Similarly Oels (2005, 197) argues that by managing access to the International Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC), the IPCC “can be understood as the administrative space

20

This is not to suggest that biopolitical mechanisms are the most appropriate means to address these issues. This
is discussed further in Chapter 7.4.
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created by governments where they expanded their biopolitical mission of using and
optimizing the forces and capacities of ‘ life’ to the entire ‘planet’”.
Freshkills Park embodies other issues that impact the safety of New York City. The
11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the twin towers, the flooding and devastation
of Superstorm Sandy, and the global financial crash whose effect was felt throughout
the world, but had particular resonance in the financial centres such as New York,
have had an enormous impact on the city. Less resilient cities may not have fared as
well as New York, but these events have left a scar on the psyche of the people. On
the competition jury Laurie Olin noted that “everybody in the room had their 9/11
story” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014). The New York
administration has used Freshkills Park to embody some of these ideas, to create
awareness, mould attitudes and change opinions in relation to a range of these issues.
Biopolitics became a mechanism to achieve these ends of government, by attempting
to shift the attitudes and behaviours of the population to achieve broader gains for the
state.
7.3.2

Biopolitics and Climate Change

This research has argued that Freshkills Park is entwined in and part of the
biopolitical technologies of climate change primarily due to the effect that
Superstorm Sandy had on the attitudes of the administration and the population. The
people of New York City are well aware of the threats of climate change as much of
the city is “developed right out to its edges right now” (Laird 2014, personal
communication, 20 May 2014). Consequently there is no space to work with to
mitigate the possible eventuality of sea level rise in Manhattan. There have been a
number of proposals to re-establish, or establish, landscape around the riparian edges
of the city to mitigate damage from storms and rising sea levels (Aiolova and
Joachim 2013, Drake 2013, Reed 2013, Thomann 2013). Acknowledging that New
York cannot be made ‘climate-change proof’, the New York City administration has
used the tactic of trying to develop a “stronger, more resilient New York” (New York
City Office of the Mayor 2014). To acknowledge the significance of the event, the
2014 update of plaNYC was dedicated to the 43 New Yorkers who lost their lives
during Superstorm Sandy (New York City Office of the Mayor 2014).
Freshkills Park stands as a symbol of a response to climate change since Superstorm
Sandy. Freshkills Park has become associated with climate change as it provided a
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buffering effect against the worst of the effects of the storm. The Winter/Spring
2013 newsletter Fresh Perspectives highlighted how Freshkills Park blunted
Superstorm Sandy’s worst impacts on adjacent neighbourhoods, and emphasized
“the importance of ‘soft’ infrastructure solutions to creating a more resilient New
York” (New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 2013: 1, 1). The role
that Freshkills Park had in blunting the worst of the impact of Sandy has been noted
in the press also. It was believed that Freshkills Park “absorbed a critical part of the
storm surge” and “spared nearby neighbourhoods” (Kimmelman 2012).
Parks, or more generally landscaped areas, have been cast in a favourable light since
Superstorm Sandy primarily for two reasons. Firstly, they survived the worst of the
damage created by Sandy, notably when designed well, and secondly “they acted as
the first line of defence for the neighbourhoods and infrastructure that they fronted,
revealing that parks serve an important protective purpose” (New York City Office
of the Mayor 2014, 191). In fact, any intact landscape along the foreshore offered
some protection from the storm. An example of this were the dunes around Arverne
by the Sea, which “absorbed the storm’s destructive waves” (New York City Office
of the Mayor 2014, 7).
It is the role that wetlands can provide as flood control that seems to be of great
importance in the aftermath of Sandy. In New York, wetlands are seen as a part of
nature that may become a protector from the outcomes of damage to the environment
and one of the strategies of plaNYC is to protect wetlands and other natural areas as
“wetlands, streams, forests and other natural areas offer substantial sustainability and
resiliency benefits. The protection and restoration of these natural areas is, therefore,
of critical importance” (New York City Office of the Mayor 2014, 199). The effort
to manage the risk associated with climate change and rising sea levels seems a
responsible course of action for the administration.
Associated with the discourse on climate change is that of renewable energy, solar
energy projects and wind farms are being considered at Freshkills Park. The
education value was originally highlighted by the focus groups established for
Freshkills Park, and was considered as valuable by the government representatives
interviewed. Hirsh stated “we are trying to make it express its sustainability”, and it
is “a piece of the site’s job to be talking about these issues” (Hirsh 2014, personal
communication, 7 May 2014). Hess stated that it “gets them thinking about
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alternative sources of energy” (Hess 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Burke stated that the Borough President thought that clean energy was “a practical
step forward” (Burke 2014, personal communication, 12 May 2014). Laird notes
that “the identity of Freshkills as a place of innovation is really important to its
future” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014).
One of the roles of the Park is to educate the population on the risks to the survival of
the population through global warming. It is the site through which the biopolitics of
the state is carried out. Biopolitics is concerned with the tactics to administer
(manage) the global risks of climate change through the population of New York,
seen in efforts to manage, control, and shape attitudes and behaviours of the
population. One of the tactics of biopolitics can be considered as a normalisation of
the population through expressing the ‘correct’ way of thinking. The New York
administration is entering into biopolitics by attempting to administer the biosphere.
Foucault argues that neoliberal governance is focused on “the best (or least costly)
means for achieving its effects” (Foucault 2008, 319). Freshkills Park should be seen
in this context. Freshkills Park, for all of the cost involved in building the Park is
seen as an effective and efficient way of delivering biopolitical outcomes.
7.3.3

Freshkills Park as a Symbol of a Waste Production

There seem to be varying opinions on whether the public should be reminded of the
site’s past as a landfill. Retaining the history of the landfill was seen from quite early
on as a valuable goal, although Field Operations’ initial proposal did not emphasise
these aspects of the site’s past, but the draft Master Plan offered a reasonably cursory
comment to include educational opportunities on the “history and workings of the
landfill”, “explained through educational exhibits” (Field Operations 2006: 1, 5).
The closure of Freshkills Park brought to the surface issues of waste in the city. The
production of rubbish in New York was set out of the consciousness of the public
while Freshkills operated. Pollak (2007, 91) argues that “putting garbage out of
sight, far away from the city centre, made it possible to ignore it” and to “the extent
that the Fresh Kills landscape is a consequence of our own material desires and
consumption, its location away from the city hub reflects a desire to forget about our
own waste products, to look in a different direction rather than risk being identified
with them, to have them go away”.
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The Department of Parks and Recreation is particularly keen to keep the memory of
the landfill embodied within the Park, wanting it to “really speak about land renewal
and land reclamation, personal responsibility, about waste … about sustainability”
(Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014). Drawing people to the Park
allows it to provide a message about the “environmental consequences of that type of
lifestyle” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). The Park is being
used as an educational tool and a way to promulgate a message about rubbish
production. The role that landscape can play in raising issues of waste has been
acknowledged more widely. Meyer (2007, 64) argues that “thinking about
landscapes of consumption and production requires thinking of the circulation of
need, desire, material, goods, energy, and waste across disciplinary categories such
as nature and culture, ecology and technology, and even public and private”. She
continues by arguing that “we need design strategies that make visible the past
connections between individual human behaviour, collective identity, and these
larger industrial and ecological processes” (Meyer 2007, 64). “The experience of
designed landscapes on and in disturbed sites can render visible the consequences of
the economic, political and social decisions that led to those risks” (Meyer 2007, 66).
The desire to reveal waste at Freshkills Park through education and the design of the
park keeps the issue of waste alive and in the collective consciousness of the
population. The irony of this situation is that legislating to reduce rubbish would be
far more effective in changing the amount of rubbish produced, but Nagle notes that:
… when NYC tries to pass laws that restrict … certain components in
manufactured goods, the manufacturers cry foul and point out … we can’t
redesign this product just for the New York City market. This is a
nationally sold item and your law just for New York City is unjust. And
then they appeal to the state legislator which overrides New York and
nothing happens.
Robin Nagle (2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014).
Consequently, the administration chooses to use indirect (biopolitical) means of
adjusting behaviour through education, due to the financial primacy accorded
industry. A neoliberal approach avoids interfering in market processes and will not
distort a market if possible. Direct action that reduces rubbish production would not
be acceptable, and therefore biopolitical approaches are adopted. The other irony is
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that rubbish is still produced at much the same rate, but shipped to various other
locations. The waste is essentially the same, just not in New York City.
7.3.4

Biopolitics and Ecology

The ecological credentials of Freshkills Park have been promoted quite prominently
through the Fresh Perspectives newsletter. The evidence of the site seems to be that
the ecological integrity of the site is improving as more species are identified on the
site. The desire to promote Freshkills Park so prominently as ecologically vibrant
does seem curious given that the site was so dominated by landfilling, health
concerns, polluted waterways and toxins. It was necessary to convince the public not
just that the Park is now safe and clean, but that it is ecologically sound. The desire
to create an intact ecosystem at the site seems to suggest that: firstly, the New York
City administration has a mindset that considers New York City as separate
administrative entity, and that benefits from a natural system need to be incorporated
within the boundaries of the state; and secondly, the state has a biopolitical role in
managing the ecosystem. One reason for the investment in the ecology of the site
can be attributed to the scarcity of habitat in the rest of New York City.
Consequently the value of the habitat is attributed to the fact that “the rest of the city
is so developed that becomes rarer and rarer” (Kottamasu 2014, personal
communication, 14 May 2014).
Equally, the value of wetlands is now being reconsidered, and there is a genuine
regret at the loss of this ecosystem. Significant in-filling of wetlands was undertaken
by Robert Moses, as “they thought of them as a place of pestilence rather than a
place of flood control” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).
Freshkills was the last of the great marshes that existed in New York to be filled.
Consequently Freshkills Park is “making something good out of what is
fundamentally is an ecological disaster” (Rogers 2014, personal communication, 19
May 2014).
There is no legal obligation on New York City to try to create intact ecosystems from
the ecological wreckage of the landfill. There is perhaps a moral obligation, and the
loss of wetlands at the site seems to be motivation to improve and manage the
remaining wetlands. There are, however, many other more intact ecosystems in
New York State, but the administration saw the need to inject energy and resources
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into the ecology of the site and the Park is being developed and promoted in that
fashion.
Systems have been established dedicated to producing ‘scientific’ knowledge about
the site. Existing scientific bodies produce the knowledge on which discourses are
based. Thus, power produces knowledge. Freshkills Park is also being used as the
basis for the generation of knowledge through scientific study. The data generated
through this will also act to reinforce existing power structures. The reciprocal
arrangement where power and knowledge reaffirm each other is established at
Freshkills Park.
The effort to engage in the ecology of the site can also be seen in terms of
biopolitics. This more global aspect of biopolitics lends itself to consider biopolitical
goals in a much broader sense, and has been considered by a number of authors.
Luke (1999, 122) argues that ecology has become an area of biopolitical goals.
Government has adopted “policy programmes of sustainable development, balanced
growth or ecological harmony for its many constituent populations of human and
non-human beings, in the systemic requirements of ecology”. Ecology has become a
cause for governments to adopt and to administer. Luke (1999, 122) writes that
“ecology gives rational governments all of life’s biodiversity to reformat as
‘endangered populations’, needing various state ministrations as object of managerial
control”. The promotion of ecological credentials for Freshkills Park, and the
promotion of scientific study at Freshkills Park speaks to the biopolitics of ecology at
the site. The Park represents that the New York administration is using Freshkills
Park to remind New Yorkers of the importance of ecological systems. Such an
approach recognizes that a section of the community is interested in the ecology of
the site, but also can also be interpreted as the administration of all aspects of life,
including the biosphere.
7.3.5

Wilderness and the Frontier

Freshkills Park recalls an idea deep within the American subconscious that
“wilderness meant generativity” (Tuan 2002). So long as there was wilderness,
“America, no matter how dire her mistakes in world-making, could always be
restored to health, gain new energy”. Wilderness is also associated with the
American frontier (Schama 1995). The American identity was forged by the
constant push west through the wilderness, ever pushing the frontier back. Once the
Freshkills Park: Power, Biopolitics and Governance

203

other side of the continent was reached, the idea that the frontier was lost threatened
the sense of American identity. This effectively led to the preservation of wilderness
in national parks. The value of wilderness grew in proportion to its scarcity.
Through Freshkills Park, the New York administration is reacting to the scarcity of
wilderness and a scarcity of ecologically intact areas in the city. There is an element
of a belief that converting the site of the city’s waste into a naturalised park land,
with deer, birds and other animals symbolises a chance of salvation – a way to
reverse the degradation of ecological systems and the loss of natural environments.
Pollak (2007, 93) argues that suggesting that Freshkills Park could be returned to a
natural condition “perpetuates the myth that nature is separate from people, culture,
technology, and history”. She argues that it perpetuates the idea that “it is possible to
wipe almost any slate clean and start over” (Pollak 2007, 93).
Freshkills Park is being positioned to tap into a discourse on wilderness to engage the
public. While not strictly biopolitical, the ideas of wilderness are leveraged to build
general support for the Park, and ask people to invest in the idea that Freshkills Park
can be returned to a state that is natural. In this sense, the biopolitical values of
Freshkills Park are not only physical, but have an ideological component. The idea
that Freshkills Park is naturalising or could become a wilderness of sorts in the city
has its own positive role. It may be enough for many to know that Freshkills Park is
there instead of a landfill, and believe that is a better outcome, without having to visit
the Park.
7.3.6

9/11

The 9/11 terrorist event is a good example of how Freshkills Park has come to
symbolise the vulnerability of New York City. Locating the memorial of the collapse
of the Twin Towers through a terrorist act in 2001 in the Park binds Freshkills Park
to the discourse on the vulnerability of the state, not just New York City but all of the
United States of America. The importance of the site of the remains of the Twin
Towers was recognised during the design process. Olin notes that “it was clear that
there needed to be some acknowledgement of the ruins” (Olin 2014, personal
communication, 16 May 2014).
Field Operations offered a design that acknowledged the disaster at the site. On top
of the west mound, they proposed a built-up earthwork structure that would represent
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the towers lying down across the mound. The towers were huge, but on top of the
mounds, they would seem relatively small on the huge Freshkills Park site. The size
of the towers would become clear as it would take someone twenty minutes to walk
up the two of them (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014).
Freshkills Park is now intrinsically attached to the story of 9/11, and will represent
the loss to the city through the memorial. Freshkills Park represents in part that
vulnerability. The terrorist attack on New York reflects what has been traditionally
understood as a key risk to the physical state. Freshkills Park has come to embody
the idea that New York is vulnerable but resilient at the same time. The biopolitical
value of 9/11 is that it generates fear. Fear is a central component of neoliberal
governance and is discussed further in Chapter 2. This further emphasises the role
that Freshkills Park has within the political structures of state.
7.3.7

Biopolitics, Threatening Processes and Freshkills Park

It has been regularly noted that Freshkills Park is not, and does not have to be, like
Central Park (Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014, Hirsh 2014,
personal communication, 7 May 2014), but instead it reflects the values of the early
twenty-first century. “The whole ecological thrust, sustainable thrust has a good
message for building a new kind of twenty-first-century park” (Rogers 2014,
personal communication, 19 May 2014). Joshua Laird argued that users of the Park
“have a different set of values than were the values that created the city’s parks
system during the last century, and there is a greater interest in a larger set of global
issues” (Laird 2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014). Consequently, issues
such as the politics of renewable energy, sustainability, and resilience have been
invested in the Park. It is these that form the basis of the biopolitical tactics of the
park that extend beyond the biopolitics of the body, health, morality and contentment
that Foucault argued the case for.
The way that biopolitics has manifested in this circumstance, is to raise awareness,
cajole and persuade the public of potential global dangers facing them. Using
science as the knowledge base, Freshkills Park is used to engage the neoliberal
approach of “enacting assorted attempts at the calculated administration of diverse
aspects of conduct through countless, often competing, local tactics of education,
persuasion, inducement, management, incitement, motivation and encouragement.”
(Miller and Rose 2008, 55). The strength of the message, which depends on the

Freshkills Park: Power, Biopolitics and Governance

205

‘truth’ of the message, delivered through a number of mechanisms including
scientific research, strengthens the importance and relevance of Freshkills Park.
Foucault (2008, 19) argued that his investigations concerning madness, disease,
delinquency, sexuality, “show how the coupling of a set of practices and a regime of
truth form an apparatus (dispositif) of knowledge-power that effectively marks out in
reality that which does not exist and legitimately submits it to the division between
true and false.” ‘Truths’, or knowledge, are created at Freshkills Park through
promotion and studies, and these are the truths that legitimise the Park. Science in
this context plays a role as a rationalist endeavour of legitimizing the Park, and
legitimizing the ecological credentials of the site, as it gives ‘evidence’ of the Park’s
ecological value. This evidence is crucial in changing the site from a landfill into a
not only park, but a park that is more national park than city park.
Rather than through legal and forceful mechanisms, biopolitics seeks to manage the
behaviour of individuals by convincing them of the problems facing them and that
different behaviour is necessary. The mechanism that biopolitics uses is
encapsulated by Buell (2009, 31) who writes:
The success of all environmental efforts finally hinges not on “some
highly developed technology, or some arcane new science” (Beck 1995,
14) but on a state of mind, on attitude, feelings, images, narratives, and
“that only if nature is brought into people's everyday images, into the
stories they tell, can its beauty and its suffering be seen and focused on”
(Beck 1995, 14).
Biopolitics in this sense works to change attitudes, and Freshkills Park is well placed
to do this, in part due to its political and environmental past, but also due to its size.
Meyer (2007, 75) argues that large parks provide opportunities to “change
environmental attitudes, construct new constellations of social collectivities, and
prompt actions.” Freshkills Park is a vehicle for the message that brings the risks
and concerns of the future to the population.
This research has argued that the cost of Freshkills Park has in some sense been
offset or justified by its value in biopolitical terms. When the Park was designed in
2001, these biopolitical benefits would have been largely hidden behind a discourse
on health. The space that the park would provide for recreation purposes would have
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been seen as a normal facility that parks provide the people in a crowded city like
New York. The introduction of issues such as climate change, waste and ecology
into the biopolitical scope of Freshkills Park added a much broader aspect to the
biopolitical role that Freshkills Park plays. Providing a vehicle to highlight these
issues to the public may indeed be seen to offset the costs associated with Freshkills
Park. In a general sense the claim that the biopolitical role that the park plays can be
justified in by the observation that Lemke (2002, 46) makes, that liberalism nurtures
danger, so that danger becomes part of an “economic calculus”. Danger is weighed
against the costs of addressing the problems. In that sense, the cost of Freshkills
Park can be understood as being weighed against the much greater cost (or indeed
complexity) of dealing with the issues for which the Park stands as a beacon.
7.3.8

Freshkills Park and Neoliberal Governance Structures

In one sense, the efforts of the administration are to try to undo a mistake that turned
the once healthy and abundant ecosystem at Fresh Kills into a pile of rubbish. It is
an attempt to rectify past misdeeds. In another sense, it has been argued here that
there is some form of biopolitical agenda operating through Freshkills Park, in that
Freshkills Park provides a place to train the body, calm the mind and spirit and as a
place for educating the population. There are a number of components that are
necessary for the functioning of biopolitics. These are power-knowledge
relationships; working with the freedom of the individual; creation of fear; society as
a source of energy; and targeting elements of the population.
7.3.8.1 Power-Knowledge
Necessarily, under a Foucauldian theoretical model, power’s connection to
knowledge must be understood; that is, it must be asked, how did the dynamics of
power-knowledge create Freshkills Park? As has been shown, the Freshkills Park
Office has been required to negotiate a path through public opinion and the wishes of
the Staten Island administration, Department of Sanitation and the State Department
of the Environment. There are many actors with a stake in the development of
Freshkills Park. The power to manage the Park through the multitude of different
views about the Park comes through the role and value of Freshkills Park that have
been established through various discourses. The Department has in part used
discourses to direct the development of the Park in certain directions, and promote
the Park in certain ways, in order to engage the public. The ‘truth’ of a discourse
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allows decisions to be made and accepted on the basis that they are fundamentally
true. This might be seen in aspects of climate change, the primacy accorded to
nature or the health benefits of active recreation. Whatever the ‘truth’, it is based in
a particular discourse. The ‘truth’, as it is contained within a discourse, gives any
decision about the park, located within an accepted discourse about the park,
authority, allows it to gain support, and justifies the decision. Therefore, the link
between the power to make and implement decisions on Freshkills Park is located
within a ‘truth’ emanating from a particular discourse associated with Freshkills
Park; that is, knowledge confirms power.
7.3.8.2 Working with the Freedom of the Individual
One of the central tenets of liberal/neoliberal regimes of governance is to work with
the freedom of action of the individual. Barry, Osborne et al. (2013, 8), citing
Foucault, argue that the task is “not to denounce the idea of liberty as a fiction, but to
analyse the conditions within which the practice of freedom has been possible”, so
that “our so-called ‘free societies’, [are] a resource for, and not merely a hindrance
to, government.” To maximise the expected return from the investment in Freshkills
Park, the Department of Parks and Recreation has to build support for the Park and
demonstrate that the Park is valued by a large proportion of the population. They are
required to work with the freedom of choice of individuals, working against
competing demands on people’s time to try to get them to visit Freshkills Park.
There was a clear need to raise the profile of the Park, as “if people have never heard
of your project before and they are people in the know, then you are not going to get
support” including financial support (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14
May 2014). At the moment, the complication for the Department is that there is only
limited access to the site. The Department has targeted as many different groups as
possible as potential users of the Park in an attempt to raise the profile of the park. In
efforts to get people to the Park’s Sneak Peak open day, the Freshkills Park Office
undertook a concerted effort to email people. They are competing for the time of the
individual in the hope that people will chose to come to Freshkills Park on that
particular day. People’s time is fought for against other options. The fight is
necessary as it is a fight for legitimacy for the Park. Attendance at these events is
important to the Department, as attendance numbers at these open days are one of the
few pieces of information or data that the Department can point to and claim success.
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Attendance numbers become the way that expenditure on the Park can be
rationalised, in that they give objective ‘evidence’ that the Park is growing in
approval or that interest in the Park is increasing.
People are organised to visit the site with bus tours, and “specialty tours for other
types of art groups to get them to think about it, photographer tours early on Sunday
mornings every few months” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May
2014). Bird watching and walking tours were organised. “We were just trying to
think about who of all the constituencies who might be interested or invested in the
site, and how we might be able to design programming to appeal to them
particularly” (Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014). Off-site
interest was garnered by lecture series “in a variety of locations around the city”
(Kottamasu 2014, personal communication, 14 May 2014). Facilities have been
constructed for team sports and playgrounds for children and families. Cyclists and
runners are being courted through events held on Staten Island. Scientific research is
being promoted at the site. The Sneak Peak open day promotes kayaking and rock
climbing, and has live music.
The success of the park must be established to justify continued spending on it. To
gain broader support, biopolitics entails working with the free will of the public,
competing for their time against other activities. Some of the ways in which the park
is promoted are not in themselves considered valuable without a corresponding
response from the public. The ecological benefits, for example, of restoring
Freshkills Park are not fundamentally the key goal of restoring the park. What
appears to be more important is garnering the support and visitation of the public;
that is, the end goal is to get people to use the park – they allocate their scarce time
resources to visiting Freshkills Park. Broader support will lead to greater private
funding which the Park will require if it is to avoid sole reliance on public funding.
But perhaps, more significantly, larger numbers provide greater justification for the
Park in terms of the service it provides the public, and the ultimate benefit that will
accrue to the state. This suggests that the biopower is an important end goal of the
Park, and that many of the other uses and roles of the park are secondary to efforts to
maximise visitation.
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7.3.8.3 Role of Fear in Neoliberal Governance
Fear plays an important role in neoliberal systems of government. The mechanism
through which the population is motivated to act once responsibility for most aspects
of life has been devolved to them is fear. Lemke (2002, 46) argues that “danger and
insecurity (the threat of unemployment, poverty, social degradation, etc.) are not …
unwanted consequences or negative side-effects but essential conditions and positive
elements of liberal freedom”, based on the logic that “the constant threat of
unemployment and poverty and anxiety about the future, induce foresight and
prudence” (Lemke 2002, 47). “There is no liberalism without a culture of danger”
(Foucault 2008, 66-7), as “individuals are expected to cope with social risks and
insecurities, to measure and calculate them, taking precautions for themselves and
their families” (Lemke 2002, 47).
The reason that Freshkills Park is used to highlight the issues of climate change,
waste and others is that neoliberal governments devolve responsibility of these issues
to the individual and use fear as a motivator for action. The administration
recognises the risk, but is not willing to act directly; rather, it uses biopolitical
mechanisms to highlight the issue to the population, presumably hoping that this will
create change. Thus, the limitations of neoliberal forms of government in dealing
with large scale problems are highlighted. The ability of such governments to
address these large issues is put into question. The neoliberal ideology of small
government and biopolitics may play a role in creating landscapes, but in doing so, it
avoids dealing directly with the issues that it uses Freshkills Park to express.
Freshkills Park has become a tool through which fear of these issues is raised.
Situating Freshkills Park as a messenger for fear, regardless of the reality of the issue
being raised, situates Freshkills Park within this system of government – Freshkills
Park can be seen more clearly as a tool of government in that sense.
7.3.8.4 Transition to Society as a Source of Energy
Dean argues that one way in which the liberalised government has changed its
relationship to society is that “a certain art of national government becomes available
… less as a source of needs … and more as a source of energies contained within
individuals’ exercise of freedom and self-responsibility” (Dean 2010, 179). Such an
understanding of society allows government to facilitate and cultivate the society,
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“rather than [being] a problematic and unstable domain to be regulated” (Dean 2010,
179).
We see this in relation to parks from the early 1980s, from the moment that Elizabeth
Barlow Rogers organised a community to start repairing the neglect of Central Park,
and undertaking the job that an uninterested Parks workforce was meant to be doing
(Benepe 2014, personal communication, 6 May 2014). Once sufficient public money
was no longer allocated to the maintenance and upkeep of the Park, ‘society’ had to
fill the void, and did so through conservancies. While some conservancies, in
particular those in wealthy, high density areas such as around Central Park, have
been incredibly successful in achieving the task of maintaining the parks, this
represents, as described by Dean (2010), management of society in a way in which
members of society are used for the energy (including financial input) that they can
contribute. The tactics of a liberal government are to use society to contribute to the
mechanism of biopolitics through which parks are engaged.
The emergence of conservancies is also closely linked to the implementation of the
management system which Rose (1996) termed ‘politics of the community’. This is
one characteristic of neoliberal governance, in which targeted populations are
“empowered by, or enter into partnership with, professionals, bureaucrats and service
providers” (Dean 2010, 198). Neoliberal governments devolve responsibility for a
range of activities to the individual (Jagers and Stripple 2003). Such an approach
also devolves responsibility for issues such as climate change to the individual.
Citing Jagers and Stripple (2003), Oels (2005, 199) argues that “advanced liberal
government of climate change mobilizes actors in the business sector, the non-profit
sector and governments at all levels to engage in partnerships to contribute in their
own ways to mitigating climate change, thereby turning climate change into a matter
of concern and responsibility for all these actors”. Individuals are expected to “take
responsibility for the management of risks, as part of their rational and responsible
existence” (O'Malley 2013, 204). Utilising Freshkills Park to raise the issues of
climate change, rubbish management and other issues is leveraging the Park to be
part of a system that devolves responsibility for these issues to the individual. That
is in essence the way that neoliberal governments function. This has expression in
the freedom of the individual. They are then encouraged andor “enjoined to manage
their own communities” (Dean 2010, 198).
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The Freshkills Park Alliance calls for support from the community, looks for
volunteers to help out at events, and seeks funding (Freshkills Park Alliance 2014).
Funding is targeted to certain aims, such as buying park benches, purchasing kayaks,
buying plants, funding demonstration kits for educational programing or sponsoring
art programs. Setting aside the benefits or otherwise of such programs, these tactics
represent the broader direction that liberal/neoliberal governments have taken to
move away from treating society as a welfare problem, to using society to do the
work that was once the government’s sole responsibility, that is the management and
maintenance of public assets.
7.3.8.5 Targeting Elements of the Population
Part of the strategy for engaging the community is what Dean (2010) describes as
administrators seeking to work with targeted groups. Not only is the administration
broken down into discrete agencies that become experts at dealing with one specific
issue, but ‘society’ is also broken down from a global sense into groups. Although
Dean’s application of the idea varies considerably from that used here, there are
sufficient similarities to consider it in the context of Freshkills.
At Freshkills Park, the Freshkills Park Office was created in order to deal with the
Park, and only the Park. This is an understandable decision and reflects the priority
of government. In order to get as many people as possible involved, to get as many
people through the Park as possible, there is a tactic to attract as many groups of
users as possible; bird watchers, walkers, runners, cyclists, children, scientists,
academics and kayakers. In one sense this can be seen as simply a necessary step to
cater to the interests of different people. Alternatively, this can be seen as a
normalisation of park users. Park users are categorised into a series of groups that
can then be targeted for support. These groups can be measured, counted, and
assessed, thus providing the administration objective information on which to justify
expenditure. Parts of the mechanism to get people to the Park are the forms of
knowledge that are used to promote the various activities. These are often associated
with the different discourses that are promoted at Freshkills Park. Consequently the
link between knowledge and the relationship of power between the administration
and the ‘population’ becomes evident.
The tactic where park users are broken down into different groups to be targeted by
the administration to use and visit Freshkills Park is valid when considered in scope
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of the task facing Eloise Hirsh and her team. From a different perspective, we can
see how the actions of the administration fit within a broader construct of
governance, with the ultimate result being a biopolitical program.
7.3.9

Effectiveness of Neoliberal Systems and Park Management

This research has argued that biopolitics in some sense offsets the cost of the
investment in the Park. What can be observed is that the Department of Parks and
Recreation were faced with a task of creating the Park set against a series of
obstacles including issues of funding the Park. Central Park and other high profile
parks in New York have gone down the path of private funding and management
through conservancies. Beardsley (2007, 199) argues that “it is increasingly difficult
to find a large park anywhere in the world that is fully public—that is, entirely free
and accessible in all places at all times and fully supported by public funds”. This
phenomenon is to some extent a function of their physical scale and social
complexity, as “large parks are more difficult than small ones to finance and
maintain, which has resulted in the growth of public-private partnerships to manage
their construction and upkeep” (Beardsley 2007, 199).
This approach had undeniable positive benefits for these high profile parks as it
alleviated the reliance on government funding. In one sense, it is the effect of
neoliberalism to concentrate capital that has allowed these parks to prosper.
However, this is not to suggest that the concentration of capital will necessarily lead
to the consistent or on-going funding of parks in general. This raises the question of
how effective a neoliberal approach to parks is. Neoliberal government under the
primary assumption of limiting the scope of Government, doesn’t necessarily lend
itself to adequate funding of public resources. Beardsley (2007, 199) argues that
“growing privatization may be the greatest challenge facing large urban parks,
signalling an erosion of commitment among public institutional sponsors to
capitalize and maintain them”. In New York, while Central Park and other large
parks have thrived under the system, other parks struggle. This is a problem for
Freshkills Park and the administration of it. The Department is trying to raise private
funding, and as many one-off grants as it can acquire. Eloise Hirsh and her team are
faced with a series of administrative hurdles, and Freshkills Park is encumbered by
problems of location, and issues of access. The time it will take to create a park adds
to their problems. There is limited access to it for the next couple of decades while it
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is decommissioned, which makes the task of building support for the Park more
difficult. The administration is left to sell the vision of Freshkills Park to the public,
as so little of the physical park is open to the public. The idea of Freshkills Park, as
embodied by a range of discourses such as ecology, waste and climate change, has to
be utilised to maintain interest in the park and attract a level of private funding to the
park. This is the fundamental issue facing park administrators in New York City.
Such obstacles will be very difficult to overcome, and there is the possibility that
Freshkills Park will end up as one of the unkempt “pieces of what are essentially
wildernesses around the city” (Hirsh 2014, personal communication, 7 May 2014).
This is unlikely, as the Sanitation Department is obligated for at least the next 30
years to manage and maintain the infrastructure, but there are no guarantees.
Consequently, doubt is cast over whether neoliberal models of governance are an
overall positive in terms of parks and park funding. Reliance on private funding may
not be sustainable in the future.

7.4 Reflection on the Claims Made for Freshkills Park
7.4.1

Validity of Claims

It has been argued here that the huge investment in Freshkills Park is made because
of a return to the state from the expected positive contribution that Freshkills Park
will have on the population. Freshkills Park is one of a number of parks that
currently provide, or will provide in the future, the space in which self-disciplinary
activities can be undertaken. It is argued that these activities contribute to the
production of a docile, yet productive population.
In one sense, the demand for the opportunity for recreation at Staten Island dictates
that the Park will provide space and facilities for people to undertake such activities.
The architects, jury and planners determined that this was a need that should be met.
It can be argued that this need was not created as such by the bureaucracy or
government – it already existed. So in that sense, the circumstances create the need
for a park that provides such facilities, and the provision of such facilities is no more
than a reasonable response to a need. Whether there was an a priori desire for space
to exercise cannot be known. Consequently, for this research, it is sufficient to
observe that the administration taps into this need and that Foucault has theorised the
link between exercise and biopower.
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Although there is considerable evidence to suggest that Foucault’s notions of
biopower are applicable, confirmation is unlikely to be provided by any
administrative body. Laurie Olin stated that “fish will be the last creatures to
discover water” (Olin 2014, personal communication, 16 May 2014), and in a sense,
it is unlikely that anyone within a biopolitical system is likely to recognise it as such.
It takes an outsider to recognise, or at least suggest, an overarching system of power
within established relationships (refer Chapter 3.4 for the positioning of the
researcher as an ‘outsider’). Based on the archive and the theoretical positioning,
there is enough evidence to suggest that it is a plausible theory. That is, in a
liberal/neoliberal government regime, whose core decision making processes lie in
economic rationality, questions about the decision to create Freshkills Park given that
it costs the state a lot of money should be addressed. The expectation that benefits
will accrue to the city state from such expenditure through biopolitical outcomes is
not an unreasonable position to adopt in terms of a pay-off, or return. Similarly,
from the perspective that a liberal/neoliberal government starts from the premise that
“there is always a risk of governing too much” (Foucault 2008, 319), considering the
effort that is being made by government to establish Freshkills Park, it is reasonable
to ask why. Therefore, the role of parks in biopolitics is apparent at Freshkills Park,
in current government policy and right back through the history of parks in the city.
In answer to the original question, ‘how real is biopolitics within the context of
Freshkills Park?’, it is reasonable to argue that practical outcomes of systems of
biopolitics are observable, and that tactics that promote systems of biopolitics are
conducted by the New York City administration.
7.4.2

Government’s Consciousness of Self

One of Foucault’s projects was to understand the “government’s consciousness of
itself” (Foucault 2008, 2). Foucault was interested in understanding the
“rationalization of governmental practice in the exercise of political sovereignty”
(Foucault 2008, 2), which is to understand how the domain of the practice of
government, “its different objects, general rules and overall objective, were
established to govern the best way possible” (Foucault 2008, 2). This raises the
question of how self-aware (although Foucault did not like the term) the government
is in making decisions for the most productive ends. Foucault argued that what
characterises liberal rationality is the attempt to found “the principle of the
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rationalisation of the art of government on the rational behaviour of the governed”
(Foucault 2008, 312). Building, maintaining and promoting parks suggests that
government is aware that it is rational desire for people to use open space and parks.
In the case of biopolitics, the question becomes whether government consciously
makes decisions seeking to create a docile and productive population, or whether the
government conducts its practices to govern the best way possible, with the
observable, or perhaps theoretical biopolitical outcomes. It can be reasonably
assumed that there is some form of calculation in the efforts of government to create
Freshkills Park (some expectation of an outcome), and that is seen in the actions of
the management and promotion of Freshkills Park. These actions are equally
necessary actions to produce the Park, and they are undertaken as reasonable actions
of government to achieve specific ends. Consequently it cannot be known
unequivocally whether biopolitical outcomes are consciously desired, or whether the
actions of government are essentially a series of rational decisions that create the
visible effects of biopolitics.

7.5 The Production of Freshkills Park
This chapter examined the economics of creating Freshkills Park, and theorised an
explanation of the cost of the park through Foucault’s concepts of disciplinary power
and biopolitics. Foucault argued for the idea of contingencies – that there are
conditions of possibility that can create a range of outcomes. The specifics of
Freshkills Park were unique and created a unique outcome. The relationship between
the Staten Island borough, the voting public and Mayor Giuliani created the
necessary conditions for the closure of the landfill, and instigated the initial decision
to create the Park. Harrison (2012) argues that power relations crystallize into
different structures in different historical moments and Freshkills Park can be
considered an example of this. Further, the differing views on the constitution of the
Park between the Staten Island administration and the central New York
administration helped to shape the Park. Different groups and people act upon the
Park, changing the concept of a park, changing the discourse on the Park, from one
like Central Park to something new and different, a park for the twenty-first century.
The specific conditions produced Freshkills Park, but equally could have produced
other outcomes. The Freshkills Park that has been designed and is being built is in
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no way inevitable. The research examined the nature of discourses on parks. The
Park that is being created is largely based in a discourse on parks that already
existed. Freshkills Park has produced its own discourse that contains a number of
elements, one of which was a system of beliefs of the recreational benefits and health
benefits that being in contact with nature had on the individual. Part of the discourse
on parks is that they provide space for recreation. It can be shown how this discourse
has evolved over time from parks providing the natural space so that the population
health can benefit from a gentle stroll in nature, to where parks provide the space for
active recreation. The recreational benefits that accrue to the population are just one
part of the discourse on parks. That belief (or knowledge) about parks, amongst
others, establishes their benefit to the population or the society.
The benefits that are believed to accrue to the population are the reason that parks
receive the support of the administration. The ‘state’ is prepared to invest in parks
because there is a benefit to the population as a whole and there is an underlying
belief that the state will benefit. If parks produce more contented and healthier
people, they meet the aims of biopower (consciously or not consciously) – the
production of a docile yet productive population. Consequently it can be established
that the discourses established through parks contribute to the production of parks –
the spaces by which biopower is enacted.21
What also comes through the developing discourses on Freshkills Park is that
Freshkills Park reflects the fears and risks of the city, and also the hopes for the
future. The fears of the state are no longer just the fear of attack from another state.
The fears of the state in the contemporary age can be understood in terms of natural
forces, the destructive forces of nature created by our excesses and waste. Freshkills
Park represents these fears. Freshkills Park also represents the hopes for an
alternative future, different from the one that appears inevitable. Fear is used by the
state to raise the level of concern about these issues, using that fear for biopolitical
purposes, and devolving responsibility for these issues to the individual. In that
sense Freshkills Park is genuinely a twenty-first-century park, as it is a medium for
the pressing issues of the age. The requirements of the “next century park” (Laird
2014, personal communication, 20 May 2014) include a range of facilities and
21

It is not a concern whether any of the beliefs associated with park is a true statement or not. Foucault did not
concern himself with fundamental truths, but rather looked at the power relationships that created truths and
knowledge. It is enough that there is a belief in the society that we are examining that it is a true statement.
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inclusions that were not applicable to Central Park, reflecting “a different set of
values than were the values that created the city’s parks system during the last
century” and “a greater interest in a larger set of global issues” (Laird 2014, personal
communication, 20 May 2014). The way that Freshkills Park is being developed
reflects the broader biopolitical intentions of the city, to address looming concerns.
These biopolitical tactics are not just related to climate change, but can also be seen
in the way that waste management practices are conducted, and ecological
preservation practices and attitudes. Freshkills Park has come to represent the issues
that threaten New York City, and the hope for solutions to those issues. According
to Foucault, power is exercised when the actions of one person affect the possibilities
for action of another, and thus can include “moral advice or violent force, persuasion
by rational arguments or ideological manipulation, pedagogic techniques, and
economic exploitation” (Lemke 2002, 23). By embodying these issues, Freshkills
Park becomes a vehicle that educates, persuades, and cajoles different behaviour
from the population in pursuit of broader bio-political objectives.
This is perhaps not unexpected at Freshkills Park. Freshkills Park was borne out of
the political turmoil of half a century of the landfill. The landfill was a necessary
part of the city, allowing it to function. New York is only three days away from “the
entire system’s paralysis” from being choked in garbage, with “every truck full,
every transfer station full, every recycle paper barge full, every facility that would
receive, everything full” (Nagle 2014, personal communication, 13 May 2014). It
was only as a result of the threat of secession by Staten Island, a threat to the
sovereignty of New York City, that the value of the landfill to New York was traded
for the co-operation of Staten Island. Freshkills Park was the result of the decision to
appease the people of Staten Island and the Staten Island administration, at great cost
to New York City. Fresh Kills and Staten Island have been the locus of political
power battles. Freshkills Park has become the locus of another form of power.
Foucault (Foucault 1980: 1) argued that “we must cease once and for all to describe
the effects of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it
‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’”. Foucault argued that discourse and power are
productive, and similarly, the above activities and programs can be seen as a
productive result of discourse and power. The efforts, energy and outcomes
achieved by the Freshkills Park team can only be admired. In fact, power produces:
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it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual
and the knowledge that “may be gained of him belong to this production” (Foucault
1979, 194). Freshkills Park is produced by a particular power-knowledge
relationship in New York City. The final chapter takes this analysis of parks,
knowledge and power and addresses the question of the role and value of landscape
in the contemporary city.
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8 Conclusion
8.1 Introduction
This final chapter draws out the key findings of the research, and proposes how the
fundamental role and value of landscape within the contemporary city might be
reconsidered in the light of a Foucauldian analysis of Freshkills Park.

8.2 The Discourses on Landscape
This research was conducted by examining the discourse on Freshkills Park, within
the context of a discourse on parks produced within the history of New York City.
Freshkills Park in particular, and parks in general, were used as a proxy to explore
landscape in the context of Michel Foucault’s theories of power, knowledge,
discourse and governance. It found that there are continuities and discontinuities in
the discourse on parks in New York City over time, and that this discourse
established the broad parameters for the production of Freshkills Park; that is, the
initial conception for Freshkills Park was based in, and was shaped by that discourse.
The plan for Freshkills Park, ‘Lifescape’, was a considered and wide-ranging
response that addressed the substantial problems posed by the site, set within the
established discourse.
The creation of Freshkills Park was also a result of a set of contingencies: most
notably, but not limited to, the political forces that unfolded as a result of the landfill,
the pragmatic requirements of constructing a park on a landfill, and external events
such as Superstorm Sandy. These contingencies shaped the Park, and consequently
produced a park that has differences from the parks that preceded it, incorporating
ideas and functions that had not previously been a feature of parks. As a result,
Freshkills Park has changed the discourse on parks in New York City, shifted its
boundaries, and expanded the range of activities that are associated with parks.
The research examined the discourse on Freshkills Park through the lens of power,
particularly focusing on disciplinary power and biopolitics, paying particular
attention to the way in which parks provide the spaces where practices of selfdiscipline are conducted, and where the biopolitical concerns for health and docility
of the population are produced. Consequently, it is argued that Freshkills Park forms
part of a broader system of parks in the city, which the city relies upon to engage the
population in activities that produce a docile and productive population. Parks are
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necessary for the proper functioning of the city, as landscape in this form provides a
variety of qualities and functions (values and roles) that are fundamentally beneficial
to the population, including places to relax, exercise, be with nature, and engage with
others.
Parks have become so integrated into the function of the city that the administration
recognises their value to the proper functioning of the city, and is willing to pay
significant sums for these spaces. There are also aspects of commercialisation of
parks, as might be expected as a result of neoliberal governance that seeks to
minimise the scope of government and privatise as many functions of government as
possible. A handful of large parks in the city attract a lot of private contributions and
are now managed by conservancies. Neoliberal governance has proved highly
beneficial to those parks positioned to receive such funding. Not all parks do so
well. Freshkills Park is unlikely to, in the foreseeable future, be self-funding, despite
efforts of the Department of Parks and Recreation, due to its location away from the
main population centres in the City. Instead, other rationalities for the expenditure
on Freshkills Park need to be considered. Coupled with aspects of social justice for
Staten Islanders who bore the brunt of New York’s rubbish, the benefits provided
through biopolitical outcomes offer a rationale for the cost of closing Fresh Kills
landfill and building a park. Freshkills Park makes visible the biopolitics operating
in New York City through the park system.
Freshkills Park also represents systems of biopolitics that were not envisaged by
Foucault. As governments become more involved in not just the administration of
all aspects of life, but also administration of the biosphere, Freshkills Park has come
to reflect this - reflecting the sense of vulnerability felt by the city to forces largely
outside of the control of the administration. Freshkills Park has become a medium
for messages about waste, climate change, ecology and renewable energy. Freshkills
Park represents all of these threats in different ways. Through these issues of fear,
Freshkills Park can be understood as a creation of the twenty-first-century. While
fear is a necessary part of neoliberal governance, Freshkills Park also reflects the
hopes that solutions will be found to these problems, or at least that the city can
become sufficiently resilient to weather the worst of the threats to the city. A hope
for the future is being invested in Freshkills Park, through buffering the effects of
storms, and a role of educating about the impact that we have on the planet and about
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clean energy production and ecology. Landscape, the designed open space of a city,
is being used to represent the threats to the City of New York, the United States and
the world, and offer the threads of solutions to these problems. In a similar way that
Thoreau saw the wilderness of the west of the United States as “the preservation of
the World” (Thoreau [1862] 1991), landscape is being used to represent the issues
and solutions that might be necessary for the preservation of the world. In that sense,
the Park has been designed as a truly twenty-first-century park, one that incorporates
functions that reflect the concerns, priorities and needs of the new century. It
changes the discourse on parks in the City of New York.

8.3 Freshkills Park as a Fourth Nature
… there is nothing natural about landscape: even though landscape
invokes nature and engages natural processes over time …
James Corner (2014, 8).
For the purposes of this research, John Dixon Hunt’s concept of three natures was
used. Freshkills Park was considered a landscape that could be defined as ‘third
nature’, that part of the cultural production of landscape whose focus is in part to
create a landscape with aesthetic value. Third nature is built on concepts of ‘first
nature’, the natural world that has largely been uninterrupted by human endeavour,
and ‘second nature’ which was represented by cultural landscapes. To these three
concepts of landscape, perhaps a fourth can be added. A conference entitled “Fourth
Natures: Mediated Landscapes”, held at the University of Waterloo School of
Architecture, in Cambridge, Ontario in 2011, posited that as “natures are monitored
and controlled, ecologies are amplified or manufactured and interior landscapes are
conditioned, with the intent of augmenting performance, controlling the flow of
resources, monitoring data or redressing environmental imbalances”. Consequently
“the dialectic is no longer nature versus city, or natural versus artificial”, but there
exists “a spectrum of mediation and manipulation of nature, landscape and built
environment” (University of Waterloo 2011). This is where one might consider how
the vastly disrupted sites of post-modern cities are reclaimed for parks, open space,
ecologies, and a new reconstructed form of nature.
Just as we design Central Park to be a landscape, the landfill at Fresh Kills was a
designed landscape. It has even been associated with ideas of art, being termed a
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‘landscape sculpture’ (Miller 2000) during its construction. It is in essence a
landscape creation, albeit with a different range of intentions. It is a functional
landscape. Its purpose was to store as much garbage as possible safely, avoiding the
potential for collapse. The sanitation engineers were the sculptors of that landscape,
a landscape that is a product of our culture. The similarity between the design of the
landfill by engineers and the design of a park by a landscape architect is that they are
both landscapes created for a certain purpose. The fundamental difference between
the landscape of the landfill and the landscape of Freshkills Park is the presence of
the barrier – the cap – the thin layer of soil evenly spread, two feet deep across the
site, and some grass. That soil and grass is enough to suggest a different landscape –
a natural landscape similar to the moors of England or the prairies of the United
States. The vestiges of the landfill are still evident in the landform – the mounds that
rise above what once were wetlands.
One characteristic of a fourth nature is that it reconstitutes the relationship between
the city and nature. Balmori (2010, 219) argues that the role of landscape in today’s
city is markedly different to the parks of the nineteenth century. ‘Parks as nature’
was a palliative response to the crowded, dirty and dangerous city. Today,
landscape’s focus is about turning that relationship around and “embedding the city
in nature”, and about “creating a different relationship between landscape and its
elements (water, earth, air) and the city” (Balmori 2010, 219). Freshkills Park
achieves this transformation to some degree. The surface of the land, the scape, has
been taken from waste to pasture, trees and shrubs. Naturalistic ecologies have been
created from the rubbish. Sealing the landfill has allowed the waterways to begin to
clean, and capping the waste has stopped the spread of waste, dust and smell. The
landscape that has been created offers a new ecology for a range of species that have
begun to use the Park. While it doesn’t necessary meet Balmori’s call for
embedding the city in nature, Freshkills Park offers New York a large unbuilt
naturalistic space within the city.
The suggestions that Freshkills Park might recall ideas of wilderness were discussed
in the research (refer Chapter 7.3.5). There are vestiges of the idea of wilderness to
be found hidden within the archive of Freshkills Park – that somehow Freshkills Park
stands as a symbol of hope that man can still recreate a first nature in an
overcrowded and increasingly polluted world. Wilderness and its relationship to the
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frontier and United States identity are strong and there is evidence that it has been
used to promote the site in the minds of New Yorkers. However, the notion that
Freshkills Park could return to some form of wilderness is not realistic. The best that
can be hoped for is to allow for naturalisation of the site that is heavily disturbed and
altered by man’s intervention.
Freshkills Park is a ‘fourth nature’ as well as being a third nature. It is a monitored
and controlled ecology that has been manufactured with the intent of redressing
environmental imbalances, and goes some way to embedding nature into the city.
The site looks natural, recalls concepts of ecology and wilderness. It has gone a long
way to addressing what was a blight on the earth in many ways.
8.3.1

Role of Aesthetics

Considering Freshkills Park as a third nature, the importance of the aesthetic
appearance is fundamental, and one that Corner had clear ideas on when Freshkills
Park was designed. Olwig (2002, xxv) notes that the “idea of natural scenery has
become so firmly attached to landscape that many apparently assume that landscape
is inherently pictorial and that its primary subject, from the beginning, has been
natural scenery”. This research has shown that although aesthetics does not totally
encapsulate landscape, it still must be considered as part of the discourse on
landscape. The aesthetic quality of landscape at Freshkills Park is valued, but
perhaps not to the same extent as the aesthetic quality of parks created in the
nineteenth-century such as Central Park. At Freshkills Park, aesthetics has been
down-played in favour of a range of other functions and activities. Regardless, the
beauty of the site still resonates through the images and comments of some
interviewees. It plays a fundamentally important role in the success of the Park.
Balmori (2010, 3) argues that landscape design needs to leave behind nineteenthcentury urban design and twentieth-century master plans, and instead “design must
broker the new relationship with nature and make new arrangements for coexistence
visible through an aesthetic resolution”. That is, she argues that to build a new kind
of urban life and a new relationship with natural systems within the urban
environment, aesthetic design must become the tool with which the medium of
landscape is used to create that relationship. Field Operations’ plan for Freshkills
Park achieved that, addressing the multitude of technical issues that the site posed,
and created a time based approach that allowed the site to naturalise and an aesthetic
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to develop that is not a contrivance (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May
2014). The aesthetic reception of Freshkills Park will in some sense determine its
success. Regardless of the message that is being spoken by the Park, it must function
as a Park, including being a beautiful place to be, if people are to utilise it. In that
sense, aesthetics becomes a component of the biopolitics of the Park.

8.4 Landscape, Power and Biopolitics
Power and landscape have had a long association, as explored briefly in Chapter 2.
The power associated with landscape in the baroque and picturesque periods
represented, for example, an individual’s power to control, to rule, or as an indication
of wealth. The forms of power evident during those periods were different from
those evident in the contemporary city, but a relationship between power and
landscape has still been retained. Even though Freshkills Park has been promoted as
following the traditions of the large New York Parks that preceded it, it is the
contradictions of Freshkills Park that highlighted in a broader sense the role of parks
in the city. The success of Freshkills Park was predicated on becoming a destination
park, as it does not have some of the same advantages of similar sized parks such as
a high surrounding population base, which in turn puts into question its recurrent
funding base. Freshkills Park also had to overcome the stigma of the landfill, and the
stigma of Staten Island as the ‘odd one out’ when it came to New York boroughs.
Despite these problems, the neoliberal New York administration was prepared to
invest vast sums to create the Park. The question of why the administration would
spend so much money on building a park highlighted the extent to which parks are
valued in the city. Taking Foucault as the theoretical basis, the role and value that
parks have in the city is attributed to them being the place in which activities
associated with biopower are conducted. If we equate landscape as ‘third nature’ and
parks, landscape becomes an element essential to New York City remaining a
productive and liveable city. A city of the size and density of New York needs open
spaces, the landscapes within a city, which are essential for producing productive and
docile bodies. Landscape as a place of disciplinary power and biopolitics situates
landscape as central within the functioning of the city.
Landscape has also become a symbol of a range of threats to the state, and a means
of educating the public to encourage a specific form of thinking. The biopolitical
constructs that operate through landscape have been based on discourses that operate
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through parks in New York. When taken individually, these discourses, as they are
represented through the landscape in the city, have little significance. Their real
value is that they work to create the landscape and work to support the landscape in
the city – that is, parks are the physical manifestation of power relations created
through discourse. The landscape in the city exists to a large extent because it is
supported by these discourses. The discourses give the power to landscape. Power
creates the truths upon which discourses are established. These power-knowledge
relationships are evident at Freshkills Park. In this conception of landscape,
landscape is fundamental to the processes of government. The use of landscape in
systems of biopolitics creates a new layer of understanding of the role of landscape
in the city. Landscape is at the cutting edge of power structures and governance
within the city.
The use of Freshkills Park as part of a biopolitical agenda to raise concerns about a
whole range of issues such as waste, terrorism and climate change, highlights three
aspects of neoliberal governance. One is that neoliberal government uses fear as a
tool. In this case, Freshkills Park stands as a symbol of the fear of climate change, of
production of waste, of loss of ecology, amongst others. Secondly, neoliberal
government devolves responsibility for managing risk to the population. It becomes
the task of the individual to decide what risk warrants his or her attention. Finally,
given these characteristics of neoliberal government, questions are raised about
whether biopolitical approaches are an appropriate way to try to address large scale
issues such as climate change. Freshkills Park may serve as a bold reminder to those
who visit of the issue of waste production – and indeed other issues promoted at
Freshkills Park – in a biopolitical tactic consistent with a neoliberal program of
devolving responsibility for a range of issues to the individual. But awareness
raising could be a toothless response to problems of this magnitude. The average
individual cannot address problems of the scale of waste, climate change and ecology
loss without the considered support of government, industry and a range of other
players.
As a case in point, Freshkills Park raises unresolved questions in relation to dealing
with the significant problem of our production of waste, and in particular plastics.
New York is only three days away from “the entire systems paralysis” from being
choked in garbage, with “every truck full, every transfer station full, every recycle

Conclusion

226

paper barge full, every facility that would receive, everything full” (Nagle 2014,
personal communication, 13 May 2014). As the North Pacific basin continues to fill
with plastic, perhaps Freshkills Park can serve as a reminder of the waste we
produce. The transformation from waste dump to landscape might be achieved, and
is a wonderful example of the transformation that can be made, although the
transformation will never quite be fulfilled. The waste of the city will remain under
the prairie-like fields of Freshkills Park forever (provided the engineering of the Park
is sound and the plastic covering the waste doesn’t fail). The creation of the Park is
still in some ways a band-aid over the bigger problem of waste production. New
York’s rubbish is still being taken to landfill sites for the process to be repeated
again. Freshkills Park in this sense is a good result for New York, and Staten Island
in particular, but it does not represent a fundamental shift in addressing the problem.
The naturalistic landscape hides the detritus of some of the biggest unresolved
problems of a contemporary lifestyle.
If a Park is the result of these power relations, if a biopolitical agenda in some way
justifies the creation of Freshkills Park, then that is a positive outcome. New
Yorkers value their parks and Freshkills Park offers a range of opportunities to
citizens that are hard to find elsewhere in New York City. However, it is difficult to
justify Freshkills Park based solely on the biopolitical value it offers. It must also
fulfil its role as a park.

8.5 Rethinking the Role and Value of Landscape
Foucault is a philosopher of continuities and discontinuities (Harrison 2012). He
mapped the transformations of observable phenomena over time in terms of
episteme. Foucault observed the slow evolution of concepts such as discipline
(Foucault 1979), from their use in classical times to modern times. Although he did
not consider landscape per se, Foucault’s ideas have been shown to be very useful in
illuminating aspects of the role and value of landscape.
Parks also display certain continuities and discontinuities in how they are valued,
how they are used, and their role within the city. The primary elements of the typical
park of the nineteenth-century can be understood as an artistic creation, naturalistic,
sometimes picturesque in its aesthetic, which had a positive contribution to health,
social conditions and morality, by providing a place where people in the city could

Conclusion

227

commune with nature. By the end of the twentieth-century, parks had become a
place to exercise or meet to dine, and a space for events. The history of parks in
New York shows that certain values have persisted, others have disappeared, some
have emerged and some re-appeared. These are continuities and discontinuities in
the life of a park reflecting the changing nature of social needs, values and political
circumstances.
Freshkills Park has emerged out of a political and ecological struggle of the twentieth
century. Perhaps the irony about Freshkills Park is that if it had not been for the
landfill operation over the past 50 years, then there would not have been the “unique
opportunity for the preservation of this huge land reserve from development sprawl
and fragmentation” (Field Operations 2006: 1). The landfill was the battlefield for
power struggles between New York City and Staten Island, and Freshkills Park has
become the site where evidence of these power struggles remains. Power is intrinsic
to the story of Freshkills Park and central to its formation as a park for the twentyfirst century, as these power struggles contributed to new discourses emerging
through parks.
The discourse on parks within the city created Freshkills Park. But it was a hidden
biopolitical value and disciplinary practices that bridged the gap between the visible
values and the cost to create a park. The Park can cater for those roles that have not
changed dramatically since Central Park was designed, such as providing a
naturalistic retreat from the city. It can provide for the recreation based activities and
commercial activities that emerged in parks through the twentieth century. The new
discourses that have emerged in the twenty-first-century have not been traditionally
associated with parks. These discourses are the most interesting. They are
discourses arising through issues that have become important in this century,
including waste management, renewable energy and its associations with climate
change. They are the most interesting because they explore new ground and change
the role of the twenty-first-century park. The traditional association of landscape and
park is being stretched, and Freshkills Park is expanding the traditional
understanding of landscape to encompass a range of other discourses. If the
discourse on landscape encompasses all of the discourses associated with Freshkills
Park, then ‘landscape’ can be conceived to be much bigger in scope and can
encompass a range of issues, subject matter and roles that span several centuries.
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Freshkills Park can also have a role in education and symbolism for the challenges of
the twenty-first century.
From the perspective of the landscape architect today, New York demonstrates that
what is considered the domain of the landscape professional can be broadened. New
York exemplifies landscape design that pushes the limits of a traditional field of
landscape, be it in projects such as High Line and the tremendous transformation that
the project had on middle west side of Manhattan, including rivalling architecture for
economic injection into the city; Brooklyn Bridge Park, a post-industrial reclamation
project that was the epitome of recycling and reuse; or Freshkills Park. There have
been other landfills that have been converted to parks in New York and across the
world, but none approach the size, scale and ambition of task of Freshkills Park. The
incredible variety of projects broadens the scope of landscape to a larger variety of
situations and locations. The ‘third nature’ within a city, sometimes limited to the
scraps leftover after the built form of the city has claimed the majority of space,
demonstrate the value that landscape that is well designed can bring – especially over
very long time scales.
As James Corner expressed in interview, landscape as public open space is now
being recognised to a certain degree in the same way that iconic architecture has
been. He argues that “there’s a new optimism and a new commitment to the high
quality design of public spaces for social reasons, environmental reasons and now
economic reasons” (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). This is
partly due to the success of High Line which is recognised as a piece of landscape
architecture that has had a real impact on the city, and consequently has been very
significant for the profession of landscape architecture. Now everyone wants
something similar (Corner 2014, personal communication, 21 May 2014). To a
large degree it is up to landscape architects to assertively shape discourses on
landscape. That in a sense is the power of the landscape architect: to define what
their field of operation is, and consequently define what is embodied within a
discourse on landscape. James Corner has demonstrated how the field of landscape
architecture can push the boundaries of the discourse on landscape through projects
such as the High Line and Freshkills Park.
As in the past landscape architects are still ultimately beholden to the decision
makers and the wealthy whose view of landscape ultimately shapes the city. This
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research has demonstrated that landscape is not outside of the political and economic
spheres; rather, landscape in general (and parks in particular) is centrally located
within systems of power and knowledge, biopolitics and governance. Foucault
argued that power and discourse are productive. This research argues that parks such
as Freshkills Park are the physical manifestation of power relationships. These
effects of power need to be understood if the full role and value of landscape is to be
recognised.

8.6 Reflection on the research
8.6.1

Reflection on the Approach Taken

The approach to this research could have been quite cynical. The question invites
such an approach, as old and romantic conceptions of what landscape is, which have
been formed and idealised through painting and nature, could have been used to
dispel any importance that landscape might have. Equally, the research could have
approached the topic from an idealised perspective of landscape, and promoted it
unduly. Instead the adopted approach took the representations of landscape by
interviewees and the New York City administration at face value, and applied the
theoretical lens of Foucault as objectively as possible.
8.6.2

Implications of the Research

The main implication of the research relates to changing the way that landscape is
conceived. Landscape carries the burden of centuries of history and the decline of
landscape as a symbol of power, or as an aesthetic standard. These views of
landscape situate landscape in the past, and as a concept that has had its time. By
introducing concepts of biopower and biopolitics to landscape, this research sheds
new light on the role and value of landscape in the contemporary city. The research
finds new methods to demonstrate that landscape is integral to the proper functioning
of the city and to its politics. It is a reflection and a barometer of the values,
concerns and priorities of the population.
8.6.3

Possible Suggestions for Future Research

There are a few areas associated with this research that could be pursued. Firstly, the
idea that is proposed by this research that landscape forms part of a system of
biopower could be tested in other cities and countries. New York City seems to
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value its open space highly, but it is not known if similarly attitudes are found
elsewhere.
The notion of landscape as a discourse could be examined more closely. Olwig
(1996) uses the notion of discourse to map the different paths ideas of landscape as
either a physical and bounded body of terrain, or as constituted through its people,
and landscape as a concept has been explored in depth. Regardless, there is scope for
further investigation of the term ‘landscape’ through a prism of discourse, in terms of
a way of speaking about the subject, particularly in relation to tracking changes in
that discourse through time, in relation to different conceptions of the term. Mapping
the changes in meaning and usage with specific reference to landscape as a discourse
might shed light on how we come to understand landscape as a concept.
Finally, there is further scope to look at the value of landscape in different contexts.
In a system of neoliberal governance of New York City, landscape has managed to
come to some level of prominence, partly due to perceived economic benefits that
open space can deliver. This has been primarily the preserve of architecture in
contemporary city, yet the experience of New York City with projects such as High
Line demonstrate that landscape (as in designed open space) has some economic
power. Because of this valuing of landscape in terms of economic considerations,
the softer values of landscape can be lost.
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Appendix 1 – Interviewees

Designers
James Corner
James Corner is the principal of Field Operations who won the competition to design
Freshkills Park. Of his other major commissions in New York, the Highline is
currently the most visited park in New York. Corner was born in 1961 in England
and initially educated at Manchester Metropolitan University in England. He then
received a Master's Degree in Landscape Architecture and Urban Design Certificate
from the University of Pennsylvania in 1986. Corner began teaching at the
University of Pennsylvania in 1988. He was elected Chair of the Landscape
Architecture Department in 2000. He is considered one of the key contributors to
landscape through his writing, contributions to books, and editing a number of key
landscape theory texts.
Laurie D. Olin, FASLA,
Laurie Olin was on the competition panel that selected the design of Field
Operations. He was born in 1938 in Wisconsin and grew up in Alaska. He studied
civil engineering at the University of Alaska and pursued architecture at the
University of Washington, until shifting his focus to landscape. From 1986 he was
the head of the landscape architecture program at Harvard University after which he
taught at Pennsylvania University and continued his landscape practice. He is the
principal of Olin Partnership Landscape Architects, Philadelphia and has written
widely on the history and theory of architecture and landscape and is considered one
of the elder statesmen of landscape architecture in America. He runs a large practice
from Philadelphia. In 2013, Laurie Olin was awarded the National Medal of Arts.
Representatives of New York City Administration
Eloise Hirsh
Eloise Hirsh is the Freshkills Park Administrator. She has been employed by the
City of New York, Department of Parks and Recreation for the past eight years as the
Freshkills Park Administrator. Prior to her current position, she spent 18 years in
Pittsburgh, where she was Director of City Planning, Director of the Mayor’s
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Commission on Public Education, and as principal of the consulting firm Iron Hill
Associates. She has led projects on open space preservation and development,
transportation issues, affordable housing and child and family welfare.
Adrian Benepe
Adrian Benepe was Commissioner of Department of Parks and Recreation for ten
years and held that position during the time of the establishment of Freshkills Park.
Adrian has a profound understanding of the role of parks in New York City. On
resigning, he took on the position of Senior Vice President for City Park
Development for the Trust for Public Land. He has a Bachelor of Arts in English
Literature from Middlebury College, and a Master’s Degree in Journalism from
Columbia University.
Thomas Paulo
Thomas Paulo is the former Staten Island Borough Parks Commissioner, holding the
position for seventeen years, retiring in 2010. He was intimately involved in the
establishment of Freshkills Park including being on the competition panel that
selected the winning design. He is a trained landscape architect from the College of
Forestry at Syracuse University. He taught at the University from 1974-80.
Joshua Laird – Commissioner of the National Parks of New York Harbor
Philadelphia
As Commissioner, Joshua R. Laird has responsibility for ten national parks located in
New York City and northern New Jersey; including the Statue of Liberty, Ellis
Island, Federal Hall, Governors Island, Castle Clinton, Grant's Tomb, Hamilton
Grange, Theodore Roosevelt's Birthplace, St. Paul's Church and Gateway National
Recreation Area. He served at the New York City Department of Parks and
Recreation (DPR) as the Assistant Commissioner for Planning and Parklands since
2006 and was intimately involved with the planning of Freshkills Park.
Tom Hess - New York City Department of City Planning
Tom Hess was a representative of the competition panel that selected the entry of
Field Operations to design Freshkills Park. He works as a planner in the Department
of Planning.
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Raj Kottamasu – Former Community Coordinator Freshkills
Raj Kottamasu worked as the Parks Department’s Arts Programming and Grants
Manager for Freshkills Park from 2008 to 2012. He was educated at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and
Harvard University. He is the visiting Assistant Professor at Pratt Institute and the
Design Fellow at Public Policy Lab, Public Access Design Fellow at The Centre for
Urban Pedagogy.
Staten Island Borough Administration
Deputy Borough President Ed Burke
Deputy Borough President Ed Burke has been integral in the negotiation to close
Fresh Kills landfill and in the creation of Freshkills Park from the perspective of
Staten Island. He has served as Deputy to the past three Staten Island Borough
Presidents including Borough President Guy Molinari who negotiated the closure of
the landfill with Mayor Giuliani.
Dan Master
Dan Master is the Chief Assistant District Attorney in Staten Island. He was the
legal advisor to Borough President Guy Molinari at the time of the closure of Fresh
Kills landfill. He orchestrated the legal challenges against the City and State that
secured the closure of the landfill.
New York City Parks and Freshkills Park’s Commentators and Researchers
Elizabeth Barlow Rogers
Elizabeth Barlow Rogers is a writer and commentator on landscape, particularly
focusing on the history of landscape design and the cultural meaning of place. She
has authored several books on landscape. She was the key instigator of the recovery
of Central Park in the 1970s, starting the Conservation Fund for Central Park, New
York, which was the first park conservancy in New York.
Dan Held, Columbia University
Dan Held was a member of the team from Columbia University that produced a
communications strategy to address public health concerns for the Department of
Parks and Recreation.
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Dr Robin Nagle
Robin Nagle is Director of the Department of Anthropology at New York University.
Among other publications, in 2013 she wrote Picking Up: On the Streets and Behind
the Trucks with the Sanitation Workers of New York City. She is an anthropologist
and an expert on garbage management in New York focusing on the lives of those
who have to deal with the refuse of the city.
Donna Gerstle
I conducted an interview with Dr Donna Gerstle at the Staten Island City University
of New York on Staten Island. She is a long term resident of Staten Island and an
expert and researcher in breast cancer on Staten Island.
City University of New York
I was able to secure interviews with Mike Kress and Alan Benimoff from the City
University of New York on Staten Island seeking to find common areas of research
that had been done by the University.
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Appendix 2 – Typical Interview Questions

1.

Can you briefly tell me about your current/former role?

2.

What has been your association with the Freshkills Park site?

3.

Depending on whom you listen to, the nature and extent of the
problem of the Fresh Kills landfill site varied. What do you
believe were the key issues the project was trying to solve?

4.

Do you think that Freshkills Park is an appropriate response to
these issues? Why?

5.

I am trying to understand the dynamics of the decision making
processes for Freshkills Park. What has been the Department’s
role in the creation and development of the Park?

6.

The draft Master Plan identified a number of guiding principles.
How were these principles arrived at?

7.

Can you summarise the three greatest benefits of the Freshkills
Park project?

8.

How would you like the park to develop?

9.

What are the key problems of this project?

10.

Do you foresee any pressures on the Park? If so, what would
these pressures comprise?

11.

Within the context of the New York parks system, how valuable
is Freshkills Park?

12.

Do you have any additional comments that could help my
research? Earlier you mentioned that […]. Could you clarify
what you mean by that comment?

13.

Are they any additional people you think it would be useful to
talk with?

Appendix 2

239

Appendix 3 – Mind Maps from Interview Transcription Process

Mind Map 1: James Corner
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Mind Map 2: Laurie Olin
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Mind Map 3: Eloise Hirsh
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Mind Map 4: Adrian Benepe
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Mind Map 5: Joshua Laird
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Mind Map 6: Tom Paulo
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Mind Map 7: Raj Kottamsu
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Mind Map 8: Tom Hess
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Mind Map 9: Deputy Borough President Ed Burke
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Mind Map 10: Dan Master
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Mind Map 11: Elizabeth Barlow Rogers
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Mind Map 12: Daniel Held
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Mind Map13: Robin Nagle
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Mind Map 14: Donna Gerstle
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Appendix 4 – Interviewee Informed Consent Form
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Appendix 5 – The Master Plan Process and Public Engagement

The transformation of Fresh Kills should be a model of continued public
engagement.
The scale and unusual nature of this project have generated a great deal of interest
and enthusiasm at public meetings over the past two years. It is crucial to continue to
engage the public so that the Master Plan reflect its needs, desires and dreams. In
general, the public has expressed a strong desire for a broad mix of programs at
Fresh Kills, with an emphasis on dedicating large tracts of the park to scenic passive
uses, ecological restoration and habitat creation. A synopsis of main themes
advocated by stakeholders during the outreach is outlined below.

Activate the park:
•

Most people want to see a mix of active programming, including recreation
and sports facilities, restaurants, educational and cultural institutions, and
waterfront amenities, but many caution against allowing too much
development. The majority hope to retain large sections of quiet, scenic
landscape, while offering concentrated areas for active programming.

Create opportunities for large-scale recreational activities:
•

People see the opportunity to create extensive pathways and trails for
walking, running, organized marathons, bicycling and horseback riding. They
also would like an area dedicated to mountain biking trails. There is also an
interest for sports fields (particularly soccer and tennis) and more flexibleuse, large-scale meadows for picnicking, kite-flying and community events.
Some expressed a desire to see a golf course, an amphitheatre and a night-sky
observatory.

Create neighbourhood park amenities:
•

There has been strong support for improving existing recreational and park
amenities and building new ones, responsive to the needs of local residential
communities.
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Capitalize on Fresh Kills’ vast scale to improve regional natural resources:
•

Many people recognize Fresh Kills as a rare opportunity to restore natural
systems, create wide-open spaces, and improve ecology and habitat in the
region. A signifi cant number envision extensive areas of passive park with
diverse wildlife and plant habitats.

Build new roadways to mitigate the impact of the park on local congestion:
•

There is widespread concern among Staten Islanders about the effect a
destination park may have on traffic in already congested areas. Many people
see transportation improvements as the key to managing anticipated impacts,
and as an opportunity to help improve local connectivity, with a new eastwest connection to the West Shore Expressway. People recognize the need
for park drives in a four-square mile site, but many want to limit these to only
a few main circulation routes.

Create opportunities for waterfront recreation:
•

People are excited about the existing water resources of Fresh Kills, seeing
opportunities for canoeing, kayaking, fishing, bird-watching, picnicking and
strolling. Marinas and launch ramps for motorized boats have also been
supported.

Create educational opportunities:
•

Many people value the importance of educational opportunities and recognize
the international significance of the conversion of Fresh Kills to parkland.
The history and workings of the landfill can be explained through educational
exhibits. An ecology centre could involve local youth in ecological science
experiments.

Create opportunities for art and culture:
•

The unique nature and scale of the site suggests opportunities for
environmental art, performance art and cultural event programming. People
are generally interested in seeing an arts program at Fresh Kills, including
artwork installations, community and art workshops, a museum or gallery, an
amphitheatre, events and displays.
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Demonstrate renewable energy systems:
•

The public is supportive of a park design that includes sustainable energy
demonstrations harnessing solar, wind, water and methane power. Many feel
these experiments would give the park a cutting-edge identity and augment its
educational value. A few worry that windmills might have an adverse effect
on ambient noise levels or on bird life.

Concentrate commercial facilities:
•

Opinion is fairly consistent among local residents that large-scale,
commercial programs should be located primarily in the centre of the park,
rather than along its edges, but that any such development be limited. Most
people understand that commercial concessions are needed to activate the
park and generate operating revenue. Support for these elements, however, is
not unanimous. People are especially sceptical about chain restaurants and
generic development, but are amenable to distinctive, thoughtfully designed
facilities.

Promote youth recreation:
•

Many people feel that Staten Island has too few sports facilities, particularly
year-round facilities. Noting that the borough is growing and there is an
increasing number of school-age children, participants suggested that the
Master Plan incorporate facilities such as an NCAA-class indoor track and
field training centre, indoor aquatic centre and indoor tennis centre.

Landfill operations:
•

There is a clear need to accommodate and avoid conflict with landfill
operations and maintenance. Coordination with landfill operations is a major
priority of the master planning process.
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Environmental Health and Safety:
•

Some people have voiced concern for health and safety at Fresh Kills, and
have asked for the city’s commitment to ensuring environmental regulatory
standards are met and maintained. The city has in fact made this commitment,
and extensive on-site infrastructures, monitoring and maintenance will ensure
the site is safe for public use. The city will not allow any part of the site to be
opened for public use until regulatory standards have been clearly met.

Process at Fresh Kills:
•

The Fresh Kills Park Draft Master Plan is the result of extensive site analysis,
community needs assessment and outreach, landfill operations consideration,
and studies and reviews of other landfill models. For a project as big and
complicated as Fresh Kills, decision-making based upon informed consensus
among the primary representatives is critical. The Draft Master Plan
represents a milestone in terms of describing a vision and framework, and
will serve as the basis for further review, discussion and decision-making.
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