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The arts and sustainably flourishing futures: selected examples of projects, 
initiatives, organisations roughly 1970-present, focused on impact.  
 
My interest is in making	a	strong	case	for	the	inclusion	of	artists,	and	those	most	
knowledgeable	in	effective	arts-led	approaches,	at	the	strategy	and	policy	table	at	the	same	
level	as	other	key	participants.	My	hope	is	that	governments	and	others	see	and	understand	
the	value	of	including	the	vital	power	of	the	arts	-	and	to	confound	any	notions	of	artists	as	
tools	in	a	communications/media	toolkit	for	other’s	use;	unfortunately	still	too	common,	and	
actively	promoted	by	some1,	to	the	concern	of	many	artist-practitioners.		
	
I	have	avoided	here	discussing	the	complexity	of	how	the	arts	bring	about	transformative	
change	in	socio-cultural	systems	(what	I	believe	to	be	the	real	power	of	the	arts),	I	have	
selected	examples	where	it	is	easy	for	anyone,	especially	those	with	no	knowledge	or	
understanding	of	the	field,	to	see	clear	impact	and	outcomes.	My	disclaimer	is	that	I	am	no	art	
historian;	my	research	focus	has	been	on	how	and	why	artists	and	the	arts	can	be	so	very	
effective	in	engendering	and	leading	transformative	change.		
	
Climate	change	impacts	have	been	media	fare	and	dinnertime	conversation	for	so	many	years	
there	is	little	value	in	giving	people	more	data,	however	well	translated	for	them.		For	reasons	
well-expressed	by	Bill	Rees	(creator	of	the	ecological	footprint	calculation)	we	retain	qualities	of	
early	humans	who	knew	there	were	sabre	tooth	tigers	where	they	lived	and	hunted	every	day,	
but	it	was	not	until	one	is	close	enough	to	feel	its	hot	breath	promising	that	you	are	simply	
meat	that	effective	action	will	be	taken.	(A	little	dark,	and	I	think	not	the	last	word.)	Individual	
encounters	with	tigers	aside,	we	collectively	and	desperately	need	wide,	deep,	and	lasting	
systems	change	at	the	global	level,	one	major	player	at	a	time,	if	need	be.	So,	it	seems	to	me	
the	question	is,	how	to	bring	about	such	systems	change,	and	as	quickly	as	possible.	
 
Background: 
From the mid-1990s I set out to research artworks, arts-led and artist-initiated projects, and 
organisations specifically addressing the human-world relationship with an intention of 
actively engendering socio-cultural (minds, hearts, behavioural, and policy) change for 
sustainably flourishing futures.  
 
I found many works on/in the land, or that talked about things – commenting on, drawing 
attention to, or even simply referencing previous art works and projects. Some were 
problematically disconnected from places and publics. My interest was in how focused 
intent in works and practices led to impact, so I refined my focus to a range of practices and 
approaches within the transdisciplinary genre of Ecological Art, or Ecoart.  
 
Ecological Art is not defined by formal ‘style’ or discipline. It is not “land art”, nor 
“environmental art” as such – although working with natural systems is most common. 
Ecological Art is a genre defined by an ethics embodied in all aspects of practice, by its 
activist nature in seeking transformative change, and by its trandisciplinarity in both 
research and practice (See Nicolescu’s definition: “Transdisciplinarity does not strive for 

																																																								
1	An example of promoting such a reductive use-based approach is found in the activities and 
published ideas of Australian ecologist, David Curtis.	



Beth Carruthers.  For SCALE  December 2021 2	

mastery of several disciplines but aims to open all disciplines to that which they share and 
to that which lies beyond them”2).  
 
What was in the mid-1990s a marginalised field of research and practice is rapidly growing. 
This speaks to the need for focused historical knowledge of that field, its theories and 
practices. Which practices and approaches proved effective, and which experiments proved 
less so – and why? This knowledge can strengthen practices going forward. 
 
There is now more than a half-century – and growing – trajectory of Ecological Art practices 
to learn from. One observes various movements, studies, and organisations arising after the 
1962 publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring helped focus widespread and rising 
concern over rampant, unregulated, post WW2 industrialisation and its impacts. Ecological 
Art (approx. 1962+) is one of many successful approaches that arose around that time.  
 
In 1999 the Ecoart Network (https://www.ecoartnetwork.org/) was formed to nurture 
conversations, develop theory, and promote practices internationally. Some members, 
notably Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton Harrison (Helen passed away in 2018, Newton 
continues the work), have been practicing in the field since the 1960s. This Network, 
currently comprising more than 200 members internationally, is a long-standing group of 
experts and practitioners in the field, and below is their definition of Ecological Art, created 
through discussion among members across disciplines, as posted to Wikipedia:  

Ecological art is an art genre and artistic practice that seeks to preserve, remediate 
and/or vitalize the life forms, resources and ecology of Earth. Ecological art 
practitioners do this by applying the principles of ecosystems to living species and their 
habitats throughout the lithosphere, atmosphere, biosphere, and hydrosphere, including 
wilderness, rural, suburban and urban locations.  
Ecological art is a distinct genre from Environmental art in that it involves functional 
ecological systems-restoration, as well as socially engaged, activist, community-based 
interventions. Ecological art also addresses politics, culture, economics, ethics and 
aesthetics as they impact the conditions of ecosystems. Ecological art practitioners 
include artists, scientists, philosophers and activists who often collaborate on 
restoration, remediation and public awareness projects.3  

 
Included in the handful of selected examples below are works that address the importance 
of intact and functioning ecosystems and biomes as “infrastructure” for life, our best allies in 
mitigating impacts of climate change, as well as infrastructure projects designed to handle 
climate change impacts. It is worth noting that in these practices artists are researchers; 
research begins and informs practice, while practice, or the work is itself also research that 
in turn nurtures the next project, or initiative. Practice changes, responds, and adapts in a 
kind of call and response of outcomes and requirements. 
 
It’s worth saying that there are many more exemplary and successful works directly dealing 
with remediation and infrastructure connected with mitigating impact on global ecological 
systems than I mention here. Again, I believe understanding the trajectory, impact, and 
longevity of work in this field to be valuable.  
Canadian content is marked by green text. 
																																																								
2 Nicolescu, B. (2002). Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity. Albany: SUNY Press 
3	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_art		
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Artist/Project/Organisation What + When 
Josef Beuys, Artist. 
Founder, Social Sculpture. 
German Green Party co-
founder  
EU 
 

Proposed action to clean up the Elbe River. 1962, Hamburg, 
Germany. 
(A treaty was signed in Berlin in 1990, to do this) 
 

Harrison Studio + The 
Centre for the Study of the 
Force Majeure 
Artists. Organisation. 
1969-present. Various 
locations internationally. 
http://www.centerforforcemaj
eure.org  
https://theharrisonstudio.net  
US Based, INTERNATIONAL  

Works from their extensive practice of many more include:  
The Serpentine Lattice (1993). At that time, 95% of the coastal old 
growth temperate rainforest had been harvested, and the clear-
cutting that had taken the trees had left perhaps 75 thousand 
miles of damaged stream and river. The Harrison Studio 
generated a costed conceptual design that would require 
controlling the high ground from the San Francisco Bay to Yakutat 
Bay in Alaska. This design would create a scaffolding for the 
sustainable reclamation of the Pacific North West Temperate 
Coastal Rain Forest, buffering climate impacts, and nurturing and 
protecting complex biodiversity into the future. (not implemented) 
https://theharrisonstudio.net/serpentine-lattice-video  
The Garden of Hot Winds and Warm Rains 1996 Bonn, Germany. 
One of their ongoing international “Future Gardens” projects 
developed to recover and support biodiversity in the face of 
climate impacts. (The Force Majeure) 
http://www.centerforforcemajeure.org/future-gardens  
Greenhouse Britain (with artist-academic David Haley, 2006) UK. 
Adaptive strategies and design solutions for future climate impact 
scenarios. Travelling public engagement and exhibition. 
https://www.publicartonline.org.uk/casestudies/environmental/gre
enhouse_britain/images.php.html  
Peninsula Europe I, II, III, IV (2000 – present) 
Peninsula Europe IV includes a detailed proposal for transforming 
the peninsula into a water-holding landscape anticipating future 
climate impacts. “By 2060, scientists expect a 20% decrease in 
river flows throughout Southern Europe due to climate changes. 
Combined with increased food demand, which is expected to 
double by 2050, Europe’s ability to produce its own food could 
face significant challenges & the probability of civil strife is high.” 
http://www.centerforforcemajeure.org/peninsula-europe  
The Force Majeure: Living Forests: A Whole Systems Approach 
(current + ongoing). The Living Forests (formerly known as 
Saving the West) team was organized in 2016 by the Center for 
the Force Majeure to promote a whole systems approach to the 
challenges of fire and drought in the Sierra Nevada and ultimately 
across the intermountain west. We have become a collaborative 
group bringing a range of individuals, organizations, artists, 
scientists, policy makers and community groups committed to 
building enduring environmentally informed end-to-end solutions. 
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We believe success is available only when we can inspire the 
development of a 21st century forestry model. 
http://www.centerforforcemajeure.org/living-forests  
 

Aviva Rhamani Artist and 
Academic. Various 
collaborators in the sciences, 
engineering, etc. 
Based in Maine + New York 
In practice since 1969 and 
ongoing. Various sites, 
various projects. 
https://www.avivarahmani.co
m  
USA 

Selected works: Ghost Nets (bioremedial salt marsh wetland 
system recovery). 1990-2000. 
Ghost Nets was an experimental model for how ordinary people 
can creatively restore badly degraded habitat, taking into account 
the uncertainties of climate change and the necessity for large 
landscape conservation (caveat: it’s not simple, easy, or fast, but 
it is doable and can have permanent impacts). 
Gulf to Gulf (social practice) 2009 – ongoing.  
Gulf to Gulf engages artists and scientists in an ongoing mini think 
tank style research project and conversation on global warming in 
gulf regions, and how art can affect climate policy. Centrally a 
collaboration and ongoing series of webcast conversations 
between Aviva, Dr. Jim White, and Dr. Eugene Turner, the project 
has grown a collection of raw recordings of webcast 
conversations, including international guest artists and scientists, 
and has been accessed across eighty-five countries. 
Blued Trees 2015 + ongoing.  
an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary artwork that is a model to 
test a legal theory designed to challenge ecocidal practices.  It 
conflated issues of ownership in eminent domain4, copyright and 
environmental rights law with the science supporting the 
importance of preserving large landscape ecosystem contiguity. 
The 2018 mock trial (Cordoza School of Law, NYC) for this theory 
won an injunction based on standing. (The approach in Blued 
Trees was inspired in part by Peter Von Tiesenhausen.) 
 

Mel Chin, Artist.  With Dr. R. 
Chaney, Senior Research 
Agronomist, USDA. 
USA 
Practice 1976 + ongoing 
 
Mel Chin’s site 
https://melchin.org/  

Example of practice: Revival Field (post-industrial bioremedial) 
St. Paul, Minn. USA. Pig’s Eye State Superfund Site 1991 + 
ongoing 
The initial experiment was a replicated field test using special 
hyperaccumulator plants to extract heavy metals from 
contaminated soil. Scientific analysis of biomass samples from 
this field confirmed the potential of “Green Remediation” as an on-
site, low-tech alternative to current costly and unsatisfactory 
remediation methods.  
https://melchin.org/oeuvre/revival-field/  
 

Platform  
Organisation. Arts, Activism, 
Education, Research. 
1983 – ongoing 

Highly successful, Platform was formed in 1983 and is ongoing. 
Numerous events, campaigns, arts interventions, and more. 
Platform’s work impacts policy.  
Founded as a place for artists and activists to act together on 

																																																								
4	A mechanism for compulsory acquisition by the US Government of private lands, in this case to run 
a new liquefied gas pipeline. 
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UK and INTERNATIONAL 
https://platformlondon.org/  

social and environmental issues. From the website: 
“Platform’s current campaigns focus on the social, economic and 
environmental impacts of the global oil industry. Our pioneering 
education courses, exhibitions, art events and book projects 
promote radical new ideas that inspire change. 
How we work is important to us. We operate through collective 
decision-making. Our team includes campaigners, artists and 
researchers who act together and with networks to achieve long-
term, systemic goals. Everyone in Platform is committed to our 
core values of justice, solidarity, creativity and democracy.”  
See especially: Unravelling the Carbon Web 2003-2010 
And While London Burns 2007+. And While London Burns is an 
acclaimed downloadable opera-for-one made in 2007. Part-fiction, 
part-fact, the story is a gripping walking tour through the heart of 
London’s financial district (via one’s mobile phone) looking at 
London’s business impacts on climate change. Some buildings 
and paths have changed, but the walk and absorbing soundscape 
starring BAFTA-award-winning actor Douglas Hodge, still works.  
https://platformlondon.org/p-multimedia/and-while-london-burns  
Liberate Tate was a Platform initiative. The Reverend Billy and the 
Church of Earthalluiah 2011 exorcism of the Tate at the 
Southbank gallery was part of this. In case you missed that: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=luoL5A-SHQk  
Platform TATE A TATE audio at Bandcamp: 
https://platformlondon.bandcamp.com/  
Platform – Oil and the Arts: https://platformlondon.org/oil-the-arts/  
Tate ended its sponsorship relationship with BP in 2016. 
So much more on the Platform website. 
 

Tim Collins + Reiko Goto. 
Collins + Goto Studio: Art + 
Environmental Change.  
Artists. Glasgow, UK  
Practice 1985 + ongoing. 
https://collinsandgoto.com  
USA + UK 

One example from their extensive practice. Significant recent 
work addresses the role of trees and forests in climate stability: 
9-Mile Run (post-industrial bioremedial, watershed restoration)  
In 1996, a team that included three artists and a land-use attorney 
initiated a body of experimental art-based, environmental research  
on Nine Mile Run, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The intent of that  
work was firmly established in 1997 with a “project philosophy” that  
referenced readings in discourse theory (Jurgen Habermas, Mark 
Warren, Richard Sennet) and theoretical approaches to public art  
(Suzi Gablik, Suzanne Lacy, Heiner Stachelhaus). The project 
methods were framed by ideas of sustainability (William McDonough) 
and restoration ecology (Anthony Bradshaw). That project began  
over a decade of work in Western Pennsylvania where theories  
about aesthetics, ecological recovery, and radical approaches to  
art, planning, and design were tested in discursive-creative practice. 
The initial work at Nine Mile Run and its focus upon realizing 
opportunities rather than “fixing” problems has provided an  
essential groundwork for everything the Collins & Goto Studio have 
done. 
Nine Mile Run Greenway site: https://nmr.collinsandgoto.com/  



Beth Carruthers.  For SCALE  December 2021 6	

 
Oliver Kelhammer. Artist 
1990 + ongoing 
Vancouver and Cortes Island 
Canada, and New York 
http://oliverk.org/  
CA 

Over decades his large scale works in Vancouver have effectively 
bridged the arts and sciences, engaging and nurturing community 
over time through public spaces that also reveal the regenerative 
power of natural systems within urban ecologies.  
Selections: 
Dear Climate – ongoing. International. 
http://www.dearclimate.net/  
Neo Ecocene 2008 – ongoing. A forest ecoogy and future forest 
research project working with biologist Rupert Sheldrake. In 
anticipation of changed climate on the coast, planting on his 
Cortes Island property a range of trees common during the last 
period the coastal temperature was as high as is indicated ours 
will be. So far, they are flourishing. http://oliverk.org/art-
projects/land-art/neo-eocene-project  
 

Peter Von Tiesenhausen 
Artist.  
Grande Prairie, Canada 
Artist. In practice since 1995 
+ ongoing. 
https://www.tiesenhausen.net  
CA 

For Calgary’s Watershed+: Dynamic Environment Lab, 2016/17. 
An infrastructure work: Design for flood mitigation walls in 
collaboration with City of Calgary. 
Rather famous for his inspired copyrighting of the top six inches of 
his extensive Alberta ranch as artwork to confound the oil and gas 
industry. (Six inches is the amount of land, other than buildings 
and other surface “improvements”, that can be legally held under 
land tenancy - the form ownership takes in colonial Canada.) This 
enabled him to insist that prospective oil and gas interests which 
had purchased rights from the provincial Crown to explore, drill, 
and extract, pay up front very significant amounts of money – just 
to meet with him. And he would still turn them down every time; 
because, he says, many things are more valuable than any 
amount of money. To date this, and the publicity generated, has 
held back big oil and gas interests. This is in fact a form of activist 
practice that has inspired other artists, including in the US, where 
land can be seized for pipelines, drilling, etc., under law of 
“eminent domain”.  
Enlightening 2014 interview in VICE: 
https://www.vice.com/en/article/5gk4jz/this-canadian-artist-halted-
pipeline-development-by-copyrighting-his-land-as-a-work-of-art-
983  
 

Uts’am/Witness 
Collaborative Project 
Based out of the Roundhouse 
Centre, Vancouver + 
traditional Northern territory 
of the Squamish Nation 
 
No website remains, but a 
video trailer for the book, 
Picturing Transformation: 

Public engagement and intercultural collaboration  
1997-2007. Uts’am/Witness was the first, and the longest, arts 
residency of Vancouver’s Roundhouse Community Centre. An 
artist-initiated intercultural collaborative partnership project with 
the Squamish nation, most activities took place in the mountains 
and watersheds outside the city, in Squamish northern territory; 
an area the province designated TFL (tree farm licence) 38 – 
189,287 hectares of wild land and wild rivers. 
At a time when confrontational attempts by activists to save old 
growth forests produced violent clashes, Uts’am/Witness 
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Nexw-ayanstut, can be seen 
on Vimeo: 
https://vimeo.com/34527649  
CA 

embodied a commitment to respectful open dialogue, to building 
community through shared experience, despite differences. 
Everyone was welcome at the campfires of the Uts’am/Witness 
weekends, to participate in workshops, and to step forward in an 
updated traditional Squamish witness ceremony, committing to 
speak of what they had seen and heard on behalf of the land and 
the nation when called on in future. 
Ten years, and ten thousand international participants later, it was 
those voices speaking together that stopped industrial logging by 
Interfor, and helped return care of that land to the Squamish 
nation, which registered a 200-year land use plan with the 
province. That included exempting a large amount of the old 
growth forest from the cut expected in Crown designated TFLs. 
This outcome represented real change in provincial policy.  
 

SongBird and the Society 
for Arts + Ecology in 
Practice; arts-led public and 
multi-sector collaboration. 
Collaborative Project + 
Organisation. 
Vancouver based. 
Project archive: 
http://www.songbirdproject.ca   
CA 
 
 

1998 thru 2002. Multi-sector collaboration, public engagement. 
Launched in the spring of 1998, SongBird was a four-year artist-
initiated and led project and later organisation created based on 
the belief that the arts can play a vital role in bringing 
transformative change to socio-cultural understandings, 
behaviours, policies and institutions necessary to turn the tide of 
an increasingly industrialized world toward a future of sustainable 
flourishing for all life.  
SongBird had eight core collaborative partners including the 
Douglas College Institute for Urban Ecology, the Roundhouse 
Community Centre, and Environment Canada, twenty-six 
community partners, and eleven funding partners. It also had an 
advisory board comprised of experts from diverse sectors 
concerned with sustainability and urban ecology. Approaches 
SongBird pioneered are seen in programs and organisations 
around the city and elsewhere. 
More at the project archive website. 
 

COAL. Organisation 
2008 – ongoing 
http://www.projetcoal.org/coal
/en/coal-art-developpement-
durable/  
FRANCE 

COAL mobilizes artists and cultural actors on societal and 
environmental issues and supports the emergence of a culture of 
ecology through its actions such as the COAL Art & Environment 
Prize, curation of exhibitions, consultancy services for institutions 
and communities, European cooperation, and the animation of 
conferences, workshops and resources website 
 

Land Art Generator 
Initiative. Organisation 
Launched at Dubai in 2009 
and ongoing.  
Based in Washington State. 
Founding and Creative 
Directors, artist Elizabeth 
Monoion and architect Robert 
Ferry 

The Land Art Generator provides context-specific and culturally-
relevant design solutions for distributed clean energy that reflect 
the needs of local communities. We do this through design 
competitions, direct commissions, calls for proposals, Solar Mural 
artworks, and participatory co-design projects for people of all 
ages. International open-call competitions for the U.A.E. (2010), 
New York City (2012), Copenhagen (2014), Santa Monica (2016), 
Melbourne (2018), Abu Dhabi (2019), and Fly Ranch (2020) have 
resulted in over 1,200 designs from creative teams across more 
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https://landartgenerator.org  
US based, INTERNATIONAL 

than eighty countries. 
For each competition a book is produced.  
LAGI also has an Educational Program, developing and providing 
materials for children to adult students. 
 

Creative Carbon Scotland 
Organisation 
2011 + ongoing 
https://www.creativecarbonsc
otland.com/  
Scotland (UK) 
 
 

Creative Carbon is a powerhouse. Over a decade it has grown to 
become a major resource supporting organisations, programs and 
education. A source of programs and initiatives with real impact.  
From the website: Creative Carbon Scotland started the journey in 
2011 to embed environmental sustainability within the arts and 
cultural sector in Scotland, the organisation itself has developed 
enormously. From aiming to help arts organisations to report their 
carbon emissions – no small task in itself but one which is well 
under way – we are now focusing on exploring the sector’s 
role in transforming our society to address climate change. 
 

art.earth  Organisation 
2016 + ongoing 
Creator + Lead, Richard 
Povall 
https://art-earth.org.uk/ 
UK 

art.earth is based on the Dartington estate in Devon, not far from 
Totnes, the hometown of the international Transition movement, 
and affiliated with Schumacher College (a key centre in the world 
for innovative study in culture, ecology, and flourishing futures). 
art.earth is a centre for learning and creation, each year attracting 
some of the most enquiring minds and some of the most creative 
people from across the world to come and spend time finding new 
energy and knowledge. Hosting symposia, publishing books, and 
more.  
Feeding the Insatiable – an Alt Energy Summit. 2016.  
Feeding the Insatiable featured thinkers and creatives from across 
the world, with an opening keynote event from The Land Art 
Generator Initiative (Robert Ferry and Elizabeth Monoian) with 
ecoartist / producer Chris Fremantle from eco/art/scot/land. 
Ethnographer of Futures Laura Watts presents the second 
keynote on Day 2 of the summit. Other sessions focus on 
Ecologies, Shaping the World, Artist projects, Communicating, 
Energy Generation and Poetics. See more at:  
https://artdotearth.org/feeding-the-insatiable-november-2016/  
 

Alex Toland, artist and 
academic, directs the PhD 
program in Art and Design at 
the University Bauhaus in 
Weimar.   
MFA, MA Planning, PhD in 
soil science 
https://artoland.wordpress.co
m/  
Germany 
 

Alex Toland co-chaired the German Soil Science Society’s 
(DBG) Commission on Soils in Education and Society from 2011 
to 2015, and edited the book, Field to Palette – Dialogues on Soil 
and Art in the Anthropocene, which brought together over 100 
international artists and leading scientists to discuss specific 
challenges and creative possibilities of soil protection. In her 
artistic practice, Alex explores social and cultural issues of urban 
soils, vegetation, and air.  
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Miscellania  
 

• Dedicated cross-sector relationships include 
The Nick Reeve AWEInspiring Award from CIWEM (The Chartered Institution of Water and 
Environmental Management) – UK based professional body for those individuals and 
companies who work in water and environmental management. It has a national and 
international membership, signed up to advancing sustainability in the sector. CIWEM was 
innovative in establishing an Arts and Environment Network (AEN) in 2007 to ‘lead and 
influence national policy dialogues on the subject, and building strong new alliances for an 
increasingly shared agenda’. 
Among other things, this resulted in setting up the AWEInspiring Award in 2010, in 
association with the Centre for Contemporary Art and the Natural World (CCANW). 
 


