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Abstract: Although the integration of sustainability, ecology, and design has been recognized as
necessary by scientists and practitioners, most transdisciplinary frameworks are not inclusive
of the worldviews, paradigms, aims, processes, and components necessary for sustainability.
Landscape sustainability science helps to focus scientist, scholar, practitioner, and stakeholder
efforts toward sustainability at a pivotal level; however, collaboration and progress have been
slow. Significant potential exists for design to be an integrative and transformational methodology
toward landscape sustainability, yet it has not fulfilled this ambitious role. In this paper, we first
build a case for regenerative development, a development and design methodology based on
an ecological worldview, as an integrative platform for a new paradigm. This new paradigm,
which we call regenerative landscape development, has the potential to thoroughly catalyze a
shift toward regenerative sustainability. We then detail this new paradigm as a process that could
continually enhance the capacities of living systems to increase health, well-being, and happiness.
Next, to illustrate regenerative development in practice, we provide brief case studies of projects in
Viña del Mar, Chile and Juluchuca, Guerrero, Mexico. Finally, we propose future recommendations
and precautions in the construction of regenerative landscape development as a new paradigm.
If fully understood, embraced, and realized, regenerative development holds incredible potential for
a sustainable future.

Keywords: regenerative development; sustainable development; landscape sustainability science;
ecological design; ecological planning; urban design; urban planning; landscape design; landscape
planning; social-ecological systems

1. Introduction

In terms of the goal of sustainability in landscapes, landscape sustainability science
calls for “a place-based, use-inspired science of understanding and improving the dynamic
relationship between ecosystem services and human well-being with spatially explicit methods” [1].
Landscape sustainability science is heavily influenced by landscape ecology; it also recognizes the
social significance of landscapes as the scale at which the inhabitants of a place most directly affect and
connect with the land and each other [1–3]. As social-ecological systems, landscapes are widely
recognized as the foundation of critical life systems and a pivotal focal scale for sustainability
efforts [1,4,5]. In addition, landscapes are where scientists and practitioners blend natural and
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social scientific knowledge and practice [6]. Yet, landscape sustainability science has not provided
holistic guidance for the transformational regeneration of multi-scalar landscapes. Scientists, scholars,
practitioners, and stakeholders still struggle to collaborate in impactful and transformative ways
toward sustainable processes and outcomes.

Design, as well as its social and biophysical outcomes, holds potential as an important, integrative,
and transformational methodology for sustainability in landscapes [7–11]. Here, we use “design”
as an inclusive term which refers to the disciplines of design (landscape architecture, architecture,
urban design, engineering) as well as both the planning and final manifestation into physical and
social realities. We use “methodology” as the underlying rationale for conducting and structuring
both research and practice, including more specific methods, processes, and tools. The potential of
design to synthesize descriptive, analytical, and transformational modes of sustainability science in
landscapes has not been fully recognized or utilized by scientists or practitioners. Even within its
domain, design seldom addresses root causes of sustainability challenges or the necessary capacities
for social-ecological systems to evolve continually so that sustainability, as a process that occurs
throughout time, can unfold. Regenerative development, an emerging design and development
approach that shifts the focus from solving problems to manifesting potential in living systems, has
the capacity to fill these gaps.

We propose regenerative development as a means of transforming current landscape sustainability
theory and practice. To do so, regenerative development should fully integrate landscape sustainability
science and design to reach its potential as a transformational sustainability approach. We discuss
design as an integrative and transformational methodology for sustainability. Next, we explore
gaps in the integration of sustainability, ecology, and design as well as the potential of regenerative
development to serve as an integrating platform for a new paradigm, namely, regenerative landscape
development. We illustrate two case studies that embody regenerative development practices as a
means of promoting similar efforts in the future. Finally, we conclude with recommendations for
advancing regenerative landscape development as a paradigm.

2. Design as an Integrative Transformational Methodology

Design holds unrealized promise in making transformational progress towards sustainability [7,12–14].
Broadly, design is “the purpose, planning, or intention that exists, or is thought to exist, behind any
action or object” [7] (p. 3775). In landscapes, design manifests underlying societal worldviews, values,
and knowledge as landscape use and change. It contributes most of the environmental impacts of the
built environment [6,15]. Further, design influences people’s beliefs, values, and actions, which can
become more or less sustainably oriented and result in the propagation of those new beliefs, values,
and actions [16–20].

Western-derived design approaches dominate the design and planning of urban systems around
the globe, from Shanghai to Dubai. These western contemporary design approaches have evolved
over the past 150 years from ‘designer as artist’ (e.g., Georges-Eugène Haussmann) [21] to ‘designer as
technocrat’ (e.g., Le Corbusier) [22] to ‘designer as facilitator’ (e.g., Judith E. Innes) [23]. Design and
planning moved toward facilitating participatory social learning processes to address the failures of the
technocratic, mechanistic approaches of the 20th century. The massive failures of urban renewal efforts
in many western cities served as a transformational catalyst for the design disciplines. The strength of
current design best practices is that such disciplines have begun to describe place-based, contextual,
participatory, and deliberative social learning processes which better integrate diverse knowledge and
values from social and ecological worlds [24]. However, it is naïve to think “expert-driven” approaches
do not continue to dominate our approach to design. Design has not exorcised many of its technocratic,
mechanistic, and “expert-driven” tendencies. Today, we are left with a complex portfolio of design
approaches as a result of these three models of design. At the beginning of the 21st century, we
still see the simultaneous use of all three design approaches in complex and problematic ways for
social-ecological systems.
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The worldviews according to which design is practiced are critical. Landscape design is
still largely based on mechanistic worldviews and reductionist paradigms that prevail in western
society, both of which attempt to dominate and control nature and society for human benefit [24–26].
Importantly, modern design is predominantly practiced in a fragmented way. Design processes and
outcomes tend to focus solely on one or more components rather than the whole system. They largely
divorce practitioners from residents, researchers from practitioners, residents from researchers, and,
ultimately, people from natural processes. When practiced from such a mindset, design processes
and outcomes perpetuate the thinking, practices, products, and lifestyles that underlie and result
in unsustainability [19,26–28]. Recently, the field of ecological design has intentionally shifted its
worldview and paradigm to one that is more holistic in approach, one which more accurately reflects
how nature works and provides healthier patterns of relationships between humans and between
humans and nature. When practiced from an ecological worldview, design has the potential to shift
thinking, practices, and lifestyles to more sustainable ones [19,26,28–33].

An ecological worldview inherently calls on design to integrate scientific, social, cultural,
and metaphysical perspectives, knowledge, and intentions in artefacts, institutions, and processes
that promote the sustainability of landscapes [18,19,31,33–36]. Henceforth, we will refer to this
approach as regenerative design, which can change current conditions to more sustainable ones
by utilizing systems thinking and abductive logic. Such an approach synthesizes patterns and
understands the nature of complex systems; specifically, how to interact with them in ways that
promote the regeneration of living systems [10,26,29,33,37]. Regenerative design can both respond
to and transform values and belief systems on a scale that ranges from individuals to society; such
systems are the basis of human–human and human–nature relationships and are the ultimate drivers
of (un)sustainability [17,24,26,28,29,38–42]. Further, regenerative design can integrate descriptive,
analytical, and transformational sustainability research and practice; simultaneously, it can be used as
a platform for constructing and testing sustainability hypotheses [1,7,8,43]. When understood in this
way, design can be used as a methodology to transform landscapes to both sustainable and thriving
living systems (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The spectrum from conventional to regenerative development and design methodologies.
Each methodology builds upon and incorporates the last in an ascending spiral, representing an
evolution from simple to more complex and inclusive ways of being and interacting in the world.
The arrows in both the spiral and to the right of the chart show the direction of this evolution.
The properties of lower methodologies are inherently present and available in upper methodologies,
if needed. Further, each level is based upon a supporting worldview and paradigm, out of which
specific values, ideas, levels of work, and actions develop. These properties influence one another to
varying degrees, with worldviews exerting the strongest influence, as the arrow across the top indicates.
The integration of all methodologies can result in a regenerative process to create whole, thriving, and
healthy living systems.

3. Integrating Sustainability, Ecology, and Design

Sustainability scientists, practitioners, ecologists, and designers increasingly recognize the demand
to co-create more sustainable social-ecological systems [1,3,5–7,11,31,35,40,44–50]. It is imperative
that ecological and sustainability theory and knowledge be integrated with design [29,51].
Some transdisciplinary frameworks have been suggested to integrate ecology with design, ecology with
certain aspects of sustainability, and design with the principles of ecology and sustainability [7,40,44,45,47].
However, most are lacking the adequate integration of necessary aspects of sustainability, ecology, and
design, which include ecological, sociocultural, and spiritual dimensions. Further, they fail to acknowledge
the complexity, health, and beauty of natural systems.

Although current frameworks are useful first attempts of transdisciplinary methodologies to
incorporate science and practice for change toward sustainability, they do not adequately address
several key components of sustainability of landscapes. We suggest that a design and development
framework which integrates sustainability, ecology, and design would address these deficiencies by
(1) fostering the necessary transformational changes in worldviews, values, and beliefs that underlie
our physical world; (2) creating and nurturing the coupled ecological and sociocultural [ecocultural]
relationships that are imperative for sustainable societies; (3) setting in motion processes which can
continually improve the viability, vitality, and evolutionary capacity of social-ecological systems across
the board so that they can evolve towards their highest potential; and (4) working synergistically
on multiple scales to create and implement effective locally appropriate interventions and strategies
within larger social-ecological system contexts while coordinating and leveraging such efforts on larger
landscape (i.e., regional) scales [1,26,36,42,43,52–55]. We suggest that regenerative development can
support a paradigm shift in which principles of landscape sustainability science and design are not
separate. Rather, they can work together as part and parcel of one overarching paradigm, science, and
practice to enhance the health and well-being of all members of a system.
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4. Regenerative Landscape Sustainability: A New Paradigm?

Regenerative development is a developmental change methodology, which has been in use
for over 20 years [19]. It is based on ecological principles and an ecological worldview that
consciously adopts a whole living systems approach and works towards regenerative sustainability [36].
Regenerative sustainability focuses on strengthening “the health, adaptive capacity, and evolutionary
potential of the fully integrated global social-ecological system so that it can continue regenerating itself,
thereby creating the conditions for a thriving and abundant future—not only for the human species,
but for all life” [25] (p. 59). Regenerative development translates regenerative sustainability principles
and values of wholeness, change, and interrelationship into design and development frameworks
and technologies that create and manifest designs, plans, and capacities in social-ecological systems.
The aim is to increase continually the well-being and manifest potential of whole systems as well
as the systems in which they are nested through co-evolving mutualism [18,26,36,56]. Potential lies
in the possible inherent future states of being for a system that are useful and value-adding to the
larger systems of which it is a part. This goal is nothing less than catalyzing the transformation of
social-ecological systems across scales into regeneratively sustainable states [18,19,36]. This differs
from other sustainable design and development approaches and conceptualizations, the attitudes of
which are anthropogenic, fragmented, prescriptive; such approaches and conceptualizations focus on
the symptoms of unsustainability and aim for, among other things, incremental improvements, doing
less harm, mitigating damage, or managing both humans and nature [25,56,57].

It is useful to distinguish between regenerative development and regenerative design, which are
distinct but necessary corollaries. While regenerative development determines the correct phenomena
to give form to and build regenerative capacities in systems, providing a framework to guide actions
(e.g., growing regenerative capacity of place-based social and physical interrelationships through
regenerating life-giving flows of water), regenerative design applies a system of technologies and
strategies rooted in an understanding of the inner workings of living systems to generate healthier
life-promoting patterns in a place between social and biophysical components (e.g., a network of
public-private partnerships supporting connected place-based technologies such as green roofs,
bioswales, and constructed wetlands) [36,46,56,58,59]. Familiar regenerative design technologies
include biophilic design, permaculture, biomimicry, and the Living Building and Community
Challenges [58]. Regenerative design has often been practiced apart from a guiding regenerative
development process. In these situations, design strategies will regenerate life processes on the sites
where they are implemented, but they will not contribute to larger developmental change processes
that perpetuate regenerative sustainability throughout a living system. Regenerative development
is necessary to catalyze a systemic shift toward regenerative sustainability and includes appropriate
regenerative design technologies and strategies [18,56,58].

Regenerative development and landscape sustainability science stem from the same natural and
social science principles which characterize social-ecological systems: complex adaptive systems,
self-organization, emergent properties, resilience, adaptive capacity, heterogeneity, diversity, tipping
points, synergies, constant change, scale:pattern:process:design relationships, multi-scale networks,
connectivity, and the constant exchange of materials and energy between and within systems. Both
are concerned with stakeholder engagement, transdisciplinarity, as well as engagement across scales
both in the landscape and at the local level while coordinating efforts at bioregional levels [1–3,60].
Both hold the improvement of human well-being and ecosystem functions and services as a goal while
connecting people to place [1]. Grounded in design and development methodologies, regenerative
development translates and operationalizes abstract ecological and sustainability concepts and
principles into finer-scaled concepts useful to designers. For example, it provides guiding principles,
frameworks, and technologies with which designers can work. Regenerative development bridges
the sustainability–ecology–design gap via strengths and uniqueness where other transdisciplinary
frameworks fall short.

Regenerative development:

leah gibbons
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1. Manifests potential.
Regenerative development enhances regenerative capacity—viability, vitality, and evolutionary
capacity—in living systems that manifests increasingly higher levels of health and potential.
In other words, regenerative development focuses on positive outcomes for all members of a
system, which inherently means increased opportunities for health, well-being, and happiness.

2. Shifts worldviews.
Regenerative development explicitly and deeply engages stakeholders, inhabitants of a place, and
practitioners in a collaborative, co-creative process. This process shifts worldviews to ecological
ones and, as a result, shifts values, beliefs, behaviors, and their sociocultural and physical
manifestations (e.g., infrastructure) to ones that nurture thriving living systems.

3. Creates mutually beneficial, co-evolving relationships.
Regenerative development forms mutualistic relationships amongst the sociocultural and
ecological components of systems that evolve through time.

4. Adds value across scales.
Regenerative development works explicitly across scales, at least one scale below and two scales
above the focal project. It seeks to add integral, life-conducive value to systems. Smaller-scale
(e.g., individual and local) efforts are coordinated within larger scale (e.g., regional) efforts and
are leveraged to catalyze transformation toward sustainability throughout the living system.

5. Grows regenerative capacity in whole systems.
Regenerative development works with whole living systems, not just isolated fragments,
to understand geological, ecological, and sociocultural relationships and flows to increase viability,
vitality, and evolutionary capacity (i.e., regenerative capacity) [18,19,36].

Further, regenerative development uses a variety of specific methods, techniques, and technologies
that are locally adapted to achieve its overarching goals of creating regenerative capacity and manifesting
ever-increasing potential. These include many accepted approaches, such as multifunctional landscapes,
design experiments, safe-to-fail experiments, adaptive design, parametric design, biomimicry, biophilia,
and permaculture. It also uses technologies specific to regenerative development, such as Living Systems
Thinking, Story of Place, and Integral Assessment [2,3,7,18,19,36,43,45,56,59].

In addition to ecological and sociocultural components of the built environment (i.e., any
environment in which humans are making alterations), regenerative development can be used for
institutions, organizations, and human ecology [18,19]. For this reason, it has gained global attention
from practitioners, scientists, governments, and non-profit organizations as a large-scale solution to
sustainability problems. The Web of Science (4 May 2018) reports that, over the last several years, the
sum of citations per year for articles about regenerative development has risen from two citations in
2008 to 105 in 2017, with 336 total citations (Figure 2). Enrollment in regenerative development training
courses is also rising [61,62]. Special issues devoted to the subject are appearing more frequently in
scientific journals (e.g., Building Research and Information, Journal of Cleaner Production). The British
Commonwealth is committed to implementing regenerative development as its main strategy to
combat climate change [63]. The World Future Council even has a regenerative cities initiative [64].
As one regenerative development leader recently stated, “regenerative development” is the new
meme [62].

Regenerative development is poised to become a major force in the transformation of
social-ecological systems toward sustainability. However, it needs conceptual and practical
strengthening to fulfill this ambitious role. The inherent complexity of large-scale social-ecological
systems, such as landscapes, requires multiple disciplines, practitioners, and stakeholders to effectively
understand, envision, and enact transformational change towards regenerative sustainability. Current
regenerative development frameworks, including those developed by Regenesis Group and the
LENSES framework, are not specific for landscapes [18,65]. By fully integrating knowledge and
practices from landscape sustainability science and design, regenerative development could transform
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into a new paradigm for research and action, known as regenerative landscape development, which
can answer this call.
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Figure 2. Number of citations per year for articles about regenerative development. Data retrieved
from Web of Science, 4 May 2018.

In constructing a new paradigm, regenerative development offers landscape sustainability science
a worldview, frameworks, methodologies, technologies, and methods to operationalize many of its
principles. Landscape sustainability science offers regenerative development scientific frameworks,
methodologies, tools, methods, and knowledge that can enable regenerative development to be
rigorously and effectively applied at large scales. It can also aid in monitoring the impacts and
outcomes of regenerative development projects, short-term and long-term, adjusting when necessary,
and conducting valuable research to help improve sustainability outcomes through regenerative
development. Regenerative landscape development as a new paradigm and methodology could unite
sustainability, ecology subdisciplines, and design into one coherent field that overcomes the challenges
typically encountered in interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary work; it could also affect significant
transformational sustainability change from local to global scales.

5. Case Studies

The following case studies illustrate regenerative development theory and practice at landscape
scales. They integrate ecology, design, and sustainability within a regenerative development framework
to create regenerative capacity and move towards regenerative sustainability. They illustrate how
regenerative development translates ecology and sustainability principles into practical applications
for developmental change processes.

5.1. Las Salinas Project, Viña del Mar, Chile

Las Salinas is a 40-acre brownfield site located in Viña del Mar, Chile (Figure 3). It is owned by
the Chilean energy company, COPEC SA, and has been used as a petroleum fuel distribution site for
decades. In 2015, COPEC SA created a detailed redevelopment plan that maximized the development
allowed there and presented it to the city as a “gift”. This plan faced fierce backlash from the community,
who feared it would bring similar problems that had overwhelmed the community in recent decades,
namely, increased traffic congestion, decreased quality of life, and decreased agricultural yields [66].
The company decided to shift from a transactional approach to a reciprocal one. It enlisted Regenesis
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Group, a regenerative development consulting firm, to facilitate a collaborative relationship and
regenerative development project with the Viña del Mar community [67]. Las Salinas embodies the
progression from conventional to green to restorative to regenerative methodologies and the collective
integration of each stage. It also demonstrates how a specific site can play a catalyzing regenerative
role in the landscape (Box 1).
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The design team conducted a detailed integral assessment considering geological, ecological,
and human components of the living system as well as their interactions through time and space.
They also conducted deep listening sessions with the community, who was considered part of the
design team. They connected to a feel of nostalgia for the Viña del Mar of the past, which exemplified
its moniker, “Garden City” [66,67]. Viña del Mar, which translates to “Vineyard of the Sea”, was a
place associated with gentility, abundance, diversity, social and ecological connectivity, beauty and
vitality; these community elements had degenerated over the last several decades. Las Salinas sits
between what was a biodiverse hillside and the sea—an important connective element in the landscape.
The regenerative development concept that emerged was to co-create Las Salinas as a connecting place
and hub for the regeneration of the social and ecological components of Viña del Mar and the region
beyond [66].

Eight bridging concepts emerged for the site design, which directly and indirectly connect the
following biogeophysical and social elements of the city: habitat connection, estuary health, mobility,
meaningful public space, cultural centers, community centers, marketplace, food networks, and youth
education [67]. The site design proposes an ecosystem regeneration on the hillside which connects
Las Salinas to a greater ecological context via its streets (which function as ecological corridors),
green roofs, courtyards (which function as ecological patches or stepping stones), and linear parks
that offer diffused connectivity throughout the space (Figure 4) [68]. Seascape views are preserved;
an elevator takes people from the hillside to sea level, reengaging the community with its seafront
and public spaces. A fully accessible and interconnected public realm network promotes greater social
integration (Figure 5). In all, 4.5 billion square feet have been allocated for mixed-use LEED-ND
certified development [66,67].
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In addition to ecological and social connections, the design for Las Salinas regenerates the
complexity and health of the landscape in multiple ways. Stormwater is slowed and allowed to
infiltrate the soil and recharge the aquifer using appropriate landscaping and design, pervious
pavements, and the reuse of water [67,68]. Sediments are filtered through the landscape before
reaching the sea. Spaces for social integration and interaction with nature (e.g., parks, boardwalks,
beaches) are abundant [68].

Collaborations between regional stakeholders have already resulted in urban forestry and
watershed regeneration initiatives, and more mutualistic relationships continue to emerge.
Shifting from a conventional and transactional development and design proposal to a regenerative,
reciprocal, and co-creative one has garnered the support of eighteen activist groups, including
municipal planners who had initially opposed the development. It has integrated and built upon
Las Salinas’ LEED-ND certification to play a key role in manifesting the potential of Viña del Mar by
working across scales to add value and manifest potential [67].

There is still a long way to go from the planning and remediation phases to construction and there
is no guarantee that the regenerative direction of the project will continue. However, development
and design team members are confident that the collaborative atmosphere they established during
the planning process will continue through the construction phase and beyond. They feel that the
energy field of will and caring that has been developed will continue to grow and evolve. They see
this manifesting in the collaborative relationships which are forming in the community [66,67].
Regenesis Group’s involvement in the Las Salinas project continues, focusing on the development
and design team members’ inner/personal development that is necessary to keep the project moving
forward in a regenerative direction [67]. Further, team members understand that the project must keep
evolving to stay relevant [66].
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Box 1. Regenerative development outcomes and indicators in Las Salinas.

Manifesting potential:

• Connecting social and ecological elements of the landscape, catalyzing a return of abundance, diversity,
and vitality to Viña del Mar

Shifting worldviews:

• Shift from transactional to reciprocal relationships
� Shift from developer-led gifted plan to co-created, collaborative plan

• Shift from mechanistic worldviews (conventional plan) to ecological worldviews (regenerative plan)

Creating mutually beneficial, co-evolving relationships:

• Regional urban forestry and watershed regeneration initiatives developed; others continue to emerge
• Support from 18 activist groups that originally opposed development
• Collaborating with community groups to co-create a cultural foundation, recover natural beach formation

dynamics, improve ocean access for neighboring communities

Adding value across scales:

• Social and ecological connections with surrounding landscape via eight bridging concepts—habitat
connection and ecosystem regeneration, estuary health, mobility, meaningful public space, cultural centers,
community centers, marketplace, food networks, and youth education

Growing regenerative capacity in whole systems:

• Plan returns ecological and social diversity, abundance, connectivity, and vitality to landscape
• Deep stakeholder and inhabitant collaboration has grown will of inhabitants in the larger system of Viña

del Mar; community collaborations are forming outside of the Las Salinas project
• Continuing community dialogue and collaboration
• Continuing engagement in regenerative development at the individual level
• Recognition that the project must keep evolving
• Learning from mistakes and making adjustment

5.2. Playa Viva, Juluchuca, Guerrero, Mexico

Playa Viva is a 200-acre regenerative ecoresort in Juluchuca, Guerrero, Mexico (Figure 6).
Playa Viva’s developers and owners wanted the resort to be more than green or sustainable.
They wanted it to improve not only the land it was on but also the surrounding landscape and
community. From 2006–2007, Regenesis Group facilitated a process of discovery and co-creation from
which emerged a regenerative direction for the resort, which opened in 2009 [36,67,69]. Playa Viva is a
good example of a project that developed regenerative capacity and continues to evolve that capacity
today (Box 2).

An integral assessment revealed that Playa Viva was once a small but important community that
was part of a thriving regional population of 10,000 people [67]. As a result of the richness of the
estuary, forest, and coast in this region, the community provided valuable goods to the surrounding
areas. Deep listening and dialogue sessions with inhabitants revealed a story of abundance, dense
biodiversity, trees bursting with fruit, lagoons overflowing with fish, and nature teaming with life [69].
In the 1920s, a large portion of the coastal landscape of the state of Guerrero was slashed and burned
and turned into coconut monocultures, degenerating the former vitality and abundance of this place.
Rapid discharge of water attributable to the loss of key vegetation led to shortages in water supplies
for Juluchuca. Young residents were leaving the community in search of better economic opportunities
and quality of life. The estuary was slowly degenerating into a marsh [67,69].
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Box 2. Regenerative development outcomes and indicators in Playa Viva.

Manifesting potential:

• Abundance and vitality returning to landscape—estuary regeneration, community co-evolution, and
transformational guest experiences

Shifting worldviews:

• Collaborative, reciprocal relationships
� Farmer trainings and products
� Salt and coconut businesses
� Ecotourism, turtle sanctuary

• Continually asking how to continue co-evolving with place
• Actions nourishing whole system health

Creating mutually beneficial, co-evolving relationships:

• Reciprocal economic relationships—Permaculture and biodynamic farmers, salt cooperative, coconut and
ecotourism businesses

• Reciprocal humanitarian relationships—educational and health initiatives
• Reciprocal ecosystems relationships—coastal forests, mangroves, lagoon, watershed health,

increasing biodiversity
• Initiatives continue to emerge and grow
• On-site development continues at rate that allows co-creation, feedback, and adjustment

Adding value across scales:

• Sponsoring education, health, and economic initiatives and support locally and regionally
• Estuary regeneration up and down coast
• Healthier watershed, agroecosystems, and livelihood opportunities for the community
• Increasing biodiversity
• Permaculture and biodynamic farmer trainings
• Replenishing aquifer

Growing regenerative capacity in whole systems:

• Beneficial initiatives continue to emerge and grow
• Increasing biodiversity through ecosystem restoration, resort Permaculture landscaping, upriver farming

training that decreases toxic chemical inputs
• Ecosystem restoration:

� Estuary
� Mangrove swamps
� Coastal forests
� Lagoon

• Evolving thriving local living economies:
� Permaculture and biodynamic farmer trainings
� Local and international markets for farming products, coconut products, salt
� Ecotourism
� Guest investment in local businesses and initiatives

• Young people returning to area for good quality of life, livelihood opportunities
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The regenerative concept that emerged for Playa Viva was that it could once again be a place
of vitality and abundance, one that added value to the surrounding ecosystems, community of
Juluchuca, and social-ecological systems further upstream. Playa Viva decided to focus on estuary
regeneration, community co-evolution, and transformational guest experiences. Before Playa Viva
began development on the land it owned, it began working with the community of Juluchuca as well
as communities throughout the watershed to co-create and sponsor education, health, and economic
development initiatives. These initiatives now offer guests of Playa Viva the opportunity to become
deeply involved in community and ecosystem experiences, ones that they can continue to be involved
in following their return home via investment in and growth of local businesses and initiatives [36].

Playa Viva began by establishing permaculture and biodynamic farming training programs for
local farmers, helping to create a healthier watershed, agroecosystems, and livelihood opportunities
for the community. Production expanded beyond the staple beans, corn, and squash to include fruits,
vegetables, and tropical flowers. Playa Viva helped to create a community-supported agriculture
cooperative for local farmers to have a market for their produce. The market has evolved and now
includes a vibrant regional farmers’ market [69].

Additionally, Playa Viva sponsored a detailed chemical analysis of this region’s salt, leading to the
discovery that this resource is distinctive, with desirable mineral content. The community sponsored a
local fair trade cooperative that sells this unique salt to local resorts as well as internationally; this marks
an evolution from previous methods, when visitors of the resort promoted the products by means of
person-to-person marketing. Cooperative members continue to use traditional means of harvesting
the salt, thus preserving ecosystem health and cultural heritage. Playa Viva also helped create a
market for local coconut products and ecotourism. Further, it co-created and sponsors education and
health initiatives that provide needed supplies for local schools and health clinics as well as English
tutoring [69].

This holistic approach supports the local community with financial, intellectual, market, and
social capital, creating local living economies. By engaging in a reciprocal relationship with these small
industries through economic assistance, business training, access to resources, and access to markets,
Playa Viva has helped increased their profitability and business viability. A supply and a demand for
these activities has created a positive synergy between social and ecological components of this system
and contributed to its vitality and abundance [69].
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Playa Viva helped to develop a local turtle sanctuary that transformed poachers into turtle
sanctuary employees and stewards. They collect and nurture turtle eggs as well as oversee the release
of baby turtles into the wild. They have earned visibility and status within the community and now
view themselves as defenders of indigenous turtles. They have become preservation experts and are
important in the community’s environmental regeneration. Additionally, Playa Viva is catalyzing the
regeneration of estuaries along its borders, reviving a critical landscape element; it is also regenerating
marine life, creating a carbon sink, improving local fisheries and water quality, stabilizing the land,
and providing storm surge protection [36,69].

Visitors to Playa Viva can participate in many of the above-mentioned activities, leading to
friendships with villagers and investments in community businesses and initiatives [67]. Guests also
pay a 2% Regenerative Trust fee that is directed to local environmental and community efforts [69].
These efforts have helped to increase economic opportunities, quality of life, and ecosystem health,
drawing youth who now see a future here back to the community [36,67].

Playa Viva is regenerating ecosystems on its own property as well. There is a 160-acre nature
preserve where coastal forest biodiversity is undergoing regeneration through the planting of over
10,000 native trees. A once-thriving lagoon that dried up because of invasive cattle grass is being
restored. Its biodiversity is increasing and Playa Viva plans to regenerate the entire lagoon. Playa Viva
is slowly expanding its mangrove ecosystem through restoring and extending waterways that once
thrived. The resort’s permaculture-designed landscaping, which balances native, drought-tolerant,
and aesthetic/food-bearing species, attracts birds and beneficial insects while serving as a living
classroom for guests, local farmers, and WWOOFers (participants in World Wide Opportunities on
Organic Farms) [69] (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Land cover and use types present at Playa Viva. One hundred sixty of the 200 acres is a
nature preserve. Playa Viva is regenerating the lagoon, mangrove forests, and coastal forests on its
property as well as the estuary that connects to the broader landscape. Training in permaculture and
biodynamic farming for regional farmers are helping to regenerate the landscape and ensure that the
health of Playa Viva continues to increase. The turtle nursery has transformed poachers into ecosystem
stewards. Image courtesy of Playa Viva.
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In terms of the built environment, Playa Viva is also replenishing the local aquifer by using grey
water on gardens and mini-living systems for black water. Water is reused whenever possible and
nutrients are extracted to enrich the soils. All energy production is solar and off-grid. Buildings are
constructed of local, salvaged, and eco-friendly materials by local artisans, i.e., local craftspeople using
traditional methods. They are designed according to natural cooling principles, with no need for air
conditioning. Hotel materials (e.g., soaps, linens, dinnerware) and food are sourced both locally and
on-site, where a wide variety of fruits, nuts, vegetables, seeds, chickens, and fish are available. As a
reflection of Playa Viva’s values of strong community, there is a balance of private and public spaces.
Further, Playa Viva serves as a teaching model for local contractors and other resort owners in the
area [69].

Playa Viva has continued its commitment to regeneration. It is allowing itself time to adapt
and expand gradually in a co-evolving mutualism, receiving and responding to feedback from
the community, ecosystem, and guests, with an increasingly beneficial effect on the surrounding
community and ecosystems. Playa Viva continues to evolve because owners and employees are
constantly reflecting on their value-adding role in this co-evolving living system, striving to be
beneficial components. They demonstrate a commitment to place and to themselves as regenerative
agents [67].

6. Recommendations Moving Forward

6.1. Needs

Several needs exist for advancing regenerative landscape development as a paradigm.

1. Conceptual and theoretical development.
Theoretical development should more fully integrate landscape sustainability science, design,
and regenerative development. Scientific research and evidence can be developed to enhance
current practices and vice versa.

2. Methodological frameworks.
Methodological frameworks should guide how design processes structure and integrate science,
practice, knowledge, and action.

3. Assessment tools.
Assessment tools should move beyond typical prescriptive, fragmented, and deterministic
checklists. Assessment tools can monitor dynamic change, developmental trajectories, and
the on-going contribution of systems to the health and evolution of their larger wholes.
Sociocultural and ecological processes and outcomes as well as their relationships can be assessed.
To move toward sustainability, frameworks and assessment tools should allow for the flexibility,
redundancy, and diversity found in living systems while also adequately addressing their
complexity. They, and the humans using them, should begin to acknowledge that we cannot
“solve” sustainability problems, but we can offer developmental pathways that can lead to
greater health, vitality, and prosperity of the entire system [26]. Frameworks and assessments
should be applied and adaptable across scales, with larger scales providing guidelines for
approaches based in lower working levels and smaller scales providing the mechanisms driving
higher-level processes [70]. Adaptive management and design experiments should be part
of the strategies used to monitor and assess new and existing systems and projects [8,40].
Assessment tools should also be applicable to new as well as existing systems and be able
to guide their development towards regenerative sustainability. Such a process requires an
ongoing participatory and reflective process that nurtures social learning and is part of a culture
of regenerative sustainability [26,33,71].

4. Educational programs.
Educational programs for practitioners, students, scientists, stakeholders, and inhabitants of a
place should teach the theory and practice of regenerative landscape development.
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5. Implementation.
Design experiments at all scales, including regional areas, dense urban areas, rural areas,
neighborhoods, communities, building sites, and even households need to be conducted to
inform policy and land use regulations [3,7,9,25,59]. Case studies on regenerative development
and other regenerative sustainability projects can be conducted and used to create a portfolio of
transdisciplinary working methods, frameworks, technologies, and assessments as well as their
outcomes that may be adapted and used in different specific and local situations. Additionally, we
must find the most effective methods for mechanistic approaches to enhance and inform
approaches based on an ecological worldview to enable successful shifts toward regenerative
sustainability. Policy, governance, power, and funding shifts reflecting this expanded paradigm
and new knowledge will be key to implementation. Policy must make it not only possible to
implement regenerative development but also desirable and, potentially, even required.

6.2. Precautions

Although regenerative development has tremendous potential as a transformational sustainability
approach, it also faces challenges that could subvert it. For instance, we should be cautious of confusing
regenerative development with regenerative design. If regenerative design is used in a larger context
of a reductionistic paradigm, it will not result in systemic change; however, when used in the service
of a guiding regenerative development process, systemic change towards regenerative sustainability
could occur. Further, regenerative development has the potential to be “green washed,” with the terms
“regenerative development” and “regenerative design” used as marketing catch phrases, detached from
their essential meaning. Similarly, regenerative development could be commandeered by powerful
interests who use it to advance their self-serving agendas instead of increasing the health of whole living
systems. Regenerative development is a reflexive process that identifies unintended consequences
early and continuously, addressing distributional inequities or harm. Even if the essence and aims
of regenerative development are followed, it is necessary to be attuned carefully to issues of equity,
power, and governance, as these are particularly difficult components of social systems to transform.

It is also necessary to be aware of how the human ego may interact with regenerative development
processes. There is inherent uncertainty in regenerative development because we cannot fully
understand or predict the behavior or the future of the living systems of which we are a part.
Additionally, the regenerative development process and its outcomes take time. It may be difficult
for people to accept this uncertainty and maintain the patience necessary for the process to unfold.
The natural impulse may be to implement too many changes, too quickly, and too broadly; conversely,
the impulse may be to not implement the right kinds of changes or enough changes at the right scales
and right points in the system. This can trigger degenerative instead of regenerative processes in living
systems [19,72].

We should be careful about when and how we use reductionistic methods in conjunction with
ecological methods. We could become overly dismissive of mechanistic methods and tools, ceasing
to recognize their usefulness or, conversely, we could become overly reliant on them. The same
is true of quantitative versus qualitative methods. We should also be aware of our tendency to
be uncomfortable with “failure”, recognizing that a regenerative development approach requires
an attitude of experimentation and learning as well as an openness to systems behaving in ways
we cannot predict [9,73,74]. We should be mindful of our tendency to create things that are too
fixed and not amenable to change, adaptation, and evolution. Further, we should be careful not to
set processes in motion without monitoring them with capacity-building collaborative partnerships
between inhabitants of a place, scientists, and stakeholders.

Regenerative development is not a natural practice for most people in the western world. We are
steeped in a mechanistic worldview, and our default beliefs, thinking mechanisms, and actions emerge
from there. Regenerative development ultimately grows from individuals who consciously commit
to changing their own worldviews and ways of being in the world. This is no small task; it takes
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constant commitment and effort. Learning how to be a regenerative development practitioner or
regenerative inhabitant of a living system is not easy. It is not as simple as implementing a formula or
technologies or following a prescribed list of activities. It is as much an art as it is a science; it will take
a complementary approach of both disciplines to move forward. It will take continual effort to create
the commitment and caring necessary to continue on a regenerative pathway. It will take a new kind
of practitioner who possesses new skills, mindsets, and aspirations and constantly nurtures these [19].
Initially, it may be difficult to find fully willing practitioners and to provide them with the training and
support they need. Yet, it might just be the approach to regenerate humanity and all life beyond.

7. Conclusions

We have argued that regenerative development integrates sustainability, ecology, and design
and fills gaps left by other transdicsiplinary frameworks. It elevates the aims and methodologies of
sustainability science and practice to ones that build capacities in living systems to manifest increasingly
higher levels of health, well-being, and happiness. It does this by intentionally holding and operating
from an ecological worldview, simultaneously drawing on recent understandings in sustainability and
ecology as well as the power of design as an integrating and transformational methodology.

Although landscape sustainability science aims to improve the relationship between humans and
ecosystems in landscapes [1], collaborations toward this aim have been slow. We have proposed that
regenerative development can provide a platform for a new sustainability paradigm for landscapes.
This new paradigm—regenerative landscape development—integrates regenerative development with
landscape sustainability science. It would (1) synthesize descriptive-analytical and transformational
modes of sustainability science, (2) create necessary shifts in deeply held worldviews, (3) develop
mutualistic human-nature relationships, (4) build regenerative capacities of living systems, and
(5) manifest potential in living systems rather than focusing on problems from an anthropocentric,
mechanistic worldview [18,19,36,56].

The development of the regenerative landscape development paradigm will require conceptual
and theoretical development, methodological frameworks, assessment tools, educational programs,
and implementation coupled with experimentation. We must be careful not to green wash regenerative
development, to be humble to its emergent processes, to appropriately integrate reductionistic methods
with methods stemming from an ecological worldview, and to understand that this approach takes
full commitment to personal change as well as to change in the systems of which we are a part.
Despite these needs and precautions, regenerative landscape development has the potential to create a
thriving and abundant future for all life [18,19,25,26,36].

We argue that it is time to raise the aim of sustainability from improving the relationship between
humans and ecosystems in landscapes to living in ways that nourish the perpetuation of well-being
for all life in living systems. It is time to stop focusing on problems and instead focus on potential. It is
time for humans to take responsibility for their co-creative role in the state of well-being of the living
systems of which they are a part and live in ways that are full of purpose, meaning, and fulfillment.
Regenerative development is a methodology that has been pursuing these aims for over 20 years [19].
By fully integrating landscape sustainability science with regenerative development in a new paradigm
of regenerative landscape development, achieving these new aims for sustainability from local to
global scales might just be possible. We invite you to be part of that process.
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