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Geodesign and the future of landscape and urban planning

In December 2017 Prof. Carl Steinitz visited Brazil, with the support of IEAT/UFMG – Institute of Advanced 
Transdisciplinary Studies, Federal University of Minas Gerais - to the International Visitor Chairs Program. At 
that time, he coordinated important meetings with the students, professors and researchers, highlighting the 
participation in “Geodesign South America 2017”.

As part of his activities in Brazil, an interview was registered, and can be watched on youtube channel of 
Geoprocessing Laboratory from the School of Architecture, Federal University of Minas Gerais:

https://youtu.be/2VVm-64YukY 

We invited the Architect Rafael Lemieszek Pinheiro, representing the group of PhD candidates, to conduct the 
interview. 

We are very pleasured to share this document with you.

Best regards,
Prof. Ana Clara Mourão Moura

http://geoproea.arq.ufmg.br/ 
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Rafael - How do you see the profession of planning in 
the present day and what role does geodesignplay in 
the profession?

Carl - I’ve seen in my career, which began in the 1950’s, 
ebbs and flows in planning. From physical planning 
to economic planning, to regional planning, to urban 
planning and urban design, to administrative planning, 
and back toward regional and physical planning. What 
is interesting is that in some of these periods, the scho-
ols were ahead of the profession, and in some of these 
periods the schools were behind the profession. Right 
now, if I look at Europe and North America, what I have 
seen in South America and what I’ve seen in China and
India, mainly in those countries, the schools are a little 
bit ahead of the profession. And the reason for that 
is we are in a period in which administrative rulema-
king and regulatory approaches are dominant. What’s 
happening in the schools is a mix that some schools 
and some countries are more producing administra-
tors. And some schools are recognizing two things: 
one is that the systems in which these administrators 
are being trained to work are changing very rapidly. 
The second thing that they’re recognizing is that the 
amount of urban change that the world faces in the 
next thirty years, let’s say, is enormous. The World 
Bank estimates that we are building the equivalent of 
a city of a million people every week. That’s not buil-
ding a whole city, it’s adding to the existing cities. But 
the scale of physical change and systems change is very 
profound. Some schools are recognizing that we need 
to educate people to manage these systems which are 
changing fast. And which are changing through entre-
preneurial means rather than bureaucratic means. Ide-
as like separation of functions in the city by zoning are 
less and less now in forward looking cities. Complexity 
is greater, diversity is greater, and so the idea that you 
can manage a city through rules is getting less. And so 
the question is: well, how do you manage it?
It’s much more related to multidisciplinary design. 
Adaptation. Temporary aspects of cities becoming. 
more important. And geodesign is in the middle of 
that, in the sense that it’s not treating a city and an 
urbanistic environment like a building, and it’s not tre-
ating it like a science: it’s a mixture of those. And the-
re’s a very powerful consequence of that: normally, in 
both practice and in education, we’re more focused on

producing specialists. But fifty years ago, sixty years 
ago, planners were much less generalists: they had to 
know a lot about a little, as opposed to a little about 
a lot. And what we’re now beginning to see, largely 
through geodesign - but not only through that - is a 
greater attention to multidisciplinary ways of thinking 
and practicing. And we’re producing more generalists, 
because I think we need them. We need ten thousand 
people who are more generalists, we need them in the 
next ten years and the universities are the only place 
where they can come from. But their practice will be 
different from the practice of specialists who know 
their specialty but don’t work very well with the next 
specialty.
And those are changes, those are, I think, very pro-
found changes, and very healthy ones and the work 
that I’m trying to do is in the middle of that. Because I 
consider myself a generalist. I have my specialties, but 
I can talk to lots of people. And my students are trained
not to make one design by one student, but to make 
one design for fifteen students, and to see how you 
manage that process.
So, I find it a big challenge, and in the last ten years 
I’ve spent my life teaching teachers. Because they’re 
not trained, because of their education, to produce 
generalists. Because they skipped a generation. Your 
faculties around the world are specialists, much more.
And I think that’s important, by the way, but it’s not 
enough, it’s not enough to solve the very difficult pro-
blems that the world faces.

Rafael - On the same topic: as you know, we have
no landscape planning courses in Brazil…

Carl - I think it’s terrible. It’s stupid and it’s terrible. 
Because your country is going to be destroyed by the 
landscape being destroyed. I have a friend, a very good 
friend, he says if the landscape is wrong it’s all wrong. 
If your landscape is destroyed, your water system is de-
stroyed, if your water system is destroyed, forget about 
the city.
Period, finished.

Rafael - You mentioned there is this division between
entrepreneurial activities and bureaucratic activities
and geodesign. How do you see that: is there a
middle ground?

Carl - I think there’s a negotiation ground, and that’s 
why I focused in my talk, while I was here, I focused on 
the idea of negotiation as a design method, and that’s 
not the tradition of design. The design is my design, 
not your design, as opposed to our design, but when 
you’re thinking of a region or you’re thinking of a large 
part of a city, nobody knows enough. There is no one 
profession that knows enough, so it has to be collab-
orative, it has to be multidisciplinary, it has to be nego-
tiated. And furthermore, the people you’re designing 
for: who you are designing for, when you’re designing 
for thirty years, those people maybe not alive yet, and 
the people who are there now may all be dead, so how 
do you negotiate between clients who you think know 
what they want, but who are going to be in a chang-
ing environment during their lifetime, and certainly in 
the next generation’s lifetime. And none of us knows 
the exact answer for that, so we have to figure ways 
of designing that are robust, resilient, flexible, adapt-
able, not grand conceptual. That’s not what’s being 
done in practice, and it’s not what’s being done in the 
schools. It’s being done in some, but not in the majo-
rity of schools.
I’ve been, in my career, in one hundred sixty-five uni-
versities, almost all of them schools of planning design, 
urban design, architecture and landscape schools. 
They’re all relatively similar, as they’re all teaching: 
a site, a client and a project. And I’m interested in: I 
don’t know who the client is, the site is huge, and the 
projects are one hundred fifty projects in one project, 
so it’s much more diffuse, much more complex, much 
more fuzzy. And I’m interested in how that process be-
gins and how do you even think about it. And in that 
way, I’m influenced by the teachers that I had sixty 
years ago. Kevin Lynch, mainly.

Rafael - And do you see any precautions that are im-
portant for governments, universities and private com-
panies, for them to work together and not to get over-
whelmed by one another?

Carl - That’s an easy thing to see and a difficult thing to 
do. Because right now, in most cities – not all countries 
and not all cities – they’re seen as antithetical to each 
other, and sometimes when they’re seen as collaborat-
ing, it’s because of corruption. So, it’s difficult on either 
extreme. And so, I don’t have many examples to point to. 
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I really don’t. I’d say Western Europe might be the 
cleanest of that circumstance. Some parts of America. 
But it’s very rare, actually, because there’s a lot of mon-
ey to be made. I don’t have an answer for that. I really
don’t. I think that’s a function of political science and
democracy, to some extent.

Rafael - I think geodesign can probably play a very
important part on that: geodesign tools, like
GeodesignHub.

Carl - The tools the tools make it easier to be more 
democratic and more equitable, but they don’t gua-
rantee behavior. People have to understand that.
The ideology may be more equitable and more demo-
cratic. The tools may support that, by making negotia-
tion easier, but that doesn’t mean that human behav-
ior is equitable and fair and democratic. I have people 
that I know who are trying to do geodesign in tyranni-
cal governments, I know them. And it’s very very hard. 
And I know people who are working in corrupt govern-
ments, and it’s very very hard and very frustrating, but 
those things change also, and I hope for the better.

Rafael - In your Brazilian experience, what are
some of the obstacles you see to overcome to
achieve territorial planning?

Carl - The obstacles are probably in three different 
realms. One is overpopulation and under-income. I 
mean, the destruction of Amazonia is the obvious one 
that the world is very much aware of. But it’s also gov-
ernment not enforcing laws that it has. And I think the 
schools are to blame as well, because the schools are 
still in a pipeline of specialties. Nobody’s doing this. 
You have an architecture school here, and I imagine 
that they’re very good at having their students design-
ing buildings, and very bad at having them designing all 
of Minas Gerais. And yet, they think professionally that 
the architect is responsible for designing Minas Gerais. 
And I think that that’s outrageous and stupid, funda-
mentally stupid. Now the question that follows from 
that, is why should it be in the architecture school, 
why shouldn’t it be in the agronomy and the architec-
ture, and the civil engineering, and the hydrology, and 
the ecology, and the sociology school, and taught as 
a collective across the university. I’ve advised many 

universities along those lines. And then the question, 
of course, is that the architecture group works colle-
giately, the same as the engineers and the hydrolo-
gists. They are all wrong, they’re just all wrong.

Rafael - Do you think is rather a question of making
the current courses more multidisciplinary?

Carl - No, no, no. Working on projects inside the univer-
sity that require multidisciplinary work, and that the 
students and the faculties teach each other what they 
know, so that the students have a broad experience in 
a project that needs to have a solution. You may re-
member that a year and a half ago we gave a work-
shop here on a very important problem of whether the 
mining in Minas Gerais by 2050 should stop. And we 
had people from many disciplines, including from the 
mining industry, from the city, from the region, from 
hydrology, from ecology: we had a very broad group of 
people. And they had to act in their own interest but 
negotiate with each other. 
I would never hesitate to give the same problem to 
thirty students from across the university: solve this 
problem. They would learn a lot. And have ten faculty 
members, each presenting their own perspectives as 
professors of ecology, hydrology, mining, economy and  
history, for example. As opposed to only architecture. 
That’s a big difference. And those students would have 
a very different experience, that doesn’t mean that 
they shouldn’t have a specialty, also. But not just a spe-
cialty. They have to have this. And they are not having this.

Rafael - What does that mean for the way universities 
are currently structured?

Carl - I taught for almost fifty years at Harvard, which 
has a huge advantage: it’s the richest university in the 
world. And about ten or twelve years ago, the president 
of Harvard, who controls a large budget, said what he’s 
going to do is he’s going to identify the world’s most 
important problems, and only give central university 
money, that he controls, to teams from across the 
schools. So, we created a very powerful center for the 
environment, a center for the brain, a center in public 
disease, a center, by the way, in early education. There 
are five or six of them. And what he did was this: imag-
ine a distribution of faculties: one faculty, another fac-

ulty, another faculty… Let’s call this architecture, let’s 
call this science, let’s call this engineering, let’s call 
this law, and that’s called business, etc. And he said: 
I’m going to identify a series of problems. I’m going to 
put the money that I have into these problems, and 
one of them is called “environment”. And I know that 
this university has that structure, but the difference is 
that these schools, they have faculty, and they have 
students, and they do research. In depth. And these 
people are faculty, students and research: in breadth. 
Sometimes they come together, but sometimes not.
So, these institutions this way are very powerful. They 
can make appointments, they can give degrees. And 
the university is focused on disciplines and problems.
And the difference is that disciplines might stay for two 
hundred years, and the problem might stay for twen-
ty-five years, and then disappear and a new problem 
comes. So that these people have double responsi-
bilities, and that’s very important. It means that if you 
have the national problem of Brazil, one of the national 
problems of Brazil. I can see two of them: every city 
that’s now five million will become ten million, and ev-
ery other tree in Amazonia will be lost.
Those are big problems. Don’t tell me for one minute 
that any one of these can solve that problem. The 
question is who’s going to solve the problem? Where 
are these people? They are not being prepared…

Rafael - So, you think it`s more of a question of
creating researches that are cross disciplinary,
more than proposing new courses on landscape
planning?

Carl - That’s exactly what I’m saying. I think it’s a much 
more serious problem. It’s a national crisis actually, 
and it’s not just in Brazil: it’s in many countries. You can 
understand how conservative faculties are:
faculties fight for money, they fight for power, they 
fight for prestige inside the university, but in the long 
term that’s the death line of the University.

Rafael - I`d like you to talk about your most
successful workshops, the most successful case
studies in geodesign…?

Carl - I’ll give you two different definitions of suc-
cess: one is where we made the most important sort 
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of intellectual advances in supporting activity with the 
tools that we’re designing, and then I’ll give you a dif-
ferent example where we had the greatest effect in the 
real world. The most interesting one was the coastal 
zone of Georgia, which Rossana Rivero presented in 
the conference Geodesign South America. In this case 
study we had ten counties in the state of Georgia, and 
the regional agency that had to coordinate them, and 
we had ten different teams making their own designs 
and then negotiating a regional design. That was very 
important, because almost always you make a set of 
models that operate across a region, but we said: “no, 
these counties are different, they have different priori-
ties, each have their own ways of working, and you have 
to respect that “. But they also need relationships with 
each other that they have to negotiate and then in the 
end they have to be coordinated. So, we were match-
ing the political reality of making a large plan. That was 
a very important thing: we were not overly simplifying. 
Another comparable example was the project in Mul-
roney, in Ireland, where we had a village that wanted to 
make their own plan: no professionals, no computers, 
no nothing, no GIS (Geographic Information Systems). 
They wanted just to make their own plan. They spent 
four years. They got nothing. They asked us through a 
friend to come in, and they used our software and they 
made a plan in two days. And it’s a real plan and then 
they’re happy with it. We demonstrated there that you 
don’t have to be a planner to make a plan: everybody 
can make a plan, but you have to be able to articulate 
what’s important to you. And these people could articu-
late it. It`s the same thing that Ana Clara Moura and her 
group showed last week, during the conference in Brazil. 
After we did the project here on the mining Iron Quad-
rangle, participants from pu-blic administration that Ana 
Clara and her people trained, they went into the “fave-
las”, and they trained 14-year-olds to use the software 
to help their parents make a plan. And I think that’s 
extraordinary. That’s an extraordinary accomplishment 
and very important. Because what you’re doing then is 
you’re bringing decision making, that’s really important 
to people, to those people, and having them participate 
as equals, if not superiors in the process. I think that’s 
exactly what should be done. 
In the real world the most successful example is a work-
shop that we did was a whole study using geodesign 
principles, in 2002, in La Paz, which is in Baja California, 

one of the main cities in Baja California in Mexico. Part 
of that study area is the most beautiful beach that I’ve 
ever seen. We made a study and we made a very big 
public presentation, and one of the outcomes of the 
study was that the beach was threatened by a huge 
resort development. The study  that we did caused a 
group of people to protest against the beach develop-
ment, and a consequence of that was that the mayor 
created the first public beach front park on the Sea of 
Cortez. I consider this to be an enormous professional 
accomplishment, not because we built something, but 
because we stopped something being built. And that’s 
still the case now. It’s still a public beach where every-
body can go swimming free and you don’t have to just 
go to the beach. There was a project in which a billion 
U.S. dollars were going to be spent on a piece of land 
that was stolen by a former president of Mexico. It was 
public land stolen for the private benefit of a former 
president of Mexico. Everybody knew this, and so the 
project was killed because of the study, and I’m very 
proud of it.

Rafael - So, you think this is an important tool
for redistributing power?

Carl - It can be, but, again, it doesn’t guarantee it. I want 
to make that very clear. Methods and tools can be mis-
used. They can be used for public good, they can be 
used for public bad equally. If you tell me what design, 
you what I know that I can maneuver the tools to give 
you your design. But that’s true of any design of any 
plan, so that’s not different in that sense. On the other 
hand, the ideas which surround geodesign, which peo-
ple are promoting, are basically based on the diagram 
that I designed for the cover of my book: the people, 
the sciences, the design professions, and the informa-
tion technology working together. The people are part 
of that process, and they should be part of that process, 
they should be the most important part of that.

Rafael - One of the problems that the experiencein 
Savannah that you mentioned brought to my mind is 
the problem we’ve been facing in Belo Horizonte very 
strongly, and, I think, in many Brazilian cities and likely in 
other countries as well, which is the problem of jurisdic-
tion. The urban areas often move across city lines, state 
lines, sometimes country lines…

Carl - Absolutely, that’s right. This is not a new problem, 
it’s the history of London, it’s the history of Boston and 
it’s the history of adjusting governmental responsibility 
and civic responsibility to meet the geography and the 
systems that have to be managed. If you have a water 
system that goes across state lines, they have to be co-
ordinated. If it’s all in one watershed, you can’t have one 
state flooding another state without repercussions, it 
has to be managed as systems, related to the scale that 
they operate on.
Brazil, like most countries, has planning and implemen-
tation responsibilities, based on political jurisdictions. 
But real planning in the future is not going to be that 
way at all, it’s going to be based on watersheds, it should 
be based on watersheds because water will disappear 
faster than urban jurisdictions. And we don’t plan trans-
portation by metropolitan area, we plan it by the pieces, 
and those are just foolish, because now there’s a lot of 
power and a lot of influence by these local governments, 
but they don’t work at the scale of the metropolitan ar-
eas that are now are coming into the world: cities of 
twenty, thirty, forty million people, but that’s absurd, it’s 
absurd to run those at the local level. It’s not absurd to 
run everything at regional level, but some things should 
be regional, some things should be local.

Rafael - From your Mexican experience, it’s obvious that 
geodesign tools are very important for opening up pro-
cesses for what the people have to say. Is there any kind 
of precaution, or any kind of measures that should be 
taken to keep these processes from being taken over by 
specific interests? Is there any way to manipulate people 
using “open” processes?

Carl - Sure, yes, the answer is yes. If you’re inclined to 
manipulate people, the tool can allow you to do that, 
and I fully understand that. But, the experience that 
we’ve had so far, and the experience of most of the 
people that are using geodesign ideas and tools, not just 
the tools but the ideas behind it, are involving ordinary 
people in the design of very complicated situations, as 
opposed to making a design professionally and then just 
showing it for approval or disapproval, maybe not even 
disapproval, just showing it. It tries to redefine the con-
cept of what public participation is. Now, there are short-
comings: when we do a project, we might have thirty 
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people, thirty out of thirty million, and that it still raises 
the question of “who are the people who are participat-
ing?”, “how did you pick them?”, “are they random?”, 
“is it crowdsourced?”, “what are their roles?”. There are 
all kinds of very serious problems. But you have to com-
pare those problems against the problems of not doing 
it that way, and you’ll see that it’s probably an improve-
ment, or at least I hope it’s an improvement. I must say 
that so far, with GeodesignHub®¹ as one group of tools 
- because there are other sets of tools, believe me, there 
are - but the group of tools that I’m helping to imple-
ment, we’ve done about one hundred projects, and I 
don’t think any of them have been a failure, nobody is 
gone away really angry. And that’s pretty good. If you 
had one hundred plans you’d have a lot of angry people, 
and we haven’t. And if we ask people - and we have, 
almost always – “do you feel that you’ve had your voice 
in this process?”. And they say: “not all, but enough, and 
we’re satisfied” - because the end product is a negotia-
tion, and they’re part of that process. It’s not that I’m 
imposing my design or your design on these people, it’s 
a very different psychological aspect of being part of a 
plan. And it’s appreciated, so far – it can always change 
- but so far. 
It’s a promising movement, with a set of promising 
tools, and a set of promising ideas, and there are an 
increasing number of people interested, which I’m very 
happy about.

Rafael - My experience with participatory processes in 
general – when there are criticisms, and there often 
are – they’re usually either that the process is not open 
enough, or that it is too open. If it is not open enough 
you can’t do certain things, you’re restricted to a certain 
kind of interaction. And sometimes it is too open and it 
doesn’t engage people, people can’t relate to it because 
it’s too open...

Carl - My view of the world’s participatory processes is 
that they’re boring. And there’s one reason: because 
in most cases they are run as a meeting in which one 
person speaks at a time, unless they’re yelling at each 
other. The tools that we’re designing for geodesign are 
quiet, and everybody’s working, so that they’re talking 
in terms of the substance of the policies and projects, 
which are the basis of the design. And it’s a much more 
civilized process, because everybody in the workshop is 

making a design and then they have to figure out a way 
to make something come out the other end that is one 
design. More than likely, they don’t have to, but that’s 
the usual product. And there’s no one person dominat-
ing the discussion, which is very purposeful in the way 
we work with the tools. So if you come in and join us, 
you’re immediately put to work. You’re listening to a 
small number of people, mixed people, that are working 
toward a single objective, and then you have to merge 
your objectives. I think that’s very useful.

Rafael - Do you expect the tools - GeodesignHub and the 
other tools that are used for geodesign - to evolve over 
time?

Carl - Oh yeah, absolutely. They’re evolving every day 
now. Whether they’re commercial and being improved - 
of which there are several - or whether they’re a mixture 
of open source, people are collaborating together and 
they’re improving very rapidly. I know that almost ev-
ery week we make a change in what’s available through 
GeodesignHub®, and I know that ESRI® is improving its 
system substantially, I know that CitiEngine® is doing 
the same thing. There are very highly competitive - not 
competitive in a sense, but it’s a highly adapting set of 
technologies with people collaborating all around the 
world, because the internet allows. Hrishi Ballal, who is 
the main person behind the GeodesignHub®, is working 
with people in many countries, building A.P.I. applica-
tions that can interact with the core software.
The core software has no content, it’s just basically man-
aging a design process, but the process that it’s manag-
ing is based in large part at least on work that I and a 
few other people collaborating with me have done for 
fifty years.

Rafael - Brian Orland talks about a learning loop –
when people participate and they learn how to
participate – and there’s a douple-loop, where they
feed back into the platforms…

Carl - Right. That’s exactly what happens. We’ve had 
many people come take a workshop with us and say: 
“we think that this could be improved in the following 
way”. They make an improvement, we take it in and 
keep going, absolutely.

Rafael - Do you see the open source culture as a re-le-
vant part of that?

Carl - The open source culture is definitely a relevant 
part of it. But there are other technological changes. For 
example, these are ultimately going to be open source, 
but they have to feed people, so there’s a business in-
volved as well, but the business is to rent services rather 
than to buy software or license software. It’s a very dif-
ferent business model, and nobody’s going to get very 
rich. The other thing that’s true: although it’s not pre-
dictable, exactly, is the half-life of software systems. 
They may end up being shorter and shorter and shorter, 
and that’s because of hardware changes and computer 
theory changes as well. There’s a very important set of 
issues related to artificial intelligence: the question of 
whether you can define a problem sufficiently, so that 
an A.I. machine can make a better design than you can. 
If it can play chess better, why can’t it make a design 
better? And those are all very interesting questions and 
I suspect in the next decade we’ll have lots of experi-
ments along those lines.

Rafael - Some people support the idea that if there’s any 
actual artificial intelligence being developed, it should 
be open – such as Elon Musk’s OpenAI initiative.

Carl - Well, I happen to agree with that, but it’s nonethe-
less, not likely to be totally that way. And you also have 
the very complicated relationship between military and 
civilian research and development, in which the mili-
tary generally is a decade ahead, and secret, besides. 
You have these situations in the world that you’re really 
not sure how it’s going to turn out, but you can bet that 
the experiments are being made even right now. And 
I’m skeptical, by the way. I’m skeptical that if you have 
a computergenerated design and you present it to the 
same people that you’ll have to deal with in participato-
ry things, whether they’ll accept it coming from a com-
puter rather than from a professional. I have my doubts.

Rafael - A very important part of the geodesign process-
es seems to be the gathering and processing of informa-
tion that is going to serve as the basis maps for the ac-
tual processes. When you have a very short time to work 
on very large-scale projects, you have to have data that 
is reliable, that you can trust.
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Carl - We can trust more or less. Not perfectly. No data 
that is available is perfect, because it’s by definition, the 
past. So, it’s more relevant, less reliable. I’m happy with 
that.

Rafael - At the same time there are a lot of city-level ini-
tiatives of open data, and a lot of cities seem to be strug-
gling about the fact that they have open data portals, 
and people don’t use them, or don’t interact with them 
enough. Do you see that match in there?

Carl - Yeah, I do I think that’s true. I think that the tech-
nological assumption that people want to spend their 
entire day on the computers, so that they can participate 
in everything that they basically elect people and pro-
fessionals to do is foolish. I think it’s a waste of people 
time. They have other things they have to do, including 
feeding their family and playing with their children. And 
I think that that’s a mirage of the technological people. I 
think it’s nonsense, actually.
My view is this: If you if you know why you’re doing the 
study, and you’ve answered the “why” questions in my 
framework, you have to go to the “how we are going to 
work” questions. It’s very important for you to define 
that the ten or so systems that you’re going to be deal-
ing with. And then go up the framework questions and 
eventually you’ll say “what’s the data that we need to 
do the studies that we need to do” to get to an answer. 
And at that point, my view is get the minimum data, not 
the maximum data. And I have not yet found an inability 
to find public sources. I’ve had some difficulty in some 
countries where data is secret, but in general I’ve never 
found a real problem in acquiring the data that I would 
need to do the beginning strategic stages of a very com-
plicated design. And I really believe that data needs to 
be collected only when you have a purpose and use for 
it. So, I have no patience whatsoever with simple data 
collection. None. I think it’s a waste of energy, of money, 
of everything. It’s ridiculous, actually.
And that’s one of the things that, at CASA ¹ - I told you, 
before we had this interview, about the conference that 
we had about Smart Cities and Big Data. The people who 
understood and developed a cynical attitude towards 
Big Data, are the people who really talked about how 
much data we are going to be collecting on the upgrade 
of all the sensors. And there’s no way that a human 
being can understand it, so it has to be artificial intel-

ligence. And that intelligence doesn’t exist yet, because 
they don’t know what the questions are. So, I think that 
this is technical companies selling stuff that is a waste of 
money and human intelligence. I’m not in favor.

Rafael - On the Smart City topic, there seems to be two 
different views – one of them is that few, very rich com-
panies are going to dominate data gathering and what-
ever decisions are being made through that data, and 
there are those who talk about public empowerment 
through being able to gather, process and propose over 
open data…

Carl - I think there’s a huge difference between gather-
ing and proposing. And I think it’s easy to gather, it’s hard 
to propose. I don’t believe either of those two models. 
I think that the big companies will try, but whether they 
succeed or not, I’m skeptical, and I certainly am skepti-
cal to everybody collecting everything about everybody. 
And what does it mean, it means you’ve collected data 
stored somewhere in the cloud, or in a huge machine 
somewhere, but it’s not going to be useful. It might be 
useful for some things, by the way. But if you if you want 
to see what a public danger might be of manipulating 
people, that’s where you should start to look.

Rafael - You talked about designing the world, and how 
usually when you are looking at a data you are looking 
at the past. Do you think geodesign is a way of people 
collaborating and imagining new futures together?

Carl - I think not just imagining new futures, but, yes to 
what you said. But those futures are in part rooted upon 
their experience and their hopes for something differ-
ent, perhaps. So, yes, I think that’s what its main pur-
pose is. Its main purpose is to change the trajectory that 
many people feel of things going badly, and so if you are 
modeling something that’s going badly, you have to turn 
it around this way. And the question is how you turn it 
around this way. That’s the problem.

Rafael - It`s more about proposing than understanding?

Carl - It’s both. It’s definitely about proposing based on 
your understanding, but it’s your experience of under-
standing and the data, not just the data, and not just 
artificial intelligence. It’s a human process supported by 

data, and not a data process manipulated by humans.

Rafael - That’s very important.

Carl - It is important, I agree.

Rafael - We talked a little bit about the institutional as-
pect of planning, of how it should be integrated. What 
do you think that means for the professionals in plan-
ning?

Carl - I have a very long-term answer to that. If you’re a 
university student, you should know a lot about a little 
and a little about a lot, but not just a lot about a little nor 
just a little about a lot. Therefore, I think that you can’t 
have education without time. The people who start in-
depth and then move across disciplines are fine, and the 
people who start across this way and then discover that 
they want to become specialists are also fine. But the 
people who only move across disciplines, or who only 
become specialists in one discipline, are not going to be 
as effective. One of them might win the Nobel Prize, but 
they won’t be the minister of environment.

Rafael - Maybe they will be, just not very good ones…

Carl - Maybe they will be, you never know. But that’s 
what I believe, I believe you need to know something 
that somebody else doesn’t, but enough to talk to lots 
of people in different fields. The people who are going to 
survive professionally, in a changing profession environ-
ment, are not the people who are experts in one piece 
of software, or in one detail of how to build windows, or 
in one material. It’s not going to be that way, because 
the professions are going to change much more rapidly, 
and they have to be themselves adaptable.

Rafael - I`d like to thank you very much –unfortunately, 
we don’t have the rest of the day tokeep talking about 
all of this…

Carl - My pleasure. Fine. I’m happy to be here. I’ve en-
joyed most my visit, very much. I think you’ve asked me 
some very good, profound, difficult questions. Very
good, thank you.




