
Apartments with balconies covered with plants at a residential
community in Chengdu.

A view inside the Cloud Forest at Gardens by the Bay in Singapore.

A woman sitting on a balcony covered with plants at a residential
community in Chengdu.
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People walking around the rain vortex at Jewel Changi Airport in
Singapore.

ated in relation to the needs of the local communities,” she
added. So, are all urban replanting projects worthwhile?

For a scheme to be seen as “virtuous”, it must fulfil as many
functions as possible, economist and urban planner Jean
Haentjens, who co-authored the book “Eco-urbanisme” (“Eco-
Urbanism”), told AFP. In addition to lowering the temperature,
he said it should also preserve biodiversity, improve wellbeing,
raise awareness, be appealing to residents and suitable for its
social context.

Singapore’s otherworldly garden 
The imposing “forest” of giant manmade trees constructed

from reinforced concrete and steel, luxuriantly covered in real
flora and fauna, is a Singapore landmark. Towering 25 to 50
meters (82 to 164 feet) over the city-state’s new business dis-
trict, the 18 solar-powered supertrees light up the night sky,
their canopies looking like flying saucers.

Vast glass greenhouses also showcase exotic plants from
five continents, as well as plant life from tropical highlands up
to 2,000 meters above sea level, complete with an artificial
mountain and indoor waterfall. The Gardens by the Bay proj-
ect, awarded the World Building of the Year in 2012, says the

idea was to create “a city in a garden”. But pointing to the con-
struction and maintenance costs, Philippe Simay, a philosopher
on cities and architecture, called it a “disneyisation” of nature.
“Why make trees from concrete when you can have real
ones?” he asked. It’s a great public relations effort, says Claire
Doussard, a teacher in planning and development and a
research fellow at the French National Centre for Scientific
Research, highlighting its “technical know-how” and aware-
ness-raising among the public about the threat of climate
change.

Farming on a New York rooftop 
With buildings all around, the Statue of Liberty in the dis-

tance and heavy traffic below, the Brooklyn Grange rooftop
farm grows more than 45 tons of organic produce a year. It
was launched about a decade ago by friends living in New York
who wanted “a small sustainable farm that operated as a busi-
ness”, co-founder Gwen Schantz said. In a built-up city, Simay
noted, it had been found that such initiatives were “fighting
effectively against heat islands” where heat-conducting con-
crete and asphalt make cities warmer than their surroundings.

Now covering three rooftops, totaling more than 22,000

A view of the Oasis hotel (center) in Singapore.


