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Landscape as a 
‘false’ summit

The false and real 
summits of Utah’s 

Mount Nebo. Source: 
summitpost.org by 

vanman798



Succession theory. Source: 
www.sciencescene.com



Graphically…



A preliminary pathology of ‘summit vision’
Hubris Ignorance

Previous generations and land uses were more 
‘primitive’, paving the way for this one (i.e. 
“chronological snobbery” (Lewis); “temporal 
chauvinism” (Sagan))

There were no previous land uses.

Future generations matter less than this one 
(temporal ‘discounting’; intergenerational 
inequity).

Current land use solutions will meet 
the needs of future residents.

I should not need to accept landscape change. People are not able to adapt to 
landscape change.

People in other places matter less (spatial 
discounting, intragenerational inequity)

Local landscape decisions do not 
have implications elsewhere. 



Related:

Summit 
thinking

Place 
protection

Place 
attachment

Place 
meaning

Place 
dependency

Place 
identity

NIMBY/ 
NOOMBY

Prospect 
theory

Anchoring

Exceptionalism
Buffering

Psychological 
Distance

Gangplank/ 
Last settler 
syndrome

Status quo 
bias

Immutability… the 
expectation of 
landscape 
permanence 
(Martin Pasqualetti, 
2011).
Continuity … a 
critical aspect of 
place identity 
(Fresque-Baxter & 
Armitage, 2012)



Cases of summit thinking in energy landscapes

• A proposed wind farm in rural Alberta is protested by a neighbour two 
miles away as a health risk, despite the fact that she hosts oil and gas 
wells on her property. 

• A wind farm in rural Nova Scotia, which still has a coal-dominated 
electricity grid, is protested by a (famous) seasonal resident because it 
will affect the view from her cottage and golf course.

• Southern Ontario residents reject wind in preference for transmission 
from remote ‘green’ sources like nuclear and hydro.



Sherren et al. 2016 Land Use Policy 51, 267-280 ↓ Sherren et al. 2016 ER&SS 14, 102-110 ↑ 



Solutions:

REACH



Past – landscape trajectory and ‘end of life’
Technologies Processes

Digital archives & Storymaps to 
expose the layers over time

Require EIA/SIA to include detailed 
landscape trajectory descriptions; 
Infrastructure ‘end of life’ planning

Does learning the historical land use trajectories of specific 
places reduce summit thinking?

RQ1

RQ2 Are there differences in summit thinking depending on the 
status quo land use? Or do baselines all work the same way? 

RQ3 Does early and transparent end-of-life planning ease transition?



• Landscape is the work of the mind. It’s scenery is built up from strata of 
memory as much as from layers of rock.” (Art Historian Simon Schama, 
1995, p. 6-7).

• Landscape artefacts serve to “remind us … that there is a past, that people 
who lived in that past had to deal with the world just as we have to; that 
they had to protect themselves against nature and use its resources” 
(Dutch writer Willem van Toorn translated in Drenthen, 2015, p. 66).

• “As you retreat in time, the evidence [of past lives] becomes so scanty and 
so contaminated by the process of being passed down the generations that 
you can be sure about nothing.” (Architect Paul Shepheard, 1997, p. 30)… 
“If it’s hard to perceive the ancient, simple landscapes, it’s harder still to 
see the ground beneath the clutter of the modern world” (p. 49).



Influence of Man [sic]: excerpts 
from Plate 34, Hydrological Atlas 
of Canada, 1978



Energytransitions.ca/storymap



Future – we can’t keep everything

• “
Technologies Processes

Conservation by record;
social media and digital archives to 
track cultural change over time

Development of new landscape 
strategies; processes for mindful 
layering and ‘recycling’

RQ4 Can new landscape strategies act as leverage points to ease 
landscape transition and give real meaning to disruption?
How can processes of place re-attachment after place disruption 
be facilitated? 

RQ5

What can the field of institutional change teach us about 
“balancing robustness, flexibility and goodness of fit” (Goodin)? 

RQ6



What is a ‘landscape strategy’?

• “Incremental changes happen all the 
time, [and] … accrue to big changes in 
what there is in the world, and whatever 
you are up to, you will be involved in 
these already. … be aware of the 
strategy that governs what you do.” 
(Architect Paul Shepheard, 1997, p. 233)
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Local energy?

Could a ‘local energy’ landscape strategy (akin to local food), 
motivate among the affluent:

 Energy literacy, 

 Safer/healthier energy infrastructure choices, and/or

 Reduced energy consumption,

 And give meaning to landscape disruption?

Or are conventional/centralized energy cultures too strong? 

And what would ‘local energy’ strategies mean for sites being 
developed for energy export?



Reach – Empathy and system understanding

• H

Technologies Processes

New media, especially its use to 
broaden rather than narrow 
perspective (e.g. social media, 
Google Earth)

Require EIA/SIA to document 
impacts of current and proposed 
landscape settings on other 
people/places.

RQ7 How does the ‘bubble’ associated with social media and news 
consumption behaviour affect summit thinking?

RQ8 Is summit thinking reduced by understanding where energy 
currently comes from?

RQ9 What are the barriers to Gibson’s Sustainability Assessment?



Leverage the ‘empathy machine’

• "We shape our tools and afterwards they shape 
us." Marshall McLuhan

• “Digital democracy … has contributed to 
polarization, gridlock, dissatisfaction and 
misinformation. … Social media, rather than 
creating connections with people who possess 
differing views and ideologies, tends to 
reinforce prejudices.” Brookings fellow Dhrwa
Jaishankar, 2016



Summarizing summit thinking …

A phenomenon;
its possible pathology, across time and space;
some potential leverage points, 
including tools and processes; and, 
a preliminary research agenda
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