
The development of an ecological restoration approach and suite of site-specific projects beneficial to the conservation 
of a Door County, Wisconsin landscape using concepts from Christopher Alexander’s “A Pattern Language”
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Further information

How should we approach planning 
for restoration and conservation, 
under the following conditions?
(1) 

(2) 
(3) 

This is a planning experiment that 
adds a twist to traditional 
Conservation/Wildlife Action 
Planning, Ecological Restoration 
Planning, and Land Use Planning.  
The twist: to explicitly accommodate 
(1) above.  The mosaic of property 
ownership and land use is a crucial 
factor, and the actions of people in 
such a mosaic critical to conservation.

For the twist, we learn from two 
other methods or frameworks: 
Cathedral-building, and 
Pattern Language.  

To incorporate Cathedral-building 
means being knowingly incomplete, 
multi-generational, non-linear, to see 
the place as a laboratory, to be able 
to take advantage of periodic funding 
cycles, to do useful work that moves 
conservation forward.

“. . . one’s best contribution may be 
one that furnishes a plausible base 
and useful material for the next stage 
of development” (Holton, 1986).

To incorporate Pattern Language 
means using expert knowledge to 
translate good conditions in an 
imagined ecological landscape to 
this particular place, then identifying 
the components or steps that could 
create the condition over time.

A 1700-ha state natural area presently owned by 
multiple private landowners and land trusts. 

Core team: 

Active team: 

Review team:  

We will write twenty projects (next steps in the 
Cathedral-building).  Each project will be 
“grant-application-ready”, i.e. ready to be assigned.  
Each project will make use of the place as laboratory 
with a community to engage.  The collection of 
projects, individually and together, over time, make 
useful progress toward conservation.

Each project will begin with the end (Pattern 
Language), by construction. Each starts with a 
translatable good condition, identifying the forces 
that could enable it, and a collection of actions, 
progressing from where we are, that could create 
the condition in thirty years.

The process will also track what we know and what 
we still need to know (like building a Cathedral, 
generations of projects that build upon knowledge).

Step 1:
Step 2:

Step 3:  
Step 4:   

Step 5: 
Step 6: 
Step 7:
Throughout:
Throughout:

Step 8: 

The conservation plan process is being applied to a 
1700-ha state natural area presently owned by 
multiple private landowners and land trusts. 

Intermediate findings: this planning process has 
supported our primary factor: to be effective within 
a mosaic of land ownership and multiple-domain 
multiple-time-scale concerns.  

The Pattern Language element  has allowed the 
integration of elements across subject and time 
domains. Multiple domains are, by nature, 
introduced when we focus first on a desired future 
condition, then forces that enable or constrain it.

The Cathedral-building element has defined projects 
that each start from a historic foundation of 
knowledge and work toward the unknown parts.  
Mapping to address questions, and launching of 
research and survey projects, have developed along 
the way. It is ad hoc, rather than systematic as we 
expected, but consistent with Cathedral-building. 

We are on track to produce “not another plan 
document”, “not another set of tables”, but twenty 
projects: step-wise, overlapping, grantable projects 
to be implemented as resources/capabilities allow.  

Our conservation plan sketches the next steps in 
continuing to ‘build the cathedral’ of Bay Shore 
Blufflands.

Facilitate 
discussions 
using 
Cathedral-
building 
reminders

Have team 
describe ideas 
using Pattern 
Language 
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Midway through the planning experiment, we are at the beginning of Step 7.
42 patterns were drafted, and these have so far produced twelve projects, 
distributed to Review Team.
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Extensive prior site 
data collected and 
organized from 
varied sources.  

Knowledge gaps were 
identified and some 
projects initiated and 
funded to begin 
surveys and analyses 
immediately.

Mapping is developed as needed to answer questions from the projects.
Left, landscape overview.  Center, a preliminary groundwater contributing 
area and recharge ranking map. Right, showing the “undeveloped” lands 
with conservation/restoration potential within the fragmented parcels.
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Large land areas of ecological value, also 
inhabited by people and working lands
Limited resources
A thirty-year scope 

Two ecologists, two landscape 
restorationists / planners - clarify and 
convey the process; write; synthesize.
Eight experts in a range of fields, in two 
three-hour work sessions - to draft 
conditions, patterns, and projects.
Ten additional experts - review projects, 
critique goals, for factual accuracy, for 
additional relevancies and approaches. 

Core Team develops process
Collect extensive prior site studies/data
and compile resource databases
Active Team drafts conditions
Active Team expands and incorporates 
forces/drivers and steps toward resolution.
Core Team consolidates into poetic bundles
Core Team writes the “why”
Review Team edits projects
Identify data gaps, work to resolve
Identify understanding gaps, develop maps 
to address questions and consider steps
Twenty “two-pagers” with maps, ready for 
assignment and grant application

ed to answer questions from the projects.
nter, a preliminary groundwater contributing


