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his work is about a city and its river. A river that has seen better 
days and that has been forsaken by a growing city that kept its eye 

on other things. A river that today has the potential of bringing something 
back to the city that once neglected it. This work is also about the 
possibility of an urban park that would function as a vehicle to reconnect 
the city and its people to the land.

This work is about landscape architecture, which looks into things that 
concern us all as human beings, and especially as urban dwellers. As 
a profession, landscape architecture has been on a wonderful journey. 
Its evolution has gone through many transformations. Today landscape 
architects have the opportunity to influence almost every aspect of human 
life: from mere functional issues (agriculture, transportation, even your 
back yard), to formal and aesthetic aspects, to symbolism, history and 
culture, to helping us understand our role, place and impact within our 
living environment. This work is about landscape architecture working as 
the channel through which city and place, and nature and culture will 
carry on as a truly balanced system.

We face the 21st Century with the knowledge of what we are capable 
of, for good and for bad. We have awareness of nature’s ruthless forces, 
of its delicate balances, and of the impacts of disrupting them. However, 
we still confront outdated ideas of development and growth based on 
shortsighted anthropocentric concerns. We also know we have brought 
ourselves out of balance with our environment, not only at the scale of 
districts and neighborhoods within our cities but also, most importantly, 
even alarmingly, at a global scale. We are right in the middle of important 
transitions. On one hand, we see that nature is trying to get its balance 
back, by various ways that become more evident every year, such as 
climatic disturbances, meteorological events and new diseases; on the 
other, socially, politically and even culturally we are also in a series of 
reactionary adaptive processes.

Inherently, city and nature seem to be divided from the start. While the 
city may be the greatest symbol of modern civilization, at the same time 
it constitutes the least suitable landscape for life1: The land covered by 
the urban stain is sterilized and deprived of its nutrients; native fauna and

vegetation are displaced or simply vanished; water tables and rivers are 
exploited, polluted and disrupted in the name of progress, well-being, and 
safety for urban dwellers; our air is filled with toxic gases, and so forth. We 
find ways to treat and cure such modern ailments as stress, neurosis, lung 
cancer, heart disease, ulcers, birth defects, etc. But we are only being 
responsive as a reaction to the damage we inflict upon ourselves, and 
people do not seem to realize that we constantly support and sustain the 
sources of those ailments through our poor, regressive and physiologically 
unsound urban environments.

This fracture and lack of integration with the natural environment is a 
flaw of many of our cities. This fragmentation is a projection and a result 
of the phenomenon of choosing private benefit over the collective, and 
is enforced by marketing forces and shortsighted models of progress. 
The situation is aggravated particularly in developing nations where, in 
an attempt to emulate the growth and progress of Western countries, 
the product is a negation of cultural and regional wisdom and sense 
of place with effects (and defects) that are radically different from the 
original concept2. Despite our awareness of the natural environment and 
the problems associated with our impact upon them, most of us still live 
in cities and we must address the ways in which we can make cities 
better for both the human and natural processes that coexist within. In 
the 1950’s we began to flee from the city, again denying the source of 
the problem, and finding a solution elsewhere. Thus, along with many 
other circumstances (political, economical, social and technological), the 
suburbs emerged, and more fragmentation and dispersal occurred3. By 
abandoning the city, and particularly the downtown areas, we certainly do 
not solve the problems of pollution, congestion, crime and insecurity. We 
only give up, and we take our dreams (and nightmares) elsewhere.

Historically, a city would emerge at the place where nature could 
provide cover, resources, protection, dominance of a region, spiritual 
meaning, etc. In many cases the utilization of natural resources was 
conducted with a sensible concern for their conservation, and the size and 
processes of the city (mostly villages and towns at this point) functioned 
in accordance with the availability and capacity of the resources.

1. McHarg, Ian L. and Frederick R. Steiner. Ed. To Heal the Earth: Selected Writings o f Ian L  Mcharg Island Press. Washington DC. 1998. Pages 14-15.

2. This is a phenomenon clearly visible in cities around the world, including Mexican cities, where the*American model for urban development (with its expressways, big-box commercial developments, and chain 
corporations) continues to create new incarnations of urban sprawl. See Avritzer. Leonardo. Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America. Princeton University Press, 2002. Page 77.

3. The suburb, as the word implies, was originally a secondary element to the urban environment. Its growth and popularity, enhanced by the technologies of the automobile and telecommunications, impacted the 
urban environment by displacing the commercial, public and social functions of streets, plazas, and markets to parking lots and shopping malls The hierarchy of city and suburb has been reversed, and even the 
suburb is spawning sub-suburbs. See Marshall, Alex. How Cities Work: Suburbs, Sprawl and the Roads Not Taken. University of Texas Press, 2000.
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Mankind has demonstrated that we can live in balance with the land 
we occupy; clear examples occured in Native American tribes in north 
america, that used resources such as rivers carefully to not disturb the 
natural processes. Their hunting practices further demosntrated their 
sensitivity as resources were not depleted. This example illustrates that 
within a certain degree of development, balance is possible. But ever 
since we achieved technical and economic growth, particularly after the 
Industrial Revolution, this balance with nature was disrupted. The city 
as we know it began to emerge and the natural environment was no 
longer a primary concern. In many ways, transportation became the main 
reason for a city to develop, be it an important road, port, railroad or the 
intersections of those. The urban landscape began taking shape, and 
the forces that dictated its growth were mostly political, economic and 
market forces. Transportation and other services developed an aesthetic 
characterized by the sense of control over nature. This typically caused 
not only the depletion of the natural resources, but also a loss that only 
recently we have started to account for: a loss of our connection to the 
land, to its inherent character and beauty, and to how it can provide 
identity and meaning to the people that inhabit it.

The work presented here is an attempt to observe these and other 
phenomena regarding the relationship between man and nature at the 
dawn of a new century. I will look at the role of city urban parks within 
that relationship, and then look at remarkable examples of international 
landscape architects, architects and designers, and their explorations on 
this topic. The purpose of this work is to apply some of these ideas to a 
master plan and landscape design for the Sacramento River Park in the 
city of Chihuahua, Mexico. The site is an 8-kilometer long segment of the 
Sacramento River, through which the riparian corridor comes in contact 
with isolated and underdeveloped urban areas.

The land
begins 11

1111llllIII II III 11111
the land ends |

1111111111111111111111
and in between

we leave traces

l l l l1111111
that will speak of who we are 

to those who come today 
and tomorrow they may wonder why? 

we made so many so many

parts and pieces 1111111

1111III III IIllllII11111 
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why? 111111111ll l l  
so many 111111111111 

mistakes.

The land ends.
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Contemporary park and recreation designers would typically include berms and curved paths to suggest a naturalistic landscape, gymnastic equipment to 
accommodate vigorous physical activity, tennis courts to meet demand, and free-form modular timber sets to stimulate a child’s imagination. Each of these 
elements has come from a different park type, evolved at a different stage in the urban park history, but, rather than differentiate these elements and group 
them into coherent patterns, designers proceed as if  they hope that a smattering of each type will increase their probablity o f success.'

Galen Cranz.

1  I I  #e have started to re-define the attitude towards how we intervene 
\ i  our environment, especially within the city, and particularly at the 

V V places where there is potential for a recovery of that connection 
to the land, The present work will study some of the relationships between 
natural and built environments, and also some possibilities for successful 
integrations of nature and city. A place where this relationship becomes 
evident, and that can function as a laboratory for this type of exploration, 
is the urban park; its function, character, and form has also evolved and 
been redefined throughout history, from the Olmstedian pleasure ground 
or Romantic Park offering a tamed version of nature within the city, to the 
active recreational sports park and public spaces for social encounters2. 
An important question that I will ask in this work is: what is the role and 
the character of the urban park today? The urban conditions and social 
expectations of the urban park have changed throughout the last century, 
and it is important to question what those conditions are in the present 
day.

Many landscape architects, urban designers and architects have 
already begun to look ahead towards a new definition of the urban park 
of our own time. The urban park is not only is a place to reconnect with 
nature (in various degrees) within the confines of the city, but also, and 
most importantly, to reconnect to our cultural relationship with the land3. 
It is also a place of displacement, where people are not in the city and 
not truly in nature either: a place in between, a transition. The potential of 
such a place resides in that it is a neutral ground, an arena for these two 
spheres of human existence to come together.

The environmental awareness and concerns of recent years should 
apply to those endangered sanctuaries in our rainforests and deserts, 
just as much as it should in our own towns and cities. It is that landscape,

the one that most of us use and live in everyday, that requires an urgent 
intervention to make more livable, through balance with natural forces.

I contend that the urban park can function today as a catalyst, as a 
connector and as a reminder of who we are and of our place in the land. 
Not through the emulation of natural processes within a ‘more controlled’ 
setting, but as part of a celebration of those processes, with a humble 
attitude towards them. I also contend that in order to restore the land, be 
it from ecological devastation or cultural detachment, we certainly have 
to look into how the relationship between culture and nature came to be 
in that particular place; but most importantly, we should focus into the 
future. Landscape restoration and design must look towards the future, 
towards what a place can and will be, its potential as a natural system and 
its potential as a functional urban ammenity. Flexibility and continuous 
adaptation should be central factors to achieve this.

A park has the potential to be a place designed for understanding and 
creating culture, and also for understanding, appreciating and coming 
into contact with nature. It is crucial to analyze and clarify the urban 
and natural processes that affect the park and its surrounding setting. 
Far more important than a definite and static design solution, the park 
should be a set of conditions required to initiate a process4', this attitude 
towards design is particularly valid in landscape architecture, where the 
designer must bring together natural and human functions, which affect 
and modify each other constantly. If the outcome will be an evolving 
system of interaction between nature and humanity, it is essential to study 
the processes that affect that evolution, they way they are implemented, 
detonated and how their dynamics begin to change them.

1. Cranz. Galen The Politics o f Park Design Cambridge: The MIT Press 1982

2. Cranz, Galen Urban Parks o f the Past and Future, http://pps.org/topics/whyneed/newvisions/futureparks (accessed September 4, 2002).

3. Good examples are the Parc la Villette Competition in the early 80s. as well as the Downsview Park Competition in Toronto in 2000. Additionally, many international firms and professionals have been exploring 
the new roles of the Urban Park, such as Adriaan Geuze/West 8 and Rem Koolhaas/OMA in the Netherlands and Mario Schjetnan in Mexico, among many others

4. Berrizbeitia, Anita. Scales o f Undecidability. From CASE: Downsview Park Toronto. Czerniak, Julia Ed. Harvard Design School PRESTEL, 2001. Page 122.

http://pps.org/topics/whyneed/newvisions/futureparks


The urban park is a hybrid place: it is not nature and it is not entirely the 
city either. It is a place where they meet, and the possibilities of interaction 
can go in either direction. There is a surprise factor of interacting with 
natural forces up close, suddenly realizing that sometimes it will not be 
a pretty picture (particularly in Homo Urbanis standards), but it will be 
just nature going its way1 *. The urban park is a place where people can 
be exposed to those forces, and have an opportunity to learn from them, 
to understand our place within those processes, and to accept them as 
part of the evolution of our environment and our culture. Through the 
understanding of our space and our place within it, we will also achieve a 
better understanding of who we are.

A park should be a refined cultural object. The more developed the 
culture of the city, the more refined the park. The city’s cultural codes 
provide guidelines for the creation of artificial nature in the park. The 
park complements the city.2

Lodewijk Baijon.

The garden3.
contained nature, 

domesticated nature, 
human-dependant nature, 

ordered nature, 
decorative nature, 

selected nature.

Man in the Garden of Eden, one with nature, 
one with his fabricated nature, maybe.

The role of the garden as a personal oasis, a paradise where peace is 
achieved, an enclosed space, outside of which ‘the other’ exists...

The garden is a vehicle for reassurance, an expression that provides 
identity, belonging, security and familiarity.

The garden provides a limited, controlled and idealistic notion of what 
nature is. It is a simplification of nature, like an aquarium or a zoo.

There is no harm in someone seeking calm and satisfaction in the 
soothing aesthetic of a flower garden, but when we try to extrapolate that 

aesthetic to a larger scale we must be careful.

Nature is more than roses and vegetable gardens, more than parterres, 
more than what we sometimes would like to see.

1 Here I refer to biodiversity and more 'natural1 aesthetic considerations, rather than manicured, controlled and high maintenance landscape designs See Hough, Michael. C/ties and Natural Process. London, New 
York. Rout!edge 1995 Pages 6-9; and Nassauer .Joan I. Placing Nature: Culture and Landscape Ecology. Washington, DC. Island Press Page 8.

2. Baijon. Lodewijk. http;//www topos.lanet.de (accessed September 2000).

3. This writing is part of a series of reflections and digital sketches developed during the spring of 2002. for a Landscape and Art seminar. The garden, in this case, becomes an urban equivalent to the park, and 
our intentions and visions of nature within the city apply in both scales; much more significantly, in the urban scale.

rimM nark m aste r W TJH



Look at earth from outer space 
Everyone must find a place 
Give me time and give me space 
Give me real, don’t give me fake

Chris Martin, FbIHik, from Coldplay’s Capitol release A Rush o f Blood to the Head.
BMG Music Publishing Ltd. Hollywood, California. 2002.

best reflections about important things in life usually come when 
you least expect them. Call it serendipity, call it accidental theory. 
This one came from a simple clay pot, tapered, round, without 

ornamentation other than a 1-inch rim at the lip. I found myself as an 
unexpected listener at a talk about beauty, about simple objects that hold 
beauty purchased for $2.00 or less. The talk turned into the subject of 
meaning, to the potential that objects may hold within themselves1.

A clay pot, in its simplicity, performs simultaneously in various levels. 
It is an object where the natural and the man-made come together in 
a balanced way. Its material tells us plainly that it is made of dirt and 
water and fashioned with fire. Its tapered cylindrical shape, while holding 
the soil that supports the plant that grows out of it, also showcases and 
directs our attention towards what is above, rather than upon itself. The 
clay pot then denies itself in benefit of the plant it holds.

These are a couple of things that the simple clay pot may have to show 
us as landscape designers. Maybe our designs should be a little more 
like that clay pot: a simple, man-made framework or container for natural 
processes to take place; a simple structure that diverts our attention to 
the potential it holds, rather than upon itself; a simple structure that works 
so well it becomes invisible, yet remains necessarily present.

In a discussion of content versus style, one of the first lessons that 
designers usually have to learn, in my case as an architecture student, 
is the dilemma on whether form should follow function or function should 
follow form. This endless discussion could be somewhat solved by stating 
that it’s not a matter of which comes first, but that both characteristics of 
a design should come together, informing each other and complementing 
each other throughout the process.

There are other qualities of design, which I have been observing 
recently in various scales, and again, it is about the concepts of content 
and style. The simplest example could be on whether a stone wall should 
be a stone wall (meaning, made of stone) or if it is enough if the wall

1. Thanks to Bob Sharp, from Oscar Blazquez's 1st year studio “$2.00 Project” for helping me find a metaphor.

2. Marshall. Alex. How Cities Work: suburbs, sprawl and the roads not taken University of Texas Press, 2000.

S acram ento  rive r n a rk  master nlan

looks like stone. This example is common in theme-park environments 
that try to re-create or reference an original historical style. But the truth 
is that this Hollywood-prop approach towards design is used in every-day 
design, including roadways, urban plazas and parks. And what worries 
me is that our contemporary culture is blindly accepting the ‘fake’ as real 
(or even worse, accepting it as good-design) without even questioning 
what ‘real’ means.

An example of this approach taken to a larger scale is clearly seen in 
some New Urbanism developments, such as Celebration, Florida. Here, it 
is not merely about materials and tectonics, but about re-creating a whole 
typology of a town’s character and aesthetic language2. The downtown 
area may look like an old town, but the forces that originate and maintain 
it are completely different, resulting in a shallow interpretation of what 
defines a place and how it truly works. In landscape architecture also, and 
for two centuries already, we have been having the same situation with 
the aesthetic of nature. The Romantic Movement, where the designers 
tried to capture the feel and character of ‘untamed’ nature, and bring 
it closer to the everyday experience of the urban dweller, is in many 
ways a themed environment in itself, where man intervenes the natural 
environment in an effort to control it, while trying to preserve the ‘natural 
look’. In contrast, the classic French approach to garden design had an 
opposite attitude towards landscape design: the gardens of Versailles are 
a very emphatic display of man-made environment through the use of 
nature. Another good example of this approach taken to the extreme would 
be the Whitehead Institute roof garden in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
designed by Martha Schwartz and Peter Walker, where artificial materials 
completely substitute the plant material.

Whitehead Institute roof garden, by Martha Schwartz/Peter Walker



I understand that in many occasions, such as the Witehead Institute 
roof garden, there can be constraints such as budget, irrigation and 
drainage capabilities that can be addressed by the use of artificial 
materials. I am sure that Ms. Schwartz’s concept for this project is an ironic 
remark, and most likely there is also a commentary on this very issue 
embedded in her project. But what if people do not get it? It becomes 
again an issue of beauty, and whenever I see a fake-rock contention wall 
near a new development, as a designer one has to wonder if they are 
trying really hard to make it look fake.

My point is that in this world of special effects, computer generated 
environments and material technology we have to pay attention, especially 
as designers, to the quality and character that we put into our built 
environment. Additionaly, we must evaluate our attitude towards our 
natural environment, and whether we let it be real nature or made to look 
like nature.

And open up your eyes...

Sacramento river oark master nlan

Which is fake and which is real?



■ ^ ^ h e  application of the study will focus on a site in the City of 
Chihuahua, given special circumstances that this and many other 
cities in northern Mexico confront in present times, such as nascent- 

stage urban sprawl, revision of urban development plans and a rise in 
reclamation of neglected and ecologically distressed areas. The approach 
will be to revise recent developments in the relationship of nature and 
culture, to then define a framework or strategy (in the form of a landscape 
architecture master plan) for the Sacramento River area in the city of 
Chihuahua, which has many advantages and constraints that make it an 
adequate applied research project.

The city and the state of Chihuahua have a rich history, and they have 
played an important role throughout the history of Mexico, including the 
wars of Independence, the Mexican Revolution and in more recent times, 
the development of industry and trade as a border region.

Chihuahua is considered “the big state” of Mexico, not only in its 
territorial extension, but also in its richness of landscapes, culture and 
history. The capital city of Chihuahua was established at the joint of the 
Chuviscar River and the Sacramento River, which are part of the Conchos 
Watershed. The rich valley is located at an elevation of 1,400 meters 
above the sea level (4,200 ft), and it is flanked by two mountain systems: 
Sierra de Nombre de Dios on the east, Sierra el Mogote and Sierra Azul 
on the west. These mountain systems reach an elevation of 1,700 meters 
above the sea level (5,100 ft), with the exception of the Cerro Grande, 
which reaches 2,600 m (7,800 ft).

The valley of Chihuahua was of great interest for the Spanish colonizers 
in the 16th Century, primarily because of its mineral richness. Some of 
these mines were located near the margins of the Sacramento River, 
where many haciendas were built. Part of the decision to establish the 
municipality at the confluence of the two rivers, was to have a central 
location to manage and exploit the mines. As a capital, the city was 
officially founded in October 1709 as “Villa de San Felipe el Real de 
Chihuahua", and by 1750 a growing population had been established, 
along with schools, governmental buildings, churches, markets and the 
construction of the aqueduct had begun.

The growth of the city began mostly on the southern bank of the 
Chuviscar River, where the historic district still remains with samples of 
important colonial architecture and plazas. During the War of Independence

s a c M m e n t o  r i v e r  rn a r l& m m tM r  r iE m

in the early 1800’s, the city of Chihuahua played an important role, and 
determinant historic events took place here. By 1825 the population had 
reached 10,752 inhabitants. With the end of the War, the growth of the city 
was enhanced by the increase of agricultural and cattle activity, and hence 
many other craftsmen (carpenters, bricklayers, smiths, shoe-makers, etc.) 
also started establishing in the city.

It was not until 1882 that the first segment of railroad was built, as 
part of a system that connected the city to Mexico City. By 1895, with 
the transition into the 20th Century the city's population had doubled. 
At this time the region in general also experienced a great expansion 
and progress in public services, and in commercial and industrial activity. 
Thus, the industrial district of Chihuahua started to take shape in the 
proximity of the Sacramento River and the hillsides of Sierra Nombre de 
Dios. In 1908 a steel foundry plant was finished in the eastern side of the 
city. The plant worked with materials brought from outside the municipality 
of Chihuahua, including nearby mines as well as some located in other 
states of Mexico. In the same year, due to the increasing demand for 
water that came with the urban and population growth, the Chuviscar 
dam was built, with a capacity of five million cubic meters.



Despite the fact that during this period the city was engaged in industrial 
growth, the break out of the Mexican Revolution in 1910 engulfed the 
region in an economic and social crisis that soon spread to the whole 
country. In 1920 the economy began to prosper with the reopening of some 
of the pre-revolution industries, such as breweries, foundries, flourmills 
and fabric factories, industries which benefited from the technological 
advances of steam machines, electric energy and internal combustion 
engines. In the 1930’s Chihuahua had a population of 45,600, and at this 
time the first public transportation system was established, with urban 
buses providing service throughout the city.

In 1947 one of the most important sports and recreational spaces of 
the city was inaugurated. La Ciudad Deportiva or'Sport City’ park included 
a stadium, a gymnasium, racquetball, tennis, volleyball and basketball 
courts, a baseball stadium and swimming pools. The park also includes 
an ‘artificial forest’ providing a space for picnics and passive recreation.

Also in 1947 a cement factory was opened, providing a major industrial 
activity for the city, and setting precedent for the opening of maquiladoras 
in the 1960’s. These industries became the main source for employment 
in the area, setting off the growth of the northeastern portion of the city.1

From the 1950’s and into the late 1980’s, the city went through its 
most important stage of development, given to a significant boost in the 
Maquiladora industry, which revolves around manufacturing products and 
parts of products for international companies. This economic growth was 
complemented by the agroindustry, cattle and paper industries.

The State of Chihuahua was also part of the democratic transition in 
the mid eighties, when it was one of the first opposition party governments. 
Alternancy in power from the strong parties has been a healthy process 
for the political development of the region, and in implementing long-term 
urban projects that transcend a politician’s government term.

An interesting phenomenon has been taking place recently.The eastern 
side hills have always constituted a natural barrier to development, and 
this barrier was emphasized with the creation of the industrial corridor, 
which produced an isolated area between itself and the hills. The housing 
developments that emerged in these were closely related to the industries, 
creating a wedge between the natural barriers and the heavy industrial 
area. This portion of the eastern side of the city is characterized by lower- 
middle working class neighborhoods, and remnant low-density semi-rural 
areas that are underused or plainly abandoned.

1. Historical information was obtained in part from
http://wwwe-focal.gob.mx/encicla/chihuahua/Mpios/08019a.htm (accessed January 10. 2002).

On the other hand, the western side of the valley also presents a 
topographical barrier, but housing developments are being created upon 
the hillsides nevertheless. However, on this side, the mechanism that 
detonated development was a commercial ring road, warehouse-type 
commercial centers, cinema complexes and other shopping-mall type 
commercial areas that have driven the development of the area. The 
housing subdivisions are for upper middle class, and even upper class, 
with residential areas displaying a theme park-like array of varied and 
exotic architectural styles.

What does this dichotomy between the valley edges mean for the 
growth of the city? While the recovery of the Sacramento River area could 
be an opportunity for the whole population to acknowledge and celebrate 
its natural and cultural heritage, it seems it may have a gentrification 
effect upon the adjacent land uses. In a way, the park will be mainly used 
by the nearby neighborhoods, old and new, but the park also has the 
potential of becoming a symbolic public space for the whole city.

La ciudad Deportiva, the City's sports park and main green lung

http://wwwe-focal.gob.mx/encicla/chihuahua/Mpios/08019a.htm


" T " h e  City of Chihuahua, through the Department of Urban 
Development and Ecology, has prepared a study and preliminary 
plan for the recovery of the Sacramento River area. The partial plan 

defined a study area that included much of the existing neighborhoods and 
other land uses, as well as the river corridor. The project area is influenced 
by three major aspects that must be addressed: Natural, Human and 
Land use. Any future intervention should encompass a balance among 
these three main aspects.1

constantly removed from the site, resulting in even more erosion and 
degradation of the riparian system. Another result of this situation is the 
loss of wildlife diversity (consisting today mostly of desert bird species, 
snakes, rabbits and coyotes), which is also deeply influenced by water 
pollution and urban development.2

The environmental problems of the site are presented in the following 
table:

Study Area

Natural Aspects
Historically, this site has been a significant natural resource, with a 

great richness in wildlife, vegetation, water and minerals. The degradation 
of the riparian forests as a result of exploitation has impacted the site’s 
ecology, particularly in terms of soil erosion and diminishing water table 
levels. The natural soils, gravels, and rocks in the area have been

PROBLEM______________________ CAUSES
Erosion Soil removal, vegetative degradation, 

and rain storm runoff.

Pollution Sewer discharge, suspended 
particles from mining, and garbage.

Habitat Degradation Vegetative exploitation, inadequate 
development, water pollution.

Diminishing water table Low precipitation, vegetative and 
water resource degradation.

Erosion and pollution are the most evident problems

1. Direccton General de Desarrollo Urbano y Ecologia - Ayuntamiento de Chihuahua Plan Parcial para al Roseate Ecotogico y  to Regulacidn Urbana on la Zona del Rio Sacramento (1998) Pages 35-37. [Partial
Master Plan for Urban Regulations and Ecological Rescue at the Sacramento River],

2. Ibid, page 17.



Human Aspects
The development of this area of the city has been intensely influenced 

by economic and social needs. The growth accompanied by the arrival of 
industry, along with the workforce that supported it, resulted in the sprawl 
of unregulated, low income, working class neighborhoods. At present, 
the population of this area is still predominantly related to the nearby 
industries, and consists mostly of youth.

The main problem to solve in this aspect is that the increasing 
population of this area lacks the necessary spaces for recreation and 
sports activities as well as social infrastructure and services. Parallel 
to this, the urban planning and design implications should envision that 
housing might also be an increasing need in this area.

Industrial corridor and surrounding neighborhoods.

Land Use Aspects
The Plan identifies the following current uses and percentages within 

in the study area:

Housing (50% +) Medium to high density. Most of the housing is low 
income and unregulated. A second group is defined by the middle-class 
housing developments. A third and not very significant group is poor auto- 
construction housing, which is localized only in specific areas. Finally, 
some 1950’s ‘country houses’ are also present, which are used privately 
for recreation and rest.

Agriculture (20%) Mostly sub-utilized and/or abandoned [orchards, 
vineyards]. The land is divided in communal and private owned types. 
Some of them are still used also for private recreational uses.

Industrial (15%) Somewhat concentrated in the industrial district; yet 
fragmented throughout the housing developments as domestic industrial 
activities (tortilla factories, repair shops, etc.).

Commercial and Services (10%) mainly located at main roads, medium 
establishments and domestic units. A traditional service vocation is present 
in the area, exhibited by th four nursing homes and one orphanage that 
exist in the area.

Transportation. Highly saturated and disconnected from the rest of the 
city by means of existing artificial barriers such as the industrial parks 
and railroad tracks. The major intersections are conflictive nodes in most 
cases.

Infrastructure. Lack of total integration with the city infrastructure is another 
of the problems of the area. Running water reaches coverage of 90%, 
and in the area there are seven wells that provide 355 liters per second 
(93.7 gallons per second) to the aqueduct system of Tabalaopa - Nombre 
de Dios. Sewage service lines serve close to 89% the study area, with 
sewage pollution discharging into the Sacramento River.1 Electric energy 
has coverage of 99% in existing housing. However, public lighting only 
reaches 50%.

1. Fortunately, the presence of an existing water treatment plant helps alleviate this situation although it is mostly under utilized. This situation will change by integrating it into the project scheme, along with other 
passive water treatment strategies and adequate sewage service coverage in the new housing developments

1
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THE SACRAMENTO RIVER ECOLOGICAL RESCUE PLAN
The City’s land use plan specifically suggests the development of a 

river park along the length of the Sacramento River that will consolidate 
the east edge of the city and provide ecological recovery for the area. So 
far, it is clear that the project site is an example of how a natural resource 
can be exploited, devastated and eventually neglected by a growing city 
that seeks to attain progress without a holistic vision of all its parts. But 
what must be fully recognized is that what we have in this site is not just 
a chance to properly supply this area of a lacking social infrastructure, 
but most importantly, a great opportunity to bring the whole city back 
in contact with its natural environment. The Sacramento River and the 
Nombre de Dios hills by themselves, even without any further human 
intervention, already constitute an important part of the physical character 
and history of the city, and hold the potential of becoming a special place 
rich in cultural, recreational, and ecological significance.

The main problems of the area are the ecological deterioration of the 
natural environment, its lack of connectivity to the rest of the city, and 
the consequential lack of adequate social infrastructure and services for 
adjacent areas. The objectives of the land use plan and strategy from the 
city are:

1. To functionally integrate the area to the rest of the urban structure, and 
consolidating existing settlements as well as developing under-used and 
vacant land.

2. To recover the Sacramento River, its floodplain and banks, as well as 
portions of the Nombre de Dios hillsides, recognizing the importance that 
the preservation of these natural features has for the region.

3. To pair the ecological restoration of the river with economic and social 
development, and incorporate this area into the dynamics of the city in an 
effort to improve the quality of life of its inhabitants.1

Strategies and Project Premises
1. Road Structure and Definition of the Area. One of the main elements 

of the project is a proposed riverside parkway that will provide a better 
connection to the rest of the city. The function of this element is to provide 
definition to the project area, as well as to function as a barrier to prevent 
further uncontrolled development and aid the ecological preservation of 
the reserve. Ian McHarg, author of Design With Nature and a crucial figure 
in ecological land planning once said in relation to highway design:

The cause [for highways to be regarded as unresponsive to public values] lies 
in the inadequacy o f the criteria for route selection. These have been developed 
for rural areas where social values are scarce and engineering considerations 
are paramount. [ .. .]  The highway is no longer considered only in terms of 
automotive movement within its right-of-way, but in context of all physical, 
biological and social processes within its area o f influence. 2

Ian M cHarg.

The design for the riverside parkway should not be seen exclusively for 
functional purposes, but also as a provider of meaningful, usable space 
and responsive to pedestrian users and natural processes. This becomes 
crucial given the fact that the road runs right along the riparian corridor’s 
edge in some segments, and that in some others, it could impose a barrier 
between the neighborhoods and the experience of the park.

Proposed Riverside Parkway and Main Arterial Roads.

A way to give the riverside parkway a multiplicity of use is through 
envisioning it as a greenway; specifically, the median running between 
the traffic lanes could be used for bicycle and pedestrian paths, along 
with good vegetation cover, and designed to carry and benefit from storm 
runoff. Given the varied circumstances that the road crosses throughout 
the study area, in some areas the median must be reduced and in cases 
probaly disappear completely. At this crucial points the connection with 
the park and neighborhoods should be carefully designed. As a design 
element, the riverside parkway then becomes a park itself, and it allows 
recreational opportunities to occur on both sides of the road.

Other issues to consider are:
- Reinforce and promote pedestrian use, as well as public transportation.
- Neighborhood and visitor parking areas at access points should be congruent 

with the design premises
- Limit crossings, intersections and connections to important roads only, to 

increase connectivity to the rest of the city.

1 ■ Ibid, page 63-66
2. McHarg, Ian L. and Frederick R. Steiner, Ed. To Heal the Earth: Selected Writings o f Ian L  Mcharg. Island Press. Washington DC. 1998. Pages 220-221.
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A section for the road has been proposed by the City of Chihuahua 
Urban Development Office with the following criteria: three lanes of 
traffic on each way divided by a vegetated, 8m (24 feet) wide median, 
and flanked by 3m (10 feet) wide sidewalks, also vegetated. The total 
dimension of the section of the road would total 35m.

35m section, 8m median

This section provides the parkway with the character of a boulevard. 
Nevertheless, the width will have to be adjusted in the tight areas where 
the road comes very close to the existing neighborhoods and the river 
corridor. Additionally, bridges may be needed at points where main 
washes flow into the Sacramento and across the parkway.

30m Section, 3m median

Bridge, wih a section of 26m and a 2m separator for median

sacram en tn  r iv e r n a rk  m a c ta r nlan

2. Land Use. The Sacramento Plan proposes land use saturation of 
the area, by enhancing the existing infrastructure and occupying vacant 
lots. Housing will be an important component of the area, along with 
ecological, recreational and cultural land uses. Part of the character of 
the new developments could be defined by recognizing the history of the 
site, achieved by taking some of the historical agricultural motifs of the 
land (orchards, vineyards, agricultural fields) and ‘translating’ them into 
housing and landscape design concepts. This has somewhat begun in a 
particular housing development, where they used the existing grid of a 
Pecan tree orchard, and aligned the houses with the existing trees, which 
provide character and identity.

i
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3. Environment. As stated before, it is crucial to understand the natural 
processes associated with the area, and how they have been affected in 
the past, in order to integrate them to the new dynamics that will result 
from the implemented plan. The main processes are those related to 
the riparian corridor and its associated geomorphologic, vegetative and 
wildlife components, and how they relate to urban processes and human 
use. Again, the idea is not to alienate these processes, but to integrate 
them.

For the river corridor, recovery efforts need to address the following 
problems:

PROBLEM POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS
Erosion Reforesting, and canalization / design treatment 

of waterways and washes.

Pollution Adequate sewage infrastructure and
implementation of constructed
wetlands in conjunction with Water Treatment Plant.

Habitat degradation Habitat creation through reforestation and by 
constructing wetlands.

Diminishing water table Retention basins, outflow from Water Treatment Plant.

Some temporary measures for retaining water have been implemented

Along with the reforesting efforts, soil blankets could also be used in 
the steep slopes along the hillsides, as well as stabilization structures and 
check dams. Another important element will be the constructed wetlands 
treatment systems, that can improve the water quality (subsurface 
flow systems), as well as providing wildlife habitat (free water surface 
systems).1

Revegetation, control dams and soil blankets.

There are two important regional aspects that have to be considered: 
the upstream conditions of the river, and what happens at the convergence 
of the Sacramento River with the Chuviscar River. The first aspect can 
be addressed by means of ‘passive’ strategies for water quality control, 
such as the ones mentioned in the previous table. The development of the 
housing structures, should also enforce that adequate sewer infrastructure 
is implemented, so that the discharges are properly treated before (if 
they should ever) reaching the river. The key here is to understand the 
development processes that occur and to try to work with them in order 
to achieve the recovery of the land.

The second aspect is an interesting opportunity for a future project. 
The Chuviscar River, given its location and history within the city is 
now completely channelized throughout the urban area. A few years 
ago, a great infrastructure program was developed to redirect the sewer 
discharges that were being dumped directly to the channel, creating a 
health and aesthetic problem for the city. The pipes that transport the 
sewage will be connected to a future water treatment facility, and the 
resulting waters will be used for agricultural and green area irrigation. With 
the example of the strategies suggested in the Sacramento River Park, 
the project for the new water treatment facility could further the recovery 
of the city's riparian systems. In the far future, there might be a possibility 
to reforest and ecologically restore the channel of the Chuviscar River.

Sewage control infrastructure for the Chuviscar River

1. Environmental Protection Agency's Office of Wetlands, Oceans, & Watersheds http://www.epa.gov/owow/wetlands/construc/content.html. (Accessed September 16, 2002).

1
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The methodology for my research was primordially based on 
literature review, analyzing the relationship between Man and Nature, and 
the evolution of Culture in relation to the land. Through this literature, 
which I refer to throughout this work, the philosophical standpoint of 
the project is approached and defined. A second component of the 
research methodology was the review of important case studies. The 
following section reviews projects for urban parks that include relevant 
concepts and strategies to address the recovery of landscape within 
urban environments, as well as of culturally significant areas. The scale of 
these projects varies, from large-scale master plans to specific solutions 
in smaller areas. A summary with the relevance and implications of each 
project is included at the end of this section.

THE DOWNSVIEW COMPETITION.
^ ^ ■ h e  importance of this competition relies in the issues that it 

presents to the professional community of landscape architecture, 
architecture and urban design. It encouraged innovative 

submissions from interdisciplinary teams, and the vision of the park was 
not focused entirely on the historical heritage of the site, nor limited by 
aiming to restore a run down ecology to a particular state; it encouraged 
the competitors to focus all the potential of the park into a sophisticated, 
evolving system of human and natural processes.

The organization of the competition was made through the 
collaboration of experts in the field and a well-informed promoter, and it 
provided the competitors with a clear vision of what the park should be:

1. An urban site being transformed into a park.
2. Canada’s first National Urban Park.
3. A unique urban green space for recreation, a meeting place for 
the people of Canada.
4. A park developed according to the principles of environmental, 
economic and social sustainability;

Additionally, the objective of the competition was to promote 
innovative designs that would develop the site’s potential as a new 
landscape, where natural ecologies and public uses and events are seen 
as evolving, interrelated systems.

The site for the park is a 260-hectare former Canadian Armed 
Forces base, with a focus area of 130 hectares for the competition. The 
landscape at the site has been heavily transformed through agricultural 
and military use, and it includes an airstrip that had to be incorporated into

the park design, since it continues to be used. A primordial environmental 
concern was to incorporate two regional watershed systems into the 
park, as well as a restoration of the depleted soils, vegetation and wildlife 
habitat. Also to be incorporated into the design were existing structures 
from the military base, although mostly through program and through the 
space around them.

Five interdisciplinary teams were short-listed, all of which produced 
submittals worthy of mention, given the important issues and concepts 
that they brought to the table of landscape architecture and urban design 
in the 21st Century. For this study, I will focus on three of the projects, 
including the winning scheme by OMA/Bruce Mau Design, the submittal 
by the team leaded by Bernard Tschumi, and the submittal by James 
Corner and Stan Allen.

Downsview Park Project Area

PARC DOWNSVIEW PARK COMPETITION
LOCATION: Toronto, Canada

PROJECT TYPE: Urban Park.

DESIGNERS:
OMA TEAM (winner): Rem Koolhaas / Office of Metropolitan Architecture, Rotterdam

Bruce Mau Design. Toronto.
CORNER!ALLEN TEAM: James Corner / Field Operations, Philadelphia.

Stan Allen Architecture. New York City.
TSCHUMI TEAM: Bernard Tschumi Architects, New York City.

CLIENT: Canada Lands Company (CLC Downsview Inc.), a
Crown Corporation of the Government of Canada

DATE OF COMPLETION: Competition held in 1999. awarded in 2000 Not yet built.
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TREE CITY - OMA / Bruce Mau Design.
The proposal for the Downsview Park from the OMA team gathers 

its strength from the fact that it is not a master plan for an urban 
park, but a strategy. It is deliberately open-ended, offering a strategic 
organization that responds to a demanding program rendered uncertain 
by the unpredictability o f contemporary urban life, and it focuses into in 
architecture or infrastructure, but in soil restoration and vegetation. The 
design proposes a series of circular clusters of trees that will provide 
identity and character to the park, and as these become established 
and natural processes start taking shape, the team predicts that the 
value of the land will increase, providing suitable opportunities for further 
development. Another important aspect of the proposal is the network 
of bicycle and pedestrian paths, which provides interconnections within 
the park itself and towards the surrounding areas. Tree City seeks to 
manufacture nature, i.e. create an artificial landscape specifically for 
orchestrating recreation, traffic, and cultural and commercial activities.
100% artificial and 100% natural at the same time, the team’s diagram 
creates programmatic spaces and settings without assigning specific uses 
to them. As the park evolves, both through natural and urban processes, 
the open-end ness of it will accommodate to the changing needs that time 
provides.

What the OMA team provided was not only a proposal for a specific 
site in Toronto; they produced a program as a strategy that works outside 
of its physical context. At the same time, they focused the strength of their 
submission in the processes it will be capable of unchaining, rather than 
specifying a particular final product. Another theoretical standpoint of the 
project is that it blurs the distinction of City and Park, by trying to bring 
social functions to the natural setting and then mixing them with evolving 
natural processes. The park will be open to the changing dynamics from 
nature and culture.

There is also a certain “logo” quality to the proposal which is open- 
ended and diagrammatic, thus not to be taken literally; yet it is from the 
logo quality that the proposal gathers its charm, even if it is in a superficial 
way. Looking deeper into it, we find formal and structural correlations to 
the way suburbs (clusters) and freeways (paths) behave on the periphery 
of cities. While it has all this potential for natural processes to occur, the 
general spirit and character of the proposal is a reflection of the culture 
of dispersion and fragmentation so present in the contemporary city. The 
dots or clusters of trees will function independently (and unexpectedly) 
at a different level from the general scheme’s dynamics, and it is likely 
that through time those clusters will need stronger connections than just 
the paths and they may grow to become a massive network of connected 
ecosystems.

_____________________

OMA's Master Plan
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THE DIGITAL AND THE COYOTE - Bernard Tschumi.
Bernard Tschumi’s submittal seeks to provoke the encounter of the 

artificial and the natural, of technology and the wild, of the digital and the 
coyote. The way the project combines them is by keeping them together, 
but not fully mixed. The design strives to keep the possibilities open 
for the unexpected to appear, particularly in the wilderness area. It 
provides a complex morphology of vegetation clusters, meadows, and 
wetlands weaved around the edges of the park. Tschumi’s project, 
through its concern in processes and effects, produces a cultural product 
that resembles nature, while OMA’s does the opposite, setting natural 
elements to behave artificially. An important remark on Tshumi’s project 
description is the current state of the Nature-Culture relationship, where 
culture and nature are elusive concepts these days, when much culture 
leans towards entertainment and much nature towards the artificial.

Once again, as he did in Parc de la Villette, the organization of the 
scheme is made through the super-imposition of three levels, this time 
digits, spools, and screens.

Digits - They are a means to maximize the perimeter of the site, 
and act as fingers of nature, permeating the cultural and natural 
artifacts.
Spools - They are the cultural centers of attraction, and they hold 
the potential for diverse programmatic activities such as sports, 
education and mass events.
Screens - They are attached to the buildings, and function as 
announcement of the cultural activities. They are literal digital 
screens for the expression of our time through audio-visual media.

Tschumi’s system of digits and continuous wooded areas provide 
a great habitat for wildlife, allowing for its movement and edge/core 
dynamics; however, by treating the edges as the most intense areas 
for interaction between culture and nature, he brings intensive digital 
entertainment zones for human use, which may disturb the wildlife.

While producing a very intense, human-oriented area, clearly 
influenced by today’s atmosphere of media overload, digital technology 
and communications, this scheme also leaves a big window open towards 
‘the wild', towards the unexpectedness of nature. Although it could be 
interpreted as a part of that same contemporary in-your-face reality trend, 
it is valuable that the designers leave a space for non-human processes 
and forces to coexist within the park. It may be a theme-like attraction, 
it could be nothing but a different kind of zoo, but it does recognize the 
importance of the natural and it brings it to our attention as part of who 
we are, and the place we occupy in this world.
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EMERGENT ECOLOGIES - James Corner / Stan Allen.
The Corner/Allen scheme is mostly based in representing the union 

of Nature and Culture, by means of an exhaustive organizational logic 
that does not separate them, but integrates them throughout the design of 
the park. It is organized by two horizontally linked systems of movement, 
Circuits and Through-Flows. The Circuits link the different areas of 
activity and maintain corridors for social and recreational functions, 
while the Through-Flows represent the continuous matrix that allows for 
drainage, vegetation and wildlife flows, and also site furnishing, lighting 
and information flows. These two overarching systems work together and 
complement each other, while they allow for evolution and adaptation of 
use according to unexpected changing needs.

In more specific formal language, the scheme makes references 
to the agricultural landscape of the site, by using rows of trees dividing 
meadows of grass. They also use a system of furrows and ridges along 
the western edge of the site, providing a wider arrange of habitat diversity. 
The ridges and furrows also function as water drains. Its focus on the 
flows of both natural and urban flows makes the proposal susceptible to 
the same forces that affect the wider region surrounding the park.

In terms of organization, the Corner/Allen design not only makes 
detailed considerations to ecological processes, but also in terms of the 
park’s administration, management, and involvement of different groups of 
the public: neighbors, community groups and the diverse park users. This 
gives the proposal a true character of public spacer, with given thought to 
community involvement and creation of identity and belonging.

This proposal is probably the one that went further into detail and 
development of its design elements, while maintaining its flexible character 
for allowing unpredictable forces and processes to occur over time. At the 
same time it shares many of the attitudes towards the competition brief 
requirements with the Koolhaas/Mau entry, it distinctively went beyond 
OMA’s suggestive and simplistic approach, by elaborating an exhaustive 
program and thorough vision for the potential of the park.

INFORMATION SOURCES:
Czerniak, Julia, Editor. CASE: Downsvww Park Toronto. 

Prestel Verlag, Munich, London, New York, 2001.

Waldheim , Charles Park=Citv? Landscape Architecture Magazine, 
Vol. 91, No. 3. Pages 81-85, 98-100.

Merlins, Detlef. Parc Downsview Park Design Competition Brief. CLC Downsview Inc. 
Obtained at http;//www.pdp.ca/en/archives/default.htm [accessed august 2002].

http://www.juncus.com [accessed august 2002].
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z * X  s part of the series of Grands Projets initiated by Francois 
/  ^Mitterrand, the competition for the Parc de la Villette was organized 
in 1982, and it went through many years of discussions, controversy and 
governmental changes.The 125-acre site is located on the northeast corner 
of Paris, and was previously occupied by the central slaughterhouses. 
The site was already a populated semi-industrial quarter, including two 
enormous existing structures: the Museum of Science and Technology and 
the Grande Halle. The aim of the competition was to design “The Park for 
the 21 st Century” , which should propose the juxtaposition and combination 
of activities, thus encouraging new attitudes and perspectives.

Bernard Tschumi’s project for the Parc de la Villette is not only 
about architecture, or landscape architecture. It is about understanding 
the way we look at cities, at open space, at history and at culture. Then 
it’s about going against that, making us pay attention to a new social 
and historical reality, which is of dispersion and difference. The project 
also addresses the public space as a whole integrated mechanism that is 
complexly worked out in points of interchangeable activity.

The project is complex, yet its layers can be clearly understood. 
First, we have the existing, massive structures. Added to these, according 
to programmatic needs, other large structures were also incorporated, 
such as the Dance and Music Conservatory, la Cite de la Musique, a 
Concert Hall, and a Cinema.

The second layer is formed by 25 bright-red buildings, or Follies, 
arrayed in a 120x120m grid. These buildings provide a common 
denominator for all events generated by the program: each one is a 
10x10x10m neutral box, open for activities such as information booths, 
first aid stations, children activities, art workshops, etc. This grid embraces 
the existing buildings, and integrates them with the other design elements; 
it also provides a system for territorial recognition that is related to the 
city.

The third layer involves the circulation systems, which are the 
curvilinear path and the covered promenades. The importance of this 
layer is that it provides a circulation system that denies the grid, yet it 
gives a loose sequence of perception of the whole site.

The fourth and last layer would be the space in between the 
previous three, yet this space is not about lost or remaining space, since 
it is in this spaces that the gardens take place, and provide an even more 
loose use of open areas. The experience of these gardens brings the 
scale of the whole park down to smaller, individual parts.

Scheme's Layers

PARC DE LA VILLETTE
LOCATION: 

PROJECTTYPE: 

DESIGNERS: 

CLIENT:

Paris, France.

Urban Park.

Bernard Tschumi Architects, New York City.

Government of France,
Etablissement Public du Parc de la Villette

DATE OF COMPLETION: Competition held in 1982-1983. completed 1997.



An important element of the experience of the park is defined by 
the cinematic promenade of gardens. As part of the system of lines, 
this meandering path swirls among the grid and it creates a series 
of conceptual gardens that were designed by individual artists and 
landscape designers (some of them are the garden o f  m irrors, the garden  
o f shadows, the garden o f  the dragon  and the garden o f  childhood fears). 
In conjunction with the pedestrian experience, the gardens also provide 
spaces for bathing, pic-nics, rollerskating and also for more natural 
gardens.

Almost twenty years after the competition, the Park has evolved and 
matured in a way that reminds us that after all, it’s landscape architecture. 
The once dominating stark gestures of architectural form and hardscape 
design have been softened by the growth of vegetation. In terms of use, it 
seems to be that Parc de la Villette is simply too big to work in an every
day basis. Maintenance and care for many of the structures is another 
aspect that makes the 20-year age more evident. This goes to show two 
important lessons.

First, that the architectural and man-made frameworks will evolve 
together with the natural processes, and that as designers, we should 
always keep that in mind: landscape design is a living system that matures 
and evolves throughout time, many times beyond our own time. Second, 
maintenance for both the structures and plant materials should also be 
taken into account. A comparison comes to mind, and it relates to the 
‘natural’ look vs. the ‘manicured’ look, through the example of feminine 
beauty. It relates to the time, money and energy required to achieve a 
‘beautiful look’ through makeup and other artificial means, vs. the beauty 
and simplicity of a washed face and a natural look.

Parc de La Villette todayi
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A NOTE ON THE RUNNER-UP.
Bernard Tschumi and Rem Koolhaas are considered two of the 

foremost architect/theorists of the late 20th Century, and their work seems 
to coincide at projects, opportunities and competitions. Such was the 
case of the Parc de la Villette Competition in 1982, and again in 1999 at 
the Downsview Park Competition. The former was won by Tschumi, the 
latter by Koolhaas. Yet it is important to see their takes on the projects that 
didn’t win, for they hold important concepts and attitudes towards design 
theory, open space and urban parks.

Some architectural circles herald Koolhaas’ entry for Park de la 
Villette as the “2nd place that should have won”. The project is organized 
in a similar fashion to Tschumi’s, this time in terms of layers that include 
Zonal Strips, Confetti, Access and Circulation, Mayor Elements, and 
Connections and Elaborations. Each layer functions in relationship to 
the other, creating congestion typical of the contemporary metropolis. 
In his 1989 article, Richard Dagenhart proposes that the methaphors 
that Koolhaas drew his concepts for La Villette came from his study of 
Manhattan, and that it becomes a translation of the city’s grid and the 
disconnectedness of the skyscraper (Dagenhart, 1989).

The zonal strips subdivide the open space, and provide specific 
areas for the functions required by the program. Yet, as the different floors 
of a skyscraper, they don't necessarily relate to the adjacent strips, and 
they rather function as a whole, and within themselves. The confetti layer 
provides smaller punctual spaces to accommodate other parts of the 
program, in a similar way to Tschumi’s Follies Grid. The confetti layer 
however, reinforces fragmentation and is less rigid. The other layers, such 
as the access and circulation, and connections and elaborations seek to 
bring the city outside the boundaries of the park and make it a functional 
participant; while the existing major elements are recognition of the site’s 
history and provide the anchor elements for other functions to revolve 
around them.

As interesting and thoughtful the proposal is, an obvious criticism 
would be that the park was designed with the city in mind, but instead of 
Manhattan it could have been Paris. Koolhaas’deep interest in congestion, 
decontextualization and fragmentation of the cities of the late 20th Century 
is very relevant for a park that for the 21st Century. However, the specifics 
of how Manhattan came to be the urban beast that it is can’t necessarily 
apply elsewhere; particularly in a city with so much urban history as 
Paris.
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Fig. S: Koolhaas project for La ViltCtte.
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INFORMATION SOURCES:

Dagenhart, Richard Urban Architectural Theory & the Contemporary City: Tschumi & Koolhaas 
at the Parc de la Villatte. Ekistics, Vd. 56, No. 334-335 (January-April 1989). Pages 84-92.

Hlnshaw, Mark. C.ntic at Large La Villette After Twenty 'tears. 
Landscape Architecture Maga2ine, Vol 92, No. 8. Pages 123-124.

Tschumi, Bernard Cinegramme Folie: Le Parc de La Villette , Paris Nineteenth Anondissement
Princeton Architectural Press. Princeton NJ. 1987.

http://lschuml.com 
http://www.la-villette.com/us/reperes/archi/index1.htm 

[accessed September 2000].
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he Nahuatl word xochimilco signifies “the place where flowers are
grown". The town of Xochimilco, originally located to the south 

of Mexico City and now incorporated as part of the metropolitan area, 
holds a great cultural and historical significance. When the Spanish 
Conquerors first came to the Valley of Mexico, what they found there was 
a magnificent, floating city in the middle of a lake. The Aztecs built their 
capital city, Tenochtitlan at the place where an eagle would appear atop 
a prickly pear cactus, devouring a serpent. The building of a city in a 
lake proved to be quite a task, but also an opportunity for great things. 
Among these great things, was the use of the Chinampa, an agricultural 
artificial island (that apparently preceded the Aztecs) that was not only 
very ingenuous, but also very productive. The Xochimilco area since those 
times was dedicated to the growth of flowers, hence the name it holds 
until present day.

But as the Spanish began transforming the native culture, religion 
and their built and natural environments, the lake was buried underneath 
the city, in what is clearly a very western approach towards the relationship 
between man and nature. Xochimilco became the last remnant of those 
channels and artificial islands, while the urban beast of concrete and 
asphalt established itself.

In 1987, UNESCO declared Xochimilco a World Heritage site and 
following that, the City’s authorities developed a restoration project. The 
restoration included not only the historical and ecological rescue of the 
area, but also a much-needed social infrastructure project for the borough 
of Xochimilco. The project area encompasses about 3000 hectares of 
existing islands, as well as a 300-hectare ecological and cultural park, 
a sports park and a massive flower market, all designed by Mexican 
landscape architect, Mario Schjetnan.

The main significance of the project is the way it embraces a 
deteriorated ecosystem, which was originally built by man, yet requiring 
a delicate balance with the natural processes, and how it makes 
the ecosystem once again a sustained entity, with present-day urban 
processes. A very important attitude is shown here, and it is that of 
renewed traditions: the designers and the authorities in charge recognize 
the history and cultural significance of the site, yet they look at their 
present day and beyond, towards a re-encounter with their ancestor's 
relationship with nature, making good use of contemporary techniques in 
conjunction with the traditional functions of the area.
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The canals and trajmeras of Xochimilco

PARQUE ECOLOGICO XOCHIMILCO
LOCATION: 

PROJECTTYPE: 

DESIGNERS:

CLIENT:

Xochimilco, Mexico City.

Urban Park

Grupo de Diseho Urbano 
Mario Schjetnan / Jose Luis Perez

Mexico City Government (DDF). 
Borough of Xochimilco.

DATE OF COMPLETION: 1993
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The strategies for ecological restoration were based on hydrologic 
processes, given that the main problems were related to the management 
of water resources. Many chinampas were threatened by excessive water 
exploitation through wells, and at the same time by increased storm 
water runoff due to urbanization. There was a severe pollution of the 
surface water, and invasive vegetation in the canals were making many 
chinampas inaccessible, while others were being encroached upon by 
unregulated construction.

Treated water was reintroduced into the aquifers, by incorporating 
a water treatment plant that is located off site, recognizing a more 
regional approach towards the solution of the problems; reservoirs and 
an artificial lake were created to control storm water runoff and regulate 
the water levels. Many chinampas were restored using the ancient Aztec 
techniques, and were put back to agricultural use to support the local 
economy. Canals were cleared and restored for agriculture and recreation, 
providing another source of employment, one that is traditional to the 
area: taking a boat ride through the canals,.

Parque Xochimilco is an excellent example of a very complex urban 
park that works in many levels:

- Historical interpretation. The restoration of the pre-Hispanic 
landscape is achieved not only through appearance, but also 
through functionality. And most importantly, it is not a nostalgic view 
to the past, but a living showcase of prevailing traditions.

- Ecological restoration. Addressed through water treatment and 
replenishment, control of invasive vegetation control and wildlife 
habitat restoration.

- Social functions. The master plan includes a sports park for 
recreation, a cultural center for education/demonstration, and a 
flower market and an embarcadero that offers pole barge (trajineras) 
tours creating economic and employment opportunities.

Here we have, as John Beardsley puts it, “more than just a park to 
look at, a working landscape” (Beardsley 2002, 63).
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Parque Ecobgico Xochimilco Master Plan

INFORMATION SOURCES:

Beardsley, John. Xochimilco Ecological Park. 
TVulove, James Grayson, Editor. Ten Landscapes: Mario Schjetnan.

Rockport Publishers, 2002. Pages 61-73.
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ocated in the east side of Paris, the borough of Bercy was a harbor 
of wines and wood. During the 17th century, it became a leisure 

^ ™ a re a  for the city, and in the 18th century several small cabarets 
and dancing halls were installed along the riversides of the Seine. By 
the beginning of the 19th century wine warehouses were established, 
and Bercy became a part of Paris. The headquarters of the Ministry of 
Economy, Finance and Industry were relocated here, transforming Bercy 
into an industrial area.

By the end of the 1980’s, Bercy was the last remaining industrial site 
in Paris, and a large urban design project was implemented to transform 
the area. A new building for the Ministry was built, as well as the Paris- 
Bercy Sports Palace and an American Center, designed by Frank Gehry.

The project for the Parc de Bercy is intended to be a Park of 
Memory, exalting the site’s rich history. It also intended to be a link among 
the many landmarks that surround it.

The park divides into three great sections: A formally defined series 
of lawn areas, a series of parterres arrayed within a skewed grid, and a 
‘Romantic Garden’ defined by the use of water running along the center 
and finishing in a circular fountain that surrounds an old existing structure. 
It is important to note that many elements that announce the history of 
the site are incorporated, such as ruins of the pre-revolutionary buildings, 
walled gardens, railroad tracks, casks, vats and wagons from the wine 
market. The parterres incorporate medicinal plants, roses, scent plants 
and vines; the lawn areas include pre-existing 200-year-old trees and 
turf.

This project comes within a series of projects from the city of Paris 
to equalize the distribution of parks and public amenities throughout the 
city. The east-side being a work-class prevailing area, the park gains 
importance. The design focuses on historic importance, overlaying two 
grids: one new, one historic. The formal orthogonal solution is enhanced 
by the counterpoint of the ancient trees, arrayed loosely on the historic 
grid.

With the strong French tradition of formally solved gardens, and a 
post-modern approach to history, the designers of the Parc de Bercy have 
produced an interesting, well-balanced design.The two main architectonic 
elements and the new urban grid define the strongest gesture: a frank 
(no pun intended) east-west axis upon which the park develops. Yet 
the new rigid structure of the park is really brought up by the trace of 
history, portrayed in the skewed grid of the old borough, its trees, and the 
parterres that embrace that historical grid.

In a way, the park works as a new frame for an old picture. It is 
important that they preserve the history and meaning of the site, helping 
the people who live in the area relate to their past as well as to their 
present. The design also works as a palimpsest on which one can read 
the the different layers of historical and present-day uses.

INFORMATION SOURCES:
Clemens, Marilyn. Garden o f Memory Landscape Architecture Magazine, Val. 79, No. 1. Page 30.

PARC DE BERCY
LOCATION: 

PROJECTTYPE: 

DESIGNERS:

CLIENT:

Paris, France.

Urban Park, Recreational and Cultural Center

Marylene Ferrand, Jean-Pierre Feugas, Bernard Hue 
Bernard LeRoy and Ian Le Caisne.

The City of Paris

Parc de Bercy Master Plan
DATE OF COMPLETION: 1997

2



he Pacific Northwest has gained recognition as a region concerned
about environmental issues and also as an important area for 

the arts, particularly in relation to the public space. These two interests 
have recently come together in a series of projects involving landscape 
architects and artists to restore historical and natural environments. A very 
relevant example of this collaborative work is found in the Waterworks 
Gardens, located at the East Division Water Reclamation Plant in Renton, 
WA, just south of Seattle.

Jordan, an artist with a record of art pieces and installations being 
critical on environmental issues (such as blue-plastic trees and electric 
egg beaters standing in for flowers), felt like she had to start being more 
proactive and suggest solutions rather than just commenting on the 
issues. The result, in great part due to a very timely conjunction of 
circumstances, is a magnificent example of art, technology and natural 
processes coming together for a working landscape that combines 
environmental, educational and recreation functions.

By defining the project as a garden, which is the typical place of 
encounter between human control and natural processes, the desginer 
provides a setting that acknowledges the intervention of man, yet she 
steps back and lets nature be the main character and performer of the 
project. Jordan finds a sense of beauty within a system that is usually 
seen as a technical process, and gives it the opportunity to be open for 
people to appreciate and learn from it, instead of hiding it as part of urban 
infrastructure as it is usually done.

The experience of the garden begins at the knoll, where water 
flowing from an iron pipe begins the purification sequence, and the 
different outdoor rooms and bodies of water counterpoint the process 
indicating each stage. The first part of the sequence partially treats the 
water through natural processes to be released to the wetlands.

The importance of this project resides in the response that 
the authorities showed towards the opportunities that an important 
infrastructure investment, such as a water treatment plant could offer to 
the public. The benefits are not only in storm water runoff control and 
water treatment, but also in terms of providing a usable public space with 
potential for education and future cultural heritage.

INFORMATION SOURCES
Leccese. Michael. Cleansina Art. Landscape Architecture Magazine, Vol. 87, No. 1 Pages 70-77,130.

Campbell, Craig S and Michael H. Ogden. Constructed Wetlands In the Sustainable Landscape.

John Wiley & Sons Inc. New York, 1999. Pages 218-222.
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Path going through the Release Nature and infrastructure

WATERWORKS GARDENS
LOCATION: Renton, Washington.

PROJECT TYPE: Environmental Art, Educational and Recreational Ecopark

DESIGNERS: Loma Jordan, Artist and Lead Designer
Jones & Jones, Landscape Architecture Consultants.

CLIENT: King County Metro.

DATE OF COMPLETION: 1995.
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ach of the projects analyzed holds a significant set of criteria and 
L *  frameworks for approaching the design of the park. These design 

implications are presented here.

PARC DOWNSVIEW PARK
1. The approach on both Tree City and Emergent Ecologies as to begin 
the design with a strategy, not with a form provides a framework and a 
greater understanding of the issues that affect the site. This is important 
in social, ecological, transportation and programmatic levels

2. The general spirit of the competition to incorporate the natural processes 
into the functions of the park, is a sign of the attitude we have today towards 
environmental issues. At the same time, the cultural components in the 
schemes’ programs recognize culture as a product of our relationship with 
the natural environment. The parks presented do not work as a finished 
product, but as a set of conditions that initiate a process, and they are 
inherently flexible to adapt to change.

3. It is important to provide connections with larger systems of flows, 
particularly the creation of natural habitat. It is in these areas that the true 
relationship of man and nature can occur, but it must be made carefully 
as to minimize the impact that human activity can have on the natural 
processes.

4. A formal and methodological implication is that the separation of 
activities into layers gives clarity and structure to the design. It becomes 
easier to establish connections among these activities and the processes 
they influence and generate.

PARC DE LA VILLETTE
1. Tschumi’s deconstructive philosphy was a big component of the 
design of La Vllette. However, as mentioned earlier, the fragmentation 
and separation of activities in different levels, and also in scattered 
points throughout the park helps to organize those activities, and their 
relationship with the general idea of the park. 2

2. This park, nevertheless, really functions more as a complex building 
than as a park. It would probably work more like a city before it truly works 
as a park. The truth is that the scale of the park is too big in certain areas, 
and the experience of the whole is never truly acheived. Attention should 
be put to the scale of the design elements, and to the transaltion of the 
big concepts into more accessible and perceptible gestures.
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3. The most important consideration is that even if through architectural 
elements and hardscape can provide definition and structure to the 
park, these elements will be diminished over time as vegetation and 
natural processes evolve. Maintenance of those elements should also be 
considered upon designing them, as well as the maintenance required by 
the plant materials, particularly in areas where the landscape is intended 
to look ‘manicured’ and 'in control'.

4. In the case of OMA’s submittal for La Villete, the concept of the zonal 
strips gives certain flexibility to the possible uses that can be accomodated 
in the park; similarly to the dots in the Downsview scheme, those strips 
work within themselves under specific sets of criteria, even if they don’t 
necessarily relate to eachother.The concept of a quilt of different styles of 
cloth comes to mind, yet in terms of ecology and land use, those adjacent 
functions and activities should maintain certain degree of compatibility.

PARQUE ECOLOGICO XOCHIMILCO
1. The integration of cultural heritage and recognition of traditional land 
values are the main strength of this project, given the complexity of 
the ecological problems of the site, as well as its charge of historic 
and traditional values. Schjetnan's sensibility for these matters is clearly 
demonstrated in the incorporation of culturally significant activities that 
provide character and identity to the area, while also becoming a social 
mechanism for education and employment.

2. While not being a historical interpretive park, it gathers most of its strong 
design elements from the native perceptions of the land, mountains, sky 
and water.The connections to the surrounding landscape, both immediate 
and regional, are the backbone of formal considerations. The functional 
relationship with the high-traffic road that bisects the park complex is also 
worth considering.

3. Again, the restoration of natural habitat and areas for natural processes 
to function is very important. In this case, it is very well integrated 
with human functions, both for recreation and economically productive 
activities.



PARC DE BERCY
1 • This park of memory, succeeds in bringing new uses to a restored urban 
area, while acknowledging the cultural and physical history of the site. It 
is worth to see the way the designers brought together the geometries of 
the old groves of trees and overlaid the new axis to integrate them to the 
new structures.

2. The formal organization of spaces through an axis connecting two 
‘anchor’ activities, is a good way to attain hierarchies of uses and provide 
a sequence to experience the park.

2. The concept of the park as a palimpsest (a manuscript on which 
an earlier text has been partially erased and then reused for another), 
documenting the history of the site and its new context.

WATERWORKS GARDENS
1. A good example of human and natural processes coming toegether 
and working for a purpose. Extra points for it additionaly being urban 
infrastructure and having an artistic component.

2. It is important to look closely at the integration of infrastructure and 
public use, and it is particularly relevant since in the Sacramento site a 
water treatment facility is adjacent to many of the proposed uses that will 
most likely be used for recreation and cultural activities.
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There’s something like a bone wing from which extends a series of parallels, and the comb isn’t the bone but the gaps which penetrate space. The tresses 
will enter and leave this comb of air with a firm melody, a set design. The lavish play o f disarray goes on toward sleep, toward love, toward the wind in the 
streets, toward rain. [...] So, the man will comb his hair without a mirror, working his open hand through it. The woman will make her reflection into a tower or 
treetop, whatever peak, where the lines of storm and the blue mark of the broody king fisher can be found. She’ll know how to stem sweetly that flow from 
tenuous high tides, how to light the fire of remembrance without smoke. To comb the hair will be to take auguries for the rising day give shape to the lover’s 
secret thought, instruct from the blood the son not yet born.

When it comes to children, let the air comb them. 1
Julio Cortdzar.

A  crucial theoretical standpoint for the design of this park comes from 
a recent important event in landscape architecture, the competition 

i V o r  the Parc Downsview Park in Toronto, Canada. The winning 
scheme, designed by an interdisciplinary team leaded by Rem Koolhaas 
and Bruce Mau provides us with an interesting metaphor regarding the 
character of their design, entitled Tree City:

Tree City treats the park as if  it is an adult soon capable of sustaining itself 
rather than a child in need of eternal care.2

OMA Team, Parc Downsview Park Competition.

This approach recognizes that the intervention of the park’s design 
foresees the development of natural processes in an atmosphere of 
“letting nature go its way” , by providing a framework for these processes to 
occur in conjunction with human forces, such as recreational and cultural 
uses. It is also important that the role of mankind in relation to nature 
changes from being an authoritarian, over-protective parent (or, to transfer 
the metaphor to a different time era, a medieval landlord), to a lenient, 
trusting and understanding parent (or steward, to keep the medieval 
motif). What we find here is a ‘postmodern incarnation’ , reminiscent of the 
romantic movement, where nature is no longer seen as something to be 
tamed and ordered, but to be accepted and set free to go its own way.

The "comb" concept, with the natural fingers bleeding into the neighborhoods.

The master plan should also contemplate that the city will remain to be 
the counterpart to the park, and therefore provide spaces and programs 
for urban processes to take place. The location of these processes will 
be concentrated along the edges of the park where it comes in contact 
with the neighborhoods, and at the important intersections of the riverside 
parkway through district and neighborhood sub-centers. But it shouldn’t 
stop there: the new neighborhoods will also work as a comb, like the one 
Cortazar speaks about, where fingers of nature come in between the 
gaps, filtering nature into the city, and allowing it to emerge within the 
urban fabric.

The comb concept interweaves and filters Nature within the urban fabric

1. Cortazar, Julio. The Instruction Manual. From the book Cronopios and Famas Translation by Paul Blackburn. New Directions Books, New York, 1999

2. OMA Team, Project Statement for the Parc Downsview Park Competition. Czerniak, Julia Ed. CASE: Downsview Park Toronto. Harvard Design School PRESTEL, 2001 Page 74. 
[See Case Reviews section on this document, page 15],
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With all this in mind, the program divides the uses of the park in the 
following elements:

Ecological Park
It will focus mainly on the recovery of the riparian corridor, where 

revegetation strategies, water table replenishing and erosion control are 
the primordial concerns. And also, as stated before, the focus will be to 
trigger and re-establish natural processes in conjunction with the other 
elements of the park.

- Demonstration / Educational Gardens.
- River Park (Revegetated areas on the floodplain, with minimum 
intervention other than paths and circulation nodes).
- Habitat patches/crossings and constructed wetlands.
- Ecological/Interpretive Center.

Recreation Complex
As part of the social and cultural components of the park, this element 

will focus on more active types of recreation, in close relation to the 
housing developments and neighborhood sub-centers. The open-end 
ness of the ecological component and its flexibility to adapt to changing 
processes will also be incorporated as much as possible in this element.

- Designated sport areas.
- Multi-use open grounds (fairs, gatherings, concerts, etc).
- Children Playgrounds.
- Pedestrian and Bicycle paths.
- Rest / Picnic Areas.

In addition to the social function of the recreation complex, the new 
housing developments will require neighborhood sub centers that provide 
services such as stores, pharmacies, transport stations, parking, etc

Cultural Park
The other part of the social and cultural component relates more to 

the main access point to the park, and it incorporates the possibilities for 
cultural, educational and demonstration programs. It also functions as the
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gateway for the city to start relating to its natural environment, and it will 
be a crucial element for the objective of place-making and cultural identity 
showcases.

- Interactive Science Museum / combined with eco-center.
- Quinta Carolina Historical Complex.
- Open-air Amphitheater.
- Forested plazas.
- Interpretive Orchards and Gardens (native vegetation and historically 
introduced species).

This program is to be considered as a starting point, on which the park 
will be able to evolve upon. It is very important to keep certain aspects in 
mind, in terms of maintenance and the process of maturity of the park.

1. The eco-center is envisioned as an semi-open structure suitable for 
display of interpretive signage and for certain types of exhibits. The idea 
is that it relates more to the outside areas rather than being an enclosed 
building. It should also incorporate outdoor classrooms / amphitheaters 
for small groups of people,

2. The City Plan for the recovery of the Sacramento River envisioned the 
incorporation of a botanical garden and a desert zoo. These two elements, 
although they could function within the park as interesting destinations 
and amenities, would probably require a high level of maintenance as 
well as an important sponsorship. A similar, yet more passive alternative 
can be acheived by the restoration of wildlife habitat and through the 
education of the people on the natural processes that can occur when the 
appropiate circumstances are provided.

3. The character of the park will be defined with time. The landscape 
is expected to recover on its own through the implementation of simple 
techniques and the removal of harmful impacts. The image of the natural 
vegetation should be just that: a natural desert riparian landscape, rich in 
native plant species that adapt to the specific conditions of the site. This 
vision and attitude towards the park should be reinforced as part of the 
educational programs.



Linear Configuration of Uses

DESIGN CONCEPTS
Version 1.

The program mentioned above calls for a linear organization of the 
different types of uses, meaning that they would be structured throughout 
the length of the site area, flanking the river. This way, going downstream 
from the northern limit of the park (left to right on the diagram), we would 
have a series of areas with more emphasis in the ecological aspects, 
limiting human intervention to the restoration of the riparian and upland 
ecosystems. As we continue towards the south, we begin to encounter 
more interaction with the neighborhoods, which are to be permeated with 
fingers' of natural open areas in an effort to let the park exist on both 
sides of the parkway. The focus of use in this portion would be more 
towards active and passive recreation for the neighborhoods. As we move 
closer to the existing water treatment facility, the opportunity for ecological 
restoration returns, this time with a focus on showcasing and educating 
on the subject of water reclamation through natural processes. This area 
would be highly enriched through the use of constructed wetlands.

As for the existing water treatment facility itself, it also would provide 
a great opportunity for education on this type of infrastructure and its 
importance within urban environments. It would be strongly recommended 
to develop a much more open attitude towards learning and showcasing 
the plant as a part of the city’s landmarks.

We then continue to the Cultural Park, which focuses more on 
displaying the relationship between culture and nature, by means of open 
spaces, orchards, interpretive fields, desert vegetation gardens and the 
Ecocenter/museum.

Past this point, as the road closes in against the river, the park turns 
again into the character of the restored riparian corridor, which runs 
throughout the length of the site area as the backbone of the park.

As a means to bring the large scale organization and division of 
uses to a more human scale, a series of diagrams was also developed.

These diagrams are based on viewsheds towards the most prominent 
geographical features in the Sierra de Nombre de Dios hills, as well as 
the Cerro del Coronel hill on the south side of the Chuviscar River. Four 
locations were identified as viewpoints, located at the main access points 
and at expected cores of activity.

Once the axes are laid, they were shrunk to approximately a tenth 
of the actual size and repeated on the four viewpoints, followed by a 
simplification and form interpretation that resulted in the following ‘colored 
dragons’.

The diagrams provide an interesting array of options for geometric 
alignments and subdivisions that work together with the existing and 
proposed city grids.
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First Incarnation of Recreation Complex, Ecological Park and Cultural Park.



DESIGN CONCEPTS
Version 2.

An alternative to the linear organization of the park, would be a braiding 
of the uses along the length of the river. By doing this, the experience of 
the different components could be richly enhanced. For instance, taking 
cross-sections on the park one could find a variety of uses within a close 
distance, rather than having to move throughout its length to find them.

' "_____

The linear/clump scheme vs.the braided/sliver scheme.

The braided scheme provides a closer metaphor to the inherent flow 
dynamic of the river, and in combination with the ‘colored dragons’ 
diagrams, it becomes a stained-glass type setting for the different activities 
of the park.

In this version, although it would not be necessary to move throughout 
the length of the park to experience its richness, the curvilinear and axial 
divisions are a dynamic invitation to discovery and movement.

As for the specific layout of the uses throughout the park, in this 
version we begin again at the northern end of the park with ecological

sanmmGntn rivar narU mactckr nlan
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and passive recreation areas closer to the river corridor, and cultural and 
active recreation areas closer to the neighborhoods. As we weave our 
way south, the meandering river corridor is intertwined with more passive 
recreation and a dominant active recreation corridor along the edge of 
the Riverside Parkway; cultural areas with focus on both the natural and 
the urban environments are speckeled along the braided recreational and 
ecological areas.

Within the vicinity of the Water Treatment Plant and its adjacent 
areas, we find a concentration of ecological uses, given the degree 
of establishment of the Plant and its existing campus boundaries. 
Nevertheless, the concept of the braid is carried through by means of 
passive recreation and through the possiblity of educational areas such 
as forested outdoor classrooms constructed wetlands and demonstration 
gardens showcasing native vegetation.

Finally, at the main access area where the cultural park is located 
on Version 1, a mosaic of cultural, recreational and interpretive uses 
is arranged with the geometries provided by the view diagrams in 
combination with an extension of the proposed urban grid. Past this 
point heading south, the closeness of the Parkway to the river corridor 
challenge the concept of the braided uses, and it is limited to upland 
restored areas and the riparian corridor itself. In this area, both versions 
of the masterplan can share the same solution.

The southern portion of the park, with emphasis in riparian restoration
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Interpretive Orchards and Desert Gardens at Cultural Park.

Eclogy and Culture weaved at the Cultural Park
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Section B, showing Proposed Neighborhoods. Parkway, Restored Upland and River Comdor
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Section C, showing Existing Neighborhoods, Bridge, Restored Upland and River Corridor.
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top. What has just happened? Is this the end? It is not, although 
it feels like it has to be. Design never stops, as a good friend has 
proven to me many times. The idea of a park for the Sacramento 

River will not be the product of just one student’s vision of his hometown, 
of its history and its current ailments and opportunities for growth. This is 
only the beginning of a dream that can come true within a more complex 
and complete sphere of participation and dialogue.

What this represents is not just the idea for a specific place in northern 
Mexico, or the product of the reflections of just one man: a whole 
profession supports this set of ideals. This is merely my official attempt to 
incorporate my voice to the chorus of landscape architecture, in this song 
that we let out to the world, to try and make a better place for everybody 
and everything.

The Sacramento River Master Plan contains the ideas of many people; 
it contains ideals that we have tried to maintain throughout the history of 
mankind, with some breakthroughs and some difficulties. I wish that the 
ideas presented here will trigger something bigger, that these ideas can 
grow and evolve into more specific solutions, into more detailed designs 
based on thorough studies of soils, ecology, economics. The seed for a 
place rich in cultural history, in natural beauty and in balanced interactions 
of man and nature is in place. Where it goes, how it grows is a matter of 
time. Informed decisions will help it to grow appropriately.

In my limited experience, it has always been beneficial to provide 
alternatives to the solutions of our problems. The two alternatives 
presented here are only the first translations of the concepts into spaces 
and activities. Each version of the master plan has its own opportunities 
and limitations, which I would like to present here, as a form of analysis of 
the results, and as a way to identify recommendations for the next phase 
of the design process.

The Comb Concept
The concept of the comb for the proposed new housing developments 

should be interpreted as a diagram that portrays the idea of having nature 
emerging through the urban fabric; the green fingers, represented by the 
openings between the teeth of the comb have a configuration and relation 
to the street and the housing lots but should not be taken literally. It is very 
obvious that the specifics of density, lot size and street layout have to be 
developed through future studies. However, it is important to recognize

the opportunity to have a neighborhood that relates closely and directly to 
its natural and cultural setting. Let’s not leave the character and meaning 
of the new developments be defined by market and economic forces 
exclusively; the greatest value and beauty of this area is that nature and 
the urban fabric can truly be incorporated into one.

Master Plan Version 1
The linear-clump concept for the Master Plan, as said before, represents 

a more logical and structured configuration of uses; in a way, it is a 
‘zoning’ approach, where an area for each activity is clearly designated, 
and a series of districts are created. A positive quality of this configuration 
is that the park becomes easily readable, and the different sub-campus 
can be understood as complete parts of a whole concept. However, 
this configuration, in comparison to the braided concept, could render 
a less engaging experience for park users. The trade-off of having a 
sound experience of each of the elements is that the experience of the 
whole could be diminished; so this is something to keep in mind for the 
development of this concept.

Master Plan Version 2
The braided concept presents itself as a more innovative and rich 

opportunity for explorations in urban park design. The incorporation of 
different uses within smaller areas inherently presents a challenge in this 
scheme. However, successful delivery of the braided concept will be in 
function of the variety of uses and how they relate and adapt to each other. 
The braid also allows for more flexibility and adaptation, since it would 
be easier to intervene smaller pieces, which can be inter-changeable as 
required by the maturation process of the park.

Maintenance
Maintenance and construction costs are two aspects that should also 

be taken into consideration. As mentioned throughout this work, part 
of the philosophical standpoint of the project is to restore the natural 
character of this site, and develop its relationship to the history and 
culture of the people that have inhabited the place. Hence, maintenance 
is required in some areas, particularly the ones that would be planted with 
more formal designs and that would have a higher intensity of use.

At the natural areas, such as the river corridor and restored uplands, 
there shouldn’t be a need of maintenance, since they can be slowly 
brought back to their naturally balanced processes. There is a difference



between caring for the landscape, taking care of the landscape and 
impacting it in negative ways that can be disguised as maintenance; the 
land, if we allow for its complexity and richness to emerge, can care for 
itself. Joan Nassauer, in relation to the issue of care, states:

/ have emphasized the beneficence of landscape care as a cultural attitude 
despite its frequently damaging ecological effects in the form of clean, weed- 
free lawns, fields and forests. Care is beneficent when it means watching 
over a landscape and intervening in change rather than asserting absolute 
control.'

Joan I. Nassauer

If maintenance costs can be brought down through this attitude towards 
the land, economic resources could be targeted towards investing on 
the more complex elements, such as the parkway and the eco-center. 
Additionally, elements such as the constructed wetlands, which could 
represent a significant investment at the implementation phase, would 
give in return a very high benefit not only through water treatment and 
habitat creation, but also as a facility with educative potential and as 
functional infrastructure.

Phasing and implementation
Once again, the implementation of the project will be a combination 

of many factors that can influence the development of the area; given the 
scope and scale of the Sacramento River Park, the project will absolutely 
have to be implemented in phases. In terms of this, the braided concept 
would again offer a greater flexibility due to the variety and scale of 
the proposed uses, while the linear-clump scheme would require the 
construction of larger portions at a time.

An important aspect of this issue is the compromise and involvement 
of the city's authorities and the continuity that a project of this scale will 
require, in terms of leadership cycles and administration terms. If there is 
to be a vision for the Sacramento River, it should be resilient to government 
changes, and not be seen as the product of one administration, but as a 
process that the whole city will be involved in.

Future Design Development
1. A detailed topographic study, in order to evaluate the location and 
proposed sections of the Riverside Parkway. As part of this analysis and 
further design, the opportunity for over passes, under passes and bridges 
should also be addressed. As seen in the sections, I began to explore

the buffering of the experience of the park from the road, but with more 
detailed data will help achieve a clearer definition of the road design.

2. The river corridor recovery requires a detailed study as well; it should 
include water volumes and analysis of the ephemeral flow, existing 
vegetation and soils. Although for design purposes I defined the river 
floodplain based on the aerial photograph, a clear boundary has to be 
defined, particularly in terms of development boundaries and hazardous 
flood areas.

3. As mentioned earlier, the new housing developments should be 
approached with a vision that contemplates their integration to the larger 
urban setting, including other existing developments as well as the future 
park. The concept of the comb and of emerging nature has a great 
potential for being explored further; the next step could be a set of 
normative guidelines for Land Use Intensity and surface occupancy and 
use coefficients (COS and CUS)1 2.

4. In terms of the Master Plan for the Park itself, in conjunction with more 
detailed data on topography, soils, and vegetation, partial designs for 
the various elements will be developed. The braided concept will be the 
most likely to go forward, given the advantages mentioned as well as the 
potential it holds as a contribution to park design.

Final Words (for now)
The pressure of time and content presently call for a pause in this 

process, but the work presented so far can function as a foundation and 
as a precedent for the future of this park; with a closer look at the specifics 
of the site and the involvement of the emerging communities and the 
authorities of the City, the Sacramento River Park can come closer to 
becoming a reality.

I hope that I am not alone in having a vision with hopeful projections 
for what this place can be, for the people of Chihuahua and for the land 
itself.

If people of different times and places have had very different ideas of the 
way a garden should be organized, it is largely because they have made 
very different assumptions, strongly affecting their aesthetic preferences, as 
to the relationship between man and nature.3

Elizabeth Kassler.

1. Nassauer. Joan I. Placing Nature: Culture and Landscape Ecology. Washington, DC Island Press. 1997. Page 8
2. Land use intensity is defined as "The overall structural-mass and open-space relationship in a developed property It correlates the amount of floor area, open space, livability space, recreation space, and car storage space of 
a property with the size of its site, or land area” (DeChiara, Joseph and Lee E. Koppelman. Site Planning Standards McGraw-Hill Inc. New York. 1978. Page 164). In Mexico, the terms used as part of the planning strategies are 
referred to as Surface Occupancy Coefficient and Surface Use Coefficient (COS and CUS for their initials in Spanish, respectively).
3. Kassler, Elizabeth. Modem Gardens and the Landscape. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1964 (Amidon, Jane. Radical Landscapes: Reinventing Outdoor Space. United States Thanes & Hudson, 2001).
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