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LARC505 Urban Water / Urban Nature

Excavating new socio-ecological relationships in
the Still Creek Watershed

University of British Columbia School of Architecture and Landscape Architecture

LARC 505 Option Studio

Tuesdays & Fridays 13:30 - 18:00 @ MCML 388

Instructor: Natalia Echeverri/ Assistant Professor/ necheverri@sala.ubc.ca / MCML 387
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Feifei Zhou in collaboration with Zahirah Suhaimi and Jefree Salim, "Shifting Porosities", 2022

Water lies at the intersection of landscape and infrastructure, crossing visible and
invisible domains of urban space. Water forms part of the material culture of
modernity, ranging from the private spaces of the home to vast technological
networks that have enabled the growth of cities, yet it also powerfully inscribed in the
realm on imagination.

- Mathew Gandy, The Fabric of Space: Water, Modernity, and the Urban Imagination

Acknowledgement UBC’s Point Grey Campus is located on the traditional, ancestral, and unceded

Course Overview

territory of the x"madk*ay am (Musqueam) people. The land it is situated on has
always been a place of learning for the Musqueam people, who for millennia have
passed on their culture, history, and traditions from one generation to the next on this
site.

This advanced MLA and MArch option studio builds on a contemporary body of work
in landscape, urbanism, geography, and sociology, that challenges us to consider the
city as a system that is enmeshed in and contiguous with nature. Where we once
described habitat and ecological processes in terms of their fragmentation, scientists
are increasingly modeling urban dynamics within larger ecological, social and political
systems. But, these models can still be anthropocentric and prone to social an
cultural bias—so contemporary theorists have begun considering alternative
perceptions and experiences of the city. Matthew Gandy, an environmental
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Assignments (3)

geographer working on these issues, has called on planners and designers to engage
ecological imaginaries and more-than-human urbanism when envisioning urban
futures.

Our site this term sits within the Still Creek watershed, along the recently approved
Rupert and Renfrew Station Area Plan. Still Creek is a rare and ecologically significant
feature in this urban landscape. Despite being confined, culverted, and fragmented
across larger portions of its course, it is still considered one of only two day-lit
streams in Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 2023). The area is located on the unceded
territories of the x*maBk¥ayam (Musqueam), Skwxwi7mesh (Squamish), and
salilwatat (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.

Prior to colonization, the area was a low-gradient basin of temperate rainforest,
fresh-water wetlands, and salmon-bearing streams. Logging, agriculture and land
clearing were followed by railway and road construction and land filling and
compaction that reformed the stream as drainage infrastructure. These changes,
compounded by increased stormwater runoff and industrial pollution, degraded
water quality, eliminated floodplain wetlands, and led to the collapse of salmon runs
along the course (City of Vancouver, 2023).

Despite its altered state, the remaining “natural” fragments of Still Creek sustain
narratives about green infrastructure, nature-based development, environmental
stewardship and urban regeneration. But these narratives fail to convey the complex
ecological challenges, environmental risks, socio-political externalities, community
initiatives, and rich cultural and material histories embedded in the area. With
growth anticipated under the Rupert and Renfrew Station Area Plan, this studio seeks
to critique existing development plans and develop new frameworks and prototypes
to guide future scenarios for this industrialized watershed—in ways that embody its
fragmented, contested natures, for all of its inhabitants, whether human or non-
human, existing or potential.

[P1] Flood, Forest, Flats: Environmental Imaginaries in the Brunette River Basin

Working in groups, students will examine a range of nature/development discourses
as they are evidenced in texts, proposals, practices, policies, campaigns, stories,
movements, maps, and media. These discourses should intersect with our site, but may
also be driven by larger scales of influence. Students will build on Mathew Gandy’s
definition of the ‘urban ecological imaginary’, which combines material and ecological
dynamics for critical and projective expressions. The outcome for this initial exercise
will consist of an annotated map that illustrates a particular environmental imaginary.

[P2] Traversing the Creek

Working in groups, students will then conduct fieldwork along Still Creek and the
surrounding urbanized extents. Adopting Anu Mathur’s notion of the traverse as both



documentation method and generative process, students will walk, pause, and observe
the site to register its physical processes, ecological relationships, and environmental
conditions. The act of moving through the terrain is a first act of design: what you
notice, when, and where becomes the framework for understanding the watershed’s
past and future potentials. Students will translate the recorded fieldwork notes and
documentation into sequential or narrative multimedia formats.

[P3] Watershed Futures: New assemblages for Still Creek

The final design exercise calls on students to synthesize finding from the first two
exercises to situate a design intervention on a specific site (or set of sites) within the
Rupert and Renfrew Station development area. Following a group design exercise
focusing on the watershed scale, students will work individually or in pairs to design
new assemblages of nature/material/community that propose alternative ideas for
living with nature in Vancouver.



