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A River Runs Through It No More: 
Evaluating the Human-Nature Relationship of the Urban 
Stream 
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One of the main conlponents to a healthy stream en\iron~nent 
i~ a liealthr vatrrslied. Thc greateqt threat to our streams is 
non-point >our( r pollution. The prolrlem lie. in the  runokt from 
our streets, construction <it?< and golf courses. The  idea that 
the hurnan-nature relationd~ir~ ihould be treated as a moral. 
ethical i swe  i- an exc eptional de\ elop~nent that holds potential 
for thought and hel~a~iora l  change comparable to that of the 
ideal of h r m ~ a n  right3 and justice (hash. 1989). ,431 understand- 
ing of hou ecological llealtll integrate< n i th  human health 
creates an  important basis tor to~nrnun ground b e t ~ e e n  design 
and ecolog . Jol~nson and Hill (200%) point out that ecological 
health is most often thought of from the  standpoint of 
hiodi\rr+ and suitainahility. whereaq, early landscape design 
irlcluded hurnan health a* one of the main concerns of cikic 
deign. An exarninatior~ of etological truth. and the ma! it 
integrates ~ i t h  lmnan health. \+o11ld facilitate support in 
merging \ i eus  and theories of design and science. 

ENVIRONMEKTAL JUSTICE 

Contemporarj human-nature relatiorla often minimize ethics 
and emphasize exploitation. Polluting of the enkironrnent liaf 
1)een acknonledged a- a major social dilerr~rna related to 
pox f3rt!. discri~nination. and injustice afiecting the  lix es of many 
people (Evans. 2002). The Lnited State3 En~ironmenta l  Protec- 
tion 4gencj (EP4) defines 'Em ironmental Justice* as the "'fair 
treatment for peoples of all races. cultures and incomes. 
regarding the  de~elopnlent of enrironmrntal lans. regulations. 
and policies (L S EP 2. http://\r\n\ .epa.goa/s~ erospejl)." The 
term En\ironmerital Justice was coined in response to dispari- 
ties oi ern ironrnentdl qualitj prmided to different communities. 
Lo\+ -inc ome c o n ~ n u n i t i e ~  of color are usuallj hurdened \+ ith a 
dispro~mrtionate arnount of em ironmental r i s k  compared to 
more affluent \+hit? communitie,. As Bullard et al. (1997) 
noted. this newhur~d acti\isn~ "did not materialize out of thin 

air nor uas it an ox ernight phenomenon." Rather. it \+a< the 
result of a growing hostility b! urban Blaclt* in the L1.S. to the 
placing of toxic landfills. garbage incinerators and the lilie in 
rreighl~orl~oodi or cornn~urli t ir~ mith prrdonlinantl! minority 
populations. lIultirat ial uorlting class \+omen and men are - - 
more exposed to various life-threatening enrironniental stre<- 
sors, and there ib groning e~ idence  sho\+ing that worliing class 
and poor Vrican h e r i t  an. I'datix e Xmeric an-. Latin Imeri- 
cans. and Enroped11 41nericans are more exposed to enriron- 
mental cor~taminants such a< lead poisoning. air. uater. ground 
and agricultural pollution than middle clasi and upper class 
people. In 1987. 15 million African Americans li\ed in 
communities \+it11 at least one toxic ma.te site (Freeman. 2000). 

The racial dixiqion of uhites and blachs representq one of the 
rnwt persiitent forms of inequalitj in the United States. and one 
ot the great ethital questions. Inequities persist causing a 
disparit! in economic detelopment and enxironmental preser- 
\ation. Businesses and public utilities that discharge pollutant< 
into the en\ironment. that enlit odorb. contain toxins. or are 
isuallj unattrac ti\ e. are ohen built in the poorer iei  tioni of the 

citj. Tvpicdlh heralded a, economic prospects. these husiliebses 
are diqguised as opprtunitiea for the  poor to attain emplov 
nlent. The disadxantaged ha\e  feu choit es and accept the 
consequence of 'fouling their o u n  nest' to make a h i n g  
(Hardin. 1968). 

Urban stream< hale  also been ~ i c t i m i w d  11! the placerrlent of 
polluting industries. The! haxe been regulated to the ugliest of 
urban functions - beuage disposal. sites for heal: industn. and 
a place to dump the refuse of the cit! (Fig.1). Trdnslormed into 
a "no-man's-land". strrarni di\ide cities econornit all! and 
socialh. rather than uniting them (Little. 1990). Cities turn 
a\+aj from streams that ha\ e been uqed as qelzers. This leal es 
the riter corridors to deca!ing building,. solid-vastr dumps. 
trash filled industrial landscapes. and the dilapidated acant-lot 
neigllborhoods of those trapped by povertj. 
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FLOOD CONTROL 

Early la~ldicape drtllitecture included human health as one of 
the main concern. of cilic design. Frederick Lav Olrnsted'b 
1880 plan for Boston's Back Bal Fens ib a model of ho\\ the 
human-nature ~rlationship of site can impact design. C)lmsted"i 
plan eitablished uetlandi and created park-like open space 
along tlie hIudd! Ril er. b\ ac cornmodating "the flou of ~ a t e r .  
the rernoaal of vaste. and the mo~ernen t  of people" (Spirn. 
2002). Olmsted acltno\\ledged the many m a y  in nhich ec 0108 
influenc ed tlie l i ~  abilit? ot neighboring communities ~ h i l e  
addressing en~ironrrmital. iafetj and transportation iswes. 
I niorturlatel\, most flood control projects of the 1900"s did not 
reflect Olnlsted's in( lu& e principles. 

The p t  F orld B ar I1 building h o o ~ n  of the 1030'b and 1060's 
sr l  rred the human-nature relationship of man) urban streams. 
as expmding cities searched the floodplains lor deaelopa1)le 
land. Costl! and en\irorimer~tall? damaging resenoirs drained 
the floodplains. and straighten stream channels so that the! 
acconlrnodated more storm nater at a higher ~ e l o c i t j  than 
natural channels (Rile!. 1998). T h e w  local flood c ontrul 
projects lined stream< nith con( rete to control erosion. Ifan? 
strearns uere aestheticall? de~af ta ted  to promote urban g r u ~ t h  
in the floodplair~. 

CASE STUDIES 

The follo~\ing case studieq prolide a ( omparison of h o ~  the 
~~iccesses  and failures of the South Platte Riler Ini t iat i~e in 
Den1 er. ('0. can sene  ds a niodel for regerlerating the hu~nan-  
nature relationship of the blighted Bull Creek in Colunlbus. 
beorgia. 

RIaaor Billiarn RlcNichols formed the Platte R i ~ e r  Delelop- 
nlent Cornrnissio~~ in 1971. in hopes of inlpro\ing the Platte 
R i ~ e r .  Rlchicliols selected State Senator Joe Shoemalter. to 
chair the commission. along with nine appointed nle~ribers from 
adrious areas of the cornnlunitj. The $2  nill lion budget 
c ontairird onl! enough nlonej for two pocket parks connected 
b? a ''greeri\+a?." The first tmo parhs nere Confluence Park. 
located \\here Cllerr? Creek enters the Platte. the place ~ l i e r e  
the rita of D e n ~ e r  had originated. and Globerille Landing. 
k n o ~ n  as "the arm pit oi Den\ er." so ('allcd b! its reside~itb. the 
minorit! poor n h o  l i ~ e d  in the old btockyards area. The land 
Mas prer iousl? I I ~ U I ~  ipal sand and pa el pits, and solid \taste 
durnpdei  ({Jrbonas. 2001). 

The comrni-iion he(-arne defunct in 1976. \\hen it \\as 
reconstruc ted a i  the Greenwaj Fountlation (Little. 1990). It nds 
reestablislled as a nor!- go^ ernmental. tax-exempt founelatior~. to 
receile dondtions and contiriue irnplernentation work for the 
Platte Riler. The foundation is still uorlting on greenr\a? 
funding and actiaitiei. B j  2001. more than 12 mile5 of 
recreational trails adjacent to the ril er had been linked, and 19 
~~oc l t e t  parlis and four boat thutes had been built so that 
kajalers could use the ril er  as urhan uhitmater.  It i i  estimated 
that o\ er 150.000 people a year use this greenva? (C i t~  of 
Den\ rr. 2003). 

Has Ern ironmental .Justice heen serled? There has been a great 
irnpro~ e111ent in lil abilit! and sense of place. hut sel era1 areas 
still ha1 r d \+a? to go. Confluence Park has g i ~  en Ma! to 
-"( ommoni Pa rk"  a gentrified. upscale cornmunit\ with 2500 
condob. drld lofts in do\\nto\\n Derirer. l (ertairl arrlourit of 
gentrificatic~n atas expected. but as Denier historian. Phil 
Goodstein w!s. "Orilj the greed and itupidit? of the uorst of 
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The. lo\\ 1lc1u 01 t l i r a  ril el ha- Iweir niiti;at$ 11,) i t  l ~ rdu l rd  
relea-es from the (hatfield R v ~ r i ~ o i r .  The u a t e ~  ha. lwen 
upgraded fro111 a grade of "*E" - ( o~itat t ~ e r r e d t ~ o ~ ~  (fi>lii~ig and 
1)oatinp. but I IO ~ \+ imn~in$ .  to a glade id *'A"- i ~ \ i ~ n m i ~ i ~  
permitted. I\Ian\ feel that tlieie ii still a lot to do \+here 
pollutiorr is ( or~c~errred. 7'11e1e are -till ~uperlund <it+ to deal 
~ ~ i t l ~ .  and s e ~  erdl ~ ~ o l l ~ ~ t i o ~ ~ - ~ ~ e r ~ ~ i i t t e d  i~itlustries are ( u r r e r ~ t l ~  
lo( ated along the P l d t t ~  Riler. 

1 q  for the ne igh l~ t~ r l i r~od  l i ~ i n g  near the parhs. the! feel that 
the! ha\ e d greatel 1 oic e in tht, go1 erning 01 their co~nrnunit\ 
through the  green\\a\ foundation. IIo\+e\vr. sonie ot their 
expectation< h a ~ r n ' t  her11 met. E'or initante. rnarij families still 
think it's too darige~ous for their tllildren to rid? their bikes 
tllrough trafiic irom the neigllborlioods to the greeriua!. Bilie. 
arid c hildreri arc. u*nallj trarr <ported h! T an. The c orri~nunit~ 
had expected a mure direct lnik (Chapnlari. 1099). 

Amid the sucv wse* arid rlisal~pointmenta, the South Platt I%\ er 
Initiatil e remains a nlodel of Den\ er's persistence to restore the 
liunian-nature relationstlip of tliiq urhan stream. Through 
c om mu nit^ partiripation. ret reation and park de~elopment.  
riparian enhante~nents. and ilnpro~ing flood control and lo\+- 
flov channel capar ities. this 30 I ear t ooperati~ e eftort hetu een 
the C i t ~ .  United States Arm\ ( orp. ot Engineers. and the 
Greeri\+aj Foundation. hai  succ eisfulh regenelated lixabilitj 
and iense of plac e for man! co~nmu~iities along the South Platt 
Ri\ c3r. 

R d l  Creek,  Culumlms, Georgia 

Columhus is the second largest cit! in Georgia. and is regional 
transprtation. trade. cultural. arid ~nanufacturing hub. It is 
tentrally located in \Imcugee Count? on the Chattahoochee 
Ril er M hich forms the Alaharna-Georgia state line. It's manj  
past textile plants. food processing. and metal-\\orling induf- 
tries. were pouered b! hjdroelectric plants on the Chattahoo- 
chre  Riler. Columbui has a population of approxirriatel, 
196.000 people. and ic home to Fort Benning. the largest 
infantn tamp of the Llnited States 4rn1j. 

Bull Creek is part of the Chattahoochee Ri\er s\.tern. The Bull 
Ci eek M atershed is compri-ed of approximatel, 45,000 acreb 
(Oertel. 1999). It floui i o ~  18 rnilei from its headwaterb in 
Harrii Count\, north of ( ~ O ~ U I I ~ I U ~ .  arruis the Fall line and into 
the C o d  Plain. through the t entral urban (-it! core. to the  
ioutlinest portion of Colu~~lhui.  nhcre it emptieq into the 
Lhattahoochee Riler. To&\ the Bull C ~ e e h  uatershtd is a 
highh whan  area littered uith old industrial ~ite.. 

In the 1950's. the rrrek was (ausirlg problems for grouth and 
expaniion of the t it\ h j  flooding periodic.all\. A4t that time. the 
Bull ( h r k  \\dtrr>hed \+as 21': rural and l/Z urhan. In the 
1050.q. (:olurnlrus \\as gro\+i~ig at a fast rate nlostl) due to 
nlilitarj retire~nerit> from the nearb! Fort Benning Armj h i e .  
The population in( r eawl  11j 41.000 people hetveen 1950 and 
1060 (Passport to C olurnbus. 1999). The Bull Creek ~aters l led  
alriorbed most ol tllis clel elopment. 

In 1960. sediment huildup t r o ~ n  upstream construction waq 
causing fluoding on the east and south side of the creek 
affecting approxirnatelj 1400 acres. and about 1000 people. In 
1965. conrtruction Ircgan on the Bull Creeli Watershed Project. 
The goal of the project \\a- urhan flood management. Several 
mile> of Lindia! Creek. a tr i l~utarj  of Bull Creeli. \\ere 
channeled in c oncrete. causing i e ~  ere erosion at the  confluence 
nith Bull Crrcli (Fig.%) 

Fig. 2. Lindsay Crwh-, Columhus. C4. 

Elel en \+aterihed lalies I+ ere also created. These lakes uould 
doul~le aq water resenoirs for the citj. and a large irrigation 
lake for the Bull Creek Guli Course. The constru~tion lasted 13 
jedrs (1978) at a coit of $7 million (Oertel. 1999). Man) 
beautiful neighborhoods hale 4nce  been built in north 
C:olumbu~ around thew \\atershed ponds. 

h e  to the danining of \\ater and accumulation of iedimcnt. 
Bull Creeli ha* been reducwi to a low floming stream. The ilov 
is sv lon that sediment entering the creek can't he flushed 
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through. io  it acc~~mulates, slaving donn the f l o ~  ere11 more as  
it niridc t h r ~ ~ ~ g l i  the cit!. The watthr i* polluted. arid is no longer 
safe for ficliinp or ~ \+ inm~i r~g .  One doesn't we rnuch in the a a j  
of nildlife exi ept \+here heal erf ha1 e cart ed out a deep pool 
\+here be\+er lines trosb the creeli. Herr birds such as. blue 
herons. and ltingliiliers. along nith a host of tracks frorn 
streamside sca~engerb. prolide a glirnpse of the remnant of 
uildlife that once belonged to Bull Creek ( orridor. Man\ of tlie 
rlrighhorl~oods south of the golf courie ha\ e seen hetter daj i.  
Industries that were on( e located along the creel', har e rno\ ed 
aria! from Colurnlruq or to the industrial par11 on the east end of 
Bull Creek. Neigllhorhood jobs are scarce. especial11 near the 
lov-income neighborhoods. Alan! people here see tlie slov Bull 
Creel' a- a ha1 en for mofquitoef rather than a cornmunit\ aabet 
(Fig. :3. Fig. 4). 

A CHANGE OF ATTlTITDE 

R h e n  rixers and streanii begin to heal a 1u11d of miracle 
happens. '*The rirer hegin~ to join the people oi the cit! 
together rather than separating them: nhat uas  once an open 
\\ound hrgini to heal itself and the (it) along with it (Little. 
1990). I rban stream. and r i ~ e r s  desene *uch a chance to heal. 
Charles E. Little. author of Greenrc a ~ s  jor I m e r ~ a .  says. "'Once 
a riler ib returned to the people. it tend< to sta) tliat \+a)." The 
South Platt Ril er in Denxer is a testimonial of this. a< sex era1 of 
the parks and restoration areas are  no^ 30 :,ears old. 

The case of Bull Creelt is particular11 poignant. The creeli has 
heen abucrd in the past. and non de.en eb the urgent attention 
of all its nurnerou. her~eficiarie-. Bj nealing together Bull 
Creek's rich hati le 41nerit an historj. and its geological and 
ecologital dixersitl* the creek tries out that it's a l i ~ e .  Hou 
Colunibus r e d e n t s  a rd  officials choose to deal mith that life 
\\ill affect their o\+n in the hture.  The Colun~buf 
comniunit~ i. &ling to gile it\ south side of t o ~ n  a greater 
sense of l i ~  abilit!. and %en-e of place. I belie\ e that cleaning up 
Bull Creek. acl\nonledging it< cultural histo?. and repairing iti 
riparian hallitat. cdn help rrieet thebe goals. The creek ~ o u l d  

then proride a sense of heaut!. and a place of d a c e  and pride 
to the surrounding neigllhorhoods. 

-1 nert Bull C,rerk green\+ a) could pro1 ide a linh hetu een the 
neighhorhoodi of South Columbus to the other parts of toun.  
Portion> of the c ~ e e k  could be hrouglit back to its original state 
h~ r e n m  irig the sediriierit that has t ollected or er the !ear*. and 
reestablisl~ing the channel bed so that the c.reelt Lari accesi its 
floodplain again. Rlitigatirlg the release of uater from the 
ltatershed labes could int rease \+ater flou. T r a h  t o d d  be 
remoxed. regetati~e ecos!sterns repaired. nit11 some area. 
taking on a Inore urban park look. The greenva:, could 
permeate the existing neighborhoods bv allo\\ing lor \+alliinp 
and bike trail\. Surh changes could rejuvenate a depressed 
ec onomj attracting neu businesies to the area. and pro\ iding 
neighborhood johs. 

The Bull Creel' naterqhed is current13 being studied b\ 4uburn 
Ini~ersit:, .  and the creeli has gained attention from Lit! 
Planners as a potential green\+a! site. The n e ~  Major sa!s he's 
cwrnmitted to increasing the l i ~ a b i l i t ~  and sense oi place of 
South Colurnlrus. but this can't he done without addressing the 
en\ ironmental injustice of Bull Creek. The creel' is in need of a 
constituent! to he its xoice. something that is essential to its 
future. arid the future of the comnlunities along it. 

Emironmental injustice still exists in our da j  and age. in rate. 
gender and class inequities. R hat are needed are sustainable 
dexeloprnent. consuniption patterns and polic! c hdr~ges that 
pro1 ide for hurndn needs 1% hile maintaining 01 ex en iri~prox ing 
the surrounding ph! sical en1 ironment. The solutions to ern i- 
ronnlental prohlemb require more than scientific and tcchno- 
logical fixei. T h r j  require a reasseqirnent of our ioc i d  ixstenis 
and our understanding of the need to maintain balance in our 
production. reproduction and consumption patterns arid the 
de~elopment of an environmental consciouineis (BellAir. 
1998). -1 ne.r\ attitude of mutual onnership is needed to w h e  
thic problem so tliat u e  don't co~itinue to pass our pollution 
do\+ristrearn in order to keep our nest clean. 
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