Inside the LA Studio with Grupo de Diseño Urbano 

Friday, October 3, 3:45-5:15 pm

The award-winning Mexico City firm will discuss the theoretical and ethical principles of the office; the varieties of scale, typologies, climates, ecologies, clients, and cultures; and how GDU approaches its projects:  The social, political, and technical characteristics of the historical park of Chapultepec; the firm’s first public project in the United States, Union Point Park, in Oakland, CA; and the unique involvement of the local campesinos in a new project, Parque Los Itzicuaros in Michoacan, Mexico.

Featured Speakers: Mario Schjetnan, FASLA; Manuel Peniche; Miguel Camacho, Grupo de Diseño Urbano

GDU – PHILOSOPHY & WORK

1. Grupo de Diseño Urbano´s work focuses on:
           Social Change
           Water And Environmental Quality
           Cultural Identity
           Excellence In Design
2. Context:
           Mexico, Latin America and the Global Megalopolis.

3. Types of Projects:
            Intra-urban – Recovery and re-urbanization of post industrial sites and lost spaces
            Extra-urban – Strategies to structure and control urban form and development

4. Key Projects:
Intra-urban: Tezozomoc, Xochimilco, Chapultepec, Centrika Park, La Jabonera, Garden of Forgiveness.
Extra-urban: Paquime, Centro Mexiquense, El Cedazo, Parque Mexico, Rio Magdalena Master Plan, Los Itzicuaros.

5. The Office:
       - 30 Year Experience in Architecture, Urban Design and Landscape Architecture projects

       - Multidisciplinary In-house collaboration: Architects, Planners, Landscape Architects, Industrial Designers,
         Engineers, Model Makers, Graphic Designers, Ecologists, Construction Administrators, etc.

       - Interdisciplinary Outside consultants: Environmental Scientists, Biologists, Historians, Archaeologists,
         Sociologists, Artists, Museographers, Community Organizers, etc.

       - International Staff composition: with collaborators from Germany, USA, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Colombia.

       - International Experience: Throughout Mexico, USA (California), Lebanon (Beirut), Tel Aviv, China, Chile
         Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Australia, and Spain.
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REHABILITATION OF CHAPULTEPEC PARK, MEXICO CITY

Historical and recent background. 
Chapultepec Park is probably the oldest park in the Americas, since there is evidence of Nezahualcoyotl’s interventions as designer of emperor Montezuma’s pleasure gardens since the 1460’s. The King of Spain officially dedicated it as a park in 1530 during Mexico’s colonial era. It was also Maximilian’s palace and gardens (Chapultepec Palace) during the brief period of the French intervention in Mexico in the 1860’s. An important battle of the Mexican-American war was fought in Chapultepec in 1847. More recently, as we know it today, Chapultepec was redesigned and transformed into the main park of Mexico City from 1906 to 1907, re-opening in 1910.

Chapultepec was enlarged twice during the second half of the 20th century into three sections, encompassing 650 hectares in total. It receives around 16 million people a year in its forests and nature areas, gardens, lakes and cultural and entertainment facilities such as 8 museums, (including the National Museum of Anthropology, the National Museum of History, Museum of Modern Art, etc.) various cultural centers, the zoo, and an extensive theme park. Several interventions and improvements have been made to Chapultepec in the last 15 years, but due to its excessive centrality and attractiveness the park in general had been suffering persistent decay, particularly in its gardens and forests, infrastructure, services, water quality of its lakes and in the excessive and uncontrolled incorporation of 1,400 street vendors.

Various groups of citizens approached the Mayor of Mexico City in 2001, organized into a Citizen’s Regent Group and a Board of Donors. These groups together with the City officials and Park Administrators set themselves the job to look at the park extensively and integrally and to come up with a Master Plan, actions and specific projects to restore the park. In an effort with no parallel in Mexico, half of the money for restoration was collected from donations, including 1 million donors at metro stations and supermarkets, and private donations by corporations and important donors.


Master Plan and First Phase in Historical 1st Section of Chapultepec Park. 
Our office was selected to conduct the master planning, develop specific projects and site coordination and collaborate in presentations (including media, citizen’s groups and donors). The Master Plan was divided in phases and proposed to intervene in 16 sections of the park. The first phase was concluded in June 2005 and the second phase was finished in December 2006 (except for two projects).

The first phase included 5 groups of actions: 

1) Infrastructure and Water. Including water quality improvement for lakes and canals, (aeration, dredging, recycling) irrigation, and main piping connection to existing water treatment plant; 

2) Forest Restoration. Tree clearing, pruning and cleaning; soil aeration and fertilization through mulching; removal and capture of rats and other pests; saving, holding and reintroducing fish, crayfish and salamanders during lake dredging; 

3) Lighting. New park lighting and artistic lighting of main monumental entry axis;

4) Services. Design, construction of food courts and carts and relocation of street vendors; improvement of public restrooms; new boat docks and facilities;

5) Access. Redesign and restoration of two main entrances, including paths and gardens. 

The second phase includes: 
a) A new small botanical garden; 
b) A fountain-promenade to reconnect the Museum of Anthropology with the Tamayo Museum of Contemporary Art; 
c) Adaptive reuse of new office spaces for park officials and new maintenance areas for the park’s equipment; 
d) Restoration and redesign of additional park areas and irrigation; 
e) A new site museum and visitor’s center in a historic building; 
f) Archaeological restoration of Moctezuma’s baths. 

The investment in the first two phases is of 30 million US (half of which has been collected from donations).


Complexity and Public Involvement. 
This project has been complex in its process of approval, diversity of agency involvement, participation of ample and diverse social and cultural groups, and complex decision making. It has also been closely followed up by the public media (newspapers, radio and TV), the Board of Donors and the Citizen’s Regents Group. The restoration of Chapultepec Park has sparked Mexico City’s public participation and involvement, and has been an important device for citizens to learn and understand the necessary evolution, care and importance of careful and understandable park planning and implementation.
THE PRESENTATION WILL SHOW:

1. The physical and historical role of the Park in the City and Country.

2. Strategies, Methodologies, Social involvement and participation.

3. Key Projects: Fountain Promenade & Botanical Garden, within the context of the General Master Plan.
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UNION POINT PARK, OAKLAND CA.

Most of the parks designed and published by Mario Schjetnan/GDU have been constructed in Mexico. Union Point Park is their first public project in the USA and is part of an extensive effort to create a system of parks and trails along Oakland’s waterfront. It is built on a former industrial site on nine acres, providing new public access to the Oakland estuary and will ultimately be linked to the San Francisco Bay trail, which is proposed to circle the entire Bay. The area is under rapid transformation from industrial and marine services to a mixture of residential uses and economic incomes. The park will also serve the nearby Fruitvale and San Antonio neighborhoods, an area where a wide diversity of immigrant residents, mostly Hispanic, African American and Asian, have moved.  

Schjetnan and GDU, in collaboration with PGA Design from Oakland were selected to develop the project from a previously approved Master Plan executed by EDAW with the collaboration of the University-Metropolitan Forum and the intensive participation of local communities with the leadership of The Unity Council, a non-profit social organization in Oakland. While most of the parks developed by our office in Mexico City have encountered sites with deep layers of history, meaning and myth, (such as Xochimilco, Culhuacan and Tezozomoc) the challenge at Union Point was to look for those vectors of meaning and place while respecting the previously accorded demands of the community, handed to us by the approved master plan. In addition, important consideration had to be given to the fact that the site included impacted soils due to the former industrial uses (ship building and motor car repairing). 

The first consideration was to reposition the site to its location next to the water, incorporating the marina to the project by establishing visual and physical connections. The intention was to create a new topography positioning it next to the road and adjacent industry which replicated the dunes and mounds along the sea, but also by cutting and opening these mounds, providing important framed windows into the park from the road. We termed this topographic sequence “The Rippled Edge”. The mounds were connected by bridges and a path that allow people on bicycle and on foot to have views into the park and waterfront, while also creating a new sense of place inside the park. The series of mounds along the edge terminate in the main mound called “Union Point Hill”, a 7-meter-high truncated cone, which allows a spiraling ascent to the top, providing views to downtown Oakland, the hills and San Francisco Bay. The strong and clean form of the structure, with ramps, rock and metal pergolas, create a mark in the landscape while reconnecting ancestral memories to such primary artifacts. The impacted soils were encapsulated under the Hill, its sides protected by rough stones (rip-rap), similar to the ones that stabilize the shore along the edge of the park.

On the side of the water, the park establishes a series of experiences, including an ovoid parking lot that functions as a vestibule plaza to the marina; services; a large play structure for children; the picnic areas and a family gathering place. Continuing along the waterfront is a “ceremonial circle”, created for special performing events, and the environmental sculpture “Wave Oculus” by the San Francisco artist Ned Kahn, which acknowledges tides and waves motion through a myriad of mirrors, while also allowing access over the water. The dynamic picnic structure provides shade and protection from the cold winds and it incorporates the stone as if would have been lifted from the edge of the sea. Marine artifacts, such as ship cleats were used as sculptural elements, located in specific locations of the park, again establishing new readings and perceptions, and reconnecting the site with its marine origins. 
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PARQUE LOS ITZICUAROS, MORELIA, MEXICO.

Located SE of Morelia city, State of Michoacan, Mexico, within an agricultural area with a tendency to continuously flood, the municipal authorities have worked together with the Emiliano Zapata farming community in order to reconvert the communal land into a public park with an ecological recreation, cultural and productive character in an area of 59 Ha. Therefore two social and urban objectives are set together: to create a metropolitan park for Morelia and to provide opportunities for the community farmers by creating new jobs. 


Environmental and Recreational Elements. 
The topography, geology and hydrology of the site, which is in contact with an existing contaminated drainage channel, present the opportunity to create a unique lacustrine park. A series of water bodies is used as a system for the biological treatment of black waters. The first water body is designed to activate the biological treatment; the second is oriented to attract migratory birds, while the third will allow for fishing and rowing; the fourth is a recreational lake for small boats and kayaks, and the fifth and last one is a visual lake with aquatic sculptures acting as aerating devices. 
The ecological functions of the park are: conservation of open space within the city, biological treatment of gray and black water from the channel, infiltration of rain water to the aquifer, indigenous tree plantings, humidity released to the atmosphere and the attraction of a variety of migratory and wetland birds.


Cultural Elements. 
In an expanding urban area with few public open spaces, the park offers recreation, sports and leisure such as picnic areas, panoramic electrical train rides, boats, kayaks, a skateboard ring, running and cycling paths, and camping; a small market for food, crafts and plants, an amphitheater, lookout terraces, and special interactive children’s natural play areas are also part of the park. 

A cultural center acts as entrance to the park geared to children, young, and adult population from nearby communities. It includes workshops for computing, a library and children's room, a multipurpose room and a dance and theater workshop. 


Productive Character. 
A fundamental concept of the Master Plan is the inclusion of extensive areas for the commercial production of trees and plants to market them for municipalities, as well as for cultivation of produce. The overall diversity of uses and facilities is an opportunity to create associations and opens an agenda of economic possibilities for the community.

Social and Economic Impact / Community Participation. 
Los Itzicuaros is an integral and multi-objective park. It allows the rural community to adapt to urban uses, while also preserving the land. The park provides unique recreational activities in close relation to water, as well as cultural activities that benefit directly the surrounding new urban community.
From the very beginning of the design process, the community farmers took part in decision-making; during the meetings the three parties involved (community, government and designers) discussed the architectural and urban program of the park, as well as the environmental implications. The main actors, i.e. the community farmers, preserve their right over the ownership and vocation of the land as it has been over centuries. This land will continue to be productive, the landowners will have income for this land's production, and will manage all the amenities of the park, while the economic resources will be provided by the government to create the park.


Environmental quality and energy conservation. 
The issue of flooding is addressed through the park, which works as a bio-ecological treatment plant and also as flood control regulator through a system of artificial lakes; thus, an integral process of passive water recycling takes place, helping the local government to solve the large scale implications: lands downstream from the park will not have overflow during the rain season and the water of the channel will be cleaned as well. The hydrological analysis of the flood zones was made in order to determine the depth of each specific zone. This analysis helped to establish the location and dimension of the lake system, optimizing the construction cost. Another environmental contribution is that as mentioned before, the park will produce trees to reforest the city and surrounding communities.

In summary, the park functions as a self-sustaining economic machine, providing jobs and resources for its maintenance.


Contextual and aesthetic impact. 
As an aquatic and ecological park, the landscape reinforces the original lake-valley, referencing Michoacan's lacustrine traditions and its rich biodiversity. The lake system (5 lakes and wetlands) is laid out by means of a strict geometry, emphasizing the man-made qualities of a new landscape.
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