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 Output  
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Competition, Urban Master Plan 

 Location 
St. Louis, Missouri, USA

 Dates   
Nov. 2017-May 2018

1  Layered strategies of Ecological Loops, Equitable Extensions, 
and Economic Assets are built on our community inventory, 

insuring a suitable fit with existing projects, neighborhood 
needs and local stakeholders.
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Summary of the Work and 
Its Significance, Originality, 
and Rigor 

This project consists of a master 
plan and strategic development 
proposal completed for a high-profile 
international urban design competition. 
I participated on the team of academics 
and professionals as a lead. Our proposal 
went through a two-phase review 
process against an international field 
of leading practitioners, and in the final 
stage competed against four other 
teams including one led by James Corner 
Field Operations and another by Stoss 
Landscape Urbanism. 

Asked to resolve ecological, social, 
and economic issues with a strategic 
landscape intervention in the heart 
of St. Louis, our master plan proposal 
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envisioned a rebuttal of the typical 
resource-concentrating big landscape 
interventions that have ‘cornered the 
market’ on international urban design 
projects. Instead, following in the spirit 
of the organizer’s citizen-involved 
approach to building regional greenway 
networks, we proposed a master plan 
that reconnected a multi-modal network 
at the city’s urban core in ways that 
brought incremental investment back to  
the communities and ecologies currently 
faltering, or forgotten, that surround the 
project corridor. 

Our team was assembled on a 
principle of multidisciplinarity and on 
community/professional partnerships. 
The team included academics from the 
University of Hong Kong, the University 
of Washington Sam Fox School of 
Architecture and the Brown School of 
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Social Work with community leaders, 
public health advocates, and professional 
specialists in architecture, landscape 
architecture, ecology, hydrology, civil 
engineering, law, economics, and 
community finance. Committed to a 
horizontal design and decision making 
process, the resulting master plan 
focused on providing tactical measures 
to address specific problems related to 
equity, public health, and mobility in the 
city.  We focused on three strategies 
in particular: 1) stimulating existing 
economic assets by planning linked 
investments, 2) “maximin” regeneration 
of disconnected ecological patches and 
corridors as a self-maintaining urban 
wilderness, and 3) an implementation 
sequence that would expand and ensure 
equity among the various communities 
affected by urban regeneration. These 
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three strategies articulated a finer set 
of goals for distributing development, 
introducing biodiversity and undoing 
hard water infrastructures, and planning 
for unbroken access to jobs, institutions, 
and public space. 

My role as an academic on the team 
drew on my research on landscape 
systems in developing countries. I saw 
such systems as a potential model for 
low-capital investment projects in the 
developed world. My research for the 
project involved surveying existing 
landscape systems and habitats and 
proposing suitable interventions to 
maximize social and ecological services 
while minimizing disturbance. Working 
with hydrological engineers and 
ecologists, I designed a series of prairie 
and wetland interventions and evaluated 
their long-term cost-benefit for adjacent 
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sites. I was also an academic liaison 
with the leading landscape architect and 
professional head, TLS, often translating 
their professional perspective in team 
negotiations. Finally, I--together with the 
academic team at Washington University-
-articulated the project’s “counter-
proposal” narrative and its critique of 
international competition practice. This 
would ultimately cost our team the 
winning prize (we came in second place), 
but has been cited as a defining concept 
in the prizes and awards the project has 
won since.
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The project has won six international 
awards, notably:

1) ASLA National Honor Award in 
Analysis and Planning (American Society 
of Landscape Architects);

2) AIA-New York Honor Award for 
Urban Design (American Institute of 
Architects);

3) Sustainable Cities and Human 
Settlements Award for Planning and 
Design (2019 Global Forum on Human 
Settlements)
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Originality

Big urban projects are too often sites 
of community division and our academic 
and community team members were 
important in shaping a proposal that 
rejected a more typical professional “big 
project” approach in favor of nuanced 
research and face-to-face engagement. 
Our meetings with resident and advocacy 
groups in St. Louis attested to underlying 
anxieties of displacement, waste, and 
inequality. Our approach to ecological 
restoration was equally inclusive, 
and relied on vegetative re-wilding 
and selective management practices 
to nurture existing plant and animal 
communities, however improbable, on 
the basis of their environmental services. 
Our masterplan proposal restores 
ecological, cultural, and economic 
potential within the space of this void, 
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while simultaneously reaching deep 
into the surrounding communities 
to stimulate connectivity, strengthen 
existing places of value, and synthesize 
investments already underway. The 
result is a multi-directional armature 
that focuses efforts to build on St. Louis’ 
existing strengths and fosters new urban 
futures with an incremental and flexible 
master plan.  

1  Market Street and Forest Park Boulevard are merged as a continuous 
Great Street. In the space between these pieces of infrastructure, a sunken 

Archaeology and History Museum will explore the deep traces of the Mill 
Creek Valley Urban Removal Project and its erased communities. 
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1  Busy traffic corridors separate the Forest Park from its sur-
rounding neighborhoods. Generous pedestrian and nature 

friendly underpasses or delicate bridges link the park, existing 
Greenway, Washington University, and hospital district
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Research Questions

•   How can large-scale 
infrastructural development in 
post-industrial cities benefit 
communities at large without 
draining existing social and 
capital resources?
•  What are new typologies in 

the American Midwest/Prairie 
Cities for ecological restoration 
that allow for robust wilderness 
and low-input ecological 
services back into the city?
•  How can long-term planning 

exercises be managed to 
make implementation more 
successful, while being 
accepted, and even directed, by 
the communities they impact 
and benefit?  
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1  Proposals for varied interventions into the project site 

and adjacent areas. In each instance historical uses, 
community interests, and ecological concerns guide the 

proposed programs and structures
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Rigor

A traditional definition of sustainable 
development attempts to balance 
environmental conservation, economic 
growth, and social equity, though 
intractable conflicts between these 
corners of interest.  Our masterplan built 
on work of sustainable planning and 
social justice theory by Scott Campbell 
(i.e. 2016) and others. We proposed 
a set of tripartite responsibilities as 
catalysts with shared, rather than 
opposing, interests. Our plan considers 
three dimensions of access: PHYSICAL 
ACCESS requires affordable, timely, 
reliable mobility as well as universal 
access to place and experience. 
SOCIAL ACCESS prioritizes inclusive 
programming and investments in 
neighborhood cohesion through 
partnerships with organizations, the 
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spatial distribution of services, and a rich 
array of public amenities. ECONOMIC 
ACCESS makes space for a variety of 
land-use types for affordable places to 
live, access to quality education and 
recreation, and entryways into work.

1  The +StL greenway reaches the dynamic river shore, 
increasing access to the city’s predominant landscape 

feature. The greenway network also reaches to and 
connects with the communities in East St. Louis.
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1  Our team included local historians and 
community advocates familiar with ongoing  
small-scale investment and development. We 
conducted extensive asset inventories North 
and South of the corridor to document places of 
historic and social value.



21 1  St. Louis neighborhood communities are strong. 
The N-S axis of the greenway compliments  

community organization and event activities.
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Significance

Our team was a runner-up in the 
international competition. Our proposal 
was well received by the public and 
by the Community Action Committee, 
and the Technical Advisory Group in 
particular. For the academics in the 
group, our contributions to the design 
and planning strategy were founded 
in our own approach to large scale 
landscape systems, to urban hydrology, 
and to accessibility and equity within 
lower-income communities. My own 
research into the urban wilderness 
in developing cities was especially 
informative in developing ecological 
strategies in the post-industrial context 
of an American city. Our project offered 
a critique of the competition sponsor 
in rejecting the big-project, single 
investment strategy that was presumed 
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by many of the stakeholders and common 
among high-profile, international urban 
design competition. 

That our proposal has gone on to 
win top awards within an international 
audience in the landscape, architecture, 
and urban design fields lends credibility 
to the merits of our proposal and helps 
advance our theoretical critique among 
a professional and academic audience, 
while giving leverage to the community 
advocates and ecological managers of St. 
Louis we engaged along the way. 
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1  New habitats are built through a process of scarifying the ground to create small water-
collection zones and uplands that over time are inhabited by wild plants from the region
2    This biologically productive site anchors the greenway and provides opportunities 
for environmental education, bird, frog, and bat watching, short nature hikes and prairie 
picnics--unique recreational programs for the emerging downtown district.
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1  Traffic diets provide space for improved cycling networks and link between 
residential districts, recreational sites, and job centers.

2    Studies of flora and fauna thriving in urban St. Louis reveal potential com-
munities of birds, pollinators, and small vertebrates that can re-inhabit this 

infrastructural landscape with minimal imported soils or re-grading. 20th 
century heritage is re-contextualized as a new urban wilderness.
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Dissemination and 
Evidence of Peer Review

As part of the competition judging 
process, the proposal was reviewed and 
critiqued by a jury of professional, and 
academic leaders. The proposals were 
also reviewed multiple times by technical 
experts (Technical Advisory Group) and a 
Design Oversight Committee (composed 
of major stakeholders and competition 
organizers). We also held meetings and 
received feedback from local community 
and advocacy groups. Final and midterm 
presentations were made in front of a 
public audience, while  our proposals 
were displayed in pubic venues 
throughout the city.  

Our team was one of four finalists, 
though the project was not selected as 
the prize winner. The three other teams 
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were led by prominent professional 
and academic figures in the landscape 
architectural discipline. (Chris Reed, 
Stoss Landscape Urbanism (winner); 
James Corner Field Operations, and W 
Architects). 
The project has won six international awards:
1) ASLA National Honor Award in Analysis and Planning (American 
Society of Landscape Architects);
2) Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements Award for Planning 
and Design (2019 Global Forum on Human Settlements)
3) Honor Award for Urban Design, AIA-New York (American Institute 
of Architects); 
4) Honor Award, AIA-St. Louis (American Institute of Architects); 
5) Distinguished Award, AIA-Central States  (American Institute of 
Architects);  
6) First Prize, Architizer A+ Award in Landscape & Planning

1  Mid-review presentations to Technical Advisory  
Group.  Two interim reviews with this group 

preceded a final  review of our proposal
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1  Author presenting in final public jury presentation in St. Louis, 

May 2018.  



30

Prizes

Honor Award, 2019 ASLA 
(American Society of Landscape 
Architects) Research and 
Planning Category.  
(https://www.asla.
org/2019awards/640658-StL_
Growing_An_Urban_Mosaic_In_St_
Louis.html)

Honor Prize, 2019 AIA-
NY (American Institute of 
Architects) Design Award, 
Urban Design Category.
(https://www.aiany.org/architecture/
featured-projects/view/stl-growing-
an-urban-mosaic/)

Winner, 2019 Architizer A+ 
Award in the Landscape & 
Planning – Unbuilt Masterplan 
category.
(https://architizer.com/projects/stl-
growing-an-urban-mosaic/)
 

Distinguished Prize, 2019 
AIA Central States (American 
Institute of Architects) Design 
Award, Urban Design Category.
(link not published until Oct. 11)

Honor Award, 2019 AIA-St. 
Louis (American Institute of 
Architects) Design Award, Urban 
Design and Planning Category.
(link not published until Oct. 11)

Winner, 2019 Global Forum 
on Human Settlements, 
Sustainable Cities and Human 
Settlements Award for Planning 
and Design .
(http://www.gfhsforum.org/
SCAHSA-2019)
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31 1  Selected pages from the final report and 
appendices
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33 1  Selected pages from the final report and 
appendices
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35 1  Selected pages from the final report and 
appendices
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The Department of 
Architecture educates students 
in an active culture of service, 
scholarship and invention. 
Uniquely situated at the 
crossroads of China and global 
influence, the Department takes 
the approach that design is best 
explored from a sophisticated 
understanding of both. With a 
multidisciplinary curriculum 
emphasizing technology, history 
and culture, students gain broad 
knowledge and skills in the 
management of the environmental, 
social, and aesthetic challenges 
of contemporary architectural 
practice. With opportunities for 
design workshops, international 
exchanges, and study travel, 
graduates of the Department of 
Architecture are well prepared for 
contribution to both international 
and local communities of 
architects and designers.


