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A B S T R AC T
For centuries, the San Francisco Bay has projected a static image of its coastline as 
defined by human-made elements and structures. And yet, water is not static – it is fluid 
and intangible. This practicum looks to devise a humanistic spatial strategy for achieving 
physical and emotional resiliency against the inevitable – the rising tides in the Bay Area 
– by challenging the concept of a static coastline. Humans have tried to keep water out 
of the land by creating barriers, such as levees and seawalls, that inhibit our connection 
with the water. In the process, we have destroyed habitats, livelihoods, and identities. The 
practicum aims to create a “climate chronograph” that allows people to return to the water 
by embracing the return of the water. Its ultimate goal is to help people develop emotional 
resiliency in the face of an inevitable catastrophe by imagining a future of an organized 
retreat from the edge of the water where a seamless access to reach the Bay is possible, 
and where narratives of a shifting coastline are revealed in the process.
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FIG 1. SHALLOW UNDULATIONS
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FIG 2. SALT MONUMENTS
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P R O LO G U E :

ENCOUNTERING T H E  T I D E S
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FIG 3. BIRD COMMUNITIES
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“‘This isn’t going to work.’ None of it: not the 
horizontal levees or the sediment slurries, not 
the seawalls or the living dunes, not the raising 
of homes and streets or the pumping out of salt 
water, not the flood insurance reform or the visions 
of twenty-second-century Venice. The water will 
come and at some point we are going to admit 
a kind of defeat. That nothing important is ever 
easy or quick... That real resiliency might mean 
letting go of our image of the coastline, learning 
to leave the very places we have long considered 
necessary to our survival.”1

1 Rush, Rising: dispatches from the new American shore, 2019, p.203. 
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FIG 4.  TRASH PILEUP AFTER MANILA BAY STORM
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It was a gloomy Sunday morning, I woke up to the eerie yet calming sound of thunder in 
the distance. It seemed to resonate throughout the whole city of Caloocan –  a densely 
populated city within the Metro Manila area, which is home to about 24 million residents 
and is one of the densest metro areas in the world. That morning, everything seemed silent, 
almost too quiet for a Sunday morning usually filled with the sounds of a bustling urban 
neighbourhood. It almost seemed odd. I looked out the window and noticed the gray skies 
and humid air – a sign that a storm was coming. Prior to that day, the local government 
raised the typhoon warning signals for Metro Manila and many parts of Northern Philippines 
as the country prepared for Typhoon Ketsana, locally known as Typhoon Ondoy, to pass 
through the country from the Philippine Sea into the South China Sea.

The rain started to get more intense as the hours passed. As I get on the jeepney, a local 
transportation method unique to the Philippines, I observe the people sat across me - a 
young man on his phone intensely texting while his backpack rested upon his lap. An old 
woman who peacefully looks out from the jeepney and into the weirdly empty street, and 
with her a young girl whose head was laid on the older woman’s arm, undisturbed yet full of 
life. I look out to see the trail that the jeepney made as it traversed through the wet asphalt 
creating a trail of tire marks. I noticed that the crowded streets of Manila, usually swarmed 
by food cart vendors and children running around, had now become lifeless.

Minutes later, as we got closer to the destination, the jeepney halted. I started to investigate 
why and quickly realized that we had reached the highway which was currently congested 
due to flooding in some areas. Since I was fairly close to my stop, I got off the jeepney and 
decided to walk the rest of the way. My feet quickly sank into the murky flood water. The 
water felt cold and heavy. I walked up the stairs to get to the pedestrian overpass to cross the 
highway and was quickly stunned by what I saw. Further in the distance to where my jeepney 
stopped, vehicles were sunk under flood water and people swimming across what seemed 
to have become an artificial river over asphalt roads. Power lines were knocked down due 
to extreme winds, and the water quickly rising as more rain started pouring in. I quickly tried 
to make my way to my destination, but the rising water put me to a halt. I stood there in the 
middle of the cold, murky waters of a newly-formed lake over a  highway. I was scared I was 
going to drown. I realized how powerful the raging water could be. I quickly sought shelter 
at a nearby store. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and tried to relieve myself of the 
feeling of doom from my first personal encounter with the rising tides.
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The first time I traveled to the Bay Area in 2018 to visit family, it reminded me of home. 
Growing up in Manila, I was familiar with the warmth of the ocean breeze and how nature, in 
the shadows of the city skylines and cranes of busy ports, compliments the bustling human 
activities in the foreground. Beyond this, the vast “blue water prairie,” as the residents in 
the area would call it, shimmers as the west coast sun hits its surface to reflect the rocky, 
mountainous backdrop of the coastal Californian landscape.1 The layered landscape of the 
San Francisco Bay, how it brings upon exciting discoveries as you drive through the roads 
and freeways with the anticipation of seeing the Bay behind the clutter, intrigued me. 

These scenes of the Bay reminded me of where I grew up. Beginning with this sense of 
connectivity to place and cemented by subsequent personal excursions to the Bay, I was 
drawn to focusing my research on the challenges brought to the region by the rising tides.

Two cities affected by the rising seas, both Manila and San Francisco share the same woes. 
Both are sprawling metropolises and both have made short-sighted decisions and are now 
suffering because of these decisions. Like Manila, the San Francisco Bay area is vulnerable 
to the rising sea levels. In recent years, due to heavy alterations to the land as well as climate 
change, tides have intensified. King Tides, which occur when the gravitational pull from the 
sun and the moon is the strongest, reveal what the coastline might look like in the future. 
For some people, building up or moving away to a safer place would be the easiest option. 
However, for some populations, that is simply not an option; they have established a sense 
of home within this place, and they do not have the financial means to move away from 
their homes.2

Now that the inevitable is near and the coastline is shifting, would these vulnerable 
populations keep trying to force their communities to raise their defenses? Or would they 
have to be resilient, adapt, and eventually move away from the very places they call home?

1 Okamoto & Wong, Natural history of San Francisco Bay, 2011, p.4
2 Sengupta, A crisis right now: San Francisco and Manila face rising seas, 2020
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FIG 5.  MANILA VS. SAN FRANCISCO
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To PROBE is a scientific method to discover the unknown by asking questions. Similarly, 
to probe means to examine an object with a tool to reveal something hidden.1 According 
to Lutsky and Burkholder, PROBING allows for a more pluralistic approach to research as it 
involves “active engagement with ambiguity and instability” and requires “engagement and 
experience.”2 Probing methods encourage curiosity and imagination as it seeks to explore 
the dynamic &  distinct qualities of the terrain. It involves inquiry, insight, and impression. 
On the other hand, PROVING is a singular and more linear approach that “glorifies a finite 
truth” and deviates away from individuality, creativity, and personal experiences.3

This practicum aims to apply the idea of probing in spatial design. It seeks to create a dynamic 
and interactive exploration within the disappearing, forgotten landscapes of San Francisco 
Bay’s tidelands. These “probing episodes” engage critical discourse about the rising tides 
and the role of the remaining tidal ecosystems in developing real resiliency for the land and 
for its people.

1 Merriam-Webster Dictionary, Probe definition & meaning, nd.
2 Lutsky & Burkholder, Curious methods: The lessons of mud, 2017.
3 Lutsky & Burkholder, 2017.
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FIG 7. HIDDEN WATERS
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E P I S O D E  I :

U N D E R S TA N D I N G  /  i n q u i r y
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“One can work, think and discover without any 
strategy at all... So, I never arrived at a beginning, 
an origin, a unique principle of interpretation, all 
of which are classically seen as making coherence, 
system, meaning. Instead, I arrived at a cluster of 
relations, differentiated but organized.” 1

1 Serres et al., Conversations on science, culture, and Time, 2011, p.84, 101.

FIG 8. BOARDWALK AT RAVENSWOOD
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INQUIRY is the first part of probing. It is a process in which the individual seeking an answer 
formulates questions as a result of observing or interacting with a subject. It can take in 
the form of a singular, more precise question or an amalgamation of various queries. In 
landscape architecture, part of the inquiry process involves siting these questions within 
the landscape. Inquiries can involve complex sets of questions, as well as simple and more 
general ones. Generally, methods of inquiry “are pluralistic, driven by experience. Methods 
become everything and nothing – fundamental and yet instantly sacrificial.”2 In this research, 
the inquiry involves investigations on the different layers of the San Francisco Bay, mainly 
focusing on its ecological importance juxtaposed with its anthropocentric qualities. Through 
personal experiences, mapping, and various readings of scholarly articles and literary work, 
the research aims to explore how humans have contributed to the imminent peril of the 
Bay’s coastal regions, affecting both the human and the natural layers of the land.

2 Lutsky & Burkholder, 2017.
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THE BLUE WATER “PRAIRIE”

“Everywhere I’ve traveled, I’ve gone for a swim 
in the ocean. It’s like being at home while being 
away. When I come out of the water I feel like I’ve 
touched every living part of the world.”1

1 Macchiarini in Okamoto &  Wong, Natural History of San Francisco Bay, p. 286. FIG 9. BLUE WATER PRAIRIE
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FIG 10.  RIVERS, STREAMS, AND CREEKS
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The San Francisco Bay is an ecologically important region. The rough shorelines of 
California result in the occurrence of only a few estuaries and deltas, with the San Francisco 
Bay being a significant exception. It is the biggest estuary on the west coast of the Americas, 
and it is where 40% of California’s freshwater empties into the Pacific Ocean. The region’s 
coasts are composed of wetlands influenced by the tides called tidal marshlands.1These 
tidal marshlands are home to diverse species of marine life and are important migration 
grounds for birds. These tidal marshlands also function as barriers for floods and as shoreline 
stabilizers. They also help remove pollutants from river runoffs and sequester carbon.2  

However, the San Francisco Bay and its wetlands are at risk today. The rapid warming of 
global temperatures is affecting coastal ecosystems, and the Bay is a perfect example of 
how climate change and the rise of sea levels are linked. The rapid urban development in 
the region has also taken a toll on the health of the Bay and its wetlands. When sea levels rise, 
tidal marshes would naturally adjust and move inland, but with many of these ecosystems 
backed up against cities, they are now in the path of tides.3 Most of the coastal wetlands 
have been taken over by bay fills that accommodate residential developments. This has 
made the “World’s most productive and valuable ecosystems [to] compete with the most 
valuable real estate...”4 Additionally, industries that have lined up the coastlines with issues 
such as water contamination, oil spills, and fish kills, have disturbed the Bay’s ecosystems.5 
 
The San Francisco Bay’s ecosystems are within imminent destruction. Since the 1700s, the 
surface area of its wetlands has decreased by about 75% and salmon population by about 
95%. In contrast, its human population has increased by millions.6 Human activities and the 
rapid growth of cities around the Bay have caused anomalies the land and water. The San 
Francisco Bay, along with the places that people call home, are disappearing at an alarming 
rate.

1 Palaima, Ecology, conservation, and restoration of tidal marshes: The San Francisco estuary, 2012, p.xv.
2 Palaima, 2012, p.4-6.
3 Palaima, 2012, xvi.
4 Palaima, 2012, p.7.
5 Palaima, 2012, p.7.
6 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.14.
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THE TIDELANDS
The Bay’s tidelands include tidal and salt marshes. These marshlands define the natural 
coastline of the Bay and serve various ecological functions. They provide food for people  
through fishing and shellfishing. The shallow waters of the tidelands allow for abundant 
algae life which attracts various other marine life. They also provide smaller species shelter 
from large predators. The tidelands also regulate the water by mitigating the effects of 
eutrophication, capturing carbon by storing it in the soil, stabilizing the shorelines, and 
mitigating erosion from coastal developments. Tidal marshes and salt marshes also provide 
supporting functions to other ecosystems in the Bay. On a microscopic scale, the production 
of peat from decomposed roots, rhizomes, and litter from the marsh elevates the soil and 
allows the marshes to adapt to the rising sea levels. Additionally, salt marshes are important 
in the cycling of carbon, nitrogen and phosphorus. This nutrient cycling supports many 
ecosystem functions. Similarly, the tidelands are also valued as sites of knowledge gathering. 
They have been useful for research and education to further understand many aspects of 
wildlife habitats, ecosystem functions, and flood mitigation. Lastly, these tidelands provide 
recreational opportunities and an escape from the city as they attract wildlife and are in 
less dense areas of the coastline. They have become places for solitude as well as a place to 
reconnect with nature. 1 

1 Palaima, 2012, p.6-7.
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ENVIRONMENT IN FLUX
The San Francisco Bay estuary is an ever-changing landscape. It is where land meets ocean, 
where saltwater meets freshwater, where coastal and inland ecosystems overlap, and where 
flocks of birds and other wildlife traverse as they migrate. Within the Bay is where cool ocean 
water meets warmer water. All these factors contribute to create a unique condition of 
constant flux. The Bay is constantly dynamic and never static. To survive within this place, 
resiliency and adaptation is necessary. Both plants and  wildlife, as well as humans, must 
have the ability to survive a sudden change in the environment as temperatures rise and 
drop, as tides advance and recede, and as food become scarce due to droughts. As a result, 
the species of wildlife found within the Bay’s land and water are unusually resilient and are 
able to adapt for their survival as the environment changes.1 

1 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.14.
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FIG 12. A RESTORED TIDAL MARSH (POND A21) IN THE SOUTH BAY
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THE HUMAN TIDE: COLONIZING THE WATER

“What is this strange quality in humans that makes them 
court disaster? They build their homes on floodplains and 
riverbanks, cliff edges, slipping hillsides, brush-choked 
canyons and on the slopes of volcanoes... All over this planet 
we [defy] the eternal forces of nature. Then we try to coerce 
those forces into doing our bidding.”1

1 Rush, 2019, p.19.

FIG 13. TECH CAMPUS ABOVE WATER
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SAN FRANCISCO BAY: A HISTORY OF EXPLOITATION
For many centuries, the San Francisco Bay has intertwined with the lives of people that live 
around it. The history of the region is built upon humans extracting the riches of the land. The 
early Miwokan and Ohlone peoples followed the salmon migration and eventually settled 
in the Bay Area and have lived on it for millenia.1  The San Francisco Bay Area experienced 
rapid growth in the 19th century upon the discovery of gold in the area which sparked the 
renowned California Gold Rush. An unprecedented influx of immigrants came to the region 
and inevitably displaced many Indigenous communities. By the end of the Gold Rush, about 
two thirds of the Indigenous population in the Bay Area were either killed or forcibly moved. 
The landscape of the Bay area remained heavily characterized by extraction and exploitation. 
Salt ponds were created on the marshes at the mouth of the Bay and in the mid-20th century, 
the economy of the region rapidly shifted from extraction and manufacturing to technology 
industries with the infiltration of big tech companies around San Jose within the region now 
called the Silicon Valley.2  Over the last century, the Bay area has become a significant region 
for innovation characterized a plethora of human-made structures that have now defined 
the Bay’s coastlines including major infrastructure networks and manufacturing facilities. 
Significant examples include salt extraction sites on former wetlands that line the coastline 
and are now considered unique landscape features of the Bay area. Similarly, the emergence 
of the Silicon Valley has catalyzed the growth of tech companies and their sprawling campus-
like headquarters, which have also defined the character of the shorelines. These elements 
of human achievements have become landmarks along the Bay. Their magnificence and 
monumentality have defined not only the physicality of the coastline, but also people’s 
mental image of what the coastline of the Bay looks like. Today,  through extensive efforts to 
preserve the tidelands for habitat restoration and recreation, the waters of the Bay serve as 
a place of solitude, away from the hustle and bustle of the city life, as well as a place where 
people may perceive the achievements of human ingenuity.

1 Billiter, 3,000-year-old connection claimed : Siberia tie to California tribes cited, 1985
2 Castillo, Short overview of California Indian history, nd.SILICON VALLEY AREA
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SETTLING BY THE WATER
The earliest inhabitants of the Bay Area had a very different relationship with the water 
compared to the people living in the region today. The Ohlone people, who lived in 
harmony with the tides a thousand years ago, had a deep connection with the Bay and the 
ocean. The water became intertwined with their culture, beliefs, and way of living. Their 
main food source was the Bay and its surrounding regions which provided them abundant 
birds, fish, and shellfish. This is reflected through the various shell mounds built from the 
remains of shellfish some 30 feet deep and a quarter mile wide. The Ohlone people of the 
Bay benefited from th access to aquatic foods and thus, very little alteration of the landscape 
was made as it was not necessary. However, despite this, the Ohlone still harvested and 
managed plants and  took advantage of plant life that grew on bay lands to build shelters and 
adapted to the constant change in the region through various methods such as seasonal 
settlements, burning of fields, clearing of wood, and spreading of seeds to enhance plant 
growth. Ultimately, the Indigenous populations of the Bay enjoyed a symbiotic relationship 
with the land and the water. Their practices “created better habitat for game, eliminated 
brush, minimized the potential for catastrophic fires, and encouraged a diversity of food 
crops.” However, this balanced and sustainable relationship with nature came to a halt 
when the European colonizers arrived. They disrupted the Ohlones’ traditional way of living 
and exploited the riches of the Bay lands and altered the landscape to suit their needs.1 

1 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.108-112.
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FIG 14.

FIG 15. A MAP OF SHELLMOUNDS DOCUMENTED IN 1909 BY ARCHAEOLOGIST NELS NELSON FIG 17. DEMOLITION OF THE EMERYVILLE SHELLMOUND TO MAKE WAY FOR A PAINT FACTORY, 1924

FIG 16.  OHLONE PEOPLES GATHERING FISH FROM The Bay
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THE PRODUCTIVE BAY: A HISTORY OF AGRICULTURE AND INDUSTRY
The California Gold Rush of the mid 19th century brought forth a new era in the human 
disruption of the land. The discovery of gold in the nation’s western frontier resulted in 
changes to the land and the water. The most obvious change was the influx of large human 
settlements in the region. In the first few years of the Gold Rush, it is estimated that around 
100,000 people arrived and settled in the area each year. As a result, the land was altered 
even further as forests were cut to build shelters and infrastructure, and lands were cleared 
to make way for agriculture to sustain a growing population. The tidelands and marshes 
of the Bay were seen as wastelands and were drained to make way for more productive 
agricultural lands. Levees were built to control floods and further reconfiguration of land for 
more agriculture. As the region became more productive, settlements expanded to towns 
and cities. These developments further diminished the ecological integrity of the coastline 
of the Bay as more land was claimed for further housing and farmlands to sustain the 
unprecedented growth of the region. Developments in technology and industrial practices 
resulted to further exploitation which included the creation of industrial salt ponds along 
its shores, as well as industrial fishing. The growth of urban areas, as well as the expansion of 
agricultural and industrial activities in the region transformed the landscape so that by 1920, 
about 80 percent of San Francisco Bay’s original tidal marshlands had disappeared.1 Today, 
elements of agriculture and industry line the coastline of the Bay and have become part of 
its charm and character.

1 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.120-131.
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FIG 18. CHEVRON OIL REFINERY
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TECHNOLOGICAL HUB 
Located within the San Francisco Bay region is arguably the technological capital of the world, 
Silicon Valley. Different factors led to its creation, but two factors - namely, the Cold War and 
the decline of industrial infrastructures on the east coast - were the main driving forces. The 
Cold War era brought about a new desire for technological progress. The region already 
had backwater facilities from east coast tech companies and radio towers transmitting 
information across the west coast have made the San Francisco Bay area the ideal location 
for the US Department of Defense to invest in secretive military technology research. 
Military funding, as well as the influence of Stanford University and other higher educational 
institutions in the area, led to the high concentration of engineers in the area and the 
establishment of related groups and companies. Power tubes, grid tubes, microwave tubes, 
and superconductors were the new products of the emerging tech hub and ultimately led to 
the economic boom in the region.1 According to Annalee Saxenian, an expert in geography 
and regional economies, the decline of Route 128 in Massachusetts, which was considered 
the American technological hub before and during the Second World War, was another main 
reason for the establishment of new tech companies in the San Francisco Bay area. With the 
Bay area already having existing yet fragmented infrastructures, it was an ideal place for east 
coast companies to bring in their distinct culture, work ethics, and ideologies. Unlike the 
well-established Route 128, whose structures were well-organized, the landscape of the 
emerging San Francisco Bay companies were fragmented and decentralized. This  allowed 
for collective learning and flexible adjustment, resulting in more adaptive strategies  that 
propelled the rapid growth of these companies.2 The San Francisco Bay is a technologically 
important landscape. Both its history and culture are characterized by human innovation 
and our desire for economic progress. We are in the era of contemporary communication 
and technological advancements, and Silicon Valley is at the forefront of it. We are now more 
connected than ever before - the global village has emerged, and the San Francisco Bay 
region is at the core of this mega-network.

1 Lécuyer, Making Silicon Valley: Innovation and the growth of High Tech, 1930-1970, 2007, p.2-3.
2 Lecuyer, 2007, p.2-3.

40



FIG 19. AMES RESEARCH CENTER
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INFRASTRUCTURE LANDSCAPES
As the Bay Area developed in the 20th century as a hub for technology and industry, the 
expansion of its infrastructure became necessary. Bridges, roads, highways, rails, shipping 
ports, airports, warehouses, and other essential infrastructures were erected on the landscape.  
These different systems of networks brought upon a greater interconnectedness between 
communities. Both commodities and people are now more mobile than ever before. As the 
infrastructure required to support technology and industry grew along the waterfront, the 
disconnection between the Bay and the adjacent neighbourhoods increased.1 Now living 
with a sprawling and dense urban environment, people began to desire ways in which to 
reconnect with the Bay.

1 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.134-138.
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FIG 20. PLANE ON RUNWAY AT SAN FRANCISCO AIRPORT
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FIG 21. URBAN AREAS
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RESIDENTIAL SPRAWL
The post-war growth in the United States during the 1960’s brought about another era 
of human disturbance to the lands. Further transformation of the land occurred to make 
way for residential developments as people start to flock to the Bay Area. Most of the Bay 
was shallow, about 12 feet deep, which allowed rocks and sand to be dumped to enable 
the construction of houses and buildings. New subdivisions lined the coastline and as 
years passed, the Bay disappeared even further in the shadows of these developments. 
Newly established commercial buildings further increased the gap between the water, the 
surrounding communities, and the rich wildlife of the Bay. 1 The real estate booms in recent 
years due to the growing tech industry caused more land filling of the shorelines for real 
estate development. This has led to the destruction of 85% of the Bay’s original wetlands.2 
Land in the Bay Area is now some of the most valuable per square foot in the country and real 
estate values have undermined the land’s ecological importance.3 

1 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.153-155.
2 Palaima, 2012, p.xv.
3 Bourgeois, in Rush, 2018, p.198. 
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GHOST TIDELANDS: A SHIFTING COASTLINE

“That night I dream that I am a refugee on an 
island. There are many others like me, displaced 
and dispossessed, all sleeping on the floor of an 
empty teak mansion by the sea. One day a massive 
storm starts; blue black, it spins a set of twisters up 
from the water’s frothing. A flock of birds, hundreds 
of thousands of them, papers the purple sky. When 
I see them fleeing, I know—as I have known little 
else in this life—that having somewhere to retreat 
to is the key to survival. I also know that I too need 
to leave. But where can I go?”1

1 Rush, 2019, p.192. FIG 22. SHIFTING COASTLINE
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CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE BAY AREA
Climate change and the rising sea levels of San Francisco Bay are undoubtedly related. As 
global temperatures rise, snow caps melt altering climate conditions such as winds, tides, 
flows, and other hydrodynamics, as well as elevating the level of seas globally. Local winter 
floods in the Bay area will intensify and further strain current flood infrastructures. With 
the eventual rise of the water and the tides, flooding will occur more frequently and more 
intensely, engulfing everything built on reclaimed land, including critical infrastructure 
as well as residential communities According to a study produced by San Francisco Bay 
Conservation and Development Commission (BCDC) in 2009, 270,000 Bay Area residents 
could face flooding from the Bay within their lifetimes. Various connections within the 
Bay Area (eg. infrastructure, transportation, logistics) could be disrupted as many of these 
networks were built along the shoreline.1 

1 San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission, Living with a rising bay: Vulnerability and 
adaptation in San Francisco Bay and on its Shoreline, 2009.
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“...It is high tide and most of the grasses are 
covered in water. An extraordinarily large wave 
rolls in and the horizon disappears... When the 
storm is on top of us we take a big gulp of air and 
dive under...”1

1 Rush, 2019, p.192. FIG 23. ROCKY SHORES
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FIG 24. 100-YEAR FLOOD PREDICTION AND AREAS AFFECTED
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Today, the coastline of the Bay is rapidly shifting, and people’s static image of it is bound to 
change. It is expected that in the next 100 years, there will be about a 3 meter rise in sea level 
in the Bay area. Simultaneously, tides will rise and water will reach further inland than it has 
in the past.1 King tides, occurring when both the sun and the moon’s gravitational pull are at 
a maximum, give a glimpse of the future of the Bay’s coastal areas.2 Parts of the Bay filled for 
developments have started seeing an increase in flood occurrences, and the water is slowly 
finding its way back to where roads, highways, industries, houses, and other human-made 
elements now stand. According to a report by California Legislature Fiscal Office, a 3-meter 
water level rise, combined with recurring annual storms, would put over 480,000 bay area 
residents and $119 billion in property value at risk, as well as putting 55 percent of coastal 
habitats at high risk of damage. 3 People, communities, and habitats will submerge in the 
murky waters of the Bay. If the rapid shifting of the coastline and the flooding of cities are 
irrevocable, how then do we prepare ourselves for this imminent catastrophe?

1 Bonafont, Sea level rise a major threat to San Francisco, 2020. 
2 Steinhardt & Griggs, The edge: The pressured past and precarious future of California’s coast, 2017, p.53-56.
3 Bonafont, 2020. 
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FIG 25. FLOOD PROTECTION STRUCTURES ACROSS The Bay AREA
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THE LEVEE EFFECT
The effort to keep water out of the land in the Bay Area includes the construction 
of levees and seawalls. These structures now make up a significant amount of the 
coastline. They are built to function as water supply infrastructures, but also to 
prevent flooding in vulnerable areas. However, many of these levees have failed and 
will continue to do so despite the engineers’ best efforts. The Bay and the tides are 
very unpredictable and constantly changing, thus it can be challenging to design 
structures around the movement of the waters. Levees continue to get overrun by 
flooding around the Bay. As a response, communities have kept building bigger and 
higher, and flooding infrastructure projects have become more and more expensive. 
This has resulted to the so-called levee effect, or the creation of more problems such 
as the destruction of habitats and people’s disconnection from the Bay.1 

1 Okamoto and Wong, 2011, p.192.
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SOUTH BAY SALT POND RESTORATION PROJECT
Various efforts have been proposed to try and save the Bay from flooding. Millions of dollars 
were spent on flood infrastructure such as dikes and levees. One of the largest efforts is the 
South Bay Salt Pond restoration project which aims to restore 15,000 acres of former industrial 
salt ponds back to tidal marshlands with the goal of mitigating future flooding from storm 
surges. The project is currently the single largest wetland rehabilitation effort in the Western 
US and is located right in the heart of Silicon Valley next to various tech campuses. One of the 
wetlands being restored is located within the Ravenswood Salt Ponds. They are a complex of 
abandoned salt extraction sites adjacent to the Bay currently surrounded by business parks, 
tech campuses, and ports. It is located next to the Facebook/Meta campus in Menlo Park. 
Facebook one of the largest tech companies in the world and a symbol of technological 
innovation within the Silicon Valley. In 2017, Facebook was the only Silicon Valley company 
to donate to wetland restorations in the Bay Area. They only donated $15,000. Yet, they paid 
$400 million to flood proof their campuses which included dumping 72,500 cubic yards of 
dirt before constructing their newest building to raise it above base flood elevation.1 However, 
like other projects in the past, this is starting to be seen as a temporary response more 
than a permanent solution. The fate of a submerged metropolis is certain.  These projects, 
including the wetland restorations are another example of humans thinking we can design 
our way out of the problems we’ve created. With these efforts, all we’re doing is buying time. 
Yes, eventually, moving infrastructure and people – whole cities – will be necessary. But for 
now, making the landscape more resilient to flooding, will allow time for communities to also 
adapt.2 

1 Rush, 2019, p.198.
2 Rush, 2019, p.191.

FIG 27. FACEBOOK’S HEADQUARTERS IN MENLO PARK, CALIFORNIA
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“We’re going to have to move infrastructure; we’re going to 
have to move people... in the meantime, if we can make our 
marshes more resilient to buy us all — humans, plants, 
and animals — some breathing room in which to figure 
out how to retreat responsibly, then let’s do that.”1

1 Rush, 2019, p.191.

FIG 28. MAN WATCHING SHIP PASS
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THE NEED FOR AN ORGANIZED RETREAT & ADAPTATION
Contrary to past efforts of responding to the rising seas that try to outsmart nature through 
design and innovation, another strategy acknowledges the scale of the threat instead of 
dismissing it. The idea of an Organized or Managed Retreat — a concept of permanently 
moving people or infrastructure out of harm’s way 1—  calls for populations that live in 
vulnerable, low-lying areas, to relocate away from the places they call home. People who 
live in these areas are mostly within disadvantaged communities, both economically and 
environmentally, and cannot afford to build up as the floods occur. According to Rush, the 
only way that retreating away from our homes would be beneficial and make sense is to 
move whole communities instead of individuals. This process would involve participation 
from everyone as needed facilities and infrastructures would only be possible if whole 
communities are to relocate. This adaptive strategy not only focuses on humans, but 
vulnerable wildlife also. Additionally, it promotes learning to retreat away from the shores 
and therefore is currently the only adaptive strategy that will not harm other vulnerable 
populations.2 

1 Cornell et al., What is managed retreat?, nd.
2 Rush, 2019, p.203-204. 
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FIG 29. PHANTOM HORIZON
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E P I S O D E  I I :

A B S T R AC T I N G  /  i n s i g h t
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“…the ever-increasing ocean of mutually 
incompatible alternatives, each single 
theory, each fairytale, each myth that 
is part of the collection forcing the 
others into greater articulation and all 
of them contributing via this process of 
competition to the development of our 
consciousness. Nothing is ever settled, 
no view can ever be omitted from a 
comprehensive account.”1

1 Feyerabend, Against method, 2010, p.15.

FIG 30. ABANDONED SALT POND
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INSIGHT is the next part of the probing process. Insight brings light upon or a response 
to various questions that we have about the landscape – the feedback to an inquiry. These 
insights tend to deliver unexpected yet mind-opening answers because “...as insight accretes, 
it is always eroding.”1 This reflects a pluralistic approach to how knowledge is gathered and 
completely changes the dynamic of the design process wherein individuals start to focus on 
the constant accrual of information rather than knowledge as a static entity. Because of this, 
insight in the context of probing often requires active engagement. An inactive, static form of 
engagement would result to a similarly singular, monotoned answer. Insight then becomes 
“...involved in risk taking, the production of newness, the multiplicity of found objects, and 
inventiveness”2 and therefore, we start to “seek to understand not what we see but how we 
interact with it, and how it is changed through the process.”3 In this research, the insight 
involves the exploration of the various layers of the San Francisco Bay through abstraction 
involving collages and model-making in an effort to discover how these layers interact with 
each other within an ever-changing landscape.

1 Lutsky & Burkholder, 2017.
2 Lutsky & Burkholder, 2017.
3 Lutsky & Burkholder, 2017.
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The tidelands of the Bay define its beauty and its importance. They are located between the land 
and the water of San Francisco Bay, weaving within the heavy residential and industrial  fabric that 
make up its shores. Prior to heavy human alterations, these tidelands, specifically the tidal marshes, 
were home to diverse wildlife and provided much food and refuge for the people who live nearby. 
Eventually, the productivity of these lands was exploited, changing the dynamic of the landscape. 
Some of the marshlands were transformed for industrial use, such as the development of salt 
ponds as the topography and climatic conditions of the shorelines of the Bay allowed for extensive 
salt extraction. Today, much of these salt ponds have been abandoned yet they still define the 
coastal anatomy of the San Francisco Bay. There have been efforts to restore these tidelands back 
to their former state, mostly as an effort to mitigate the rising sea levels in coastal areas and provide 
renewed habitat for wildlife. These restorations efforts made some natural preserves possible, 
including the Don Edwards National Wildlife Refuge and Eden Landing Ecological Reserve. 

The coastal landscape of the Bay area is not what it once was – most of its tidelands have been 
lost and in their place is a dense urban region that has become a signifier of human disturbance 
to the land. In turn, the exploitation of its landscapes has turned the Bay area into one of the 
fastest growing meccas for human ingenuity. The area, specifically the Silicon Valley, has 
become synonymous with technological advancement and innovation.  How might the restored 
ecological landscape start to interact with the newly-emerged anthropocentric landscape of the 
Silicon Valley? How might ecology and technology start to interweave with each other to create an 
emergent landscape in the era of rapid climate change?

This deconstruction and abstraction process aims to reflect on the duality of the San Francisco 
Bay’s landscape by abstracting two “scenarios” – its ecological importance and its industrial and 
technological significance – as a means to investigate and reveal the various emergent ideas 
when these layers start to come together or take over one another. Insight is achieved through 
a series of collage explorations that informs a qualitative approach to this research and reflects a 
pluralistic method to find answers as tresearch and reflects a pluralistic method to find answers 
through a process that mediates experience1, eoffers insights into divergent realities2,offers a 
subjective approach to knowledge3, creates a venue for personal understandings4, and grounds 
an embodied approach to the inquiry.”5

1 Butler-Kisber, Artful portrayals in qualitative inquiry: The road to found poetry and beyond , 2002; Vaikla-Poldma, An 
investigation of learning and teaching processes in an interior design class: An interpretive and contextual inquiry, 2003.
2 Butler-Kisber, Collage as analysis and representation in qualitative inquiry, 2007.
3 Butler-Kisber, Collage as inquiry, 2008.
4 Vaikla-Poldma, 2003. 
5 Eisner, The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of educational practice , 1991; Richardson, 
Narrative and sociology, 1995.

DECONSTRUCTING THE COASTLINE

FIG 31. INVENTORY OF CIRCUIT BOARD PARTS
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FIG 32. CIRCUIT BOARD SCULPTURES
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The abstract models and collages created are meant to be read and carefully analyzed. From 
the conception to the final product, they intend to represent the current scenarios of the 
San Francisco Bay landscape. The process of deconstructing the parts adds to the metaphor 
of the destruction and decay of nature as technology rapidly progresses. The heat of the 
solder gun, the melting of the once-solid solder that once held the parts, and the slow yet 
inevitable removal of the components from the circuit board - similar to the human desire 
for innovation and progress, and its disruptions to the equilibrium of ecosystems. Human 
disturbances and the rapidly changing global temperatures have removed these critical 
“components” from the landscape. The components were then carefully inventoried; parts 
chosen physically resemble the narratives that are being revealed. Various factors were 
considered, such as colour, shape, texture, and function.
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FIG 33. GLOBAL VILLAGE FIG 34. DECONSTRUCTING THE “TECHNOSCAPE”
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THE EMERGING CITY
For the anthropocentric scenario, the goal is to explore the idea of a global village that 
was popularized by Marshall McLuhan in the 1960s to describe a landscape where existing 
networks are interconnected within a single, transnational network of commerce and 
culture.1 This concept was later manifested with the invention of the World Wide Web or 
the internet. This also could be seen to characterize the interconnected industrial networks 
that exist in the Bay area such as the roads, highways, railroad, and flight networks. The 
model/collage aims to link this new era of connectivity between the people of the land with 
industry and technology, all embedded within its militaristic past.2 Today, we, including 
the extensions of ourselves, are all interconnected by a single mega-network comprised 
of smaller bodies and this is revealed through the use of a single towering component 
wrapped in copper wires that stem out to different existing components on the board.3 
These existing components are used to represent the existing human networks that the 
internet links with one another; commerce, industries, mass communication, and military 
systems have become one within this global village and mutually feed the internet with 
information to be used within other smaller networks; a rapid progress towards a human 
global connectivity amid the destruction of ecological systems.

1 McLuhan et al., The medium is the massage, 2008.
2 Lecuyer, 2006, p.2-3.
3 McLuhan et al., 2008.
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FIG 35. SALT ENCROACHMENT FIG 36. THE VANISHING COASTLINE
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THE VANISHING SHORES
This exploratory scenario seeks to highlight the importance of the Bay and tidal marshlands 
to the ecology of the region, but also its slow yet imminent deterioration caused by human-
induced factors such as the excessive real estate developments and industrial activities that 
have rapidly been encroaching onto the shores of the Bay. Using actual salt poured on the 
circuit board, the salt ponds representative of these industrial activities are reflected on the 
canvas. Large, bulky components, often with connectors protruding out, spread across the 
board aim to represent the human disturbances; extraction of natural resources from the 
coastal ecosystems, as well as the Bay fills, often due to heavy residential developments, that 
destroy coastal wetlands and pollutants released into creeks and rivers from both residential 
and industrial establishments which flow out into the Bay. The human tide is rapidly taking 
over the landscape, and the coastline is vanishing. 

69



FIG 37. INDUSTRIAL MONUMENTS
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E P I S O D E  I I I :

P R O B I N G  /  i m p r e s s i o n
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“We focus on sites and projects that present 
a problem to be solved, and in that manner 
we pass up opportunities to ask anything 
additional of the world around us. Given the dire 
state of that world, it is difficult to resist the urge to 
fix what can (seemingly) be fixed. Yet, if we are to 
take Bateson seriously, we must acknowledge that 
every fix is only the enactment of a new question, 
which recharges the process of inquiry.”1

1 Feyeraband, P,  Against Method, 2010, p.15.

FIG 38. POWER LINES OVER WETLAND
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IMPRESSION is the final part of the probing process. Impressions are activities that 
are reflected in the form of various representations such as drawings, collages, and 
photography.  The goal of these representations is not to presume the reality, but rather to 
translate a set of insights and information gathered from them. It aims to understand and re-
contextualize rather than to fix and solve a problem; to communicate the experience rather 
than to document change. This embodies the idea of a pluralistic approach to discovering 
knowledge and is essential to the creative process. In turn, impressions tend to be “relatively 
quick and disconnected” with the goal of revealing a narrative to be deconstructed so that 
we can start to “understand how they could be choreographed”2, similar to taking individual 
elements from an image and reconstructing them to create a different narrative. The 
impression process in this research is reflected through a digital journal composed of quick 
collage representations to reveal stories of the shifting coastline based off various inquiries 
(from site experience and abstractions) and insights (from readings). Additionally, ideas and 
information gathered from these explorations are translated spatially and re-choreographed 
into the context of San Francisco Bay’s tidelands through a landscape design that would 
reveal the stories, specifically the tidal marshes adjacent to the exposed section of the Hetch 
Hetchy Aqueduct in Menlo Park, CA.

2 Lutsky & Burkholder, 2017.
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EXPLORING WITHIN: 
A DIGITAL JOURNAL
As part of a pluralistic research process, a digital journal of explorations, 
ideas, and new knowledge, is used. This Instagram account acts as a 
creative and communicative tool and becomes part of a continued 
probing process to discover and to seek new ideas through representation. 
Each row of sequential Instagram update follows a 3-component post 
in parallel with the probing method’s 3 step process: INQUIRY, INSIGHT, 
IMPRESSION. Probing requires patience, repetition, and play, which are 
important in order to fully comprehend the landscape. These updates 
embody those characteristics through questions, quotes, photos, collages, 
etc. Ultimately, these explorations collectively provide ideas around the 
question of: “How do we devise a method of PROBING the landscape?” 
through visual representation and abstraction.

probingthetides Message

15 posts 53 followers 59 following

Probing the Tides 
Probing the Tides: Engaging with the Dynamic Edges of San Francisco Bay’s Coastline 
. 
MLA Thesis/Practicum by Carl Valdez

Followed by coleenisabelv, _c.tan, kazeldomingo +35 more

POSTS TAGGED

9+
SearchSearch

FIG 39. DIGITAL JOURNAL
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SALT MONUMENTS
Abandoned salt ponds can be perceived as post-industrial ruins 
and form an urban void - an absence, a place where human 
enterprise has disappeared. As with other ruins, these sites can 
provide meditative experiences. Analogous to the natural beauty 
of the Bay, in their decay they can offer a sublime experience often 
triggered by one’s physical encounters within these abandoned 
industrial sites.

How do post-industrial sites around the Bay’s shape 
people’s perception of its shifting coastlime?

FIG 40. SALT MONUMENTS
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PHANTOM HORIZON
Looking out into the vast waters of the Bay and the openness of 
the tidelands, one simultaneously looks out into the future. When 
one stands before the horizon, their mind and consciousness 
becomes more fluid. We become free to roam in our imaginations, 
allowing us to either move forward or backward in time. The 
horizon then, due to its sheer size and density, becomes an 
illusion of the future; a phantom of what’s about to occur. Body 
movements across physical space can generate similar temporal 
illusions.

How can the edges of the Bay evoke the temporalities 
of not only the physical landscape, but also of the 
place itself?

FIG 41. PHANTOM HORIZON

76



INVISIBLE COMPLEXITIES
The San Francisco Bay region is dominated by the human 
landscape. A plethora of human-made elements characterizes 
the coastline. Houses, buildings, industrial facilities, landfills, salt 
ponds, and transportation networks are what one sees as they 
traverse through the Bay Area. However, beyond these structures 
are the tidelands that serve as buffer between the tides and the 
land. Similarly, underneath all of these developments, beneath 
the murky waters of the Bay, is thick mud rich in aquatic life. The 
processes that characterize the tidelands endure and can be 
revealed and enhanced through design.

Have the physical processes of the Bay’s tidelands 
been obscured?

FIG 42. INVISIBLE COMPLEXITIES
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RECEDING WATERS
The direct loss of tidelands over the last two centuries have been 
caused by human disturbance, specifically due to filling of the 
Bay for further development. Infill has caused the clogging of 
creeks and rivers that allow debris and sediment to move through 
the water freely downstream. As a result flooding occurs more 
frequently as the “arteries” of the estuary are blocked. Ultimately, 
the coastline starts to move upstream and inland, caused by the 
direct loss of wetlands that act as sponges, and the lack of routes 
for water to flow through.

How has the rapid expansion of urban areas in the 
San Francisco Bay region contributed to the loss 
of ecological landscapes and the shifting of the 
coastline?

FIG 43. RECEDING WATERS
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ENCROACHING BODIES
The disconnection between people, wildlife, and the water in 
the Bay Area has been accentuated over the past decades due to 
various industrial activities in the region. As mentioned before, the 
San Francisco Bay Area is characterized by an industrial landscape 
and its coastline is lined with various facilities that release harmful 
chemicals into the water. Additionally, heavy shipping activities in 
the Bay area has allowed invasive species to be introduced to the 
Bay - putting the rich ecosystems in its waters and coastlines at 
risk.

How has human activity and industry directly 
contributed to the destruction of the Bay’s coastlines?

FIG 44. ENCROACHING BODIES
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HIDDEN WATERS
There have been multiple factors in the rapid loss of the Bay’s 
coastal wetlands, most of which have been human-induced. 
However, the most prominent of these causes is the reclamation 
of these wetlands to be used for industrial or real estate purposes. 
Prior to the expansion of Bay Area cities, these coastal areas were 
key sources for food for people. Their lives were intertwined with 
its waters. However, with the placement of factories, warehouses, 
and subdivisions over these coastal areas, the water has become 
obscure from the daily lives of most Bay Area residents, becoming 
hidden from plain sight.

In what ways has the loss of coastal wetlands in the 
Bay Area affected the people that live around it?

FIG 45. HIDDEN WATERS
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INDUSTRIAL MONUMENTS
Human-made structures, such as the many power lines, radio 
towers, and other industrial elements found in the Bay area, 
have inherent sublime qualities. In 1880, lawyer James C. Carter 
alluded to the similarities between the technological and the 
natural sublime. They are similar in a sense that they both are 
a result of psychological experience and aesthetics. For these 
industrial “monuments”, specifically the ones found along the 
shores of the Bay, their size and density within the vastness of the 
landscape creates an anomaly in one’s experience when viewing 
the structures, similar to when one observes the vastness of the 
Grand Canyon or the power and density of the Niagara Falls.1

1 Nye, D., American technological sublime, 1994, p.11. 

What attracts people to these derelict landscapes?

FIG 46. INDUSTIRAL MONUMENTS
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FIG 47. RECONNECTING WITH THE WATER
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RECONNECTING WITH THE WATER
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Located within the Ravenswood Salt Pond Complex, the site for one of the largest wetland 
restoration efforts in the San Francisco Bay Area, the chosen site sits adjacent to various 
significant areas and elements. The site was chosen with the ideas of Emotional Resiliency 
and Organized Retreat in mind and was defined by several factors:

1. Preparing disadvantaged communities
2. Providing better access to the Bay
3. Bridging the gap between important ecosystems and protected areas
4. Highlighting the anthropocentric landscape within the natural environment of the Bay
5. Establish  a sense of place and reconnect people to the water

ACTIVE CARGILL SALT PONDS

FIG 48.  RAVENSWOOD SALT POND COMPLEX MAP
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Map produced by GreenInfo Network, 9/2017.
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PREPARING DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES
As the sea levels rise, individuals who have the financial and 
mobility means to do so will either defend their home or 
relocate to another place. However, most communities who are 
the most vulnerable are both financially and environmentally 
disadvantaged. People who live in areas that will be first affected 
by the rising tides are in low-income communities, most of which 
are made up of largely minority populations. These areas are the 
most affected by the industrial activities of the region. Many of 
these communities have been polluted by toxins and wastes from 
nearby industrial facilities. The idea of an organized retreat would 
prioritize these vulnerable populations. The chosen site is situated 
adjacent to these communities.

CHOSEN SITE

FIG 49. ECONOMICALLY DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES BY CENSUS TRACT
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HISPANIC (57%)
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AMERICAN
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(13%)

OTHER (3%)

WHITE (7%)

CHOSEN SITE

FIG 50. ENVIRONMENTALLY DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES

California Office of Environmental Health Hazard 
Assessment, CalEnviroScreen 4.0, 2021. 

The communities considered disadvantaged 
within the neighborhood of East Palo Alto 
are surrounded by offices and industries that 
contribute to the enviornmental issues in the 
area. Major contributors consist of shipping 
and logistics industries on the eastern part of 
the neighborhood, closest to the Bay. 

EAST PALO ALTO
POPULATION: 28,847 (2021)
population affected: 17,652 (61.9%)
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PROVIDING BETTER ACCESS TO THE BAY
The surrounding low-income communities currently have 
no easy or direct access to the water. Industrial zones, flood 
infrastructure, and other physical barriers currently form a divide 
between nearby residents and the Bay. In an effort to reconnect 
people to the water, the chosen site will serve as a funnel to pull 
people in closer to the edges of the Bay.

FIG 51. BREAKING THE BARRIER
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FIG 52. PHYSICAL BARRIERS ALONG THE COASTLINE
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SAN FRANCISCO BAY PRESERVE
(DON EDWARDS) 30,000 ACRES

RAVENSWOOD OPEN 
SPACE PRESERVE
376 ACRES

CHOSEN SITE
~100  ACRES

BAYLANDS NATURE
PRESERVE
1,940 ACRES

FIG 53. CONNECTING THE SURROUNDING AREAS
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BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN IMPORTANT ECOSYSTEMS AND PROTECTED AREAS
The site is set between two important coastal nature preserves – San Francisco Bay Don 
Edwards Preserve and the Ravenswood Open Space Preserve. Further in the distance are 
more important wildlife refuges including Bayland Nature Preserve to the south and Eden 
Landing Ecological Reserve to the north. The site would bridge the gap between these 
important ecological sites, further improving connections between various wildlife habitats 
in the region and forming more defined thresholds between the land and the water.
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FIG 54. A HUMAN LANDSCAPE
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HIGHLIGHTING THE ANTHROPOCENTRIC LANDSCAPE WITHIN 
THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT OF THE BAY
The site is located within a historically industrial landscape. The chosen 
site is characterized by human artifacts and disturbances to the land. 
The open views from the site allow visual connections to nearby 
structures  such as the Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct, Dumbarton Rail Bridge, 
Dumbarton Highway Bridge, and the abandoned industrial salt ponds. 
The strategic placement of the site adjacent to these places provide 
opportunities for people to view the remnants of a heavily human-
disturbed or anthropocentric landscape.

FIG 55. AQUEDUCT PIPES OVER The Bay

FIG 56. ABANDONED RAILROAD OVER WETLANDS

FIG 57. POWERLINE STRUCTURES OVER WATER
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FIG 58. AERIAL VIEW OF CHOSEN SITE
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ESTABLISH A SENSE OF PLACE AND RECONNECT PEOPLE TO THE WATER
Using the industrial materiality of the site and nearby existing structures, the site aims to 
become a destination and reconnect people to the water as the sublime qualities of these 
structures attract the people to the space. As they experience the space, a sense of place 
and belonging will be established. People will be connected to the land and its history. 
From here, using the two structures that define the site, the Hetch Hetchy Aqueuct pipes 
and the Dumbarton Rail Cutoff, both of which point out into the Bay, people will be directed 
to the views and can reconnect to the Bay. People’s curiosities and their newly established 
connection to the site and the Bay will potentialize an understanding and resiliency towards 
the rising sea levels, the inevitable shifting of the coastline, and the eventual loss of their 
home.
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HETCH HETCHY AQUEDUCT
Opened in 1934, the Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct system runs about 
250km collecting water from the Sierra Nevada mountains near 
Yosemite to deliver 2.4 million residents clean water in the Bay 
Area. It is the source for about 85% of the Bay Area residents’ 
fresh drinking water. 260 million gallons of water travel through 
the pipes every day, and most of these pipes run underground.1  
However, viewed from the Bay, a section of the pipe is revealed, 
emerging from an octagonal structure connected to the land by 
a pier. The pipes traverse across the Bay and the site.2 

1 Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency, Hetch Hetchy system, nd.
2 The Center for Land Use Interpretation, Hetch Hetchy aqueduct bay crossing, 
California, nd.

FIG 59. HETCH HETCHY PIPELINES
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DUMBARTON RAIL BRIDGE
The Dumbarton Rail Bridge, which was opened in 1906, is the 
first rail bridge to cross the San Francisco Bay, connecting San 
Francisco and its surrounding areas to the east side of the Bay. 
Prior to its construction, goods were ferried from Oakland to 
San Francisco through shipping ports such as the nearby Cooley 
Landing.1 The bridge served the area for decades and allowed 
for an easier route for goods to be moved across the Bay. During 
its peak, it was one of the busiest rail bridges in the Bay Area.  
However, improvement in shipping technology and logistics 
has proven the route obsolete and thus the bridge was closed in 
1982.2 In the late 1990’s, the western arm of the bridge burned 
down due to arson3, and again in 2019, the eastern portion was 
lost to fire.4

The bridge has sat abandoned for decades. In 1994, it was 
purchased by SamTrans, San Mateo country’s public transport 
agency, with plans of creating a rapid transit line that would 
connect San Mateo country and East Bay.5 

1 Sacramento Daily Union, To Finish Dumbarton Cut-off Next Week, 1908. 
2 Gustaitis, San Francisco Bay Shoreline Guide, 2012, p.56. 
3 Weigel, Dumbarton fire recalled 20 years later, 2018.
4 Miibach, Dumbarton Rail Trestle Burns again, 2019.
5 Stein, TRANSPORTATION: Dumbarton rail service chugs forward, 1998.

FIG 60. REMNANTS OF DUMBARTON BRIDGE FIRE, 1998
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buried levee

BRACKISH MARSH

GRASSLAND

TIDAL MARSH

SAN FRANCISCO BAY

HAYWARD REGIONAL SHORELINE

SAN LORENZO

FIG 61. HORIZONTAL LEVEE EXPERIMENT IN ORO LOMA

FIG 62. HORIZONTAL LEVEE DIAGRAM
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PRECEDENT 1 - HORIZONTAL LEVEE
The Horizontal Levee is an engineered strategy that uses the concept of a traditional levee, but 
instead of a large concrete barrier, it uses the flood-mitigating abilities of the Bay’s tidelands 
to counteract the rising seas. It is different from traditional levees as it is a wedge rather than a 
mound, soft instead of hard, vegetated instead of bare, and is connected to the land instead 
of away from it.1 This concept uses a structure that is lower in height than a typical levee – 
using less resources and causing less disturbance to the landscape, but is supported by a 
transition zone in the form of a tidal marshland to mitigate flooding. The levee structure itself 
is buried and could be used as pedestrian path which allows for a more seamless intersection 
between people, wildlife, and water. Brackish marsh borders the buried levee structure and is 
adapted from typical tidal marsh restoration designs. The concept of a Horizontal Levee  This 
experimental landscape is currently being tested in Oro Loma, south of the Oakland Airport 
in the Bay Area.2  The concept of the Horizontal Levee is beneficial in terms of bridging the 
gap between the people, the land, and the water while allowing San Francisco Bay’s wildlife 
to thrive by using natural elements in the design instead of imposing large structures that 
create barriers and destroy important wildlife habitats.

1 Eaton, The laid back levee, 2013.
2 Nelson-Embry, Are wetlands nature’s best defense against sea level rise?, 2013.

BRACKISH MARSH

TIDAL MARSH

TIDAL MUDFLATS

BAY
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FIG 63. CLIMATE CHRONOGRAPH

FIG 64. CLIMATE CHRONOGRAPH - SECTION A

FIG 65. CLIMATE CHRONOGRAPH - SECTION B
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PRECEDENT 2 - CLIMATE CHRONOGRAPH
This climate choronograph, as seen in this conceptual project envisioned on the East Potomac 
River in Washington DC, is a counter-proposal to typical climate change strategies such as 
seawalls and levees. Imagined by landscape architects Rebecca Sunter and Erik Jensen for 
the National Park Service’s Memorial to a Sad Future design competition, the space aims to 
educate the public, slowly, over the decades, about what happens to coastal landscapes as 
the climate warms up and sea levels rise.  It raises awareness about the impending doom of 
climate change by using the water’s dynamic properties. As waters rise, tides encroach on 
the land and trees die in place, row by row, becoming bare-branched ram pikes delineating 
the shorelines’ past. With every fourth row of trees marking one foot of elevation, the 
composition becomes a processional tidal gauge—a record. This approach aims to help 
the public understand what it means to return to the tides. Instead of a sea wall and other 
fixed structures, the water edge would become a “place for exploration, observation, and 
learning, sheltered cove for discovery and research of an emergent wetland ecosystem.”1

1 Jensen & Sunter, Climate Chronograph, 2016.
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FIG 66. META HEADQUARTERS SUBMERGED IN The Bay
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RETURN OF THE WATER: 
A CHRONOGRAPH FOR RISING TIDES
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“Soon the first human beings had children, and the level of the water went down so that there 
was more land for the human beings. Soon the children of the first human beings had children, 
and the level of the water went down some more. Then the grandchildren of the first human 
beings had children, and so on, and the more human beings there were, the more the waters 
decreased, until at last where there was dry land where there once had been water... The water 
that came down from the east had to go out through some other rivers somewhere. But then a 
great earthquake struck, and chain of mountains was cut in two, forming what we now call the 
Golden Gate. Then the waters of the Great Ocean and the Bay could at last come together, and 
the land became as we now know it.” 1

1 H.B.D., Tradition of the Californian Indians, 1859, p.326, cited in Harper, Creation myth of northern Ohlone (Coastonoan) Indians, 2010.

FIG 67. OHLONE INDIANS IN A TULE BOAT IN THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY 1822
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According to geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, “...attachment to the homeland is a common human 
emotion. Its strength varies among different cultures and historical periods. The more ties 
there are, stronger is the emotional bond.”1 This is reflected in the Ohlone peoples’ fantasies, 
myths, and stories that are an  essential part of their identity. One particular element is a 
common theme amongst these myths – water.  The Ohlone peoples have long considered 
the Bay and its waters their home. In this particular story, the water is characterized as a 
powerful entity that gives life. In the story, the water recedes to reveal more land for the 
tribe and its people which a blessing for the Ohlone peoples as living off both the land 
and the water was their way of living. As centuries passed, this blessing of a fertile land 
emerged as the waters started to recede, exposing rich, habitable landscapes. The Ohlone 
peoples benefited from this, but so did the European settlers and ultimately drove away 
the Indigenous groups that once lived in harmony with the land and the water. This pattern 
continued through contemporary times. Seen through the lens of time, the Bay can be 
characterized by the intersection of the natural and the artificial, as defined by presence of 
humanmade elements and structures superimposed upon the rich natural resources of the 
Bay. In turn, the landscape of the Bay has developed and people have maintained a static 
image of its shores. This very image of an unchanging coastline that people have grown 
accustomed to makes the current situation of a shifting landscape deceiving as the Bay is 
not static  — it is fluid and intangible.

Today, millions of people consider the waters of the Bay their home. For many, home is a 
concept that is considered “at the center of an astronomically determined spatial system” 
by the human mind and body and to “abandon it would be hard to imagine.”2 However, the 
water levels of the Bay are rapidly rising, eventually taking back the land. Consequently, the 
coastline is shifting rapidly, and its inhabitants are forced to retreat. What once was water is 
now swiftly becoming part of the Bay once again to a point of no return. The people that 
have developed a sense of place within the shores of the Bay will now have “to leave the very 
places we have long considered necessary for [their] survival.”3 

1 Tuan, Attachment to Homeland, 2018, p.158.
2 Tuan, 2018, p.149.
3 Rush, 2019, p.203.
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-ACCESS TO The Bay
-SENSE OF GETTING LOST
-SOLITUDE AWAY FROM THE CITY

-REVEAL RISING TIDES
-KNOWLEDGE OF TIDAL LANDS (IMPORTANCE, BENEFITS)
-WATER-BASED ACTIVITIES

RETURN TO THE WATER

RETURN OF THE WATER

FIG 68. PUSH AND PULL CONCEPT
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RETURN OF THE WATER

PUSH AND PULL: RETURN TO AND OF THE WATER
This practicum implicates a pluralistic spatial strategy for achieving physical and emotional 
resiliency against the inevitable — the rising tides in the Bay Area — by challenging the 
concept of a static coastline. For centuries, humans have tried to keep water out of the land 
by creating barriers, such levees and seawalls, that inhibit our connection with the water. In 
the process, we have destroyed habitats, livelihoods, and identities. The design of the climate 
chronograph aims to allow people to return to the water by embracing the return of the 
water. Providing people with a more accessible route to reach the water, and in the process 
revealing the narratives of the shifting coastline will allow the inhabitants of the Bay to adapt 
to a changing environment, and eventually retreat as the water slowly moves in. In return, the 
rising tides are slowly revealed and as the water returns to the land, so do people’s knowledge 
of the importance of the Bay and its transition zones such as the tidelands. The concept of 
PUSH to the water and PULL from the water is synonymous to dynamic forces of the tides 
and is reflected in the design of the Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct Park.
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HETCH HETCHY AQUEDUCT PARK 
Strategically situated between San Francisco Bay and the densely populated San Mateo 
County, as well as physically bridging the gap between several nature preserves, the Hetch 
Hetchy Aqueduct park serves as a transition space between urban and nature, people 
and wildlife, conversations and solitude, fear and acceptance, the land and the water. 
Using existing elements such as the wetland, the built levee, and the overall industrial 
materiality of the site exoposed by existing power lines, radio tower, and various abandoned 
infrastructures, the design aims to connect people to this site and its narratives to cultivate 
a sense of place. 

The form of the site is defined by two important infrastructure elements – the exposed 
section of Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct pipes and the old route of the Dumbarton Rail whose 
trajectories inland conveniently converges at the park’s entry point on the northeast corner 
of East Palo Alto’s neighbourhood. From here, the park extends outward as it makes its 
way to the Bay, allowing for widening panoramic views of the site with the “blue water 
prairie” in the background as one traverses through the gateway, the promenade, and 
the threshold.

The park is designed to be experienced on a pedestrian level with various site elements 
and distant views working with each other to create a meaningful experience that unfolds 
the history and importance of the Bay’s tidal marshlands. As one walks towards the Bay 
using a series of paths and boardwalks, the dynamic forces of the water reveal the shifting 
coastline through overlapping timelines and how materials reacts to its slow but certain 
movement inland. The rusty metal on the aqueduct pipes, the decaying wood planks of 
abandoned salt pond infrastructure and farm houses, the wires and poles of nearby power 
lines, and the diverse plant life of California’s coast - as these materials respond to the Bay 
water, the landscape changes – becoming the chronograph itself. And as the chronograph 
is revealed, curiosities are heightened, raising awareness about the Bay, the tidelands, and 
the rising sea levels.

Overall, the goal of the design is to not prevent water from infiltrating, but instead allow 
water to take back the land while highlighting this process as part of a future organized 
retreat inland as this revelation might induce communities to move away from vulnerable 
coastlines. The Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct Park can be a site to ask questions, seek revelations, 
inspire conversations, adaptation, and impressions. It becomes a site for probing a dynamic 
landscape that could normally be seen as derelict and hopeless. The site strives to become  
a symbol of life as it connects people back to the Bay and re-establishes a sense of place. 
Over time, as water slowly envelops the park, the site will eventually be lost in the depths of 
the Bay.

EAST PALO ALTO

EXISTING OVERHEAD 
POWERLINES

EXISTING PUMPHOUSE

AQUEDUCT PIPES

ARTIFICIAL BIRD 
MIGRATION ISLANDS
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SOUTH SAN FRANCISCO BAY

RAVENSWOOD OPEN SPACE
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CUTOFF

DUMBARTON HIGHWAY 
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FIG 69. HETCH HETCHY AQUEDUCT PARK
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GATEWAY PROMENADE

FIG 70. SECTIONS OF THE PARK
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1. GATEWAY

MEADOW + WINDING PATHS PLAZA + MARKER TREE

VIEWING DECKBIKE PATHCOMMUNITY GARDEN

PERGOLA + RAILWAY TIESPARKING

FIG 71. HETCH HETCHY AQUEDUCT PARK - GATEWAY
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1. GATEWAY
The Gateway is the first section of the Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct Park and start 
of one’s pilgrimage to the water.  It is intended to invite people into the site by 
highlighting the monumental qualities of existing industrial infrastructures 
such as the towering power lines and radio towers, ultimately opening this 
hidden site to the public. By situating more programmed spaces where people 
can gather in the site and potentializing the sublime qualities of the nearby 
structures, the Gateway not only becomes a site of invitation, but also a site 
for engagement where conversations and discussions can become part of the 
experience of the space. This section includes a meadow serving as a transition 
between the urban and the park and within it are winding paths for access 
points, a plaza that serves as the gathering space and encourages engagement 
on-site, and the viewing deck that looks out into the wetland. These spaces all 
work together to draw people into the site and converge them at the site of a 
terminal landscape.

0m 100m 200m 400m
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FIG 72. WINDING PATH & WOODED MEADOW
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WINDING PATHS  AND FIELDS
A series of aggregate paths wind through wooded fields as you enter the park. During the 
first few years of the park’s establishment, younger trees will allow for visual connections to 
the entirety of the site to offer a sense of openness and invitation. The paths connect and 
give access to key areas of the park such as parking, the plaza, and the viewing deck.  Over 
the years, as the water starts to rise and the park ages, the maturing of the trees will start 
to envelop the fields. The experience of traversing through the winding paths now could 
be seen to convey a sense of isolation and getting lost as visual connections are truncated 
by the canopies of maturing trees. In the background, the towering power lines and radio 
towers are still visually connected to the space. Highlighting their sublime qualities, such as 
their sheer size and contrasting materials compared to their surroundings, enhances the 
monumental quality of these structures.
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FIG 73. PERGOLA AND RAILROAD TIES
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PERGOLA + RAILROAD TIES 
The railroad ties are placed along the side of the plaza following the direction of the aqueduct 
pipes. They become a site-relevant element to deliberately highlight the aqueduct by 
framing views and directing movement toward the structure. The railroad ties are gathered 
from the old route of the Dumbarton Rail Cutoff just south of the park, establishing the 
relationship between the site and its history through materials. Over the railroad ties is a steel 
pergola that, along with the row of trees, forms a threshold between the plaza and the vast 
open landscape where the industrial elements are situated while still allowing for open views 
of the landscape. This serves to highlight not only those structures beyond, but also further 
emphasizes the aqueduct as an important element for connecting people back to the water. 
Additionally, as the row of trees mature, the pergola will start to weave within the canopies 
of the trees, offering an interesting experience as people use the space underneath and 
revealing a timeline where the natural intersects with the human-made, overlapping with 
the timeline of the rising tides.
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FIG 74. PLAZA & MARKER TREE
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GATEWAY PLAZA + MARKER TREE
The Gateway Plaza is the core of this section of the park. It is where people are immersed in 
the park space and get a first glimpse of the wetland and the changing landscape. It contains 
areas where visitors can engage with elements in the landscape such as such as the wood 
post sculptures, the pergola and railroad ties, and the restored prairie/grassland area. These 
spaces offer opportunities to interact with the diverse materials on-site, as well as with other 
visitors. The plaza includes a lawn for visitors where they can sit and observe the wetland. 
In the middle of the lawn is a marker tree planted at the same elevation as the top of the 
existing levee adjacent to the Bay. As water over tops the levee, salt water will start to invade 
the landscape and, subsequently,  the wetland will slowly disappear. Eventually, the salt water 
will reach the marker tree and its growth and decay becomes a reflection of the emergence 
and the disappearance of this landscape as the water rises from the Bay. Beyond the lawn are 
steps down into the wetland that also serve as seating. The steps allow for people to access 
the wetland and engage with it. As the water rises, the wetland starts to disappear within the 
submerged landscape and the steps vanish from sight.
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GATEWAY PLAZA  Northwest Elevation
Scale - 1:150

PLAZA OPEN SPACE

meadow

path

Oregon Ash
Fraxinus latifolia

The row of Oregon Ashes are native to the 
Bay Area and are planted adjacent to the 
pergola to provide a threshold between 
the plaza space and the industrial 
elements on-site. At the same time,  they 
allow visual connections to the open 
landscape while highlighting the large 
overhead power line structures in the 
background and their sublime qualities.

Retrofitted wooden posts from 
the remnants of the destroyed rail 
bridge offer a means to physically 
remind people of the history of the 
site. The posts are both sculptural 
and functional - they can be play 
structures to engage visitors as 
they enter the plaza space, as well 
as perching structures for birds 
traveling through the site.

FIG 75. GATEWAY PLAZA ELEVATION
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path

Between the pergola and the plaza lawn is a 
restored grassland of grasses native to the Bay 
Area. The profound verticality of the infrastructure 
elements in the background, in contrast with the 
horizontal features of the native grass landscape 
in the foreground, further elevate the large 
structures beyond the site. Additionally, this space 
introduces the path to the boardwalk towards 
the water. Its angular form, along with the lawn, 
directs movement and frames views.  Thus, it 
offers an opportunity to transition from a place of 
gathering and engagement to a place of solitude 
and contemplation.

existing overhead
power lines

aqueduct pipes

NATIVE GRASS AREA

Bay Area Native Grasses

Mosquito Grass
Bouteloua gracilis

Foothill Sedge
 Carex tumulicola

Field Sedge
Carex praegracilis

California Fescue
Festuca californica

Orange Sedge
Carex testacea

Reedgrass
Calamagrostis foliosa
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2. PROMENADE

EXISTING WETLAND

MAIN BOARDWALK

BIKE PATHPEDESTRIAN PATH

WETLAND ACCESS

FIG 76. HETCH HETCHY AQUEDUCT PARK - PROMENADE
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EXISTING WETLAND

WETLAND ACCESS

0m 100m 200m 400m

2. PROMENADE
Once visitors are drawn into the core of the Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct
Park, the Promenade becomes part of the path to the water. There 
are two pedestrian paths overlooking the existing wetland. An 
elevated boardwalk running alongside the aqueduct pipes, allows for 
an intimate connection with this vital structure. A series of elevated 
boardwalks branch out from the boardwalk allowing visitors to enter 
the wetland. The other path connects from the viewing deck. This 
path runs along the south side of the wetland adjacent to a low-point 
in the landscape. South of this path is a bike and pedestrian path that 
follows the old route of the railroad. Overall, the Promenade offers a 
place of solitude and contemplation as one is exposed to a changing
landscape through the uninterrupted views of the tidelands.
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HIGHLIGHTED AREAS 
(LOW POINTS)

MAIN BOARDWALK

FIG 77. LIDAR DATA OF SITE

FIG 78. HIGHLIGHTED AREAS
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ELEVATED BOARDWALK 
The main elevated boardwalk runs along the route of the aqueduct pipes. The direct 
view into the Bay is accentuated by the linearity of the pipes. Several elevated boardwalks 
branch out from the main path to allow visitors to penetrate through the site and further 
observe the wetland closely. The boardwalks are situated strategically adjacent to areas 
that will first experience change as water from the Bay takes over the wetland. These areas 
were determined based on the current topography of the site. The low points are already 
characterized by standing water from the tides. As the Bay continues to break through the 
land, water will start to submerge and alter the wetland. The boardwalks will allow people to 
observe this phenomenon. Some of these branching boardwalks abruptly stop before these 
low points. At the end of the boardwalks is stair access to decks leveled with the wetland. 
Infiltration of the waters inland will change the topography of the wetland. The end points 
of the boardwalk offer opportunities for people to observe the wetland as the infiltration 
of the Bay transforms the landscape. Subsequently, these paths will start to disappear and 
the wooden materials will start to react with the water. Microorganisms in  the Bay water will 
start to consume pieces of the wood, etching crevices on the surfaces and creating habitats 
for both aquatic plant and marine life. These changes offer another overlapping timeline to 
reflect the rising tides.
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3. THRESHOLD

0m 100m 200m 400m

FIG 79. HETCH HETCHY AQUEDUCT PARK - THRESHOLD
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EXISTING LEVEE FILTERING PLANTS

EXISTING TIDAL MARSH
BAY LOOKOUT

3. THRESHOLD
The Threshold marks the end of the pilgrimage to the water, and the 
start of the journey of the water back to the land. The return TO the 
water concludes, as the return OF the water begins. It becomes the 
direct transitional space between land and water. For visitors, this is 
where realization can occur and questions about the impending 
doom can be asked. As one looks out into the Bay with the two iconic 
symbols of place in the foreground (Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct as a 
symbol of the water, and Dumbarton Rail Bridge as a symbol of the 
land), the panoramic views offer opportunities for contemplating on 
the future of the rising tides. This experience is sited upon two spaces 
within the Threshold. One is on the existing levee that currently serves 
as a physical barrier between the Bay and the wetland. During high 
tides, this structure disappears under the Bay allowing water inland 
and transforming the landscape gradually. The levee’s interaction 
with the Bay is a separate timeline in itself – the closer we are to a 
forced retreat away from the shores, the more the overflow of water 
on the levee will ocur, giving a glimpse to the future of the coastline. 
Eventually, this structure will permanently be submerged. The only 
space that would continue to exist after this site disappears will be the 
lookout deck and the path that leads up to it. This space will become 
the only remaining piece of the park and will serve as a place for the 
memorialization of a lost landscape.
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FIG 80. EXISTING LEVEE
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EXISTING LEVEE 
The existing levee structure is a reminder of past collective efforts to keep the water out of the 
land through engineered barriers. Ultimately, these efforts have failed and in the process, we 
have disconnected ourselves from the water and its dynamic qualities; it has become static in 
our minds. The design takes advantage of this by rejecting the idea of removing forgetting. 
Instead, the intention is to reveal its flaws and accentuate it to convey the a narrative - the 
frailty of the human ambition of designing our way out of the inevitable through physical 
barriers. This ambition has ultimately been ineffective and has simultaneously created more 
problems; the levee effect. As the water moves over the levee and slowly invades the land, 
the levee becomes the focal point - a juxtaposed version of its intended function that enables 
change rather than preventing it. Eventually, this structure will be submerged in the depths 
of the Bay, signifying the return of the water.
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The marker tree will denote the 
submerged landscape as it reacts 
with constant intake of salt water 
from the Bay. Big Leaf Maple is 
chosen as the marker tree due to 
its growth rate that coincides with 
the predicted submersion of the 
park (~50-75yrs maturity), as well 
as its average tolerance to salt and 
constant flooding.

Marker Tree

Over the levee, one starts to 
observe the water slowly envelop 
the structure as waters rise. Filtering 
aquatic plants on both sides of the 
structure will decontaminate the 
Bay water as it moves through 
the threshold and enroaches the 
wetland. The filtered water will 
allow safe pedestrian engagement 
with the landscape, as well as 
creating a safe habitat for wildlife. 
As the water levels permanently 
overtop the levee structure and 
submerge in the Bay, these filtering 
plants disappear with it, halting the 
filtration process and salt water and 
constant flooding catalyzes the 
decay of the land, marking the loss 
of this landscape and the ultimate 
return of the  tides.

Filtering Wetland Plants

FIG 81. THRESHOLD - YEAR 0
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Existing Wetland + Boardwalk (Promenade)
~ 700m (not to scale)

Filtering Wetland Plants King Tides
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Sedges
Carex spp.

Bulrush
Scirpus spp.
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Mentha aquatica

Existing Levee (Threshold)

King Tide Level (+ ~2m)

Spike Rush
Heloecharsis spp.

Water Poppies
Hydrocleys nymphoides

Cattail
Typha spp.

Water Lilies
Nymphaeaceae

King Tides only happen several times 
each year, usually in December or 
January in coastal California. They 
occur when the Earth is at its closest 
distance to the moon and when the 
gravitational pull is the strongest. 
King Tides give a glimpse of what the 
future of California’s coasts would 
look like. In the Bay Area, King Tide 
events raise the water level to about 
2m more than its normal levels. 
Coastal areas are mostly affected, 
but King Tides can reach inland 
areas adjacent to the Bay’s system of 
rivers and streams.

As water move inland through the threshold, the existing wetland, its 
materials and how they react to the slow, yet constant flooding, becomes 
the climate chronograph to display the ongoing narrative of a shifting 
coastline. The timeline of this narrative reverses that of the Ohlone people’s 
creation story. Instead of the waters receding to reveal more land for people 
to settle on, visitors start to observe the approach of the Bay, the gradual 
disappearance of the land, and the slow decay of on-site materials such as 
wood and metal. In return, however, nature starts to colonize the human 
landscape as the water creates safer habitats for wildlife. The chronograph 
reveals the truth of constant change, that a static coastline does not exists 
and instead, it is fluid and dynamic.
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FIG 82. THRESHOLD - 2050
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Existing Levee (Threshold)

King Tide Level (+ ~2m)

By 2050, the Bay’s normal water level will have risen by about half a meter. The 
severity and king tide levels will also have intensified. Water will start to cover 
the lower points of the wetland, forming pond-like conditions. Access down 
to the wetland will submerge as the water takes over. As water encroaches 
into the site, so will aquatic life. The industrial materiality of the site, such as 
wooden piers holding the elevated boardwalk will start to decay and moss 
starts to grow in its crevices, visually revealing a changing landscape.

Existing Wetland + Boardwalk (Promenade)
~ 700m (not to scale)
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FIG 83. THRESHOLD - 2075
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Existing Levee (Threshold)

King Tide Level (+ ~2m)

By 2075, the Bay’s normal water level will have risen by about 1-2 meters. The 
water completely takes over the wetland and forms a lake-like landscape. 
Water activities start to take place as the rise of the water and a shift in the 
coastline allows a direct interaction with people and the land. This includes 
kayaking to venture out into the water and fishing activities. The boardwalk, 
as it starts to touch the water, will start to show signs of decay. Water also 
starts to move into the gateway space, completely submerging the stair 
access to the wetland. The marker tree starts to show signs of disturbance as 
tides start to invade the plaza. The abundance of water and growth of plant 
life starts to develop habitats for more wildlife.

Existing Wetland + Boardwalk (Promenade)
~ 700m (not to scale)
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King Tide Level (+ ~2m)

bay water overtops existing levee

The end of the century marks the ultimate return of the Bay within the site. By 
2100, the water level will have increased by 1.5 to 3m which would completely 
submerge a significant part of the park. Moss start to inhabit the crevices of 
decaying materials. Similarly, rust start to take over the metal structures that 
characterize the site. The Bay levels out with the top of the levee structure, 
over topping it and completely breaking through the land . The marker tree 
then becomes constantly submerged in salt water and dies, marking the 
destruction of the park and signifying that the Bay has completely taken 
back the land. The remnant of the marker tree, and ultimately the elements 
that once made-up the site, denotes the shifted coastline and the new edge 
of the Bay. The only part of the site that will remain will be the Bay lookout 
as it becomes the site for contemplation and memorialization of a lost 
landscape.
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FIG 85. BAY LOOKOUT
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BAY LOOKOUT 
The Bay Lookout serves as the final threshold between land and water. It is located at the 
intersection of the Bay and the highest point on the site where the Dumbarton Railway 
Bridge used to connect. The Bay Lookout stands high above the rest of the site, level with 
the swing structure of the railway in the distance. Right beneath it are the remnants of the 
destroyed bridge caused by arson fire. As people look out to the horizon, they observe a 
void, a disconnected network that used to be an icon of human ingenuity. They become 
connected with the history of this site and its importance. The Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct 
and the Dumbarton Highway Bridge are also visible to the north. These elements of a vast 
human landscape heightens the sublime qualities of the site. Furthermore, looking back into 
the park, as the tides rise, the high vantage point allows visitors to observe the changing 
landscape as a whole – highlighting the function of the park as a dynamic element and a 
marker of an inevitable future, a climate chronograph. Sometime in the future, as the water 
returns to the land, the Bay Lookout will be the only point on the site where visitors could 
continue to perceive and contemplate this lost landscape and the continued shifting of the 
coastline.
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Dumbarton Rail Bridge

rail bridge swing structure
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FIG 87. ENCROACHING BODIES
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E P I LO G U E :

RETURN TO T H E  T I D E S
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FIG 88. LOOKING OUT INTO THE VOID
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The Ohlone peoples have long considered the Bay and its waters their home. They see 
water as a powerful entity that gives life. In the Ohlone people’s version of the creation story, 
the Bay recedes to reveal more land for the tribe and its people, blessing them with more 
terrain to live with. However, a history of regional exploitation and colonization destroyed 
the Ohlone people’s traditional way of living, the Bay has decided to take back these lands 
through the form of rising tides. Contemporary human disturbance has led to a new 
ecological condition - the waters will rise and some lands will return to the water. Overall, the 
goal of the design is not to reject this future, but instead allow water to take back the land 
while highlighting this process as part of a future organized retreat inland. The Hetch Hetchy 
Aqueduct Park becomes a place for questions, revelations, conversations, adaptation, and 
impressions. It becomes a site for individual probing experiences in a landscape that could 
be seen as doomed. The site emerges as a place for life as people to reconnect with the Bay 
and re-establishes a sense of place. Overtime, as the water envelops the park, the coastline 
will shift and the landscape will submerge in the depths of the Bay – ultimately redrawing 
people’s static image of the coastline and further highlighting the fluid, dynamic, and ever-
changing nature of the San Francisco Bay.
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