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Rio Grande                   River Center

The layered infrastructure of today’s river channel (shown in plan lower left) has all but erased the ecological heritage
of the two cities at the river’s edge.  By making space for and reclaiming the river for ordinary people, Ciudad Juarez
and El Paso can create the opportunity for the growth of new cross-boundary urban and cultural engagement.

The El Paso – Ciudad Juarez
Binational Cultural District
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project description
The fate of the Rio Grande between El Paso and Ciudad Juarez embodies the general urban,
ecological and cultural conditions of the sister cities. The story of these border towns has
always been tied to the story of the river, and that relationship has been acted out through
building . Today’s concrete channel, completed between 1967 and 1969 as an engineered
solution to long-standing land disputes produced by the river’s meandering, has played a
major role in shaping everyday urban relationships across the boundary. This project
proposes a reinterpretation and redevelopment of the river channel, not just as an
infrastructure, but also as an ecological condition, a security perimeter, a space of political
representation, and a repository of cultural meaning.

Our proposal seeks to relocate the river from the margins of two industrial cities to the center
of a single, larger urban environment. Instead of two cities with two hearts, we envision a
single urban space with a singular center, a center that will act as a catalyst in the creation of
a binational cultural district, stretching from one downtown to the other.

The first part of our project is called ‘Staging’ and it addresses the physical environment of
the boundary. Instead of designing the streets and squares of the cultural district, we
propose a radical transformation of the urban condition itself . Instead of a line linking one
downtown to the other, we propose a field between the two that will invite multiple
trajectories of crossing, physically and metaphorically. This transformation is two-fold: first,
we investigate the layered infrastructures of the boundary, transforming, removing or
relocating them in order to open the space of the channel. Second, we design a set of new
architectural elements that take advantage of the potential of the new channel to act as a
backdrop for formal and informal cultural events.

The second part of the project we call ‘Performing’ and it addresses the cultural practices,
planned and improvised events that will alter the basic meanings and representations of the
border. We have imagined these performances as recurring at a range of different time scales,
including ongoing , at five-year intervals, seasonally, weekly and daily. Within the realm of
performance we include the creation of a Binational Arts Committee to schedule the use of
new channel event pavilions, a redesign of the uniforms of border patrol and customs
agents, seasonal flooding of the river channel, weekly audio broadcasts to the town squares,
and everyday occurrences.

Ultimately, this project is about healing those continuities and connections that have been
lost in the industrial development of today’s U.S. – Mexico border region. By making visible
again the delicate habitat of the river, we intend to reconnect desert communities with this
precious resource and unique character of the place. The Rio Grande Cott onwood provides a
fitting symbol f or this renewal; once common in the southwest, the ‘Water Tree’ has all but
disappeared due to man’s reckless abuse of the landscape. By restoring the habitat of this
tree between El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, we make an important first step towards the
establishment of a vital cultural district.

The river channel before and after
channelization between 1967 and 1969
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View of the heavily striated channel from Stanton Street bridge to Santa Fe Bridge
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0 site - edge conditions
The channel divides the two cities. Both the ecology of the river
and pedestrian scale are dominated by a dense layering of
municipal, industrial, security and surveillance infrastructures.
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1 infrastructure - overview
The map shows the international boundary, located at the cen-
ter of the river channel, and the outlines of city blocks. Remov-
ing all of the infrastructural spaces reveals the discontinuity
between the urban edges.
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The channel with all infrastructures mapped.
Chainlink fencing is excluded.

Revealing discontinuity - the cities are separated by a quarter mile at
their closest point - roughly the length of four football fields.

staging
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2 infrastructure - delaminated security
By delaminating the security perimeter from the international
boundary, and by transforming that perimet er into a low-profile
pedestrian-only port in the area between the bridges, we estab-
lish a space at the city center where anyone can enter and par-
ticipate in cultural events without passing through customs or
other spaces of surveillance.
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staging

Customs Free Zone between ports of entry is shown in light red tone
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3 infrastructure - road, rail and canal
Pulling existing infrastructures from the channel opens space
for inhabitation. El Paso’s three nearby rail yards absorb the
functions of the lines adjacent to the boundary. High-traffic
roads are relocated to other existing arterials within the city
edge. The Franklin Canal is undergrounded, incorporated into
the construction of the new pedestrian port.
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staging
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4 infrastructure - ports of entry
Ports of entry and parking structures are relocated from the
area immediately between the downtown districts to adjacent
underutilized spaces. Urban grids now extend to the channel’s
edge, with the space between dedicated to pedestrian
crossing.

staging

New city blocks extend to the channel’s edge
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infrastructure - expanding the channel
Expanding the channel to over 600 feet wide, more than four
times its current size, is a radical transformation that allows
enough space for the river to meander and for riparian habitat
to develop. This is the new backdrop for the Rio Grande River
Center cultural district, as well as everyday pedestrian crossing.

staging
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infrastructure - new pedestrian spaces
Removal, transformation and relocation of existing infrastruc-
tures makes space for a new network of pedestrian bridges
and paths. We also propose to build six performance pavilions
within the channel. Viewing platforms at the channel edges
provide vantages of the new pavilions.

This field of urban spaces at the city center invite crossing as
well as open-ended exploration.

staging
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7staging transformation - channel section

Section through proposed channel, looking south toward Stanton St. Bridge. Scale : 1” = 80’-0”

The additional size of the channel also allows lower embank-
ments at either side, where the security perimeters that pedes-
trians pass through are sunk below the datum of the city street.
Visual continuit y is allowed from one side to the other, inviting
exploration.
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8 transformation - detail sectionsstaging
Section from the city edge to the channel shows visual continu-
ity between the street and the river habitat.

Section through undergrounded Franklin Canal and new pedestrian port of entry on the El Paso side.  Scale: 1” = 12’-0”
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9 transformation - detail sectionsstaging
New performance pavilions can be used informally, or for
scheduled events. The pavilions, reached by pedestrian
bridges from either side, float above the river channel,
surrounded by the trees and other vegetation growing
nearby.

A simple open-air sun-shade at the channel edge covers
the seating area for people to gather in.

Section through channel-edge viewing area, performance pavilion and pedestrian walkay elevated above the channel.  Scale: 1” = 12’-0”
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transformation - channel view

View of the central performance pavilion between the Stanton St. Bridge and Santa Fe Bridges

staging
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0 prologue - binational arts committ ee
A Binational Arts Committee that consists of elected members
from Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, as well as members appointed
by each city council, manages events in the new public
pavilions. The committ ee is responsible for the following:

· Managing city funds allocated to the River Center
· Managing online event calendar and reservations
· Maintaining the performance spaces
· Increasing public awareness of events in the Rio

Grande River Center and advertising events
· Reviewing proposals for new events

performing
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permanent - redressing border uniforms
Every five years the Binational Arts Committee, in collaboration
with local Border Patrol and Customs officers will hold a compe-
tition t o redesign their uniforms. The winning design will be
fabricated locally and worn by officers at the pedestrian ports of
the Rio Grande River Center.

These special uniforms reflect the new role that border security
officers will play as facilitators of cultural events.

performing

?
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seasonal - flooding the channel
Seasonal flooding of the Rio Grande river channel will provide
an opportunity for people from the communities to celebrate
the unique environment of the river and the many habitats it
supports.

Controlled releases from the American Dam will increase flow
over a three-week period, culminating in the release of a strong
current of water that can move the sands of the channel and
distribute the seeds of the Rio Grande Cottonwood tree.

From the edges of the channel, citizens of each city celebrate
the health of the river during a weeklong festival.

performing

Rio Grande Cottonwood
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weekly - river center broadcast
Every Saturday evening, year-round, musical and theatrical
performances are broadcast live in the main sqaures of El Paso
and Ciudad Juarez.

Dancers perform to live music at the Rio Grande River Center
Saturday June 30, 2012 - 5:00 PM

Music is broadcast into the main plaza of Ciudad Juarez
Saturday June 30, 2012 - 5:00 PM
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daily - connection and continuity
The life of the river supports the lives of people, and provides a
foundation for the sister cities to explore their shared regional
identit y.

performing

Children fly kites in the new river channel


