URBAN STREAM CHANNEL DESIGN IN THE FRONT RANGE:

COMBINING NATURAL PROCESSES WITH STRUCTURAL SOLUTIONS

By 

Paul Thomas, Wenk Associates.
In the last ten to fifteen years there has been a significant shift in the focus and the character of urban channel improvements.  The attractiveness of the efficiency of straightened trapezoidal channels has given way to a desire to create channels that better mimic natural processes, while still withstanding the very unnatural hydrology of urban environments.  This new paradigm works with nature and natural processes to create riparian corridors that not only convey floodwater, but which are more sustainable over time.  Vegetation growth, sedimentation, and better distribution of flood flows within the channel help to create a durable, flexible system that may change over time, but which is less likely to have catastrophic failures.  Structural controls integrated into the designs are balanced with natural stream processes to provide channel control and stabilization where required, and a flexible, dynamic system where possible.  Benefits to the community from this new approach are great, including vegetative diversity, improved wildlife habitat, aesthetic views, water quality enhancement and an increase in property values along these enhanced riparian corridors. 

This presentation will discuss recent trends in channel stabilization along the Front Range in Colorado.  The projects presented vary in their approaches, but share a goal of creating a more “natural” drainage system.  The presentation presents a landscape architect’s point of view on channel design, and how sometimes subtle design approaches can greatly improve a channel’s value to the community.  Specific topics include: 


· Channel bio-engineering:  Opportunities, constraints, and applications in Front Range streams;

· Structural channel enhancements:  Bendway weirs, concrete jetties, and drop structures-- “un-natural” interventions for the benefit of “nature”;

· Rejecting the trapezoid:  Stabilizing a channel through the use of an active floodplain;

· Water quality improvements through alternative channel design. 

The goal of the presentation will be to discuss a small portion of the alternative channel improvement work that is taking place in the Colorado Front Range in efforts to stimulate new and better ideas for how our urban waterways can be designed and to raise awareness of the potential that these streams have to greatly improve the quality of life in our cities.
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