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By Lindsay Brisko, Assoc. AIA

Public Arts | Dreamers

Heading east towards Dallas’ central

business district from Oak Cliff, an

energetic splash of color catchesthe eye

at the entranceof the Jefferson Boulevard

viaduct. Arecently completed mural,

titled Dreamers, expressively

counterbalances the adjacent Oak Cliff

Founders Park. Significant renovationsto

this area are underway, including a

completed designated bike lane and an

extension tothe trolley line, slated to run

in early 2015. These improvements are

partof Dallas’ initiative to promote fluid

circulation and increased public interest

across the Trinity River.

FALL 2014

The mural is a collection of six unique

surfaces, seamlessly painted to cover each

of the viadua''s two footings. Completed

by artists Carlos Donjuan and the Sour

Grapes Art Collective, the mural follows

themes of earth, sky, and water, imagined

worlds inhabited by amusing fantastical

characters. Earthy hues of beige and gold

playfully converse with another segment

of mural cloaked in a palette of blue and

green pastels. At its heart, the work elicits

a fresh approach to the methodology of

transforming the ordinary into the

extraordinary. In this instance a

monotonous urban surface is renewed as

MICHAEL CAGLE, ASSOC. AIA

an energizing and visually engaging space

Looking toward the city, the skyline

appears nestled between the two

supportsof the viaduct, a painting on

either side. There, the city stands as a

visual and theoretical link connecting the

murals and the vibrant lifestyles of two

sides of Dallas. m=

Lindsay Brisko, Assoc. AIA is a project

coordinator at Good Fulton & Farrell

Architects.
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Two years ago, a group calling itself A New Dallas

presented avisionfor the removal of |-345, a |.2-mile stretch of

elevated urban freeway on the northeast side of downtown

Dallas. The roadway has created a barrier between downtown

and the Deep Ellum neighborhood for 40 years and is reaching

the end of its lifespan. As a responseto the Texas Department of

Transportation's (TxDOT) nine alternatives, A New Dallas has

proposed removing the roadway in favor of a new walkable

neighborhood that reconnects two districts, creating an

economic benefit that the group's members believe outweighs

any negative impactsof freeway removal

Their argument centers on the fact that demolishing the

freeway will cost T<DOT $100 million less than rebuilding it and
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will provide $3.5 billion in new development: a new

neighborhood of 25,000 urban residents, presumably along with

the usual array of retail and offices. Think Portland, Vancouver,

San Francisco ... basically any great urban city that we as

residents ofa sun belt city must visit. They remindus that

walkable neighborhoods in Dallas are few and far between

‘As a designer focusing on urban, mixed-use infill

development, | admit that, upon first hearing this vision, my gut-

level reaction was along the lines of "When can we fire up the

bulldozers?" This idea could be a game-changerto truly

transform our core and make our city more livable, But then,

‘once | thought it through, the realityof the situation set in: What

about the 160,000 cars a day that use that stretch of road? How

We will be stuck with whatever we as a

community make, for good or ill. We had

better get it right because most of us won't

be alive long enough to have another shot at

“doing the right thing.”

are we going to absorb these huge traffic counts? How is this

going to impact the I-30/-35 improvements under construction

on the other side of downtown? In short, | am conflicted. As a

reader, if you are looking for an informed opinion, another voice

addedto the increasing drumbeat on both sidesof this issue,

you will not find it here. What | will offer is this: We will be stuck

with whatever we as a community make, for good or ill. We had

better get it right because most ofus won't be alive long enough

to have another shot at “doing the right thing.

The Public Drama of 1-345

The discussionof the fateof |-345 is an extreme example of

how the decision-making process plays out in the public sphere

andone that has parity for us as designers. Interestingly, both

sidesof this discussion are essentially promoting the same thing

—connectivity that will provide the greatest benefit to the

community, While eachside’s goals are the same, it is their

values that are the area of dispute. A NewDallas focuses upon

connecting people and districts by utilizing urban

redevelopment, while TxDOT’s view of connectivity centers

around connecting people through a regional transportation

system. In many instances of controversy or disagreement,

whether it be community-wide decisions or site specific ones,

the differing sides of the argument usually have the same or

similar goals; but the difference lies in the means of executing

those goals. Without concrete data to support an argument, the

discussion is really based upon ideologies

On ideological grounds, the side that wins the argument is

the one that can be most persuasive, have the best political

connections, or convince the most people to subscribeto their

beliefs, This “trust me I'm an expert” approach to decision-

making is dangerous because, in many ways, it places the

emphasis upon the charismaof the person making the argument

rather than the salient pointsof a position. Rodger Jones, in The

Dallas Morning News’ transportation blog, touched succinctly

upon this issue: "Many people who have staked out positions

‘on the removal of |-345 have done so without benefit of what's

badly needed in this debate—hard data."

In the absence of data, designers are, at best, making

arbitrary decisions, or in extreme cases creating a detriment to

the community. The exampleof the Shard's “deathray,’—the

angle of its concave facade concentrating and reflecting sunlight

‘on the street—comes to mind. Without a framework based

upon data, seemingly arbitrary decisions only help to reduce the

relevance and credibility of our profession

Opportunities and constraints diagramming, and other

analytical approaches, are quick methods to determine strengths

and weaknessof a particular site; but for the most part, these

tools only determine the physical attributes of a design problem.

Emphasis is usually placed upon solving the problems of

functionality (/.e. how our designs impact the physical realm), but

rarely do they delve into deeper questions about what our

Continued on page 16

COLUMNS | www ainda. org 13
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Continued from page 13

decisions mean for a city or society. Using a simple

methodology, we as a design community can change how we

make decisions from the “trust me, I'm an expert” approach to

one based upon measurable data

Identify, Analyze, Prioritize

The obvious first step in any decision-making processis to

identify goals, Before any meaningful analysis of a problem can

be made, the community, stakeholders, or end-users must

provide input. Jointly determining goals and finding common

groundhelps to build bridges between opposing viewpoints

early in the process. Using the previous example, both ANew

Dallas and TxDOT have similar goals of creating connections

within the community. The next step is determining strategies

for achieving a workable goal that both parties can accept.

Themeans to achieve the goal of connectivity as it relatesto I-

345 (tearing it down versus rebuilding) - have greater implications.

The simple issueof connecting people becomes a much larger

issue of how we see our city and how we determine future

growth and direction for our community; in short this subject

begins to present a new vision for downtown Dallas. Because it

sparks a much larger set of determinations, the analysis ofthe

strategies must present a holistic viewof the implications. The

futureof |-345 quickly becomes more important than traffic counts.

Analysis: The Triple Bottom Line

To broaden the scope of analysis, and (most importantly)

provide a meaningful structuretothe relevant determining

factors, we must lookto the business community. In his 1997

book, Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Lineof 21st

Century Business, John Elkington presents the conceptof a

Triple Bottom Line (TBL) approach to measuring financial

performance in the context of three dimensions—profit, people,

and planet—with the goalof shifting a company's responsibility

from only shareholders to stakeholders. In an era where an

immense amount of data is readily available, the TBL approach

offers a tool to distil that data and to present it in a framework

that addresses the multi-faceted nature of the decision we make

and the broad-ranging impactsofthose decisions. It ultimately

provides a meansof comparing and contrasting those impacts.

This concept is built on the premise of a 19th century English

physicist who stated: “If you cannot measure it, you cannot

improve it." It is generallytrue that, if you can measure

something, there is a greater chance that you will pay attention

to it. A companycannot justify social responsibility if it can't

measure its progress. Some examplesof how this approach has

changed financial decisions can be seen in how some companies

have chosen to deal with resource extraction, outsourced labor,

and energy consumption. Thefree trade movement can be seen

as a logical extensionof this concept in practice. Additionally, as

the social awareness of the consumer has grown, so too has

emphasis upon where goods come from, who made them, and

how they have been transported. As consumer awareness has

grown, sohas the awarenessofthe business community.

‘As a society, our financial decisions (what we buy, where we

live/shop/work) are increasingly taking into account social

responsibility. As designers, it is incumbent upon us to

understand these issues and incorporate the same awareness

into our design processes. By adjusting the TBL diagram from a

FALL 2014

business model to a design model, the natureof how and why

we make decisions will change and will be a quantifiable tool to

justify our design process. Very simply, the more each design

decision (or aspectof that decision) falls in the centerof the

diagram, the more balanced the approach

Measuring TBL

ATBL approach provides infinite flexibility in determining what

and how something is measured, tracked, and weighted. This

scalability is key in developing a model that is appropriate for the

question at hand,. The difficulty is that there is no common unit

of measure. Financial aspects are easy to measure in dollars, but

social and environmental issues are difficult to quantify and

therefore only tangentially discussed in the design process

There are two common methodologies for creating units of

measure in a TBL approach. One is to measure in dollars. The

business community leans toward this approach because all

decisions will ultimately impact profitability. Governments and

non-profits approach TBL using a weighted index, removing

incompatibility of units in favor ofa predetermined benchmark.

Both approaches can be subjective. A weighted indexing

complicates simple analysis. Adding a monetary value creates its

own setofchallenges. For example, what is the monetary value

of a bike lane? Rather than becoming mired in a cumbersome

and detailed system, a two-tiered approach to TBL can quickly

outline the impact of decisions and providea prioritization
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framework. First, measure common variables—finandal impact,

traffic counts, vehiclemiles traveled (VMT), access to goods and

services, or other variables determined by the stakeholder's

goals. Then, present the relative strengths and weakness ofa

decision and set the framework for creating a design that best

addresses those goals. Secondly, implement a simple “yes or no”

or ‘positive/negative” approach when an issue is too

cumbersome for metrics. For example, if one solution has access

to transit and another does not, it is easy to ascertain that the

scheme with transit connections provides positive benefit to the

financial, environmental, and social scales. To unravel the myriad

issues any decision or goal might present, start with a simple

matrix. It can be beneficial to create a framework and organize

issues by similar metrics and attributes or benefits and drawbacks.

Using the example of connectivity, elements in a TBL

approach might be organized as shown in Figure |

Someofthese issues (traffic count, VMT, transit ridership) are

metrics that are quantifiable, while the issuesofaccess are simple

yes/no answers for the purposesofthis study. There is a case to

be made that distances associated with access could be

quantifiedif the variable is important to a particular study.

Within the context of TBL, manyof these issues hit multiple

touch points. In fact, every issue presented above impacts both

the environment and social categories. [We'll get to the financial

category later] For example, traffic counts are an environmental

issue becausehigher traffic means more CO? released into the

air; likewise, it is a social issue because more traffic equals more

time ina car, longer commutes, less personal time, etc.

Organizing these issues into a matrix creates a quick guide to

compare and contrast each item and gives a snapshot of which

alternative performs better in a given category.

Financial: It's Not All About Money

There are two reasonsto leave the financial leg of the TBL

approachas the last step. For one, itis the area that most

gravitate toward. Using the mantra that if you measure

something you will pay attention to it, placing issuesrelating to

environment and social categories at the topofthe list ensures

that they will be measured. Secondly, as issues are contemplated

in the context of environment and social categories, some might

impact the financial side and therefore be worth measuring. For

some decisions, the environmental or social costs/benefits are

important. In the case of |-345, the potential costs are very

important to measure. For example, the costof lost productivity

due to (potentially) increased traffic does impact a community

and should be quantifiedto make an objective decision. One

day, carbon will have a value in this country; so, the amount of

CO2 we are emitting will have monetary value.

When evaluating the financial or economic impact of a decision,

quantify traditional financial benchmarks like hard and soft

construction costs and potential return on investment, but also

consider environmental and social costs/benefits. Speaking frankly,

in the private development world, most developers only marginally

care about these issues, but quantifying environmental and social

benefits can directly correlate to increased return on investment.

Al decisions based only on financial considerations will run the risk

of negatively impacting the community. (See Figure 2.)

It is a natural tendency to try to assign value or importance to

one issue over another, but this model is intentionally neutral. As

designers, it is our role to understand the information from the

stakeholders’ view. The goal should be to use the data as a

meansto facilitate a conversation, one that moves from goals

into values, or as the meansof implementing the stated goals

Final Note

The controversy of |-345 has played out in the public realm in

much the same way as many other contentiousissuesthat have

impacted Dallas through the years. As our values dash, lively

debate ensues. We are Americans after all; this is what we do.

While the debate makes for good political theater, it does not really

get to the heart ofwhat the right decision for our community is.

For designers, who are used to talking with our pens, this

can all seem pretty droll. There hasn't been a single picture in

this article that we can collectively ogle, and on the surface the

charts and graphs seem to remove all ofthe beauty and whimsy

from the design process. | submit to you that a TBL approach

can enhance the visions we create.

For |-345, | would urge comprehensive and detailed study of

the implications of removing the highway versus keeping it. This

issue is too important to be left to those who bark the loudest or

have the best connections at Dallas City Hall or in Austin. m

Erich Dohrer is an urban planner and a principal at RTKL.
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As architects have sought to design ever more sustainable

and socially conscious buildings, it's notsurprising they have

embraced urban agriculture. Americans’ food travels an average

of 1,500miles from farm to fork in a food system that accounts

for nearly 15%of the nation's energy use. The world's steady

shift toward urbanization is only going to make the problem

worse. While less than half the world lived in cities in 2008, a

United Nations report estimates that figure will be 70% by

2050, with an even more staggering 90%of North Americans

living in urban areas. The shrinking numberoftraditional rural

farmswill simply not be able to continueto feed all the city-

dwellers. The only sustainable option is forcities to grow more

of their own food

UTA Plants Seeds of Change

While visionaryarchitects take the idea to new heights, imagining

high-rise farms in every downtown, the movement has been

quietly taking root in backyards and vacant plots around the world.

Dallas, with all of its open spaces, seems ripe for the picking,

One project gaining momentum is La Bajada Urban Youth

Farm, a joint venture between the University of Texas at

Arlington's School of Architecture and West Dallas Community

Centers. The idea takes an overgrown field just a block from

Trinity Groves and the Margaret Hunt Hill Bridge and turns it

into a 2-acre organic farm, park, and community center to

provide not only fresh food, but also jobs and educational

opportunities in the low-income neighborhood

Agroupof UTA graduate students—ed by School of

Architecture Dean Don Gatzke, AIA and teacher and landscape

architect Kevin Sloan—finished the design for La Bajada in April

The group kept the design efficient and economical. They

enclosed secure spaces in a series of recycled shipping

containers, shaded bya large, steel-framedroof that also

protects the events pavilion. The design indudes offices, storage,

a work area, bathrooms, greenhouses, and a commercial

kitchen, in addition to the events space. The site is open and

inviting to the community with places to sit and a children's play

area nestled among the raised garden beds. It will function as

both a working farm and a green space for the community,

ANew Kind of Park

With La Bajada, Gatzke set out to challenge the traditional

notions of what a park and a farm look like. When people think

of a park, they usually think of grass and trees. When people

think of a farm, they usually think of endless rows of crops, far

away from civilization. But why, he asks, can't a park be green with

lush garden beds, and a farm be a place bustling with activity?

From the start, La Bajada was intended to be both. “This is an

alternative for a neighborhood park,” Gatzke says. “| think it

presents a richer wayof thinking about landscape and site design.”

Many agree. In fact, food crops are fast becoming a staple of

sustainable site design. LEED added local food production as a

pilot credit, and the Living Building Challenge mandates it for all

but the highest density projects. “Urban agriculture will be one

of thekeys to success in sustainability,” says Monica Miller of

ThyssenKrupp. She is oneof two Living Building Challenge

ambassadors in Dallas. ‘As our population continuesto grow and

our cities continueto develop upon prime farm land, it's

important for our cities to grow their own food so we can

continueto feed the world.”

Urban farming was also identified by The Connected City

Design Challenge jury as oneofsix key ideas crucial for

developing downtown Dallasandthe Trinity River. Initsfinal

brief, the jury called for “activating public lands as entrepreneurial

DON GATZKE, AIA,
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urban forests and farms,” and praised the strengthof the

submissions in accomplishingthis goal. Architects and landscape

architects increasingly are striving to make landscapes that are

not just pretty, but functional. One Connected City juror, Robert

Meckfessel, FAIA of DSGN Associates, put it this way: “Given

that we have a culture in Dallas of surrounding our buildings with

‘open space, why can't it be put to productive use?”

Economic Sustainability

Ina video summary of the Connected City Challenge, Jury Chair

Larry Beasley emphasized the economic advantages of embracing

urban agriculture. Not only could bold landscaping transform the

Trinity River corridor into a memorable space, but “an amazing

related ideais that this landscape might actually pay for itself, and

even become profitable, ifit is seen as a cash cropinitiative —not

just a public embellishment,” he says. “Just imagine all those acres

that could be in productive use with beautiful, green results.

The economics of agriculture is also a driving idea behind La

Bajada. Gatzke and Sloan note that the farm would employ at-

risk teenagers as paid interns, providing jobs and leadership

training as well as giving themaccessto healthy foods they could

take home to their families. Schools would be able touse the

farm as an educational resource for agriculture and science

Produce sales could also support the farm into the future. “It has

the potential to be self-sustaining financially, and not just a drag

on the bottom line,” Sloan says

The students have already started cultivating buyers for

future harvests—surveying chefs from Trinity Groves (a new

mixed-use restaurant designation at the baseof the bridge in

West Dallas) about whetcrops they would want to purchase

from La Bajada. The studio tailored some of its crop choices to

those tastes, adding more herbs, peppers, and mushrooms.
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They also researched similar urban farms here and in New

Orleans, which they were able to use as agricultural resources.

An Idea Takes Root

The seedof the idea for La Bajada came to Gatzke two years

ago while on vacation in New Orleans. “I wastryingto find

some kind of community-based project the students could get

involved with in Dallas.” While visiting friends and former

colleagues from Tulane, he had the chance to see the Grow Dat

Urban Youth Farm—an organic farm designed by Tulane

architecture students in New Orleans’ City Park. That's when it

“dlicked,” Gatzke says. If it could work in New Orleans, he could

make it work in Dallas.

He soon found the right place: a large vacant field adjacent to

a small community centernear Trinity Groves. The owner, West

Dallas Community Centers, offered to provide the landfor a

community farm. Gatzke brought on Sloan and the studentsto

do the design work. Gatzke also took onthefundraising and

began politicking, gaining support from West Dallas Chamber of

Commerce and from West Dallas Investments, which owns a

stake in several Trinity Groves restaurants. The farm also

received an endorsement from The Dallas Morning News.

The studio visited New Orleans and Grow Dat become the

model for what they wouldstrive to achieve. The programs are

nearly identical, the primary difference being that Grow Dat is

located on an abandoned golf course in a large city park,

whereas La Bajada is in the middle of a residential neighborhood

Becauseofthat, Gatzke and Sloan worked diligently with the

students to gather community input and support. They held

monthly meetings with residents to gain feedback and explain

their ideas and intentions. In response,the final design is mindful

of the scaleofthe neighborhood, limiting the height of the


