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Situated along the dry Salt River corridor near Tempe Town Lake Dam, this Urban Ecology Center serves as a restorative 
retreat, not only for the urban community, but for the native ecologies that once sustained the riverbed. Grounded in 
historical research and indigenous knowledge, particularly the Hohokam’s advanced canal systems, the design 
reclaims the site’s legacy of environmental ingenuity. The project frames architecture as medium for ecological 
education, offering spaces that reveal the riverbed’s hydrological function and potential for regeneration. The center 
looks to reconnect the public to the origins of Tempe and Phoenix, inviting reflection on how design can reconcile 
disruptions of urbanization and foster a more resilient future in Tempe.
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Rainwater Tensile Rod Detail Mast Footing and Hydroelectric Detail Steel Connections Detail
All roof corners allow for water drainage into water collection areas below, therefore a rain 
chain-style detail is compromised into the existing steel tensile rods.

By orienting all footings to be perpendicular to flow of water from the dam, the footings of the 
mast can hold hydroelectric equipment, utilizing some of the water for power in the building.

Basic steel connections reduce construction complexity and allow for durability and 
recyclability.

The structure consists of a steel frame suspended by tall masts and tensile rods, creating a 
lightweight, resilient system that minimizes ground impact. Exposed, simple connections emphasize 
sustainability, material honesty, and environmental sensitivity.
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Canals and cut-throughs carve
through the building, allowing 
water, light, and vegetation to
move freely through the
architecture.

Glass corridors expose interior 
and exterior garden 
environments, exposing water,
sky, and vegetation. 

A light steel frame and pale 
materials create contrast with 
the natural environment, 
further emphasizing the life of 
the riverbed.

Migratory waterfowl return 
with the monsoon, nesting in 
restored riparian zones.

Masts hold the structural form
above ground, allowing for 
minimal structural interference
into the riverbed.

By creating a micro-climate 
within the riverbed, native and 
new species can come and 
restore the riparian
atmosphere.

The ecology center sits just east 
of the airport, where migrating 
birds, flight paths, and 
seasonal floods converge.
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The canals reference ancient Hohokam irrigation systems, which sustained life in the desert 
and shaped early settlement in the Salt River Valley and the establishment of Tempe. This 
connects the building and site. 

To connect views to the sky an views to the canals, framed openings throughout the 
building offer moments to look both upward and downward to the shifting earth, grounding 
visitors in the cycles of the landscape.

After visiting DUST Architects, a quote was written stating that the architecture 
of Arizona should “mediate sky and earth”. This was used as inspiration for the 
remainder of the project.
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“A city will rise Phoenix-like, new and beautiful, from those
ashes of the past.”


