City soon will
be swamped
by new ideas

nvironmentalists like to point out
that they often get the last laugh.

w Paul Fishman likes to say he’s

above all that.

His office is upstairs from 0ld Town's
Jeading comedy club...you guessedit...
The Last Laugh.

This vantage gives Fishmana clear
view of one of the most exciting — and
most challenging — developments on the
downtown horizon: the project about to
be unveiled for the 31 empty acres near
Union Station.

A task force appointed by the Portland
Development Commission is about to
announce its intentions for the area. The
group hopes to steera commitment
through the City Council by May.

Fishman hopes the document — years
in the making — is not yet cast in stone.

An ecologist whose firm does major

. consulting on issues of natural resource
management, Fishman has been doing
lots of work of late on wetlands.

Wetlands — not concrete canyons —
are exactly what he'd like to see from his
office window.

Preliminary plans for the area —

dubbed by boosters “North Downtown’ —
feature some mix of office and residential

buildings, with some sort of so-called
“public attractor” — a museum, an
aquarium, a statue of Will Vinton —
thrown in for good measure.

Bob Naito has suggested opening a rail

museum at Union Station — the city
already owns a fleet of historic trains —
and linking it to a maritime museum
located on the adjacent waterfront.

O means that good old Rose City

rain once again will have nowhere to go
but down the drain.

Fishman thinks it’s time tm.mo" smart.

The city, he says, through its Bureau of
Environmental Services, already is

engaged in rethinking the way it handles

stormwater in developed areas.

ne way or another, all of this will
involve a lot of concrete. And that

Historically, stormwater — what you
and I cail rain — has been collected from
roofs, streets, parking lots, then routed
directly to the nearest body of water,
usually ending up being dumped directly
into the Willamette River.

En route, the rain picks up a Pandora's
box of pollutants. Contaminants range
from regular old oil and grease to dust
from brake linings thick with heavy
metal. All this junk runs into our river.

Environmentalists are responding by
trying out new technologies, designing
stormwater systems that treat the runoff
beforeit enters the river. And the key
tools of their trade are natural ones —
ponds, swales and marshes.

In these engineered wetlands, Fishman
explains, bio-filtration can clean the
water, which then goes through a marsh
or grassland swale for what he calls “a
final polishing.”

And the area around Union Station, he
says, could provide a perfect example of
how this technology could work inan
urban environment.

This image of a downtown development
dotted with pintsized ponds and marshes
brings to mind the image of ducks nesting
in the doorways of domiciles, of great blue
herons snackiny in the shadows of shops
...and that brings to mind the image of
Mike Houck. .

ortland’s urban naturalist thinks
w Fishman is a man whose time

should come soon. As soon as the
report from the Union Station Task Force.

Quicker than even you can say micro-
organismic biotechnology, Houck can pro-
duce pictures of urban renewal projects in
London where tiny wetland areas set
aside for native plants became havens for
wildlife and citizens alike.

Understand, please, Fishman and
Houck are not talking about taking 31
prime urban acres and trying to replicate
Bybee Lake. They just think pockets of
natural vegetation — rather than planters
of bark dust — should be part of the
urban mix.

Houck also thinks that art should be
incorporated into these areas, with
environmental sculptures serving as por-
tals to the pristine. (He likes the 1 percent
for art program so much he thinks it's
time for 1 percent for the environment.)

And, lest you conjure up images ofa

north transit mall milling with millions of

mosquitoes, Fishman says there'd be fish
in the wetlands to eat them. And those
that escape? They'd be nabbed by the
swallows flying from the nesting boxes
built on every telephone pole.

The bottom line: The Willamette River
is the reason that our city grew here. As
downtown continues growing, north
across the great divide of Burnside, we
should remember to respect that river,
and give it a place in our planning.
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