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Ch 4:  Methodology and Research Design

Methodology is the determination of a strategy of inquiry, based on the research 

question(s) and theoretical framework chosen, and should indicate which tools (methods) 

to use and how to interpret the data.  It should allow the researcher to address the research 

question(s), apply theories to a particular time and place, and point a way towards 

arriving at relevant conclusions.  Methods are the detailed procedures of data collection, 

analysis, and presentation. 

At one large scale of analysis, inquiries into urban nature and its cultural 

relevance can explore how “economic and political processes determine the way natural 

resources have been exploited”9 (Schmink and Wood, in Heynen et al. 2006:8).  This is a 

scale appropriate to Structuralism, and may use grand meta-narratives to account for 

broad trends.  At a local scale, however, broad historical, economic, and cultural 

narratives interact with specific local institutions and actors.  The methods should allow 

us to examine how broad trends in the discourses around nature, its restoration, and its 

commodification in cities play out in a specific place and time, thus grounding the theory, 

and ‘disentangle the history of an object’ (Swyngedouw 1996:68). 

Study Site 

The study site for this research is determined by the fact that it is the only known 

case of a faux creek in the region.  The study site is limited to the original faux creek 

9 An approach explicit to political ecology research.   
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(“Potemkin Creek”) located on public land over the underground culvert, which is a main 

feature of the Rockridge-Temescal Greenbelt, and three private parcels over the same 

culvert, but downstream, where mixed-use or housing developments are in various stages 

of the planning and permitting process.  Two sites (Civiq and the Creek Side) are in 

Oakland’s Temescal neighborhood adjacent to the FROG Park Greenbelt; the third site 

(Bakery Lofts) is downstream on the Oakland-Emeryville border in a residential 

neighborhood across the street from Temescal Creek Park, established in the 1970s (see 

Figure 17). 

Figure 17: Study Site: Temescal Creek Culverts and New Developments. Source: California Spatial 
Information Library 2008.
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Methods

The specific methods used in this study include primary archival research – 

mainly into the events that led to the creation of the first ‘reconstituted creek’ (as it was 

called then) in the 1970s; interviews with key participants from the 2001 revitalization of 

the faux creek and local experts on urban creeks; and observation of contemporary 

planning, permitting, and development processes that are proposing new faux creeks.  

Archives and Documents 

Neither faux creeks in general nor Temescal Creek in particular are subjects of 

much academic interest aside from some local scholars, and few papers have been written 

on either.  Keyword searches for ‘faux’, ‘ersatz’, and ‘fake creeks’, and Temescal Creek, 

in databases revealed few new sources.  Local libraries and archives provided the most 

relevant documents.  The specific libraries and archives consulted were the Water 

Resources Center Archives at the University of California at Berkeley, the maps and files 

room at the Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, and the 

Oakland History Room of the Oakland Public Library.  All of these contained unique 

primary materials such as reports, newspaper articles, and historic maps and sketches and 

photographs.  Many unique maps of the neighborhoods in question from the early 20th

Century were not available at the University of California’s Bancroft Library because 

they are in irretrievable storage until 2009 due to the upgrading of the library.
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Other materials found during this phase of the research included Environmental 

Impact Reports (EIRs) describing the 1970s and 1980s processes of containing Temescal 

Creek entirely in underground flood control culverts.  EIRs are a particularly rich source 

of information because they are intended to describe past, current, and projected 

environmental conditions in the area of a proposed development.  However they also are 

somewhat disingenuous; in actuality they facilitate the orderly incorporation of nature 

into the economy and are biased towards completing a successful project; they also afford 

only procedural rights to the public (Logan and Molotch 1987).  In this case, they were 

written for or by the agency whose mission was to contain flooding, whose primary 

method heretofore had been culverting. 

Another source of written information is in municipal documents, where the 

City’s intentions for creeks become revealed.  The Oakland Municipal and Zoning Codes 

and the Oakland General Plan, available on the City of Oakland’s website, were the 

relevant documents consulted.

Meetings and Interviews

To obtain information on the contemporary private-sector development above the 

culvert, I relied on the Oakland Planning Commission.  The Commission and its sub-

committees do not publish minutes of their meetings on its website; I attended meetings 

and took notes myself.  At these meetings, the views of neighborhood activists and 

spokespeople were voiced and incorporated into the public record.  The meetings reveal 
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tensions that arise between various public documents such as Oakland’s General Plan and 

its Creeks Ordinance.  The meetings are also a good source for interview subjects and 

staff reports sometimes provided useful maps and sketches.   

Interviews with actors / participants and experts was an important and revealing 

method that serves to “elucidate contested meanings, claims, and visions” (Groth and 

Corijn 2005:507).  Interviews were used to fill out the story of the faux creek available 

through public documents, and determine the values, goals, and future intentions of the 

participant’s groups.  Purposeful sampling was used to obtain participants who are 

experts or actors in the creation or articulation of faux creeks and could reveal specific, 

important information were sought.  These participants were sought at places such as 

Oakland Planning Commission meetings and from reading relevant articles and 

documents.  Preliminary archival research into the recent (20th Century) history of 

Temescal Creek revealed which public agencies, non-governmental organizations (non-

profits, community based organizations) and individuals were relevant actors.  Visits to 

the neighborhoods themselves revealed which developers were preparing to develop land 

directly over the flood-control culvert.  Several times I was referred to other potential 

participants during interviews, also known as chain sampling.   

Interviews were semi-structured, with some predetermined order for the 

questions, which allowed me the flexibility to ask questions as they became appropriate, 

and to allow the subject to maintain a narrative flow, provide all the relevant facts and 

events they are aware of, and freely offer opinions.  Almost all interviews were 
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conducted one-on-one, face-to-face, for one to two hours, with follow-up in some cases 

via phone or email.  Interviews were conducted without the use of a tape-recorder, which 

I considered too intrusive or potentially daunting for the interview subjects.   The general 

format was from less to more specific questions.  Often questions appropriate for other 

participants came up iteratively in interviews.  

Because of my preliminary research into the topics of urban creeks and 

restoration, as well as my credentials as an educator in strategies for ‘green’ urban living 

as a community activist and a professional public employee in the field of water and 

resource conservation, I believe I made most participants comfortable.  My 

background(s) possibly provided some ‘legitimacy’ that might not be held by a graduate 

student, and conferred ‘insider’ status among most of my subjects.  At the same time, as 

an academic researcher, and in order to elicit the most candid responses, I had to keep in 

check any biases I had against what I call faux creeks.

In fact, the very choice of the term ‘faux creek’ could have led to difficulty in 

obtaining honest and forthcoming statements from participants.  At first, I experimented 

with ‘ersatz creek’ which I thought sounded more neutral, and ‘reconstituted creek’ 

because it was the original term from the Flood Control District, but I soon found that 

everyone referred to it as a faux creek, regardless of their positionality on the topic, and it 

was used on local group’s websites and in the scant literature on the topic.

This research is not quantitative, so I did not determine a sample size.  More 

important than the number of participants is representation of all the relevant groups.  A 
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total of eighteen people participated in interviews, representing developers, creek-

restoration science and policy experts, community activists, past and current residents of 

the neighborhood, one local historian, and public agency staff.  Many residents of 

Temescal Creek neighborhoods who participated in creek culverting in the 1970s and 

subsequent restoration efforts still live locally.  The following organizations and groups 

were included:  

� Friends of Temescal Creek (FOTC) 

� Friends of the Rockridge-Temescal Greenbelt (FROG) 

� The Urban Creeks Council (UCC) 

� The Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District10

� City of Oakland Planning Department and Environmental Services Division  

� Developers: Civiq Properties; Creek Side Properties; Bakery Lofts Properties 

Two notable neighborhood groups that were not included were Urbanists for a 

Livable Temescal Rockridge Area (ULTRA) and Standing Together for Accountable 

Neighborhood Development (STAND).  Both groups have occasionally articulated a 

position on Temescal Creek, and appeared at all the Planning Commission meetings I 

attended, but are primarily concerned with the ongoing conflicts between the Oakland 

General Plan and the zoning codes for the Temescal neighborhood, especially as they 

impact building heights and neighborhood density.  While this conflict also has 

expression in the City’s intentions for the creek, as will be seen in the next chapter, it 

does not strongly influence existing or new faux creeks at this time.   

10 I was not able to speak with anyone from the agency about policy regarding creeks. 
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Analysis and Presentation 

Analyzing how the faux creek is produced tells us something about the types of 

environmental change and the power relations among the actors (Heynen et al. 2006:12).

If Potemkin creeks are hidden commodities rather than the result of restoration, there 

should be market rhetoric visible.  The statements made by participants, observations, 

and the documents marketing materials I received had to be filtered and interpreted 

through this lens. 

This study seeks to reveal explanatory factors and analyze causes rather than to 

achieve statistical certainty or quantify the benefits of faux creeks, for example.  A 

qualitative research method is appropriate for this type of inquiry and is consistent with 

structuralism studies.  A case study, the purpose of which is to explore a process or 

phenomenon at a specific place and time, using a variety of data collection procedures 

(Creswell 2003:15), is the most appropriate way of presenting this type of information.   

With assistance, I took photographs of the contemporary faux creeks and parcels under 

re-development, and created some additional maps using ArcGIS 9.2 to show visual data 

specific to my study site. Community group members and private developers provided 

some additional documentation, including maps and sketches. In the next chapter I 

present the case study of Potemkin Creek, including current efforts to create more of 

these creeks on private parcels. 


