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Chapter 5:  I Can’t Believe It’s Not Nature

During the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s Temescal Creek was culverted from the dam at Lake 

Temescal to the San Francisco Bay, across about four miles of piedmont and alluvial 

plain.  It was no longer needed for water supply or sewage conveyance, its slope was 

utilized for highway construction, and it came to be viewed only as nuisance at best and a 

killer at worst.  With many urban creeks, that would be the end of the story.  But some 

remarkable things happened along Temescal Creek where it intersected, spatially and 

temporally, with a neighborhood with new environmental values at the birth of the 

modern environmental movement.  The effects of decisions that were made in the 1970s 

are still playing out on the cultural and physical landscape of the neighborhood and creek 

thirty years later.   

This chapter is an empirical case study of Potemkin Creek in north Oakland.  It 

looks at the historical factors that led to its creation in the 1970s, as well as those 

surrounding its rebirth in 2000 and the recent discussions of extending the faux creek 

feature into three private parcels that feature new ecological housing or mixed-use 

projects.  It also examines the current cultural and policy factors that lead to faux creeks. 

In the Temescal neighborhood of North Oakland, when the creek was buried in a 

flood control culvert in the 1970s, a designed ‘reconstituted creek’ was also installed 

above the new culvert, as a compromise or a gesture to some constituents in the 

neighborhood.  I call this feature “Potemkin Creek.” (see map in Figure 27).  It starts at a 



70

boulder-strewn pond in the Hardy Park section, where the water pumped from the 

underground culvert reaches the surface and begins to flow west (see Figure 18). 

Figure 18: "Headwaters" of Potemkin Creek, the pond at Hardy Park.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 

From there, it goes back underground in an eight-inch pipe until it passes under 

Clifton Street.  There it remerges and flows for one block, past the abandoned Safeway 

and the Department of Motor Vehicles, to Cavour Street (see Figures 19 and 20).  The 

channel is only about six feet wide and two feet deep here, whereas a typical stream in 

the East Bay with a drainage area of about three square miles should have a width of at 

least ten times that much, according to hydrological calculations in common use. 
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Figure 19: Potemkin Creek at the DMV parking lot, Oakland.  Photo by Alan Wiig 

Figure 20: Temescal Creek, taken in 1971. Same area as in Fig.19.  Source: Norman 2006:138. 
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The final stretch takes it to Clarke Street, where it passes by another play area 

called Redondo Park.  There it disappears into another grate, the waters joining the rest of 

the Temescal Creek discharge in the flood culvert once again (see Figures 21 and 22). 

Figure 21: Urban Karst: Potemkin Creek's end, at Redondo Park. Photo by Jon Bauer. 

This feature changed the perception and expectation of the space of Temescal 

Creek over the next decades.  For some, it created a placeholder for restoring 

(daylighting) the stream later.  For others, it was an improvement over the historic creek 

that was there before, becoming a “treasured community amenity” (Norman 2006:133).  

Some see the reconstituted creek as window dressing on a regrettable mistake.  

Nonetheless the land has remained out of development, and the idea of reconstituted 
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creeks has begun to spread further down the watershed, and could soon ‘jump’ this 

drainage basin to neighboring creeks. 

Figure 22: Potemkin Creek at Redondo Park.  Photo courtesy of Madison Park Financial. 

Several individuals and organizations are central to the process that created 

Potemkin Creek.  Neighborhood volunteer associations such as the Friends of Temescal 

Creek (FOTC), the Rockridge Community Planning Council (RCPC), and the FROG 

Park Committee11 participated in the public process.  Public agencies such as the City of 

Oakland – especially the Planning Department and Commission – and the Alameda 

County Flood Control and Water Conservation District are key participants.  Private, for-

profit entities, such as the three developers Civiq Properties, Hauser Architects, and 

Madison Park Financial, also contribute.  Other important participants include restoration 

11 FROG is not an acronym. 
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experts and local historians.  They all also provide varying perspectives on the cultural 

meaning of faux creeks. 

Urban form is shaped by various factors such as values, public policies, economic 

trends, past practices, and understandings of what is practical and possible when 

managing the natural environment.  These factors operate at different spatial scales and 

have influence for various lengths of time.  By examining the actual events that led to the 

creation of Potemkin Creek in the 1970s, its re-birth in 2001, and the contemporary 

possibilities for creating additional faux creeks on private parcels, we can begin to 

understand what conditions could be necessary or likely to lead to further proliferation or 

spread of this design element.  In keeping with a theoretical framework that is descriptive 

rather than causal, these factors will be considered as part of what is possible, rather than 

as deterministic of a specific outcome. 

The Creation of the Faux Creek. 

After the devastating floods of October 1962, the Alameda County Flood Control 

and Water Conservation District established Zone 12, which designs, constructs, and 

maintains flood control infrastructure for the cities of Oakland and Emeryville, to protect 

real estate, business, and lives.  Reducing the impact of floods in north Oakland and 

Emeryville was the primary stated reason for burying the remaining open stretches of 

Temescal Creek (see Figure 23) in a culvert during the 1970s and 1980s, creating the 

feature the district refers to as “Line A”.  
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Figure 23: Temescal Creek in Temescal Neighborhood just prior to culverting.  Source: Alameda 
County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, Line A Archives. 

Local opposition to putting Temescal Creek in a continuous underground box-

culvert in the early 1970s was found in only one neighborhood – Temescal in North 

Oakland, where the faux creek would later be proposed and built.  Residents and business 

owners in all the lower reaches, which were in a lower socio-economic group, 

consistently favored burying Temescal Creek.  Temescal neighborhood historian Jeff 

Norman documented this struggle and authored Temescal Legacies: Narratives of Change 

from a North Oakland Neighborhood (Norman 2006).  Norman indicates that opposition 

to burial came mostly from youthful environmentalists who valued ecology, and from 

some of the older Italians of the neighborhood who cherished the open creek and 

understood that the creek was not to blame for the flooding (Norman 2006).  Arguments 
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to keep the creek open relied in part on the value of open space to the neighborhood and 

the importance of maintaining elements of the natural world, including the trees that 

relied on the flow of the creek (Norman 2006).  These sentiments were consistent with 

the beginnings of the modern environmental movement.   

The opposition to culverting was up against the fears and the economic 

aspirations of their neighbors (Norman 2006).  It was these interests that the Flood 

Control District was created to protect, and no one was able to keep the creek from being 

culverted.  In the end, increased property values and safety won out, and the creek was 

buried in several phases during the 1970s and 1980s.  The conflict was resolved in the 

Temescal neighborhood with a bizarre compromise.   

The normal disposition of the area above Alameda County Flood Control District 

culverts was to grant ownership and usage of the newly created land to the adjacent 

property owners with the provision that they could not build on the land, so that the 

District could gain access to the culvert if necessary.  In the Temescal neighborhood, and 

nowhere else along the creek, a compromise measure was created to settle the conflict 

between those who wanted an open creek and those who wanted a buried creek and more 

open space; it is notable that “the simultaneous push for both [use and exchange values] 

is … a continuing source of tension, conflict, and irrational settlements” (Logan and 

Molotch 1987:2).  The area directly above the culvert would be developed as a park, for 

the public benefit, with a ‘reconstituted creek’ in the place of the original one.  The first 
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mention of this in available primary documents is in the Environmental Impact Report 

(EIR) prepared for the Flood Control District by outside consultants:

The park design would be centered about a small creek to be reestablished within the 
right of way by pumping Temescal Creek water to ground level.  The reconstituted creek 
would harmonize with and accentuate the linear nature of the proposed park, providing a 
focus for lay out of trails, resting spots, and landscaping. The design of park trails would 
be integrated with the creek and the narrow right of way to achieve a corridor effect 
inviting the user to walk and experience what the park has to offer. The reconstituted 
small creek will also serve as a local storm drain by receiving runoff from adjoining 
properties which have historically drained to the creek. (Bissell and Karn 1972:6). 

Drawings were prepared at the time by a local resident and architect named Irwin 

Luckman (see Figure 24).  Irwin Luckman still lives within a couple miles of Temescal 

Creek, though he hasn’t been to the faux creek in 30 years.  He thinks that the Flood 

Control District hired him because he was president of a group called People for Open 

Space, to provide credibility in the eyes of the open-creek advocates, and because he had 

been a long-time planner with the East Bay Regional Park District (Irwin Luckman, 

personal communication).  Luckman no longer remembers where he got the idea to pump 

water out of the culvert into a ‘reconstituted creek,’ except that he sees it as a simple 

extension of public fountains and ponds, rather than different from anything that had been 

proposed over the local culverts before (Irwin Luckman, personal communication).  In 

Luckman’s drawings, a pump would be placed by the culvert in the area now known as 

Hardy Park that would supply the water for the reconstituted creek, and a drain would be 

placed three blocks away ‘downstream’ at the current Redondo Park, to let the water fall 

back into the culvert.  Mini-culverts would be placed wherever the faux creek crossed a 

street or driveway.
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Figure 24: Irwin Luckman's design for a faux creek and park.  Source: Alameda County Flood 
Control and Water Conservation District, Line A Archives.

Despite the effort, and possibly because no group was actually advocating for it, 

the reconstituted creek and park in the Temescal neighborhood actually languished for 

years.  The upstream section (Hardy St. to Clifton Ave.) remained behind a chain link 

fence for over a quarter century, from 1974 to 2001 (Theresa Nelson and Gene Mazza, 

personal communication).  According to Gene Mazza of the Flood Control District, who 

has operated the lift pump since 1981, the pump was installed in 1974 and was only 

operated intermittently until around 2000, and in the summers only.  The pump (see 

Figures 25 and 26) only runs from April through October, the dry season, because it tends 
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to fill with detritus during the autumn and gets clogged frequently in the winter months.  

The creek has never flowed twenty-four hours a day or 365 days a year, which poses a 

constraint on the establishment of certain native plants.  According to several people 

interviewed, the swale / channel that had been designed by Irwin Luckman was often 

perceived as ditch, and invasive ivy was the dominant plant type.

Figure 25: Pump Diagram. Source: Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation 
District, Line A Archives. 



80

Figure 26: Potemkin Creek Pump hatchway, with culvert access rear right.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 

According to Jeff Norman, no one got what they wanted in the compromise that 

led to the faux creek: the open creek advocates lost the natural creek; the Flood Control 

District did get to bury the creek but also had to install a faux creek that has been difficult 

to maintain for decades, is not part of their normal operations, and could have become a 

costly precedent for all future creek culverting activities; the City of Oakland inherited a 

complicated park that, after passage in 1978 of State Proposition 13, they did not have the 

budget to maintain properly.  Residents of the Temescal neighborhood who wanted the 

creek culverted had not even expressed interest in a faux creek.

Nonetheless, eventually for people who later moved into the neighborhood, the 

faux creek became the new base-line condition that had to be preserved and improved, 

and many were not even aware of the buried culvert that carried the bulk of the 
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stormwater underground (see Figure 27).  According to Bruce Douglas of Friends of 

Temescal Creek, who arrived in the neighborhood in 1985, within ten years of the culvert 

being completed, new residents had moved into the neighborhood who did not know the 

true nature of the faux creek nor its history (Bruce Douglas, personal communication).

Robin Grossinger, a historical ecologist at the San Francisco Estuary Institute, grew up 

playing in the re-created pond in Hardy Park (see Figure 18) in the late 1970s.  He thinks 

that some of the cultural values of use and enjoyment, if not the physical and ecological 

benefits, of the creek were maintained (Robin Grossinger, personal communication).

Nonetheless, actually daylighting portions of Temescal Creek have not even been brought 

up in official discourse. 

Figure 27: Potemkin Creek meandering over the buried “Line A” culvert.  Source: California Spatial 
Information Library 2008. 
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Re-birth of Potemkin Creek 

The reconstituted creek did not come into its own until a quarter century later, in 

2001, when neighborhood activists converted the languishing park into an urban 

greenway (Rowley 2006).  The Friends of Temescal Creek (FOTC) was organized in the 

mid 1990s to improve the entire creek and create a one hundred year vision for restoring 

it.  They organized cleanups of the faux creek in the mid and late 1990s to try to increase 

awareness of the creek. 

According to Theresa Nelson, who moved to the neighborhood in 1984 and has 

been active on the Rockridge Community Planning Council (RCPC) Board and FROG 

Committee,12 the RCPC is a local volunteer group that established a parks committee in 

the late 1990s to create a Master Plan for a neighborhood park or greenway (Theresa 

Nelson, personal communication).  Some members of the group didn’t value a creek 

feature, but were only concerned with improved play structures for their children; other 

members only cared about a creek and not the other features of a park; some focused on 

the pedestrian transportation corridor aspect (Theresa Nelson, personal communication).

A design was found that addressed everyone’s desires, including the local Department of 

Motor Vehicles’ plan to expand its parking lot.  The committee became the FROG Park 

Committee and the proposed park became FROG Park, a greenway that ultimately could 

connect the Rockridge Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) station to the main intersection in 

12 Theresa Nelson of RCPC used to also call the faux creek Potemkin Creek in the 1990s, but dropped it 
when she realized it might negatively impact fundraising efforts. 
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Temescal, 51st Street and Telegraph Avenue.  “This proposal seeks to make the best 

possible use of what is available by creating a long narrow park along what was once the 

route of Temescal Creek.” (Rockridge Community Planning Council 2000:2).

One of the main benefits to members and residents was that the park and creek 

were now going to be safe and accessible.  The original creek bed of the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s, was incised, overgrown, and neglected.  The post-culverting ‘reconstituted 

creek’ was not maintained well by the Oakland Parks and Recreation Department, which 

assumed responsibility for it from the Flood Control District.  The fenced-off up-stream 

section of the park prevented a continuous thoroughfare.

With a Master Plan in hand, the FROG Committee was able to gain support and 

resources from their City Council Representative, Jane Brunner, the City of Oakland’s 

Watershed Improvement Program, and the Flood Control District, as well as numerous 

actual and in-kind donations.  Phase I of the Master Plan was implemented in 2001, and 

the faux creek and park as they currently appear were created at this time.  Volunteers 

installed the play structures that define the start and end of FROG Park (at Hardy and 

Redondo parks), native plants, and a butterfly garden.  The fences were removed to create 

a spatial connection between the pond where the water originates and the rest of the 

channel where it flows.  In 2006, Phase II was initiated to comply with ADA access, 

finish the children’s activity sites, finish clearing vegetation and planting, and install 

interpretive signage and public art - consisting of a series of 10 telescopes that view 

strategically placed metal animals such as a red tail hawk, frogs and salamanders.  A 
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Farmer’s Market started in August of 2006 in the parking lot of the Department of Motor 

Vehicles adjacent to the faux creek (see Figure 28), and attracts thousands of people out 

to the creek every Sunday.  Many families let their children and dogs play in the waters.  

The faux creek now has a use-value that had been unutilized for thirty years. 

Figure 28: Potemkin Creek during the Farmer's Market.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 

One remaining contentious issue involves year-round flow.  Potemkin Creek still 

flows only from April through October, the dry season in the Bay Area.  According to 

Gene Mazza of the Flood Control District, who is responsible for operation and 

maintenance of the pump, the pump automatically runs from 8:00 am to 8:00 pm starting 

the first or second week of April (Gene Mazza, personal communication).  During the 

rainy season, the reconstituted creek channel is damp from precipitation but not flowing; 

in terms of function, it is actually a swale rather than a creek during the winter months, 
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allowing for infiltration of stormwater.  It is the debris, mainly from the eucalyptus trees, 

that occasions the need to keep the pump off in the winter, as nearly constant 

maintenance would be required to keep the pump clear from obstruction.  Ironically, the 

effects of rain and vegetation are what keep the faux creek from running year round.

Another reason given for no winter flow is the assumption that E. coli counts would be 

higher in winter, but FOTC water quality monitors have demonstrated that the E. coli

count is lower in winter and almost always in compliance with State mandated levels for 

“contact recreation.”

The FROG Park committee and some members of FOTC would like the faux 

creek to run year-round, because it would help stabilize a riparian ecosystem, and 

stabilize the presence of the creek in the minds of the community to help increase identity 

of the neighborhood (Joan Marie Wood, personal communication).  The RCPC’s Master 

Plan for the Greenway states year-round flow is needed “in order to make the creek as 

realistic as possible, and in order to promote a true creek-like ecosystem surrounding it.” 

(Rockridge Community Planning Council 2000:5).  Joan Marie Wood of FOTC indicates 

that the motivation for volunteers to participate in creek improvements projects stems 

from the actual tangible creek with flowing water; a buried creek is a huge barrier to 

inviting participation, but the lack of year-round flow in the faux creek is as well.  The 

year-round flow issue, as it is called, has been a sticking point for several years, and a 

discussion point and constraint when new faux creeks are proposed.
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According to Joan Marie Wood, a volunteer with Friends of Temescal Creek 

since 1999 who moved to the neighborhood in 1983, even the dry-season flow is not 

assured, as numerous constraints operate to restrict the hours that the pump is on.  The 

pump itself becomes clogged from silt and sticks and leaves, and the channel becomes 

blocked by detritus and from trash.  At other times the pump overheats and shuts itself 

off.

Local Perspectives on Restoration 

The terms daylighting and restoration are sometimes ambiguous.  Situations 

where a buried channel is opened but the physical armoring is left in place might be 

considered ‘partial restoration’ because the full set of desired outcomes is not achieved, 

much less planned for (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  There are benefits 

however even from partial restoration, as tiny actions can have an aggregate impact 

(Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  Robin Grossinger, the historical ecologist for 

the San Francisco Estuary Institute, states that restoration is a set of ecological objectives 

that an informed community chooses, and everything towards that is restoration.  Its 

effect in increasing the complexity of a system, for example, would qualify a faux creek 

as a form of restoration.  He agrees that many small, seemingly inconsequential 

restoration efforts might have a cumulative impact.  The goal is restoring processes and 

patterns, not places (Robin Grossinger, personal communication). 
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Urban creeks in the East Bay intersect with important and influential creek 

restoration trends that inform us about the opportunities and constraints for preserving 

open creeks and restoring culverted creeks.  According to Juliet Lamont, a consultant on 

creek restoration in neighboring Berkeley on the Strawberry and Codornices Creeks 

daylighting projects (see Figure 29), the East Bay was “the birthplace of the creek 

restoration movement” (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  She states that 

restoring a healthy ecosystem to the greatest extent possible is the ultimate goal of 

restoration.  Measures to achieve these goals include: improving water quality; bank 

stabilization; vegetative cover; decreasing erosion; improving absorption; removing 

impermeable surfaces and restoring vegetation.  Lamont explained that “naturally based” 

approaches such as ‘soil bioengineering’ are preferable to hardscaping, armoring, and 

straightening the channel, and are becoming better known.  Constraining creeks in 

culverts, while increasing impervious surfaces upstream, has pushed flooding problems 

downstream, and now the buried culverts can not be retrofitted to accommodate the larger 

peak flows (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  As a result, above-ground methods 

to slow water to allow it to infiltrate are being explored, as for example with Portland, 

Oregon’s Green Street program and Seattle, Washington’s Natural Drainage Systems 

program. 
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Figure 29: Strawberry Creek Park in Berkeley, CA shortly after daylighting.  Source: Pinkham 2000 

There are many reasons for daylighting buried creeks in cities.  Carole 

Schimmerling, co-founder of the Urban Creek Council and veteran of Strawberry Creek 

and other daylighting efforts in Berkeley, mentions ecological functioning and vegetation 

to improve water filtration and quality as the most important (Carole Schimmerling, 

personal communication).  Water quality is becoming an increasingly important issue for 

urban creeks: the natural filtration of vegetation and soils has been curtailed, so the water 

downstream has become more polluted, while the amount and types of pollutants we are 

discharging into storm drains is increasing.

Local Policies and Regulations Governing Oakland’s Creeks 

The alternatives of restoring Oakland’s creeks or creating more faux creeks are 

governed by a complex nexus of policies, regulations, and hydrologic constraints that 
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together are leading to proposals for more faux creeks.  In terms of policies, three 

documents and regulations control the possibilities of restoration of Oakland’s creeks and 

the possibility of proliferation of faux creeks.  Together, they are sometimes 

complimentary, but at other times contradictory, and create a confusing atmosphere of 

priority and intention that leaves open the question of restoration of buried creeks and the 

creation of faux creeks. 

Oakland’s General Plan, readopted in 1996, includes an Open Space, 

Conservation, and Recreation element (OSCAR) (City of Oakland 1996), required by the 

State of California.  It is a ‘blueprint’ document meant to guide future development of 

Oakland and is supposed to reflect the community’s values.  The OSCAR element 

supports the concept of daylighting, defined as unearthing buried creeks, as long as 

certain conditions are met (City of Oakland 1996:xix), and, looking forward to the 

remaining open creeks, requires that no more creeks be buried for flood control projects 

(City of Oakland 1996:xxi).  The conditions under which the City would support 

daylighting, as articulated in Policy OS-8.2 “Creek Daylighting” are 1) broad based 

community support; 2) financial resources for the project; and 3) no flooding or other 

hazard would result (City of Oakland 1996:2-59).  Given that the creeks were buried to 

prevent flooding in the first place, the third item could be difficult to prove to the Flood 

Control District or neighbors of creeks.  The shift in emphasis away from the countywide 

structural engineering approaches to flood control of the 1960s through the 1980s, as 

expressed in this document, only took place after most of the creeks were mostly buried, 
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and relies on undefined “modern engineering and landscape methods” (City of Oakland 

1996:2-59) to achieve these results.

The 1996 OSCAR element calls for linear parks and, in commercial areas, for 

transforming creek sections into assets that “draw patrons and make the area more 

attractive for business” (City of Oakland 1996:2-60).  The Telegraph Avenue intersection 

with 51st St. is specifically singled out, with a requirement to daylight Temescal Creek as 

a condition of development at the southwest corner, which was a vacant lot in 1996 but 

has since become a Walgreens, and was not daylighted at the time of redevelopment.  

Hardy Park is mentioned as a first priority for daylighting Temescal Creek (City of 

Oakland 1996:2-59).  Yet also singled out in the OSCAR element is restoration of the 

trail along Temescal Creek from Hardy Park to Clifton Street, which is today the FROG 

Park Greenbelt that includes Potemkin Creek.  In other words, it calls for both 

daylighting and maintaining the status quo in the faux creek study area.  OSCAR also 

calls for creating a trail through a lower reach that to this day remains fenced off and 

ignored.  A defining characteristic of the OSCAR element of the General Plan as regards 

daylighting and restoring buried creeks is that it is meant to determine outcomes but is 

treated as recommendations only.  Additional provisions of OSCAR that could improve 

the conditions of urban creeks include Policies CO-6.1 Creek Management, CO-6.2 

Creek Maintenance and Safety, and CO –6.3 Creek Awareness; these however only apply 

to as yet unburied creeks. 
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Another important document for the City of Oakland is the Municipal Code, also 

known as the Zoning Code or Planning Code.  It contains Chapter 13.16, the Creek 

Protection, Storm Water Management, and Discharge Control Ordinance, also known as 

the Creek Ordinance, most recently adopted in 1997.  Among other provisions, it 

promotes “Safeguarding and preserving creeks in a natural state” (City of Oakland 1997). 

In the Creek Ordinance, a creek is defined as a watercourse with certain specific 

criteria, but the ordinance also defines a watercourse as specifically excluding “enclosed 

storm sewer system conduits” (City of Oakland 1997).  Therefore, with five words, the 

Temescal Creek culvert was exempted from all creek protections afforded in the 

ordinance.  As confirmed by Darin Ranelletti, Planner with the City of Oakland assigned 

to some of the developments along Temescal Creek, culverted creeks such as the section 

of Temescal running through north Oakland are not creeks as defined by the Creek 

Protection Ordinance, and are not subject to protections (Darin Ranelletti, personal 

communication).  The implication is that once in a buried conduit, always in a buried 

conduit.  As proponents of open creeks have found, this allows the City of Oakland to 

avoid pushing for positive improvements such as daylighting of culverted creeks like 

Temescal.  As Robin Freeman of Friends of Temescal Creek says, it is a preservation 

ordinance, not a restoration ordinance.  The result is that culverted creeks are more likely 

to have faux creeks built over them than to be restored. 

Specific zoning regulations are supposed to be based on the intent of the General 

Plan, and if it is in conflict with the Zoning Code, the General Plan is by law supposed to 
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be the controlling document.  However as we have seen, the General Plan OSCAR 

element does not include any strong mechanisms for daylighting creeks, and has not 

resulted in any significant daylighting of creeks in Oakland. 

A third opportunity arises from Oakland Measure DD (City of Oakland 2002) the 

Oakland Trust for Clean Water and Safe Parks, a municipal bond measure.  It earmarks 

$5.5 Million for Creek and Waterways Restoration “to improve water quality, hydrology, 

and wildlife habitat to prevent floods, improve public accessibility and increase 

community stewardship” (City of Oakland 2002).  Funding is based on criteria set forth 

in the plan.  All projects must do some form of restoration and help meet State water 

quality requirements, and score high enough on various other criteria such as public 

accessibility, feasibility, equitable spatial distribution of projects, and a long-term 

maintenance commitment.  The City of Oakland Watershed Improvement Program was 

established in 1996 to bring creek improvement projects to all parts of the city.  As of the 

end of 2007, ten creek restoration projects had commenced, for $1.7M of the $5.5M, 

including Phase II of the Rockridge-Temescal Greenbelt, which was slated to receive 

$140,000 for native plantings and creek interpretive elements.  Only one other project 

involved possible daylighting of a culverted creek, and the rest involve restoration and 

improvements of open streams.   

According to Markley Bavinger of the Watershed Improvement Project, who is 

trained in landscape design, Measure DD does not distinguish between restoration of 

open creeks and creation of faux creeks because a project like Potemkin Creek does 
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provide some habitat and restoration value (Markley Bavinger, personal communication).  

In her personal opinion, in cities, the level of alteration of the environment is so great that 

everything natural is faux, and “the distance between artifice and reality isn’t great 

enough to call [Potemkin Creek] a faux creek” anyway (Markley Bavinger, personal 

communication).  In fact the FROG park restoration was one of the very first projects 

funded under Measure DD, and was funded even prior to the initiation of the criteria list.

Managing Stormwater 

Flood control culverts are sometimes undersized for the increased flows of the 

completely built-out watershed or the ability of the maintenance crews to keep all the 

culverts and storm drains unobstructed (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  

According to a local watershed expert, “Our stormwater system is undersized for the 

amount of impervious surface coverage we now have or will have in the future.  We have 

higher peak flows and more frequent flooding events.  The systems in place can not be 

retrofitted properly” (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  Backups can occur and 

some peak winter flows get inadvertently diverted to the surface, as flooding.  The hard-

engineering methods of the 20th Century have started to show their limitations. 

Constraints and opportunities to manage urban runoff are driven in part by the 

Federal Clean Water Act, which created the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination 

System (NPDES).  In California, the Regional Water Quality Control Boards (RWQCB) 

issues NPDES permits, which the Alameda Countywide Clean Water Program (ACCWP) 
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received to manage protection of local creeks.  In February 2003, the RWQCB charged 

ACCWP with stricter control of the flow of stormwater from new and redeveloped sites, 

a regulation known as Provision C.3 of the NPDES permit.  The new regulations began 

applying to projects that create and/or replace 10,000 sq. ft or more of impervious surface 

beginning August 15, 2006.  These projects must implement stormwater controls, which 

can include design Best Management Practices (BMPs) that retain stormwater and allow 

it to infiltrate, on-site stormwater treatment methods, and pollution control methods.   

Urban in-fill development projects are now subject to the C.3. Provisions.  The 

C.3. Stormwater Technical Guidance Handbook recommends the following methods:  

Use rainwater as a resource.  Capturing and retaining roof runoff in cisterns can be a 
practical way to reduce the amount of runoff from the site and store rainwater for use in 
onsite irrigation.  Stormwater storage provided by cisterns may be used to reduce the 
amount of stormwater that must be treated and, where applicable, retained on-site to meet 
hydromodification management requirements. 
Use drainage as a design element.   Vegetated swales, depressed landscape areas, 
vegetated buffers, and bioretention areas can serve as visual amenities and focal points in 
the landscape design of your site. (Alameda Countywide Clean Water Program 2006:19).

Captured rainwater can then be released at a later time at a rate appropriate for absorption 

and filtration by the ground or evaporation.  Vegetated swales are becoming a common 

solution for on-site stormwater retention.  These methods can dovetail with cultural 

values that call for the appearance of flowing streams as a mitigation measure, and in the 

best scenarios involve seeing stormwater as an amenity rather than a liability.

One idea with some traction locally managing stormwater peak flows is the 

creation of ‘diversion channels’ which intentionally divert excessive flows to the surface 

in a controlled fashion, where they can become an amenity instead of a hazard.  This is a 
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simple description of one idea for improving the Strawberry Creek drainage system 

through downtown Berkeley, where the creek exits the University of California campus, 

as part of an overall redevelopment proposal.  Juliet Lamont states that installing an 

overflow channel that functions as a year-round mini-creek would help solve the problem 

of the buried culvert being undersized for new peak floods resulting from increased 

impervious surfaces upstream.  The relief provided by the overflow channel would also 

help minimize hazardous flows downstream of the project site.  It could carry most of the 

dry-season flows and part of the wet-season flows, effectively making the flood control 

culvert the overflow channel. This ‘diversion channel’ might function like a mill race, 

and is distinguished from a faux creek by the drainage functions it provides, especially 

for handling winter peak flows.

The Alameda County Flood Control District, with its mandate to prevent 

flooding, could begin to use faux creeks as diversion channels, putting public space to use 

to divert the peak flows generated by the street network and homes that are not required 

to contain stormwater on-site.  Public projects might create faux creeks as a means of 

managing the public stormwater runoff.  Potemkin Creeks could pump winter peak flows 

out of the crowded stormdrains to slow it and disperse it.  Commercial properties that 

now have to manage the excess stormwater discharged from their property might design 

faux creeks as a means of managing their own stormwater runoff to meet their Provision 

C.3 stormwater management requirements.  The private sector can benefit from 

marketing these solutions as ‘natural features’.  In this way, public agencies and private 
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developments can work together to mitigate flooding events, with faux creeks and 

diversion channels as one strategy that also creates awareness of the drainage network.

When it comes to faux creeks, Juliet Lamont and Robin Grossinger agree that, 

while it is at best a small partial restoration, little actions can have an aggregate impact, 

and the benefits might be greater than the sum of the parts.  Bruce Douglas of Friends of 

Temescal Creek talks about the importance of creating awareness of the creek, especially 

when it is invisible in its buried straightjacket.  Natural processes are always at work, 

even in the heavily modified urban environment, and once an engineered channel is 

created, it begins to function as a creek would – the water flows, under the force of 

gravity, towards the sea, and transports and deposits sediment.  Faux creeks could be 

favored by contemporary urban water management regulations.

EcoGentrification 

Twenty-First Century redevelopment in the Bay Area has so far been 

characterized by urban infill projects that feature live/work lofts, are close to downtowns 

and public transportation, and are high density and energy efficient.  The intention is to 

accommodate modern ecological values of young home buyers.  While the Rockridge-

Temescal Greenbelt did not yet reach the goal stated in the community’s Master Plan of 

connecting the main intersection in the Temescal District - Telegraph Avenue and 51st

Street - to Rockridge, the downstream end of the creek was only about 300 feet from the 

intersection (see Figure 30). With the help of these new developments and developers, 



97

the idea of extending or creating new faux creeks began to spread, even though 

“commercial developers rarely look at creeks as potentially profitable amenities” 

(Schwartz 2000: unpaginated article).  Three projects along the Temescal Creek culvert / 

corridor have recently articulated visions of faux creeks (see Figure 17).  The first two 

building complexes are located at the intersection of Telegraph Avenue, 51st Street, and 

Claremont Avenue, which was specified in the General Plan as a desirable location for 

daylighting as “an amenity to draw patrons and make the area more attractive for 

business.” (City of Oakland 1996).  The third project is about a mile downstream on the 

Oakland / Emeryville border.   

Figure 30: Outfall of Potemkin Creek, separated from the intersection of Telegraph Avenue and 51st 
Street by the parcels being re-developed, with the “Line A” culvert running underneath.  Source: 

California Spatial Information Library 2008. 
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Civiq Ecominiums 

In 2005, the property that separates the end of the faux creek from the intersection 

of Telegraph Avenue and 51st Street was bought and a new condominium project was 

proposed, under the name Civiq and described by the developers as ‘ECOminiums’ (see 

Figures 31 and 32).  The developers envisioned a project that would reflect the ecological 

values of a segment of the East Bay: green building, dense urban infill, photovoltaic 

generated electricity, and proximity to public transportation (Roy Alper, personal 

communication).  The project website advertises this as ideal living for those “fleeing the 

‘burbs” and will “set a new standard for Green building and living,” with a special page 

to visit “If you care about the environment” (www.CiviqLifing.com, website last 

accessed 03/30/08).  The Civiq parcel is only over the culvert for about 65’ along 

Telegraph Avenue; daylighting just that section was never considered a practical option 

(Darin Ranelletti, personal communication). 

Figure 31: Ecominiums coming soon!  Photo by Alan Wiig. 
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Figure 32: The proposed Civiq Ecominiums.  Courtesy of Civiq Properties. 

Community groups, before giving their support for the project, wanted 

concessions from the Civiq developers.  A line-of-sight extension of the Greenbelt would 

go right along the northern edge of this property (see Figure 30) next to the adjacent 

Creek Side parcel (discussed below).  Both FOTC and FROG supported the idea of a land 

swap wherein the City would give up ownership of a 15 foot strip on 51st Street, where 

ground-floor commercial space could go, in exchange for a public ownership of a 

separate strip for a Greenway extension.  The strip would not be wide enough for an 

extension of the faux channel, it turned out, but the groups decided it was an opportunity 

that had to be taken.  The greenway strip was deeded to the City and an extension of the 

FROG Park Greenbelt running along the northern edge of the property is intended as a 
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permanent public right-of-way.  The FROG Committee and FOTC did not propose an 

extension of the faux creek, since the culvert does not run under that space anyway.

The City of Oakland put its own requirements on the Civiq project, including a 

building setback and a ‘commemorative plaque’ marking the actual culvert and the creek 

buried below.  The developers agreed.  The problem with the language of a 

‘commemorative’ plaque however, according to both Darin Ranelletti (a planner with the 

City of Oakland) and Joan Marie Wood (FOTC) is that it strongly implies that the creek 

is dead, when in fact it is still flowing strongly underground and able to be restored 

(Darin Ranelletti and Joan Marie Wood, personal communications).  This property has 

the least connection to the creek in both actual proximity and intention. 

The Creek Side 

Adjacent to Civiq is the Creek Side. Hauser Architects purchased the Global 

Video parcel in early 2007 at Telegraph Avenue and Claremont Avenue (see Figure 33) 

and proposed The Creek Side, a mixed-use, transit-oriented building complex that would 

incorporate ecological values into the design.  The culverted creek seemed to get another 

reprieve.  Of the three projects discussed, this one most strongly capitalizes on ‘green 

lifestyles’.  One of the initial stated goals of the Creek Side development was to apply 

green building technology, especially related to water and energy consumption, both in 

the construction and use of the building.  It is intended to be built to LEED (Leadership in 
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Energy and Environmental Design) green-building standards, certified by the U.S. Green 

Building Council.

Figure 33: The old bank building > video store > The Creek Side.  Photo by Alan Wiig 

This parcel abuts the Civiq parcel along the proposed public Greenway easement, 

and is situated over the culvert for 160 linear feet, creating a viable opportunity for a full 

daylighting of the creek, or allowing for a faux creek in the public easement along the 

Civiq parcel, if the Creek Side would donate some land as well (see Figure 34).  Because 

the actual buried culvert is in a separate part of the parcel than the line-of-sight extension 

of the Greenbelt, Hauser Architects felt they could not afford to accommodate both ideas. 
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Figure 34: The Creek Side in relation to Civiq Properties. Courtesy of Hauser Architects. 

The culvert under this parcel predates the one installed by the Flood Control 

District in the 1970s.  According to Will Mollard of Hauser Architects, the project 

development manager and a resident of the Temescal neighborhood, it dates back to 

1907, when it was installed by Oakland to route the creek under Telegraph Avenue (Will 

Mollard, personal communication).  The original easement belonged to the City of 

Oakland and was transferred in the 1970s to the Flood Control District.  At that time, the 

landowner negotiated for favorable terms in the easement that included surface 
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development rights, allowing for building over the culvert, as long as the structural 

integrity of the culvert is maintained.  The District’s rights are strictly below the surface 

(Will Mollard, personal communication).   

The city identified three desirable options for the developer to take regarding the 

creek culvert: 1) a full daylighting or 2) a partial daylighting that opened the culvert but 

did not construct natural banks and a flood plain or 3) no alteration to the culvert but 

designing the building footprints off the culvert to allow for option 2 in the future.  The 

decision not to daylight Temescal Creek on the Creek Side parcel was dependent on the 

developer showing the city that daylighting was not feasible.  As mentioned above, the 

OSCAR element of the General Plan cites specific criteria under which the city would 

support daylighting, including that “no significant health, safety, flooding, or erosion 

hazards would result from the project” which the developer claims can not be assured.  

Hauser Architects also explored partial daylighting and determined that “opening up the 

culvert would be problematic due to liability, structural, cost, processing, aesthetic, 

maintenance, security, hydrological, and flooding concerns.” (Oakland City Planning 

Commission 2007b).  The developer successfully argued that flooding or other hazards 

would result, and that the project is more expensive than the value it would provide the 

community.  According to Darin Ranelletti, the planner assigned to the projects, the city 

agrees, and the OSCAR elements do not force daylighting, only encourage it when the 

specified conditions are met (Darin Ranelletti, personal communication).  The city also 

agreed with the developer that either the full or partial daylighting options would be 
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extremely expensive and would most likely have to cut into public right-of-ways.  Hauser 

Architects also determined that they were under no special obligation to improve the 

condition of Temescal Creek, as it was no longer a ‘creek’ as defined in the Creeks 

Protection Ordinance.  Therefore, no negative impacts to the biological, geological, 

hydrological, or water quality aspects of a creek would result, especially as the initial 

conditions would be unchanged by the development.   

Opponents argued that partial daylighting or ‘reserved land’ option would still 

leave substantial developable land (Oakland City Planning Commission 2007a).  Joan 

Marie Woods of Friends of Temescal Creek argues that the OSCAR element of the 

General Plan indicates that at the very least, the city should not approve projects that 

leave buildings over the creek culverts; she thinks the city, like developers, should take a 

one-hundred year view and act to create future restoration opportunities (Joan Marie 

Wood, personal communication). 

Hauser Architects initially expressed interest in a faux creek to community groups 

and the City.  To complement the FROG Greenway extension, they were willing to 

expand the width of the open space on the property line with Civiq to 22 feet (10 feet on 

Creek Side, 12 feet on Civiq).   However, this is not wide enough to accommodate a 

channel13 and other amenities, and neither the developer nor the FROG Park Committee 

could logistically resolve year-round flow issues with the Flood Control District that 

operates the pump.  A decorative pedestrian path that mimics a creek’s meander was 

13 Slopes of 3:1 or less are ideal (Riley 1998:314).  The Temescal Creek culvert is 16’ deep at this point.  
The stream banks would need to be about 100’ across.   
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proposed to extend the pedestrian access to the main intersection.  The possibility of 

adding a faux creek to ‘commemorate Temescal Creek’ at a later date was left open.

Unlike at Civiq, the greenway strip donated by Creek Side would not be a public 

easement, and could be fenced off in the future if problems of crime and access arose.   

 Hauser Architects later expressed interest instead in a building set-back from the 

culvert, though only for thirty linear feet of the total 160 linear feet of the culvert, for 

future daylighting should that become feasible.  The idea of a faux creek in the Greenway 

was thus swapped for a commemorative fountain in a public plaza along Telegraph 

Avenue, adjacent to Civiq’s own plaza, to acknowledge “the presence of the creek 

below” (Oakland City Planning Commission 2007b). This design was partially in 

response to community desires to have a highly visible water feature.  The Creek Side 

developer therefore intends not to feature a creek, nor be adjacent to a faux creek.  As 

many have observed at Planning Commission meetings, this makes the name of the 

project a very cynical marketing ploy capitalizing on neighborhood concern for the creek.

Bakery Lofts, the first private faux creek 

A third development, along a downstream stretch of the Temescal Creek culvert, 

also proposes creating a section of faux creek.  This reach is above a section of culvert 

that was installed in the final phase of culverting in the 1980s.  It is on the Oakland side 

of the border with neighboring Emeryville.  The project is the third phase of a housing 

complex called Bakery Lofts, so-named because of a historic bakery that used to occupy 
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the parcels (see Figure 35).  The developer, Madison Park Financial, does not incorporate 

as many ecological elements into their buildings and designs as the previous two 

developers discussed.  Due to the presence of the culvert, however, they acknowledge “a 

unique possibility for the development is the potential day-lighting of Temescal Creek, 

which currently runs below the site.  A restored Temescal Creek would run through the 

site and serve as a centerpiece for the development” (www.bakerylofts.com). 

Figure 35: Future home of Bakery Lofts, Phase III and a faux Temescal Creek.  Photo by Alan Wiig 

The flood control culvert runs for 180 linear feet under the parcel (see Figure 36).  

The Flood Control District owns the upstream 100 feet, while the City of Oakland owns 

the lower 80 feet.  The City of Oakland originally installed a culvert to route the creek 

under Adeline Street.  Neither agency will allow daylighting of the creek nor structures to 
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be built over the culvert within a 30 foot buffer of the centerline, to assure access to the 

culvert as necessary; therefore the most likely uses of the land are for a parking lot or 

landscaping, including a faux creek.  This is in stark contrast to the surface development 

rights of the Creek Side project.

Figure 36: Bakery Lofts development plan, showing culvert. (Note that orientation is not the same as 
in Figure 17.)  Courtesy of Madison Park Financial. 

According to Liza McNulty, who works for Madison Park’s consulting structural 

engineer, this project is considering a faux creek to create a central, natural feature from a 

landscaping standpoint, not because of ecological sensibilities (Liza McNulty, personal 

communication).  The faux creek proposed at the Bakery Lofts project will be about 40 

feet long and will feature a pool/riffle/run sequence and native plant communities (see 
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Figure 37).  Frank Flores, the project manager for Madison Park Financial and a resident 

of the Bakery Lofts, believes people are attracted to a green environment when they live 

in the ‘concrete jungle’ (Frank Flores, personal communication).  This feature will not be 

marketed as Temescal Creek but as a ‘water feature’ (Frank Flores, personal 

communication).  The Oakland planner assigned to this project, Lynn Warner, describes 

it as a way to incorporate the creek “by reference” (Lynn Warner, personal 

communication).  The faux creek is not marketed as Temescal Creek, but is influenced by 

it and the restrictive easement that comes with the property. 

Figure 37: Bakery Lofts plan showing faux creek. (Note that orientation is not the same as in Figure 
17.)  Courtesy of Madison Park Financial. 
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This faux creek would not use water pumped from the culvert, but captured winter 

stormwater, stored in underground cisterns, and pumped to the surface, because a vault 

and pump would be prohibitively expensive to get into the culvert, if even allowed by the 

Flood Control District, and the water in the culvert at this point could contain too much 

sediment and pollutant runoff from streets.  The rainwater collection would help them 

comply with on-site water storage options for meeting Provision C.3 requirements.  For 

some, not using actual creek water severs the relationship with the historic creek, because 

the creek water is the essential ingredient that ties together a watershed (Joan Marie 

Wood, personal communication).   

The Bakery Lofts project has no organized community group calling for creek 

restoration or commemoration.  The project is in a neighborhood that, according to Jeff 

Norman, was “in an uproar” when they were left out of the culverting that happened on 

either side of them in the 1970s, and that had no vocal opposition to culverting when it 

was proposed in the 1980s (Jeff Norman, personal communication).  It is not spatially 

contiguous with the existing Potemkin Creek.  It will not have public access to the 

running water.  Yet it is the only one of the three projects that intends to install another 

faux creek.  The main restrictions on the developer are to get a good rate of return on 

investment, comply with stormwater management requirements, and not construct 

structures over the culvert itself.  As of the Summer of 2008, none of the projects have 

broken ground, and the two upstream projects still go back and forth with neighborhood 

groups and the city of Oakland on the prospects of water features and faux creeks. 
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Summation 

There is a continuous flow between the historic Temescal Creek and the buried 

and artificial manifestations of it, even though it appears that the burial of the creek 

caused breaks in this continuity.  Urban creeks, written out of most urban histories once 

new sources of water arrived, did not actually disappear for good.  If segments of the 

community hadn’t tried to keep the creek open, if an architect hadn’t proposed a 

compromise measure of a reconstituted creek to the Flood Control District, if the faux 

creek hadn’t been built or, twenty-five years later, the linear park not redeveloped, there 

would probably be no talk now of putting fake creeks into the new developments along 

its ‘banks’.  The Temescal neighborhood section of culvert would look like the section a 

half a mile downstream at the base of Genoa Street – Temescal Creek filled in and totally 

fenced off, the land unused both privately or publicly (see Figure 38).

Figure 38: Buried culvert at base of Genoa Street, looking over fence. Photo by Alan Wiig 
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So far, the contemporary discussions about incorporating faux creeks and other 

‘remembrances’ of Temescal Creek into the new housing developments have been mostly 

that: discussions.  These discussions happen in Oakland Planning Commission meetings, 

amongst the neighborhood groups who have limited influence over the conditions of 

approval for these projects, and, usually derisively, amongst creek restoration advocates.  

In two of the three opportunities recently along this creek, a faux creek will probably not 

result, but a ‘commemorative’ fountain and plaza will.  In the third development, a faux 

creek is being incorporated, although without actually using Temescal Creek water, or at 

least not water that came from upstream.  However, the rooftop catchment is water that 

would have become creekwater downstream of the site, so the argument can be made that 

this faux creek does use creek water.

In the final chapter, I analyze the ways the various features of the Temescal Creek 

landscape inform the theoretical propositions presented in Chapter 3, and propose where 

this process may be heading. 


