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Chapter 6: Analyzing Faux Creeks 

Temescal Creek has undergone dramatic changes, some of which are common to creeks 

of this region and others are entirely particular to it.  While neighboring culverted creeks 

are having their drainage functions restored, Temescal Creek is being hybridized into 

summer-flow, pump-driven recreation and aesthetic channels: Potemkin creeks.  Does 

this qualify as the socionature geographers and Marxists discuss?  Is commodification of 

urban nature substituting for restoration?  These processes can be seen happening on and 

to Temescal Creek under particular circumstances.  In this chapter I will summarize the 

nexus of constraints and opportunities that might lead to or from daylighting a buried 

creek and that have influenced decisions to create faux creeks, and explore how the 

literature on the topic informs and is informed by the specific phenomenon of Potemkin 

Creek.  I will derive an experimental definition of faux creeks, and speculate about where 

the process might lead. 

Briefly reviewing some of the creek’s history, early inhabitants of the region 

derived primarily use or sustenance values from it.  Subsequently, foreign inhabitants 

with more accumulative economic systems were able to derive surplus value from the 

creek.  It supplied water for grains, cattle, and fruit, and power for mills, the products of 

which could be used as exchange value.  Water and power were later derived from other 

sources: the Mokelumne River in the Sierras and fossil fuels.  The usefulness of the local 

water was lessened because of the East Bay Municipal Utility District.  Even later, some 

remaining usefulness was derived from the creek bed itself to provide transportation 
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networks for the growing economies.  Multiple values were found in the creek, until the 

most value that could be found was in creating land where the creek had been; at that 

point, the creek seemed to leave the stage and the story.   

Some decades later, use and exchange value were found again, in creating faux 

creeks, and Temescal Creek was brought back into the narrative of the development of 

the East Bay.  Values converged with political boundaries and geophysical hazards in the 

Temescal neighborhood in the mid-20th Century and a public resource – Potemkin Creek 

- was created in conjunction with the culverting of the creek, in situ.  The ‘rebirth’ of the 

faux creek in 2000 and the proposed private extensions of it are the result of a panoply of 

constraints on daylighting, opportunities for ‘greening’ the neighborhood or specific 

parcels, and specific new regulations, policies, and cultural trends.

The reasons that a faux creek is created may be overdetermined.  Taken originally 

from Freud, this term is used by Structuralist Marxists and others to describe the multiple, 

sometimes-opposed forces or reasons that determine the outcome of a political situation, 

no single one of which can be known to have definitively caused the outcome.  

Examining the emerging phenomenon of faux creeks along the Temescal Creek / “Line 

A” culvert, we see the particular and specific historical, cultural, regulatory, and 

geophysical circumstances that, in certain combinations at specific times, have led to the 

emergence of this faux creek phenomenon.  

Layers of history and past practice contribute to how the creek is represented 

today.  David Harvey’s urban palimpsest comes to mind: “What has gone before is 
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important precisely because it is the locus of collective memory, of political identity, and 

of powerful symbolic meanings at the same time as it constitutes a bundle of resources 

constituting possibilities as well as barriers in the built environment for creative social 

change” (Harvey 1996:417).  Easements, regulations, politics and technology all play a 

role in how and where the creek is represented.   

Opportunities and constraints for faux restoration 

The opportunities to turn a once-flowing creek into a buried culvert are many; 

fewer are the opportunities to “restore” that creek.  In the right mix of circumstances, an 

easy way to achieve the semblance of restoration may present itself.  The decisions 

people made in the past directly led to how Temescal creek is perceived, experienced, 

and altered today.  We might call this a faux creek, but the users might experience it 

simply as a creek.  As Cronon argues in an examination of how environmental history is 

conducted, all history and all knowledge of the environment is “culturally constructed 

and historically contingent” (Cronon 1993:14).

Operating on urban environments are the past actions of a community and the 

changing values that drive those actions. Ideologies of nature and nature-culture 

dualisms manifest themselves in everyday urban land-use practices and landscapes 

(Wolch et al 2002:33); they are the spatial applications of the prevailing ideologies.

Development of urban green space “reflects changing attitudes and values about nature, 

race and class, and about cities themselves” (Pincetl and Gearin 2005:381).  For example, 
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in the past, open space concerns helped create natural areas in the city.  But the desire to 

increase property values and economic growth drove the burial of many creeks.  Today, 

the value placed on ecological integrity in cities, expressed by the modern creek 

restoration movement drives some restoration efforts.  These values are not spread 

uniformly across neighborhoods, and values alone are not enough to drive action.

Scalar considerations are important to examine. At the municipal scale, one 

expression of new prevailing environmental values are regulations that preserve or 

enhance nature in cities.  New countywide stormwater management and pollution 

prevention regulations are causing developers to think about the basic hydrology of their 

properties and incorporate site-appropriate design into their plans.  Other municipal 

environmental regulations over creeks have no teeth; they may not actually cause an 

increase in creek restoration or faux creek creation: a Creeks Protection Ordinance that 

does not apply to culverted creeks, such as Oakland’s, does not apply to most creeks in 

the city.  Some creeks or creek reaches are protected by these local ordinances while 

others are not. 

The balkanization of political jurisdictions in the East Bay may also be 

contributing to the fragmentation of urban creek restoration efforts.  Creeks do not notice 

when they cross multiple political boundaries with different goals and financial resources.  

Mixed, conflicting, and overlapping jurisdictions contribute to an atmosphere of 

inactivity to restore urban creeks.  Urban watersheds can intersect multiple adjacent 

cities, one or more counties, a flood control district, a water and sewer district, various 
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private developments and business districts, and homeowners associations.  Some creeks 

are within the jurisdiction of the Alameda County Flood Control District, while some are 

not.  For example, the City of Berkeley, which opted out of the Alameda County Flood 

Control District and manages its own creeks, is establishing a track record of daylighting 

its creeks, whereas neighboring Oakland, in Zone 12 of the Flood Control District, is not.

Possibly, years of entrenched values in Berkeley that favor more vital forms of 

restoration keep faux restoration forms at bay.  In Oakland, one developer - Bakery Lofts 

– lacks surface development rights and proposes a faux creek, whereas another – The 

Creek Side - has those rights and does not implement the idea.   

At the neighborhood scale, Potemkin Creek represented a compromise between 

differing values expressed in the neighborhood: flood protection for a predictable 

economic environment, preservation of investments in real property, and the 

preservationist notions of the nascent urban environmental movement as applied to urban 

neighborhoods.  Protest of and resistance to the complete build-out of the urban 

environment in the 1970s probably had some origins in the spirit of protest of the 

previous decade.  The group that fought for but lost an open, preserved Temescal Creek 

inadvertently paved the way for preserved open space containing a physical remembrance 

of the creek.  However, decades later, these values seem to have split into camps, some of 

which support only actual daylighting of the creek, and others of which will accept that 

there is value in “potemkinization” of the creek.
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At the scale of individual parcels, the specific wording of easements on parcels 

can also be a formidable barrier.  Private landholders and developers who negotiated for 

more profitable easements with surface development rights impede the progress towards 

restoration, because there are economic incentives to build rather than restore.  The Creek 

Side parcel historically had an easement that prohibited construction over the culvert, 

which was replaced by one with limited surface development rights.  The Bakery Lofts 

parcel also started with a public culvert, but no owners ever gained the ability to construct 

over it.  The easement at Bakery Lofts is the material manifestation of the presence of a 

creek; it acts like a conservation easement.  It could represent the symbolic presence of 

the creek as easily as a faux creek itself.  A private creek in lieu of a building is a possible 

result there, not because it is the only option, but it is one way for the developer to extract 

exchange value from the creek, in much the same way a parking lot would.  Residents use 

parking spaces the way they use the faux creek – it has use value for them that they will 

exchange for money.  In addition, some reaches spatially intersect with private property 

while others are in the public realm.  

There are very imposing physical, cultural, financial, and legal constraints to 

daylighting culverted creeks.  Some of these are the very same factors that, it is argued in 

this paper, leave open the possibilities of creating Potemkin creeks.  In terms of physical 

constraints, a daylighted creek in these neighborhoods, in order to have a stable slope 

with a 3:1 width to height ratio would need 150 feet on each side of the creek midline.  

The parcels in these neighborhoods are simply not large enough to allow a profitable 
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commercial business and a restored creek with stable banks.  In some cases existing 

neighborhood buildings or underground infrastructure would be undermined by 

restoration, opening up liability concerns.  No developer on Temescal Creek has seriously 

proposed opening up the culvert, if only for this reason.

The ‘Green Building’ movement, and investment in green infrastructure 

generally, are causing many changes to the ways cities interact with the environment.  

The very new, and as yet unspecific, U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED (Leadership 

in Energy and Environmental Design) for Neighborhood Development rating system 

includes language against impacting existing water bodies (undefined) and against 

development on 100 year floodplains.  Strengthened, these guidelines could offer points 

for creating faux creeks or restoring creeks.  ‘Green Infrastructure’ is a term used in Low 

Impact Design (LID) that takes hydrology into account by designing detention basins, 

constructed wetlands, and swales into neighborhoods to create soft-engineering flood 

protection (see Figure 39).  So far, developers whose properties intersect the Temescal 

Creek culvert have utilized these new practices only for the creation of faux creeks. 
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Figure 39: Lower Temescal Creek, 1856, with marshy area visible at San Pablo Avenue, where a 
constructed wetland could be considered.  Source: United States Coast Survey 1856. 

While these factors might make it appear likely that a faux creek would be 

produced, other factors that would seem to contribute are apparently not necessary 

prerequisites.  A spatially contiguous connection with another faux creek element might 

be helpful, but as has been shown in the case of Bakery Lofts it is not required.  This 

demonstrates the fragility of the idea of spatially contiguous ecology.  The use of actual 

creek water seems necessary to convey legitimacy or authenticity to a faux creek, but it is 

not always practically feasible even when it flows directly beneath the property, also 

demonstrating the fragile ecological value of this type of design.  A faux creek can also 
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happen without an active neighborhood or creek group pushing for restoration or 

ecological or ‘green’ projects.  For example, these values were not expressed in the 

Bakery Lofts project. 

For Temescal Creek, these factors have tended to not lead to a daylighting of any 

sections of the creek.  Instead, they seem to be leading to increased faux creek 

development.  The theory of overdeterminism, with its recognition of conflicting forces, 

applies well here.  However one overriding factor seems to be worth discussing: 

commodification of nature disguised as restoration.

Exploring the Literature 

The literature that explores ideas of restoration and how cities metabolize and 

transform nature sheds light on the ways that Potemkin creeks can be framed and 

examined as cultural phenomena.  They reveal intricacies of the meaning of these creeks 

that are not apparent from observation of the creek itself.  The literature also, for the most 

part, fails to imagine the specific phenomenon of faux creeks as emerging alternatives to 

restoration. For its part, the faux creek itself informs the ideas presented in the literature 

on the social construction of nature, the flexibility of ideas of restoration, and the 

application of the idea of universal commodification. 

Much of the literature on socionature examine water resources as hybrids on the 

scale of massive Modernist transboundary water projects (e.g. Swyngedouw 1996; 

Swyngedouw 1999; Gandy 2002; Kaika 2006); many of these fail to examine small scale 
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processes in actual neighborhoods.  The same is often true of literature on gentrification.

Restoration studies, on the other hand, deal with the scale of one creek reach, but have 

not often been applied to urban nature.  For this reason it is worthwhile to let these bodies 

of knowledge inform each other.  This can lead to new understandings of the relationship 

between the economy and ideas of nature in urban settings.

Nature and Restoration on Temescal Creek

Theories describing the ways to conceptualize nature and culture affect debates 

about what to restore and to what condition, and can have important implications for 

public policy and how funds are allocated and even which neighborhoods are the subjects 

of these efforts.  Potemkin Creek exemplifies the dual and simultaneous characteristics of 

landscapes as both nature and culture.  It captures the idea of socionature or hybrids that 

incorporate the biophysical and geophysical properties of first nature with the technology 

and values of human culture.  To some observers it appears as natural, unaltered, but this 

is merely a mask for its extreme artifice.   

The Temescal Creek of the 1960s was already an increasingly altered hydrologic 

regime, hybridized again and again to meet the changing needs of the inhabitants.  To the 

original inhabitants of the floodplain, it would have been a shock to see the incised and 

trash strewn, somewhat armored, dumping ground of Temescal Creek of the 1950s and 

1960s.  The creek’s use value had been changed from sustenance provider to waste 

receiver.  The creek was not a pristine and cherished part of the environment but a 
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nuisance, detrimental to the investment people wanted to make in their homes and 

businesses.  To those who still could perceive an idealized nature in the troubled creek, it 

was a channel that no longer had an adequate floodplain.  Actively managing the creek in 

a way that would restore its hydrologic functions as a creek was not considered viable.

So instead of restoration, further engineering was applied.  As the value of restoring 

urban creeks ascended in the 1970s, a way was proposed to simulate restoration with 

more engineering: a faux creek.

This applied engineering continues today. As an exercise in restoration, Potemkin 

Creek barely qualifies.  Anne Riley, a local urban creeks restoration specialist, defines 

restoration as the act of intentionally reversing or mitigating the damage done by people 

to indigenous ecosystems, and to create healthy relationships between people and nature 

(Riley 1998:27).  Restoration is generally a reestablishment of biological, chemical, and 

physical functioning of especially aquatic, riparian, and terrestrial environments (Purcell 

et al 2002).  Potemkin Creek fails in all but attempting to remind people of their 

relationship to their environment.  For Carole Schimmerling, East Bay creek restoration 

activist, an example of successful local restoration is a revegetation project on a stream 

that now has so much vegetation you can’t even see the creek; here, the needs of the 

environment outweigh the needs of the people.  This is a view of restoration that is less 

fluid than concepts of restoration that are based in social constructivism.

According to Bruce Rhoads, naturalization “implicitly acknowledges that the 

concept of ‘natural’ is a social construct and that each community socially negotiates an 
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appropriate mix of human and biophysical components in the local landscape. … 

naturalization thus embraces the idea that human intervention in biophysical systems may 

be part of the current ‘‘natural’’ dynamics of this system” (Rhoads 1999:304-305).  But 

even this definition probably does not go far enough to describe Potemkin Creek.  There 

are no “sustainable, morphologically and hydraulically varied, yet dynamically stable 

fluvial systems that are capable of supporting healthy, biologically diverse aquatic 

ecosystems” (Rhoads 1999:304) on Potemkin Creek. 

If Potemkin Creek is a positive example of how nature and culture intertwine, in 

that its presence provides educational opportunities about the watershed that would have 

been lost if the ‘reconstituted creek’ had not been created, it might provide some of what 

the restorationist William Jordan (2003) calls a ‘healing technology.’  People have clearly 

found value in maintaining and preserving Potemkin Creek, for its neighborhood 

enhancement attributes, for a place for children to explore, and as a reminder of what lies 

beneath the surface.  It does appear ‘natural’ to casual observers; thus, “I can’t believe 

it’s not nature.”  Juliet Lamont, East Bay creek restoration consultant, says we have to 

“re-visibilize” water networks, and Robin Grossinger of SFEI says we need to “bring 

ecology and hydrology into the urban fabric.”  These are important goals that may not 

require full daylighting of urban creeks.  This gets close to what Frederick Turner called 

‘the invented landscape’.  Turner’s inventionism (in Baldwin et al 1994), with its 

emphasis on human faculties and experiences as the basis for deciding how to do 
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restoration, seems the most apt description of Potemkin Creek of all those encountered in 

the literature.   

If we look at Potemkin Creek without prejudice, it may pass as a good 

demonstration of the lack of distinction between nature and culture (Eden et al 2000; 

Wilson 1992).  Humans are part of nature and what we do is natural, not unnatural or 

extra-natural.  Potemkin Creek is natural and cultural, but is no more 'restored nature' 

than the Temescal Creek of the early 20th Century was pristine nature.  True restoration 

would bring back all the features of the historic creek, even unliked ones, such as 

flooding and sediment deposition.  The creek wasn’t natural at the start of the story; it 

was already altered by human ingenuity; humans were modifying and managing the 

environment for thousands of years.  That modification always had human needs in mind, 

and of all the terms used in the literature, commodification may best describe the rebirth 

of environmental features on Temescal Creek.  There is no going back to a primitive 

nature; we have to take civilization as our starting point (Jordan in Baldwin et al 1994).   

Commodifying Nature

As Alexander Wilson (1992) wrote, “When our physical surroundings are sold to 

us as ‘natural’ we should pay close attention” (Wilson 1992:12).  What has been 

‘restored’ on Temescal Creek is not the ecology or hydrology, but its value to the local 

economy.  The new Temescal Creek, or Potemkin Creek, is a hybridized socionatural 

creek, ‘restored’ to a form with exchange values.  It was brought back into the narrative 
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of the city where it could be of use again to development and expansion forces – just as 

capital is turning again from suburban development back to involuted urban infill projects 

where better rates of return can currently be found, and as the economy was turning 

towards a ‘green’ investments.  Faced with the ‘barriers to production’ that the buried 

infrastructure of the creek represents, capital found a way to recreate the value of the 

creek, in situ, with minimal investment and without disrupting the physical infrastructure 

that helps stabilize property values.

For developers, Potemkin creeks are an idea that could enhance their project’s 

eco-credibility.  The potential for creating unconnected faux creeks above the culvert 

relies on a perceived benefit to developers of creating a façade of a creek, commodifying 

and marketing it.  In this way, the economy produces faux nature to sell back to us.

Regardless of how close to a pre-human state any object or landscape is, capitalism 

incorporates it into the economy to derive surplus value from it: “In a capitalist economy, 

land and the improvements built onto it become commodities (Smith 1996a:58).   

The more altered a creek is, the more technology that is applied to it, the more 

surplus value that can be derived from it.  The historic urban creek, for example, provided 

inputs to production and also was directly consumed.  The storm culvert that replaced it 

allowed a spatial reshaping of the environment to open up new land for investment, and 

had no consumptive use.  The purpose of the faux creek for private developers is to 

recreate a use value – aesthetic, recreational - that people instantly recognize, that they 

will pay for, giving it exchange value for the owner.  It is a value-added creek.  Because 
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it is private land, someone can capitalize on it and sell it.  It is the perception of use value 

that is an exchange value for developers.  The consumption of the new creek obscures the 

past periods of production of the hidden creek below.

Marx described the fetishization of the commodity, in which the object itself 

obscures the processes of production.  The complete disconnection between the faux 

creek and the socio-historical process of burying the creek after the development of the 

region and acquisition of the Mokelumne River waters exemplify this. Temescal Creek’s 

troubled past as a neglected and abused landscape feature has been magically sanitized 

away with the creation of a faux creek that cannot flood but provides benefits.  The use 

value of a creek is divorced from the messiness of a drainage system.  This solution 

benefits property owners, but also the local Flood Control District and local politicians.

Potemkin Creek is a fetishized commodity in that it hides the social and development 

processes that buried the creek in the first place as well as the reasons it is being 

resurrected: profit for developers.  This demonstrates the role of local governments: to 

bolster development and rents, but not to enhance use values (Logan and Molotch 1987). 

The case of Potemkin Creek demonstrates one way in which the built 

environment is being updated to allow for new means of accumulation.  Either as 

daylighted creek or faux creek, this new landscape is a result of investment and provides 

opportunities for further investment.  The areas around north Oakland, downtown 

Oakland, and Emeryville are seeing high rates of re-investment in the built environment.  

The result is a new landscape of eco-gentrification.  The attention to creating a 
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Strawberry Creek Plaza in Downtown Berkeley with a partially daylighted creek is 

instructive.  Carole Schimmerling, local creek activist, thinks the only reason that there is 

attention on restoring Strawberry Creek in downtown Berkeley is because there is new 

emphasis on redevelopment of area.  In fact, the proposed diversion channel for 

Strawberry Creek goes along the downtown street that is being re-invested in, not one 

block away where the culvert actually runs.   

Recognizing human needs and ecological needs and designing and building for 

them is not new.  “What we call “built environments” are historically specific results of 

socio-ecological processes” (Heynen et al 2006:5).  The built environment in cities is 

subject to prevailing values as well as market forces.  The “built environment for 

consumption” becomes the “built environment for production,” and the stream’s use 

value masks exchange value as Potemkin creeks.  The result of the specific socio-

ecological processes is a ‘green’ built environment of LEED certified dense housing with 

environmental amenities.  The literature on gentrification has not extensively looked at 

how a highly contrived nature can be created in the city to facilitate this type of growth.

Landscapes, as part of this built environment, are historically and culturally 

contingent spaces.  “Humans and nature construct one another” (Wilson 1992:13).  Cities 

are built on multiple layers of infrastructure, laws, cultural norms, and past practices that 

make understanding specific phenomenon found in cities more complicated than at first 

appears.  Potemkin Creek may be a fake creek, but the landscape it inhabits is real, and 

people live within it, alter it, and seek to understand it even if it is ‘artificial’.
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Towards a Definition of Faux Creeks 

Potemkin Creek in Oakland, California is different from other creek and creek-

like water bodies one could encounter in the landscape.  Potemkin Creek is not like the 

Los Angeles River, whose dry-season flow is all effluent from a waste-water treatment 

plant; nor is it like the San Antonio River Walk which was never fully buried, though that 

city has exemplified commodifying a tamed nature; nor is it Seoul, South Korea’s 

Cheonggyecheon, which is also a restored former culvert, which pumps water from 

downstream and from a sewage treatment plant up to the creek to maintain a minimum 

flow in the dry season, because it also serves as an actual drainage network during the 

rainy season.

Instead, Potemkin Creek is directly above the intact flood control culvert of 

Temescal Creek and is intended by some to represent the buried creek, and believed by 

others to be the historic creek.  Its flow is fed from a pump submerged in the culvert, and 

its waters eventually drop back down into that culvert.  The pump creates flow in the 

channel only during the dry-season, and only during the day.  It is different from 

‘diversion channels’ in that it does not accommodate peak storm flows; it is different 

from other pump-driven creeks and horizontal fountains in that it refers to a historic water 

body and connects people to a lost (and somewhat sanitized) past.   

A similar project exists in Southern California.  Rowley shows that the restoration 

of White Oak Creek in Simi Valley at a new suburban housing development was also 



129

initiated for flood control, is a faux-creek, and was developer driven.  White Oak Creek 

went from naturally ephemeral to artificially perennial: “The low flow device is 

calibrated not to rainfall data but to neighborhood runoff flow rates, the actual reliable 

source of water for the restoration. In this respect, “natural” hydrologic conditions were 

determined not to be the governing design requirement for long-term success—flow rates 

out of the upstream neighborhoods were the determinant” (Rowley 2003:8). 

Potemkin creeks, like Potemkin Villages, reveal even as they obscure.  The façade 

is made of ideas and the words that describe them.  It is a longing for an idealized version 

of how cities can be more ecological.  It is part riparian corridor, part machine, in a form 

that blends nature and culture into one new whole.  But unlike its historical namesake, the 

historic record shows that there actually were villages along the Dnieper: the sham was 

saying something real was fake in order to discredit Prince Potemkin (Montefiore 2001).   

Is the benefit of this process a restored environment that an ecologist could be 

proud of?  “Many experts agree that urban creek projects cannot be considered 

‘restorations’ due to the highly developed catchment basins and altered hydrologic 

systems” (Jencks 2004:17).  Yet, there are benefits: “reduced flooding, reduced property 

damage, increased access to green space for recreation and aesthetic enjoyment, and the 

less tangible benefits of access to natural processes and systems that vary with exposure 

with seasonal rainfall patterns.” (Jencks 2004:17).   

It would be overly optimistic to claim many of these benefits for Potemkin Creek 

or the faux creeks it is spawning.  Yet some of the participants in the creek’s revival are 
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managing to turn the process of commodification around, and are speaking to the 

admittedly small beneficial effects of the hydrologic awareness for the populace, 

especially children.  The fake animals that will be installed for viewing along the creek 

represent this trend.

A faux creek represents a fetishized commodity with use value and exchange 

value, created from the complicated urban palimpsest of gentrification, property values, 

failing urban infrastructure and differing easements.  The critical point is this: it does not 

matter as much what category a thing is in, be it ‘nature,’ ‘culture,’ ‘commodity,’ but 

what its relationships to other things are.  Essentializing objects into specific categories or 

containers, such as nature, artifact, or commodity actually obscures the more subtle 

meanings of a thing, when all things have multiple natural, cultural, economic aspects all 

tied together.  “One who assumes that the city has supplanted ‘nature’ is not likely to see 

the effects of the natural processes that still shape its landscape; another who believes that 

the city has degraded ‘nature’ is apt to see only pollution” (Spirn 2005:409).  Rather than 

seeing the world as synthetic, which may yield an undying pessimism, there is the option 

to see it as a synthesis, which keeps open the possibilities of recognizing and 

accentuating the constituent parts.   

The opinions local experts express about faux creeks, Potemkin Creek in 

particular, are unsurprisingly rich in thoughtfulness.  Bruce Douglas a neighborhood 

activist who moved close to the reconstituted creek in the 1980s and co-founded the 

FOTC, believes creeks need to be a “functioning part of the community,” and Joan Marie 
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Woods of FOTC, no fan of faux creeks in general, points out that having real creek water 

flowing through these faux creeks is important, because of the ways it symbolically 

references that we live in a watershed.

 Will Mollard of Hauser Architects pointed out that daylighting, if it actually 

restored the creek, would be restoring flood hazards.  If we want people to connect with 

the creek, it has to be safe and consistent and pleasant, which the historic creeks may not 

have been (Will Mollard, personal communication).  This is a more utilitarian value than 

expressed by the ‘natural’ creek advocates.   

Robin Freeman, co-founder of Friends of Temescal Creek and watershed 

educator, moved to the Temescal Watershed in 1979.  He maintains that “cultural aspects 

of creeks are ignored by the official watershed community” (Robin Freeman, personal 

communication).  The connection to creeks isn’t just ecological, it is aesthetic, spiritual, 

and economic; these are valid relationships.  His ideas are informed by the restoration 

ecologist William Jordan, who insisted that humans have to participate in nature and have 

an economic relationship to it.  As long as salmon are the ultimate measure of success for 

creek groups, they set themselves up to fail: “The social support for creeks is critical for 

the salmon support” (Robin Freeman, personal communication).  Salmon are never the 

problem, humans and their lack of connection is the problem, Freeman argues.   

“A creek is different than a park; a creek is a wild place” (Bruce Douglas in

Norman 2006:151).  Yet the creek had not been wild for over a century.  The history of 

the creek shows that it was no longer a ‘natural’ channel but rather a commodified and re-
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commodified factor of production.  Each new configuration of the creek becomes the 

starting point for its next phase, always with economic forces shaping the development, 

always with the creek’s response determining how it will fare.  It has been metabolized 

by the city and the city transformed by it, and the boundaries between the two are 

indistinct.  Nature in a sense has never left the city, so there is no need to ‘bring it back to 

the city’.  Rather it has been turned into a component of the city.  This reading of the 

history of the creek shows that, at least in a cursory way, Temescal Creek has been and 

continues to be used by the community to ensure economic prosperity, rather than 

ecological integrity.  Any efforts today to ‘bring back the creek’ are severely constrained 

by real material physical barriers as well as an economy that uses restoration as a new 

means for economic growth.   

Potemkin Creek demonstrates our conflicted and changing relationship with urban 

nature.  Potemkin Creek, like those Potemkin Villages, both obstructs and reveals.  As a 

symbolic representation of Temescal Creek or a ‘restored’ version of it, it reveals the 

hidden hydrological networks that still operate; as a commodity, it hides those very 

networks.  Temescal Creek is not restored by Potemkin Creek; a true native riparian 

habitat will not thrive there with the current flow regime; salmonids, the benchmark of 

stream restoration, will not spawn there.  However, there is hope among some that it can 

help restore a relationship for people to have with nature, if not nature itself.
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The Future of Potemkin Creeks 

Recently, a San Francisco Bay protection NGO (Save the Bay) proposed that 

wetland restoration along the rim of the Bay should be achieved by a region-wide agency 

rather than piecemeal by multiple agencies operating in multiple cities and counties.

Governance at ever larger, regional scales, in the form of multi-jurisdiction water supply 

agencies, precipitated the abandonment of creeks and their culverting a century ago.  The 

proper scale for rehabilitation efforts may be regional rather than local, in the form of 

Special Districts14, which have the power to act and to tax.  The East Bay Regional Park 

District and the East Bay Municipal Utility District have planners, GIS professionals, and 

naturalists on staff, and watershed planning and environmental stewardship as core 

values, and could be tapped to do more for local creeks.

Public-private partnerships may be emerging to take over the management of 

streams and stormwater, at first on very small scales.  Platt identifies several factors that 

contribute to improved watershed-level planning: ‘forcing’ issues that stimulate local 

concern; community catalysts such as individuals or NGOs; strategic alliances; creative 

funding strategies; and focus on small sections as models  (Platt 2006:41).  Others 

suggest finding ways to “encourage cooperation between local actors with conflicting 

interests, divergent geographic bases, and overlapping administrative interests” (Lubell et 

al 2002:148).  The interests of neighborhoods, developers, public officials, environmental 

protectors have to converge. 

14 In California, a Special District provides specific services to a specific area, as distinguished from 
general government such as cities and counties. 
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Geophysical processes alter the landscape, and the physical matrix on which the 

city resides changes through time.  Nature bats last, and catastrophic events threaten to 

disrupt the engineered artificial water infrastructure we have created, from dams to levees 

to drainage channels.  As Spirn has observed in her Boston neighborhoods, whole 

neighborhoods above culverts have collapsed, sinkholes have devoured homes, and rising 

groundwater, the result of trans-basin water transfers into the cities, undermines 

foundations (Spirn 2005).  The Bay Area has had dramatic landscape-altering events such 

as collapsing overhead freeways.  Creek culverts are not so different.  Stormwater will 

continue to seek the shortest path from mountain to sea, despite all the socionatural 

phenomenon we put in its path to control it.  Urban runoff shunted into underground 

channels may once again travel along the surface when those channels collapse in place.

Urbanized floodplains may return to woodlots and gardens. 

The changing geophysical landscape of the city caused an increase in flood 

hazards that led to physical control of waterways.  The city will continue to change, and 

opportunities may appear.  For example, wastewater and stormwater quality are 

continuing to decline as pharmaceuticals and industrial chemicals proliferate; the systems 

designed in the 20th Century are not up to the task of proper filtration before discharge.

“Many urban communities are beginning to adjust to biophysical constraints rather than 

ignoring them or overcoming them technologically,” and urban stream corridors, 

wetlands, and coastal estuaries are the leading edge of this process (Platt 2006:31).
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As the physical infrastructure of the 20th Century, such as the sewers and storm 

drains, breaks down, threatening accumulation of profits, a new round of investments is 

required.  Simultaneously, people are looking for opportunities to restore cities to more 

natural conditions, and eco-friendly lifestyles and building methods also becoming more 

prevalent.  This provides opportunities both to daylight creeks and design faux creeks.

Investment can look like ‘eco-gentrification’ that capitalizes on the current interest in 

restorative and environmentally sensitive lifestyles.  The private sector can provide for 

this need through the creation of newer forms of socionature that actually mimic 

restoration.  But environmental protection, in order to succeed, may first need to be 

recognized as a profitable activity for the private sector.  Not every solution offered by 

urban creek enthusiasts has to represent full daylighting.  Creating swales and linear 

parks that cross contours could be beneficial for diverting and spreading water.  These 

linear parks above culverts can be restored later, after homes abutting them have been 

sold, demolished, or destroyed by time’s ravages.  They help maintain some of habitat 

and genetic material, even if in small pockets, insignificant in themselves but with 

cumulative ecological impacts.  Vacant lots could be used as stormwater detention 

facilities (retention basins), avoiding combined storm sewer overflows (Spirn 2005). 

Ideas spread across the landscape like water on an alluvial plain; or maybe they 

move like water pumped over and across drainage divides.  The former seems like how 

ideas spread naturally, the latter involves human ingenuity and effort.  The idea of faux 

creeks is moving downstream along Temescal Creek from its inception at Potemkin 
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Creek, and may start crossing into adjacent local watersheds or spreading to other cities.  

The East Bay may become known, perhaps shamefully, as the ‘birthplace of the faux 

creek movement’.  Potemkin creeks that serve specific socio-ecological-economic 

functions on specific land parcels are beginning to flow.  Perhaps a series of Potemkin 

creeks carrying a portion of the drainage will one day flow from the East Bay hills to the 

San Francisco Bay, while the bulk of the drainage water still flows unimpeded and 

unnoticed underground.  Perhaps Potemkin Creek presages a future of privatized creeks 

or designer creeks. Perhaps not, but at this writing at least, buried, forgotten Temescal 

Creek is reasserting itself into the city’s narrative.  As the environmental historian Donald 

Worster says, the history of nature and the history of the environmental transformation by 

humans should be studied simultaneously, to explore “the ways in which the biophysical 

world has influenced the course of human history and the ways in which people have 

thought about and tried to transform their surroundings” (Worster 1993:20).

In “A Brook in the City” Robert Frost concludes a rather somber poem about the 

death-by-city of a local creek by wondering if “the thoughts may not have risen that so 

keep, This new-built city from both work and sleep.”  The hidden creek may yet 

influence urban design to work more in conformity with natural processes which, though 

hidden, have not gone away.  Indeed, the hidden creek never stopped influencing urban 

form and design, as the poem’s opening stanza observes the new curved street that is a 

trace of the creek elbow that used to exist there, “averse to square”.


