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The structures and grmm:ls at ﬂle l:rnss Valley Waler Illslrlct’s heallquaners in Clearview,
Wash,, stand as a prime example of how a public facility can send important messages to the
community ahout responsible environmental stewardship. According to landscape architect
Sandra Hasegawa Ingalis of Foresight, Inc., the project’s watershape is a key element in a
hroad program that makes this facility what she hopes is a model for others to come.

58 WATERSHAPES - JANUARY 2003




WATERSHAPES - JANUARY 2003

Photos by Denise Becker, Alota Photography, Bellingham, Wash.

By Sandra Hasegawa ingalis

€t1meSs it’s the small things that give a project its char-
acter and value.

In the case of landscape design and installation at the Cross Valley Water
District facility, we were able to take a relatively modest property and
transform it into a demonstration campus that illustrates how man-made
environments can be used to enhance the natural surroundings and meet
the needs of human beings — all with grace and harmony.

I became involved in this project in June 1998, when I was approached
by Brandt McCorkle, Lee Beard and Galen Page of Page & Beard
Architects. That firm had been chosen to design the water district’s
new headquarters building and had developed a craftsman-style struc-
ture that blended perfectly with its rural, wooded surroundings.

Set on five acres in Clearview, Wash., the district office serves the
needs of customers who still pay their bills in person and are ac-
customed to a gentle, small-town pace. Given this slow but steady
flow of visitors, the district’s managers wanted an exterior space that
offered the public (and its employees) a pleasant and even mean-
ingful experience.

This goal was met by including a meandering waterfeature as part
of a design that focuses on proper soil amendment, appropriate plant
selection and a spirit that is compatible with the surroundings, both
visually and ecologically.

Rustic Charms

Known as the Cross Valley Water Association when it started in 1964,
the public utility had a mere 328 customers in 1967. By 1989, the as-
sociation had grown to the point where it reorganized as a municipal
water district, but even now it has just 5,450 customers. This is indeed
a small community.

Nearly 90 percent of the district’s water comes from wells, and the
rest is purchased from the nearby city of Everett. By the mid-"90s, the
organization had outgrown its original 2,100-square-foot office and
commissioned Page & Beard Architects to design a facility that ad-
dressed the need for space as well as the managers’ sense that whatev-
er they built should fit naturally into its surroundings.

The overall project features three buildings: the main headquar-
ters and two operations buildings linked to the administration build-
ing by paved paths. Environmentally conscientious from the start, the
main structure features natural materials, open interior spaces and
broad windows that instill feelings of warmth and spaciousness.

It’s all in the details. Even the visually weighty structure that sup-
ports the broad entryway makes a statement about conservation of
old-growth trees through its use of glue-lam members rather than
solid wood timbers. The gabled entry vault opens into the lobby
and carries through the interior, creating a sense of rhythm with
composite trusses that support a finished-cedar ceiling.
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Our work on site was characterized almost as much by what we didn't do as by what we did. Here, for example, we left a solitary red maple
to stand watch over the parking lot along with many other substantial trees that were in place when we arrived.

Soils Alive

My work on the grounds of the Cross Valley Water District's campus expresses my design philoso-
phy in a number of ways, including the use of naturally occurring water and the retention of important
trees on the property. Another key component in the program is ensuring the presence of healthy soil.

It's my belief, in fact, that proper soil and soil amendment in man-made environments is a tool that
can be used to help ensure healthy runoff of surface water and the condition of nearby well waters —
among many other things.

Throughout Washington State, spectacular populations of fish thrive in our rivers, streams, lakes
and ponds. Because salmon and other fish rely on clean water, they must also rely on healthy soil
in the surrounding watershed and our sense of just how interconnected and interdependent the
land and the water really are. Indeed, efforts to preserve bodies of water through environmental reg-
ulation are of no great use unless the land that affects those badies of water is protected as well.

Soils alive with microorganisms keep disease-causing organisms in check while recycling and stor-
ing nutrients and making them available to plants. Many of these microorganisms enhance soil ag-
gregation and porosity, providing a highway for air and water passage. Healthy soil also retains and
slows runoff, limiting erosion and enabling water to saturate the ground. Through this process,
water is filtered and aquifers are replenished.

In built landscapes, healthy soil does not require as much water to sustain plant life and will ulti-
mately yield more beautiful and healthy plants. With healthy soil, the need for chemical fertilizers and
pesticides diminishes —all of these being benefits that keep installation and maintenance costs down.

My personal belief in this sort of environmental stewardship has led me, with my colleagues at Page
& Beard Architects, to implement a program called “Soils for Salmon.”  Through this educational foun-
dation, we promote the use of a soil amendment called “compost tea” —a form of liquid compost
that contains billions of desirable microorganisms —and conduct seminars aimed at raising awareness
of proper soil amendment as a key to the health of the environment and human beings.

—-S.H.L
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The warmth of these natural materials
creates an engaging, soothing workplace
and efficient business environment. That
feeling is felt especially in the perimeter
offices, many of which overlook broad
garden views — which is where my con-
tribution comes into focus.

When [ initially discussed the project
with McCorkle and representatives of
the water district, I saw a definite op-
portunity to bring outside views into
play as an extension of the building’s in-
terior spaces. I've spent a great deal of
time traveling in Japan and in studying
Japanese garden design, an experience
that energizes me whenever I see ways
to make connections between interior
and exterior spaces and to use land-
scaping to express an appreciation of na-
ture in a man-made setting.

All of this was on the table with this pro-
ject,and as I looked at the architecture and
processed what the district managers were
saying about their desire to demonstrate
positive environmental stewardship, we all
began discussing ways in which the land-
scape could be used to tie everything to-
gether in a meaningful, expressive package.
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Harnessing a small, on-site spring, we set up a stream that flows
for about 100 feet along the front of the main building bridged
by a walkway and, more impressively, a bridge that serves as the
buildings dramatic entryway. Beautiful both day and night, the
stream symbolizes the Water Districts responsible stewardship over
the areas resources.

A Nuanced Approach

Originally, it was Page & Beard’s idea of placing a stream
at the building’s entry. Quite sensibly, they try to incorpo-
rate waterfeatures into all the projects they do for water dis-
tricts — whether inside or outside the building — as an ap-
propriate symbol of the services being provided.

As we focused on what we wanted to accomplish togeth-
er, we came to the recognition that our work was being dri-
ven by the idea that there is interconnectedness between soils
and water quality and that proper management of that rela-
tionship could be used to minimize the impact of urbaniza-
tion on the natural environment.

To turn that high philosophical concept to reality, we be-
gan by leaving well enough alone through a couple of key de-
cisions. First, we retained a buffer of significant trees near
the street as well as a gorgeous Japanese maple that now serves
as a centerpiece for a circular drive in the parking lot.

Second, we developed a soils-amendment program and a
planting plan (described in detail in the sidebars on pages 60
and 63, respectively) that self-consciously embodied the con-
cept of responsible stewardship.

Third, we chose to harness a small natural spring on the wa-
ter district’s original site on an adjacent lot to feed a decorative
watershape on the new site. Although water, ironically, was
not part of the water district’s initial wish list, the meandering
stream and pond at the front of the main building are now key
visual features —and perhaps the clearest embodiments of the
project’s prevailing spirit.
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The stream runs for about 100 feet
along the front of the building, flowing
beneath a small bridge at the entrance
and terminating in a 40-by-15-foot
pond. Much of the stream is visible
through office windows that bring
workers and visitors within a few feet of
the tranquil, slow-moving water.

The stream drops just 14 inches from
headwaters to pond, so we had to be delib-
erate in setting up the small falls and cas-
cades, the largest of which is located at the
transition from the stream to the pond. For
the most part, the water in the stream is only
afew inches deep, while the pond is no more

Eastern Influences

The planting plan for the Cross Valley Water District project is inspired by the nat-
ural surroundings of rural Washington State as well as by my desire to incorporate
layered views of the sort found in Japanese gardens.

The plant selections began with Japanese maples, inspired by an existing, sentinel-
like specimen that stands at the center of the parking area. We echoed its presence
with several smaller maples set around the pond and adjacent to the stream and set
up contrasts and layers by mixing in Japanese black pines. These trees all work well
because they can be pruned and kept to garden scale — unlike cedars or firs for ex-
ample, which are forest trees and will grow to become too large for the setting.

Many of the spaces requiring greenery and flowers were filled with dwarf rhodo-
dendrons, andromeda, mountain laurel and hydrangeas. Accent plants include heav-
enly bamboo, creeping thyme, heather and kinnikinnick.

The plantings are arranged in a fairly sparse pattern to avoid crowding the spaces
while still softening the banks of the watershape. As these plantings mature and grad-
ually come to fill the space, the landscape will remain balanced and orderly — espe-
cially near the main building, where we carefully considered both immediate and fu-

ture lines of sight as we worked.

As you move away from the building, the plantings become progressively larger
and wilder, until you reach the rear of the property, where indigenous firs, cedars

and grasses still rule the terrain.

than two feet deep at its lowest point.

Installation of the stream was expert-
ly handled by Land Expressions of
Mead, Wash., a landscape architec-
ture/construction firm that, in my opin-
ion, does absolutely beautiful work. This
installation was no exception: [ worked
with company founder Dave Nelson to
create a watershape that was significant
enough to command attention, but re-
tiring enough to blend seamlessly into
its tranquil surroundings.

Working on a structure made with a
concrete-covered liner, the Land Express-
ions crew made intuitive use of small,

-S.H.L

rounded river rocks and Bandera gran-
ite, which was used throughout the site
for its rich brown and gray colorations
and smoothed edges that emulate stone
shaped by water and the elements
through time.

Coming To Life

The gentle contouring of the soil, the
careful placement of stones and the ex-
pert execution of delicate edge treatments
all came together to give the space a sense
of orderly composition, but at the same
time there are sensations of a natural,
random beauty.
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In our desire to make the stream and
pond friendly to our plants and local
wildlife, we set up a water-treatment
system that uses a small ionizer and
ozonator. The water flows to the pond,
where a skimmer pumps it back to
headwaters that emerge inconspicu-
ously from beneath a small rockery at
the top of the stream.

The natural spring is up the slope from
the stream and flows by gravity to the
headwater area. We don’t need to wor-
ry much about the stream running dry—
quite the opposite: Because of the exten-
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sive rains that fall in the region, we had to
accommodate the possibility of signifi-
cant overflow by setting up a series of
“bio-swales” that will capture excess wa-
ter and allow it to percolate into the soil.

Early on, district managers had been
cool to the idea of a watershape, mainly
because of the anticipated cost. We
worked hard to convince them of the vi-
sual appeal the stream and pond would
lend to the space and also to persuade
them that it was an environmentally con-
scientious approach —an approach that
would demonstrate their good steward-
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ship in showing while providing an ex-
cellent public display of creative ways to
detain and slow surface runoff.

The clincher, however, was demon-
strating that we could make budgetary
room for the project by eliminating the
irrigation budget through use of water-
wise plant material for most of the space
—and by allowing the lawn, which was set
behind the main building and an area ear-
marked for future development, to go
brown during the summer.

Asithas turned out, the stream in par-
ticular has become the facility’s hallmark.
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In planning the exterior spaces, we took our lead from the facilitys lofty interior architecture and its consciousness of the need to conserve
and wisely use local resources. The resulting exteriors are simple yet evocative spaces set off with a selection of water-wise plants.

After all, it can be seen from many of the
spaces and offices inside the building, and
every visitor and employee who enters
the building crosses over its bridge.
District personnel have told me time and
again how much they enjoy the beautiful
scenery it provides and the gentle sounds
it makes, and they’re proud of the posi-
tive comments they hear from visitors.

There’s no great drama here, just a
careful balancing of plantings, rocks,
water and soils that give this project its
distinctive visual appeal, sustainability
and spirit.

My hope is that this sort of low-impact
design sensibility will catch on with oth-
er designers and clients. The way I see i,
it’s a commonsense approach founded
in a desire to retain natural features and
minimize the effects of construction
without sacrificing anything when it
comes to the enjoyment of those who oc-
cupy these built spaces.

[ give tremendous credit to the staff at
the Cross Valley Water District, the pro-
fessionals at Page & Beard Architects and
Land Expressions and the other contrac-
tors and engineers who enthusiastically
embraced the values embodied in this
project. With healthy soils and clean wa-
ter in place, man-made spaces such as this
one can delight and satisfy human beings
while playing a role in preserving the nat-
ural beauty that remains around us.
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