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The dynamic ecological and social 
landscapes of urban waterfronts coax 
imaginative, visionary and often opposing 
urban development strategies1. The 
ecological standards of the WFD focus the 
attention of muncipalities on opportunities 
to bring people to a restored river’s 
edge where a renewed appreciation for 
environmental values can be combined 
with vibrant urban development.

By embracing a balanced approach to 
social, economic, and environmental 
health of the Rio Real basin, we visualized 
and designed a future Rio Real waterfront 
which can lead the basin’s quest for  ‘good 
ecological status’.     

Methods

1	  European Commission DG Env. “Social Dimen-

sions of Urban Waterfront Planning”. Science for Environ-

mental Policy: DG Environment News Alert Service. News 

Alert, Issue 15. 23 March 2006. 

With aerial photo surveys and government 
geographic information, we mapped 
suitability and constraints of the Bombarral 
waterfront and identified key opportunity 
sites.  We discussed issues and options 
during interviews with local residents, 
business owners and politicians.

After our analysis, we developed specific 
planning and design principles to guide 
our site selection process and design 
development.  

Planning and Design Principles

Re-Use and Infill  Rather than pushing 
urban boundaries and constructing new 
building, encouraging the redevelopment 
and re-use of existing abandoned, derelict 
houses and empty lots in the downtown 
area of Bombarral can bring vitality and 
commerce to existing business and civic 

cristina santos, maria matos silva, nadine soubotin, theresa zaro

urban waterfront:    DESIGN AND the water framework directive

A metropolitan crossroad 
of industrial, residential, 
recreational, and environmental 
interests; waterfronts are the 
ideal landscapes for exploring 
the boundaries of innovative and 
comprehensive landscape design. 
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property values, raise awareness of riparian 
ecology, and improve the quality of life for 
the residents.

Intermediate Implementation 
Strategies

Given fiscal, biological, and political 
considerations, the implementation of 
such a riverfront revitalization plan will not 
happen all at once. Even the eradication of 
a patch of Arundo grass can take more than 
a year! We’ve considered incremental stages 
of a design and suggested ways for those 
intermediate phases to still be beautiful and 
functional.

Bombarral Riverfront 
Revitalization Plan

Our Riverfront Revitalization Plan applies 
the principles described above to the 

town of Bombarral’s specific needs and 
opportunities to create economically viable 
solutions for accessing, celebrating, and 
improving the Rio Real . We developed 
plans for four reaches of the Rio Real in 
Bombarral that have different land use 
patterns and programmatic needs: a School 
Zone, an Open Space Zone, an Urban Zone, 
and an Industrial Zone.

The School Zone  For properties that are 
in the process of being developed, we’ve 
proposed easements for habitat corridors 
and pedestrian paths that connect schools 
and neighborhoods to the river. From 
these paths, people would be able to link 
into the larger regional trail network. The 
design also promotes the establishment 
of an environmental education and water 
quality monitoring station along the 
river, accessible to the students by a safe 

districts.  In general, doing this allows for 
a more sustainable development pattern 
in a city, and particularly in the case of 
Vilar and Bombarral, expansion pressures 
can be avoided since there are many such 
abandoned houses and lots.

Waterfront trail network  The second 
general parameter is to allow for trails along 
both sides of the Rio Real. Trails on each side 
of the river would have distinct characters:   
the one adjacent to agricultural land would 
be unpaved, informal and rural, while the 
one adjacent to developed land would have 
a more urban quality.

´Follow the Water`  On the urban edge 
of the river, we propose a third principle:  
“Follow the water.”   By connecting the 
points of interest that already exist within 
the urban area, we propose an interior, 

urban trail that would physically and 
symbolically connect the community to 
the Rio Real.  Urban interventions, art 
installations, signage, and pavement 
patterns can suggest the connection down 
to the waterfront.

‘Breaking the Walls’  Currently, 
Bombarral’s waterfront is hidden.  Where is 
the river?   Communities along the Rio River 
such as Bombarral have turned their backs 
to the river and have turned in towards 
themselves.

We propose to “break the walls” of the river 
viewshed.  By building doorways, windows, 
balconies and patios on building facades 
along the river’s edge, people can gain 
access to views of the river.  Improvements 
that celebrate the presence of the river in 
these riverfront backyards would increase 
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would become destinations for visitors 
and residents, selling fresh produce, and 
giving tours and training. The trail network 
would encourage this by crossing through 
these farms in an unobtrusive way. Also, 
in future development sites that border 
the river, guidelines for green stormwater 
management practices would be required.

Conclusion

Overall, the urban waterfront group found 
the Rio Real waterfront to be the ideal 
location for promoting and presenting the 
over-arching vision of the WFD. Through 
river restoration techniques and social 
outreach programs, the group identified 
numerous ways to help residents realize 
their impact and reconnect with the river 
and their watershed. The urban waterfront 
designs present a framework for visualizing 

the range of landscape changes and 
possibilities available through compliance 
with WFD standards.     

	

address this include weekly markets that 
sell local produce, locally-created public 
art installations, removal of unnecessary 
walls that block access or views of the river, 
façade remodeling for improved residential 
experiences, conversion of an abandoned 
outbuilding into an outdoor café, spaces for 
evening social gatherings and dancing, and 
visual connections through buildings to the 
river.

The Industrial Zone  This zone 
comprises a mix of land uses and has 
potential to be an educational and 
enjoyable experience for people working 
in the zone and for visitors. For example, 
a stormwater outlet that drains into the 
creek could become a ‘Follow the Water’ 
awareness opportunity with interpretive 
signage and trail proximity. Established 
farms and cooperatives along the Rio Real 

pathway. At this station, students and 
scientists can monitor stream health, help 
with restoration projects, and learn about 
riparian processes.

The Open Space Zone  The primary design 
focus here is to restore natural riverine 
processes and habitat to Rio Real, while 
also providing access to and views of the 
river. Preservation of agricultural land 
and reconnection to historic floodplains 
are accommodated in our design and are 
discussed in more depth by other groups. 
Also, eradication of Arundo grass would 
occur in stages along this riverfront.

The Urban Zone  Comprising the 
densest development along the Rio 
Real in Bombarral, this zone would have 
individual properties redesigned to focus 
towards the river. Amenities that would 
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