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Abstract
This Project addresses challenges to establishing, developing and sustaining successful,
widely accessible environmental education to non-traditional constituencies in an inner city
public park focusing on issues and challenges related to diffusion and adaptation of a unique
public/private partnership - “Nature in the City” - model as a possible future direction in
public park design and planning.
This Project, a collaboration between public and private entities (The National Audubon
Society and the City of Los Angeles), neighborhood constitutiencies and professionals has
new precedents in environmental stewardship and education –exhibiting experiential
presentation of message to constituents through the arts of garden making and architecture.
The Project provides a concrete example of a facility with an ambitious programmatic and
management agenda after five years of development and operation.

The Audubon Center at Debs Park, operated by Audubon California, is the flagship in a series of
urban nature centers developed by National Audubon Society to reach underserved communities.
It is conceived as a work of landscape architecture – a complex of open courtyards, gardens,
classroom space and trails, designed to encourage engagement with nature, learning, and
participation in community.
The Audubon Center at Debs Park is the first urban nature center project within the
Audubon national network of 43 nature centers to be designed and built from the ground
up. Several features of the Audubon Center at Debs Park put it at the forefront of
Audubon’s nature center network. The Audubon Center’s work to engage low-income
communities of color in relevant nature focused programming is cutting edge and serves as
a model for this type of engagement. Additionally, although the Center serves all ages, its
work in early childhood environmental education serves as the foundation as all programs
at the Center. Programs for early childhood audiences highlight developmentally
appropriate practice, focusing on allowing children to experience the natural world at their
own pace, often through play.
There are few places in urban Los Angeles for children to be able to freely explore natural
areas. Design elements at the Audubon Center augment these program focuses.
Specifically, the Audubon Center’s Children’s Woodland feature safely allows children to
spend time in nature, while providing a safe place for discovery. The Audubon Society has
noted that the Debs Park Nature Center has significantly influenced other Audubon
centers and nature centers developed by other entities in the United States and
internationally.
The contextual design aims to serve the needs of both the community and local wildlife by
making a place for wild nature and people to successfully dwell side by side within an urban
park.
The 282 acre Ernest E. Debs Regional Park is located along the crenellated canyon sides
of the ecologically rich Arroyo Seco watershed and wildlife corridor, which stretches from
the San Gabriel Mountains to downtown Los Angeles and is surrounded by some of Los
Angeles’ densest, most culturally diverse, low income neighborhoods. The project has
transformed what was once ecologically degraded, high crime parkland which was mostly
uninhabitable by native fauna and the neighborhood alike, into restored, restorative
landscapes where people and nature meet, interact and thrive together. On-going
environmental restoration continues to improve the quality and connectivity of indigenous
ecosystems through the heart of the city. The designers and clients worked with public
agencies to support the innovative project and facilitate design review and approval of the
unconventional ‘green’ design practices. The Audubon team began an inclusive process to
actively engage civic leaders, community organizations, and schools to plan and support the
Center, including guided environmental activities in the park to introduce the community
to their nonhuman neighbors. Introductory park activities during these initial phases and
this participatory planning process fostered wider community involvement in the
development and support of safe open spaces and environmental stewardship. The
designers worked with Audubon’s biologist to configure

the leasehold to both encompass a confluence of the park’s natural ecologies and for the
greatest accessibility for the neighborhood through public transportation. Although
degraded by vandalism, dumping and escaped exotics, enough vestiges of the native
communities remained to form a sold basis for restoration and connection to the larger
region. On-going restoration includes over 100 species of plants to provide habitat for
almost 200 species of native birds and animals and hundreds of species of insects and
microorganisms, to enhance the regional water shed, and to serve as a participatory
component of environmental education. The design is used to encourage rewarding
encounters with nature; express and interpret the natural and cultural history of the park
and Arroyo Seco; promote environmental ethics and offer a welcoming model of
sustainability. The design draws visitors through increasingly immersive spatial sequences
into the natural world of the “wild” park. Reaching out to nontraditional constituencies
the landscape design coaxes visitors to deeper explorations of nature enticing them to
leave the familiar sidewalk edge, climb up into the parklands, move through the Center
courtyards, cross the bridge to the Children’s Garden and eventually venture out onto the
interpretive nature trails. Along the way, visitors are perceptually introduced to native
features and inhabitants and characteristic qualities and experiences of the indigenous
ecologies of the park. Intermittent long views of neighborhood landmarks and downtown
Los Angeles locate and reassure visitors while views of the San Gabriel Mountains
connect them to a larger regional wilderness. Providing both a welcomingly familiar
setting and model of passive sustainability, the Center’s architectural form repeats the
traditional courtyard prototype common to both the diverse cultures of the contemporary
neighborhood and the early settlers of Los Angeles. Experientially emphasizing the value
of the natural world, visitors enter, gather and move through successive open
courtyard/classrooms rather than the building. Just as in the vernacular forms, the courts
are the focus of the life of the Center and basis of its passive sustainability: serving as
efficient semi- sheltered work spaces and exterior circulation, buffering negatives (here
the sounds of the adjacent freeway and city lights), utilizing the microclimate by
appropriately capturing, storing or deflecting solar energy, channeling cool breezes in
summer, capturing ample day-lighting for interior spaces, etc. The use of traditional
design practices taking full advantage of the site and “passive energy efficient design” is
supported by contemporary technology and practices, including solar arrays for the
generation of electricity and heating of water and an innovative wastewater treatment
system. Sustainably certified construction materials and techniques have been used
throughout the project. To reinforce scientific instruction, the courtyards’ designs
aesthetically portray two of the most human-friendly indigenous biomes of the park: the
Oak Sycamore Woodland and seeps, and the Riparian. Here both human and nonhuman neighbors are brought together in mutual support and best light.
Around and in the Center’s courtyards, the planting design offers a demonstration garden
appropriate to the sensitive wildland/urban interface. In these areas, species and selections
are selected for their abilities to thrive in residential and urban settings, specific garden
tolerances and functions, relative low fire fuel build-up and resistance, habitat and
ecological value, and beauty. All plant species are southern California natives but to
increase diversity some are not indigenous to Debs Park such as the Bush Island
Snapdragon endemic to the California Channel Islands. The four acre, initial project

planting included over 160,000 individual plants, with an additional half million planned
for installation on the remaining 17 acres of the leasehold. Since all plant species are
indigenous and potable water use is limited, the project has achieved a 35% reduction to
that allowed by the Energy Policy Act. Temporary, on-demand water application systems
for plant establishment and special dual flush toilets, low-flow lavatory aerators and lowflow showerheads are used to achieve this reduction. All gray and black wastewater
generated on the site is treated to better than tertiary standards. Run-off is minimized
through the re-establishment of native watershed vegetation and a vegetated water quality
retention basin treats accumulated storm water flows.
The entry sequence and Center serve as successive liminal thresholds into deeper awareness
of both the specific natural residents and ecologies of the park and environmental ethics in
general. They intend to entice visitors to further explorations and connections to the
park’s wild landscapes as well as respect and care for all nature. Situated on the hillside
adjacent to the Riparian Court, the Children’s Garden portrays the landscapes of the park
and Arroyo Seco in miniature. A pergola covered bridge over a streambed serves as an
experiential ‘once upon a time’ to introduce children to their
special garden. Entirely ADA accessible, the Garden’s walks wind through representative
Riparian, Chaparral, Walnut Woodland and Coastal Sage Scrub communities. Along the
way, children encounter characteristic experiences as well as the quintessential inhabitants
of these communities: a winding streambed shaded by Western Sycamores and willows, a
shallow pond, rocky arroyo walls, a snug den tucked into the stream bank, over-arching
fragrant shrubs, a twiggy nest, a mesa top view, etc. Children meet opportunities to actively
support wild things, for example planting a kitchen garden for native fauna, working a
manual pump to provide water, etc. Beyond the Center and Children’s
Garden, the four interpretive nature trails lead deeper into four of the natural landscapes of
the park to closer encounters with nature. The Coastal Sage Scrub trail envelops visitors
in the fragrant, blue-gray sages and sagebrush that sweeps along rocky hillsides to the edge
of the formidable Chaparral. Following the Oak Sycamore trail, visitors snake through a
narrow meadow in and out of the trees to discover the rare rich habitats of the park’s seeps.
The longest trail combines the two communities of Walnut Savannah and Riparian to wind
back and forth up a narrow canyon into the wilds of the park. Each trail portrays the
essential elements and inhabitants and quintessential experiences of each natural
community.
Overview and Goals
The Audubon Center at Debs Park, operated by Audubon California, is the flagship in a
series of urban nature centers developed by National Audubon Society to reach underserved
communities. Situated at the edge of the City of Los Angeles’s 282 acre Ernest E. Debs
Regional Park, the Center is surrounded by some of the city’s densest urban
neighborhoods. Building on enthusiastic local support, Audubon forged an innovative
public/private partnership with the City of Los Angeles Recreation and Parks Department,
civic leaders and public and private donors to build the Audubon Center.

Since opening in November 2003, it has been the Center's mission to inspire the
communities of northeast Los Angeles to experience, understand and care for the local
natural world. The free nature-based programs offered at the Audubon Center are designed
to engage culturally diverse children and their families in the outdoor world, educate the
next generation of environmentalists, and increase the overall quality of life in low-income
neighborhoods by encouraging healthy outdoor activity and community involvement in the
preservation of safe open spaces.
The Center complex of open courtyards, gardens, classroom space and trails, is designed to
encourage learning and community participation. It serves 10,000 children and families a
year through a combination of school fieldtrips, summer camp sessions and community
events. Built to create new, nontraditional constituencies for environmental education and
public policy, the Center supports community building within the framework of a
sustainable relationship with the environment.
In 2003, the Center became the first building in the nation to receive the Platinum Rating
under the United States Green Building Council’s LEED (Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design) Green Building Rating SystemTM 2.1, the highest standard of
sustainability. The development of the Audubon Center was truly a community effort,
which was conceived to engage and extend the concept of sustainability in the broadest
possible sense, celebrating and authentically building on the cultural values of the
surrounding community.
The project, initiated in 1998 with Audubon’s opening of a storefront office in the
neighborhood, lead to a five year planning and design process in which community
members and organizations took an active and important role. The capital campaign for the
Debs Park Center involved unprecedented levels of cooperation with local public agencies to
facilitate design review and approval. The architectural and landscape design, a contextually
responsive re-visioning of traditional southern California Hispanic “atrio” precedents using
state-of-the-art contemporary technology, effectively combines functionality, efficiency and
beauty. The Center is a beautiful example of how modern green architecture and design can
begin to turn around neighborhoods marked by environmental degradation.
Design Concept
The Audubon Center was constructed to engage and extend the concept of sustainability in
the broadest possible sense, as well as to celebrate and authentically build on the cultural
values of the surrounding community. The Center is designed to provide appealing space for
community life and learning. The complex consists of approximately 10,000 square feet of
open courtyard surrounded by 5,000 square feet of classroom and support space. These are
linked to an adjacent children’s discovery garden and a network of trails through an initial
four and a half acres of restored native open woodland, which will eventually be expanded
throughout the entire 282-acre park. This is a new design model founded on the traditional
wisdom of both the old and the new world. Ancient principles of architecture and its

relationship with the environment dating back to Hippocrates (to whom architecture was a
branch of medicine that had broad affects on human health and wellbeing) were brought to
Los Angeles over 200 years ago by Mexican settlers who used those precepts as their guide
for the design of early communities. In designing the Audubon Center, we revisited these
traditional texts and practices, which contain rules for optimum orientation to the sun,
prevailing breezes, watercourses and the use of appropriate building materials. Our final
design is a contextually responsive variation on the traditional Hispanic “Atrio” courtyard
prototype with its fountains and seasonal shade, which emphasize family and community.
The Center is situated on a streamside terrace above the banks of the Arroyo Seco, a
tributary of the Los Angeles River. This site allows the Center to take full advantage of solar
orientation and prevailing breezes.
Social and Programmatic Functions
The contextual design of the Audubon Center at Debs Park aims to serve the needs of both
the community and local wildlife by making a place for wild nature and people to
successfully coexist within an urban park. All of the design features incorporate elements
that communicate the interconnectedness of ecosystems and humanity’s role in preserving
them. Several interwoven components of the design compel visitors to think about how
people are connected to the natural history of the park and the river, including: 1) the
restored native landscapes; 2) the visitor entry and "immersion" sequence; 3) the courtyard
architecture; 4) the visible "sustainable" design; 5) active watershed and habitat restoration;
6) a children’s interactive garden; and 7) the interpretive trail system. Our design concept
fully engages the site and integrates habitat restoration, site planning, the design of gardens,
buildings and infrastructure, and the planning and design of interpretive features and trails.
The use of traditional design practices, which take full advantage of the site and the
principles of passive energy-efficient design, is supported by contemporary technology and
practices, including photovoltaic solar cell arrays for the generation of electricity and an
innovative on-site biological wastewater treatment system. Certified sustainable construction
materials and techniques have been used throughout the project. We see successful
sustainable design not as the application of hardware, but as an organic conjunction of need,
place and community – part traditional wisdom, part technology and part poetry – all
aspects of which are explicitly communicated social and programmatic functions of the
design.
Major Challenges and Trade-offs
The placement of the Audubon Center within the Ernest E. Debs Regional Park allowed us
to seize opportunities to leverage sustainable design and program elements into full
engagement with the site. However, it also presented major physical and regulatory
challenges related to building in steep environmentally degraded previously developed
terrain, including provision of access for visitors and services, parking, and infrastructure for
the management of on-site wastewater and storm water runoff.

The decision to locate the Center within the interior of the site was the result of a rigorous
evaluation process involving over 20 criteria related to trade-offs weighing quality of visitor
experience, immersion of visitors into the site and engagement of the site for interpretation
and restoration – against access, City regulatory standard procedures related to access and
landform alteration and concerns from neighbors related to disruption of view shed. The
decision to locate the Center within the Park was/is the key decision of the process, second
only to Audubon’ initial decision to put the center at Debs Park. The original site along
Griffin Avenue would have been the conventional approach, and would not have provided
the setting necessary to carry forward the message.
Other challenges included the requirement to address client needs for program expansion
during the design process, which resulted in an increased building footprint and related cost
increases. Major design trade-offs were related to the budget and involved changing the
roof from the original off-set bow truss design “convection roof” system to a simpler shed
roof system, and substantially reducing the scope of the Children’s Garden.
Public Policy Context
The existing urban context of the area is a complex mix of urban, park land and wildlands,
characteristic of northeast Los Angeles. As with many other parts of the region, it consists
of a high density of early and mid-20th century single family homes, duplexes and
apartments. Arroyo (canyon) hillside neighborhoods are interspersed with undeveloped
degraded brown-field woodland and grassland tracts of City parkland and freeway
infrastructure. These communities are far from the ocean and mountains that ring the Los
Angeles Basin, and often lacking adequate transportation, resident families rarely get to play
freely in nature and escape the stresses of urban life. The Audubon Center at Debs Park is
the only open space facility offering healthy nature-based programming and educational
opportunities that is readily accessible to these northeast Los Angeles neighborhoods. The
design of the Center was conceived to link the community in the surrounding residential
neighborhoods physically, as well as emotionally, to local nature as it is represented in
parkland and restored wildlands.
Design Process
Campbell & Campbell created the site and building design for Audubon in the winter of
2000-2001 simultaneously as complementary aspects of its integrated design for the
project. Audubon then retained Campbell & Campbell, Architects, Landscape
Architects, and Planners to create a schematic design, which was completed in July of
2001.
The schematic design by Regula Campbell AIA, and Douglas Campbell ASLA, fully
engaged the site and integrated habitat restoration, site planning, the design of gardens,
courtyards, buildings and infrastructure, and the planning and design of interpretive
features and trails. Campbell & Campbell, retained by Audubon as Architects for
Schematic Design, assembled and led a team of engineering design and sustainable
design specialists, including IBE, mechanical engineers; Parker-Resnick, structural

engineers; Psomas Associates, Civil Engineers; and CTG Energetics, consulting
engineers for energy efficiency and sustainability; in the creation of a schematic design for
the site and building explicitly intended to exemplify the highest standards of
sustainability, based on the engagement of the Client’s program with the natural and
cultural qualities of its setting. In the fall of 2001, Audubon’s owner’s representative
directed a "value engineering" and design development process for the building carried
out by EHDD Architects of San Francisco, changing the roofline and expanding the
footprint of the serving spaces of the building.
Outcomes
The design aims to create common ground for encounters with wild nature within a park in
an urban setting. All of its features incorporate elements that tangibly communicate the
interconnectedness of ecosystems and humanity’s new determining role in their fate. The
several interwoven components of the design work together to connect people with the
natural and cultural history, present and future of the surrounding Arroyo.
Jeffrey Chapman, Director of the Audubon Center has noted that “ Campbell’s efforts
led this groundbreaking project: to construct a nature center in an urban setting and
connect people with nature where they lived, creating an artistic interpretation, through
design, that took Audubon’s view of nature as a place where formative experiences can be
made the sustain a lifetime of ecological values. Nowhere is this more evident than
within the “Children’s Woodland” an outdoor play area where urban children can
experience real southern California wild nature, up close and personal.”
Ed Reyes, the Los Angeles City Councilmember in whose district the Center was located,
has hailed the project’s creative approach to sustainable design as bringing about “ a shift in
culture” in the City bureaucracy, and as “the seed that led” to Los Angeles far reaching Green
Building Ordinance. Reyes considers however, that “the most successful aspect of the
Audubon Center is the availability and accessibility of nature that residents can see, touch
and feel.” and that the Center “makes the relationships between people and nature very
tangible, and that, to me is an amazing success story.”
This work seeks to position "sustainable design" not as an end in itself - based on hardware
and consumption metrics, but as authentically coming out of a place and a community - part
traditional wisdom - part scientific insight and technology - and part poetry. Rooted in
ethical and spiritual traditions and inspiring stewardship into the future, the Audubon
project seeks to explicitly place landscape architecture at the foundation of environmental
design, and in the company of the healing arts.
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