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Case Study: Plastiki

The sailboat “Plastiki,” gains its bouancy 
from roughly 12,500 plastic bottles.  In 
2010, it was sailed 8,300 nautical miles 
from San Fransisco to Sydney to raise 
awareness about plastic marine waste 
(www.theplastiki.com). Photographer 
Chris Johnson travelled to the North 
Pacific Gyre (north of Hawaii) and found 
heartbreaking evidence of the negative 
effects of this type of pollution (right).

Red River Shenanigans:

After careful calculations, I constructed a makeshift raft to support my body weight.  185 pounds = 56 2-liter bottles

Problem Statement:
How can design provide a means of adventure, discovery, and 
heightened awareness of the cultural, historical, and physical 
nature of the Mississippi River and surrounding area?

Future site of Kaposia Landing Park, South St. Paul, MN
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Cairo, IL (pronounced “kay-row”) rests on a tip of 
land formed by the meeting of the Mississippi and 
Ohio rivers. It is a town plagued by delapidation 
nearly from its conception.  Charles Dickens called it 
“a breeding-place of fever, ague, and death” in 1842. 
My parents and I could not speak much better of it 
after passing through in March. Although we saw 
enough life to know it was inhabited, downtown was 
nothing but vacant buildings with crumbling bricks 
and shattered windows.

Lake Itasca

Gulf of Mexico

New Orleans (a.k.a. the Big Easy or the Crescent City) is 
perhaps the most geographically significant city on the 
Mississippi, as its location at the mouth of the river makes it 
a port of international trade and a rich cultural melting pot 
(Ambrose 2002). The city is the birthplace of jazz, and is 
renouned for its cuisine.

Winona, MN is the host of the Winona 
Boathouse Association, a group of people 
dedicated to preserving their right to live in 
thier floating homes on the Mississippi. One 
resident wrote this about her first experience 
with the neighborhood at Latsch Island: “The 
odd collection of funky floating shacks, 
substantial floating homes and little boat docks 
and shelters seemed like something out of a 
Kerouac novel” (Balcom 1995).

A broad expanse of land in South 
St. Paul was once the site of a 
Dakota tribe, before they were 
driven out in the 1820’s.  Their 
village was called “Kaposia.”  The 
riverfront in South St.Paul was 
industrialized, and was 
animportant stop for processed 
meat on the way to Chicago. 
Current plans for Kaposia Landing 
Park include a large breed dog 
park (already existing), walking 
paths (some of which exist now), 
river overlooks (exist), four softball 
fields, a baseball field,  three 
bocce courts, two volleyball 
courts, three horseshoe courts, a 
picnic area, a picnic and 
performance building and parking.

Abandoned buildings are common in Cairo, IL

Although the most important part of this design 
problem is the boat, the places along the river are 
even more important to the project.

 20 SitesBemidji, MN is the first site.  The 
open water of Lake Bemidji will 
provide a safe testing area where 
the crew can get used to the boat.  
It is 60 miles downstream from the 
headwaters at Lake Itasca.

Winona Boathouse Community

30 Days, 2200 Miles,

St. Louis Cathedral, Jackson Square, N.O.

Three views of the St. Louis Arch from varied distances

Lock & Dam No. 15, Quad Cities (IA and IL)

The boat is an all-inclusive, 
self-contained vehicle that supports the 
needs of its passengers.  It is made 
with reused materials like 2-liter bottles 
and waste from construction sites. 
Although the crew’s days will be spent 
on the boat, bicycles that power the 
paddlewheel are detachable for on-land 
excursions at each of the 20 stops.

The docking ports are distinctive and mini-
mal.  They are easily recognizable, but have 
little impact on the land.  The raiseable dock 
allows the boat to get out of the water for 
nightly maintenance, and stabilizes it for 
pleasant sleeping.  The dock can be raised 
above the local flood level at each site.  A re-
cycling center is incorporated for loading and 
unloading of supplies, as well as a waste 
management station. A fire ring will be lo-
cated nearby each one for alternative cooking 
options. Fire is also important for crew morale

Mississippi River Adventure is a “High Adventure” 
program for groups of Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. It is 
a month-long trip from Bemidji, MN to New Orleans, 
LA. Scouts and their leaders will be exposed to a 
gradient of nature, culture, and living history along the 
United States’ most important river.  .

Drawing of the test boat (see below). Bottle Harnessing Mechanism Photo of harnessed bottles

The Docks
These mark nightly resting points 
for the crew.  There will be one at 

each of the 20 proposed sites 
(shown on map, above).

Summary:

The Boat

Mississippi River 
Adventure

The pontoons use 2-liter bottles for buoyancy.


