
Humans are inherently a piece of nature and interaction with 
nature is crucial to a healthy community. Research shows spending 
time integrating oneself with nature reduces stress, provides 
emotional and physical health benefits, and increases productivity. 
The natural environment should be easily accessible to everybody 
to create the healthiest and happiest community possible. 

Coal fields are the polar opposite of healthy nature. Site remediation to 
return the environment to its natural state allows for nature to grow back 
and interact with humans. Canals are introduced to the site to provide 
easier and safer access to the river while also serving as connections across 
the site. Interactive boardwalks line the canals through the community 
core to connect users to the river. “Undesigned” natural spaces and trails 
connect the different areas of the natural landscape to the community core 
and encourages site users to interact with the nature around them. A plaza 
style park is designed to serve as the transition space from built to natural 
environment. Varying experiences throughout the park accommodate 
the needs of any user. Creating a variety of landscapes connecting users 
to the natural environment encourages humans to intentionally interact 
with nature consistently to experience the health benefits it has to offer. 

Nature is introduced into the buildings to emphasize living in harmony 
with built and natural environments. Bringing nature in allows more 
opportunities to interact with nature as well as year-round connections.

Serving as a landmark for decades, the smokestack is an integral 
part of the community. While primarily negative, preserving and 
repurposing the smokestack symbolizes society’s rapid shift to cleaner 
and more sustainable practices. Air and water pollution and wasteful 
tendencies have plagued society for decades, significantly affecting 
the health and well-being of communities. Rather than ignoring 
and hiding the past, showcasing it provides a learning opportunity.

Having an 800 foot tall smokestack is a unique community 
attribute. Embracing the heavy, vertical element into modern 
design symbolizes the change society is continuously going through. 
Vertical farming becomes the primary use of the smokestack, utilizing 
water fertilized by fish waste and quickly recycled into the river. 

Adjacent to the smokestack, the powerhouse core is just as brutal in 
the sky. Originally where the primary power generation occurred, now 
serves as the community core. While repurposed, the core design is 
inspired from the past of having a strong central core to build around. 

Retaining the major historical elements from the existing site 
builds the community culture and provides a focal point for 
the community to learn and grow together. Research studies 
have proven people are happier and more successful when 
surrounded by their peers and a strong support structure. 

Human life has been built around community since the beginning of 
time. Communities provide endless benefits and resources of safety, 
support, and economic stability. Typically, communities are built around a 
central focus or core. Studies have shown communities can be revitalized 
and rebuilt around repurposed coal power plant sites. These projects 
provide an economic boom, cultural strength, and health benefits. 

The repurposed core encourages interaction between all types of 
people with its many uses. Building a community around the hub 
continues the ideal of interaction based design. New ideas are birthed 
from and productivity increases from human to human interaction 
in everyday life. Random interactions also provide an introduction to 
different life perspectives and experiences through peer education. 

One of the biggest issues with community design is exclusivity. 
With great opportunities along the riverfront, this project is 
intended to be used by everybody including residents, surrounding 
communities, and travelers passing through. Easy access to all 
amenities encourages new users to visit and interact with new people. 

Repurposing decaying power plants benefits their communities 
through economic increases. With numerous public funding options, 
communities are able to feel a direct impact by the ability to complete 
these ambitious projects regardless of their economic status. 

Preservation is inherently green. Repurposing old buildings and 
designing new buildings on previously developed land are among the 
most sustainable design strategies. Reduced carbon footprint, material 
waste, transportation, and site disturbance are the major benefits of 
repurposing or renovating old buildings. Removal of pollution sources 
and site remediation results in a healthier and longer lasting landscape 
allowing future generations to experience the same healthy lifestyles. 

Since this site previously generated energy, renewable energy sources are 
included in the design to assist in reaching the AIA 2030 commitment 
as well as reducing pollution. Infrastructure is also already in place for 
a large-scale community design to connect to. Vertical farming in 
the smokestack uses only recycled river water fertilized by fish waste 
resulting in no waste to grow thousands of pounds of food each year. 

Sustainable design goes further than energy efficiency. Many buildings 
are not designed to last 50+ years and result in frequent material waste 
from demolition and new construction. The building uses and user 
comfort also influence sustainability goals. Society and its needs are 
continuously changing and require more flexibility in building design 
to accommodate changes in space needs. Planning for spaces to be 
changed reduces the need for renovation and new construction. All 
buildings in this project are mixed-use spaces ready to accommodate 
any variety of uses while maintaining the community connections. 

CHANGING AND ADAPTING
Integrating nature with the built environment in a coal power plant redevelopment 
and reclamation project to improve health, wellbeing, and happiness.
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Sustainable architecture has become the standard in recent years in an effort to protect our environment. 
Along with this design methodology shift, energy production is becoming greener and cleaner, moving 
away from coal and other polluting and economically unstable energy sources. Left behind from these 
changes are decaying power plants and contaminated sites in otherwise beautiful locations. Coincidingly, 
cities and developers are tearing up greenfields, farms, and natural habitats to mass-produce single-
family housing. Redevelopment of tattered industrial zones and brownfields provides a much more 
sustainable model to grow communities, retain open space and practice environmental reclamation. 

Addressing these practices, the redevelopment of a closing coal power plant along the banks of 
the St. Croix National Scenic Riverway to create a sustainable, healthy, and holistic community 
integrated with nature, serves as the design response for this thesis project. Integrating living 
communities with natural landscapes provides numerous health and happiness benefits as well. 
Restoring the disturbed and polluted landscape and repurposing the smokestack become the 
drivers for the project in creating a community designed for human interaction with nature. 
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