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• Spokane University District

• Converging Crises

• Generosity of Nature

• Nature-Positive Urban 
Design 

• How We Design

• Salmon Safe Certification



The University District is where business and 
education grow together. Community partners 
are connected through geographical ecosystem 
and strong commitment to collaboration with a 
focus on four key areas:

 HIGHER ED AND UPLIFT OPPORTUNITIES

 MEDICAL AND LIFE SCIENCES

 BUSINESS AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP

 ENERGY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Built for Collaboration
INNOVATING TOGETHER



UDRA
770 Acres
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The Bioregion

as Eco-Tone

We are here



• What today is the University District was intersected 
by important native trails linking the area to the 
fisheries in the east, the winter camps in the west 
and trails connecting north to fisheries near Kettle 
Falls, an intertribal gathering place attracting as 
many as 10,000 natives at the height of the fishing 
season

• Cayuse, Palouse and Nez Perce would have traversed 
through the UD on their way to Kettle Falls, trading 
with the Spokanes, along the banks of the River

A Traditional Crossroads



• EXPO 74: Removed railroads from downtown, 

cleaned up decrepit factories, flop houses and 

tenements along the River

• Momentum 87: Paul Redmond, WWP; Bill Cowles, 

Cowles Publishing; Mike Murphy, Central Pre-Mix 
and Dave Clack, ONB

• 1992 masterplan for the Riverpoint Campus (joint 

between WSU and EWU)

• 1994: SIRTI opens

• 1996: Phase One Building

• 2002: Health Sciences Building

• 2004 UD Strategic Masterplan

• University District Development Association created 

in 2009 (501c3)

• University District Public Development Authority in 
2011

The Rise of the UD



South UD 
1967

South UD 
1998



Spokane University District: People



Spokane 
University 
District: Place



Climate change is increasing the frequency of days with 
wildfire smoke. Since 2015, Spokane has averaged 
eight unhealthy smoke days per year, up from zero 
between 1999 and 2011

In recent years, the number of days in Spokane over 90 
degrees has increased: in 2019, 13 days; in 2020, 20 
days; in 2021, 44 days; in 2022, 44 days; in 2023, 34 
days

In 2021, the Pacific Northwest experienced a heat 
dome event that killed 112 people in Washington 
State, including 19 in Spokane

Climate Impact and Environmental Justice



Converging Crises
“ Th er e  is  no  de l i v er y  of  the  Par i s  Ag re e m ent  of  1 . 5  de gr e e s 
Ce l s i us  by  on l y  pha si ng  o ut  foss i l  f ue ls .  We  m u st  com e  b ac k  
into  th e sa fe  o p era t in g sp a ce by  n atu re -b as ed  b io d ive rsi ty,  
a l l  o f  th e p lan etar y bo u nd a r ies  of  na tu re.  The  sc ie nce  is  
cl e ar.  The  w i ndow  i s  ra p id l y  c los ing .”  

-  Joh a n  Roc kstro m,  Po t sd a m  In st it ut e fo r  C l im ate  Re se a rc h
TED Ta lk :  The  T ipp ing  Po ints  o f  C l i ma te  C hange



“Climate change is a big problem but it is a 
subset of the larger problem of overshoot. We 
have exceeded the carrying capacity of the 
planet. Continued economic and material 
growth based on renewable energy does not 
begin to resolve that fundamental reality.”

- Arthur Berman, Energy Geologist

“Even if emissions drop to zero in a timely 
fashion, easing the planet back down toward its 
natural average temperature will require 
removing greenhouse gasses from the 
atmosphere. That will take huge amounts of 
forest and ecosystem restoration for natural 
storage of carbon, but also likely technological 
versions not yet ready for prime time.”

– Arancha Gonzales, IPCC Commissioner

Polycrisis/Metacrisis



Our Global Commons. 
Big biophysical systems 
that we all depend on for 
the stability of the planet

Image from Johan Rockstrom, Potsdam Institute for Climate 
Impact Research



31%
12.3 GtCO2/yr

Fate of anthropogenic CO2 emissions (2013–2022)

Source: Friedlingstein et al 2023; Global Carbon Project 2023

26%
10.4 GtCO2/yr

35.3 GtCO2/yr

88%

12%
4.7 GtCO2/yr

18.9 GtCO2/yr

47%

Sources  =  Sinks

4%
-1.6 GtCO2/yr

Budget Imbalance: 
(the difference between estimated sources & sinks)

https://doi.org/10.5194/essd-15-5301-2023
http://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/


Image from Johan Rockstrom, Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research



Image from Johan Rockstrom, Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research



Global fossil CO2 emissions: 37.1 ± 2 GtCO2 in 2022, 63% over 1990
  Projection for 2023: 37.5 ± 2 GtCO2, 1.1% [0.0% to +2.1%] higher than 2022

When including cement carbonation, the 2022 and 2023 estimates amount to 36.4 ± 2 GtCO2 and 36.8 ± 2 GtCO2 respectively 
The 2023 projection is based on preliminary data and modelling.

Source: Friedlingstein et al 2023; Global Carbon Project 2023

Global Fossil CO2 Emissions

                              

  

  

  

  

     
                           

   

           
                   

               

       
        

       
        

       
        

              
            

    

      
         
      

    

        
        

    

         
                     

Uncertainty is ±5% for 
one standard deviation 

(IPCC “likely” range)

https://doi.org/10.5194/essd-15-5301-2023
http://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/










* 80 million babies born per year

Using a Wider Boundary Lens
Source: Nate Hagens, The Great Simplification



“We live in a competent 
universe, we are part of a 

brilliant planet, and we are 
surrounded by genius. 

Nature is incredibly 
generous, and it has learned 

to live gracefully on this 
planet for billions of years.”

     
     
     

  – Janine Benyus, 
Founder, Biomimicry Institute



How we are 
Destabilizing the 
Planetary Water Cycle

Industrial Agriculture
Impermeable Surfaces
Destructive Forestry Practices

• 56% of World’s population lives in cities
• Cities account for more than 70% of global CO2 emissions
• Cities are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change due 

to Impervious Surfaces
• Impervious Surfaces in the US: 
  43,000 square miles (14% of total land)
  1/3 of the above is buildings
  2/3 is pavement; 4 million miles of roads



Cities Helping Nature 
capture Carbon

• Soils globally sequester 1.5 gigatons of carbon

• Trees and other types of vegetation sequester 7.9 gigatons

• Wetlands: 3% of earth’s surface but contain 2x carbon as all forests

• Estimates are that we could capture an additional 20 gigatons via regenerative 
agriculture, urbanism and carbon farming. 



What is Nature Positive Urban Design?

“ The Sustainab le  D eve lopment Goals  s et  
by the United  Nat ions stress  the 
importance of  loca l  ecosystems and 
suggest  that  al l  aspects  of  a c ity  -  i ts  
bui l dings,  infrastructu re, and natural  
su rro undings  -  sh ould act ive ly contr ibute  
to environmental  healt h .  Th is  includes 
mainta in ing  clean  a i r  and water,  heal thy 
so i l ,  sequestered  carbon,  cycled  nutr ients,  
reduced erosion,  reduced heat,  and 
support ing  b iod ivers ity.”

- D ay n a  B a u me i ste r  a nd  N ic o le  Mi l le r,  

- I n n ovat io n  fo r  Eco lo g ic a l  Tr an sfo r m at i on



Design Premise: Ecological 
Context and Historical 
Indigenous Practices

• The Spokane River is the center of life for region
• Four distinct ecosystems present in the region 

encompassed: pine/ponderosa savanna, shrub-
steppe grassland, riparian corridor, and 
floodplain. 

• River provided food, water, a means of 
transportation and a meeting place for 
indigenous people

• The system is characterized by grassy-floored 
open forests with ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, 
western larch, western white pine, and quaking 
aspen

• System provided water retention, flow 
regulation, carbon sequestration, erosion 
control, soil warming, microbial activity and 
pollinator habitat

• The dominant native trees species, Ponderosa 
pine supports 116 bird species, 70 mammals and 
17 species of reptiles and amphibians

• Coniferous Forests, Ponderosa Pine, historically 
sequestered up to 260 metric tons of carbon per 
acre

UD Core Ecosystem Services

1. Air Filtration
2. Biodiversity
3. Carbon Sequestration
4. Energy Provision
5. Fire Adaptation
6. Nutrient Cycling

7. Pollination
8. Stormwater Management
9. Temperature Regulation
10. Waste Generation and Management
11. Water Cycling
12. Human Health and Wellbeing







Next Generation 
Conceptual Plan
2065
Mithun,  Seattle







©Mithun

Main Takeaways from the WHY to Inform the HOW

A place for multi-cultural 
food and gathering

The river as a
 family member

Potential to positively
 impact adjacent districts

A place of healing - racial equity,
 houselessness and opioid issues

A fully connected district for 
pedestrians, cyclists and transit users 

Food sovereignty as part of 
the nature-based model vision













Six Key Nodes





Certification:

Urban Development
Corporate and 
University Campuses
Golf Courses
Infrastructure
Parks and Natural 
Areas
Vineyards
Farms



Support for existing plan Additional Recommendations

Bioretention ponds; returning the land to hydrologic 
functions and proposed Stormwater Park along Trent 
and Hwy 290. Supports riparian and habitat restoration

Water conservation: 
• Additional vegetation recommended to be drought 

tolerant
• Reutilize all stormwater and wastewater (grey and 

black)

Restoring Sprague Way into a reforested Trail; 
eliminating vehicular traffic from existing roads and 
waterways

Riparian Corridors: Look to expand buffers where 
possible

“Rewilding” – remove unnecessary impervious surfaces 
and proposes nature-based infrastructure

Avoid materials that contaminate run-off: uncoated 
copper, zink, galvanized steel and pressure-treated wood

Green open space doubles from 127.5 acres to 231 
acres (NIC university open space)

Ensure all contractors commit to adhering to Salmon 
Safe’s zero sediment runoff goal

Operations and Management: Review, amend and adopt 
integrated pest management and pesticide free 
practices

Salmon Safe Review: UD Next Generation Plan



Thank you!

J u l i et  S in i s te r r a ,  C EO

j s in i s te r r a@ sp o kan e u d ist r i c t . or g

mailto:jsinisterra@spokaneudistrict.org
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