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Buenos Aires owes much of its identity to El Río de la Plata, yet its connection to the 

riverfront has repeatedly been disrupted by institutional priorities that prioritized utilitarian uses 

over public life. Over centuries, governments and businesses used the shoreline as a defensive 

line, an engine of economic growth, and a corridor for railways, docks, ports, and highways. 

These interventions rendered much of the coast inaccessible, gradually weakening the public life 

found near the waterfront. 

Today, while traces of that public memory remain, most of the cityôs ten-mile shoreline 

remains out of reach. Recent urban interventions in the northern coast, near Vicente López, have 

begun to restore activity and access. However, the southern coast continues to be neglected, 

despite its deep historical significance and its concentration of important urban artifacts. Along 

this stretch, the cityôs layers are visible: the Casa Rosada and its surroundings evoke the 

founding of Buenos Aires; Puerto Madero tells a story of economic transformation, evolving 

from a historic port to a modern commercial district; the silos, positioned within Puerto Madero, 



 

 

mark a pivotal industrial legacy and stand as a potential new threshold for public life; and the 

Ecological Reserve, now the cityôs largest green space, stands as a testament to renewal, 

reclaiming land once used for dumping and restoring native ecology. Beneath these urban layers, 

the southern coast is also defined by a sequence of historic shorelines: the original edge once lay 

outside the Casa Rosada, then shifted to the area of Puerto Madero, and later even extended to 

the balneario municipal, which is now where the Ecological Reserve entrance is. 

This sequence of urban fragments, previous coastlines, and evolving public spaces forms 

the foundation for an urban promenade that could reconnect Buenos Aires to its river. This thesis 

asks: How can the creation of a continuous promenade along the southern coast, linking the Casa 

Rosada, Puerto Madero, and the Ecological Reserve, restore public access, revive historic 

shorelines, and foster a renewed sense of community along the Río de la Plata? 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Buenos Aires, Argentina finds itself by El Río de la Plata, otherwise known as 

the Rioplatense region. Its distinctive feature is the broad river that is at the center of 

this region, its murky waters filled with minerals that flow from the jungles of the 

Amazon and other tributaries of the continent. El Río de la Plata was where the 

Spanish first established themselves, right off the shore of what is known today as the 

city of Buenos Aires. Right on the coast, they had established the Spanish fort, which 

can be seen in these archival maps depicted here12: 

 

Figure 1. Bermudez, J. (1713). Map from 1713 showing old spanish fort. 

 

Figure 2. Giannini, E. (1805). Map showing fort before demolition to make way for the Presidential Palace. 

 
1
 Bermúdez, J. (1713). Planta de la ciudad de Buenos Ayres [Map]. Archivo General de la Nación. 

2
Giannini, E. (1805). Plan de la ciudad de Buenos Ayres [Map]. Archivo General de la Nación. 
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Its remains have been uncovered and can be found beneath the current 

presidential palace, known as the Casa Rosada. This marked the first major landmark 

of Buenos Aires and served as an important civic anchor for the cityôs origins. The 

plaza in front of the Casa Rosada, Plaza de Mayo, has always been an important civic 

and public space for markets, public gatherings, protests, and celebrations. The river 

was originally behind the presidential palace and formed both a physical and 

symbolic boundary for the city. This is where the city began and where it ended. This 

civic presence is still there, and this original shoreline laid the groundwork for 

Buenos Airesô identity as a port city and as its place of birth. Today, however, the 

shoreline has been pushed much farther out for various reasons and is no longer near 

this civic and public area of the city. 

As time went on, Argentina gained its independence and became a strong 

player on the global stage. The country began to export much of its agricultural 

production abroad, and because of its identity as a port city, Buenos Aires became the 

prime location for export. Along the shore of El Río de la Plata, major changes to the 

shoreline began to appear. Large developments during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries pushed the shoreline farther from the cityôs civic core, and the coast soon 

filled with ports, railways, and eventually highways. This transformation occurred 

primarily due to institutional priorities that benefited commerce, business, and 

governmental power. The shift was also facilitated by the unique natural phenomenon 

of El R²o de la Plataôs shallow waters, which proved easy to build on. As a result, 
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immense landfills reshaped the shoreline completely, ultimately leading to the 

creation of different coastlines over time and the current shoreline beyond the 

Ecological Reserve:  

 

Figure 3. Google Earth. Diagram showing previous coasts and their years of existence. 

While the current coastline found in the Ecological Reserve is now immensely 

active and accessible, previous coastlines and their associated activities have been 

erased, including the most public of the shorelines that, though not the original, were 

still deeply important to the cityôs social and urban history. This is the historic 

shoreline known as the Balneario Municipal Costanera Sur (coast 1880-1970), which 

was once located outside the Ecological Reserve. For much of the twentieth century, 

the river here was a site of recreation and public gathering. The Balneario was not 

only a popular destination for swimming and fishing, but also a space that brought 

together people from across the cityôs socio-economic spectrum. Although this 
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coastline has been erased due to river pollution and the area's eventual reuse as a 

landfill, these civic and cultural traditions remain part of the cityôs memory, even as 

the physical shoreline has been forgotten3: 

 

Figure 4. Goyeneche (1940). Map showing historic plans for the Balneario Municipal of the Southern Coast. 

Now if one were to walk through these areas, what remains of these former 

coastlines are only small canals and urban fragments that reference what they once 

were. In Puerto Madero, in particular, the failed port project of the late nineteenth 

century has been redeveloped with the intention to reconnect the city to the river, but 

the result has, if anything, pushed the city further away. This area, once a port 

symbolizing Buenos Airesô strong agricultural export ties and past, is now still a 

symbol of commerce, but one that is more reflective of modern times. Puerto Madero 

is characterized by privatization, a commercial district, and an exclusive residential 

urban bubble. This has rendered the area economically inaccessible for many 

residents, with few truly public spaces. The limited public spaces that do exist are 

 
3
Municipalidad de Buenos Aires, Intendente Arturo Goyeneche. (1940). Plano Catastral de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires [Map]. 

Servicio Hidrográfico del Ministerio de Marina. 
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pushed to the neighborhoodôs edges, with little consideration for how these areas 

function after dark or what is needed to maintain them. Puerto Maderoôs identity has 

made it both a symbol of economic transformation, but also of social division and 

spatial fragmentation.  

Continuing along this walk today, if one passes Puerto Madero, the entrance 

to the Ecological Reserve is found where the Balneario Municipal once stood. 

Entering the reserve and moving through its beautiful scenery, visitors eventually 

reach the current shoreline, where people still enjoy the river in meaningful ways. 

The Ecological Reserve, as an urban park, functions as one of the cityôs greatest 

assets, being the largest green space in Buenos Aires, full of native species and 

offering many outdoor activities:  

 

Figure 5. Iglesias (2025). Image showing coast in the ecological reserve. 



 

6 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Iglesias (2025). Image showing the coast in ecological reserve. 
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Figure 7. Iglesias (2025). Image showing paths inside ecological reserve. 

  

Figure 8. Iglesias (2025). Image showing paths inside ecological reserve. 
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The downside, however, is that although the reserve and its coast are 

accessible once inside, the entrance is completely inactive and unwelcoming. The 

once vibrant boardwalk of the Balneario Municipal has become desolate, isolated, 

and disconnected from the cityôs rhythms. The context around each of these 

coastlines is important in understanding what this thesis proposes 4: 

Before Balneario Municipal (coast of 1880-1970): 

    

Figure 9. Marin, C. (2021). Image shows people using balneario municipal in the past. Prior to the existence of 

the ecological reserve. 

Now Balneario Municipal (coast of 1880-1970): 

     

Figure 10. Iglesias (2025). Image shows balneario municipal empty and with railings to prevent people from 

entering and going down to water. Current entrance to ecological reserve.  

 
4 Marin, C. (2021, August 18). Antes y después: la increíble transformación de la Costanera Sur, de 

balneario popular a reserva ecológica. La Nación. 
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Through this string of historical coasts and their civic, cultural, and ecological 

implications, the thesis question emerges: How can the creation of a continuous 

promenade along the southern coast, linking the Casa Rosada, Puerto Madero, and the 

Ecological Reserve, restore public access, revive historic shorelines, and foster a 

renewed sense of community along the Río de la Plata? 

 

Figure 11. Google Earth. Diagram shows historic coastlines and central axis. 

The physical challenges of the site are difficult to overcome. As a result of the 

infrastructure built along the coast, several major roads block off these areas, creating 

a lack of continuous and inviting public spaces between each part of the shoreline. 

This makes moving from one historic shoreline to another challenging and rarely a 

pleasant experience. Busy roads, large expanses of empty land, and deteriorating 

infrastructure disrupt movement and weaken any sense of urban continuity. For most 
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residents, the river remains a distant presence, seen only in passing but rarely 

accessible or truly experienced. 

The challenges that face this project, however, are not simply physical but social and 

cultural as well. The fragmentation of the urban landscape is evident in the way each 

shoreline remains isolated from the others. Puerto Madero, though physically central, 

acts as a barrier between the civic life of the Casa Rosada and the natural life of the 

reserve. The silos at the edge of Puerto Madero, while recalling the cityôs industrial 

past, reinforce the exclusivity of Puerto Madero and act as a barrier between the 

neighborhood and its broader context. Social barriers are also present, arising from 

the dramatic contrasts in economic status and public access between these 

neighborhoods. The entrance to the reserve is sometimes regarded as unsafe and 

neglected, despite the cultural richness and history associated with the Balneario 

Municipal. 

In this context, the idea of a promenade, a continuous, thoughtfully designed public 

route that connects these distinct areas, emerges as an appropriate architectural 

response. A promenade can offer more than a path; it can serve as a unifying urban 

element that links civic, commercial, and ecological spaces while allowing for new 

forms of public life to emerge. The promenade proposed in this thesis is intended to 

highlight each shorelineôs historical meaning, foster encounters between different 

social groups, and restore the cityôs lost relationship with water. By integrating the 

Casa Rosada, Puerto Madero with its silos as a threshold, and the entrance to the 

Ecological Reserve into a connected sequence, the project seeks to overcome 
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fragmentation, encourage connectivity, and celebrate the cityôs layered history and 

identity. 

 

Figure 12. Google Earth. Diagram showing historic coastlines and central axis running through them from civic 

center to ecological reserve. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Turning Away from the River 

Throughout the history of Buenos Aires, the Río de la Plata served multiple 

purposes. The river was instrumental both in the lead-up to and the maintenance of 

Argentine independence. In the 19th century, where the Casa Rosada currently stands 

(the presidential palace of Argentina), there was a fort known as the Fuerte de Buenos 

Aires. This fort was strategically placed near the coast to monitor and detect potential 

naval attacks. Here, the river played a crucial role by preventing ships from getting 

too close, thus giving time for the local population to prepare defensive strategies. 

The unique characteristics of the river, including a stretch of approximately 140 miles 

that allowed for the visibility of ships at a distance, and shallow waters ranging from 

3 to 10 feet, posed significant challenges for larger naval vessels. These ships could 

not approach the shore and had to anchor far from the coast, where they could be 

spotted quickly, thus compromising the enemies' capabilities for launching attacks 

effectively. As a result, the Río de la Plata provided the city with a tactical advantage. 

This geographical feature contributed to Buenos Aires' resilience against invasions, 

notably during the British invasions of 1806 and 1807, when local militias effectively 

used the river's shallowness to thwart the British forces5. 

 
5
 Murray, C. (2023). The River Plate before 1776 and the Bourbon Reforms. In Colonial Urbanism in the Age of the 

Enlightenment: The Spanish Bourbon Reforms in the River Plate (pp. 24ï42). Anthem Press. 
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Later in the 19th century, throughout Buenos Aires' independence and the 

establishment of its government, commerce began to play a pivotal role in the 

prosperity of the nation's economy. The introduction of the railway significantly 

enhanced connectivity between the productive agricultural regions and the urban 

markets. One of the earliest and main railway systems was established was the 

Ferrocarril de la Boca in 1865. This railway stretched from the old port of La Boca 

to the inner-city markets, all while bordering the coast of Buenos Aires. This line was 

one of the first of many infrastructure projects driven by British industry in Buenos 

Aires. The railway was built along the coast, a trend that has been repeated 

throughout Buenos Aires' history, often rendering much of the coast inaccessible6. 

 

Figure 13. Rimathé, S. (ca. 1895). Map shows first railway built along the coast in Buenos Aires and a spanish 

fort where the presidential palace now stands. 

 
6
 Rimathé, S. (ca. 1895). Paseo Colón. Ferrocarril a la Boca. Lavanderas. Biblioteca Nacional de la República Argentina. 

[Photograph]. 
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This development marked a shift in Buenos Aires' relationship with the Río de 

la Plata, transitioning from looking towards the river for defensive purposes to seeing 

it merely as a commercial conduit. Ports, shipyards, and railways were constructed to 

facilitate trade. As the cityôs attention turned inland toward the pampas and its 

growing cattle economy, the river was increasingly viewed as a utility, not a space for 

urban life7. 

Driven by an ethos of commerce, international trade, and modernization, 

various infrastructure projects began to alter the coastline. Many of these projects 

reclaimed land from the river through large-scale infills. The most notable was Puerto 

Madero, designed by Eduardo Madero. Construction began in 1887 and the port 

opened in 1897. However, within a decade, Puerto Madero was already obsolete. Its 

closed-dock system could not accommodate the increasing size of modern ships, and 

its design was quickly surpassed by the construction of Puerto Nuevo to the north, 

which opened in 192589. 

 
7
 Gutiérrez, R. (2002). Buenos Aires: A great European City. In A. Almandoz (Ed.), Planning Latin Americaôs Capital Cities, 

1850ï1950 (pp. 45ï74). Routledge. 
8 Oficina Cartográfica Ludwig & Cannizzaro, A. (1921). Plano de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires y sus alrededores [Cartographic 

image]. American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee Libraries. 
9
 Hawkshaw, J., Sir, Hawkshaw, J. C., & Hayter, H. (ca. 1885). Obras del Puerto de Buenos Aires [material cartográfico]. 

Westminster: Robt. J. Cook & Hammond. 
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Figure 14. Hawkshaw, J., Sir, Hawkshaw, J. C., & Hayter, H. (ca. 1885). Original plans of the port Puerto 

Madero. 

 

Figure 15. Ludwig (1921). Map shows built presidential palace, the development of the two ports (Puerto Mader 

and Puerto Nuevo) and railway station (Retiro Station). 
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Simultaneously, the Retiro railway station was constructed along the middle 

portion of the cityôs coast, completed in 1915. It linked the interior provinces with 

Buenos Aires, reinforcing the city's shift toward the hinterland and intensifying 

commercial use of the riverôs edge10. Two-thirds of the cityôs coast had, by the 1930s, 

been rendered inaccessible to the public and given over to industry and transportation. 

Over time, highways and rail lines reinforced the physical separation of the city from 

its river11.

 

Figure 16. Plano Mural Oficial (1968). Map shows the development of the airport up north. Map depicts the 

entire coast occupied by infrastructure and inaccessible. 

With the river increasingly marginalized, the coast began to suffer ecological 

degradation. The Riachuelo, one of the cityôs key tributaries, became one of the most 

 
10

 Dirección General de Catastro y Vía Pública - Dirección del Catastro y Topografía. "Ciudad de Buenos Aires. Capital de la 

República Argentina. Municipalidad de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires. Intendente Municipal General de Brigada (RE) Manuel 

Iricíbar" . Buenos Aires. 1968. 
11

 Gutman, M., & Hardoy, J. E. (1992). Buenos Aires. Colecciones MAPFRE 
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polluted rivers in Latin America due to industrial waste12. By 1976, the Argentine 

government prohibited swimming in the river due to high levels of contamination13. 

The most extreme rupture came during the dictatorship in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s, when the Costanera Sur was filled in with debris to prepare for a 

government building complex that was never built. Rubble from urban demolition 

projects was dumped into the river, cutting off the popular Balneario Municipal 

Costanera Sur and its waterfront. This aggressive land reclamation is linked to a dark 

period in Argentine history, when the river was used by the military dictatorship to 

dispose of the bodies of los desaparecidos, people kidnapped and killed by the regime 

for protesting the government14. The Río de la Plata thus became not just a polluted or 

forgotten body of water, but a symbol of violence and state aggression. 

Buenos Aires had turned its back on the river. Infrastructure, industry, 

pollution, and trauma layered over one another, breaking the relationship between the 

city and the natural edge that once shaped its identity. 

Turning Toward the River 

Despite formal planning choices that increasingly severed the river from 

everyday life, Buenos Aires residents have consistently found informal and formal 

ways to re-engage with the water. While elite interests turned the river into a 

 
12

 Santucci, L., Carol, E., & Tanjal, C. (2018). Industrial waste as a source of surface and groundwater pollution for more than 

half a century in a sector of the Río de la Plata coastal plain (Argentina). Chemosphere, 206, 727ï735. 
13

 Colombo, J. C., Cappelletti, N., Migoya, M. C., & Speranza, E. (2007). Bioaccumulation of anthropogenic contaminants by 

detritivorous fish in the Río de la Plata estuary: 2ïPolychlorinated biphenyls. Chemosphere, 69(8), 1253ï1260. 
14

 Bonato, R. J. (2021). Confesión y desaparición: el Río de la Plata como dispositivo de eliminación de cuerpos en la década 

de los 90. In Literatura y biopolítica: el Río de la Plata como lecho mortuorio (1980ï2007) (pp. 149ï201). Prometeo Editorial. 
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commercial or infrastructural resource, the broader public continued to use it as a 

space for survival, memory, and recreation. 

Historically, the most iconic example of public use was the Balneario 

Municipal de la Costanera Sur, opened in 1918. The cityôs first major municipal 

beach, it provided a popular destination for thousands of porteños, particularly from 

working-class neighborhoods. Families would gather on weekends to swim, picnic, 

and enjoy the river breeze15. The balneario was a site of mass leisure, rooted in the 

social transformations of early 20th-century Argentina, including expanded public 

space and improved access to urban services. It represented a democratic use of the 

riverfront. 

 

Figure 17. Marin, C. (2021). Image shows people using balneario municipal in the past. Prior to the existence of 

the ecological reserve. 

 
15

 Rossi, A. (1963). Noticiario panamericano. Buenos Aires: Adolfo Rossi. [Film]. 
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One enduring form of interaction is subsistence fishing. Along neglected parts 

of the coast and near the Riachuelo, individuals, especially from low-income 

neighborhoods, fish to feed themselves and their families. While urban fish stocks are 

frequently contaminated with heavy metals and industrial runoff, the practice 

continues out of necessity16. Scientific studies warn that fish like sábalo from the Río 

de la Plata contain pollutants like PCBs well above safe thresholds, but this doesnôt 

deter the daily presence of fishermen along piers and rocks17. The image of a 

fisherman and the city skyline speaks to the enduring importance of the river, even in 

its degraded state. 

 

Figure 18. Iglesias (2025). Image of fishing poles along the coast of Buenos Aires. 

 
16

 Colombo, J. C., et al. (2005). Oil spill in the Río de la Plata estuary, Argentina: 1. Biogeochemical assessment. 

Environmental Pollution, 134(2), 277ï289. 
17

 Colombo, J. C., et al. (2007). Bioaccumulation of anthropogenic contaminants. Chemosphere, 69(8), 1253ï1260. 
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The riverfront has also remained a site of cultural importance. From the late 

19th century through the early 20th century, immigrants arrived at the Hotel de 

Inmigrantes, built between 1905 and 1911 in Puerto Madero. This facility, adjacent to 

the docks, processed more than a million immigrants and became a symbol of 

Argentinaôs identity as a nation of newcomers18. The river here wasnôt just a 

boundary, it formed a gateway that welcomed immigrants from all over the world. 

Today, the building functions as a museum that honors that history. 

In contemporary times, renewed interest in the river has taken both top-down 

and grassroots forms. Along the northern edges of the city and into the suburbs, areas 

like Vicente López and Costanera Norte have become key sites for formal waterfront 

recreation. Parks, greenways, and esplanades have been created or refurbished, giving 

residents access to the river for leisure. Vicente López in particular has gained 

popularity for its open green space along the coast, where people cycle, walk, drink 

mate, and gather on weekends19. These spaces have become important informal 

venues for daily life, free of charge and open to all. 

The city government has also launched initiatives like Buenos Aires Playa, a 

seasonal project that installs artificial beaches and umbrellas in inland parks. Though 

not on the actual riverbank, this effort reflects a cultural desire to restore aquatic 

leisure to the urban landscape, even if it is only symbolically20. 
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Another formal re-engagement has come in the form of the Ecological 

Reserve at Costanera Sur, which will be examined more closely in the next subtheme. 

Informally initiated in the 1980s and officially designated in 1986, the reserve was 

created unintentionally when rubble dumped into the river by the military dictatorship 

began to sprout wild vegetation. It stands as a testament to the Argentine spirit and 

the resilience of its people. Over time, the community embraced it, and it now serves 

as a rare space where people interact with the river as a natural environment rather 

than rubble21. 

These forms of use depict the deep presence of the river in the publicôs 

imagination. Even when neglected or repurposed by urban planning, the river has 

stayed present in everyday life, and porteños have adapted to its changing conditions, 

finding new ways to engage with the riverfront despite its inaccessibility and troubles.  

The Southern Waterfront (Costanera Sur Focus) 

Standing in front of the Casa Rosada and facing east, one might expect an 

unobstructed visual and physical connection between Argentinaôs seat of power and 

the Río de la Plata. Yet that connection is fractured. Despite a linear axis that runs 

through the Puente de la Mujer, the historic port silos, and the Reserva Ecológica 

Costanera Sur, this path is disjointed and underutilized22. The river, though only a 

short walk away, feels distant. Fences, elevated highways, private property, and urban 
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discontinuities interrupt what could be a powerful public promenade linking the city 

with its historic stereotomic urban artifacts, the newly adapted tectonic structures of 

Puerto Madero, and the untamed nature of the ecological reserve. 

 

Figure 19. Iglesias (2025). Sketch showing section through Plaza de Mayo, Casa Rosada, Puerto Madero, Silos, 

and Ecological Reserve. Describes how there are inaccessibility issues where there "dead zones". 

Puerto Madero, once a decaying dockland, was reborn in the 1990s as an 

emblem of Buenos Airesô neoliberal urban transformation. Initiated through public-

private partnerships, its redevelopment drew heavily on international models like 

Londonôs Docklands and Barcelonaôs Olympic Port23. The project preserved the 

original brick warehouses and reoriented the area around luxury housing, office 

towers, cultural institutions, and wide walkways. With its restored docks and 

pedestrian access to the water, Puerto Madero presented itself as a return to the river. 

However, access was filtered through capital. Rising real estate prices, high-end 

developments, and limited social housing meant that this new riverfront was not 

designed for the general population24. Puerto Madero is often perceived as an ñislandò 
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disconnected from the rest of the city, physically via its bridges and socially via its 

exclusivity25. For many porteños, it is both a symbol of progress and of exclusion. 

Immediately east of Puerto Madero lies the Reserva Ecológica Costanera Sur. 

This vast ecological park was never part of a master plan. Its origin is rooted in 

destruction and chaos. In 1975, under the military dictatorship, the city began 

dumping construction debris from old city blocks to make way for a highway that 

would border the coast. The debris was dumped into the river at the edge of the 

Costanera Sur. The plan was to build a new government center on this reclaimed 

land26. The project was abandoned after the return of democracy, and the space was 

left untouched, allowing nature to take its course. Thanks to the rich minerals and 

vitamins that give the Río de la Plata its deep brown color, weeds, grasses, trees, and 

birds colonized the rubble, completely reclaiming the land and creating a new 

ecosystem. Soon, the public began to use the space informally, as it was one of the 

few places to escape the city and find some calm. By 1986, the city recognized it as a 

protected ecological reserve27. 

Today, the reserve is a unique landscape within Buenos Aires. Covering more 

than 350 hectares, it provides a wild, immersive environment where joggers, 

birdwatchers, and families engage with the urban wilderness. Unlike Puerto Madero, 

the reserve is egalitarian in access and deeply integrated into daily public use28. Yet it 
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is also constrained. Few entry points, long walking distances, and lack of direct 

connections from major city arteries limit its full potential. The lack of signage or 

continuity from the Plaza de Mayo area, for instance, reflects the broader challenge of 

urban connectivity across the southern waterfront. 

Just to the south of the reserve sits Barrio Rodrigo Bueno, an informal 

settlement that emerged in the 1980s. For decades, its residents lived without formal 

infrastructure, threatened by eviction and invisible to official planning agendas. As 

Puerto Madero flourished, Rodrigo Bueno remained marginalized, both 

geographically and politically29. In 2011, after community organizing and legal 

challenges, the courts ruled in favor of urbanizing the settlement rather than 

demolishing it30. Since then, partial integration efforts have been implemented, 

including new housing units and service connections. Yet the transformation is 

incomplete. Many residents still live in self-built homes, and tensions remain around 

relocation, gentrification, and the boundaries between social and luxury spaces31. 

This juxtaposition, Puerto Maderoôs opulence, the Reserveôs reclaimed nature, 

and Rodrigo Buenoôs fight for dignity, represents the layered dynamics of the 

southern waterfront. Nearby, another space exemplifies these tensions: the former 

Ciudad Deportiva de Boca Juniors, now being reimagined as Costa Urbana. 
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The Ciudad Deportiva was originally conceived in the 1960s as a grand vision 

by the Boca Juniors football club. Plans included stadiums, swimming pools, and 

recreational areas on reclaimed riverfront land32. Only part of the project 

materialized. By the 1980s, economic decline and mismanagement led to its 

abandonment. In 1997, the land was sold to IRSA, Argentinaôs largest real estate 

developer. For more than two decades, IRSA attempted to rezone the land for private 

development, facing resistance from community groups and environmental 

advocates3334. 

 

Figure 20. Boca Juniors. Image shows development of Ciudad Deportiva de la Boca during construction and 

appears to be almost complete. 
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Figure 21. Boca Juniors. Image shows Ciudad Deportiva de la Boca today, completely abandoned. 

In 2021, the city legislature approved the Costa Urbana project: a massive 

mixed-use plan that includes 50% parkland and 50% private development35. The 

proposal sparked debate. Supporters highlight the creation of public green space, but 

critics warn that luxury towers will privatize the coast, strain infrastructure, and 

exacerbate inequality. Environmentalists fear the proximity to the reserve will disrupt 

fragile ecosystems36. 

Together, these sites, Puerto Madero, the reserve, Rodrigo Bueno, and Costa 

Urbana, form a contested zone of urban experimentation. The potential exists for an 
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inclusive, accessible, ecologically responsible waterfront. But current patterns suggest 

the persistence of fragmentation, inequality, and privatization. 

The central axis between Casa Rosada and the reserve remains symbolic of 

this unresolved relationship. In theory, it could serve as a spine connecting political 

power, public memory, urban design, and natural landscape. In practice, that axis is 

interrupted. Highways, gated zones, and patchy public space dilute the power of 

connection. The opportunity to unify the city with its river, especially along the 

southern coast, still hangs in the balance.

 

Figure 22. Google Earth. Diagram shows the varies urban artifacts described in chapter and their relation to the 

central axis and the site as a whole. Historical coastal years show relation to previous waterlines. 
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Chapter 3: Methodologies 

Framing the Research Approach 

Research for this thesis is shaped by a multidisciplinary approach that draws 

from history, ethnography, spatial analysis, and precedent study. Each method is 

selected to address a specific challenge along Buenos Airesô southern coast, from 

understanding broad historical shifts to documenting lived experience and testing 

design ideas through drawing. Archival analysis traces how institutional powers and 

city planning have shaped the waterfront. Ethnographic sitework and interviews 

capture the cultural memory and everyday life that define the coast today. 

Diagramming and precedent analysis bring these threads together, offering models for 

new connections and uses along the promenade. Together, these approaches form a 

framework that grounds the design process in both local context and international 

precedents, guiding thoughtful interventions to reconnect Buenos Aires with its river.  

Method 1: Archival and Historical Analysis 

Drawing on Lucasô guidance for framing research in architecture, this method 

begins by situating the thesis within a broader historical and disciplinary context. 

Lucas emphasizes the importance of clarifying research questions and constructing a 

strong literature review, both of which are foundational for understanding urban 

transformation at the scale of Buenos Aires. 

This method aims to understand why Buenos Aires, as a city, shifted away 

from its connection to the river over time. The starting point for this analysis is the 
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literature review already established in Chapter 2, which traces the evolution of the 

cityôs relationship to its waterfront. Historical records show that as Buenos Aires 

expanded, the city physically distanced itself from the river. The original shoreline, 

once close to the presidential palace, became obsolete as new land was reclaimed and 

major infrastructure was built along the waterôs edge. 

The coast has continually been redefined by the actions and priorities of 

institutional actors. Throughout different historical periods, government and business 

interests determined the programmatic use of the coast, seeing it primarily as a 

utilitarian zone. In the Spanish colonial era, the river functioned mainly as a line of 

defense. During periods of economic growth and modernization, the waterfront 

became an economic gateway filled with docks, ports, railways, and highways, all of 

which prioritized trade and the movement of goods over public life. In the darkest 

years, the river served as a dumping ground for the military dictatorships, 

symbolizing political violence and the erasure of dissent. To build a comprehensive 

narrative, this research relies on a range of archival materials, including historical 

maps, plans, urban documents, and photographic evidence. The use of these sources 

makes it possible to document large-scale transformations from a city-wide 

perspective. 

However, it is important to distinguish between the ways institutional powers 

(government, industry, and military) have shaped the coast, and the ways everyday 

people have related to the river. While institutional uses were largely utilitarian, the 

coast has also been a site of cultural meaning and public memory. This is where I will 
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rely on other methods to achieve a closer understanding of the relationship between 

people and the coast, as discussed in the second subtheme that addresses the cultural 

importance of the river. This archival method allows for both a broad understanding 

of urban change and a closer reading of lived experience, providing a foundation for 

thoughtful design responses that can reconnect Buenos Aires with its waterfront. 

As Lucas describes, combining literature review and archival analysis enables 

a deeper synthesis of historical data and lived experience. This integrated approach 

supports a rigorous, context-specific foundation for research and design, allowing the 

thesis to address both the broad patterns and the nuanced realities of Buenos Airesô 

urban development3738. 

Method 2: Site Documentation, Interviews and Photography 

In alignment with Lucasô emphasis on multi-method research and cross-

disciplinary approaches, this method draws from both architectural fieldwork and 

ethnographic research to understand the cultural significance and present-day use of 

the southern coast of Buenos Aires. Combining archival materials, interviews, on-site 

observation, and photography allows for a layered reading of space that captures both 

historical memory and contemporary experience. 

This method takes an ethnographic approach to understand the cultural 

significance of the coast, and especially the specific site along the southern coast. 
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Building on the historical analysis from the previous method, I explored how people 

have interacted with the river over time by reviewing news articles, historic 

photographs, and archives, as described in the second subtheme of Chapter 2. These 

sources reveal a rich history of public life along the coast, particularly in images of 

the balneario municipal, where people from all backgrounds enjoyed the river as a 

communal amenity. 

This location, near the ecological reserve, is central to my project. I intend to 

terminate the proposed central axis here, recognizing both its historical and personal 

importance. My grandmother and her family spent significant time at this site, and 

during my research trip to Argentina, I interviewed her and her siblings for about an 

hour. These conversations provided insight into the kinds of activities that once 

flourished here and the social conditions of the people who frequented the area. The 

balneario municipal emerged as a truly inclusive public space, hosting activities such 

as fishing, swimming, walking along the coast, and biking. These activities are now 

reappearing at the north end of the coast, in areas like Vicente Lopez, which I also 

visited. There, I observed a revitalized landscape with parks and sports facilities that 

have reinvigorated the waterfront as a destination for all residents. 

To supplement these interviews and archival images, I conducted extensive 

new photography during my visit. These photographs document the vibrant scenes of 

the ecological reserve, the renewed public life around Puerto Maderoôs waterfront, 

and the architectural interventions that have transformed the area. However, they also 

reveal stark contrasts: the spaces between these nodes are marked by emptiness, 
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deteriorating structures, and wide streets that disrupt the continuity of the urban 

experience. 

Further, I interviewed a person working in Barrio Rodrigo Bueno, an informal 

settlement on the edge of the site. This provided important context regarding the 

economic challenges faced by residents in the area and raised questions about how 

spaces in exclusive neighborhoods like Puerto Madero might be made more 

welcoming for families of all backgrounds, much as the balneario municipal once 

was. 

On-site fieldwork allowed me to photograph and map the current conditions 

along the central axis, the silos, and the surrounding zones. I was able to observe the 

ways people use the waterfront today and document both its assets and its obstacles. 

Walking the entire coastline offered valuable insight into the many ways people 

interact with the river. Notably, I saw families fishing along the banks, even in the 

face of water contamination. This contrasts with stories from my grandmother, who 

described fishing as a recreational activity in her youth. Today, many rely on it as a 

source of food, underscoring the economic decline Argentina has experienced over 

recent decades. 

Finally, I interviewed a professor in Buenos Aires who has conducted research 

and projects along the coast. This discussion helped clarify the types of interventions 

that could support greater urban connectivity, such as enhancing the promenade 

between the Casa Rosada, the silos, and the ecological reserve. These insights will 



 

33 

 

 

inform the design strategies explored in this thesis, with the goal of fostering renewed 

connections between the city and its waterfront. 

Drawing from the methodological guidance of Lucas, these combined 

approaches offer a richer and more comprehensive understanding of the siteôs social, 

spatial, and cultural dynamics. Using these overlapping methods ensures that both the 

lived realities of the site and its architectural and urban form are considered, 

providing a holistic foundation for design intervention3940. 

Method 3: Drawing, Diagramming and Precedent Analysis 

Following Lucasô emphasis on drawing and precedent analysis as fundamental 

research tools in architecture, this method uses diagrams and case studies to better 

understand and reimagine the urban conditions of the southern coast. Drawing and 

diagramming help clarify both existing barriers and new possibilities for connectivity 

along the central axis. 

Diagramming the current urban conditions of the southern coast, and in 

particular this promenade, is a crucial step in identifying both the challenges and 

opportunities of the site. The diagrams I have produced illustrate the three main urban 

nodes (la Casa Rosada, Puerto Madero, and the ecological reserve) and the dead 

zones that separate them. By mapping the axis and highlighting where it currently 

terminates, these diagrams reveal gaps in urban activity and circulation. The analysis 
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shows how the active zones are surrounded by areas of inactivity and lost connection, 

making it clear where future interventions are most needed. 

The diagrams also envision how the central axis could be extended and 

connected across all these zones, proposing new links that create a continuous and 

engaging urban experience. This visual analysis supports the thesis goal of turning 

fragmented parts of the waterfront into a cohesive promenade. Through section 

drawings and spatial mapping, I can demonstrate how new connections can be made, 

where access should be improved, and where activity nodes can be strategically 

introduced. 

In parallel, precedent analysis is used to learn from successful waterfront 

projects around the world. The study of international precedents such as 

CityArchRiver, Brooklyn Bridge Park, and the Garonne waterfront offers insights 

into how landscape architecture and urban design can create dynamic promenades 

that draw people to the water. These case studies show a variety of approaches to 

waterfront activation, from CityArchRiverôs strong axial focus and symbolic urban 

threshold to the diverse programming and layered landscapes found in Brooklyn 

Bridge Park and Garonne. 

These precedents highlight the importance of flexible, multi-use spaces along 

the water, including sports facilities, play areas, and water features that invite people 

to interact with the river in different ways. Many of these interventions use landscape 

strategies to create environments ranging from intimate and semi-public to fully 

public, with activities located along the coast or on floating platforms and piers. The 
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lessons from these projects will inform the design approach to reconnect Buenos 

Aires with its waterfront, helping to shape the proposed promenade, the adaptive 

reuse of the silos, and the integration of new public amenities. 

Consistent with Lucasô guidance on drawing and cross-disciplinary precedent 

study, this method ensures that proposed interventions are grounded in both critical 

analysis and proven strategies for urban and social activation. This combination of 

site-specific diagramming and precedent analysis provides a practical and imaginative 

foundation for advancing the projectôs goals4142. 
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Chapter 4: Precedent Studies 

Introduction 

The following precedent studies explore how cities around the world have 

reconnected with their waterfronts through the use of urban connectors and landscape 

design. By doing so, they have not only reconnected with water but also enhanced 

public access, cultural identity, safety, health, and civic life. Each case presents an 

approach that revolves around four key themes: the reinforcement of a strong central 

axis connecting civic spaces to the water, the use of landscape as a mediator between 

urban life and the river, the repurposing of architectural landmarks as urban 

connectors, and the creation of inclusive public space for a wide range of social 

groups. 

The design of an urban promenade for the southern coast of Buenos Aires 

requires more than a circulation path between landmarks. It demands a careful 

reweaving of the cityôs fragmented relationship with the R²o de la Plata and its 

historic coastlines, which are marked by the waterfront in Puerto Madero and the 

waterfront in front of the Ecological Reserve. Each of these themes could potentially 

resolve this fragmentation and address specific challenges facing the proposed 

promenade from the Casa Rosada, through Puerto Madero, and to the Ecological 

Reserve. These areas currently remain isolated from one another and neglect the 

presence of each otherôs waterfronts. Throughout the site, one finds abandoned but 

important infrastructure, harsh streetscapes, social inequities, and underutilized green 

spaces, all of which have contributed to a disjointed urban edge. The precedents 
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presented in this chapter, Garonne Waterfront, The Wharf, Piazza San Marco, 

Brooklyn Bridge Park, and CityArchRiver, offer possible solutions through civic 

alignment, landscape intervention, architectural adaptation, and diverse public 

programming to enhance the pedestrian experience along their promenades and 

restore access to the riverôs edge. These projects form a comparative foundation for 

envisioning how Buenos Aires might restore its relationship with the Río de la Plata. 
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Garonne Waterfront - Place de la Bourse 

Architects: Ange-Jacques Gabriel & Michel Corajoud 

Location: Bordeaux, France 

 

Figure 23. Google Earth. Image shows aerial of Garonne Waterfront. 

The Garonne Waterfront in Bordeaux, France, is one of the most notable 

examples of large-scale urban revitalization in Europe. For decades, the site was 

defined by its industrial port infrastructure. However, the area was gradually 

abandoned over time, leaving behind a neglected and uninviting stretch of waterfront. 

Today, it is the site of an ambitious revitalization effort that has successfully 

reimagined the edge between the city and the Garonne River. 
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Figure 24. Centre de Cultura. Before image of Garronne waterfront with parking by the coast. 

      

Figure 25. Centre de Cultura. After image of Garrone waterfront with vegetation by the coast. 

The transformation of this waterfront began in the 1990s as part of Bordeauxôs 

broader urban modernization strategy. The initiative was led by Mayor Alain Juppé 

and involved multiple phases, including public investment, private partnerships, and a 

strong emphasis on preserving the historic fabric of the city. The landscape architect 
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Michel Corajoud played a central role in shaping the new image of the riverôs edge. 

His vision centered on the idea of a continuous linear promenade along the left bank 

of the Garonne River, designed to reconnect the city to the river and create an inviting 

public realm43. 

 

Figure 26. Iglesias (2025). Diagram shows regulating lines, figure ground and open space of Garonne waterfront. 

The new waterfront stretches over several kilometers and includes wide 

pedestrian walkways, bike paths, tree-lined boulevards, and open green spaces. It is 

also integrated with cultural and commercial amenities that attract both residents and 

tourists. A defining feature is the Miroir dôeau, a large reflective pool that transforms 

into a misting surface in intervals. This public element, located in front of the Place 

 
43 Centre de Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona. (n.d.). Aménagements paysagers des quais Rive Gauche de la Garonne. 

PublicSpace. 



 

41 

 

 

de la Bourse, has become an iconic gathering point in Bordeaux and is widely 

celebrated for its dynamic engagement with water and public life. 

 

Figure 27. Centre de Cultura. Images show a skatepark bordering waterfront. 

     

Figure 28. Image shows Miroir dôeau by Place de la Bourse. 
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Crucially, the project succeeds by balancing the historical with the 

contemporary. The restoration of the historic riverfront facades alongside the 

introduction of modern infrastructure and active programming has resulted in a 

waterfront that feels cohesive, accessible, and alive. The long, uninterrupted 

promenade allows for clear movement across the city and reinforces a strong axial 

connection to key civic and cultural nodes. The landscape design emphasizes 

horizontality, using subtle grade shifts and paving patterns to encourage movement 

toward the water without imposing visual barriers. 

 

Figure 29. Iglesias (2025). Diagram shows corridors and open space relationship at Garrone waterfront. 

In terms of urban design, the Garonne Waterfront demonstrates how 

riverfronts can be reintegrated into daily urban life through careful programming, 

public investment, and landscape strategies. The project has also been successful in 
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addressing social goals, offering a waterfront that is open and inclusive, where people 

of all backgrounds gather. 

This project is highly relevant to my thesis because of how it uses landscape 

to reactivate spaces and establish a continuous urban promenade. The subtle shifts in 

paving patterns that guide people toward the water could inform strategies for 

enhancing the promenade from the Casa Rosada to the Ecological Reserve. Similarly, 

the integration of green spaces, walking paths, and layered public areas that respond 

to the historical significance of the site is especially applicable, as the promenade in 

Buenos Aires traverses multiple layers of urban and cultural history. The treatment of 

water is also particularly compelling. Rather than placing infrastructure directly in the 

river, the Miroir dôeau offers a subtle and accessible way for people to engage with 

water in the public realm. Finally, the projectôs strategic use of preexisting civic 

anchors, such as the Place de la Bourse and the Monument aux Girondins, to establish 

a strong axis toward the water offers a clear parallel to Buenos Aires. The Casa 

Rosada, the historic silos of Puerto Madero, and the entrance to the Ecological 

Reserve all lie along a similar central axis and could similarly be emphasized through 

landscape interventions. 
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The Wharf 

Architects: Perkins Eastman 

Location: Washington D.C., USA 

 

Figure 30. Google Earth. Image shows aerial of The Wharf. 

The Wharf is a large-scale urban development project along the Potomac 

River in Washington, D.C., that reconnects the city to its waterfront while 

maintaining a walkable, human-centered experience. Designed by Perkins Eastman 

and completed in 2017, the plan incorporates a variety of programs, including 

housing, retail, hotels, and offices, while integrating new piers, public parks, and 

event spaces that extend into the water. Buildings of different scales frame public 

spaces and allow for views, light, and access to the river. The promenade plays a 

significant role, forming a continuous and accessible edge along the water. Carefully 

designed moments, such as narrow lanes leading to the water, urban balconies, and 

widened areas for concerts or markets, create variety and encourage people to 
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explore. Despite the project's large scale, the design embraces a human scale through 

its materiality, spatial sequence, and open, walkable edges. The design encourages 

movement and interaction across the site, making the river an integral part of 

everyday urban experience. 

 

Figure 31. Perkins Eastman (2023). Image shows paths bordering water. 

     

Figure 32. Perkins Eastman (2023). Image shows paths bordering water. 

In addition to its careful programming and formal qualities, The Wharf stands 

out for its response to the existing urban fabric and infrastructure. Previously, the 

Southwest Waterfront was isolated from the rest of the city by a highway and 

underused land. The redevelopment not only restored access to the water but also 

restructured circulation patterns, added multimodal connections, and introduced 

pedestrian pathways that encourage spontaneous public activity. Through its mixed-
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use character, it invites a diversity of users, from tourists to nearby residents, ensuring 

the area remains active throughout the day and evening. 

Architecturally, the project balances new construction with respect for 

historical context. While the buildings are contemporary, the street network and lot 

divisions reflect Washingtonôs original urban form, avoiding the monotony of a 

superblock and instead creating a sense of rhythm and belonging. The use of brick, 

stone, and wood fosters a tactile, walkable environment that softens the projectôs 

density. Public piers, such as District Pier and Recreation Pier, serve as anchors and 

event spaces that stretch into the river, expanding the promenade's reach and offering 

new ways to engage with the water. 

 

Figure 33. Perkins Eastman (2023). Image shows piers going into water. 

    

Figure 34. Perkins Eastman (2023). Water feature with children playing in it. 
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The Wharf also prioritizes environmental resilience. Its promenade 

incorporates green infrastructure to manage stormwater and resist flooding, while the 

public spaces are elevated and adaptable to future changes in sea level. By layering 

ecology with accessibility, the project demonstrates how urban waterfronts can be 

both resilient and socially inclusive. 

The importance of this precedent lies in how it was able to restructure 

circulation patterns and bring people to the waterôs edge. Additionally, the use of 

mixed-use buildings with varied ground floor programs helps activate the public 

realm and generate activity throughout the day. In Puerto Madero, much of the new 

construction tends to be either commercial or residential. However, within the central 

port area, there are a number of buildings with restaurants and active street life that 

remain busy throughout the day and night. The issue is that the immediate 

surroundings, particularly at night, remain inactive. This thesis will explore how to 

expand that activity beyond Puerto Maderoôs core and into its peripheries, allowing 

for an active, continuous promenade that connects the Casa Rosada to the Ecological 

Reserve. The goal is to make Puerto Madero a central anchor from which activity can 

radiate. In the case of The Wharf, the ability to create a full spectrum of daily 

activities, combined with public spaces that feature appropriate lighting and 

connections to piers aligned with the cityôs street grid, produces an urban 

environment with continuous activation. These piers function as centers of gravity for 

gathering and events, while also bringing people closer to the river and reestablishing 

the cityôs relationship with its waterfront. 
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Piazza San Marco 

Architects: Jacopo Sansovino 

Location: Venice, Italy 

 

Figure 35. Google Earth. Image shows aerial of Piazza San Marco. 

 

Figure 36. Quadri, A. (1831). Plans of Piazza San Marco. 
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Figure 37. Quadri, A. (1831). North elevation of Piazza San Marco. 

 

 

Figure 38. Quadri, A. (1831). South elevation of Piazza San Marco. 

Piazza San Marco, Venice's principal public square, stands as a testament to 

the enduring role of civic space in shaping urban identity. Framed by iconic structures 

such as the Basilica di San Marco, the Dogeôs Palace, and the Campanile, the piazza 

is both a ceremonial space and a stage for everyday life. The square seamlessly 

transitions into the adjacent waterfront promenade, the Riva degli Schiavoni, which 

has long served as a vital edge between the city and the Venetian Lagoon. Together, 

these spaces function as urban connectors, linking the dense fabric of the historic city 

not only to the water, but also to public life and social encounters. 
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Figure 39. Iglesias (2025). Diagram shows spatial relationship with water and piazza. 

The spatial clarity of Piazza San Marco is heightened by its proportions and 

orientation. The long axis of the piazza guides visitors from the inland city toward the 

water, culminating in expansive views across the lagoon. The square itself operates as 

a gathering space, a performance venue, and a threshold between land and water. The 

relationship between solid and void, between building and open space, is carefully 

calibrated to create a sense of enclosure without sacrificing openness. This duality 

allows the piazza to function as a flexible civic platform that adapts to various social, 

political, and cultural functions over time. 

The integration of water into the urban experience is especially notable. The 

Riva degli Schiavoni, with its continuous promenade, connects the piazza to other 

parts of the city and provides access to the water through docks and vaporetto 
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stations. This edge is not treated as a boundary but as a permeable and active 

interface. Seasonal flooding, or acqua alta, further blurs the line between land and 

water, transforming the piazza into a reflective surface that magnifies its architectural 

grandeur while also reminding inhabitants of the lagoonôs persistent presence. 

 

Figure 40. Venice Travel. Image of how piaza frames water. 

    

Figure 41. Reuters. Image of people playing in the water of a flooded Piazza San Marco. 
























































































































