The Living Water Garden in Chengdu, China

When the source of water is local, known and honored culturally, people understand the importance of water to their health and, thus, they care for this source. If a water supply is kept rooted in culture, it will be sustainable.

 - Betsy Damon, Keepers of the Waters


Last week, I wrote about my experience visiting China for the first time and the shock I experienced when witnessing what appeared to be a total disregard for the natural environment. Garbage was piled high along the roads and railway tracks, and riverboat passengers threw bottles into the water without a second thought. One year after my trip, then enrolled in the environmental education program at the University of Minnesota, I had the pleasure of working with a fellow graduate student who was from China and shared with me a completely different river story from her country. 


Amy had met artist Betsy Damon while she was living in China, and she was immediately inspired by her work. At the time, an urban revitalization project was underway in Chengdu, a city of about 11 million in central China. As part of this project, Damon worked with Chinese artists, designers and scientists to create a six-acre Living Water Garden on the Fu and Nan Rivers that has put Chengdu on the map. From above, the park resembles a giant fish, which was exactly the designers’ intention. Each day, 200 cubic meters of polluted river water are pumped into the park through a seven stage cleaning system that includes a settling pond, aeration, constructed wetlands, and filtering ponds. By the time it emerges in a fountain at the end, the water is clean enough for children to play in. 


The Living Water Garden has become immensely popular, not because it uses science to treat water pollution, but because it capitalizes on the talents of local artists to transform an ordinary city park into an engaging experience. Throughout the park, science and nature are combined beautifully to create artistic elements that not only function, but also draw people in. On its journey through the park, river water is first pumped into the eye of the fish, the settling pond, in the center of which is an iris, formed from a green granite sculpture in the shape of a water drop seen under a microscope. 
Entering the lungs, the water passes through flow forms that aerate, before flowing into constructed wetlands, the fish’s scales, which purify with plants. In the stomach, real fish help to clean the water further, with the help of sand and gravel filters, before the now clean river water finally sprays out of the fish’s tail in a fountain and then flows through a rocky stream and back into the river.  


As effective as the Living Water Garden is at cleansing water from the Fu and Nan Rivers, it is a mere drop in the bucket for the river’s overall water quality. Nonetheless, the park accomplishes something that is perhaps more important in a city of 11 million; it reconnects people with nature. Since the project was installed, it has become a tourist destination for people across China and had led to several similar projects in other Chinese cities. The park is packed with families throughout the year, and now features an environmental education center in addition to the outdoor water elements. There are frequent events and installations, during which artists carve ice sculptures, fly kites and float colorful boats down the river. Both a community gathering spot and an educational exhibit, the Living Water Garden has inspired people in the community to protect their local environment by forming a watershed group and launching an attack against litter.  


The Living Water Garden proves that people around the world will care about their natural resources when they are given the chance to experience, enjoy and appreciate those resources. When the cultural significance of a river is restored, when the water is no longer a forgotten channel of dirt and grime, when the river is once again a gathering space and a giver of life, then people will cherish and protect it like the great resource that it is.

Next week, read on to learn about examples of art and nature here in Minnesota. 

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program, representing Brown’s Creek, Comfort Lake – Forest Lake, Middle St. Croix, Ramsey Washington, Rice Creek, South Washington and Valley Branch Watersheds, Cottage Grove, Dellwood, Forest Lake, Lake Elmo, Stillwater, Willernie, West Lakeland, Washington County and the Washington Conservation District.

