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This dissertation considers the practical collaborative governance challenges of constructing urban waterfront park spaces that respond to both recreational and environmental policy imperatives.   It introduces a name for these urban open spaces – watershed parks – and asks how they are created in four U.S. metropolitan areas: Denver, Colorado; Los Angeles, California; Phoenix and Tempe, Arizona; and San Jose, California.  How are objectives such as ecological restoration and community participation integrated into processes of park planning and construction?  How are these ambitious spaces articulated, promoted, funded, built and maintained?  The research relies on the interpretation of original data from each site, collected through media surveys and text archives; in-depth, semi-structured interviews; and participant observation.  As an important topic in regional sustainability planning, the examination of watershed park construction contributes to the substantive literature in urban ecology, as well as the theoretical literature in collaborative governance.  The analysis enlists two central concepts from Actor-Network Theory – performativity and heterogeneity – to illustrate that urban governance networks are multi-nodal patterns of practice, with dynamic opportunities for transformation and stabilization.

In each of the four metropolitan areas, the process of park construction required decades.  This analysis emphasizes three different stages, or lexically ordered episodes, of governance activity in each city.  The middle, aligning stage, where multi-objective urban waterfront park ideas are being translated into lines of civic funding and organizational authority, is highlighted as a crucial era of strategic plan-making.  In order for these hybrid social-ecological watershed parks to depart from more predictable urban real estate development practice, with its exclusive focus on the maximization of revenue, alternative policy understandings, resources, and rationales must be introduced and taken up by local governance networks.  This study suggests that this is accomplished not just by the relationships crafted between human governance actors, but also by the associational patterns strategized, worked out and sustained by people, through the things of governance practice – things such as plans, policies, budgets, images, technologies and the natural world.  Attention to these mundane associational links illustrates where and how organizational power is constructed, altered and maintained in complex, multi-level governance networks.  
