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Re-envisioning South Holland, 
Illinois
First established by Dutch settlers near the Calumet River in 
1847 as a small farming settlement, the community originally 
called “De Laage Prairie” (or Low Prairie) would become South 
Holland, “A Community of Churches,” whose transformations 
mirror, and set the Village apart from, the evolution of the south-
ern suburbs over the past hundred years.

South Holland is at risk of flooding. South Holland is situated at 
the confluence of Little Calumet River and Thorn Creek and has 
a history of occasional overbank flooding. Over time, increas-
es in impervious cover due to development has exacerbated 
the frequency and intensity of storms currently challenging the 
capacity of South Holland’s sewer system. Thus flood risk man-
agement is the most important goal of this project.

Another goal is about creating strategies to improve the aes-
thetic appearance of South Holland’s main gateways to the 
community, modernize the exterior appearances of commercial 
properties, and explore Village and business wayfinding/signage 
opportunities in these areas.

Major Requirements by 2050
- 800 more people in the Village ( [ 80 ] new household).
- Current population: 21,817; Total Population in 2050: 22,617.
- 80 New houses including: 8o single family (80 du/ac).
- 0 New apartments - rental ( 0 du/acre). 
-  25,000 ] sq ft of new office space
- One Million sq ft of new commercial space
- 187 acre new parks, recreation and conservation
- Population over age of 65 or older will be 5,654 (approx. 25%) 

Assumptions/Innovations
ENE: renewable energy sources; Algae energy transformation; 
GRN: Resilient landscape infrastructure; Increased vegetation 
linked with stormwater infrastructure; Linear vegetated corridors 
as linear parks; Integration of vegetation into building design; 
Ecosystem services of green infrastructure; Landscape connec-
tivity and elements; Green urban streets; green roofs; Regain-
ing the riparian ecosystem; Urban riparian education spaces for 
academic and public education; TRA: Autonomous revolution; 
Smart cars for a smarter future; Transportation network with 
sustainability energy infrastructure; Permeable pavement for 
UHI and stormwater management; AGR: Urban farming; Algae 
as food; WAT: water retention; Bioretention; double dune sys-
tem; porous-floored surface

Early Adopter 2020

Project  size: 6km x 6km, 26km x 26km

Early Adopter 2050

Scenario A: Early Adopter

Late Adopter 2035

Early Adopter 2035

Late Adopter 2050

Scenario B: Late Adopter

CONTEXT INVENTORY
Flooding in South Holland is the result of low elevation, impervi-
ous surface, and sewage overflow. Located in a low-lying flood-
plain, South Holland is surrounded by higher plains with steeper 
slopes on three sides. This geographic location causes water 
from Thorn Creek which naturally flows from another watershed 
joining Little Calumet River in the North and Little Calumet River 
to bypass South Holland naturally before reaching Calumet-Sag 
Channel and joining Chicago Sanitary and Shipping Canal into 
the Mississippi River.

An early-adapter scenario would transform South Holland into 
the low-lying neighborhoods where some sites have already 
been at high flood risk, and is now being developed and re-de-
veloped. 
Urban streets that currently suffer flood damages would be 
re-developed  into more porous surface. Linear corridors and 
green urban streets would be created to decrease the vulnerabil-
ity toward floods.

Existing rivers would be enhanced by regaining reparian ecosys-
tems along the river. A series of urban riparian education spaces 
for academic and public education would gradually constructed 
to benefit for both flood control and social objectives. 

Early adaptation provides continuous services for the commu-
nity, such as ecosystem service, landscape connectivity, social 
connection, recreation, cultural preservation, and flood manage-
ment. It efficiently uses enough time and funds by avoiding prac-
tica conflicts and is more likely adapted to unforeseen circum-
stances. 

Flooding from precipitation and river overflow will continuously 
cause unforeseen flooding, which will forces several roads and 
parks closed during serious flooding events. It might also cause 
migration of population to surround suburbs. Less people would 
travel to South Holland for commercial or recreationa purpos-
es. Private developers of different types of facilities will demand 
more infrastructural helps from government to control flood in 
their properties. Existing green parks and raingardens will be 
damaged by different levels, which will be more vulnerable to-
ward flood events.

But the late adopter scenario is more likely to distribute funds 
and time to large-scale public infrastructure development. 

Small-scale infrastructura projects could still be applied, such 
as bioretentions and raingardens, but some problems such as 
flooding and water pollution might make investors and travelers 
think South Holland is not suitable for new investment or com-
mercial opportunities. It may also cause reduced land values. 

CONTEXT INVENTORY
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Scenario C: Non-Adopter
Non-adopter scenario shows a severe situation of increasing 
and frequently flooded sites, reduced land value, and loss of 
community faith. 
Although some on-going projects will still develop some mixed-
use housings, transportation systems, and recreational parks 
and facilities to attract outside investment, the village’s eco-
system will be strongly damaged by flooding and loss of biodi-
versity. Some existing private property owners might lose their 
low-lying properties. More areas will be flooded. The whole vil-
lage will gradually lose their community identity and cultural di-
versity to a large extent. Large-scale public infrastructure might 
also be damaged. Finally all these losses will trigger monetary 
penalties for the government. 

A lot of transportation systems will be damaged as well, reduc-
ing accessibilities from surrounding cities. The current residents 
who needs to commute to the Chicago downtown everyday for 
work will have to move to another city or suburb for better and 
closer transportation services and better neighborhood experi-
ence. 

FOCUS-AREA DESIGN 1
This focus-area design aims to address the existing flooding is-
sues in Thorn Ditch, which covers the areas around Maicach 
Park and Pioneer Park. It also uses design to improve the fol-
lowing functions: Passive Recreation, Active Recreation, Ecol-
ogy, Circulation and Water Purification. To achieve these goals, 
students chose the design strategies of ‘fluctuation’ and ‘fold’ as 
the main design tools to manipulate the topography of the site. 
Thus the title of the proposal - “Fluctuating Territories”.

ALGAE ENERGY TRANSFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES FOCUS-AREA DESIGN 2
This focus-area design proposes multiple strategies, such as 
creating a secondary channel that meanders throughout and 
around the entire site. This condition creates a dynamic environ-
ment not just for local wildlife, but for users and environmental 
conditions as well. Along with the proposed channel is a hotel 
to increase economic and visitation value for South Holland and 
the site in general.

FOCUS-AREA DESIGN 3
The main hope of the master planning is to reconnect the com-
munity to the river and adapt Little Calumet into the identity of 
South Holland. To reconnect the community, the group came up 
with prototypes to deal with flooding.

STRATEGY - CHANNELIZATION
The strategy of channelization is developed to deal with South 
Hollands flooding problem as a top priority. It aspires to keep the 
general flooding issues to within the boundaries of the site while 
also accommodating runoff and flooding from other sites.

FOCUS-AREA DESIGN 2 - BIRDS-EYE VIEW
Being directly located between South Holland’s busiest trans-
portation corridors, 162nd Street and Interstate 94, a great op-
portunity presents itself to create an anchor point for travelers 
and out of towners. Being within close proximity of an interstate, 
a lot of contaminated runoff would have to run through the site. 
This is addressed through a series of berms which guide run-
off through rain gardens to help begin decontamination and re-
mediation before it reaches the river. These berms also provide 
some sound blockage from the interstate as well.

STRATEGIES CONCEPTUALIZATION
The ecological strategies focus on wetlands for their remedial 
and interactive qualities; and the hydrological strategies focus 
on rivers that meander, weave through islands, widen and chan-
nelize themselves over time. Students also investigated the Chi-
cago Rivers floating islands designed by Urban Rivers; which 
can be implemented throughout all of South Holland.

Potential algae can be harvested in the site and will be collected 
to undergo a farming process through a facility to be converted 
into a biofuel. The biofuel will potentially become a green energy 
alternative to fossil fuels, and become the primary power source 
for electrical, gas, and other energy suppliers. Aside from ben-
efitting from green energy, the algae can supply electricity for 
public lighting and add as an aesthetic value throughout the pro-
posed site - on sidewalks, railings or boardwalks.

CONCEPTUALIZATION
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