Global Perspective: ECOPARQUE

The city of Tijuana, Mexico, is home to approximately 1 million people.  Rapid population growth has strained local water resources in this arid region.  Both the city and the adjacent U.S.-Mexico border region also have server water-pollution problems.  One source of pollution is the direct discharge of residential wastewater into the Tijuana River and the nearby coastal waters.  Because of the water scarcity and the pollution, scientists in Tijuana began thinking of alternative technologies for treating wastewater stating that “water is too valuable to be called waste.” One answer is an alternative treatment facility called ECOPARQUE.

ECOPARQUE began in 1986 as a study of decentralized wastewater treatment by El Colegio de la Frontera Norte (COLEF), a college in Tijuana.  By 1996, ECOPARQUE had developed into a successful model of sustainable and integrated urban wastewater treatment.  The central figure of ECOPARQUE is the basic treatment unit for recapturing wastewater.  The unit includes a stainless steel fine screen, a plastic biofilter, and a passive sediment deposit clarifier.  These three elements operate without electrical energy or any mechanical parts.  For this reason, the process falls under the category of appropriate technology for construction and use in developing countries.


ECOPARQUE and its treated wastewater are being used for a variety of sustainable purposes, including:

· Urban reforestation on hillsides and canyons in Tijuana.

· A nursery that produces a variety of plants, including vegetables and fruits.

· Food production in an urban center that includes an expanding fruit harvest, soon to be joined by beekeeping and an agricultural production unit.  There are also plans for raising some species of fish as a food source.

· A meteorological station that will provide local authorities with useful urban planning information.

· An experimental solar field for use at ECOPARQUE and the surrounding neighborhoods.

· A site for environmental and technological education for schoolchildren and scientists.

Given the range of activities at ECOPARQUE, it is easy to see why the scientists who planned the facility believed that water is too valuable to be called waste.  While it may not be feasible to build facilities similar to ECOPARQUE in every city in the developing world, the design plans for ECOPARQUE are being made available to other countries.  There is hope that many other cities will turn what is a water pollution and health problem into a multifaceted and sustainable environmental and community success story.
