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Riverine placemaking aims to strengthen the connection between
people and rivers to build support for river health and sustainability.
This requires a tight balance of human aspirations and riverine needs,
especially in urban settings. Riverside beautification can make a
riverfront attractive to human eyes—connecting people to the river
environment—yet overlook the ecosystem functions that need to be
protected.
On the other hand, the thick lalang and other natural vegetation that
surrounds riverbanks often looks messy, out-of-place, or even
threatening to urban dwellers, undermining acceptance and ownership
of such spaces. Successful riverine placemaking must make the river
and riverbank accessible while preserving key natural elements.

This difficult challenge has been taken up by various groups in the
Malaysian context. One example is the Alliance of River Three (ART!), with
successes recognized by the River of Life Public Outreach Programme
and by the Selangor state government. In this article, two ART! sites with
very different characteristics and stakeholders illustrate how
placemaking for river sustainability can be applied in very different
contexts.
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Local and public engagement approaches
in placemaking
The ART! parks at Taman Melawati and Mid Valley have very different
characteristics. The Taman Melawati site is located within a mature
residential neighbourhood whose residents value it as a pocket of green
space still standing after decades of development in and around the
taman. The river water there is clear and attractive (though it is not
suitable for drinking or bathing) and there are long stretches of natural
riverbank. The natural, attractive site features and the active Taman
Melawati Residents Association makes engagement with the local
community engagement approach viable. ART! works with local
residents to make the site a social space that creates value for all
segments of the community.
The Mid Valley site is in a commercial and office area that draws many
commuters and foot traffic from a nearby light-rail transit (LRT) station
but lacks strong local ownership. The river here is turbid and encased in
an unattractive concrete embankment. These features require a very
different strategy. The work here began with a discussion on a zerowaste social media group that sparked a major clean-up effort that
drew over a hundred volunteers and removed 5 tonnes of trash.
Continued placemaking work has relied on volunteers that come from
across Kuala Lumpur and Selangor. Well-managed social media plays a
key role in drawing volunteers and in engaging visiting shoppers and
office workers.
In both the local-community engagement and public engagement
approaches toward placemaking, ART! is finding ways to link the
wellbeing of the river environment to priorities in social systems. This
holistic approach towards sustainable development—a “whole of
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)” approach that connects
environmental conservation with other development needs—is critical to
building and mobilizing large coalitions for action to localize
sustainable development.
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Taman Melawati River Three Park

Mid Valley River Three Park

Park characteristics
Taman Melawati is a residential
neighbourhood developed in the
early 80s. Located downstream of
the Klang Gates Dam, the river
segment here is clear, with a
natural riverbank covered in
riparian vegetation.

Mid Valley River Three Park is
located between two malls in the
heart of Klang Valley. Located
downstream of the flagship site, the
river segment here is turbid,
artificially widened to increase flow
capacity, and is covered with
concrete enbankments.

Park accessibility
Surrounded by malls and office
towers, the Mid Valley River Three
Park is located in an urban setting
that is accessible through public
and private transportation.

Located in a residential area, the
Taman Melawati River Three Park
is easily walkable for
neighbourhood residents.

Neighbourhood characteristics
As an old neighbourhood, many of
the residents have lived here for
decades, creating a strong
community identity. The Taman
Melawati Residents Association
formed the society of Greater Eco
Melawati under the River of Life
Public Outreach Program, which
later became the foundation of
Alliance of River Three.
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The park is located in between a
People’s Housing Project (PPR) flat
and major commercial
developments. Residents of the
PPR flat are mostly workers in the
malls: lower-income groups with
few personal ties to the area. As
such, environmental conservation
and beautification are secondary
to sustaining livelihoods. There are
also many visitors to the area:
commuters working in the
surrounding office towers and
regular visitors to the shopping
malls.

Foundations for placemaking
Residents of Taman Melawati have
lost much of the forest
surrounding the neighbourhood
after it was degazetted for
development. Moreover, there are
limited spaces for the community
to gather.

The stretch of the Klang Valley
along what is now the Mid Valley
River Three Site had become a
dumpsite that caught the attention
of a zero-waste group. A major
clean-up effort was mobilized that
removed an estimated five tonnes
of rubbish.

The abandoned river trail and the
surrounding riverbank were an
opportunity to address the
community desire for greenery
and social gathering space.

ART! recognized that, unless the site
was given a new identity, old
dumping habits would return. Riding
the energy from the clean-up, the
group started looking for ways to
reclaim the riverine area and make
it valuable to the public.

Strategy implications
Work at Taman Melawati River
Three Park is focused on local
community engagement. The work
on the park was initiated,
designed, and led by the local
community. Different river
amenities were built to attract and
encourage the involvement of the
community with different interests
in the space. The uses include the
pollinator garden, kebun, Cabin
River Care and Education Centre,
and community theatre.

Due to the lack of “rootedness” in
the neighbourhood, the Mid Valley
River Three Park is leveraging the
ease of access and nearby mall
amenities by adopting a public
engagement strategy.
In addition to engaging municipal
authorities and surrounding
private companies, ART! also
encourages public participation in
river conservation through the use
of social media and activities such
as an otter-spotting competition.

The long-term strategy is to
extend the river trail along both
sides of the 4.5-km stretch of the
Klang River that lies within Taman
Melawati and to develop a series
of parks along the trail.
Subchapter sites and champions
have been identified to enable this
process.

The long-term strategy is to create
a public space, using vibrant
murals to beautify the concrete
embankments, and to turn the
space into an arts and learning
centre, to connect the public to a
seemingly “unattractive” portion of
the Klang River.
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Box 1: The different roles of biodiversity observation
in placemaking at two sites

Riverine biodiversity includes all life in the river and on its surrounding
banks. It ranges from the plant growing at the river edge to the tiny
macroinvertebrate living between the sediments on the riverbed. Riverine
biodiversity is both an indicator and driver of river health but has been
overlooked in traditional river management methods that tend to rely on
hard engineering approaches. The global population of freshwater fish,
reptiles, amphibians and mammals have declined by almost 90 percent
since 1970—double the rate of land and ocean animals.
Biodiversity spotting is a key part of the placemaking work undertaken by
ART! in its GREduAction programme. Visitors are taught how to observe
and identify the range of wildlife and to appreciate the roles these flora
and fauna play in the riverine ecosystem. These activities enable visitors to
experience, enjoy, and value riverine biodiversity. Accomplishing this
requires site-specific approaches due to the differences in landscapes and
audiences.
The Taman Melawati River Three Park is located near the Hulu Gombak
Forest Reserve and attracts a wide variety of species, making it suitable for
education. To help beginners learn about the flora at the site, ART! has
labelled many plants with QR codes that visitors can scan. More seasoned
naturalists on the ART! team observe and document changes in
biodiversity—monitoring the health of the riverine ecosystem and
providing content for the weekly guided biodiversity spotting activities.
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To protect the natural biodiversity at the site, ART! carefully controls what
is planted in the on-site kebun. For example, the planting of non-native
fruit seedlings is minimized, to avoid disrupting the ecological balance by
drawing non-native species, and to reduce triggers for conflict between
humans and the native wildlife. Additionally, while social media postings
about on-site biodiversity is a useful engagement and educational tool,
care is taken to avoid posts of wildlife that could attract the attention of
illegal poachers.
The Mid Valley River Three Park, located in the centre of the city, seems an
unlikely candidate for biodiversity spotting. However, the presence of
iconic animals such as river otters and monitor lizards are useful for
drawing public attention, with ART! running otter-spotting challenges in
partnership with a local commercial entity.
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Sustaining and scaling
placemaking efforts
How can successful riverine placemaking be
scaled, so that the impacts are not limited to
one site but address the whole river? The
question of self-sustainability is at the heart of
placemaking solutions. Design in placemaking
requires not only architectural know-how and
user-design principles; it also encompasses
social innovation, entrepreneurial solutions,
and negotiated outcomes among stakeholders.
Successful placemaking generates the buy-in
and ownership that are key conditions for
sustainability.

How can
placemaking
efforts be
sustained?

At the Taman Melawati River Three Park, ART! has leveraged the strong
community ties in the neighbourhood—the product of a mature
neighbourhood with a strong residents’ association. Because the park
volunteers are part of the fabric of the local community, and because
the park itself is an important community space, there is a strong
foundation for continuity of this work. The Mid Valley River Three Park
poses a different challenge, as volunteers come from all over Kuala
Lumpur and Selangor and are only tied together by the work on the
park. This makes the challenge of ownership more difficult to address.
ART! aims to develop a social enterprise around arts and education—
turning the concrete surroundings of the park from a liability into an
asset and creating a revenue stream that will sustain the work.
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There are several approaches to scaling the impact of placemaking
work for riverine sustainability. One way to do this is by replicating
placemaking work at new sites. This is part of the long-term strategy
at Taman Melawati, where other local resident associations and
riverine community groups have been drawn by the outcomes. Two
subsites in Taman Melawati — Hillside and Zone N — have been
launched, and groundwork has begun for others, with the goal of
reaching a total of 18 sites. The example of the Mid Valley River
Three Park has also drawn interest from a commercial entity
interested in creating a similar park 800 metres downstream.

Scaling the impact of placemaking can also take place through
networking and knowledge exchange—thereby increasing the
capacity of other riverine organizations to undertake similar work—
and by integrating placemaking with broader development plans.
While CSOs can undertake the former on their own, government
bodies can play a key integrator role that strengthens and expands
these networks, coordinating and amplifying the impact of their
work. One example is the development of a roadmap and training
for river rehabilitation in Selangor, drawing on methods used in
successful projects—including the placemaking approach used by
ART!. Such initiatives enable scaling of placemaking work and
unlocking its full potential for localization of sustainable
development.
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