
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C a t h a r i j n e s i n g e l  

• DURATION  

 

Completed 

 

•  POPULATION 2024  

 

Utretch:  571 ,000  (Growth  ra te 1 .06%) 

 

•  URA SCOPE 

 

ECOLOGY.  Green Urbanism. 

 

•  TOPICS 

 

CONNECTIVITY 

CLIMATE ADAPTATION 

URBAN TRANSFORMATION 

BIODIVERSITY 

 

• MAIN ACTORS  

 

OKRA landschapsarchitecten 

Gemeente Utrecht (Municipality of Utrecht) 

Utrecht 
For much of the 20th century, Catharijnesingel had 

lost its soul. Once a historic canal that wove 

through the heart of Utrecht, it had been buried 

beneath asphalt and concrete, sacrificed in the 

name of modernity. The water that had once 

mirrored the city’s skyline was drained away, 

replaced by an urban highway—Catharijnebaan. 

What had been a natural artery of movement and 

connection became a cold, impersonal corridor of 

traffic, severing the city’s relationship with its past. 

But cities, like rivers, have a way of finding their 

course again. When the opportunity arose to undo 

this mid-century mistake, it was more than just a 

restoration effort—it was a chance to reimagine the 

future. This was not simply about bringing water 

back; it was about reviving a lost way of life, about 

reconnecting people with their environment. 

The vision for the new Catharijnesingel was bold: a 

continuous, natural park route stretching along the 

historic canal, seamlessly integrating one of the 

busiest areas in the Netherlands with its historical 

and ecological roots. More than just an aesthetic 

upgrade, this transformation marked a fundamental 

shift in how Utrecht approached urban 

development. The project became a symbol of 

resilience, proving that even the most altered 

landscapes could be revived, and that progress 

does not have to come at the cost of heritage. 

Collaboration was key. 

The municipality, landscape architects, and 

residents worked hand in hand to create a space 

that was not just beautiful, but functional and 

forward-thinking. The restoration was guided by 

a simple yet powerful principle: a city should be 

designed for people, not just for cars. The once-

isolated station area was transformed into a full 

of life, pedestrian-friendly zone, inviting 

movement, interaction, and leisure. Where 

engines once roared, footsteps now echo. Where 

grey concrete once dominated, green life now 

flourishes. 

More than a picturesque setting, Catharijnesingel 

plays a crucial role in making Utrecht a climate-

adaptive city. The canal now serves as a natural 

cooling system, mitigating the effects of rising 

temperatures and heavy rainfall. The park’s 

design prioritizes biodiversity, introducing a rich 

variety of trees and plant life that attract birds, 

insects, and aquatic species. By reintroducing 

water and greenery, the project has not only 

revitalized the area visually but has also made it 

more resilient against climate change.  

It is proof that even the most radical urban 

transformations can be reversed, that lost 

landscapes can be reborn, and that a city’s 

identity is not fixed in concrete but shaped by the 

choices of those who inhabit it. This is not just the 

revival of a waterway. It is the revival of a city’s 

spirit. 
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C h a l l e n g e  

Utrecht faces significant urban challenges, 

particularly in balancing mobility, liveability, and 

sustainability. One of the most pressing issues has 

been the impact of road traffic, which has long 

acted as a physical and psychological barrier 

between key areas of the city. The Utrecht Central 

Station area, one of the busiest transport hubs in 

the Netherlands, was historically disconnected 

from the historic city centre due to the dominance 

of car infrastructure. Roads and highways created 

fragmented urban spaces, limiting accessibility for 

pedestrians and cyclists and diminishing the quality 

of public space. 

The transformation of Catharijnesingel is a 

response to these challenges, reestablishing lost 

connections and redefining the relationship 

between mobility and urban life. By reducing 

motorized traffic and reintroducing water and 

greenery, the project not only improves 

accessibility but also enhances environmental 

resilience. The canal, once buried beneath asphalt, 

now acts as a unifying element, linking the old and 

new parts of the city. The expansion of pedestrian 

and cycling infrastructure further strengthens this 

connection, creating a continuous, welcoming 

route between the station and the historic centre. 

Through these interventions, Utrecht is reclaiming 

its urban spaces, prioritizing human-scale design, 

and setting a precedent for sustainable city 

development. 

S o l u t i o n  P r o p o s e d  

The redevelopment of the Utrecht Central Station 

area is a major urban transformation project in the 

Netherlands. It aims to strengthen the connection 

between the historic city and the station, enhance 

public spaces, and improve walkability by 

significantly reducing car traffic in the city centre, 

providing more space for cyclists and pedestrians. 

As part of this effort, the restoration of the final 

section of Catharijnesingel encompassed an area 

approximately 1,100 meters in length. This 

redevelopment has reintroduced around 40,000 

cubic meters of water to the canal, extending its 

total length to nearly six kilometres. The adjacent 

Zocherpark has also been expanded, integrating 

historical and ecological considerations into the 

design. The layout of Catharijnesingel is designed 

to balance different modes of movement, 

prioritizing pedestrians while ensuring harmony 

with cyclists and other users. The continuous 

walking path along the canal promotes recreation 

and offers diverse experiences, including open 

grasslands, artistic installations on climate 

adaptation and history, and seating areas 

surrounded by thoughtfully selected vegetation. 

The revitalization of Zocherpark draws on historic 

designs, with water features as the focal point to 

create openness and reflect the landscape. A mix 

of low and high plant groupings preserves the 

park's natural, asymmetrical character and 

enhances its timeless appeal in the evolving 

cityscape. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the 

profound value of accessible and attractive public 

spaces for daily life. With an increased focus on 

small-scale outdoor activities and the necessity 

of avoiding crowds, the demand for spaces that 

promote walking, outdoor recreation, and a 

connection to nature has grown.  

The design of Catharijnesingel responds to this 

shift by offering a variety of routes that encourage 

active engagement with the outdoors—a walking 

path, a sailing route, and ample space for leisure 

activities. 

The integration of different micro-biomes within 

the green areas further enhances the experience, 

offering an educational and immersive journey 

where visitors witness nature’s changes and 

growth.  

Whether walking or sailing, individuals are 

provided with an ever-evolving landscape that 

fosters a deeper connection to the environment. 

This aspect of Catharijnesingel’s design has not 

only promoted physical activity but has also 

made a valuable contribution to environmental 

awareness.  

It stands as an exemplary project where 

walkability, nature inclusiveness, climate 

adaptation, and cultural heritage seamlessly 

intersect. 

The return of greenery and water to city centres 

is not a mere trend but a necessary shift toward 

more sustainable, liveable urban spaces. In 

recent decades, Utrecht has committed to 

reducing motorized traffic and reclaiming public 

spaces for parks, recreation, and ecological 

development.  

Projects like Catharijnesingel, Oosterspoorbaan 

Park, and Croeselaan are pillars of this vision. 

Catharijnesingel stands out as a vital green link 

connecting the old and new city, exemplifying 

how urban environments can evolve to support 

both the well-being of its inhabitants and the 

sustainability of its ecosystems. 

By reimagining public spaces with nature at their 

core, Utrecht not only enhances quality of life but 

sets a powerful precedent for cities worldwide to 

follow. 

I m p a c t  
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