
2018_DRIA 
DESIGNING RESILIENCE IN ASIA iNTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM AND DESIGN COMPETITION 
 

GO WITH THE FLOW 
 
 

RE-ENVISIONING THE CHAO PHRAYA RIVERFRONT TO 
MITIGATE AND ADAPT TO FLOODING AND SUBSIDENCE 

  
The Chao Phraya River, Bangkok’s river, has always been the bloodline of Bangkokians. For 
hundreds of years, it has provided all that is required for locals to live and driven the original 
settlement to prosper into present day Bangkok. 

BANGKOK, A RIVER CITY 

Bangkok traces its origins back to the 15th 
century when it began as a small village under 
the rule of the original capital of Siam, 
Ayutthaya. Early settlers chose the original site 
because of the land’s fertility and the water’s 
abundance of fish. Due to its strategic location 
near the river’s mouth, the settlement soon grew 
in size and importance by serving as a customs 
outpost. 

In 1767 King Taksin relocated the country’s 
capital to Bangkok on the western banks of the 
river in the area now known as Thonburi. In 1782 
King Rama I, finding the eastern banks more 
favorable, founded modern Bangkok, in 
Rattanakosin island, and celebrated the 
occasion by building some of the world’s most 
beguiling structures and landmarks such as the 
Grand Palace and Wat Phra Kaew. 

The city of Bangkok lies in the low alluvial and 
delta plain, where small man-made canals 
(khlong) split off from the main river serving as 
the main method of transportation as well as to 
irrigate the region's rice paddies. The course of 
the river has historically changed several times, 
and shortcut canals have been constructed to 
bypass the river meanders to shorten the 
commercial connections from the interior of the 
country and the city to the sea. We'd like to 
higlight the bypass build in 1542, a two 
kilometer-long canal that became the riverbank 
of the modern Bangkok build by King Rama I, 
the current Old City.  

This demonstrates how Bangkokians have 
historically been attached to water and made the 

banks their home since ancient times and created their livelihoods from its environment. 
Today, locals living along the Chao Phraya River banks maintain an authentic lifestyle. The river 
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also plays an important role in Thailand’s vibrant festivals such as Loy Krathong, held every 
November when thanks are expressed to the god of water, and Songkran – the Thai New Year 
celebrations. 

CHAO PHRAYA, URBAN CENTER AND MAJOR 
TRANSPORTATION ARTERY  

The Chao Phraya River has been and is still the 
most important waterway in central Thailand for 
commercial and cargo shipping transport to 
Bangkok and upstream. In addition, the Chao 
Phraya is a major transportation artery for a 
network of river buses, cross-river ferries, and 
water taxis ("longtails"). More than 50,000 
people use its ferries every day, and 15 boat 
lines operate on the rivers and canals of the city, 
including commuter lines. 

This strategic relationship with the river has 
developed the river banks' landscape as a 
vertically grown urban center with hotels, 
condominiums, traditional neighborhoods, 
industrial buildings and warehouses, solemn 
temples, churches and civic buildings. 

POPULATION: A FAST GROWING CITY 

The city rapidly grew in the post-war period as a 
result of United States developmental aid and 
government-sponsored investment. Extremely 
fast urban development led to increasing income 
inequalities and unprecedented migration from 
rural areas into Bangkok. This increased the 
population from 1.8 to 3 million in the 1960s and 
continued through the 1980s and early 1990s to 
the current 8.2 million (2010).  

This rapid growth is not stopping, and estimates 
predict that by 2050 population will increase to 
11 million.  

It is interesting to note that the most populated 
disticts are not located in the urban center along 
the Chao Phraya. On the other hand we note that 
most of the mrt public transport lines and 

highways provide high accessibility to the center. This shows a highly specilized land use 
planning in the city, with an urban center for services and commercial uses and a periphery 
dedicated to residential areas and living spaces. This centralized and specialized model is one 
of the causes that creates difficulties in the mobility system of the city. 

CHAO PHRAYA ECONOMIC CENTER FOR TOURIST INDUSTRY  

The post-war period also launched the tourism industry in Bangkok and Thailand. Only since 
2002 the number of tourist in Thailand has increased from 10.2 million to 32.6 in 2016, and only 
in Bangkok 21.47 million tourists visited the city in 2016, becoming the World's most visited 
city. The area of the Chao Phraya river is one of most visited parts of the city due to the many 
palaces, museums and temples. 
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Needless to say, the high economic impact of tourism in Thailand with 20.6% of the GDP, only 
behind the industry sector (39.2%), but much above the agricultural sector (8.4%).  

IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE: RAPID URBANIZATION, FLOODING AND SUBSIDENCE 

The cost of fast development is not for free, and 
the city is experiencing many problems due to 
the effects of rapid urbanization and climate 
change.  

Rapid urbanization and urban population growth 
in Bangkok is causing the increase of water 
demand and consumption. As a consequence 
deep well pumping has been a normal practice in 
Bangkok for the past 35 years provoquing land 
subsidence. Its impact is particularly critical 
because of the flat low-lying topography and the 
presence of a thick soft clay layer at the ground 
surface that augment flood risk and foundation 
engineering problems, respectively. The 
subsidence reached its most critical state in the 
early 1980s when it occurred at a rate as high as 
12 cm/year. Moreover, sinking seems to be 
accelerated by the sheer number, size and 
weight of all the new buildings pressing down on 
the land all around Bangkok, according to the 
NRC committee. 

As an effect to land subsidence, combined with 
sea level rise and the increase of the tropical 
storms and typhones, Bangkok is also suffering 
from flooding, and it might turn from ocassional 
to permanent due to subsidence, which is 
reflected in many reports that estimate that the 
city could be under water by 2030. 

Although in the last years the city has invested in 
flood prevention plans and engineering solutions 
to tackle the problem of flooding building flood 
barriersm, flood prevention walls or water 
drainage tunnels the city continues to flood. 

The river banks of the Chao Phraya, despite 
having protection walls, are some of the areas 
under biggest threat and usually the most 
affected areas during flooding episodes. This is 
affecting not only an important amount of high 
value heritage, but also one of the areas of the 
city with the highest contribution to the local 
economy. 

The flooding and subsidence challenges as 
consequences of the impacts of climate change 
add one more level of complexity to the city of 
Bangkok. that will have to deal also with 
continuous urbanization, increasing population 
and the effects of urbanization in the coming 
years. 
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FUTURE ACTIONS ALONG THE CHAO PHRAYA RIVERFRONT 

Several plans and projects have been proposed and are being developed to recover, re-use 
and reegenerate the Chao Phraya river front space. We highlight three projects related to the 
recovery of the river and the communities and areas around.  

• River front promenade 

Along the river and through the Bang Sue, Du Sit 
and Bang Phlat districts a controversial 
waterfront promenade has been proposed. The 
project proposes a continuous riverside wide 
boardwalk friendly to pedestrians and cyclists on 
both sides of the river. The solution consists is 
most of the sectors on new concrete structures 
on stilts build on top of the water. 

The discussion in this case affects several 
communities along the river, and some of them 
will have to be relocated in order to implement 
the new project. 

• Kadeejeen-Khlong San Plan 

The Kadeejeen-Khlong San area is an important 
historical landmark and one of the oldest 
settlements on the banks of the Chao Phraya. 
The area is undergoing many changes due to the 
large infrastructure projects implemented by the 
government. The development plan for the 
Kadeejeen-Khlong San riverside communities 
proposes the urban restoration of the 
neighborhood preserving heritage, diversity and 
local lifestyle while incorporating future 
development. The plan proposes to increase 
population density in new typlogies, and a new 
creative economy based on new productive 
models, community enterprise and tourism. 

The components of the plan are: high density, 
high-quality riverside residential area, 
preservation of historical attributes, development 
of new housing, restoration of cultural heritage for 
tourism, development of new areas to build 
creative communities, use of cultural heritage to 
generate local economy and industry, creative 
economic area to stimulate the creation of new 
worksites and housing, public space to promote 
diversity and mixture. 

Under the plan, accessible riverside areas would 
be created including a promenade area with a 
bike lane and tourist information center. 

• Yannawa Riverfront 

The Yannawa Riverfront is a revitalization project 
to regenerate the riverside of the district. The 
project sits on an area that includes Bangkok 
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Fish Market, Wat Yannawa and the old Bangkok Dockyard, between Taksin Bridge and Klong 
Kluay. 

The proposal aims to develop the area into a 
recreational park with a five meters width and a 
1.2km long riverwalk with flood prevention 
scheme. The car-free zone will include a 
walkway, cycling track and recreational space 
with space for museums to explain the history of 
the area. 

The project wants to be considered the 
Bangkok’s version of Hong Kong's Avenue of 

Stars on Victoria Harbour or Melbourne's Southbank.  

In addition to these three plans, 8 new shopping malls and property developments will be done 
along the Chao Phraya River: the Tha Maharaj, sitting between Tha Chang and Tha Prajun; 
Icon Siam, the biggest mall; Asiatique 2, on Charoen Nakorn Road;  Yodpiman River Walk, the 
renovation of the Yod Piman Market; Avani Bangkok Riverside, a retail complex with a hotel 
not far from the Asiatique 2; Landmark Waterfront, flanking the Icon Siam; the Peninsul 
Residence; and the Menam Residences housing development. 

However, these plans and projects do not seem to have a comprehensive vision of the future 
role of the river front of the Chao Phraya. They seem to tackle the issue through scattered and 
disconnected proposals without a clear attitude in front of the problems caused by flooding 
and subsidence as well as the impact of rapid urbanization in Bangkok. 

STUDIO BRIEF: RE-ENVISIONING THE CHAO PHRAYA RIVERFRONT TO MITIGATE AND 
ADAPT TO FLOODING AND SUBSIDENCE 
	
The 2018 DRIA Design Competition aims to address the serious threats of flooding and 
subsidence resulting from global climate change that are affecting Central Bangkok and 
the Chao Phraya riverfront. 

The general objective of the competition is to re-envision the Chao Phraya riverfront, 
from a holistic perspective, to adapt to and prevent from the effects of climate 
developing a comprehensive model and plan for the river waterfront connecting it with 
the urban context and the existing historic sites. The specific objective of the 
competition is to propose concrete actions at different scales (from architecture to 
urban), dealing with typologies, prototypes, systems, urban and public spaces, 
infrastructure, communities, services, etc. 

Proposals will have to deal with the revitalization and transformation of the Chao Phraya river 
as a central area for the city taking into consideration the pre-existing activities, urban tissues, 
cultural assets, infrastructure and consolidated commuties and proposing the selection of 
potential sites where to locate the new programs and projects that, according to the team 
strategy, are needed to transform the riverfront into a vibrant central urban space for 
Bangkokians. Specific areas for intervention and opportunity places and spaces will have to be 
determined by teams within the larger indicated area. The selection of specific areas will be the 
result of the site analysis and the strategic approach to the project. The plans for Kadeejeen-
Khlong San and Yannawa Riverfront (in blue) can be considered as given data. Teams will 
discretionally decide if the plans for these areas need to be revised and how to incorporate 
them in the general model and plan for the riverfront and, if any, which changes should they 
incorporate. A strategic timeline will be necessary for the implementation of the proposals. 

Some of the questions to be taken into consideration by the teams are: 
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• Redefining a resilient boundary between Land and Water 
How should be the relationship between city and water? how do we define the limit between 
water and land in order to deal with flooding?  
How should be water management incorporated in the projects? 
What is the role of public space in a resilient Bangkok and in re-linking the river with the city? 
 
• Redefining a resilient Green and Blue System 
How should be the reconnection between the city and the river? How should be the 
accessibility to the riverfront and along it?  
What should be the role of the river and the canal systems? 

• Redefining resilient and sustainable mobility, accessibility and connectivity 
How should be the mobility system in order to be resilient in front of flooding episodes? 
How should be communities re-connected with the river? What should be their relationship? 
Which mobility systems should be implemented to provide access and centrality to the 
riverfront districts? 

• Redefining new programs 
What should be the future role of the Chao Phraya riverfront in the city? 
In front of specialization and to provide alternatives to the increasing population, what are the 
programmes needed in order to create a mixed-use, integrated, diverse and inclusive 
neighborhoods? 
In the innovation era, what can we introduce to the riverside areas in order to keep up with 
changes, to create resilient, vibrant and innovative districts ready for the future? 
What are the public uses and facilities needed to support the new population and where 
should they be located? 
How can we increase the population density taking into consideration that around 40,000 
people and 8,000 housing units will be needed to reinforce the livabiliy and centrality of the 
riverfront in this sector? 

• Redefinining the cultural linkage 
How do we integrate and re-link the cultural heritage? 
How should be reintroduced and recovered the culture of water, the culture of living with 
water?  
How should be introduced the new programs and developments without interfering the 
heritage? 

• Redefinining urban and architecture typologies and prototypes 
How should be the future typologies for the riverfront so that they can tackle with flooding? 
Which technologies and innovative construction systems can be applied to reduce 
subsidence? 
How can typologies contribute and address sustainability and resilience? 
Which prototypes can be proposed to regenerate the area incrementally while dealing with the 
combination of activities and uses? 
How should be the future high-dense and intense typologies in BKK? 
 
The proposed area for study and intervention wants to provide a larger and holistic view for the 
Chao Phraya riverfront linking the existing plans, projects and inititiatives in order to give 
continuity and an overall vision of the whole riverfront of the central inner city districts in 
Bangkok. 

In this sense, the competition selects a wide area for discussion without a specific site for 
intervention. Teams will have to find the specific sites and locations for the strategic 
interventions and programs according to their own strategies, visions and model for the Chao 
Phraya and the surrounding areas. The programs for the specific sites will be defined by the 
teams according to their own understanding of the future role of the Chao Phraya river as a 
vibrant central area for Bangkok dealing with the prevention of the effects of climate change. 
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Projects will provide a holistic master plan view, and specific zones will serve as strategic test 
sites for the teams to experiment. 

Solutions will have to do much more than just protect and prevent from river flooding, sea-level 
rise and subsidence. Projects will have to be proactive address energy production and use, 
ecological health, sewage overflows, and global green shipping, 
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In Red proposed study area for interventions. In Blue areas with existing plans.  
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