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Purpose of the Project:

Since its founding in Mequon 25 years ago, Concordia University Wisconsin (CUW) had been unable to 

take advantage of its Lake Michigan shoreline. Bordering a steep and precarious bluff 130+ feet above the 

water, the campus was essentially cut off from direct lakefront access. Unless you were right at the edge of 

the bluff or looking through an upper story window facing the lake, site topography, circulation and campus 

construction constraints eliminated views to Lake Michigan. It was possible to visit campus without ever 

seeing CUWôs most distinctive natural feature. Compounding this problem was extensive erosion of the 

bluff itself. During the first two decades of Concordiaôs operations, over five acres of their land fell into the 

lake; the DNR was using CUWôs shoreline as an extreme example of what can happen if there is no 

mitigation of the natural recessive processes that affect bluffs on the Great Lakes.

In 2003, CUW embarked on the Lakeshore Environmental Enhancement and Education Project to stabilize 

its eroding bluff, provide direct campus and public access to its lakeshore, and create a vital campus 

resource for environmental education and stewardship. Working in cooperation with bordering neighbors 

and the City of Mequon, the goal of this ambitious project was to provide students, faculty, and the general 

public with full access to CUWôs restored shoreline, diverse wetland areas, and beaches for visual 

enjoyment, hiking, fishing, swimming, wildlife observation and other educational pursuits.  CUWôs 

shoreline was to serve as a living laboratory, featuring a new LEED-certified Center for Environmental 

Stewardship at the top of the bluff and supporting CUW and local and regional students with their study of 

biology, ecology, and native habitat.  

.
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Role of the Landscape Architect:  

The Landscape Architect (L.A.) led the master planning and design process as part 

of an interdisciplinary team incorporating coastal and civil engineers and 

environmental scientists. The L.A. played an integral role throughout the process, 

guiding the campus and public input process for the master plan, developing 

conceptual and final design for site circulation and public access facilities and 

amenities, assisting with the landscape restoration and habitat area design 

(including planting plans for the wetland and coastal areas and native stabilizing 

vegetation), supporting the related stormwater planning process, completing final 

construction documents, and providing construction administration.

The L.A. also provided site, landscape and green roof design services for a new 

250-bed residence hall facility built near the top of the bluff, and is currently 

providing sustainable site and landscape design for the Universityôs new Center for 

Environmental Stewardship, which is being designed for LEED Gold certification 

and will complete CUWôs vision for their lakeshore.
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Special factors:

Extensive Restoration in a Highly Challenging Context

The scale of this $8 million restoration and enhancement project was massive. The stabilization effort  involved removing 

material from the Universityôs steep 2,700-foot long Lake Michigan bluff, stabilizing and seeding the entire site with native 

species, and constructing major shoreline revetment and breakwater structures, as well as managing a 34-acre fill site. The 

education and enhancement portions of the project involved installing a nearly 400-foot long staircase, over 1/2 mile of ADA 

accessible trails, an amphitheater, an emergency access route, along with the creation of a beach, a reef habitat area, a coastal 

wetland habitat area, and a perched wetland area. In the end, this project required physical manipulation and construction of:

Å 430,000 cubic yards of material moved from bluff to fill site

Å 84,900 square yards of native seeding, including 48 varieties of seed

Å 68,700 tons of rock used for breakwater and revetment

Å 16,920 square feet of perched wetland habitat area

Å 5180 linear feet of subsurface dewatering trenches

Å 2700 linear feet of protected shoreline and bluff restoration

Å 2550 linear feet of switchbacks 

Å 2400 cubic yards of imported sand for beach 

Å 1960 linear feet of lower walking path

Å 1300 shrubs, 105 trees

Å 670 linear feet of railing, 140 railing posts

Å 478 linear feet of Lannon stone create amphitheater seating

Å 220 stairs from the overlook to the lower walking path

Å 138 boulders, 6-10 tons each, form the submerged breakwater
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Special factors:

Interdisciplinary Process

While multidisciplinary teams are often able to complete projects in distinctly separate pieces, this process required complete

integration between the landscape architects, engineers, and environmental specialists. Bioengineering and aquatic biology 

had to be fused with landscape architectural practices to meet the projectôs challenging technical requirements and provide 

effective interdisciplinary solutions providing stabilization, restoration and public access. The result is a complete and 

holistic enhancement of CUWôs campus as well as the environmental stability and integrity of its lakeshore.

Campus and Public Access

Once an invisible and inaccessible feature, CUWôs lakefront has become a dynamic destination for campus residents and 

visitors and a true focal point for the campusô physical identity. Although it is a private institution, CUW has a history of

providing open access to the public ïas well as a mission that emphasizes community outreach and stewardship. The new 

shoreline, beaches and trails are fully accessible to the public within a standard range of hours each day, and are heavily 

utilized by hikers, joggers and families. Redesign of site circulation and parking have also improved access as well as opened 

up new views to the lake from campus.

The projectôs amphitheater, switchback and beach design has also expanded the campus grounds to the bluff and shoreline, 

supporting formal and informal campus gatherings and events as well as quiet study and contemplation. 

Living Laboratory for Environmental Study/Stewardship

In addition to its physical and aesthetic benefits, the project also extends the Universityôs academic mission. CUWôs 

lakeshore has gone from being an example of environmental degradation to becoming a unique environmental asset for the 

University and the regional community. The habitat areas were specifically designed to accommodate biological and 

ecological study. When the Center for Environmental Stewardship is complete, CUWôs lakeshore will serve as a benchmark 

for sustainable restoration and research on the Great Lakes.
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1. Plan View of Lakeshore Enhancement Project
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2. Concordiaõs Lakefront Prior to Construction


