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Landscape architects advocate for the positive and productive benefits of well-designed parks in
communities across the nation and the globe. We believe firmly in the benefits of human and
environmental health and wellbeing that parks can generate when designed well. We believe that parks
can build community and steward democracy. And yet, what we less often address are how parks can
also be the catalyst for gentrification or other unintended consequences. How do designers encourage
healthy change and discourage changes that might undermine a community?  What are the nuances of
park design when working in an urban environment? How do designers engage these complex
questions? Looking at projects at multiple scales, from the individual park to the connected park system
and from the perspective of those advocating for parks, we will consider the tough questions of whose
change, what is changing, and what role do parks and designers play in this process.
Through three presentations, we will cover case studies of parks across the country. The presentations
will be followed by a panel discussion and audience Q&A on parks in changing communities.

Learning Objectives
●
●
●
●

Addressing how parks can be the catalyst for gentrification or other unintended consequences
Exploring how designers encourage healthy change and discourage changes that might
undermine a community
Discussing how the design and public engagement process may differ when working with an
established community versus a community that is going through a transition
Investigating how parks change communities and in turn, how designers actively engage the
potential dynamics of the community
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Adrian Benepe, Honorary ASLA
Public Parks & Equity: How Cities and Partners are Measuring and Acting on Fairness in
Public Space
During this era of urban revival, how can we increase access to parks and open spaces while mitigating
gentrification, displacement, and other unintended consequences of development? We will look at
examples of collaboration between non-profits and cities on projects that use park development as a tool
for addressing equity issues that go well beyond park borders, including an affordable housing
partnership with Story Mill Park in Bozeman, MT and the 11th Street Bridge Park in Washington, D.C. – a
park that was designed with the community’s input to ensure that everyone is able to share in the social,
environmental, and economic benefits of a new park. We will discuss how the Parks Departments in San
Francisco and Minneapolis are creating equitable parks systems through innovative planning strategies.

Notes:
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San Francisco Equity Zones

Minneapolis Investment Criteria

Eric Tamulonis, ASLA, LEED AP, PLA
The Process of Equity: Forging a New Park in the Crucible of Civil Rights
This is the story of the origins and master planning of a new 1200 acre park in Birmingham Alabama, and
how it was both affected by, and how it is now affecting the city’s civil rights history. There is frankly no
magic process or secret formula to the process of developing and approving the master plan, but there
are nuances and positive reinforcement of basic principles of engagement that are worth reinforcing.
Birmingham has been the subject of excellent writing on the topic of equity, including “The Most
Segregated City in the America”, by Charles Connerly, and “Carry Me Home”, by Diane McWhorter,
among others.
The planning process for the park took place after the stunning and unanticipated bargain sale of the land
that was mined for a century by U.S. Steel and its predecessor company.  This was a park no one saw
coming.  It was not planned for or requested as a result of a public process.  It originated in the simple act
by U.S. Steel, who have not explained it beyond a factual description of the transaction.  One could read
into it any number of motives, but the simplicity of the act precipitated a process that operated more as a
sort of thought experiment rather than a typical municipal planning project:  how can such an unexpected
gift be understood, accepted and used by a community that had only known the company as a distant and
pragmatic employer, for a piece of land that had been off limits and unknown except for those who
worked in its mines a generation ago? The story of the park cannot be told without understanding the
history of its origins and the community’s relationship before during and after the mining took place, and
the civil rights struggle that consumed the city.
Engaging a Disenfranchised Community
The approach to Red Mountain Park’s planning process was based on understanding the social and
physical context.  We worked very hard to understand the values of the community. We focused on the
future of the community and the park rather than the past. The process included face to face meetings of
all scales from one on one to large community meetings.
Perhaps the most important foundational role was played by our client, the Freshwater Land Trust.  The
Trust had worked hard to develop mutual respect with the community throughout the city before we joined
the process. The most important action was to develop a very close relationship with the pastor of an
important church in the African American community most affected by the park.  This relationship, based
on conservation of a unique fish specie found on the church’s property, established a credibility for the
Trust that was the bedrock of the park planning process. This was an organic evolution of the Trust’s
genuine concern for conservation and the shared value of concern for life that connected this to Reverend
Herron and his parishioners.
The process went forward with a series of meetings and gained momentum as the community
became aware of the potential of the park to affect them individually as well as a collection of
neighborhoods.
The Long Process of Normalizing Equity
As defacto agents of equity, we chose to portray our understanding of the city’s racial context objectively
by relying on the planning process to provide the forum for people to express their concerns, or not.  What
we found is that the community most affected by the park had been largely overlooked as a force in
making the city successful while in its heyday.  Much attention had been placed on the charismatic steel
furnaces some of which still stand producing (US Steel’ Fairfield Works) and preserved (Sloss Steel’s

furnace). These structures are truly heroic even when not operating “in blast”.  When they are on, the
community has a different quality about it.  It was this sense of pride that formed a bond between present
day black and white veterans of the mines, and serves as a model for community relations around the
park.
However, the mines were always invisible; mines that ran thousands of feet deep. The only evidence of
this activity was on the surface at the mine openings where ore was transferred to rail cars for passage to
the furnaces some miles away. It was an ingenious and impressive system that sprawled along miles of
Red Mountain, with mine openings at points of advantageous geology and topography. Gradually the
mining communities became independent of the companies and once U.S. Steel shut down mining in the
1970s, the communities were more or less adrift.  After decades of company support, employment fell,
crime rose, and by the 2000s the communities were lumped together as northwest Birmingham, a
statistical problem area.
But having survived the mine closure and the reduction of the city’s iron and steel empire, one of the most
difficult challenges came as a result of the turbulence of the 1960s, and the famous Birmingham
Campaign, the national focus of desegregation.  The aftermath of the campaign and its success took a toll
on the city.  Like cities across the nation, misunderstanding and uncertainty gave rise to the white flight
that diminished the American urban project for decades.  This left Birmingham with fewer resources with
which to support the former mining communities, and served to accelerate their isolation.
Various events of the 1960s created a legacy of separation in the city, in which many of the white
population who could, moved out of the city to the developing communities “south of the [Red] Mountain”,
and enduring phrase that still awkwardly and subliminally affects some of the community dynamic in the
city and surrounding communities.   This move exacerbated a polarization that was most evident in the
vicinity of the park.  One the north were the former mining communities, now almost entirely African
American, lower income, with a high crime rate overall, declining infrastructure, streets in disrepair, no
sidewalks, incompatible industrial neighbors, and in some cases toxic stream valleys due to upstream
industrial processes.  On the south are the newly developing communities, mostly but not entirely white
with corporate business parks, a Robert Trent Jones Golf Course, a new urbanist planned community,
new roads, shopping centers and schools.  Add to this an epic political and municipal financial collapse in
the county as a result of a sewer bond scandal.
Red Mountain is in the middle, and the new park was the opportunity.  The challenge was, there was no
constituent user group to speak for this new park, and neither the residents to the north or to the south
know much about the land, and even less about what could be done with it as part of their community life.
 U.S. Steel sought to provide the best outcome for the park, and hired landscape architect Nimrod Long &
Associates to develop a plan to visualize for the first time what the park could look like. The plan captured
the imagination of leaders, and in negotiations with the philanthropic community and other leaders, the
decision was made that the state would take title to the park.  A diverse commission was formed with
broad powers to develop the park. The master plan was organized in four parts:  Heritage, Nature,
Recreation and Connections, which incorporated a number of the Nimrod Long plan ideas.  The plan
provided a place for the many interests in the region to participate in the park.  The subsequent
conceptual plan visualized the park experience and established a more specific park plan with a trail
system, mine interpretation, and recreation spaces.  Completed near the time of the recession, the plan
has provided the commission with a way to implement improvements incrementally, beginning with trails

and access.   The commission has developed a significant low impact low investment high return aerial
park with ziplines and ropes course, climbing tower, treehouses, and a large length of the trail system.

Notes:

Birmingham District Rail System Map: Birmingham was founded in 1871 and grew quickly to a rail, mining and ironmaking giant –
the Pittsburgh of the South, complete with a regional approach to industrial distribution and transportation.



1920s OLMSTED BROS PARK PLAN:
Olmsted Brothers’ plan was visionary in its extent, partially realized; it accepted segregated parks as a fact of life – which would later
play a role in the Birmingham Campaign.
RED MOUNTAIN PARK VISION: The Park provides recreation and heritage interpretation in a diverse Appalachian forest, serving
as a common ground for a stabilizing community north of the park and a growing community to its south.

RED MOUNTAIN PARK CONCEPTUAL DESIGN PLAN: The Conceptual Design Plan provides a more detailed view of the
proposed long term physical layout of the park. It addresses adjacent land use as an integral aspect of the park’s development and
proposed to secure a more synergistic context for the park.

Diane Jones Allen, D. Eng., MLA, ASLA, PLA
Claiming Open Space: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Walk / Hayden Plaza
Political and market forces can change who dwells in, uses or claims a neighborhood or open space. The
Hayden Plaza at the intersection Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard
is one of the spaces.   In 1989 the first eight blocks of Dryades Street (the site of many civil rights
demonstrations) was named Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard. Oretha Castle Haley a resident of this
community was a Civil Rights activist and president of the New Orleans Chapter of the Congress for
Racial Equality (CORE).  From 1960-1964 she participated in marches and sit-ins of segregated stores,
hotels and other establishments, including along Dryades street.  Laid out in 1809 by Creole architect
Barthelemy Lafon, the Dryades Street Market area became a haven for culturally diverse entrepreneurs.
Prior to the Civil Rights Act Dryades Street was one of the few places that African Americans were able to
shop, although it took many protests and much work for them to be employed by these establishments. In
1976 a memorial walk and monument was dedicated to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. at the intersection of
Oretha Castle Haley and Martin Luther King Boulevards.  The sculpture was done by African American
artist Frank Hayden.  After some dismay over expressionistic form by the sculptor the African American
Community embraced it and fondly calls it the Abstract. Since the sculpture installation in 1976 until after
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the area was in steady decline, with many of the White owned businesses
leaving and other businesses closing. Post Hurricane Katrina, new development has come to Oretha
Castle Haley, including office, residential, retail and institutional development.  There has been major
capital investment by the City in streets and municipal improvements.  Many of the long time residents
worry about displacement while appreciating some of the improvements, such as the New Jazz Market.
The Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard Merchants Association funded by the New Orleans Recovery
Authority recently oversaw  the redesign of Hayden Plaza. The challenge was redesigning the space for
long term residents who view it as memorial and sacred space, and new users and residents who see it
as recreational space. What process would allow for honoring the past and accommodating the future?

Notes:

African-American Patrons on Dryades Street

Jane Jacobs Walk Flyer, Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard, 2017



             Dr. Martin Luter King Jr. Birthday March at Hayden Plaza,
             2017



     Tourists on Oretha Castle Haley Boulevard, 2017

