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Executive Summary  
Urban parks and green space provide significant tangible and intangible benefits for cities and their 

residents. Quality parks support mental and physical health, serve critical green infrastructure 

functions, contribute to economic development, act as links in transportation networks, host cultural 

and social activities, and help give communities a sense of place. In short, they are treasured community 

assets. However, for residents and communities to take full advantage of these benefits, parks must be 

accessible and high quality. This means parks must be safe, well maintained, and designed and 

programmed to meet community needs (with community input). Historically, low-income 

neighborhoods and communities of color have faced barriers in accessing quality parks. To bridge these 

gaps and achieve “park equity” (all residents having reasonably equal access to quality parks), park 

leaders and their government and community partners are increasingly focused on directing park 

investments to communities in greatest need.  

Working from the premise that all residents deserve similar levels of access to good parks—not 

simply as a matter of right but because of parks’ significant benefits for people’s health, the 

environment, and other outcomes—this report seeks to understand the multiple ways that communities 

are funding their park systems, paying special attention to parks serving low-income neighborhoods. In 

our review, we place emphasis on (1) understanding how equity is approached in raising and distributing 

funds and (2) elevating innovative, emerging models or approaches to funding parks, particularly those 

that capitalize on parks’ many benefits. 

As with other investments in public infrastructure, parks can contribute to higher land values for 

nearby properties. This can in turn price out existing residents and businesses, particularly those 

renting and leasing. Gentrification is a complex issue, and this report is not intended to highlight 

strategies to prevent displacement. As we argue, however, park agencies and advocates have an 

important role to play in working with communities, government officials, and other partners to identify 

and mitigate the unintended consequences of park investments. Engaging communities as they plan and 

make decisions is particularly important for ensuring existing residents benefit from park investments. 

Some park systems are leading the way in equity conversations, demonstrating how cities can adopt a 

transparent, data-driven, community-led approach to and framework for improving equitable allocation 

of public resources.  

Funding can be thought of in two ways: capital investments (acquiring and building new assets) and 

operations and maintenance (taking care of existing assets).1 Most of the emerging, innovative funding 

opportunities are in the capital investment space; operations and maintenance will likely remain 
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primarily funded through more traditional sources (e.g., appropriations and dedicated taxes). To boost 

funding for operations and maintenance, parks might look to creatively manage existing funding and 

demonstrate their cobenefits, doing so to forge effective, ongoing partnerships with other departments 

and sectors and to build a coalition of community advocates in support of parks. 

All funding models have equity implications: some are explicitly designed to address equity and 

meaningfully engage all residents, some risk deepening inequities and fueling displacement, and most 

depend on how they are used. This report profiles several funding models (table ES.1). 

TABLE ES.1 

Park Funding Models Profiled in This Report 

Model Equity considerations 

Bonds and voter referenda Can adopt explicit equity goals and criteria and can help redistribute resources to 
areas in greatest need, especially when paired with equity frameworks 

Dedicated property taxes Raise reliable revenue for parks and help redistribute wealth but can also place 
burden on lower-income property owners (without policies to cushion) 

Sales taxes Raise reliable revenue for parks but generally viewed as regressive instrument 
because they place a greater proportional burden on lower-income consumers 

Fees and earned revenue Ration access to scarce assets and raise revenue from users with higher ability to 
pay but can also present barriers to lower-income residents and worsen 
inequities  

Land and water 
conservation funds 

Provide resources designed for projects in or adjacent to underserved 
neighborhoods and communities with lower-income residents 

Developer fees, incentives, 
and concessions 

If well designed and enforced, can help ensure public benefit from private 
development 

Community and economic 
development programs 

Use federal funds to incentivize projects designed to spur growth and investment 
in low-income neighborhoods (e.g., recreation facilities) 

Conservancies, friends 
groups, and public 
corporations 

Directly involve civic-minded citizens to advocate and fundraise for parks, and 
encourage good stewardship of community assets. Citywide systems can help 
redistribute resources.  

Community ownership Engages local community in the management of local park. If significant 
investments are needed, they may be beyond the capacity of the community to 
manage. 

Philanthropic partnerships Often have a pro-equity focus and can be used to engage community and develop 
accessible park assets 

Water-quality and 
management through 
green infrastructure 

Flood management and improved water quality are important goals not just from 
a sustainability and technical perspective but also from an equity one. Integrating 
green infrastructure for these objectives into parks directly benefits 
neighborhood properties.  

Health care cobenefits Parks and green space have beneficial impacts on mental health, obesity, and 
general physical activity for residents in surrounding communities. Health system 
partners can recognize and value these benefits through partnerships.  
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Model Equity considerations 

Transportation grants Demonstrates parks’ role as important parts of transportation networks, 
especially as links within active commuting chains  

Climate change and 
disaster resiliency 
programs 

Can mitigate the outsized negative effects of climate change and disaster 
recovery on low-income neighborhoods  

Shared-use agreements 
with schools 

Can be used to benefit resource-constrained communities by enabling efficient 
use or reuse of public resources  

Land-value capture 
models 

A way to enable land owners in a given community to pay for additional amenities 
in that area. May have limited application in communities without financial 
capacity to pay for increased services and amenities and can disenfranchise 
renters or commercial tenants.  

Land trusts Community land trusts are mostly established to protect affordable housing and 
conservation land trusts protect and manage neighborhood parks and green 
space. Advocates for each can work together to advance shared community 
goals.  

Impact bonds and pay for 
success 

Provide an opportunity to engage new funders on environmental projects and 
encourage governments and community members to think strategically about 
public investments and desired outcomes. 

Brownfield conversions Uses external funds to transform polluted industrial land into green community 
assets, potentially addressing environmental justice issues.  

Source: Authors’ analysis. 

Innovations this report uncovered are not individual funding sources but rather approaches, such 

as how communities are using an equity lens to shape funding decisions; how park systems are 

strategically leveraging new funding opportunities at the margins and helping to reallocate resources; 

and how partnerships, including those tied to the numerous social and environmental benefits of parks, 

are broadening parks’ base of support. Although this report highlights many potentially replicable pro-

equity funding models and approaches, most funding innovations are occurring on the capital 

expenditure side, and local economic and fiscal contexts have significant implications for accessing 

funding for operations and maintenance.  

Our research on how equity features in funding options and decisions has led to 11 broad 

takeaways for park systems:  

1. Cities are finding ways to quantify and demonstrate the impact and broader benefits of parks, 

and they are using these to inform policy and build advocate coalitions.  

2. Federal funding opportunities have been an important source of funding for pro-equity 

projects, but some sources are shrinking. States and foundations could fill some gaps.  
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3. Strategic use of partnerships can help share costs, raise in-kind support, and allow governments 

to reallocate park resources where they are needed.  

4. Blending and braiding different funding sources can help bridge capital gaps.  

5. Cities with limited fiscal capacity may continue to struggle to secure sustainable funding for 

operations and maintenance. although adopting a strategy that embraces creativity, fosters 

collaboration, and creates a shared vision can help.  

6. Large municipalities with rapid growth face particular challenges related to displacement and 

inequity but are uniquely positioned to tap private investment to fund parks and other public 

assets.  

7. Traditional revenue streams (such as fees, dedicated property and sales taxes, and bond 

issuances) will likely remain an important source of funding for many park systems, especially 

for operations and maintenance, but new opportunities are available to build an equity focus 

into how these funds are raised and spent.  

8. Engaging the community early and often can catalyze the community’s sense of ownership, 

ensure parks meet their needs, and support sustainable management of park assets.  

9. Citywide equity frameworks can help guide park priorities and investments in ways that engage 

and benefit historically neglected communities.  

10. Addressing equity is complex and requires a multilayered approach, but parks can be one place 

where cities lead the way. 

11. This is a learning journey. No community has all the answers, but practically all are eager to 

learn and to share with others. 

The models profiled in this report and the takeaways offered are meaningless without park leaders 

and their partners in government and the community who are committed to addressing park equity 

gaps in their cities. This report is meant to be a resource in that effort and will be complemented by two 

forthcoming products from City Parks Alliance and Groundwork USA: 

 A review of park investment strategies from several major park systems 

 A toolkit for replicating approaches  

These resources, along with continuous dialogue and collaboration with other communities, should 

help park leaders and allies learn about and test best practices and approaches to tackling equity 

challenges so that all residents are able to take advantage of the many benefits of urban parks.
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Introduction 
Parks are among the highest priorities for mayors of cities large and small (Yadavalli et al. 2019), and an 

increasing number of cities are acknowledging the role of their parks as critical community assets with 

broad benefits.2 Parks provide tremendous value for individuals and communities and are common 

features of US cities and towns: the 100 largest US cities have a combined 2,083,608 acres of parkland 

spread across 24,024 parks serving almost 65 million residents.3 But not all people and communities are 

able to benefit equally from parks, with park quality, use, and access varying widely by geographic, 

racial, and socioeconomic factors. The inequities in park quality and access create barriers for some 

residents, including people living in low-income neighborhoods and people in communities of color 

(Cohen et al. 2016a). In response, park leaders; the communities they serve; and public, private, civic, 

and philanthropic partners are increasingly focused on strengthening park equity (box 1). 

One key way to address park equity is through an inclusive approach to funding. This involves 

considering equity when examining the sources of park funding, how funding decisions are made, and 

the impacts of park investments on communities. Through an extensive literature review and 

interviews with 18 park leaders and partners across the US, this report provides a scan of the field and 

elevates examples of communities and parks that integrate a concern for equity as part of their funding 

strategies.  

Although we aim to profile a wide range of funding models, sources, and strategies in a diverse 

range of cities and towns, we are unable to address all elements of park equity and do not recommend a 

single approach that all communities should follow. Instead, we look exclusively at funding for urban 

parks and green space and ask, “How can funding decisions advance or hinder park equity?” 

Two forthcoming resources from City Parks Alliance and Groundwork USA will complement this 

report: 

 A review of park investment strategies from several major park systems 

 A toolkit for replicating approaches 
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BOX 1 

Defining Equity 

Three elements of equity are relevant for this report, and we define them as follows: 

 Park equity. This considers whether all residents have reasonably equal access to quality parks. 

We are including both proximity (i.e., parks located close to residents) and quality (i.e., parks 

that are well maintained and appropriately programmed) in our definition. Quality also 

measures whether parks offer amenities and programming that are responsive to the needs of 

users (including being culturally appropriate). Park use is largely a dependent variable (i.e., if 

safe, quality parks are built close to residents, are located and designed with community 

engagement, and offer features and programming that residents want, our hypothesis is that 

those residents will generally use those parks).  

 Equitable park investment. This refers to strategies that cities and communities can implement 

to guide capital investments and operations and maintenance expenditures to ensure the 

communities with the greatest need are prioritized in funding decisions.  

 Equitable development. This refers to strategies implemented to ensure benefits from 

economic growth and development are realized by existing residents, particularly low-income 

neighborhoods and communities of color, and the negative impacts of development (e.g., 

displacement) are mitigated.  
 

Reviewing the Benefits of Parks 

For those who have access to quality parks, the benefits can be significant. When designed purposefully 

and with diverse activities, parks can yield a range of improved health outcomes for those who can 

access and use them (Cohen et al. 2016a). For example, a longitudinal study in Southern California 

found that access to parks helped reduce childhood obesity (Wolch et al. 2011). Other studies have 

found that parks and green spaces have a beneficial effect on mental health (Sturm and Cohen 2014), 

cognitive development (Dadvand et al. 2015), and positive social interactions that lead to better health 

and well-being (Cohen, Inagami, and Finch 2008). 

In recent years, parks have been recognized for their contribution to sustainability because they 

can mitigate environmental challenges and build resiliency through green infrastructure. These 

approaches use nature-based solutions to address environmental and health challenges such as 

stormwater flood management, air quality improvement, and diffusion of the urban heat island effect.  
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Parks, including trails and green space rights of way, also serve as important community links, 

connecting residents with jobs, opportunities, and each other. Further, when park officials make 

intentional efforts to collaborate with communities in design and programming, parks can foster social 

cohesion and collective ownership of public space, which is essential for developing vibrant, thriving 

public spaces (Garrett and Stark 2017).  

Yet users cannot achieve the full benefits of parks when they face barriers to access and activities.4 

These challenges are further entrenched in communities of color and low-income neighborhoods where 

historic land use regulations and public investment policies limited people’s access to amenities and 

opportunities.5 As a result, significant disparities persist in park size, stewardship, and programming 

across different communities (Wen et al. 2013; McKenzie et al. 2013). Park departments and local 

leaders need to actively identify where park inequity exists and take steps to address it, including as 

part of funding conversations.  

As a determinant of access, proximity to parks is important for unlocking the potential benefits for 

their users. Research shows that people living farther away from parks are less likely to use them: one 

study found a 30 percent decline in a park’s likelihood of use for users living more than three-quarters 

of a mile from it (Walker and Compton 2012). This is one reason many cities have embraced the goal of 

ensuring all residents live within a 10-minute walk from park spaces.6 As of 2018, approximately 70 

percent of people in the 100 largest US cities live within a 10-minute walk to a park (McCabe et al. 

2018). However, several perceived barriers related to quality also limit access to parks. Parks must be 

also be inclusive, with welcoming landscaping, programming, and features that enhance real and 

perceived safety (Lackey and Kaczynski 2009).  

There are also important correlations between quality and access to urban parks and the income of 

the surrounding community. The first National Study of Neighborhood Parks found that parks in high-

poverty neighborhoods were smaller (7.8 versus 10.0 acres), had less programming, and had more litter 

(Cohen et al. 2016a). Additional studies have revealed a range of potential explanations for barriers to 

park access and use in low-income neighborhoods and communities of color. Some of these include a 

lack of programmed activities that match the communities’ interests (Cohen et al. 2016a; Cohen et al. 

2016b), limited play areas for children (Cohen et al. 2016a), perceptions of crime (Committee on 

Environmental Health 2009),7 and dirtiness of the park and its surroundings (Hamilton et al. 2017). 

Additional factors that inhibit park access and use relate to the surrounding built environment, such as 

poor street connectivity and traffic (Kaczynski et al. 2014) and a suboptimal land-use mix in the 

surrounding areas (Frank et al. 2012).8  
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Parks, Equity, and Placemaking 

Public places play an important role in shaping how individuals and families experience their 

communities and neighborhoods. These are the key elements of individual and social well-being that 

intersect with a community’s collective life, highlight diverse expressions of common natural and 

cultural richness, and ground a sense of identity (Project for Public Spaces 2012). Communities engage 

with place in many ways, and this is activated through a community development tool called 

placemaking. Placemaking is the process of collaboratively creating public spaces that are meaningful to 

a community and that enhance residents’ quality of life.9 

Placemaking is the process of collaboratively creating public spaces that are meaningful to a 

community and that enhance residents’ quality of life. 

When parks are underutilized, unsafe, and poorly maintained, they can contribute to vacancy and 

blight in the community (Raya and Rubin 2006). These conditions negatively affect the surrounding 

community, creating perceived threats that discourage park use, especially for African American and 

Latinx residents (Cohen et al. 2016b). This is a challenge because it undermines the benefit parks bring 

of fostering social cohesion and collective ownership of public space (Garrett and Stark 2017).  

The creation and maintenance of strong park systems can encourage economic prosperity, 

particularly in low-income or disinvested communities, which might have higher vacancy rates and a 

less-stable affordable housing stock (Sherman 2016). Infusing vibrancy back into public spaces 

transforms the perception of the place and can become a strategy for wealth building for existing 

residents and businesses. This happens when parks are built in historically blighted or neglected and 

vacant lots (e.g., community gardens in the Lower East Side of New York City).10 In this way, parks can 

help the community regain market strength and stimulate economic growth to spaces that previously 

received little attention and economic activity. This has happened in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and 

Detroit, for example.11 

A report on equitable development and culture from PolicyLink emphasizes, “Without equity, 

community redevelopment can improve a physical place but leave the people behind, stifle broad 

creativity, bring economic benefit only to a few, lead to a homogeneous community, or displace many” 

(Rose, Daniel, and Liu 2017). This is particularly concerning for low-income neighborhoods and 
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communities of color, where longtime residents may face the threat of being displaced or priced out as 

the neighborhood transforms. The challenge for governments and their community partners is how to 

make public investments that build wealth and position those investments as assets for existing 

residents while minimizing the displacement pressures that may follow the investments (box 2).  

Although displacement resulting from gentrification remains a concern, particularly in large, rapidly 

growing cities (Richardson, Mitchell, and Franco 2019), research suggests that stagnation, 

disinvestment, and concentrated poverty, not gentrification, are the biggest problems confronting 

American cities, especially low-income neighborhoods and communities of color (Cortright and 

Mahmoudi 2014). Communities that have seen historic disinvestment are often the most at risk of 

further stagnation and lack the local fiscal capacity to adequately fund park and recreation assets 

(Joassart-Marcelli 2010). These are the places that are driven to creatively cobble together financing 

for parks and ensure investments are equitable so the risk of segregation is not perpetuated. Yet not all 

forms of economic development are desirable, and without strategies, policies, and the right partners in 

place, investment and growth can exclude existing residents, deepen inequity, and fuel displacement. 

The challenge for governments and their community partners is how to make public 

investments in low-income neighborhoods and communities of color in ways that build 

wealth and position those investments as assets for existing residents while minimizing 

displacement pressures that may follow the investments.  

Placemaking can mitigate these challenges by acknowledging the value of public space as a 

community asset and providing the community with an opportunity to define its identity and use. When 

done effectively, placemaking can help strengthen local economies, reduce crime, drive civic 

engagement, and improve the health and well-being of its users (Treskon et al. 2018).12 To be inclusive 

and equitable, placemaking strategies need the community’s active involvement and ownership.  

When placemaking efforts incorporate equitable development practices, investments in 

community assets such as parks and green spaces enable the existing neighborhoods and cities to 

remain vibrant and inclusive. Moreover, across the US, local governments, nonprofits, and communities 

are increasingly recognizing the importance of considering park equity. However, as a staff member 

from one city’s department of parks and recreation told us, “Equity is easier to say and harder to do.”  
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BOX 2 

Green Gentrification 

Addressing inequities in public resource allocation is a worthwhile goal and focus of cities, but if policies 

are not in place to ensure lower-income residents (including existing residents) enjoy the benefits of 

those resources, public investments in these communities can inadvertently increase segregation and 

the deepening of racial and income inequities.  

Gentrification is a complicated issue with causes and solutions that extend far beyond parks and 

green space and involve broader economic forces, public policies, and power dynamics. Gentrification 

as a term has become shorthand for the racial and economic inequities that persist in many cities and 

has in turn helped spur social and environmental justice efforts. 

Green gentrification is the process whereby funding additional and improved greening activities 

can transform neighborhoods in ways that raise property values and quality-of-life measures. This in 

turn attracts development and wealthier residents while pricing existing residents, particularly renters, 

out of the area (Dooling 2009). Further, recent research finds that by potentially denying access to park 

amenities, green gentrification can perpetuate poverty and reduce health benefits for low-income 

neighborhoods and communities of color (Cole et al. 2017).  

Several experts have proposed strategies for mitigating unintended consequences from green 

gentrification.13 To accomplish these, park agencies should play a key role in partnering with 

communities and city agencies before park investments and upgrades. This includes aligning with 

municipal affordable housing efforts and ensuring parks are designed and programmed in response to 

needs and desires of existing residents (i.e., active community involvement in the planning stage of 

housing development and neighborhood revitalization efforts). Some have proposed the “just green 

enough” strategy, which encourages investments in green infrastructure that meet community needs 

and sustainability objectives without becoming destinations that drive gentrification (Wolch, Byrne, 

and Newell 2014; Curran and Hamilton 2017).14 Proponents emphasize that this approach can and 

should be community led, with emphasis on community engagement to prioritize the needs of existing 

residents rather than appealing to prospective residents. However, by limiting investment to the 

minimum required, this strategy may perpetuate historic underinvestment in low-income 

neighborhoods while de-emphasizing the need for aligning park investments with other investments 

and policies that enhance neighborhood stability (e.g., comprehensive equitable development plans). 

The Role of Funding for Park Equity 

Parks can be catalytic for improving the health, well-being, and livelihoods of communities, but funding 

for them is often limited and competitive. Park departments need to secure funding for both capital 

projects (i.e. acquiring and developing parks and green space), and operations and maintenance 
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(including programming). Securing sustainable funding for the latter can be particularly challenging, and 

doing so is often the sole or primarily responsibility of local governments. Moreover, parks are 

especially vulnerable to budget cuts in lean fiscal times. For example, after the 2008–09 financial crisis, 

parks and recreation departments were among the first places where city leaders sought to trim 

budgets.15 These challenges are further exacerbated in low-income neighborhoods and communities of 

color, which often lack the capacity to raise additional revenue for parks or have limited fiscal buffers in 

times of stress—the very places that often have the greatest need for parks and green space to improve 

health and well-being (Joassart-Marcelli 2010). 

To address persistent funding gaps and ensure investments are being made equitably, park 

departments need to partner with community residents and other government agencies as well as 

philanthropy and civic groups. In places where budget constraints are tight, perhaps as a result of 

economic conditions, leveraging these partnerships can help secure additional funding or maintain 

current funding as part of sustainability strategies. When forming these collaborations, however, park 

departments must monitor how and where the funding is being spent, enabling the same dollar to go 

farther in the communities with the greatest needs. Collecting data on equity and equity gaps is crucial 

to making informed decisions and persuasive arguments that rally support of the public and elected 

officials.  

To yield the highest returns for communities, funding decisions should adopt equitable approaches 

that ensure investments are helping residents with poor access to quality parks. In this report, we 

identify funding approaches being implemented in cities and communities across the United States, 

looking specifically at innovative or emerging funding sources and strategies that leverage the 

cobenefits of parks. We pay special attention to equitable approaches in both how funds are raised 

(looking at how equitable different approaches are) and how funds are spent (looking at strategies and 

approaches that foster and support equitable park investments that benefit low-income residents and 

communities of color).  
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Opportunities for Increasing Park 

Equity through Local Approaches  
Unlocking the value of park assets is critical for encouraging investments and can catalyze improved 

opportunities and quality of life for residents of low-income neighborhoods. Several promising 

approaches from across the country are recognizing parks’ potential to create value for the community 

and aim to engage communities in strategic decisionmaking on park resources (table 1). These 

approaches, when aligned with funding strategies either explicitly (as with equitable investment 

frameworks) or otherwise, can meaningfully redirect resources to bridge park equity gaps.  

TABLE 1 

Approaches to Bridging Park Equity 

Model 
Potential 

champions Placemaking considerations Examples 

Adopting equity 
frameworks to guide 
park investment and 
priorities 

City government 
and agencies 

Equity frameworks can also be used as 
instruments to measure park equity and 
indicate where there can be 
improvements 

Miami-Dade 
County’s park access 
and equity strategy 

Using participatory 
tools to encourage park 
equity 

Park 
departments, 
park advocates, 
and community 
stakeholders 

Drafting strategies collaboratively 
engages the community voice and 
targets community needs 

Minneapolis’s 
community advisory 
committee process 

Using economic impact 
assessments to value 
the benefits of parks 

Park 
departments, 
advocates, 
foundations, and 
third party 
assessment 
partners 

Identifying the economic benefits of 
parks can encourage community 
development investment in traditionally 
disinvested communities 

Dallas’ impact 
assessment of the 
value of the park 
system 

Integrating park 
development priorities 
into master planning 
efforts 

City government, 
park and planning 
departments, 
community 
stakeholders 

Coordinated city planning efforts can 
identify overlapping priorities and offer 
the opportunity to consider needs of 
community residents 

Los Angeles’s Master 
Plan for Sustainable 
Parks and Recreation 

Launching park 
campaigns for political 
and community buy-in 

Mayors, city 
government, park 
advocates, and 
community 
stakeholders 

Creates thoughtful partnerships to 
improve equitable access to parks across 
cities. Can leverage community voice for 
local action 

Denver and the 10-
Minute Walk 
campaign 

Source: Authors’ analysis. 
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Adopting Equity Frameworks to Guide  

Park Investments and Priorities 

The beginning of the park planning process is an opportunity to assess the communities with the 

greatest needs for parks and green infrastructure and which communities are likely to most benefit 

from investment. Park agencies such as those in Minneapolis and Miami-Dade County have determined 

park resource distribution based on equity criteria that involve extensive stakeholder engagement and 

community input to ensure data on park access match the reality of the residents’ needs. This 

information informs decisions on appropriating funding for capital expenditures and investments in 

programming as well as ongoing maintenance and operations.  

In Minneapolis, since 2016, the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board (MPRB) Budget has 

underscored racial equity planning as a key factor in funding decisions. In 2016, the city and MPRB 

passed a funding plan to equitably address the funding needs for parks, and the plan provided for $11 

million in funding each year for parks, totaling $250 million over the next 20 years, to meet both urgent 

and ongoing needs.16 The MPRB’s entire six-year Capital Improvement Plan and schedule for capital 

improvements across the park system is based on two MPRB ordinances that address equitable 

investments. These investments are determined by equity-based criteria matrix systems and accounts 

for over $20 million annually in capital investments in parks and areas of the city that have the greatest 

needs. In addition, the MPRB’s Recreation Center’s discretionary funds, over $3 million a year, are 

allocated across its 49 recreation centers based on an equity matrix for recreation programs and 

services that reach the most vulnerable. The MPRB is also carrying out the implementation of a Racial 

Equity Action Plan that addresses administrative policies and practices in hiring, access to vendor 

contracts, service delivery, and other areas of the park system.  

Equity frameworks can also be used as instruments to measure the distribution of park benefits and 

indicate areas for improvement. The Miami-Dade County Department of Parks, Recreation & Open Space 

developed a park access and equity strategy that included health and public safety data to assess the 

cross-system benefits of parks for different groups of people. In conducting community outreach, Miami-

Dade County and the city of Brownsville, Texas, have included engagement strategies in Spanish to ensure 

the Latinx populations were included in the process and to help determine where investments for parks 

were being directed. In a similar vein, in preparing their Comprehensive Plan, the City of Seattle 

conducted a Gap Analysis Report with sections on parks and park equity (Seattle Parks and Recreation 

2017). The aim of the report was to identify the areas of need and to guide investments (both capital 

development and access) for future parks. These examples demonstrate how exercises that measure park 

and green space distribution can inform efforts aimed at bridging gaps and reducing disparities.  
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Using Participatory Tools to Encourage Park Equity 

Engaging community leadership through community-based organizations, faith-based organizations, 

schools, community centers, or direct outreach can encourage a sense of ownership and stewardship of 

existing, redesigned, or new space. Many parks departments have developed advisory committees at 

the neighborhood level to facilitate these decisionmaking processes. When a community is actively 

involved in shaping the identity of the park space, its buy-in increases and the park is better utilized 

(Garrett and Stark 2017).  

Participatory budgeting has been used to engage communities to ensure public funding decisions 

are equitable. In Minneapolis, the park system set aside money to create community advisory 

committees to engage residents in an ongoing and meaningful way. Park leaders drafted strategies 

collaboratively with the community. After securing funding, the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board 

reengaged the community to determine how to spend the money. This process ensured the 

community’s needs were included in both the planning and budgeting for parks. Other cities, including 

New York City, have begun exploring participatory budgeting as a broad tool for community 

engagement and ownership.17 Although this may require rigorous data-driven criteria, such as 

Minneapolis’ equity metrics, as well as time and effort from the park department’s staff, it can be a 

viable way of encouraging equitable park investments in cities with sufficient data and personnel 

capacity.  

Although some park departments and projects may resist engaging in broader community 

development conversations (Rigolon and Németh 2018), others are recognizing the need to understand 

how their efforts can affect and be shaped by neighborhood development realities. Participatory tools 

can assist and help ensure equitable park investments connect closely with community-wide equitable 

development strategies. An exceptional example of this is the 11th Street Bridge Park project in 

Washington, DC, which incorporated a comprehensive equitable development approach to direct park 

incentives for the community’s members . When complete, the park will span two divides, one physical 

(the Anacostia River) and one socioeconomic (the division between the predominantly white and high-

income Capitol Hill communities and the predominantly black and lower-income communities around 

Historic Anacostia). To mitigate potential displacement, the project started work on a 

comprehensive equitable development plan before breaking ground. This plan, informed by many 

community meetings, was designed to ensure shared benefits with longtime residents (Bogle, Diby, and 

Burnstein 2016). 
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The City of Nashville created a citizen advisory board to guide the implementation of park funding. 

In 2002, the City Council appropriated $35 million in capital investment for parks. The advisory board, 

made up of residents in the community, was actively involved in the outreach and planning processes. 

The board members had a voice in guiding the implementation of park investment, holding the parks 

department accountable by overseeing activities, and advocating for the community’s greatest 

priorities (Raya and Rubin 2006).  

Using Impact Assessments to Estimate  

the Broader Benefits of Parks 

Parks and recreation departments as well as local park advocates have long been making the case that 

park assets yield broad benefits for individuals, communities, and the entire city. Bolstered by research 

studies, some of these stakeholders have begun building local evidence of the positive outcomes of their 

specific park system through impact assessments (exercises that seek to measure the cobenefits of 

parks across systems such as health care, the environment, economic development, and real estate). 

These assessments help demonstrate that parks offer a good return on public investment and can be 

useful tools for advocating for more funding or realigning existing funding. The National Recreation and 

Park Association, the Trust for Public Land, and others have conducted such studies in places such as 

Nassau County, New York; Des Moines, Iowa; and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (City of Des Moines Parks 

and Recreation 2013; Trust for Public Land 2008, 2010). These reports have highlighted things like the 

measurable impact of parks on the city’s property tax base, the ability of parks to provide valuable 

green infrastructure services, and the benefits of parks for public health.  

More robust impact assessments can include equity indicators and scoring and break out the park 

system to look at the benefits of different types of parks (useful to prioritize investments).18 In 2016, 

the City of Dallas Department of Parks and Recreation partnered with HR&A Advisors, Verdunity, and 

the Trust for Public Land to produce an economic value and benchmarking study of the park system in 

Dallas. The purpose was to estimate the value of the park system, describe the rationale for future park 

investment, and examine best practices and opportunities to enhance the economic value of parks. This 

work found that Dallas parks contribute to a seven-to-one return in public investments ($678 million 

annually) to the local economy. But they also found that Dallas spends around 40 percent less per 

resident than other cities for both park operations and capital improvements. Identifying data on 

investments in parks helped demonstrate where intentional equity investments could occur. To 

increase park equity and thus influence more equitable park investments, the report recommended that 
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Dallas Parks and Recreation needs to expand relationships and partner with community organizations, 

particularly in low-income neighborhoods, to ensure they have access to parks (HR&A Advisors 2016).  

Although economic impact studies can be lengthy and resource intensive, the Dallas case 

demonstrates they can also be beneficial for identifying equity gaps. The more comprehensive these 

studies get (by including the role of community parks in building community identity, resiliency, and 

other less tangible but important factors), the more value they can provide, especially when making a 

funding case to voters and policymakers.  

Integrating Park Development Priorities  

into Master Planning Efforts 

Master plans are used by municipalities for several purposes: to identify land use and recommend land 

use changes, to reflect and help shape public priorities on urban space, and to support strategic planning 

efforts such as managing growth and realigning public services to meet changing needs. Not all master 

planning activities result in equitable investments, but when done thoughtfully and inclusively, they 

offer the opportunity to consider the needs of community residents; particularly those living in 

historically disinvested communities. Increasingly, parks and recreation departments are coordinating 

with city or county planning efforts to integrate parks in master plans, ensuring parks are considered in 

development decisions and public investments made through other agency budgets. Using an 

integrated planning approach can identify overlapping priorities of different sectors (e.g., parks and 

water, parks and transportation, etc.), which is helpful in making the case for more blended funding 

strategies.  

In 2016, for example, Los Angeles County conducted the first wide-ranging evaluation of their park 

network as part of their master planning effort. This was the catalyst for a ballot measure on park 

funding, Measure A. The Master Plan for Sustainable Parks and Recreation was funded through a grant 

from the California Strategic Growth Council in 2012. Through a collaborative process with civic 

leaders, residents, business owners, and county officials, the Department of Parks and Recreation 

created an accompanying plan for the Los Angeles Countywide Comprehensive Parks and Recreation 

Needs Assessment. This acknowledged parks as critical infrastructure for the county. It focused on 

sustainability measures, developed metrics to identify park priorities, and examined the allocation of 

funding these efforts. The assessment brought attention to gaps in park distribution and prioritized 

planning in areas that lack parks and open space.  
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Miami-Dade County’s master planning process included similar activities. The Open Space Master 

Plan demonstrates the connectivity of different local government entities through park development 

and preservation (Miami-Dade Park and Recreation Department 2011). This plan, like the needs 

assessment in Los Angeles, creates criteria to identify the highest-need communities and works to 

advance park funding to improve the quality of life in these places. Being purposeful about including 

equitable development in master planning processes takes time (Miami-Dade’s process developed a 

multiyear equitable parks development strategy). In the long-term, however, matching priorities to 

investments can save costs (i.e., governments leverage funding for multiple priorities at once) and 

increase sustainability (i.e., operations and maintenance expenses could be integrated across sectors).  

Launching Park Campaigns for  

Political and Community Buy-In 

One tangible way to generate investments in parks and green space are campaigns to secure political 

and community support buy-in. Local campaigns, or regional or national campaigns that leverage and 

engage local stakeholders, can make a strong case for the value of community park assets. 

To galvanize efforts on the regional scale, Kaiser Permanente and the California Wellness 

Foundation funded the HEAL Cities Campaign for Complete Parks Systems.19 The approach takes a 

health equity focus and illustrates indicators that can catalyze inclusive park access and utilization for 

city residents. Through the campaigns in Colton and Placentia, California, the parks departments 

engaged in a one-year process of engaging residents through advocacy workshops, planning meetings, 

and other forms of stakeholder consultation to get their input in the planning and implementation of 

more equitable policies. These policies primarily target strategies to improve park infrastructure and 

the quality of programming for park users. To ensure the process is inclusive, the HEAL Cities Campaign 

work is conducted in different languages and within the communities they serve. The campaign has 

branched out to cities in Colorado, Oregon, Maryland, and Virginia.  

Efforts by national advocacy organizations to leverage networks of local champions can also help 

secure funding. For example, City Parks Alliance’s Mayor’s for Parks Coalition—the first national 

coalition focused on city parks—was launched in 2013 to galvanize support and funding for parks. Since 

its inception, it has helped deliver more than $100 million in grant funding for parks and green space in 

low-income neighborhoods and has inspired several mayor-led efforts. The coalition has also advocated 

for the renewal of the Land and Water Conservation Fund and the expansion of the Outdoor 
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Recreation Legacy Partnership Program, a federal program that directs capital funding to projects in 

low-income urban communities to reduce disparities in access.20 

Further, the Trust for Public Land, the National Recreation and Parks Association, and the Urban 

Land Institute developed the 10-Minute Walk campaign. Recognizing the need for improved park 

access (one in three Americans do not have access to parks within a 10-minute walk, or approximately 

half a mile on flat land),21 these organizations challenged mayors to push for more and better accessible 

parks in their cities. Almost 200 mayors have signed onto the campaign, and many have been thoughtful 

about partnering with their parks departments to strategize ways to improve equitable access to parks 

in their cities. Although only a few mayors have been able to appropriate funds directly in support of the 

campaign, the mayoral support has fostered additional partnerships across government entities. In 

Denver, for instance, Mayor Hancock has been working with the City’s Department of Parks and 

Recreation to promote community engagement activities to activate parks and increase 

programming.22 
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Applying an Equity Lens to  

Funding for Urban Parks 
Many urban park departments are already integrating approaches, such as those profiled above, to 

bridge park equity gaps. Although the tools and frameworks they use differ based on the context, needs, 

and capacities of their communities, they share a common goal of addressing inequitable barriers to 

accessing and using quality parks. However, equity is also an important consideration in terms of 

funding decisions. This section applies an equity lens to existing and emerging funding sources and 

strategies. 

To secure resources to bridge park equity gaps, park systems may seek to increase their overall 

budgets, improve the equitable allocation of existing resources, or do some combination of the two. 

There are two distinct types of funding; each addresses separate aspects of park equity. Capital 

investments (acquiring and building new assets) helps address proximity barriers, while funds for 

operations and maintenance (taking care of existing assets) address quality. Community engagement 

can occur at both levels and includes active involvement in planning for new parks and ongoing 

engagement to ensure parks are continuing to meet neighborhood needs.  

Currently, most park systems are funded through a combination of regular budget appropriations, 

dedicated taxes or bond revenue, and fees and service charges. These sources are frequently 

supplemented by state and federal grants, philanthropic donations and funding from public-private 

partnerships, special inter- and intragovernmental transfers, and a range of miscellaneous funding 

streams and arrangements (e.g., civic groups). Each of these has equity implications.  

Park budgets on the whole have been growing slowly, rising to a median of $82 in public agency 

spending per resident across the 100 largest cities in 2018 from $73 in 2014.23 But most of this increase 

is caused by a rise in capital investment rather than boosts for operations and maintenance. Further, 

despite the increase, many park systems still face persistent funding gaps including significant deferred 

maintenance, and they remain especially vulnerable to funding cuts (McCabe et al. 2018).  

Traditional funding sources (taxes, fees, and transfers) will likely remain the primary source of 

funding for park systems, particularly for operations and maintenance. But innovations in blending 

funding and growing recognition of the broader benefits of parks present opportunities to (1) broaden 

the funding base for urban parks and elevate equity into funding conversations and decisions, (2) 
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strategically leverage limited local dollars to capture nonlocal funding, and (3) reallocate core funding 

toward pro-equity projects.  

The appendix organizes the range of funding models and approaches profiled in a table so that they 

can be easily compared.  

This section first considers the equity implications and opportunities of existing funding models, 

then looks at approaches to leveraging private and civic resources to enable reallocation of park funds 

toward pro-equity projects, partnerships that capture the broader benefits of parks and expand the 

funding base, and how emerging, innovative funding mechanisms relate to equity. 

Equitable Allocation of Traditional Funding Models 

For many communities, existing funding streams (such as bonds, fees, and dedicated taxes) are and will 

remain the primary source of funding for parks, particularly for operations and maintenance. However, 

as this section describes, there are a number of ways that communities can rethink these sources with a 

focus on equity.  

Bonds and Voter Referenda 

One of the most direct ways a local government can raise revenue for capital investments in parks and 

recreation facilities is by issuing general obligation bonds, sometimes with the explicit approval of 

voters through referenda. These voter-approved bonds provide an opportunity to affirm the value of 

parks and raise funding for special projects and initiatives (and occasionally to supplement core 

funding). Although bonds are valuable tools and can be structured to encourage equitable investments, 

they can also present sustainability challenges, particularly in the face of an economic downturn, and 

they generally emphasize new projects rather than addressing deferred maintenance or programming 

needs. Because bonds are debt instruments (governments are borrowing money), they must be repaid, 

and this has implications for local government debt.  

Some bonds place equity front and center, adopting explicit equity goals and criteria for guiding 

equitable investments. In California, Proposition 68 allowed the state to raise over $4 billion through 

general obligation bonds to fund parks in underserved neighborhoods and provide money for flood-

prevention and clean water projects.24 According to the National Recreation and Park Association, 

Proposition 68 “recognizes the underinvestment in parks, trails and outdoor infrastructure in 
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disadvantaged areas and communities; Favors disadvantaged communities for certain projects; 

Provides workforce education and training, contractor and job opportunities for disadvantaged 

communities; and Provides standards for outreach to minority, low-income and disabled populations, 

and tribal communities.”25 It also requires public agencies that receive Proposition 68 funds to consider 

actions that engage diverse populations, such as creating new partnerships with state, local, tribal, 

private, and nonprofit organizations to expand access to green space. To counteract the effects of green 

displacement, Proposition 68 also prioritizes funding for projects that prevent displacement.  

Dedicated Property Taxes 

Property taxes are a common way for cities to fund their general budget, and special tax districts or 

dedicated property taxes can raise money for particular issues and departments, such as parks. 

Dedicated property taxes have the benefit of providing a relatively stable and reliable revenue source 

that is typically administered in a transparent and clear way (e.g., assessments that can be examined and 

appealed). Property taxes are generally considered more regressive26 than income taxes but more 

progressive than basic sales taxes, because property tax burdens increase as the taxable value for 

property increases (even if the owner’s income does not). If land value in a neighborhood increases 

rapidly (e.g., from green gentrification), it could place severe burdens on long-time and low-income 

residents.27 Communities can consider programs that shield low-income and older residents from 

significant land value and tax increases to minimize displacement.28 Fees on real estate transfers enable 

taxation on the wealth of new homebuyers rather than burdening long-term residents. For example, a 

provision in Washington State allows counties to impose a real estate excise tax for the purpose of 

acquiring and maintaining conservation areas. So far, San Juan County is the only county in Washington 

that has adopted such a tax for this purpose (the buyer pays 1 percent of the property selling price).29 

Designating special tax districts or dedicated property tax funds for parks is a widely used strategy 

to generate sustainable and equitable funding for park systems. The Minneapolis Park and Recreation 

Board (2019), for example, derives over half of its revenue from property taxes. Property taxes can help 

redistribute resources to areas in greatest need. This is particularly true when they are paired with 

frameworks and strategies that emphasize using equity to inform funding decisions. Establishing a 

dedicated property tax may be preferable to advocating for an increased share of the general property 

tax revenue (i.e., a larger share of the general budget); the latter is a difficult endeavor that can pit parks 

against other critical services such as public safety and schools.  
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Proposition K in Los Angeles created a citywide property tax assessment district that generates 

$25 million each year to fund the acquisition, improvement, construction, and maintenance of youth 

infrastructure (parks, recreation, and child care and community facilities).30 Proposition K aimed to help 

mitigate inequities in access to these services: the highest-income residents in Los Angeles have, on 

average, 100 more park acres per 1,000 residents within a quarter-mile of their homes. Although 

Proposition K successfully awarded a large share of funding to neighborhoods with a high share of 

children in lower-income families, per capita funding was comparable between white and Latino 

neighborhoods, and few funding proposals were received from majority-black or –Asian-Pacific 

Islander neighborhoods (Wolch, Wilson, and Fehrenbach 2005).  

Local governments have also used parcel taxes. Unlike property taxes, which place tax burdens 

based on a property’s assessed value, parcel taxes put a flat tax or fee either per parcel, square foot, or 

acre, making the tax more regressive. For instance, there is a $12 per parcel per year tax that helps fund 

the East Bay Regional Park District in California.31 

Passing dedicated property taxes for parks carries the risk that officials will use these funds to 

supplant existing general fund allocations. Some jurisdictions have passed an ordinance or resolution to 

address this. In Ann Arbor, Michigan, guidelines stipulate that (1) if property tax revenue for the city 

increases, parks will receive increased general fund dollars equivalent to at least the same percentage 

increase as the overall increase for city departments, and (2) if property tax revenue decreases, parks 

will not see a greater reduction than the average department decrease.32  

Although for some communities, property taxes are a tried and tested vehicle for raising funds for 

local services and investments, in others, their relevance is limited because of state restrictions or an 

inability of the local population to shoulder an increased tax burden. Unfortunately, state restrictions 

on property taxes, beginning in the 1970s, have limited many cities’ abilities to meet local service needs. 

As a result, some cities have enacted more regressive taxes, such as sales taxes and fees, that could 

increase racial and economic inequities by placing a higher relative burden on lower-income residents 

(Lav and Leachman 2018). 

Sales Taxes 

When cities and states are unable or unwilling to fund parks and recreation at sufficient levels from the 

general budget or when a more reliable funding stream is needed and property taxes are not an option, 

stakeholders might look to dedicated sales taxes to ensure a commitment of public funds. In Missouri, 
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one of many states that has limits on property tax revenue, several towns and cities have proposed or 

enacted general sales taxes for parks and recreation.33  

Some municipalities have implemented sales taxes on specific consumer goods to fund parks and 

recreation or diverted funds from existing consumer item sales taxes. For example, a $0.03 per gallon 

fuel tax funds over 80 percent of Homer Glen, Illinois’s Park and Recreation budget in fiscal year 2018–

19.34 

However, sales taxes, particularly those placed on basic consumer items and “sin” goods such as 

alcohol, are generally viewed as regressive instruments because they place a greater proportional 

burden on lower-income citizens and are therefore not the most equitable way to raise public revenue. 

Sales taxes on luxury items would be exceptions to this, but we have found no examples yet of 

jurisdictions using luxury sales taxes to fund parks and green space.  

Fees and Earned Revenue 

One of the more contentious ways to raise revenue is instituting fees, including general use fees, to 

access parks and recreation facilities. Fees for accessing neighborhood parks can prevent lower-income 

residents from accessing amenities that could improve their health and well-being (Cohen et al. 2016a). 

Such access fees challenge the notion of parks as public assets, and they are subsequently rare for both 

practical and political reasons. Much more common, however, are fees for access to “special” recreation 

services, such as soccer fields, campsites, public fitness centers, pools, or indoor recreation facilities. 

Although common, such fees are not without controversy and have impacts on lower-income 

households. For example, families from cultures that use parks for social events and communal meals 

may be particularly affected by fees to reserve picnic shelters and food preparation areas (e.g., grills). 

Although many park departments view fees as important supplements to their budget, not all fees 

are designed to raise significant revenue. Fees associated with reserving recreation fields, for example, 

may not cover the administrative costs of managing the fees; instead, they are used primarily as a way 

to fairly manage a scarce resource.35  

Fees are part of a wider basket of earned revenue sources that some park systems use. San 

Francisco Recreation and Parks, for example, expects to generate about a quarter of its $231 million 

fiscal year 2018–19 budget from earned income. Understanding the equity implications of fees in a city 

with high income inequality, San Francisco offers scholarships for low-income households that cover 

between 50 and 100 percent of recreation program fees.36 Moreover the city’s parks department has 
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partnered with the San Francisco Human Service Agency to educate families living in public housing 

about the city’s summer camps and enable them to register early for the very competitive summer camp 

program.  

Fees and other revenue generated from services in parks can be part of a broader, system-wide 

strategy of reallocation. For example, parks in wealthier areas or in central business districts that 

generate revenue through unique activities (e.g., Boston’s Post Office Square being built on top of a 

parking structure)37 could earmark excess revenue (above what’s required to maintain that particular 

park) for parks in low-income neighborhoods.  

A primary purpose of community engagement is to identify how to program and design parks to 

ensure they meet the community’s needs and interests, which in turn should lead to better-used parks 

and more active and empowered communities. Decisions around programming and fees should mirror 

the community’s priorities and reflect the local culture. Fees can be a prohibitive barrier for low-income 

neighborhoods to access park facilities. Therefore, some parks have included free fitness classes, 

activities for children, musical performances, and other activities to incentivize the entire community 

and its visitors to participate. Some park systems need revenue from fees to provide an expected level 

of service while also serving populations with limited capacities to pay those fees. Solutions might 

include leveraging outside partnerships or sponsorships or enacting a tiered fee structure based on 

capacity to pay.  

Land and Water Conservation Fund 

Established in 1964, the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) within the National Park Service 

provides important resources for state and local park acquisition and improvement.38 The LWCF is 

authorized at an annual level of $900 million, funded by royalties from offshore oil and gas leasing, but 

Congress often diverts more than half of the funding for other purposes and only appropriated full 

funding for LWCF once in the fund’s 50-year history.39 The LWCF supports programs in two divisions: a 

federal side, which supports federal land acquisition, and a state side, which provides matching grants to 

create and expand parks, develop recreation facilities, and further local recreation plans. The state side 

has provided 42,000 grants totaling over $4 billion, which have supported projects in 98 percent of the 

nation’s counties to provide close-to-home recreation opportunities that are readily accessible to all 

residents.40 Recently, the LWCF was permanently reauthorized,41  and there is strong bipartisan 

support for full and dedicated funding at $900 million.42  
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One program in particular provided targeted funding with an equity lens: the Outdoor Recreation 

Legacy Partnership Program (ORLP). Established by Congress in 2014, the ORLP is a nationally 

competitive grant program that delivers funding for projects in urban areas and, in particular, for 

projects in or adjacent to “neighborhoods or communities that are underserved in terms of parks and 

recreation resources and where there are significant populations of people who are economically 

disadvantaged.”43 These awards help urban communities address outdoor recreation deficits by 

supporting projects that create new outdoor recreation spaces, reinvigorate existing parks, and form 

connections between people and the outdoors. The ORLP’s latest application period encouraged 

communities to think about the broader impacts of parks on adjacent neighborhoods, including the 

potential economic benefits of a project through job creation. Congress has funded $70 million for 

ORLP thus far, leveraging an additional $70 million in matching grants for a total of at least $140 million 

to underserved communities across the country.44   

Many existing projects funded through ORLP reflect multistakeholder, community-owned efforts 

in low-income neighborhoods and communities of color. Johnson Oak Park in Bridgeport, Connecticut 

is one such project. A collaborative undertaking with support from local political leadership (including 

representatives of parks, schools, and economic development perspectives) and a strong community 

voice and engagement, this project aimed to reestablish an informal historic community focal point as a 

formalized community asset. The park, in a community with few park and recreation assets, established 

a relationship with an adjacent school as part of the planning and stewardship process. Funding from 

ORLP was blended with a variety of local and state government sources as well as philanthropy and 

another important federal program: Community Development Block Grants.  

The LWCF and the programs within it, including the ORLP, provide valuable resources for 

communities seeking to build, expand, and maintain park assets in communities with outdoor recreation 

deficits.  

Leveraging Private and Civil Society Resources 

The ability to tap private resources can provide a potentially significant source of funding for parks and 

park systems. These resources generally will not replace public funding (although for some specific 

parks they may), but they can provide critical supplemental funding and enable strategic reallocation of 

park system resources toward neighborhoods with park equity gaps.  
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Developer Fees, Incentives, and Concessions 

For some cities, particularly dense ones with significant growth, incentive zoning and density bonuses 

are useful tools for accomplishing a range of public priorities, including construction of affordable 

housing units, additional contributions to local schools or transportation assets, or creation and 

maintenance of public space or private space that has guaranteed public access. Indeed, this can be a 

cost-effective way to create and maintain assets with public benefits.  

However, there are limitations on where this strategy can work, and there are concerns on the 

implications for equitable access. New York City’s experience with privately owned public spaces offers 

a lesson on the benefits and limitations of this approach. A 1961 zoning revision allowed developers to 

add extra density to buildings in exchange for privately managed public space at the base of these 

buildings. This has enabled the creation of over 550 privately owned public spaces, typically in very 

dense areas with few public parks. However, this model only works in dense areas where developers are 

active (generally in existing pockets of wealth such as Midtown Manhattan), and it has drawbacks.45 An 

audit by the NYC Comptroller found that many privately owned public spaces were not in compliance 

with city standards on access and amenities as stipulated in their agreements (New York City 

Comptroller 2017). Moreover, some have raised concerns over the equity implications of privately 

owned space designed for public use, including the prevalence of features designed to monitor and 

control behavior, such as surveillance (Németh and Schmidt 2009).  

Models that require developers to “do their part” by contributing either directly or through a fund 

for the creation, preservation, and maintenance of parks is a popular mechanism for some cities, 

particularly those experiencing economic growth. In Houston, for example, the Parks and Open Space 

Ordinance requires any developer building single-family homes or apartments within city limits to 

dedicate land for private or public park purposes or pay a fee toward improvement of existing parks or 

acquisition of land for park purposes in the same area as the new development.46 Toronto adopts a 

similar model whereby developers must pay development charges, which benefit parks in a variety of 

ways, and they must either dedicate a piece of land for park space or pay a park levy fee (City Parks 

Alliance and Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board 2015).  

Having developers pay a fee instead of providing on-site park space in wealthy areas may allow the 

city to redirect those funds toward equitable investments in lower-income communities. For 

communities with both planned development and high community needs, community benefit 

agreements can secure developer commitments to affordable housing (including through contributions 

to community land trusts), green space, and other amenities for the community. In Detroit, an ordinance 
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requires that community benefits agreements are established for development projects seeking public 

support (e.g., subsidies, tax abatements, and enhanced public resources) above a certain threshold. This 

enhances equitable access to open space and housing.47  

Community and Economic Development Programs 

NEW MARKETS TAX CREDITS 

New Markets Tax Credits are a federal tax credit program that encourages private investment in 

businesses and real estate to generate economic activity and support community development in low-

income neighborhoods. New Markets Tax Credits are provided to private investors through certified 

Community Development Entities. A few parks projects have successfully used New Markets Tax 

Credits for park and recreation projects: 

• In the south side of Chicago, a community development entity called the National Community 

Investment Fund provided $4.5 million in a New Markets Tax Credit Allocation and a $1 million 

loan to a help finance the Pullman Community Center, an indoor sports and community facility. 

Ultimately, the facility will be co-owned by the Chicago Park District and a local nonprofit.48  

• Over half of the cost for the Eastside Community Center in Tacoma, Washington, was funded 

by the Metro Parks District by sources other than the city’s 2014 park bond, including New 

Markets Tax Credits as well as partnerships with City of Tacoma, Tacoma Public Schools, 

Tacoma Housing Authority, the Boys & Girls Clubs of South Puget Sound and the Greater 

Metro Parks Foundation.49  

• Rock Hill, South Carolina’s, Department of Parks, Recreation and Tourism funded a $11 million 

outdoor recreation center using New Markets Tax Credits and a blend of hospitality taxes, 

sponsorships, and other federal resources. Blending funding in this way enabled Rock Hill to 

add amenities to the project for minimal additional local cost.50  

Opportunity Zones,51 a new federal tax incentive, may also encourage developers to invest in 

recreation facilities and other park-like properties in lower-income communities, but because the 

program is designed to encourage investment in businesses (ideally ones that appreciate in value), it 

may be challenging to use them to directly improve public access to parks and green space. Given the 

current newness of the program, it’s too early to review their use in practice.  
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT BLOCK GRANTS 

Administered by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development, Community Development 

Block Grants (CDBGs) provide grants for investments in urban communities that aim to increase the 

supply of quality affordable housing, improve community living environments, and expand economic 

opportunities. Although housing, economic development, and public services make up the majority of 

CDBG projects, CDBG funds have been tapped by several park systems. Indeed, HUD reports that in 

fiscal year 2018, over 323,000 people benefited from $120.5 million in CDBG funding for parks and 

recreation projects.  

Even as total CDBG funding has been steadily declining in recent years—from $5.1 billion in fiscal 

year 2002 to $3.4 billion in fiscal year 2018 and, accounting for inflation, dropping 80 percent from its 

peak in 1979 to 2016 (Theodos, Stacy, and Ho 2017)—the spending on parks and recreation projects 

has been slowly rising in relative and nominal terms. Although just 3.6 percent of CDBG spending in 

2018 was for parks and recreations, this is still a sizeable figure: from fiscal year 2010 through fiscal 

year 2018, CDBGs have funded nearly $900 million in parks and recreation projects. CDBGs have 

funded a range of projects across the country, including $650,000 to acquire a neighborhood serving 

park in Denver, Colorado; $60,000 to revitalize a park adjacent to an elementary school in Tucson, 

Arizona;52 and $2.5 million for playgrounds in St. Paul, Minnesota (Harnik and Barnhart 2015; Padilla 

2015).  

Conservancies, Friends Groups, and Public Corporations 

Civic-minded citizens with a passion for specific parks or entire park systems have long formed 

nonprofit associations and organizations to advocate and fundraise for parks as well as to be good 

stewards of these community assets, critical partners for the city, and a bridge between the government 

and communities. These nonprofit, community partners are important for more than just the resources 

they raise directly and their volunteer labor. They create a vocal constituency for increased public 

spending on parks and can be community-based thought partners and advocates for equitable 

investments in parks (including system-wide reallocations of resources to bridge equity gaps).  

Although traditional park conservancies focus on a single park (e.g., Central Park Conservancy), 

citywide conservancies and conservancy-like organizations (e.g., park foundations) can raise significant 

funds for the entire park system and can be effective advocates for the equitable allocation of those 

funds across the system. A 2015 Trust for Public Land report found that the 41 most prominent 

conservancies (half of which were only launched since 2000) spent $158.9 million in 2012 on 
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operations and capital construction and 50 percent more per acre than public park departments (Harnik 

and Martin 2015). 

The Pittsburgh Park Conservancy, for example, has been an active advocate for and partner with 

city parks since its founding in 1996. Its relationship with the city was formalized under an official 

private interest partnership agreement to restore the city’s parks and, to date, the Conservancy has 

raised over $120 million for Pittsburgh parks, has completed 21 improvement projects, and is active in 

22 parks. Interestingly, the Conservancy has adopted an important role at the intersection of public 

interests and the government with private and community interests, enabling the city to focus on core 

planning, operations, and development tasks while the Conservancy supports those efforts with 

fundraising, strategic partnership building, and thought leadership on initiatives like equitable funding 

allocation. The Conservancy has developed a locally relevant equity matrix that will be used to develop 

an investment strategy for park maintenance, rehabilitation and capital projects, and recreation 

programming.53  

Many cities have organizations that are similar to citywide conservancies, and they often adopt the 

role and language of a park foundation. Examples abound in cities large (e.g., Chicago Parks Foundation 

and Atlanta’s Park Pride), medium (Anchorage Parks Foundation), and small. The Washington Park 

District Foundation in Illinois, for example, is a nonprofit affiliated with the park district that helps the 

park system tap private and corporate support for investments in community parks.54  

The “friends of the park” group model differs from conservancies in that they are typically all-

volunteer organizations that focus on advocating for and supporting parks (such as through clean ups). 

Volunteer-led organizations can offer excellent returns on investments for cities that support them. 

Keep Brownsville Beautiful, for example (a campaign for the Texas city), leveraged $75,000 in city 

general funds and $67,000 in grants and awards to coordinate volunteer hours estimated to be worth 

over $3 million.55  

Conservancies and volunteer groups that serve a single park in a relatively wealthy area risk 

exacerbating equity issues, particularly if they effectively advocate for public and private resources for 

their park to the detriment of parks in underserved communities. However, this need not be the case. 

As with improvement districts, these groups can enable resource-constrained city governments to 

reallocate some public funding from “adopted” parks to parks in greater need of investment. These 

groups can also serve as advocate allies on behalf of the park system as a whole and can work as 

collaborative partners with civic and community groups in communities of color and low-income 

neighborhoods to help address park equity challenges. For example, several large, well-resourced park 
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groups in New York City (e.g., the Central Park Conservancy and the Prospect Park Alliance) have 

forged financial and technical assistance partnerships with nearby parks including ones in low-income 

neighborhoods. A recent city program furthered these efforts, facilitating the use of labor and funds 

valued at $15 million from eight well-resourced conservancies to rehabilitate parks in low-income 

neighborhoods.56  

Community Ownership 

Most discussions of community “ownership” of public assets are meant in the figurative sense (an 

appreciation that a park is embedded in the community while still being managed and owned by the 

city) but in rare cases, local parks may be actually owned and managed by the community. Crispus 

Attucks Park in the Bloomingdale neighborhood of Washington, DC, for example, is run by the 

volunteer-run nonprofit Crispus Attucks Development Corporation, which is composed of 

neighborhood residents. The park is owned by the corporation on behalf of the community, and the 

corporation “does not pay taxes to the city, nor does it receive city funds, except through the occasional 

grant.”57 The park, free and open to the public, is premised on the principle that community residents 

should manage and maintain this asset. This model is likely rare because of the tremendous 

organizational capacity and social collaboration required of the local community and the need for a 

public partner willing to accommodate this arrangement. The leasing or licensing of public space to 

communities is another option and is the approach taken by most of New York City’s more than 550 

community gardens.58 

Philanthropic Partnerships 

Philanthropies with place-based missions and community development objectives are increasingly 

interested in the role of public parks as placemaking opportunities and critical public assets. This often 

involves large investments in signature parks, typically in downtown areas or other centrally located 

places (parks that all citizens, at least in theory, can access). Philanthropies have also played an 

important role not just as funders of public space but as thought leaders on what public space can be 

and how communities can access, engage, and shape those spaces. 

Significant philanthropic capital investments in individual parks and green space abound, including 

two investments by the George Kaiser Foundation in Tulsa, OK: the Gathering Place (box 3) and Guthrie 

Green, a highly programmed public park that doubled as an economic development project. The 

foundation oversees a community outreach process that involves residents, business owners, cultural 
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organizations, and city officials to suggest ideas for programming weekly. The park has helped revitalize 

a historic arts district, sparked renewed interest in a local arts-cultural museum complex, created a 

destination for local visitors, and served as a gathering place for citywide cultural events including 

Tulsa’s annual celebration of Native American Day.59 

BOX 3 

The Gathering Place in Tulsa, Oklahoma 

Championed and principally funded by the Tulsa-based George Kaiser Family Foundation, the project is 

a large park (66.5 acres currently with a plan to expand to 100 acres) on the banks of the Arkansas River 

to the south of downtown. The project cost $465 million and has been described as “one of the largest 

and most ambitious public parks ever created with private funds.” The park contains careful landscaping 

and a plethora of activities and programming for families and individuals ranging from wetland gardens 

and cafes to creative playgrounds and public art. The Kaiser Foundation gifted the entire project to the 

River Parks Authority, a public agency, but in so doing it also set up an organization (with a $100 million 

endowment) to operate and maintain the park for the next 99 years. 

Perhaps the most notable thing about the park, however, is not its size or cost, but rather what it 

aims to symbolize and do. Tulsa remains highly segregated by race and class, with poorer, black 

neighborhoods in the north and wealthier, white neighborhoods to the south. The park was 

intentionally designed to bridge that divide and provide a space where diverse communities, and 

particularly children, could freely interact in play and discovery. The park is situated near the center of 

the city (albeit on the southern edge) and is along a major arterial road that connects the north with the 

south. It also offers free shuttles that provide access to the park from Tulsa’s far-flung neighborhoods, 

intentionally enabling access to nonadjacent neighborhoods, including those with low car ownership 

and poor transit connectivity. Bridging the segregated divide was an explicit goal and reflected in the 

park’s aspirational name and design. Although the size, location, and context are unique, the Gathering 

Place could provide a template for new parks that can bridge historic divides. Whether it is successful at 

this goal and at serving communities of color remains to be seen.a 

Notes: 
a Patricia Leigh Brown, “Transforming Tulsa, Starting With a Park,” New York Times, August 10, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/10/arts/design/tulsa-park-gathering-place.html; “About,” Gathering Place, accessed March 

1, 2019, https://www.gatheringplace.org/about. 

Philanthropies have also made significant system-level commitments to parks and open space. For 

example, the Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert Foundation has provided support for equity work in Los 

Angeles looking at access to urban parks for children of color (Garcia, Strongin, and Brakke 2011), and 

William Penn Foundation is committing $100 million to support Philadelphia’s Rebuild Initiative, a 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/10/arts/design/tulsa-park-gathering-place.html
https://www.gatheringplace.org/about
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citywide government and philanthropic infrastructure plan to invest and “transform city parks, libraries, 

recreation centers and playground to enhance community life in neighborhoods.”60 William Penn, like 

many private foundations investing in urban parks, is seeking to advance equity in the allocation of 

funds across neighborhoods and with respect to the impacts of those investments on the current 

residents of those communities. 

Capturing the Broader Benefits of Parks 

Studies demonstrate that the benefits of parks extend beyond intangible values. Several park systems 

have attempted to estimate the annual value of their park and recreation systems. Philadelphia, for 

example, estimated in a 2008 report that its system generates nearly $2 billion annually in public value, 

including $16 million in cost savings for city government (stormwater management, air pollution 

mitigation, and community cohesion), and $1.15 billion in cost savings to citizens from direct use and 

health value. Such estimates can serve as useful advocacy tools demonstrating the broad value of parks. 

As the report notes: 

For the first time parks can be assigned the kind of numerical underpinning long associated with 

transportation, trade, housing and other sectors. Urban analysts will be able to obtain a major 

piece of missing information about how cities work and how parks fit into the equation. Housing 

proponents and other urban constituencies will potentially be able to find a new ally in city park 

advocates. And mayors, city councils, and chambers of commerce may uncover the solid, 

numerical motivation to strategically acquire parkland in balance with community development 

projects. (Trust for Public Land 2008, 13) 

Demonstrating the benefits and shared value of parks to broaden their funding base is a relatively 

new but promising area of inquiry. This section looks at successful, emerging efforts to capture the 

benefits of parks and green space to leverage additional funds for investment in parks. Although many 

of these examples and funding models do not explicitly address equity in planning or execution (even if 

they are implemented in parks serving low-income neighborhoods and communities of color), they are 

profiled here because they could easily be integrated into park equity strategies and offer opportunities 

for securing diverse funding for bridging park equity gaps.  

Water Quality and Management through Green Infrastructure 

One of the most well established areas for partnerships with parks is green infrastructure for water 

management. According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), green infrastructure for water 

can help mitigate drainage and flooding problems (which in turn can address public safety and mosquito 



 

I N V E S T I N G  I N  E Q U I T A B L E  U R B A N  P A R K  S Y S T E M S  2 9   
 

breeding nuisances) and help local municipalities meet regulatory requirements for stormwater volume 

and pollutants. Projects such as installing rain gardens, bioswales, retention ponds, and pervious pavers, 

as well as planting native vegetation and tilling and maintaining urban soil, can reap significant benefits 

for the watershed (US EPA 2017). 

Several examples have made the financial link between green infrastructure in parks and benefits 

to the watershed. Funding could come from water and drinking water utilities or stormwater 

management agencies; from flood control districts; or from special taxes or fees, such as a water 

surcharge, a wetland mitigation fee, or a stormwater management fee. Olympia, Washington, for 

example, instituted a 3 percent increase to their tax on utilities (water, lighting, and heat) in 2004 to pay 

for the acquisition, construction, and maintenance of parks, open space, and sidewalks.61  

Many wastewater and stormwater utilities have regulatory requirements to comply with the Clean 

Water Act and manage pollution, turning to green infrastructure solutions as an affordable and equally 

effective alternative to “gray infrastructure” (e.g., tunnels and storm drains) while providing broader 

community benefits.62 In some cities, political leaders are encouraging a preference for green 

infrastructure. In Seattle, for example, a City Council Resolution and Executive Order established green 

infrastructure as a “critical aspect of a sustainable drainage system” leading to the development and 

implementation of a Green Stormwater Infrastructure Implementation Strategy (City of Seattle 2015). 

There are several large-scale examples of communities implementing projects that serve dual uses 

as water management infrastructure and public space in low-income areas: 

 Enhancements to Tujunga Spreading Grounds, a flood management area in Los Angeles, will 

increase the reliability and sustainability of the local water supply (delivering 4 billion gallons of 

recharge on an annual basis), improve water quality, and provide a newly constructed passive 

recreation area open during normal dry-weather conditions. The project is managed by the Los 

Angeles Department of Water and Power and the Los Angeles Flood Control District and is 

funded by local resources and a $3.2 million grant from the Integrated Regional Water 

Management Plan under Proposition 84 (a California State bond).63  

 In Brownsville, Texas, park and civic leaders are developing a “waterplein park,” a project 

modeled after Copenhagen’s flood-control parks. The total project (over three phases that 

include constructing trails, completing support work, and building the park itself) blends almost 

$9.2 million in funding from sources including Community Development Block Grants, the 

Brownsville Community Improvement Corporation, the Public Utilities Board, Cameron 

County Drainage District 1, the Metropolitan Planning Organization, the Texas General Land 
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Office, the Texas Water Development Board, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the 

Army Corps of Engineers, and the Department of Interior US Geological Survey. For 

Brownsville, the project represents not only an innovative use of parks as green infrastructure 

but also an innovative approach to leveraging and blending additional resources in the interest 

of an underresourced local community.64 

Some park projects have also leveraged funding from their state’s Clean Water State Revolving 

Fund. This Environmental Protection Agency fund, managed by individual states, provides low-interest 

funding for stormwater management projects. The city of Camden tapped New Jersey’s revolving fund 

to access a $2 million grant and $3.6 million low-interest loan to capture 100 million gallons of 

stormwater per year through, among other things, construction of 17 new raingardens and creation of a 

new 5.5-acre riverfront park (US EPA 2016). Under the programs, states can reward high-priority 

projects with other incentives including additional subsidization. Several states have opted to provide 

such targeted assistance in the form of principal forgiveness, negative interest, and grants to encourage 

green infrastructure projects. The EPA reported that from 2009 to 2015, states provided more than 

$70 million in additional subsidization for green infrastructure projects (US EPA 2015).  

Health Care Cobenefits 

Academic consensus is growing that parks have large public health benefits. This is supported by 

significant evidence that parks and green space can positively impact mental health and well-being 

(South et al. 2018), obesity (Black et al. 2012), and general physical activity. Investing in parks can be a 

cost-effective endeavor: from a health outcomes perspective, relatively small upstream investments 

can avoid significant downstream health costs. The first National Study on Neighborhood Parks made 

the link explicit, noting that per capita spending on parks in the country’s 100 largest cities is less than 1 

percent of the per capita spending on health care.  

Some hospitals have begun making investments in parks and green space with intended health 

benefits, although rarely has this been made explicit with funding linked to specific, measurable health 

outcomes. Nonprofit hospitals are required to make investments in “community benefits” to retain their 

tax status. These investments include things like charity care and research but can also include 

community projects such as parks and green space as well as community engagement in parks’ planning, 

design, and programming. Organized communities that can demonstrate the health benefits of parks 

could potentially advocate for some of these funds from their local hospital.  



 

I N V E S T I N G  I N  E Q U I T A B L E  U R B A N  P A R K  S Y S T E M S  3 1   
 

Examples of hospitals that have made park and green space investments include Bon Secours 

Hospital’s urban farming investment in west Baltimore,65 neighborhood beautification work done by 

Sinai-Grace Hospital in Detroit,66 Maine Medical Center’s grant of $300,000 to the City of Portland for 

community parks,67 and the inclusion of a five-acre park and enhancements to green space in a John 

Hopkins Hospital–supported mixed-use project adjacent to the hospital in east Baltimore.68 The 

University of Miami-Miller School of Medicine is lending its technical expertise to Miami-Dade County 

in support of physical and nutritional evidenced-based recreation activities for children to improve their 

health and fitness.69 

BOX 4 

Red Rock Trail System  

Recognizing that public access is a key part of its conservation mission, the Freshwater Land Trust, 

which serves Central Alabama, set out to help build what has become a 100-mile network of trails, bike 

lanes, and sidewalks known as the Red Rock Trail System. The trust partnered with the Jefferson 

County Department of Health to envision a park project that contributed to the health and active 

transportation of the communities it served. This collaboration led to a successful application of a 

Centers for Disease Control “Communities Putting Prevention to Work” grant that funded system 

planning.  

The trail network has been implemented piecemeal, with the trust working with affluent 

communities that had the capacity to self-raise funding for segments in their community, thereby 

establishing a proof of concept. This enabled the trust to attract funders to expand the system to low-

income neighborhoods. This expansion was enabled by federal grants (e.g., Transportation Investment 

Generating Economic Recovery) and local match commitments from partners, including the Jefferson 

Department of Health. The trail system has also been included in the Regional Planning Commission of 

Greater Birmingham’s Long Range Transportation Improvement Program, making the trails eligible for 

regional transportation funding.  

Once the trails are established, the trust transfers them to local jurisdictions, which are then 

responsible for operations and maintenance, although the trust has been exploring a maintenance 

endowment for communities that have limited fiscal capacity.  

Source: “How 750 Miles of Trails Are Connecting Birmingham,” Birmingham Magazine, June 11, 2018, 

https://www.al.com/bhammag/2018/06/how_750_miles_of_trails_are_co.html; http://freshwaterlandtrust.org/about-red-rock-

trail-system/. 

In recognition of the beneficial impact of green space as part of recovery, some hospitals have also 

begun integrating green space into their design for new and existing facilities. The University of 

https://www.al.com/bhammag/2018/06/how_750_miles_of_trails_are_co.html
http://freshwaterlandtrust.org/about-red-rock-trail-system/
http://freshwaterlandtrust.org/about-red-rock-trail-system/
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Vermont Medical Center in Burlington installed a green roof, vegetable garden, and plaza on the roof of 

an oncology center which, although designed for patients and staff, is open to the public.70 The 

University of Vermont Medical Center also provided the city with funding to build fitness stations along 

the length of the eight-mile Burlington Bike Path for its rehabilitation.71 Leveraging health system funds 

for parks can also extend to progressive public health agencies (box 4).  

Some health care system partners have made significant investments in parks and green space in 

numerous communities over the span of many years. Kaiser Permanente, for example, is a supporter of 

the Park Prescription initiative that links access to parks and nature with physical and mental health 

outcomes. They have also provided millions of dollars to improve park access72 and invest in park assets 

such as fitness zones73 in the communities that they serve.  

The challenge in the health care space is not demonstrating the benefits of parks on health (which is 

relatively widely accepted) but rather tapping into the complicated health care funding system to 

reward parks for those health benefits they contribute to. Broader efforts to realign health care 

spending around quality of care and enabling upstream investments in preventative care and social 

determinants of health are promising trends in a realignment toward investing in health outcomes 

rather than on outputs. In the near term, however park officials can look to health system organizations 

as partners on specific capital, community engagement, and programming investments and as important 

strategic advocates for increased park funding (rather than as sources of sustainable capital for 

operations and maintenance). 

Transportation Grants 

The US Department of Transportation offers grants to invest in transportation projects across the 

country. A core source of federal transportation funding is the Transportation Alternatives program 

which makes funds available for a range of eligible activities relevant to parks including pedestrian and 

bicycle facilities, community improvement activities such as historic preservation and vegetation 

management, and recreational trails.74 The Transportation Alternatives program is one of the largest 

funding sources that can be flexibly used for these purposes and offers the opportunity to leverage a 

reliable stream of funding for long-term park projects.  

Previously known as Transportation Investment Generating Economic Recovery (TIGER), another 

important grant program for states and localities is now known as Better Utilizing Investments to 

Leverage Development (BUILD). TIGER provided over $7 billion for 554 projects since 2009, with $350 

million disbursed for active transportation projects (e.g. trails and areas for walking, and biking) and a 
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further $1.3 billion disbursed for road and transit projects with a walking or biking element. Although 

trails and active transportation projects remain eligible under the new BUILD grants, recent analysis 

suggests that BUILD funding is being directed to road projects and rural areas more than under TIGER 

(Transportation for America 2019). 

For communities that can demonstrate robust commuting through parks, greenspace, greenways, 

and bike paths, transportation dollars can help improve the quality of their trail assets. Projects located 

in urban areas have a required local or state match (federal funds can cover up to 80 percent of total 

cost), which could be an impediment to municipalities with limited local resources. Some projects have 

been able to strategically match transportation dollars with other nontraditional park sources, including 

health system funding (box 4).  

The East Bay Greenway Project in Oakland, California is a half-mile bike and pedestrian path that 

forms the first segment of a planned 16-mile mixed-use path along the existing heavy rail alignment 

(BART). The project demonstrated the demand and need for bicycle and pedestrian transportation 

infrastructure and developed a project, with community support, that serves many purposes: 

connecting commuters to mass transit and opportunities, linking a series of small parks, and improving 

access to schools and other destination. The project was funded by two local and regional funding 

sources as well as TIGER funds. The Greenway serves areas that include low-income neighborhoods of 

color and that have high shares of youth and seniors and limited existing access to alternative 

transportation infrastructure (Urban Ecology 2008).75  

Climate Change and Disaster Resiliency Programs 

Parks and urban forests provide significant benefits in the fight against climate change. It’s estimated 

that trees in urban areas of the United States provide $18.3 billion in environmental services value 

every year, including $4.8 billion worth of carbon sequestration (Nowak and Greenfield 2018). Some 

urban forests have carbon sequestration capacities comparable to tropical and temperate forests 

(Wilkes et al. 2018), and the total carbon storage capacity of trees and soil in US urban parks was 

estimated at 177 million tons by a 2010 study (Nowak and Heisler 2010). 

Many cities, states, and regions of the country are taking steps to reduce carbon emissions and raise 

revenue for climate change mitigation and adaptation investments. The Regional Greenhouse Gas 

Initiative, a collaboration of nine states in the Northeast and mid-Atlantic, has raised $4 billion in 

financial benefits, with each state reinvesting revenue, primarily in energy efficiency and renewable 

energy investments (Hibbard et al. 2018). Investing only a fraction of these funds in urban parks would 
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enable significant reforestation. California’s large cap-and-trade plan has devoted a portion of funding 

for urban and community forestry programs in disadvantaged communities (using a state-designed 

designation framework). In the 2018–19 budget, for example, the state allocates $20 million for urban 

greening programs out of a total budget of $1.46 billion.76 If New York State, for example, invested just 

5 percent of the revenue it generated from the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative in the past three 

years in urban parks, that would still add up to $22.6 million.  

Similarly, parks can play an important role in helping communities build resiliency to natural 

disasters. Evidence suggests that investing in mitigation and resilience reduces costs for disaster 

response and recovery: for every $1 spent on mitigation, taxpayers save $6 in recovery (Stauffer, Theal, 

and Foard 2018). A 2014 symposium hosted by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in 

the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy prominently highlighted the important role parks and open spaces 

can play in enhancing communities’ resilience to natural disasters. The event highlighted projects such 

as playgrounds that capture stormwater and provide education on rain gardens, as well as coastal 

landscape designs that enhance resiliency and sustainability.77  

FEMA also is the primary federal provider of resources for disaster resiliency and offers three grant 

programs for mitigating disasters and building resilience (hazard mitigation, flood mitigation, and 

predisaster mitigation) that require up to a 25 percent state cost share.78 Some of these funds have 

been used for projects in parks and public space. In California, FEMA provided a $4.65 million grant to 

the East Bay Regional Park District, City of Oakland, and the University of California Berkley to thin 

trees and brush in order to reduce fire danger and increase biodiversity.79 

Some communities have also received funding for parks through CDBG’s disaster recovery 

program. East River Park in New York City was partially funded with CDBG disaster recovery funds 

after Hurricane Sandy.80 New Orleans received millions from both CDBG and CDBG disaster recovery 

funds to develop and maintain parks, bike paths, and tree canopies (Harnik and Barnhart 2015). Shelby 

County, Tennessee, received $60.5 million as part of the national disaster resilience competition. Shelby 

County will use the funds to develop floodplains and wetlands and “build a network of green 

infrastructure projects that will increase resilience to future flooding while increasing amenities, such 

as trails and recreation areas, for area residents.”81 

For some cities, investing in resiliency requires committing significant local funds. For example, the 

planned Northwest Resiliency Park in Hoboken, New Jersey, will become the city’s largest park and will 

integrate green infrastructure and stormwater management measures to mitigate flooding. The park 

will be built in the middle of a FEMA-designated special flood hazard area and is designed to manage at 
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least 1 million gallons of stormwater, supplementing two other nearby resiliency parks with 650,000 

gallons of stormwater runoff capacity between them. The park, which includes recreational fields, 

community space, and playgrounds, is expected to cost about $90 million in total, with the city 

approving over $50 million in funding in March 2019. 82 The initial acquisition of the property cost $36 

million and was financed by a low-interest loan from the New Jersey Environmental Infrastructure Fund 

Program, which includes 19 percent principal forgiveness for the green infrastructure components, as 

well as money from Hoboken’s Open Space Trust Fund.83  

Shared-Use Agreements with Schools 

Parks and schools share many common goals and infrastructure needs and, as public assets embedded 

in their communities, make natural partners. Although they don’t bring additional revenue to the table, 

at least not directly, shared or joint-use agreements are a partnership that enables effective use of 

public resources and helps boost park access at little to no cost.  

These agreements between parks and schools enable schools to easily access park resources, while 

the public can access recreation facilities on school property outside of school hours. This approach 

enables both schools and parks to efficiently leverage each other’s resources and collectively work on 

behalf of the community. Making schoolyards publicly accessible outside of school hours has been an 

important strategy for many cities interested in ensuring all residents have access to nearby park and 

recreational facilities. An added benefit of such a strategic alliance might come in the form of jointly 

advocating on behalf of spending that benefits both parties. ChangeLab Solutions (2009) offers a 

checklist for developing a joint-use agreement, and City Parks Alliance has sample joint-use agreements 

in its PARKXCHANGE Resource Library.84 

Fresno, California; Miami-Dade County, Florida, and New York, New York present three examples 

of creating joint-use agreements between parks and educational institutions: 

 In Fresno, where health issues such as diabetes and heart disease are common and few park 

and recreation facilities exist, community leaders identified a solution to the park access gap. 

Working with community partners and the mayor, they created a joint-use agreement allowing 

weekend activity programs hosted at 16 schoolyards and open to the public.85 

 In 2018, the School Board of Miami-Dade County opted to execute a joint-use agreement with 

Miami-Dade County to make designated park sites and school sites available to both parties for 

recreational and educational purposes.86 This built upon 20 existing smaller agreements in 
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Miami-Dade County as well as findings of the Florida Shared Use Task Force that 

recommended greater use of such agreements.87 Although this agreement has been relatively 

smooth so far, environmental testing that uncovered higher-than-expected arsenic levels in the 

soil at a baseball field raised some concerns from school board members and underscored the 

need for increased testing and remediation.88 

 The Schoolyards to Playgrounds program in New York City has renovated hundreds of 

schoolyards and opened them to the public outside of school hours. This effort, led by the 

Department of Parks and Recreation in partnership with the Department of Education and the 

Trust for Public Land, aims to accomplish the joint goals of improving recreation facilities on 

school grounds, expanding recreation options available to the public, and strengthening the 

relationship between schools and parks.89 

Exploring Innovative Funding Models 

Park leaders, like other public and community leaders, are continuously looking for creative ways to 

fund parks, especially models to bring additional public benefits. These innovative funding models tap 

new sources of resources for parks and generate other benefits in the process. Land-value capture 

models help ensure those benefiting from public investments are those paying, land trusts help address 

gaps in housing affordability, impact bonds elevate measurement of impact, and brownfield grants 

address legacies of pollution and environmental injustice.  

Land-Value Capture Models 

Land-value capture tools are premised on the idea that if property values in a given place increase 

because of government action or investment, the government should be able to capture some of that 

increased value for reinvestment there or, in some cases, for redistribution elsewhere in the city. It has 

been described as a policy approach “rooted in the notion that public action should generate public 

benefit.”90 Although many land-value capture tools and models exist, this report will focus on two tools: 

tax-increment financing (TIF) and improvement districts.  

TAX-INCREMENT FINANCING 

TIF is a popular but contentious tool that allows governments to capture increased tax revenue (above 

some baseline) in a designated district and reinvest all of that “additional” revenue back into projects 

benefiting that district. TIF districts are often created after a formal designation process whereby an 
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area is found to be blighted and the government determines that development will only occur with 

public investment or subsidy. Once designated, investments are made in the district (often debt 

financed in anticipation of future tax revenue), and private investment is hoped to arrive. Should that 

occur, and property value in a given district increases, the government captures all of that additional tax 

revenue to pay off the acquired debt and to make additional investment in the area with the remainder 

(Dye and Merriman 2004). 

Investments in TIF districts to spur and maintain private investment include basic infrastructure 

(roads, sewers, and schools) in anticipation of development as well as neighborhood amenities such as 

parks and recreation facilities. In Bloomington, Indiana, which currently has six TIF districts,91 TIF bond 

funds have supported improvements such as playground replacement, new lighting and amenity 

features at existing parks (e.g., benches), and streetscape improvements.92 In Chicago, where one in four 

properties are in TIF districts,93 the city has raised at least $37 million since 2014 in TIF funding for 

parks in TIF districts, including $4.3 million approved in 2017 for multipurpose athletic fields at 

Whitney Young High School in the city’s ethnically diverse Near West Side neighborhood.94  

In Atlanta, a special Tax Allocation District (another name for a TIF district) was created in 2005 to 

provide local funding for the BeltLine project, an ambitious 25-year and $2.8-billion park and 

sustainable development project centered around a 22-mile trail, park, and streetcar loop around the 

city. Unique among Atlanta’s TIF districts, all incremental tax goes to fund the infrastructure of this 

specific project.95 Given the enormity of the project, city and community leaders planned to use the 

BeltLine as an opportunity to use public park and transportation funding to leverage private investment 

along the route. A primary goal was to use bonds issued by the TIF to raise $240 million for affordable 

housing by 2030. Weaker-than-projected economic growth meant that the BeltLine TIF has only raised 

around 10 percent of that goal.96  

TIF has a mixed track record, and critics have raised a slew of concerns about its value and whether 

it is a good use of government funds (e.g., would that growth have occurred anyway without 

government subsidy? Does TIF simply move development from non-TIF districts to TIF districts?).97 For 

the purposes of this report, however, the most important critiques are related to equity. For example, if 

a TIF decreases the funds that would otherwise be in a government’s general account (either by 

encouraging existing businesses and residents to simply move to the TIF district or by diverting funds 

from development that would have happened otherwise), this is a net loss for the city, leading to 

reduced funding for other non-TIF parts of the city. But if a TIF district is created with clear government 

incentives and explicit goals to drive up land value and tax revenue in a given area, existing low-income 

residents in a TIF district may be at severe risk of displacement if the government does not take steps to 
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significantly mitigate this (e.g., rent controls or tax freezes for existing residents and businesses). TIF 

districts are at best an imperfect tool to fund park investment in low-income neighborhoods and 

communities of color and, at worst, models that undermine the goal of helping existing residents invest 

in a community asset.  

LOCAL IMPROVEMENT DISTRICTS 

Improvement districts are a model that allows property owners in an area to share the costs of 

infrastructure improvements in that area. Although TIFs are created by governments and do not 

typically require property owners to pay an increased tax rate (against the baseline), improvement 

districts are voluntarily created by a majority or subgroup of property owners and require additional 

payments by those owners on top of their tax burden. Improvement districts can pay for things like 

improved sidewalks and streetscapes, stormwater management, and road surfacing. Many communities 

have more generalized, ongoing business improvement districts, which also fund increased security, 

garbage collection, and programmed activities within the district.  

Importantly, local improvement districts do not cover all costs related to developing, constructing, 

and managing a given piece of infrastructure that property owners are requesting. In practical terms, 

improvement districts typically focus on helping to finance capital improvements. However, many 

improvement districts that support park assets also include funding for ongoing operations and 

maintenance (often including programming).  

Improvement districts have limited application in communities without financial capacity to pay for 

increased services and amenities and therefore, from an equity perspective, have limited application in 

many of the communities in greatest need of park investment. However, governments can use them to 

leverage private investment in central business areas, enabling public funds to be redistributed to other 

park projects with greater need and equity implications.  

For example, Bryant Park in New York City had suffered from decades of neglect until the Bryant 

Park Corporation, a private nonprofit founded in 1980, launched a renovation and reopened the park to 

the public in 1992. By assuming responsibility for renovating and operating the park from the cash-

strapped government (Bryant Park’s operating budget was six times higher under the corporation’s 

management than the city’s), the Bryant Park Corporation was able to allow New York City to 

reallocate park funding elsewhere and allow the public to enjoy this central amenity. Today, the Bryant 

Park Corporation still operates the park as an agent of the city, providing sanitation, maintenance, and 

programming.98  
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In predominantly residential communities, an alternative to the business-focused improvement 

districts has emerged: green benefit districts. This new model, popularized in San Francisco where more 

than a dozen currently exist, offers an opportunity for property owners in a defined area to voluntarily 

vote to increase their taxes to pay for park improvements in their district.99 Although a precedent exists 

in the form of both improvement districts and special school tax districts, green benefit districts are 

unusual in the park space. They elevate community engagement in park planning, development, and 

management by putting money on the table and encouraging a sense of ownership.  

As noted, although improvement districts may have limited application to low-income 

neighborhoods, when implemented in wealthier areas, they can help park systems redistribute 

resources. However, these districts also raise some concerns. They are formed through votes by 

property owners, which disenfranchises renters and office and retail tenants that may pay through rent 

increases. Although these districts can offer discounts to nonprofits or other property owners who 

might be struggling, there may still be concern that the districts are tools for wealthy landowners to 

compel renters and less wealthy landowners to pay for personal projects. When improvement districts 

don’t simply raise funds for parks to be transferred to the government and remain in public operational 

control, it can raise significant concerns about accountability and transparency as well as the private 

management of public assets. When representatives of large businesses, rather than community 

residents, are those managing the asset, this concern is particularly acute and suggests the need for 

significant transparency and public oversight. 

Land Trusts  

There are two primary forms of land trusts: community land trusts, mostly established for affordable 

housing, and conservation land trusts for parks and green space. However, they employ similar tools 

and approaches, and both seek to empower communities to own and manage their neighborhood’s 

future.  

Community land trusts are nonprofit community-based organizations that seek to develop 

community wealth through the stewardship and development of land. Although they have been 

primarily used to develop commercial, retail, and especially affordable housing projects, they can also 

be used to acquire, preserve, and enhance green space for community use. In many cases, community 

land trusts will acquire land that it makes available for low-income residents to rent or buy at 

affordable, long-term rates.  
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Community land trusts can be created in anticipation of future affordability pressures, including 

those fueled by investment in public infrastructure such as parks. In response to gentrification and 

affordability concerns, residents in Houston’s historically black Third Ward, for example, are turning to 

a city-funded community land trust to help make housing permanently affordable. A recent $34 million 

renovation of the neighborhood’s Emancipation Park occurred at a time when median home prices 

began soaring in a community where 75 percent of residents were renters.100 The community land trust 

is designed to help cushion against these rising land values.  

Conservation land trusts are nonprofit organizations, often community owned, that hold rights to 

land for conservation purposes within cities. They can include a range of green space including 

community gardens, parks, and natural areas. They protect open space in perpetuity and take the 

responsibilities of land ownership while handing communities responsibility for the vision and 

management of these assets.  

The Baltimore Green Space is a land trust that preserves open space, primarily community gardens 

for residents in surrounding neighborhoods. They have partnered with the City of Baltimore to shape 

policy around open space preservation and management through three main initiatives: (1) the 

Community Open Space Preservation project, (2) the Dollar Lot program, and (3) a land census. These 

initiatives help leverage financing for the open space. For instance, the Dollar Lot program allows 

Baltimore Green Space to purchase property owned by city for $1 and conserve it for community use. 

Baltimore Green Space operates at a small scale, so replicability and effectiveness could be challenging 

for other localities. This model may work better in places, like Baltimore, that have other nascent 

greening projects in the city and that have received government buy-in. If the conditions for a land trust 

exist, this can be a promising way to address equity in park management and encourage community 

engagement (Bird 2012). 

Only a handful of projects have successfully merged the affordable housing goals of community 

land trusts with the green space preservation goals of conservation land trusts as part of the same 

project. One early example is Troy Gardens in Madison, Wisconsin. The Madison Area Community Land 

Trust and the Urban Open Space Foundation, a conservation land trust, partnered with other 

organizations to preserve a 31-acre urban site with the goal of preserving both affordable housing and 

open space (Campbell and Salus 2003). 

Forterra, a land trust in Washington State, has made an explicit link between housing and public 

space, observing that the homeless crisis in Seattle has led to encampments on public green space, often 

in low-income neighborhoods with high park needs.101 This has encouraged them to advocate for 
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affordable housing policies and to boost supply through its Strong Communities Fund, which has raised 

millions from private investors to build affordable housing projects in gentrifying areas.102 

Notably, planning for the 11th Street Bridge Park project in Washington, DC led to the formation of 

a community land trust for affordable housing, anticipating rising land value rises in advance of the 

major project. The 10-year goal of the land trust is to “acquire 1,000 units of rental and homeowner 

housing at sustainably affordable prices for low- and moderate-income residents” of the local 

community. This type of strategic coordination between affordable housing advocates and park 

partners represents what’s possible when both groups work together to ensure that park investments 

become community assets rather than triggering green displacement (Bogle, Diby, and Cohen 2019). 

Land trusts can offer communities a unique opportunity for empowerment, both in terms of their 

aspirations for themselves and their families (e.g., stable, secure, affordable housing) as well as their 

aspirations for their community (e.g., preserving and building a community asset).  

Impact Bonds and Pay for Success  

Emerging out of the social services field, impact bonds (also known as “pay for success”) are financing 

strategies that shift financial risk for innovative solutions from a traditional funder—usually 

government—to a new investor, who provides up-front capital for a project. If an independent 

evaluation shows that the program achieved agreed-upon outcomes, then the investment is repaid with 

interest by the traditional funder. If not, the investor takes the loss. Well-designed impact bonds enable 

communities to think broadly about how upstream interventions can lead to downstream benefits 

across multiple sectors.  

To date there have been only a few experiments expanding this model to environmental outcomes, 

creating environmental impact bonds (EIB). The first successfully launched EIB project was created in 

Washington, DC, by DC Water with the goal of using green infrastructure to complement gray 

infrastructure to reduce stormwater runoff in response to a consent decree.103 Other projects thus far 

have also focused on water quality and stormwater management.  

The Chesapeake Bay Foundation launched an effort to support cities in the Chesapeake Bay 

watershed to develop EIBs that reduce runoff and contribute to other local and regional benefits.104 

Given the practical and political challenges related to building an EIB, only one project of this cohort, in 

Baltimore, Maryland, has launched, though stakeholders in Hampton, Virginia, are also exploring it with 

the foundation’s support.  
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Perhaps the most ambitious application of the EIB model has been in Atlanta, where an under-

development EIB is planning to fund six projects related to the larger BeltLine initiative, including two 

park projects (Mozley Park and Grove Park) and a right-of-way green street project. The project as a 

whole aims to measure stormwater volume capture as a target measure in addition to other 

environmental and economic outcomes of interest.105 

Although EIBs have generated interest from several investors, governments, and environmental 

advocates, it is too soon to determine if their use will become widespread or if they will live up to their 

transformative potential. They do, however, provide an opportunity to engage new funders on 

environmental projects (including green infrastructure projects in parks) and encourage governments 

and their partners (including, importantly, community members) to think strategically about public 

investments and desired outcomes.106 Other types of impact bonds and pay for success projects that 

could support parks could include an impact bond with health outcomes. This could make an explicit and 

verifiable link between park investments and community health and, if outcomes are achieved, could be 

used to secure longer-term health system funding.  

A few enabling conditions determine the appropriateness of impact bonds. First, because impact 

bonds are complicated, costly models to put together, projects need to reach a sufficient scale to be 

worthwhile (most social impact projects are at least $5 million). Second, there needs to be a dedicated 

revenue source for repaying investors (i.e., the government should annually appropriate funds into a 

holding account). Lastly, there should be a demonstrated funding gap or other barrier that prevents a 

government from funding the program directly (e.g., innovation risk or the evidence-building structure 

of impact bonds). This is a nontraditional source of financing for localities, and it can be particularly 

useful for communities that are open to innovative solutions and have resources available in the long 

term but that have a strong preference for a model that commits public funds only if a predefined 

outcome is achieved.  

Given their high transaction costs and long development timelines, however, they may not be the 

best model for many communities, and they do not solve sustainable funding challenges because they 

are designed to fund programs that are only a few years long (usually three to seven). Park systems 

considering impact bonds should think critically about whether they’re the best model to address their 

specific funding need.  
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Brownfield Conversions 

Brownfields are polluted former industrial sites that some jurisdictions, including those with industrial 

legacies and limited green space, are looking to as potential sites for parks and green space. Given their 

heritage and current status, significant decontamination efforts need to be undertaken not only to 

ensure they are suitable for public use but also to mitigate public health risks in their current state. If 

the site is publicly owned, the US Environmental Protection Agency’s Brownfields Program provides 

direct funding, awarded through a competitive process, to assist in cleaning up these spaces.107 

In an effort spearheaded by a small local nonprofit, Cincinnati, Ohio, saw polluted properties 

adjacent to Mill Creek converted over several years into the Mill Creek Greenway Trail. The project 

emerged from a community vision that the creek and the land around it could be transformed from a 

physical safety and environmental hazard into a prized community asset that provided improved 

connectivity and recreation opportunities. The project was built with the support of numerous local 

partners, including the Cincinnati Health Department, as well as financial and technical support from 

the EPA, National Park Service, and Groundwork Trusts (Groundwork USA 2017). 

In Yonkers, New York, brownfield conversion to a park asset was seen as a catalyst for revitalizing 

downtown business and residential neighborhoods. This project, which included brownfield assessment 

and mitigation, design and construction of a new waterfront park, and river habitat enhancements, was 

supported by multiyear EPA funding and was approached by the city as an economic development 

project as well as an environmental and green space one. The Yonkers Greenway project unlocked 

multiple sources of funding: state Department of Transportation funding followed EPA brownfield 

funds and state environmental funds (Groundwork USA 2017).  

Some states have their own programs to fund the cleanup of brownfield sites and conversion to 

productive uses, including parks. Connecticut’s Department of Energy and Environmental Protection, 

for example, supported the conversion of a former factory site in Norwich into Riverside Park using 

$2.1 million in state grants and $200,000 in local funding.108 
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Concluding Thoughts 
Parks provide tremendous value to cities, communities, and individuals. They have profound intrinsic 

value and are also increasingly recognized for the quantifiable benefits they bring in the form of social, 

health, economic, and environmental outcomes. They serve as community gathering places, sites for 

recreation and exercise, green infrastructure, and places to recharge mental health. In short, they are, 

or can be, treasured community assets. Unlocking this value and ensuring that support for parks is 

sustained requires money, leadership, and stewardship.  

As with other investments in public infrastructure, parks can drive or contribute to displacement 

through rising land values and by pricing out existing residents, particularly renters. Although this 

report cannot offer an easily replicable roadmap for addressing gentrification, it does emphasize how 

equity should be a critical factor in park funding decisions and how different instruments, models, and 

approaches can exacerbate or mitigate it. Understanding the importance of park equity and developing 

frameworks that have significant community input and that prioritize equitable park investments is a 

step in the right direction toward an inclusive city. Indeed, some park systems, such as those in 

Minneapolis and Los Angeles County, are leading the way in equity conversations, demonstrating how 

cities can adopt a transparent, data-driven, and community-led approach to improving equitable 

allocation of public resources.  

Identifying funding models and approaches that support park equity is critical. This report presents 

a number of ways that park systems across the country are being funded and considers each with 

equity, sustainability, and replicability considerations in mind.  

Although not every model in this report is appropriate for every city, we hope that they help inspire 

creativity and encourage discussion. More interesting than the funding models themselves, perhaps, are 

innovations in approaches: how communities are using an equity lens to shape funding decisions; how 

park systems are strategically leveraging new funding opportunities at the margins, helping reallocate 

resources; and how partnerships, including those tied to the cobenefits of parks, are broadening the 

base of support and funding for parks.  

Parks are only one priority among many for local governments. Although for some park systems, 

the most appropriate course of action may be advocating for a larger share of public funds, for others a 

better approach may lie in leveraging new, external resources, including through grants and 

partnerships. For all parks, however, ensuring funds are more equitably and effectively spent is a 

worthwhile goal.  
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Our review has pointed to 11 broad takeaways for park leaders, advocates, and their partners: 

1. Cities are finding ways to quantify and demonstrate the impact and broader benefits of parks 

and ways to use that information to inform policymaking and build advocate coalitions. 

There’s growing evidence and recognition that parks have significant cobenefits, including 

those identified in this report. However, putting actual numbers in front of voters and 

policymakers (e.g., Dallas’ Economic Value Study) can prove extremely powerful at conveying 

the myriad financial benefits to the city and residents. Strides to incorporate equity into impact 

assessments will help ensure these studies don’t simply encourage park investments that 

generate the highest property tax boost. These assessments, and broader ongoing 

conversations with other sectors (e.g., with city water utilities and local hospitals) not only tap 

new funding for projects but also develop a strong coalition that can advocate for parks. 

2. Federal funding opportunities have been an important source of funding for pro-equity 

projects, and although some sources are shrinking, states and foundations are filling some 

gaps. Federal funding has and will remain a significant source of grant funding for park and 

greenspace capital projects. Moreover, this funding is often ideally designed for projects 

addressing equity gaps because of funding requirements that favor or restrict eligibility to low-

income neighborhoods. However, some funding sources like Community Development Block 

Grants have been shrinking in real and nominal terms; others, like the Department of 

Transportation’s BUILD program, have reoriented away from active transportation projects in 

urban areas. In some places, state programs and foundations are offering funding along with an 

explicit emphasis on equity, helping to fill the gap of equitable urban park funding. 

3. Strategic use of partnerships can help share costs, raise in-kind support, and allow 

reallocation of park resources. Not every city has a thriving business community or group of 

concerned citizens with the capacity and willingness to take stewardship of a public park. But 

every city likely has some ability to forge partnerships with private and civic actors. These 

partnerships won’t necessarily bring new money into the budget but, by tapping non-public 

resources for a portion of the park department’s portfolio, that department can then focus on 

reallocating resources elsewhere. Partnerships as simple as granting civic groups the right to 

clean and manage a city-owned public plot is a very cost-effective way of activating new public 

space. Other partnerships, such as Fresno’s shared-use agreements between parks and schools, 

provides a low-cost way to improve park access and also can help gain an important ally to 

advocate for the improvement and maintenance of parks. 
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4. Blending and braiding different funding sources can help bridge capital funding gaps. 

Leveraging local funds to access matching funds from federal or state government, 

philanthropy, or private partners has been a strategy for improving the inventory of park 

assets, especially for small and medium sized cities with limited local resources. Tapping 

available funds for such goals as disaster resiliency, transportation connectivity, and economic 

development can provide critical support for capital projects, and offer the opportunity to 

blend different funding sources to meet the gap.  

5. Cities with limited fiscal capacity may continue to struggle to secure sustainable funding for 

operations and maintenance, although adopting a strategy that embraces creativity, fosters 

collaboration, and creates a shared vision can help. Most of the documented funding 

innovations are occurring on the capital expenditure side while communities continue to rely 

largely on local, traditional revenue sources for operations and maintenance. For places with 

high park investment needs and limited fiscal capacity (e.g. economically stagnant or declining 

cities with weak tax bases) there are few options for raising additional local revenue. As one 

report summarized it: “to the extent that poor communities have less ability to generate local 

revenues through tax increases, solutions that rely only upon local revenues do not change the 

inherent inequities between rich and poor communities” (Raya and Rubin 2006). At the same 

time, deferring investments in maintaining and managing parks (while fiscally responsible in the 

short-term) can further exacerbate inequities. Solutions require creativity (e.g., rethinking the 

roles of parks), collaboration across different agencies and partners, and a consistent and 

shared vision from public and civic leaders to fuel efforts. 

6. Large municipalities with rapid growth face particular challenges related to displacement and 

inequity but can also tap private investment to fund parks and other public assets. Models 

such as incentive zoning, density bonuses, and developer fees take advantage of economic 

growth and high rates of private investment by directing a portion of that investment towards 

developing and maintaining public assets. This funding, if managed transparently, with 

community engagement, and through a pro-equity framework can buffer against the negative 

consequences of economic growth (e.g., displacement) and help ensure all residents are able to 

benefit from the resources and opportunities generated through growth.  

7. Traditional revenue streams (such as fees, dedicated property and sales taxes, and bond 

issuances) will likely remain an important source of funding for many park systems, especially 

for operations and maintenance, but new opportunities are available to build an equity focus 

into them. Both in terms of how local funds are traditionally raised and how they are spent, 
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communities are increasingly building-in an equity focus. For example, places like Washington, 

DC, which raise revenue through property taxes are insulating low-income and senior residents 

from sharp rises in land value, and cities like San Francisco are helping low-income residents 

access special park services that normally have fees or other financial barriers. On the 

allocation side, California’s Proposition 68 raised $4 billion through general obligation bonds 

explicitly to fund parks in underserved neighborhoods, bridging park equity gaps.  

8. Engaging the community early and often can catalyze a sense of ownership, ensure parks 

meet community needs, and support sustainable management of park assets. Fostering 

strong community-level participation is critical for equitable and inclusive development. Even 

when parks are built, if they are not designed and activated with the residents’ interests in 

mind, they will be underutilized. When the community is involved in planning and 

decisionmaking processes, park amenities can better mirror the community’s priorities. For 

some stakeholders we interviewed, community engagement from pre-planning through 

operations was essential for ensuring the utility and sustainability of a park asset while others 

indicated engagement was most beneficial at select points and in a structured way. Efforts to 

engage specific communities (e.g. adopting both Spanish- and English-language park advisory 

committees) ensures a more inclusive park planning process.  

9. Citywide equity frameworks can help guide park priorities and investments in ways that 

engage and benefit historically neglected communities. Applying frameworks and tools that 

measure park use and neighborhood inclusion can help identify gaps in park equity. These 

instruments are useful for generating data and matrices that help inform decisionmaking on 

where best to focus investments. As important as the tool itself are the conversations that 

these tools spark related to the (uneven) distribution of park resources, assets, and benefits and 

the importance of addressing gaps. 

10. Addressing equity is complex and requires a multilayered approach, but parks can be one 

place where cities lead the way. Although this report focused on funding to ensure equitable 

access to high quality parks and green space, equity touches a wide range of topics including 

public hiring and contracting practices, access to economic development opportunities, and 

enabling and encouraging participation in civic discourse. Acknowledging both the complexity 

of the challenge and the urgency of addressing it, cities across the country are prioritizing 

conversations and actions to address equity across a range of areas, not just parks. However, 

because of their broad benefits and the variety of ongoing efforts by communities, government 
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officials, philanthropic organizations, and other partners in this space, parks have a unique 

opportunity to help lead the way. 

11. This is a learning journey. No community has all the answers, but practically all are willing to 

learn and to share with others. In our conversations with park leaders, three things were clear: 

improving the role of parks and park departments in bridging equity gaps and contributing to 

thriving, stable communities is a critical focus; no one felt they had solved the issue; and all 

were willing to share their lessons and success stories and to learn from others. This quest to 

learn what has worked and what hasn’t has also shaped our approach to this report. We hope 

this report becomes a resource for communities and a jumping-off point for conversations, 

including those facilitated by organizations like City Parks Alliance, to consider how the 

decisions of park agencies and their partners, particularly related to funding, can help address 

equity gaps.  
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Appendix: Funding Models Profiled in Report 
TABLE A.1 

Models and Sources Used to Fund Urban Parks (in Addition to General Funds) 

Model 
Source of revenue or  

in-kind resource 

Used primarily for capital 
projects, operations and 

maintenance, or both? Equity considerations Example 

Bonds and voter 
referenda 

Revenue from sale of bond Capital projects Can adopt explicit equity goals and criteria and 
can help redistribute resources to areas in 
greatest need, especially when paired with 
equity frameworks 

California’s 
Proposition 68 

Dedicated 
property taxes 

Property tax revenue through 
special tax districts or allocated 
into dedicated funds 

Both Raise reliable revenue for parks and help 
redistribute wealth but can also place burden 
on lower-income property owners (without 
policies to cushion) 

Seattle Park District 
and San Francisco’s 
Open Space Fund 

Sales taxes General sales tax revenue or 
special taxes on consumer items 

Operations and 
maintenance 

Raise reliable revenue for parks but generally 
viewed as regressive instrument because they 
place a greater proportional burden on lower-
income consumers 

Columbia, MO’s 
sales tax for parks 

Fees and earned 
revenue 

Fees for access to special park 
services or revenue generated 
from activity on park property 

Operations and 
maintenance 

Ration access to scarce assets and raise 
revenue from users with higher ability to pay 
but can also present barriers to lower-income 
residents and worsen inequities  

Parking garage 
revenue underneath 
Boston’s Post Office 
Square 

Land and water 
conservation funds 

Outdoor Recreation Legacy 
Partnership Program 

Capital projects Provide resources designed for projects in or 
adjacent to underserved neighborhoods and 
communities with lower-income residents 

Johnson Oak Park in 
Bridgeport, CT 

Developer fees, 
incentives, and 
concessions 

Dedication of private land for 
public use, payment toward a 
park fund 

Both If well designed and enforced, can help ensure 
public benefit from private development 

Houston Parks and 
Open Space 
Ordinance 

Community and 
economic 
development 

Federal and state grants and tax 
credits (e.g., New Markets Tax 
Credits and Community 
Development Block Grants) 

 

Capital projects Use federal funds to incentivize projects 
designed to spur growth and investment in 
low-income neighborhoods (e.g., recreation 
facilities) 

Use of Community 
Development Block 
Grant funds to build 
playgrounds in St. 
Paul, MN 
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Model 
Source of revenue or  

in-kind resource 

Used primarily for capital 
projects, operations and 

maintenance, or both? Equity considerations Example 

Conservancies, 
friends groups, and 
public corporations 

Nonprofit organizations that 
contribute labor and raise 
private funding for parks 

Both Directly involve civic-minded citizens to 
advocate and fundraise for parks, and 
encourage good stewardship of community 
assets. Citywide systems can help redistribute 
resources.  

Pittsburgh Park 
Conservancy 

Community 
ownership 

Community volunteer labor and 
contributions 

Operations and 
maintenance 

Engages local community in the management 
of local park. If significant investments are 
needed, they may be beyond the capacity of 
the community to manage. 

Crispus Attucks Park 
in Washington, DC 

Philanthropic 
partnerships 

Funding from philanthropies Capital projects Often have a pro-equity focus and can be used 
to engage community and develop accessible 
park assets 

William Penn 
Foundation’s $100 
million grant for 
Philadelphia’s 
Rebuild Initiative 

Water-quality and 
management 
through green 
infrastructure 

Partnering with water utilities 
or accessing special taxes and 
fees (e.g., stormwater 
management fees) 

Both  Flood management and improved water 
quality are important goals not just from a 
sustainability and technical perspective but 
also from an equity one. Integrating green 
infrastructure for these objectives into parks 
directly benefits neighborhood properties.  

"Water Square" in 
Brownsville, TX 

Health care 
cobenefits 

Partnering with hospitals and 
other health system actors 

Both  Parks and green space have beneficial impacts 
on mental health, obesity, and general physical 
activity for residents in surrounding 
communities. Health system partners can 
recognize and value these benefits through 
partnerships.  

Kaiser Permanente’s 
support for the Park 
Prescription 
initiative and 
improving access to 
and active uses of 
parks 

Transportation 
grants 

State and federal grant funding 
opportunities (e.g., federal 
BUILD grants) 

Capital projects Demonstrates parks’ role as important parts of 
transportation networks, especially as links 
within active commuting chains  

Indianapolis Cultural 
Trail supported by a 
US Department of 
Transportation grant 

Climate change 
and disaster 
resiliency 
programs 

FEMA and state resiliency funds  Capital projects Can mitigate the outsized negative effects of 
climate change and disaster recovery on low-
income neighborhoods  

Northwest 
Resiliency Park in 
Hoboken, NJ 
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Model 
Source of revenue or  

in-kind resource 

Used primarily for capital 
projects, operations and 

maintenance, or both? Equity considerations Example 

Shared-use 
agreements with 
schools 

Tapping school resources to 
boost community access to 
recreation facilities 

Operations and 
maintenance 

Can be used to benefit resource-constrained 
communities by enabling efficient use or reuse 
of public resources  

Partnership between 
school and park 
systems in Fresno, 
CA 

Land-value capture 
models 

Special tax districts that capture 
marginal tax revenue increases 
and funnel them back to 
projects in that district. 
Examples include tax-increment 
financing and local 
improvement districts. 

Both A way to enable land owners in a given 
community to pay for additional amenities in 
that area. May have limited application in 
communities without financial capacity to pay 
for increased services and amenities and can 
disenfranchise renters or commercial tenants.  

San Francisco Green 
Benefit Districts 

Land trusts Community management of 
park assets with foundation or 
private donations 

Operations and 
maintenance 

Community land trusts are mostly established 
to protect affordable housing and conservation 
land trusts protect and manage neighborhood 
parks and green space. Advocates for each can 
work together to advance shared community 
goals.  

Baltimore Green 
Space 

Impact bonds and 
pay for success 

Up-front funding from private 
and philanthropic investors 

Capital projects Provide an opportunity to engage new funders 
on environmental projects and encourage 
governments and community members to 
think strategically about public investments 
and desired outcomes. 

Environmental 
Impact Bond as part 
of the Atlanta 
BeltLine 

Brownfield 
conversions 

Funding from the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency 

Capital projects Uses external funds to transform polluted 
industrial land into green community assets, 
potentially addressing environmental justice 
issues.  

Mill Creek Greenway 
in Cincinnati, OH 

Source: Authors’ analysis. 
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Notes
1 Operations and maintenance also includes things like system-wide planning and strategy, park programming, and 

community engagement.  

2 We define parks as publicly accessible green space and facilities used for recreation and other noncommercial 

activities. This study considers green infrastructure when it is built in parks. We focus only on urban parks and 

use the US Census Bureau’s definition of urban: “any incorporated place that contained at least 2,500 people 

within its boundaries.” However, the examples surveyed in this report generally align with the census’s definition 

of “densely populated urbanized areas” of 50,000 or more people. 

3 “2019 City Park Facts,” the Trust for Public Land, accessed June 25, 2019, https://www.tpl.org/2019-city-park-

facts; “Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for Incorporated Places of 50,000 or More, Ranked by July 

1, 2017 Population: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2017,” US Census Bureau American FactFinder, released May 2018. 

4 Although not the primary focus of this report, addressing park access for Americans with disabilities remains a 

challenge and priority for many park departments. Complying with the Americans with Disabilities Act means 

addressing a large number of accessibility issues which, for some systems, can represent a significant 

undertaking. In addition to retrofitting parks to be in compliance with ADA, park departments can ensure 

facilities are not just accessible but welcoming to people with disabilities (e.g., through inclusive programming 

and activities) and work to integrate an emphasis on accessibility for people with disabilities into planning for 

new capital projects. See Mark Trieglaff and Larry Labiak, “Recreation and the Americans with Disabilities Act,” 

National Recreation and Park Association, August 1, 2016, https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-

magazine/2016/august/recreation-and-the-americans-with-disabilities-act/.  

5 For a comprehensive review of federal, state, and local government policies that supported residential racial 

segregation, see Rothstein (2017).  

6 See https://www.10minutewalk.org/.  

7 See also “Creative Placemaking and Community Safety,” Urban Institute, accessed February 7, 2019, 

https://www.urban.org/creative-placemaking-and-community-safety.  

8 Although these two studies did not focus explicitly on these factors as barriers for residents in low-income 

neighborhoods, these built environment factors are particularly relevant for many such communities.  

9 “What is Placemaking,” Project for Public Spaces, accessed February 10, 2019, https://www.pps.org/article/what-

is-placemaking. 

10 Sarah Shearman, “In New York City’s Lower East Side, Gardening Is a Political Act of Resistance,” Guardian, 

August 11, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/aug/11/new-york-lower-east-side-

community-gardens.  

11 Thomas Burns, “Community Development through More Inclusive Urban Place-Making: Challenges and 

Opportunities for the Urban Revitalization Field,” Social Innovations Journal, January 28, 2016, 

http://www.socialinnovationsjournal.org/social-issues/100-human-services/1613-community-development-

through-more-inclusive-urban-place-making-challenges-and-opportunities-for-the-urban-revitalization-field.  

12 Project for Public Spaces, “10 Benefits of Creating Good Public Spaces,” Project for Public Spaces (blog), January 1, 

2009, https://www.pps.org/article/10benefits.  

13 For example, see David Rose, “Social Equity, Parks and Gentrification,” Parks and Recreation Magazine, July 6, 

2018, https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2018/july/social-equity-parks-and-gentrification/; 

Ramya Sivasubramanian, “Green Gentrification, and How Environmentalists Can Avoid It,” NRDC Expert Blog, 

 

 

https://www.tpl.org/2019-city-park-facts
https://www.tpl.org/2019-city-park-facts
https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2016/august/recreation-and-the-americans-with-disabilities-act/
https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2016/august/recreation-and-the-americans-with-disabilities-act/
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https://www.urban.org/creative-placemaking-and-community-safety
https://www.pps.org/article/what-is-placemaking
https://www.pps.org/article/what-is-placemaking
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/aug/11/new-york-lower-east-side-community-gardens
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/aug/11/new-york-lower-east-side-community-gardens
http://www.socialinnovationsjournal.org/social-issues/100-human-services/1613-community-development-through-more-inclusive-urban-place-making-challenges-and-opportunities-for-the-urban-revitalization-field
http://www.socialinnovationsjournal.org/social-issues/100-human-services/1613-community-development-through-more-inclusive-urban-place-making-challenges-and-opportunities-for-the-urban-revitalization-field
https://www.pps.org/article/10benefits
https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2018/july/social-equity-parks-and-gentrification/
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October 5, 2017, https://www.nrdc.org/experts/ramya-sivasubramanian/green-gentrification-and-how-

environmentalists-can-avoid-it; Gould and Lewis (2017); and Ghaffari, Klein, and Baudin (2017).  

14 Elizabeth Daigneau, “Just Green Enough,” Governing, February 2015, 

https://www.governing.com/topics/transportation-infrastructure/gov-green-gentrification-series.html.  

15 Nicholas Pitas, Austin Barrett, Andrew Mowen, and Kevin Roth, “The Great Recession’s profound impact on 

parks and recreation,” Parks and Recreation Magazine, February 6, 2018, https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-

magazine/2018/february/the-great-recessions-profound-impact-on-parks-and-recreation/. 

16 Brandt Williams, “$800m Park Funding Plan Passes Minneapolis City Council,” Minnesota Public Radio, April 29, 

2016, https://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/04/29/minneapolis-park-board-funding-passes. 

17 See “Participatory Budgeting,” New York City Council, accessed January 20, 2019, https://council.nyc.gov/pb/. 

18 See, for example, Izmailyan, Elissa Hoagland, “Measuring Park Equity,” HR&A Advisors, June 1, 2017, 

https://www.hraadvisors.com/emphasizing-equity-economic-impact-analysis/.  

19 Dickson, Charlotte and Kanat Tibet, “The Heal Cities Campaign Helps Build Complete Park Systems,” Western 

City, April 1, 2017, https://www.westerncity.com/article/heal-cities-campaign-helps-build-complete-parks-

systems; “Complete Parks,” ChangeLab Solutions, accessed February 20, 2019, 

https://www.changelabsolutions.org/publications/complete-parks. 

20 “Advocacy,” Mayors for Parks Coalition, accessed June 7, 2019, http://www.mayorsforparks.org/advocacy.html. 

21 Mazur, Laurie, “Urban Parks and the 10-Minute Challenge,” Governing, October 31, 2017, 

https://www.10minutewalk.org/.  

22 “Denver Wants all Residents to Live Within a 10-Minute Walk to a Public Park and Receives Funding to Advance 

this Goal,” Urban Land Institute Colorado (blog), February 14, 2019, https://colorado.uli.org/news/announcing-

ulis-partnership-with-the-10-minute-walk-campaign/.  

23 For instance, the Center for an Urban Future estimated that New York City’s “state of good repair needs” was 

nearly $600 million, but the budgeted activities would meet only 15 percent of that. See Surico (2018). 

24 “Parks and Water Bond Act of 2018 (Proposition 68)”, California Department of Parks and Recreation, accessed 

January 14, 2019, https://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=29906.  

25 Garcia, Robert, “California’s Prop 68: A Primer for Infusing Diversity and Equity into Public Policy,” Parks and 

Recreation Magazine, August 1, 2018, https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-

magazine/2018/august/californias-prop-68/. The enabling legislation defines a disadvantaged community as 

one with a median household income less than 80 percent of the statewide average. See “SB-5 California 

Drought, Water, Parks, Climate, Coastal Protection, and Outdoor Access For All Act of 2018”, California 

Legislature, October 16, 2017, 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB5.  

26 A tax is progressive if average tax rates increase with income and is regressive if they do not.  

27 Rising land value and assessed property values place burdens both on low-income owners (through increased 

property taxes) and on renters (through increased rent, some of which is likely passed through from higher 

property taxes). 

28 For example, Washington, DC, offers senior citizen or disabled property owner tax relief and tax deferral for low-

income senior property owners and low-income property owners. See “Homestead/Senior Citizen Deduction,” 

District of Columbia Office of Tax and Revenue, accessed February 10, 2019, 

https://otr.cfo.dc.gov/page/homesteadsenior-citizen-deduction.  
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