
Making the Most of City Parks
Urban Institute, Harry Holzer

KOJO NNAMDI: From WAMU at
American University in
Washington, this is Public
Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

Last week in our ongoing series
on America's cities with the
Urban Institute, we looked at the
changing role of urban
parks—that they play in
communities across the
nation—how many of them are
teaming up with non-profit
organizations, raising private
funds, collaborating with all kinds
of partners. What was most impressive was the positive impact these collaborations are having on
communities in general, not only by providing a nicer place for recreation, but actually having an economic
impact on the community, promoting development, reclaiming neighborhoods. So we were forced to ask, "Is
all of this happening in Washington, D.C.?" And we found that the answer is, well, yes and no, and kind of,
but not.

We'll explore those details with Neil Rodgers. He is the chief of staff of the D.C. Department of Parks and
Recreation. Neil Rodgers, good to have you here.

NEIL RODGERS: Thank you.

KOJO NNAMDI: Steve Coleman also joins us. Steve is the executive director of Washington Parks and
People. Hi, Steve.

STEVE COLEMAN: Hi, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: And Harry Hatry is the director of the Public Management Program of the Urban Institute.
Hi, Harry.

HARRY HATRY: Hello, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: You, too, can join us at 1-800-433-8850. You can e-mail us at pi@wamu.org.

First, Steve Coleman, what is Washington Parks and People?

STEVE COLEMAN: Well, we're a grass-roots alliance of community, public/private partnerships trying to
reclaim parks as centers of community life.

D.C. is the greenest city in North America. We have the highest percentage of—

KOJO NNAMDI: I've heard you say that before, and I would like to believe it—and that has a great deal to
do [with] the latest show we're going to do about maps, in which we generally believe what we want to
believe. What evidence is there that D.C. is the greenest city in North America?

STEVE COLEMAN: If you add up all the acreage in all the different agencies—and it's many different ones,
federal and local—we have a total of over 25 percent of our public space—of our total acreage is public
greenspace.

KOJO NNAMDI: That makes us the greenest?

STEVE COLEMAN: Yes.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay. Please proceed.

STEVE COLEMAN: Well, what we're trying to do is to reconnect two of Washington's greatest but
most-forgotten assets: the greenspaces, those public parks and other green places on the one hand, and our
neighborhood folks. We have tremendous passion about our neighborhoods but it's not being reflected in our
parks. We've seriously disinvested in the park system for decades and the time has come for us to come
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parks. We've seriously disinvested in the park system for decades and the time has come for us to come
together and form a partnership to reclaim that.

KOJO NNAMDI: Just a week ago the D.C. government announced a partnership that, I understand, you are
all very excited about. It's the Watts Branch Park Creek and Trail. Tell us a little bit about the park and the
agencies and organizations that will be involved in the revitalization, Neil Rodgers.

NEIL RODGERS: Oh, thank you. I've been certainly working with Steve Coleman and Parks and People.
They're leading this crusade. They are our full partner in reclaiming Watts Branch. They've brought in a lot of
external organizations that were not always available to the government to partner with, so that we're
working with community-based groups. We are working with Washington Parks and People. We're working
with our sister agencies in the District government, and along with the federal government for the clean-up
and revitalization of Watts Branch.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, Watts Branch is a pretty large park to be as unattended as it apparently has been over
the past several years. Describe it for those of our listeners not familiar with it.

STEVE COLEMAN: It's the longest city park in Washington—not the longest park, that's Rock Creek and Fort
Circle, which is actually 23 miles long—but it's the longest city park and one of the most forgotten. It hasn't
gotten the funding that it needs. The Parks and Recreation Department is seriously short on maintenance
funding, in particular.

It's an amazing park, Kojo. It goes through one of the oldest, predominantly African-American communities in
the country; it links four public housing complexes, all across the heart of Ward 7 on the east side of the
river, linking the eastern corner of the city with Kenilworth Park and the Anacostia River; and it has a
tremendous potential to galvanize the whole community there. We're very excited about the possibilities
that—people are coming out of the woodwork, so excited about this chance to finally bring their park back to
life.

KOJO NNAMDI: Tell us what's been going on in that park for the last 20 years.

STEVE COLEMAN: Well, there have been a lot of promises made and a lot of promises broken. There have
been many statements that the park is going to be fixed up, and I think that both the community and various
public agencies have not stepped up to the plate. And so what we're trying to do now is to get over that
inertia, and we have a very exciting new director at the Department of Parks and Recreation who is—

KOJO NNAMDI: Neil Albert?

STEVE COLEMAN: Yeah—and he's fired up about this. He is excited about sharing the responsibility for
making this a model turnaround park. And what we've launched is the city's first-ever city-wide parks
partnership, with Watts Branch as the model to begin with.

KOJO NNAMDI: Talk a little bit about how difficult it was to get this partnership on the ground because it's
my understanding that there were unbelievable problems, like getting a leaking sewage pipe repaired, and
that that turned into a bureaucratic nightmare. How did the situation finally get resolved, and how will the
new partnership prevent such problems from occurring in the future?

STEVE COLEMAN: Well, the situation isn't resolved, Kojo. We're here to issue a call to action to people
across the city who care about their parks—across the region—to step forward, not wait for government to
take care of the problem, but let's all become part of the answer. That sewage pipe is still broken at the
corner of 16th Street and the park.

KOJO NNAMDI: That has been broken for 10 years?

STEVE COLEMAN: Over 10 years. The Water and Sewer Authority has simply, frankly, not done its job in
fixing that, despite repeated complaints filed by the D.C. government. This is the problem: When we walk
away from these places, when we stop thinking of parks as centers of community life—as the village greens,
if you will, of where we live—we don't invest the money, the time, the attention that we need to in making
them come alive.

The key is making the positive activity come back in. And this past Saturday, for the first time in almost a
generation, community children led a hike down the length of the trail, and it was beautiful, Kojo. It was just
so inspiring—very small group, but this is history. Democracy is not, any longer, just something that's about
voting. Democracy has to be about us getting out, voting with our feet to reclaim community and to bring
people together across all the things that divide us to rebuild where we live.

KOJO NNAMDI: You can hear Steve Coleman's enthusiasm about this. He is executive director of Washington
Parks and People. He joins us in our studio along with Harry Hatry, director of the Public Management
Program of the Urban Institute, and Neil Rodgers, chief of staff of the D.C. Department of Parks and
Recreation. We take your phone calls at 1-800-433-8850; your e-mails at pi@wamu.org.

Neil Rodgers, obviously you do not speak for the Water and Sewer Authority of the District, but it has to be
maddening if you are a government official yourself. And it seems to the average listener like a phone call
from one agency to the other saying, "Fix the blank blank sewage pipe," would solve the problem. How come
it doesn't?

NEIL RODGERS: That has become the great advantage of partnership as a government entity to be able to
work with citizens, to work with partners and concerned residents, that they too understand the plight of
parks. The park is not merely the asset of the government, nor is it the resource of this administration. It is,
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parks. The park is not merely the asset of the government, nor is it the resource of this administration. It is,
indeed, the responsibility of the community. The onus goes back to community. The park is the resource of
the children and families that live along Watts Branch and throughout the city.

Everything that Steve has done and everything the partnerships have been able to bring to us brings more
attention to parks, more attention to the resources and the asset that parks are for our community. We need
the partnership to bring that attention to us, to be able to resolve problems that, oftentimes in our frustration,
we're not always able to easily remedy.

KOJO NNAMDI: In other words, it takes more than a telephone call; it takes pressure from the citizens and
the residents who are interested in this park.

NEIL RODGERS: In the end the residents are, indeed, the keepers of WASA, they are indeed the people who
pay WASA's bills on an ongoing basis, and they are their consumers. And WASA, as the government entity,
whether it's private or semi-private, has to be responsive to their consumers.

KOJO NNAMDI: That brings Harry Hatry in because, Harry, how much do we know about how D.C. residents
are using their parks? I mean, some areas may be popular with dog-walkers in the morning and then used by
kids or birdwatchers or elderly citizens in the afternoon. Has anyone done a study of park use and how it
serves the surrounding communities?

HARRY HATRY: Aha, that's a very good question there. I think I'd like to see—for example, take the Watts
example, which they're talking about. This might be a wonderful opportunity to try some new approaches to
both tracking the needs of the community, using a variety of tools including both the government staff as well
as volunteers, to really attempt to both identify needs for the really disparate community that's surrounding
that park—age, race, ethnicity, age groups, the whole income class—and try to, in a systematic way, track, at
the beginning of this effort, what is happening, who is using the park, participation rates, the condition of the
park, the facilities and activities such as you are saying; trying to come up with a better match of activities
within the parks. And that can be done by a variety of tools that the district, to some extent, has been toying
with, in a way; both customer surveys, which is a very important device for getting feedback from the
citizens; secondly, what we call trained observer ratings, which is a very good way to look at physical
conditions which would indicate how things are going and—that are of interest to the public.

There's something else called activity mapping, which can be used to find out who is using the park, what
type of people, what are they doing, how long do they spend, to what extent is the issue of drug use or
drinking apparent in the community? All of that, if done in a systematic way, I think, could be a terrific way to
track what is happening and to try to encourage both the volunteers and the government to make needed
improvements.

KOJO NNAMDI: Steve, some people think that a park's real, only impact is that it's a nice place to have a
picnic, a nice place maybe to play ball, certainly a nice amenity in the community but not necessarily a
solution to the many challenges faced by urban neighborhoods. But I understand that you agree with the
argument that we've heard made here on Public Interest this past week and is being made nationwide, and
that is that a well-maintained park can have a great impact on economic development in an urban area; can
have an impact on the social and physical health of the surrounding community and more. How so?

STEVE COLEMAN: Well, I strongly agree with that statement. Our parks are absolutely vital to the lives of
our communities, the lives of our children. We have seen two many of our young people die because of the
death of our communities. Parks are where community happens, they're where people who are different from
one another come together—we hope in peace. If we work hard to make them come alive, they can be true
mirrors of everything that's great about this city. When parks are forgotten about, it mirrors the ways that the
city itself has been forgotten about. I lived in Manhattan when Central Park was at rock-bottom. It was the
same time that the city was at rock-bottom. Today, Central Park is a vision, an incredible oasis, not just of
nature but of culture. And we have a real chance to bring those things together.

Along Watts Branch you have every major challenge facing this city, from homelessness and drug addiction,
prostitution, crumbling public housing, joblessness. All of these kinds of problems are not apart from the
park. The park has a chance to be a true "green engine" for revitalizing the surrounding community, creating
jobs, bringing new people back into the ward who have moved out to Prince George's County and elsewhere.
We can really use parks to turn the entire community around.

KOJO NNAMDI: Neil Rodgers, you have been with the Department of Parks and Recreation for a long time,
by which I mean you have [been] there during the days when the budget was high and when the budget was
low, and now it seems to be somewhere in between. Specifically, 13 years ago, the budget was $5 million
higher annually than it is today. But today's budget is $6 million higher than it was just 3 years ago. What do
you think is responsible for the fluctuation or our government spending levels on parks?

NEIL RODGERS: Well, first of all, Kojo, let me say higher is better. (Laughter.) We certainly agree with that.

As the city looked at resources and how they invested in city services, and with the great plight of the late
80's and the 90's in social services the resources were not always readily available for parks and recreation
programs for youth. But what has happened—and certainly this administration has moved forward as they
begin to once again invest in children and in families. The resources of a park; the resource of a recreation
center in a community is a benefit to the quality of life. We know that we provide aftercare for children after
school, we know that we are a positive socialization activity for children and families, we know, as Steve has
said, it's an opportunity for families and our community to come together on a mutual ground.



KOJO NNAMDI: Neil Rodgers is chief of staff of the D.C. Department of Parks and Recreation.

We're going to take a short break. We'll be right back.

(ANNOUNCEMENTS.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back to our discussion on D.C.'s parks, a conversation you can join by calling
1-800-433-8850 or e-mailing us at pi@wamu.org.

When we took that break, we were talking about spending levels in the D.C. government and the fact that
they are still lower on parks than they were in 1988, at which the level was $33 million annually.

Steve Coleman, can you see us getting back up to that level anytime soon?

STEVE COLEMAN: Absolutely, Kojo. All over the country, cities are turning their park systems around at an
incredible clip—Chicago; Philadelphia and New York; Austin, Texas; Portland, Oregon—this is a nationwide
trend. And mayors who truly make the commitment can do this very quickly. It takes about five years to turn
a city's park system around in a dramatic way. This mayor has made that commitment but he hasn't backed
it up sufficiently with an investment in his budget. And Parks and People and people across the city are
saying, "Mr. Mayor, you need to make good on your commitment to truly fully invest in the park system.

Neil is speaking accurately about the situation at the Department, but I want to amplify it a little bit.

Today, the Department of Parks and Recreation has one-half of one working trash truck for the entire city;
over 800 acres, over 300 units. This is absolutely appalling. And what this means is that every day there are
children walking to school at places like H. D. Woodson Senior High through piles of broken glass and
deposited items that the Department simply doesn't have the physical or financial capacity to collect.

So this is a job, not just for government, not just for any one agency, but for all agencies in all communities
to pitch in together. And we've got to raise more private funding as well as public funding. There are 1,100
foundations headquartered in this city. Of those, fewer than 20 are giving to parks in any ongoing way. How
many of us have made a personal commitment to give our time, our energy, our presence, our ideas and our
money to make our parks better? We've all got to take up that challenge.

KOJO NNAMDI: We earlier asked Harry Hatry of the Urban Institute about studies that could be done to
show just how people are using their parks, and he offered a number of suggestions. But, Neil Rodgers, if you
can talk a little bit about what exists currently in terms of, say, community councils, which may not be
scientific studies but may be at least one way of gauging how communities are responding to the services
that are available in their parks.

NEIL RODGERS: I'd be happy to, but first I want to speak to what Steve has said about the trash. This
administration, and certainly the director that we now have, have moved forward with the trash concern.
Mayor Williams and the city administrator have brought in additional resources for trash in the last two weeks.

KOJO NNAMDI: So we have more than one truck?

NEIL RODGERS: So there's two additional trash trucks. We brought in a vendor under contract that is now
picking up daily at 47 sites, which are helping the services we already have.

What has happened is the administration is indeed hearing you and responding to the needs of communities.
We're getting more support in this administration than we've seen in the last 10 years. What had initially
been a $1.5 million increase for Parks and Recreation for fiscal year 2002, the mayor and the council saw fit
to increase to $3 million. So we're seeing it in drips and dabs, and we know it's progressive over time, but the
commitment is there. And the capital budget of this administration, at almost $155 million over the next five
years, is the most significant capital we've ever had since 1942 and the founding of the agency.

We are trying to turn a lot of it around. The dollars are not always readily available. Our Friends groups,
though, have been able to step up and assist. We have 27 Friends groups at parks throughout the city, and
we also now have recreation advisory boards at 77 recreation centers. They speak specifically to the
programmatic needs of a community, and to be sure that the curriculum that's being offered is responsive to
the needs of the children and families in those communities.

KOJO NNAMDI: Steve, you also conduct surveys, of a type.

STEVE COLEMAN: We do. Our surveys are a little less scientific, but I think equally powerful and
representative. We say hello to everyone we greet in the parks. And the people who are using Watts Branch
right now—the only ones who are using it positively are the kids. And you ask the average kid along Watts
Branch what's needed in a park, they'll all tell you the same thing: "We need some trash cans. We need the
trash picked up. We need some trees and flowers. We need the stream cleaned up. We need Prince George's
County or the people up in Maryland to stop sending their trash down the stream. We need lights, we need
programs, we need a basketball hoop here and there; benches and tables." Kids are the best park planners
you'll ever meet. They know what they need.

So those are our surveys. We talk to everybody in the park. We learn about what was. And, actually, some of
the most inspiring stories come from the seniors who remember when the park was better invested in under
the National Park System. We don't want it to go back to being a national park. We believe D.C. should control
far more of the public greenspace in its city, but we've got to fully fund it, publicly and privately, in order to
make that happen.
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KOJO NNAMDI: Harry Hatry?

HARRY HATRY: Just a point about the budgets and the cyclical effect of them. Without a question, over the
decades Parks and Recreation has been kind of the "dark sheep"—one of the dark sheep services. It doesn't
get the attention that crime does, that education does, even fire and garbage collection, which are very
important. So, in times of high profile with those items and cutbacks in government in general, Parks and
Recreation usually suffers considerably.

Now, how you get around that is always the problem. Right now, I think the District is in a little more
comfortable situation. They've balanced the budget for the time being, and it's more hopeful. And the idea
now is to take advantage of that situation now. So we don't know what will happen in a year or two.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, allow me to get to the telephones. Again, the number, 1-800-433-8850.

We start now with Radica (sp) in Washington, D.C. Radica, you are on the air. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: Yeah, hi. I was wondering if any of the speakers could tell me exactly how much acreage there is in
all [of] D.C. that is public park and greenspace?

STEVE COLEMAN: If you add up all of the acreage, it's over 10,000 acres.

CALLER: Over 10,000?

STEVE COLEMAN: Yeah. I'm counting all the different agencies.

This is one of the really difficult things in D.C.. We have so many different jurisdictions—just getting all those
jurisdictions to work together on what are really parks. I mean, the Arboretum is a park, the Soldiers and
Airmans' Home is a park, St. E's west campus is a park. All of those form part of our greenspace
infrastructure.

CALLER: Okay, thank you very much.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, Radica, thank you very much for your call. And don't even ask about who controls
what park, whether the federal government or the D.C. government, because that can take you into a
bureaucratic maze, it is my understanding, in which, on the one hand, while the Mall is supposed to be
federal, the D.C. government has to issue permits for people to play ball on the Mall, but if you go to Meridian
Hill Park, somehow or the other—or Malcolm X Park—that is a federal park and the federal government has to
do permits for that park. What—

STEVE COLEMAN: Kojo, if you want to have a picnic in a park in D.C., it can be an incredible process to
navigate who's park it is and who then controls the decision of a [permit], when you can have the picnic or
even whether you're allowed to picnic there. (Soft laughter.) This is one of the problems we have in the
disconnect we have in D.C. because so much land is federal, without community accountability. You
remember when we started the effort 12 years ago at Meridian Hill/Malcolm X—

KOJO NNAMDI: Yep.

STEVE COLEMAN: At that time it was illegal to play ball in the park. It is still, to this day, illegal to have a
large picnic in the park. There's something fundamentally wrong with people not being able to access the
parks in the most fundamental way. And really, the National Park Service and the other federal agencies need
to step up to the plate to be much more accountable and partnering with people in the community. We
actually convened a group of 24 federal and city agencies last year called Common Ground to try to
emphasize this point, that this is all our greenspace and we need to work together.

KOJO NNAMDI: So when we're talking public/private partnerships in Washington D.C., the public includes
both the federal and the city government.

STEVE COLEMAN: And the counties and states.

KOJO NNAMDI: I was about to say, and in some cases suburban jurisdictions also.

STEVE COLEMAN: Absolutely. Every piece of trash that somebody throws in a stream, often in Prince
George's County or Montgomery County, is ending up in D.C.

KOJO NNAMDI: Dylabian (ph) in Washington, D.C., you're on the air. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: Hello.

KOJO NNAMDI: Hi Dylabian (sp).

CALLER: Hi Kojo. I have a number of concerns.

I'm a runner and wanted to know whatever happened to the idea of some sort of path from the Fort Totten
Metro station out toward Greenbelt, because it's—I mean, it's a desert, you know, to run out here.

I'd also like to know what kind of relationship you are working on establishing with the D.C. public schools
because we have some schools with indoor pools that need to be repaired, and they could be part of some
sort of park-like use associated with the school, but, you know, our pools are broken. We need fields. My sons
played soccer and it was murder finding soccer fields because—and the school system has a hard time timing
its after-school practices because there are so many uses for fields. When you talked about Watts Branch, I'm
thinking, hey, this is a great resource for the many kids who need active greenspace play areas, you know,



for athletic sports. So, what's happening here?

KOJO NNAMDI:—Of course, a longtime advocate for children and schools in the District of Colombia Public
Schools.

NEIL RODGERS: Certainly we are moving forward and we're working with the D.C. public schools. Dr. Vance
has made a great effort to interact with the Department of Parks and Recreation and other providers of local
recreation space. We do meet with them on a regular basis. We are working with them for their summer STAR
C's program. We have a relationship with their athletic and sport program for field development. And Dr.
Vance is very interested in promoting the use of the indoor pools that are under the auspices of the D.C.
public schools. We currently operate five of the pools in D.C. public schools on a year-around basis. The other
pools are now being reevaluated; the one at H.D. Woodson, at Shaw, at Roosevelt and others, to make those
available if funding is identified for the use of the community after-school hours.

The field situation comes into the fact that although we have multiple parks and lots of acreage, we don't
always have a great deal of open developed space in our parks, which is available for the use of after-school
games. We have now moved to dedicate all of our fields to the use of children, prior to 6:00 p.m., on a daily
basis. No adult is permitted on the fields prior to 6:00. And we work with Dr. Chin and the D.C. public schools
to assure that those teams do have access to fields immediately following school.

STEVE COLEMAN: I want to thank Dylabian (ph) for calling in. I think this is a terribly important issue. The
fact is that, despite improvements, the public school system has far too much ignored the recreation centers
and the parks right next to them, and sometimes on their property. Recreation centers are absolutely vital for
after-school programming. We can't any longer, when it comes to parks, be looking at these fences that divide
the sanctioned recreation on a track, or something like you have at H. D. Woodson, and the not-sanctioned
recreation that we need to have in the natural spaces.

There are exciting things happening. There is a great deal of community service programming being done by
the schools to try to get back into the parks, but there's far from enough. The curriculum could be integrated
into every aspect of the park, every piece of the curriculum. We could have classrooms in all of these parks; it
would be amazing. And all-too-few teachers are taking up that challenge.

KOJO NNAMDI: Indeed, Dylabian, thank you very much for your call. On now to Marilyn in Washington, D.C.

Marilyn, you're on the air. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: Thank you. Thank you, Kojo and Steve and Mr. Rodgers.

I'm calling from the—on behalf of the Crispus Attucks Development Corporation, and we have a park that is in
foreclosure court. It's located in the 5th Ward in the heart of Bloomingdale. It's a circumferential alley—it
used to be an old Pepco site. And we are on the brink of getting at least some of the liens that have been
levied by district government because of prior mismanagement by another board. However, in the interim we
have sought some assistance and support from Parks and Rec. And the prior director, Rock Newman, had
agreed to help us with Adopt a Park and literally had agreed to write a check to offset the cost of some liens
so we could bring the park back into use. And we have the Fannie Mae Foundation, Howard University, NEECK
Foundation, and a number of other foundations and community groups—

KOJO NNAMDI: What's the stumbling block, Marilyn?

CALLER: District government. Basically we have enlisted the support of the mayor and Eric Price, but none of
them have helped us on this piece. Basically it's a matter --

KOJO NNAMDI: What can Neil Rodgers do for you?

CALLER: Well, he can support us. Basically our new president has chatted with him and tried to get his
support on this, and he's declined or he's not terribly familiar with the case. But we do need him to go ahead
and adopt—endorse and adopt a park plan for us—

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay. Let's get Neil Rodgers's response to you, Marilyn.

NEIL RODGERS: Marilyn, we have already met with the law center that's been working with the Crispus
Attucks case. They have come to the Department of Parks and Recreation. The effort has been coordinated by
Vincent Orange, the council member from Ward 5. It's our understanding that there is legislation pending,
specific to the tax liens, and that when the tax liens are resolved—then we [could work] with the Law Center
from American University to consider the transfer of the property under the auspices of the Department of
Parks and Recreation.

If that plan should move forward, then indeed we would be able to address resources specific to the park
without misappropriating local dollars, because indeed it would be a part of the D.C. Department of Parks and
Recreation. We have been working with them on an ongoing basis, and Mr. Orange and his staff have been
monitoring the situation on a bi-weekly basis.

KOJO NNAMDI: Marilyn, thank you very much for your call.

CALLER: I have another question, if it's okay, and it also concerns greenspace and parks in this
neighborhood.

KOJO NNAMDI: You're going to have to make it brief, Marilyn. A lot of other people are waiting.

CALLER: Okay, sure. It's a quick one.



On the McMillan Reservoir, the site that's in use as a filtration park, and also on the Old Soldiers' Homes,
those both used to be public parks, or at least open to the public, and there has been talk in the past about
those being reopened to the public for public use. The question I have for any of your guests, is that going to
happen?

STEVE COLEMAN: It will if we push hard enough, Marilyn. This is part of many old plans for the city. Next
year is the centennial of the Senate Park Commission, which envisioned that there would be this great
escarpment system of greenway parks along the ridge that surrounds the original federal city, and the
McMillan Reservoir is absolutely pivotal to that plan. Howard University has jumped in and supported a large
part of that idea. And the Soldiers and Airmans' Home people, I think, are starting to recognize that they
could get a much larger public constituency if they were more publicly accessible. So, if we all rise to the
challenge, I think we really can make these places into the quasi-parks they were intended to be.

KOJO NNAMDI: Marilyn, once again, thank you for your call.

But, Harry Hatry, this raises the issue that it's one thing to study how people are currently using parks, how
do you use—make a persuasive argument about how people are likely to use a park in order to get that park
assigned a public park?

HARRY HATRY: That's a very difficult question, Kojo. The basic procedure that [can be used]-- usually issues
some form of needs assessment questionnaire of this sample—, [a] random sample of citizens in the
community, which can be used to do this.

As you've heard so far—I'm sure will be with your other questioners—there's certainly going to be countless
demands from individual citizens and groups across the city. And the real problem for the Department and the
city and the volunteer organizations is the prioritization of all of that with limited resources, which inevitably
occur. So it would be very useful to try to track, to some extent—both get some semblance of the
[needs]—some idea as to what indeed [are] the major needs across the citizens and citizen groups.
Otherwise, I think you're just responding, I'm afraid, to the most vocal people and most vocal groups.

KOJO NNAMDI: Harry Hatry is the director of the Public Management Program at the Urban Institute. He
joins us in our studio along with Steve Coleman, the executive director for Washington Parks and People, and
Neil Rodgers, chief of staff of the D.C. Department of Parks and Recreation.

We take your phone calls at 1-800-433-8850; your e-mails at pi@wamu.org.

We got an e-mail from Stacy who says, "The park near my old apartment at 23rd and M Street N.W. is a
disgrace. The park has an enormous amount of broken glass, used contraceptives litter the trails, and very
aggressive people roam the park at sundown. I'd rather have this park sold to an apartment developer than
have this dangerous area in D.C."

And for those people who treasure the greenspace in Washington, I guess we're going to have a response to
your e-mail, Stacy. But we're going to have to take a short break. When we come back, more of your
telephone calls and comments as we talk about D.C.'s urban parks. We'll be right back.

(ANNOUNCEMENTS.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back on this discussion on parks and the District of Columbia. We ended the last
segment with an e-mail from Stacy who said that she would rather have her neighborhood park at 23rd and M
Street sold to an apartment developer than have it continue as what she characterizes as a dangerous area in
D.C.

Steve Coleman, I don't think that would make you very happy, would it?

STEVE COLEMAN: No, it wouldn't, Kojo. It's interesting, because we have that kind of challenge being put to
us over and over across the city in forgotten parklands. In fact, the National Park Service attempted to cut a
deal in Southeast Washington to place a prison complex on parklands in Ward 8. Similarly there was an effort
to put a freeway on a large section of Anacostia Park, the Barney Circle project. And thankfully people have
rallied against those things, but we haven't done enough because we haven't rallied for what the park can be.
So before we get to that point of someone giving up and handing it over to developers, we have to show what
the park can become.

The challenge is, again, that so many of these parks cross jurisdictional lines, as does the one that she's
referring to—it's right there at the boundary of Rock Creek. You have the same disconnect between the
federal resource and the local resource. A lot of these distinctions are arbitrary. Many of the parks were
retained by the federal government just because they have a statue in them. We need to assert that they all
are parks of the nation's capital and they all should be accountable to the people of the nation's capital.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, before we can figure out exactly what our parks can be, I guess Stacy would say we
have to be able to stop them from being what some of them are now. And, Neil Rodgers, what do people do if
they observe the goings on in the parks, such as Stacy observes? Who do you call?

NEIL RODGERS: We'd be happy to hear from Stacy to move forward and resolve some of her concerns. We
have initiated, this past year, a new core of employees of Urban Park Rangers that are available to monitor
our properties. With the disinvestment in parks over the last 10 to 15 years, facilities which were once staffed
are no longer staffed. So you have open space without anyone monitoring the activities.

What we have found is where you have positive, structured programs and activities you tend not to have
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illegal behaviors and activities. But when the city, citizens, and the community appear to have deserted the
space, [that] is when another element comes in to fill the void. We need the citizens to take on ownership of
the property, to utilize the park. And you will find that when citizens, children and activities are in parks, you
tend not to have illegal activity.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, back to the telephones. And we have, joining us by telephone, Robert Krughoff .
Robert Krughoff is a member of the board for the Friends of Garfield Park 

Robert Krughoff, welcome.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: Hi, Kojo, how are you?

KOJO NNAMDI: A lot of people may know your name from Washington Consumers' Checkbook, but that is
not the capacity in which you join us today.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: That's right.

KOJO NNAMDI: Tell us a little bit about what you have been doing at Garfield Park.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: Well, we really have some wonderful news in Garfield Park.

KOJO NNAMDI: Which, you should point out, is located between 1st and 3rd Streets S.E., and it's bounded
by F Street and South Carolina Avenue on the North and Southeast Expressway on the south.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: That's correct, right, in Southeast Washington. And some great news—in fact, we're
having a grand opening ceremony—a reopening, I should say, ceremony of Garfield Park this Saturday, June
9th. It's a really wonderful success story of cooperation between citizens and the D.C. government and the
federal government, with a lot of city employees going far above and beyond the call of duty to make it
happen. You know, Garfield Park, as you I think know, Kojo, was actually on L'Enfant's original plans, so it
goes back a long time. George Washington acquired the tract. But it's been in really bad disrepair. We've lost
a lot of 200-year old oak trees out there—and lost a lot. But the neighbors, about five or six years ago,
formed a group called Friends of Garfield Park, and we've been doing monthly cleanups and tree plantings and
things like that. And then we had the great good fortune of having a fellow named Gary Hollowell (sp), who's
a wonderful D.C.-based landscape architect, to do a master plan for the park, which he did on a pro bono
basis.

And having that plan—I think one of the things we discovered was having a plan ready was really critical to
being able to seize the moment. And the moment we seized was when they started doing the
Southeast-Southwest Freeway renovation. We were able to ask for some mitigation money to mitigate the
effects of the freeway by making improvements in the park. And so we—the Friends of Garfield Park entered
into a memorandum of agreement with the D.C. Division of Transportation and the Department of Parks and
Recreation and the Federal Highway Administration to make a lot of really big improvements, from
landscaping and tree plantings to wonderful new play equipment, which I hope all the listeners will bring their
kids out to use.

KOJO NNAMDI: It underlines what Steve Coleman has been saying all along, that you have to bring together
a variety of agencies, get everybody on the same page, and then you might begin to get some action.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: That's absolutely right.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, Robert Krughoff is a board member of the Friends of Garfield Park. And that reopening
takes place this Saturday, June 9th, 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: Yes.

KOJO NNAMDI: Grand opening ceremony.

Thank you for joining us.

ROBERT KRUGHOFF: Thanks for having me.

STEVE COLEMAN: Kojo, this is happening all over the city, all over the region, all over the country. It is so
exciting. And it's electric when friends groups—people getting out of their living rooms, getting out and
making a difference and reclaiming these places—come together. We will actually be having a workshop for
friends groups from across the city at the end of this month, on Saturday, June 30, at the Josephine Butler
Parks Center. And if people would like information about that, they can call us at GO-TO-PARK.

KOJO NNAMDI: Harry Hatry, let's talk technology and parks for a second. Is there any way at all that we
can use the new technology available to us to conduct studies in parks that might be more scientific?

HARRY HATRY: Well, I think Steve triggered a very important element. I think both the Park Rangers that
Neil referred to and the volunteers that Steve's been talking about could use some of the new technology, in
hand-held computers, for example—little pocket devices. They're very convenient, plus they're fun for people
to use. And volunteers and Rangers, I'm sure, would both love to have one of these things in their hands and
go through the park identifying problems and conditions, and do that periodically. And it's very easy to take
that information, download it into a computer, and in one or two hours you can have all sorts of reports
identifying problem areas and barriers that have been found.

So I think that that's one very delightful new device that—in fact, the Institute's testing that, and I think with
the District we've done some very preliminary testing of that type of procedure. It just seems to [be] very



popular and growing by the minute. And with volunteers and these people like the Park Rangers, it's a terrific
opportunity.

KOJO NNAMDI: Back to the telephone; Terrance (sp) in Washington D.C. You're on the air, Terrance. Go
ahead, please.

CALLER: Good afternoon.

KOJO NNAMDI: Good afternoon.

CALLER: My name's Terrance. I've been working closely with Washington Parks and People—Steve Coleman
and other residents—to revitalize Watts Park, and we're very excited. We have a neighborhood historian who
has joined us, and he's told us all kinds of exciting stories about the park, about the history of the park and
the history of the community surrounding the park. A number of the residents have told us about he
baptismals that used to take place in the creek. And that struck a chord with me because, as a child, I
remember always living near a creek and having to play in that creek. And that's one of the things that's
missing in this particular case of Watts Branch Park; I haven't seen children playing in the creek. And that all
relates back to what Steve Coleman said, that there's a sewage pipe busted, and raw sewage—I think Steve
told me something like—

KOJO NNAMDI: Ten years.

CALLER: —a hundred tons of sewage have been emptied into this creek.

STEVE COLEMAN: One hundred million gallons, we've calculated, from this one break.

CALLER: That's astounding when you know that the park, or the creek, used to have fish. We were cleaning
up a couple of weeks ago, we saw a duck, and it brought everybody to almost tears of joy just to see that
wildlife there. I guess it enabled us to work a little harder to turn it around.

KOJO NNAMDI: It got you a little motivated.

Terrance (sp), it's my understanding that you are an ANC commissioner also?

CALLER: Yes, sir, I certainly am. I'm an ANC commissioner in the area surrounding the park—

KOJO NNAMDI: So when we talked earlier about bringing pressure to bear on the Department of Parks and
Recreation and all the federal agencies and other officials, I guess, presumably, that's one of the things
you've been elected to do.

CALLER: Well, one of the things I've been doing also—you know, one of things that this mayor has put in
place is what is called the Neighborhood Services Core Team. And Steve and I have been working closely with
that team, pointing out to that team some of things that need to be done. And, you know, they've been
helpful; they've been helpful, to their credit. And it's good to have there so that we don't have to kind of
travel around the city trying to find out who's responsible for doing what.

I tell you, Mr. Rodgers, I'd like to see your Urban Rangers out there. That would be interesting. I think that
for people in the community to just see that, it would do tremendous things for their morale. It's been
amazing to me, it's really taught me something, how to raise people's morale in this particular case; I mean,
to see people participating in cleanups without you asking them. I've walked through the park a couple of
times recently and just seen people picking up trash without even being asked to, without even being paid to.

KOJO NNAMDI: Terrance, I'm afraid we do have to move on because we're running out of time.

CALLER: Okay, thank you.

KOJO NNAMDI: But thank you very much for your call.

This is Public Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi—Terrance's comments seemingly underlining the importance that
parks can have to community's as a whole. I want to move on to Jeffrey in Adams Morgan.

Jeffrey, you're on the air. Thank you for waiting. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: Hi. I wanted to ask a question about a—it's sort of a small problem but I think it may be
emblematic. We were supposed to have a music performance in Meridian Park this last Saturday as part of
the D.C. Heritage Day. And we had a permit, and we had to have the police open the electric power. And we
waited and we waited and then we called and we called, and they finally showed up after we'd finally given
up, a couple of hours after they were supposed to be there.

KOJO NNAMDI: Who finally showed up?

CALLER: I guess it's the Park Police who, you know, have the keys to the power box that has the breakers
that—

KOJO NNAMDI: That you needed.

CALLER: Yeah. And, you know, they obviously have a lot on their plate, particularly on the weekends. And
I'm just wondering if there's a way to improve that situation that would make it easier for people to do things
that they are trying to—activities they're trying to have.

KOJO NNAMDI: And when you're talking the Park Police, you're talking the U.S. Park Police. Those are the
feds.



Any advice, Steve?

STEVE COLEMAN: Well, I appreciate the call. Meridian Hill/Malcolm X has been a stellar community
partnership. It has been less-than-stellar when it comes to some of its federal partners. And this is despite the
fact that it was recognized as America's top parks community partnership by the president of the United
States—the preceding president.

There is an ongoing challenge at places like Meridian Hill/Malcolm X, all across the city. Are these places
museum pieces or are they vital community parks? And this is played out every single day in questions of
whether the bathrooms will be opened, whether playgrounds will be built, whether concerts will be allowed,
whether picnics will be allowed.

What we have found is that the way to stop the violence—and we did stop—the community did stop the
violence at Meridian Hill/Malcolm X—

KOJO NNAMDI: Indeed, that's one of the reasons that Washington Parks and People exists, out of that fight.

STEVE COLEMAN: Very much so. We began with the murder of a neighborhood boy on Martin Luther King's
birthday, and we carry his memory to remind us of the vital work that all of us are engaged in. We have
come a long way but we have a long way to go, and we desperately need to have people like Jeff raise their
voices and say, "This is not good enough. These are not places just to be viewed. We know what happened
when they were treated as museum places—they died. We want them to be living places. Yes, we want to
preserve their heritage, but we also want to make them come alive for this generation of people."

KOJO NNAMDI: I was fascinated to learn, Steve, that back in 1902 there was a park plan drawn up for the
District of Columbia, and that even though the land has been preserved, the plan was never implemented.
Tell us a little bit, in the few remaining minutes we have left, about the four park systems that exist in D.C.
and that original 1902 plan.

STEVE COLEMAN: Kojo, it's exciting to be in this city at this time. We are an unfinished city—we are a very
young city if you compare us to Paris or Cairo or other great cities around the world—and we have a chance
to really move it forward.

On the anniversary of the L'Enfant plan—the centennial of the L'Enfant plan—design—the original Federal
City—the Senate Park Commission, in 1900, convened this effort to advance upon that plan; to finish that plan
and move beyond the original boundaries. And in 1902 they issued a tremendous plan that envisioned the
four great park systems of this city: the Rock Creek system, the Anacostia River system, the Fort Circle
system, which is this 23-mile outer-Emerald Necklace that we're sitting on right here next to Fort Reno, and
the inner-Emerald Neck of the escarpment, which most people have never even heard of, but that's the
length that ties together Cardozo, Banneker, Howard University, McMillan Reservoir, St. E's, Fredrick Douglass
House—

KOJO NNAMDI: What happened to the plan?

STEVE COLEMAN: The plan was never finished because they focused on the Mall part of it; they focused on
the part that people around the rest of the country could sink their teeth into. They finished that. It's now up
to us to speak up about the unfinished city.

KOJO NNAMDI: Steve Coleman is executive director of Washington Parks and People, Neil Rodgers is chief of
staff with the D.C. Department of Parks and Recreation, and Harry Hatry is the director of the public
management program at the Urban Institute.

This has been Public Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

Other Publications by the Authors
Urban Institute 
Harry Holzer 

Usage and reprints: Most publications may be downloaded free of charge from the web site and may be used and copies
made for research, academic, policy or other non-commercial purposes. Proper attribution is required. Posting UI research
papers on other websites is permitted subject to prior approval from the Urban Institute—contact publicaffairs@urban.org.

If you are unable to access or print the PDF document please contact us or call the Publications Office at (202) 261-5687.

Disclaimer: The nonpartisan Urban Institute publishes studies, reports, and books on timely topics worthy of public
consideration. The views expressed are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the Urban Institute, its
trustees, or its funders. Copyright of the written materials contained within the Urban Institute website is owned or
controlled by the Urban Institute. 

Source: The Urban Institute, © 2012 | http://www.urban.org 

http://webarchive.urban.org/TheUrbanInstitute
http://webarchive.urban.org/TheUrbanInstitute
mailto:publicaffairs@urban.org
http://www.urban.org/about/contact.cfm



