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Introduction

Introduction

The main question posed by this thesis is: How can

This is not an urban design thesis – I am not

landscape architects give individuals and

proposing strategies to reconfigure the waterfront or

communities agency over their own landscapes?

redesign the neighborhood. Rather, I am proposing
ways in which the neighborhood’s residents could

This question is framed by three key concepts.

use landscape design to address some of the

First, there is the fact that throughout US history,

environmental problems they have identified (such

land management and design decisions have been

as pollution, lack of play areas, and lack of fresh

used to marginalize communities of color. This has

produce). I am also proposing ways in which

happened through colonization, racial zoning, the

residents can use landscape design to assert

refusal to insure mortgages, the demolishing of

ownership over their landscape, as a form of

minority neighborhoods during urban renewal,

protest, resistance, and celebration.

public housing segregation, predatory lending, and
other practices. The second concept framing this

My methods in this investigation included

thesis is that communities of color continue to be

reading the websites and publications of community

negatively affected by decisions about their land.

organizations, especially those focused on racial

For example, new toxic waste sites are

equity and environmental justice, to understand

disproportionately placed in communities of color

what their priorities and goals are; attending city

(Mohai and Saha 2015). The literature review of this

meetings, community meetings, and protests to

thesis provides more information about racial

understand how the community is already

inequity in land management, both historically and

addressing the issues they have identified;

in the present day.

Interviewing other designers to understand the
strategies they use; and mapping the

The third concept framing this thesis is that

neighborhood’s assets and vulnerabilities. I have

landscape architects do not often address the

also tested community engagement methods with

creative desires of individuals who are not private

my classmates.

clients. Landscape architecture services tend to be
focused on the desires of individual landowners or
clients (cities, nonprofits, and corporations).
Because of this, many people do not have creative
control over their environments. One goal of this
thesis is to find ways to give creative control to
individuals.

10

11

Literature
Review

12

13

Literature Review

Participatory Design
Participation in the built landscape often occurs
through participatory design. Participatory design
has its roots in associations, civil disobedience, and
rural barn raising, and has developed into a variety of
Landscape architects are often positioned as

different design strategies (Hester 2012, 140). The

intermediaries between humans and nature, or more

work of two designers, Karl Linn and Lawrence

specifically, between humans and the landscapes

Halprin, illustrates the wide range of attitudes,

they inhabit. This thesis asks how landscape

strategies, and results in participatory design. Linn’s

architects can help create a more direct relationship

“Neighborhood Commons” aimed to mimic the

between human and landscape by returning agency

ritualistic process of rural barn raising, giving

and decision-making power to individuals and

urbanites “the right to both design and construct

communities. In order to answer this question, I start

their own spaces with the designer in the role of

by addressing various ways that individuals and

facilitator and technician” (Hirsch 2015, 116). His

communities already participate in the landscape. I

design process developed from a belief that “People

then discuss the history of racial inequity in land

are alienated from their physical environment if they

management and land ownership in the US, in order

are unable to leave their personal imprints on their

to understand the processes through which

immediate surroundings. Relegating human beings to

individuals and communities have lost agency over

the role of passive spectators of their environment

their landscapes.

threatens their mental equilibrium” (Linn 1965,

PARTICIPATION

Participation in Public Process
Sherry Arnstein’s A Ladder of Citizen Participation

quoted in Hirsch 2015, 118). Linn’s design process
often resulted in the creation of a neighborhood
common space made of materials donated or
scavenged by participants (Hirsch 2015, 117).

(1969) was developed to categorize citizen
participation in government and development

Halprin practiced participatory design through the

projects. It divides citizen participation into eight

use of “scores,” a creative process through which he

categories ranked by the level of control participants

aimed to create a shared experience with community

have over the process and its results. At the bottom

members. His design process, “collective creativity,”

of the ladder is manipulation, in which citizens are

used participants’ feelings and thoughts to inspire his

recruited to rally support for projects that are planned

designs, which were mainly focused on “creating

and constructed with no meaningful input from

urban nature” (Hester 2012, 139). Unlike Linn and

citizen participants (Arnstein 1969, 218). The top of

others, he did not focus on building community,

the ladder is citizen control, in which citizen

addressing issues of justice, or redistributing

participants have full control over the projects being

governmental and corporate power (Hester 2012,

developed, most commonly through “a

137). While Linn’s projects were small-scale, low-

neighborhood corporation with no intermediaries

budget, and community-focused, Halprin became

between it and the source of funds” (Arnstein 1969,

famous for innovative design in high-profile projects

223).

like Seattle’s Freeway Park, Portland’s Keller
Fountain Park, and California’s Sea Ranch.

14

Top: Mourners plant geraniums during a participatory “memorial
event” designed by Karl Linn and MIT students after the death of
Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Hirsch 2015)

Bottom: Freeway Park, Seattle, designed by Lawrence Halprin &
Associates. Halprin is best known for his monumental, brutalist
parks and plazas. (Seattle Brutalism)
15
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calls “the autonomy of nonhuman nature,” “a world
with its own independent, nonhuman reasons for
being as it is” (Cronon 1995, 87). While some

RACIAL INEQUITY IN LANDSCAPE
PARTICIPATION

In the US, land ownership and land management

conservation may be necessary to allow nature its

have been significantly shaped by racial inequity.

independence, the restoration and management

This history is often glossed over in studies of city

efforts promoted by Chanse give humans the

history and in the site analysis that designers

responsibility to decide how nature should be.

undertake before proposing a design. Designers may
think that racial inequity in land management is no

It is not only citizens who participate in ecosystems.

longer occurring, or that land management inequities

In Greening Berlin (2013), Jens Lachmund lists a

are more about economics than about race. This is

number of individuals and organizations who have

not the case. Issues of environmental justice

contributed to ecological planning in Berlin, including

continue to disproportionately affect people of color.

ecologists, who were employed both by the

According to the NAACP, “race—even more than

government and by universities (127), landscape

class—is the number one indicator for the placement

planners (131), nature conservation organizations

of toxic facilities in this country.” This statement is

(142), citizens’ initiatives (144), allotment gardeners

based on a number of studies showing a disparity in

(147), and political parties (154).

minority populations near Superfund sites (for
example: Kramar et al. (2018), Burwell-Naney et al.

Natur-Park Südgelände, Berlin, Germany. Citizen efforts to
“preserve” the “nature” at this abandoned railway yard led to the
development of an innovative urban nature park. These efforts
reflected a cultural transition in which planners, designers and
scientists gained a greater appreciation for the inherent value of
urban ecosystems. (S.B. & J.G.M., Landezine)

(2013), Maranville et al. (2009), Mohai and Saha

participation in ecosystems. Destructive participation

(2015)). Mohai and Saha (2015) show that there is an

is also participation. And there are plenty of modes of

existing racial disparity in neighborhoods chosen as

participation that fall outside the categories of

sites of new hazardous waste facilities. This

stewardship and destruction.

contradicts previous assumptions that “white flight”

Who is the Public?

Participation in Ecosystems
Citizen participation in ecosystems is often described

But stewardship is also a problematic concept.

as stewardship. Victoria Chanse (2011) lists several

Chanse’s description of stewardship suggests a

forms stewardship can take: “land conservation,”

certain relationship between the participant and

“activities related to watershed management,” “the

nature. The participant is a manager; nature is a

management of private working landscapes for

resource to be managed. Stewardship also assumes

sustained yields,” “urban greening projects,” “a land

certain goals: Chanse repeatedly mentions

ethic,” and “restoration” (122). She also provides

“sustained yields” and also uses words like

three definitions for stewardship: “an ethic that

“conservation” and “restoration” (Chanse 2011, 122).

stresses healthy natural resources,” “an approach to

It seems that stewardship assumes a baseline that

restoring and protecting land through design,

must be maintained, either for the ecosystem to

planning, and involvement,” and “an outcome in

function efficiently or for land to be restored to a

terms of ecological health, wildlife habitat, and

preferred state. Chanse’s definitions of stewardship

sustained yields” (Chanse 2011, 122).

do not seem to leave room for what William Cronon

16

Of course, stewardship is not the only type of

occurs only after a toxic facility is constructed.
Kramar et al. (2018) studied the relationship between

In order to more fully understand how the public can

Superfund sites, racial disparity, and gerrymandering,

participate in landscape, it is important to ask the

suggesting that gerrymandering contributes to racial

question: who is the public? Michael Warner warns

disparity in environmental issues.

that a public is “never just the sum of persons who
happen to exist” (Warner 2002, 51). Rather, a public

In order to understand the racial inequities that

is “self-creating and self-organized” through acts of

currently exist in land management, it is necessary to

creativity like “speaking, writing, and thinking”

understand the history of how these inequities came

(Warner 2002, 52). It is this creativity that makes a

to be. As a white designer, I did not feel comfortable

public “capable of being addressed, and capable of

undertaking a thesis project without studying this

action” (Warner 2002, 52). Warner says that some

history. The following literature review, and the

strategies that try to understand the “interests,

expanded literature review included in the Appendix,

desires, and demands of a public,” such as polling

describe a number of ways racism has impacted

and market research, are insufficient because they

land management, ownership, and use in New

fail to address the “embodied creativity and world-

England and throughout the U.S. My goal in studying

making of publicness” (Warner 2002, 54).

this issue is to make myself more aware of the many
17
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ways racial inequity is perpetrated on the land. I hope

African American environmental interaction,” 35% of

that this awareness will both assist me in evaluating

African Americans chose “exclusionary practices” as

the potential impacts of my own design decisions

an issue, while 43% of park staff called it a

and broaden my understanding of how land can be

“nonissue,” with one staff member even objecting to

managed.

its inclusion as an option. 17% of white NPS
African Americans from environmental interaction

In Carolyn Finney’s book Black Faces, White Spaces

(Finney 2014, 103). Diversity efforts by the NPS have

(2014), she compares the Wilderness Act, which

garnered criticism, with critics saying that African

created a federal legal definition of wilderness, to the

Americans and Latinos make the “personal choice”

Civil Rights Act, both of which were enacted in 1964.

not to recreate in the park, and the NPS should not

Finney criticizes the universal language used in the

waste resources trying to attract them. One critic of

Wilderness Act. She argues that the act claims to

an NPS diversity proposal claimed that increasing

promise “the benefits of an enduring resource of

diversity in the park will “raise the crime rate” and

wilderness” to “all men” without acknowledging the

“destroy our oasis” (Finney 2014, 104).

“underlying structural and systemic inequalities” that
prevent African Americans from accessing this
resource. The Civil Rights Act, enacted in the same
year, promises the “full and equal enjoyment” of
public resources but does not specifically address
the right to access the natural environment (Finney
2014, 47). Finney further argues that the failure to
adequately address the inequalities that prevented
African Americans from accessing the wilderness is a
betrayal of one major argument for wilderness
protection: the provision of a space for “renewal,
inspiration, and peace” (Finney 2014, 48). African
Americans can hardly find peace in a landscape
where they are at risk of feeling unsafe and

Finney’s research shows that white NPS employees
tend to assume African Americans have neutral or
positive feelings about the parks. But Finney argues
that many African Americans feel negatively about
national parks and other outdoor spaces. She traces
this feeling to the disparate histories of white
Americans and African Americans working the land.
For the earliest white Americans, the American
landscape was a source of freedom, wealth, and
national pride. For the earliest African Americans, the
landscape was a site of enslavement, poverty, and
humiliation. 40% of African American respondents to
Finney’s survey said that “stigma associated with

unwelcome.

slavery” was a factor influencing African American

Finney’s work with the National Park Service (NPS)

Anxiety about racially-motivated violence is also a

demonstrates that, in the years since the Wilderness

strong factor in African Americans’ comfort in the

Act and Civil Rights Act were enacted, the federal

outdoors, from collective memories of lynchings in

government has still failed to unify their goals. “The

forests to fears about sightseeing in a rural area or

benefits of an enduring resource of wilderness” are

walking through a wealthy neighborhood to access a

still outside the reach of many African Americans.

city park (Finney 2014, 60-61). While respondents’

Finney shows that there is a “chasm of

answers about environmental interaction varied

understanding” between “white NPS employees and

depending on where they lived, especially their

black and non-NPS employees.” In a survey asking

proximity to a city, “what became exceedingly clear

what were the “most important issues concerning

was that the experience of being black trumped any

18

participation in the environment (Finney 2014, 59).

A brochure from 1916, the year of the National Park Service’s founding, encourages
readers to explore the western parks and declares, “Yellowstone Belongs to You.”
(Caribou Antiques)

Racial Inequity in Recreational Land Use

employees said “lack of interest” was keeping
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place-based assertions related to environmental

does not exist or matter. It is also the assumption

of color, people with disabilities, people of size, and

engagement” (Finney 2014, 99).

that a person who interacts with nature will be doing

LGBTQ+ people in the environment (Krueger 2019;

so as a visitor seeking play or spiritual renewal, not

Diversify Outdoors 2018). The groups raise

The association of nature with work and

as a worker who depends on the land for their

awareness of a variety of issues affecting access and

subservience is echoed by architect and regional

livelihood. For landscape architects, who design

comfort in the outdoors. Some of these issues are

planner Carl Anthony in his book The Earth, the City,

“nature” but do not usually do the physical work of

logistical, such as the unavailability of outdoor gear

and the Hidden Narrative of Race (2017). Anthony

building it, it is important to recognize this divide.

for large bodies, lack of detailed information about

recalls that during his childhood, his family “worked

the physical demands of trails, and lack of affordable

all the time. There were no vacations or camping

Finney calls for greater representation of African

transportation to parks (Krueger 2019; Van Houten

trips” (Anthony 2017, 45). In his youth, Anthony

Americans in media and marketing materials related

2019; Mapp 2020). Others are interpersonal

worked as a landscaper, but found the work “boring

to parks, quoting interviewees who feel they are “not

microaggressions, such as larger hikers being

and demeaning” and reminiscent of “the subservient

invited” to “all these beautiful spaces” (Finney 2014,

congratulated by strangers who assume they are

roles my ancestors had played as servants and

104). She suggests featuring more African Americans

struggling or inexperienced (Bruso 2018). Cultural

sharecroppers” (Anthony 2017, 45). Anthony

in park literature and promotional materials and

choices, such as parks and mountains being stripped

contrasts these feelings about nature with the

highlighting African American history through

of their ancestral names and renamed after violent

attitude he eventually adopted from his mentor, white

landmarks and interpretive exhibits (Finney 2014,

colonial figures, can cause minority visitors to feel

landscape architect Karl Linn, who viewed nature “as

82-83). She also suggests revising existing exhibits,

alienated from the land (Moye 2018). The groups aim

an opportunity for play and inspiration and as a

such as the exhibits at Arlington House, Robert E.

to address these issues in order to create a sense of

spiritual resource” (Anthony 2017, 45).

Lee National Monument, to more directly address

belonging in the outdoors for all.

slavery, race, and other underrepresented subjects
Finney shares a somewhat similar anecdote in the

(Finney 2014, 85). Finney also calls for more

epilogue to her book. Her parents spent fifty years

engagement by environmental organizations. 67% of

living on an estate in Mamaroneck, New York, where

the African Americans she surveyed chose “lack of

they were responsible for maintaining the grounds.

awareness” as a major factor preventing African

After they retired, they had to move off the property.

Americans from environmental interaction (Finney

They later received a letter forwarded by a neighbor

2014, 87). As part of this engagement, she urges

saying the land was to be preserved by the

more recognition of African American

Westchester Land Trust due to its “scenic” and

environmentalists and the hiring of more African

“naturally wooded” character and thanking the

Americans by environmental organizations (Finney

property owner for his “generosity and conservation-

2014, 88, 103).

mindedness” (Finney 2014, 137). The letter did not
acknowledge Finney’s parents, who had maintained

While non-African Americans do not necessarily

the land and its “natural” beauty. This lack of

experience the same collective awareness of slavery

recognition reveals a major fault line in cultural

and lynching, other minority groups also feel

attitudes towards nature, similar to that explained by

excluded from the outdoors. In recent years, groups

William Cronon in Changes in the Land (1995). It is

like Unlikely Hikers, Brown People Camping,

the assumption that nature exists naturally, that

Disabled Hikers, Outdoor Afro, Brown Girls Climb,

people are entitled to nature, and that the work that

Latino Outdoors, Curvy Kili Crew, Melanin Base

goes into maintaining nature’s naturalness –work that

Camp, Native Women’s Wilderness, and the Venture

has historically often been done by people of color –

Out Project have formed to engage women, people
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The High Line
New York, NY
James Corner Field Operations
Introduction
The High Line has been praised as an innovative

In 1999, Conrail’s new owner, CSX Transportation,

landscape architecture project and an inventive

began investigating possible reuses for the line

example of adaptive reuse. It has also been criticized

(David and Hammond 2011, xi). CSX did not want to

as a driver of gentrification and a novelty park that

demolish the structure because it did not want to

fails to serve community needs. The process of

lose the rail easement that allowed it to run over

planning and designing the High Line involved a

underlying property (Halle and Tiso 2014, 160). Light

number of decision-makers. Studying how decisions

rail or greenway use were identified as the best

were made in this process, and what the impacts

options for reuse. CSX announced that it would

were, can help illuminate where and how inequity

consider proposals from the public for the line’s

occurs in the landscape design process.

future. Later in 1999, writer Joshua David and

Background

businessman Robert Hammond founded Friends of
the High Line (FHL) with the goal of preventing the

In 1931, construction began on an elevated rail line,

structure from being demolished (David and

the High Line, that would eventually stretch from W.

Hammond 2011, xi).

34th Street to Clarkson Street, NYC. Parts of the line
were in operation until 1980. Soon after the line went

Planning for the Park

out of service, disagreements arose about the

Mayor Rudy Giuliani supported the Chelsea Property

structure’s future. The National Trails System Act of

Owners and tried to have the High Line demolished

The High Line was included in a three-part vision

their air rights to condominium developers, an idea

1983 established “railbanking,” the temporary

(Halle and Tiso 2014, 162). His successor, Mayor

Bloomberg had developed for far west Manhattan by

that had originally been proposed by Friends of the

conversion of rail lines into pedestrian or bike paths.

Michael Bloomberg, was more favorable towards

2003. The three components of the plan were areas

High Line in the economic feasibility study (Halle and

A key component of the law was the fact that

Friends of the High Line and asked them for an

of high growth (such as Hudson Yards and Penn/

Tiso 2014, 154; David and Hammond 2011, 52). The

railbanked lines are not considered abandoned, and

economic feasibility study of a potential park on the

Farley Station), areas of “medium, semiprotected

new condominiums were “built on land previously

can therefore be “sold, leased, or donated to a trail

structure. Bloomberg “saw government’s role as

growth,” and areas of low growth or preservation,

zoned for manufacturing and containing warehouses

manager without the property rights reverting to

making creative investments to attract and generate

including the High Line, Hudson River Park, and

and similar structures, not residences,” so there was

underlying landowners” (David and Hammond 2011,

employers and jobs, especially in the context of

Gansevoort Market Historic District (Halle and Tiso

no direct displacement of low-income residents

viii). The line went unused and unmaintained as a

competition with other cities… but only after

2014, 151). Community Board 4, representing

(Halle and Tiso 2014, 154). However, Halle and Tiso

variety of groups made plans to railbank or re-

determining that tax revenue accruing to the city

Chelsea and surrounding neighborhoods, voted to

(2014) point out that replacing manufacturing with

establish rail service. Meanwhile, a group of

from the project, albeit over several years, would

support the High Line’s preservation in April 2003

high-income housing could also be considered

underlying landowners known as the Chelsea

exceed what the city spent on the project in the short

(Halle and Tiso 2014, 165).

gentrification. The plan protected the existing art

Property Owners asked for the line’s original owner,

run” (Halle and Tiso 2014, 163). The economic

Conrail, to abandon and demolish the structure. A

feasibility study predicted that the first section of the

The Chelsea Property Owners continued to oppose

district as a bonus for their project” (Halle and Tiso

section of the structure south of Gansevoort Street

High Line would cost $65 million and generate $140

the plan to preserve the High Line. In 2005,

2014, 168). Community Board 4 voted to approve the

was demolished in 1991 (David and Hammond 2011,

million in tax revenue from property development

Bloomberg’s administration rezoned West Chelsea to

West Chelsea Rezoning in September 2003, but

viii-xi).

over twenty years (Halle and Tiso 2014, 164).

allow major condominium developments. The

some board members later said they did not

rezoning allowed the Chelsea Property Owners to sell

understand how far from the High Line the air rights

24

The High Line. (Iwan Baan, Archilovers)

gallery district “because developers see an art

25
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sales would extend and “how little public benefit”

during tough times” was replaced with a new

there was from the arrangement (Halle and Tiso

metaphor of “a creative planning process that

2014, 169).

combined preservation with growth” (Halle and Tiso

Designing and Building the Park

2014, 154).

In 2002, Friends of the High Line announced a design

Urban studies professor Alexander Reichl has

competition to generate ideas for the line’s future. In

criticized the park’s design. Reichl says the staircase

2004, the City of New York announced it would

entrances are hard to locate and identify, and the

spend $50 million on a park designed by landscape

lack of openness and visibility makes the park

architects James Corner Field Operations (JCFO),

unwelcoming. It is impossible to casually wander into

architects Diller Scofidio + Renfro, and garden

the High Line or to observe it from the street. Reichl

designer Piet Oudolf, who were chosen by the city

says passerby who do not see themselves

and Friends of the High Line (Lindner and Rosa 2017,

represented among High Line users may feel

x). Friends of the High Line founders Joshua David

uncomfortable exploring this “unknown turf” (Reichl

and Robert Hammond said the winning proposal

2016). Due to the park’s narrowness, it bans sports,

“retained the sense of wildness and mystery of the

skateboarding, biking, and rollerblading, activities

original High Line landscape” (FHL 2008, 7).

that are disproportionately preferred by park users of
color (Bliss 2017).

According to James Corner, the design’s intention
was to “respect the innate character of the High

Friends of the High Line was responsible for

Line.” This was achieved by allowing organic

garnering public support for the project, as well as

materials to intermingle with hard materials, slowing

communicating with the park’s neighbors. Most of

visitors down with staircases and meandering paths,

the High Line is located in Chelsea, where one-third

and keeping the park small and subtle rather than

of residents are people of color. The southern end is

grand (FHL 2008, 30). Architect Ricardo Scofidio

in the West Village. There are two public housing

draws a contrast between the High Line and nearby

projects along the High Line: Elliot-Chelsea and

Hudson River Park, stating Hudson River Park is for

Fulton Houses (Bliss 2017). Friends of the High Line

“speed” while the High Line is for “slowness,

hosted “input meetings” with public housing tenants

distraction, and an otherworldliness that preserves

to get their opinions on aesthetic details of the

the strange character of the High Line” (FHL 2008,

design. In a 2017 interview with CityLab’s Laura

31).

Bliss, FHL founder Robert Hammond said, “Instead
of asking what the design should look like, I wish

Halle and Tiso (2014) write that the goals of the park

we’d asked, ‘What can we do for you?’ Because

and its design evolved over time. Originally, the

people have bigger problems than design” (Bliss

intention was to preserve “the wild flora and fauna

2017).

that had grown up around the Line and was now
seen as a metaphor for urban survival in tough times”

Outcomes

(Halle and Tiso 2014, 153). Unfortunately, the original

The High Line proved much more popular than

vegetation could not be preserved during the

expected. James Corner Field Operations claims the

restoration. Eventually, the “old metaphor of survival

park was expected to draw up to 300,00 people per

26

One entrance to the High Line. (Iwan Baan, Archilovers)

year; in 2014, it had 6 million visitors (JCFO 2015,

Line: “They didn’t feel it was built for them; they

403). In 2016, the High Line had almost 8 million

didn’t see people who looked like them using it; and

visitors (Bliss 2017). Visitors to the High Line are

they didn’t like the park’s mulch-heavy programming”

“overwhelmingly White, to a degree that is far out of

(Bliss 2017). In response, FHL launched paid jobs-

line with the racial/ethnic demographics of the

training programs for local teenagers, developed

borough and city” (Reichl 2016). Friends of the High

their programming schedules with input from public

Line says the proportion of non-White visitors has

housing tenants, and hosted some events on the

increased in response to diversity initiatives: “Among

public housing campuses rather than in the tourist-

NYC residents who visited the High Line in 2015,

clogged park (Bliss 2017).

44% identified as non-white, up from 24% in 20092010” (Ganser 2016).

The decision to turn the High Line into an elevated
park spurred the development of condominiums,

In 2011, two years after the first section of the park

hotels, and offices by “big-name developers and

opened, FHL hosted “listening sessions” with public

their star architects” and featuring apartments with

housing tenants (as opposed to their previous “input

views of the park selling for up to $17 million (Halle

meetings”). Tenants said they were mainly concerned

and Tiso 2014, 170-171). Although the West Chelsea

about needing jobs and a lower cost of living. They

Rezoning banned building over the High Line, it did

also named three reasons they avoided the High

not cover the whole extent of the line, so the
27
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Standard Hotel was built straddling the park (Halle

context. The park’s narrow, elevated design makes it

and Tiso 2014, 170). The real estate recession of

more of a tourist attraction than a city park and does

2008 occurred shortly before the park’s opening and

not meet the needs of the neighborhood’s original

caused financing problems for some developments

residents. The decision to garner support and

near the High Line (Halle and Tiso 2014, 174).

funding for the High Line by allowing nearby property
owners to sell their air rights incentivized the

The public housing projects near the High Line have

construction of luxury apartments, hotels, and

not experienced a rent increase as of 2017. However,

offices. Friends of the High Line, New York’s city

tenants are affected by the general rise in the cost of

government, and the park’s designers made

living in the neighborhood, finding it difficult to shop

decisions motivated by a desire to attract

near their homes. Tenants are also concerned that

investment, tourism, and wealth, rather than to serve

the housing projects will be redeveloped. Miguel

the High Line’s local community. Obviously, the park

Acevedo, director of the Fulton House Tenants

could not have been built without investment. But,

Association, said FHL should have encouraged the

the designers and Friends of the High Line could

city to make zoning changes to require more low-

have had more meaningful interactions with the

and middle-income rate units in new developments

community earlier in the process to prioritize the

(Bliss 2017).

community’s needs and fears regarding the park’s
design and construction.

The success of the High Line has spurred
infrastructure adaptive reuse projects in other cities.
FHL founder Robert Hammond founded the High
Line Network to provide support to designers and
planners building similar projects (Bliss 2017). Laura
Bliss (2017) writes that adaptive reuse of
infrastructure is popular because it allows for new
green space in densely developed areas. However,
Bliss says these projects are problematic for two
reasons. First, they often rely on funding from publicprivate partnerships with developers who are
motivated by profit. Second, infrastructure available
for redevelopment is often located in low-income
communities of color, whose needs are neglected
during the development process. Bliss names
affordable housing as one of the most important and
challenging aspects of these projects.
Conclusion
While the High Line Park was an attempt to preserve
a piece of New York’s history, both its design and its
development failed to account for the totality of its
28

The Plinth is a space for public art on the High Line. The first piece
of art to be installed there, which will be on view from June 2019
to September 2020, is Simone Leigh’s Brick House. In an interview
with the New York Times, Leigh said, “I thought: ‘What better
place to put a Black female figure?’ Not in defiance of the space,
exactly, but to have a different idea of beauty there.”
(Rendering (top) by James Corner Field Operations and Diller
Scofidio + Renfro; photograph (bottom) by Jeenah Moon for the
New York Times.)
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Marvin Gaye Park (Washington Parks and People)

Marvin Gaye Park
Location: Washington, DC
Designer: Washington Parks and People
Introduction

Background

added to accommodate high water levels and trash

Outcomes

Marvin Gaye Park underwent two separate

Marvin Gaye Park (previously Watts Branch Park)

catchers added to address pollution. In addition,

The stream and its banks were transformed from a

renovation processes in the 2000s and 2010s. One

was originally built in the 1920s to provide

bioswales were built to filter and retain water in the

liability (a source of flooding, pollution, and danger)

process was focused on ecological functioning, while

recreational space in the floodplain of Watts Branch.

watershed. The second renovation effort was

to an asset (a source of jobs, health programs, and

the other aimed to use the park’s resources to

By the 1990s, the stream banks had been severely

focused on the park and its surrounding community.

community pride).

address community social needs. The combination

eroded and the park had become known for trash

The renovation, led by Washington Parks and People

of these two renovation efforts demonstrate how the

dumping, crime, and drug use.

(WPP), aimed to create “cultural place attachment”

revitalization of a neglected natural resource can

around the stream. By working with local residents,

address a variety of problems faced by the local

Renovations

community. It is also an example of a project that

In the 2000s and 2010s, two simultaneous but mostly

including its association with singer Marvin Gaye.

was heavily community-directed.

unrelated renovation efforts took place. One was a

WPP used these shared memories to drive the park’s

renovation of the stream itself: the banks were

new design and programming, and used the

regraded, vegetation added to prevent erosion,

renovation as an opportunity to provide jobs and

sewer lines moved to prevent contamination, pools

public health programming for local residents.

30

WPP recovered memories of the park’s heyday,
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What is ULURP? and What’s in the
Water?
Location: New York City, NY
Designers: Center for Urban Pedagogy, Dome
Collective and Papercut
Introduction
These two projects by the Center for Urban

that people find the workshop activities more helpful

Pedagogy are community engagement efforts. One is

than books, and helped them understand how

focused on how residents can participate in land use

individuals can participate in the ULURP process.

decision-making processes; the other educates
residents about threats to their water supply. Both

What’s in the Water?

projects aim to give agency to the local community.

What’s in the Water? is a foldout pamphlet and

What is ULURP?

subway advertisement created by CUP and Papercut
in collaboration with Damascus Citizens for

What is ULURP? is a workshop toolkit designed by

Sustainability. It explains what fracking is, discusses

Dome Collective and the Center for Urban Pedagogy

the impact of fracking on drinking water, food, and

(CUP). CUP is a nonprofit that helps explain policy

the environment, and explains why people in NYC

issues to the people who are affected by them. CUP

and other East Coast cities should be concerned

explains policy through workshops, posters and

about fracking in the Marcellus Shale. The pamphlet

pamphlets, websites, and videos. Their materials are

was created to be distributed to community

produced through collaborations with artists and

organizations in New York and Pennsylvania, to aid in

designers, advocacy organizations, and policy

their advocacy efforts. The information was also

experts, as well as with students in NYC schools.

transformed into an advertisement that was posted

What is ULURP? (Dome Collective)

in the NYC subway system in September 2012.
What is ULURP? is designed to help people
understand the Uniform Land Use Review Procedure,
which is how major land use changes are reviewed
and approved in NYC. It was designed with input
from community advocacy organizations to help
meet their specific needs around community
education. The workshop toolkit contains materials
for several role-playing activities to help communities
understand the ULURP process. It also contains a
168-page guidebook explaining ULURP in simple
language, with diagrams and case studies. This
guidebook is available as a free download, separate
from the workshop toolkit. Comments from
participants in ULURP roleplaying workshops show
32

Community members using What is ULURP? (Frank News)
33

What’s in the Water? (Center for Urban Pedagogy)
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Azzura Cox

Landscape Designer
Azzura Cox is a landscape designer at GGN. Our
conversation centered around her work at India Basin
Shoreline Park, which is a partnership between the

“I think when you’re
talking about racial
equity and access to
the site, a lot of it’s
about belonging and
fostering a sense of
belonging.”
—Azzurra Cox

Recreation and Parks Department of the City of San
Francisco and the Trust for Public Land. The park is
located on a former industrial waterfront in the
Bayview-Hunters Point neighborhood of San
Francisco. Cox says there is a risk of “massive
displacement” in the neighborhood, which the
designers are trying to prevent through both design
and policy.
One strategy the designers are using to prevent
displacement is bringing the community onto the
site, which had been closed for decades. GGN
hosted an NBA finals watch party on the site, which
Cox says was a valuable way to see how the

people feel like the space is theirs.”
Cox also stresses the importance of understanding
the community’s ties to the land. “I call it a bank of
land-based memories and meaning, and so tapping

community used the space.

into that - because a lot of Black communities, a lot

“These kind of events and activation strategies

been disconnected from the land, and from the

create a bond with the site, and I think that’s really
important, because I think when you’re talking about
racial equity and access to the site, a lot of it’s about
belonging and fostering a sense of belonging. And I
think that’s very difficult, it’s kind of an ephemeral
thing, like what is belonging? And the way I describe
it at least is it’s like a habit of being in a space. I think
if you create a habit of being you are more likely to
result with people being comfortable and with
comfort comes repetition, so people will more likely
go to a place more often, and I think that’s what both
creates an identity of a park, because it’s who is
there, who you see in the space, which faces you
see, what activities you see, that’ll help form the
identity, and also, the sense of belonging. And I think
belonging is, in itself, an anti-displacement strategy
in some ways, because it is psychological and
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emotional, but that’s really important. That’s what lets

of working-class communities in urban spaces have
landscape, and Bayview’s definitely a case [of that]
because the waterfront has basically been cut off
from the neighborhood for a long time and there’s
this really high-speed road that cuts off physically.
But, still people have their very distinct memories of
growing up, and the hills, and the view, and views of
the water, so tapping into these authentic
connections to the land and restoring them and
building on them.”
Another aspect of the project is the Equitable
Development Plan, which is being developed in
collaboration with other city agencies. The plan
includes transportation – “because transportation
and access is a huge part of the idea of equity in the
parks” – housing, and job training. “There’s an NGO
called City Build that is going to ensure that there is a
pipeline of local people who are ready and trained to
39
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Existing and proposed conditions at India Basin Shoreline Park.
(GGN)

take on the construction jobs that the park will
generate.” Cox says the plan is being developed by
working backwards from the goal. “You have a
vision, you have commitments, and then it’s like, how
do you meet those commitments, how do you set the
framework for getting there.”
Cox identifies homelessness and policing as two
unresolved issues concerning equity in public space.
“I think just the general rash of police brutality
against Black men or Black people in general, it’s
difficult to reset that narrative and create these habits
of being that will then allow people to access the

“Creating a habit of belonging is really difficult in a
society that, for a long time, has told certain people
that they don’t belong in certain spaces. And that’s
often true of the idea that a space can be open to
everyone, but if people feel like their being, their
ways of being or their bodies, themselves, are being
policed in a certain space, they’re not going to want
to go there.” —Azzurra Cox

space and all its really positive effects.”
40
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Alexa Bush
Urban Designer

“You can only move at
the speed of trust.
And you really can’t
undermine the time
that you need to
spend authentically
building that trust and
rebuilding those
relationships.”
—Alexa Bush

Alexa Bush is the East Region Urban Design Director
for the City of Detroit’s Planning and Development
Department. She started working for the city as it
was restructuring after bankruptcy. “The planning
department hadn’t done a lot of proactive planning in
decades. So it was also really rebuilding the
relationship, trust, and sort of the connection to a lot
of our neighborhoods.” One of the goals of the
neighborhood plans was to prioritize walking and
biking in a city that has previously been autooriented.
Detroit’s efforts are part of a larger initiative called
Reimagining the Civic Commons. Bush says this
movement is focused on bringing attention back to
public resources. “We have really, really lost and
disinvested in a lot of our public spaces, to the
extent that for higher-income people, they’ve kind of
opted out of public space.” Bush says this division
has wider implications: “It’s creating all this
polarization in society because we’ve lost the
physical spaces that are emblematic of civic society.”
This loss of space is not just symbolic; it affects
people’s ability to meet, network with, and learn from

Specifically, the city chose 10 “local main street”
districts to improve “public spaces that support
neighborhood life.” One of the city’s main goals was
stabilization: preventing residents from choosing to
move out of Detroit.
One priority of the neighborhood planning process
was “hearing from a good cross-section of the
community” in planning meetings. The planning
department hosted pop-up meetings on vacant lots
in neighborhoods, which Bush says was very
effective in engaging residents who might not have

others.

attended a formal meeting. The department also

Detroit’s neighborhood planning process was

residents envision potential changes to their

developed partly by learning from the mistakes of
philanthropic investors. “They’ve been investing in
neighborhoods that were the most impacted, the
most vacancy, the most poverty, the most
challenges.... The impact of that investment isn’t able
to catch because the resource need is so deep.”
Bush provides an example: fixing up one building is
not helpful if the rest of the neighborhood remains
vacant. Instead, the city decided to focus on “areas
of strength in the city, and invest around and
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adjacent to those, sort of spread the strength.”

used temporary and tactical projects to help
neighborhood. Bush says some philanthropic groups
in Detroit even take residents to view projects in
other cities. “That is another really powerful way to
help build the capacity and knowledge of residents
who we’re asking for input, to really meaningfully
have the experience to weigh in for us.”
Bush says one of the most important steps of the
process is gaining the community’s trust. Listening to
residents’ needs, concerns, and complaints about
previous government failures is necessary. Bush
43
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acknowledges the difficulty of accomplishing this
within the four-year mayoral term that defines city
projects: “How are we balancing the political reality
of those timelines with decades of systems change
and trust-building that needs to happen?” Still, it is
an essential part of the process. “I think you can’t
outrun it, you can’t escape it. Just have those hard
conversations, it’s really essential to building the trust

Rendering of proposed changes to Livernois Street’s “Avenue
of Fashion.” The changes include removing the median, adding
parking, widening the sidewalks, and adding a separated bike
lane. (Spackman, Mossop and Michaels; Curbed Detroit)
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Livernois/McNichols Streetscape Enhancements (City of Detroit)

you need to move the projects forward.”
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Lower
South
Providence
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Metal recycling facility on the South Providence waterfront. This
facility has been operating since 2009, but has never received
necessary permits or created a stormwater management plan
(ecoRI News 2020).

The Waterfront
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State-owned land on the South Providence waterfront.

50

51

Broad St.
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The
Neighborhood
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Lower South Providence

Chemical tanks on Ernest St, just outside Lower South
Providence.
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A vacant lot on Broad St.
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Storefronts near Broad St.
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Lower South Providence

Air pollution in and around Lower South Providence. Major
sources of air pollution include the highway, city bus routes, and
industrial facilities along the waterfront.

The site of investigation for this thesis is Lower South
Providence.
d

oa

br
st

Lower South Providence is a community that has
been negatively affected by a variety of decisions
involving land. One current conflict in the community
concerns a waste facility that has been proposed
near Allens Ave. The neighborhood already has many
waste facilities and residents are concerned about
pollution.
Lower South Providence has one of the highest
rates of childhood asthma in Rhode Island. Diesel air
pollution from city buses and from trucks going to
waste facilities is considered to be a major factor in
asthma rates.
Lower South Providence is considered to be a
“frontline community” for climate change due
to its proximity to the waterfront, according to
Providence’s Racial and Environmental Justice
Committee. The neighborhood’s location as well as
its low median income and history of disinvestment
contribute to its vulnerability.
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Lower South Providence

Parking lots, vacant land, and schools in Lower South Providence.
Note the significant amount of street frontage taken up by parking
lots, especially on Broad St. Much of the vacant land is also used
for parking.
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Vacant land
Parking lots
Schools
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Lower South Providence

Social justice organizations working in and around
Lower South Providence have identified a number of
problems facing the community. This diagram lists
problems identified by Direct Action for Rights and
Equality, No LNG in PVD, SWAP Inc., HousingWorks
RI, Southside Community Land Trust, and the Racial
and Environmental Justice Committee of Providence.

Health

Infrastructure

Education

Housing

•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Health impacts of pollution and lead
contamination
Lack of affordable mental healthcare
Lack of access to mental healthcare providers
that “are LGBTQ friendly, deferent to cultural
differences, and practice cultural humility”

•

Lack of lighting in public space
Lack of safe areas to play
Public transit routes need to be expanded and
adjusted to meet community needs
Lack of accessibility in public transit

Industrial hazards
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Air pollution
Water pollution
Soil pollution
Lead hazards

Not enough people of color employed in the
education system
Lack of ethnic studies and histories of people of
color
Lack of culturally appropriate teaching styles
Lack of resources for English language learners
Lack of preparation for further education and
adulthood

Foreclosure
Eviction
Displacement
Homelessness
Blight
Lack of affordable housing
Lack of diversity of housing options
Gentrification

Economic

Law enforcement

Government/Regulatory

Social

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Lack of jobs
Lack of diversity in job options
Lack of career options for youth
Lack of affordable produce in urban food deserts

•
•
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Mass incarceration
Racial profiling by police
Police brutality
Lack of police accountability
Fear of the police
Feeling that police do not serve the community
Feeling that police provide “supervision and
surveillance” rather than protection
Immigrant detention
Deportation

•

•

Lack of enforcement of the First Source Jobs List
Lack of enforcement of environmental regulations
Not enough people of color in government
Government representatives do not understand
or care about issues affecting communities of
color.
Government does not listen to communities of
color; government systems are not set up to
meet community needs.
Communities of color experience “fear,
disrespect, and discrimination” when working
with the government.

•
•
•
•
•

Lack of free public events
Lack of community spaces for families and youth
Not enough people of color in decision-making
positions
Hate crimes
Safety in public space and on public transit
Gun violence
Gang violence
Youth violence
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PROVIDENCE’S STREET TREE PROGRAM

1

3
A resident or property owner
can plant a tree of their
choice at their own expense.

A “Tree Leader”
can apply for 5-25
trees.

WHO IS EXCLUDED?
People who don’t own property.
Each tree recipient
must commit to
plant, water, and care
for the tree for 2
seasons.

People who can’t commit to a
2-season volunteer project.

People who can’t afford to buy
a tree.

2
A resident or property owner can pay
$250 for the city to choose and plant a
tree outside their property.
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Like many cities, Providence has low tree canopy
coverage in its low-income neighborhoods. Lower
South Providence has less than 10% tree canopy
cover (City of Providence Forestry Division 2014). To
understand how to change this, we start by looking
at Providence’s existing street tree program.
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HOW CAN THIS PROGRAM BE MODIFIED?

1

4

Think

Expand the population of
people who are able to
request trees.

beyond

2

Separate tree requests from
tree maintenance.
the

3

Turn a tree into an asset
rather than a burden.
street.
Changes to Providence’s street tree program can
help expand access to trees and make trees a more
valuable resource for low-income communities
and individuals. Expanding the program beyond
street trees also offers the opportunity for residents
to participate in more meaningful ways - so the
act of requesting a tree becomes a more creative
experience than simply putting a tree in a tree pit.
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Strategies
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Strategies

One person
One tree

My literature research and interviews emphasized
the importance of creating a sense of ownership,
belonging, and community authorship over the
land. The interviews also discussed the necessity
of helping residents envision different futures for
their neighborhoods. I have developed strategies
to address these issues focusing on Lower South
Providence as a site of investigation. This thesis
proposes to give one tree to each resident of Lower
South Providence as a method of voting, bargaining,
negotiating, and sharing a creative vision.
There are two main differences between this
proposal and Providence’s existing street tree
program. One difference is that the existing
program only applies to property owners, while
this program applies to everyone. This program
extends landscape decision-making power to people
regardless of their landowning status.

How would this program be implemented? There
are already organizations doing this kind of work in
Lower South Providence. The City of Providence
Forestry Division is responsible for the city’s street
and public trees. Southside Community Land
Trust converts vacant lots into community gardens
and production farms. The Roger Williams Park
Conservancy provides community programs in
Providence’s largest park, close to Lower South
Providence. The Rhode Island Department of
Environmental Management supports provides
grants and other support to agricultural programs.
These organizations could help the Lower South
Providence community get the most benefit out of
residents’ trees.

The other difference is that this program distributes
trees for use in a variety of projects, not just as street
trees. Residents are given agency to decide what
kind of projects they want in their neighborhood.
A card game helps model the decision-making
process. In the card game, players have to work
together to assemble trees, infrastructure, and other
resources for projects. Players also have to decide
(collectively) which goals to work towards for their
neighborhood.
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What can
trees provide?

Trees as defense
Lower South Providence has high rates of child
asthma, which is linked to air pollution. Diesel
polllution from city buses is a major problem in the
neighborhood. Tree species such as silver birch
reduce diesel pollution.
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Trees as community
The physical presence of community is important,
but in some situations - like the current COVID-19
crisis - community gatherings are impossible. By
filling the neighborhood with trees chosen and
planted by individual community members we create
a physical representation of the community as a
group of individuals.
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Trees as celebration
The life cycle of trees offers opportunities for
community celebrations. Planting, flowering, and
even the deaths of trees can become communal
events.
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Trees as invitation
Giving community members the opportunity to
choose and plant trees invites them to be engaged
in local decision-making. For newcomers to the
neighborhood, this gives them a structure within
which they can interact with the existing community.
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Trees as identity

Street trees can help build the identity of streets,
demarcate the boundaries of the neighborhood,
and differentiate commercial streets from residential
streets.
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The seeds:
A group of people who have already been involved in tree-planting
and gardening in the neighborhood.

How can the
trees be
distributed
through the
community?
Round 3: As projects are implemented, new seeds are recruited to
lead projects by location or interest.

Round 1: Each seed gets a tree. They implement a project
together.

Round 2: Every resident on each seed’s block gets a tree.
Residents across blocks organize by interest and implement
projects together throughout the neighborhood.
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The card game can be used at
community meetings. It helps residents
understand what kinds of projects they
can propose and how the projects
will come together to change the
neighborhood.
See the Appendix for the full set of
cards, characters, and instructions.

PARK
1 vacant lot
+
4 Shade Queen
trees
+
4 trees (any type)

STREET
TREES
1 street
+
8 trees of the same
type

TREE
TOWN

AIR FIGHT

ARBOR
DAY

1 Park

24 Air Pollution
Fighter trees on the
board

At least 2 of each
type of tree on the
board

+
1 Nursery
+
1 Street Trees

URBAN
FOREST
1 Tree Town
+
EITHER 1 Air Fight OR
1 Dirt Fight
+
1 Arbor Day

AIR POLLUTION

FIGHTER

Different goals represent different
values. Air quality? A diversity of tree
species? A diversity of landscape types?

STREET

The final goals could transform the
neighborhood’s identity and economy.

Players can also exchange their trees for
other items.

NURSERY
1 vacant lot
+
8 trees (any type)

DIRT FIGHT

SOIL POLLUTION

FIGHTER

24 Soil Pollution
Fighter trees on the
board

URBAN
FARM

NURSERY
1 vacant lot
+
8 trees (any type)

vegetable
garden
SHADE

QUEEN

FLOWER

POWER

Players start out with tree and infrastructure
cards. They can combine their cards to
complete projects: parks, nurseries, or street
trees.
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2 Nurseries
+
2 Vegetable
Gardens
+
1 Dirt Fight

As players complete projects, they can start to
work towards goals. Together, players have to
decide which goals they want to work towards.

Eventually, players must decide which final
goal they want to achieve together. The final
goal is not just a network of projects, but a
transformative system.
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Test
Scenario
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I love
this
flower
tree!

This graphic novel presents a fictional account
of how this tree program could be implemented.
The story shows the 3 levels at which the program
operates:
1. independent individual decision-making;
2. projects implemented by groups of neighbors
and existing community organizations; and
3. the combination of trees with existing community
resources to create systemic change in the
neighborhood through new creative and economic
opportunities.

Imagine flowers everywhere!

I’ve got some neighbors who have chosen
flowering street trees. We need 1 more. If
you donate your tree, we’ll have a whole
street of flowering trees!

Where is it?

outside my
house... even
if none of my
neighbors

Gallup St.

participate.

Hmm... that’s the other
side of the neighborhood...
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I really
want a tree

We
need
THESE!
All

e
Elmwood Av

ve

A
ens

I agree, we should focus on air
pollution fighting trees. And
we should put them along bus
routes - that’s where the air
pollution is.

Edd
yS
t

Lower South
Providence
has some of
the highest
childhood
asthma rates
in the state.*
We should
make this the
priority of our
tree-planting
projects.
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*RI Dept of Health, 2014

Prairie Ave,
near the middle
school, would
be a perfect
location. I can
get my students
involved.
It’s too hot!
No shade!

If we plant these trees
everywhere, we can protect
ourselves and our children.

Test Scenario

Public elementary school

Firewood
& lumber

Public library
Church
Church
school

Street trees

Imagine all the
things that could
come out of the
nursery...

Vacant Lot

I think we should think bigger.
There’s a huge vacant lot behind
the senior apartments I work at.
It’s close to all kinds of things...
we could grow so many trees there.

Plants for commercial
sale

Senior apartments

Education

If we invest our trees in the nursery, it
could become the economic heart of the
community.

Jobs

lower south providence
providence’s green heart
A new identity for the
neighborhood
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Imagine a
future in
which...
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Planting and caring for
the trees created jobs for
neighborhood residents.
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As we waited for the trees
to mature, we used the
interstitial space to grow food
for the senior apartments.
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We started making compost
for the nursery...

...and this developed into
a compost co-op. We collect
residents’ food waste, turn
it into soil, sell the soil, and
share the profits.
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An art teacher began to lead classes using the nursery as a source
of materials and inspiration...

...and eventually established a studio and workshop in the
vacant warehouse at the corner of Thurbers Ave and
Prairie Ave. The workshop used salvaged materials from
the neighborhood, including wood from demolished houses
and materials from the nursery.
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The workshop provided furnishings (like this
boardwalk!) for new parks being built in the
neighborhood with residents’ trees.

A group of residents chose
flowering trees to be used
as street trees, inspiring
an annual Bloom Festival.
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Not every project was successful... but we learned
from our mistakes.

X

The resident who initiated this small park project lived on the other side of the
neighborhood. The immediate neighbors weren’t interested.

A resident proposed this “reading nook” for the library. Library staff were willing to
help oversee the space.

X

The placement of trees made the park uninviting and hard to maintain.

The presence of the library automatically drew users to the space.

X

Other residents saw that the park was not being used or maintained and did not
want to contribute their resources.

Other residents were excited to contribute their resources to the library.
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Test Scenario

Over time, as trees were selectively removed from the
nursery, it changed.

Residents decided that this large lot should be
developed into a park...

...as the nursery operations moved to other vacant
lots around the neighborhood.
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Test Scenario

Eventually the nursery grew into a network
of nurseries, vegetable gardens, parks, and
forest habitats... all making use of Lower South
Providence’s vacant lots.

Forest habitat blocks
sound and pollution from
the highway

The original nursery

The furniture
workshop

Offshoot nursery

Vegetable gardens are
distributed throughout the
neighborhood
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Landscape architects are often tasked with enacting
the creative visions of landowners or people in
positions of power. My goal in this project was to
understand how landscape architects can help
realize the creative visions of individuals and
communities who have historically been excluded
from landownership and high-level decisions about
land.

After
word

This project has caused me to rethink the role of
the designer. In this process, I see the designer
not as an author, but rather playing a supporting
role. The designer helps the community envision
possible futures. The designer helps build
relationships between community members and
organizations that can help them achieve their goals.
The designer facilitates conversations between
community members. Sometimes, the designer
provides traditional design services as requested
by community members. Other times, the designer
steps back and lets the community make decisions
on their own.
My research in the literature review and interview
stages of the thesis process demonstrated the
importance of ownership and belonging. Designers
cannot reverse, fix, or heal the multitude of issues
that arise from centuries of marginalization and
disenfranchisement. However, designers can commit
to act as advocates for marginalized communities.
Designers can choose to prioritize ownership,
agency, and belonging.
The program I propose is a reaction to Providence’s
existing street tree program, which is not accessible
to those who do not have a tree pit outside their
home or who cannot commit time and money
towards maintaining a tree. Changes to Providence’s
street tree program can help expand access to trees
and make trees a more valuable resource for lowincome communities and individuals. Expanding
the program beyond street trees also offers the
opportunity for residents to participate in more
meaningful ways - so the act of requesting a tree
becomes a more creative experience than simply
putting a tree in a tree pit.
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Independent, individual decision-making is a key
element of this program. While participants are
encouraged to work together, each participant
ultimately has full power over their tree. This
introduces a bolder level of democracy - perhaps
even anarchy - than what exists in most design
processes. My hope is that this ownership allows
community members to feel more comfortable in
the design process and get more creative with their
participation.
This ownership also allows for meaningful dissent.
In standard community engagement processes,
residents have little negative agency. They are
limited to registering their complaints and potentially
preventing a project from moving forward. In this
program, residents can take actions that may
contradict the designers’ or governments’ plans.
The planting and harvesting of trees could become a
form of protest.
Street trees have plenty of benefits: they provide
shade, absorb water and pollutants, create habitat,
and protect pedestrians. But trees can provide even
more. Introducing a large number of trees into the
neighborhood creates the opportunity for nurseries,
orchards, and farms to provide resources such as
food and wood. This program adds a new resource
(trees) to the neighborhood’s main existing resource
(vacant land). The combination of the two resources
creates the potential for a variety of futures for the
neighborhood - futures which will be determined by
the residents themselves.
The card game and graphic novel are intended to
help residents envision possible futures for their
neighborhood. They do not present all possible
scenarios. My hope is that, by engaging with these
tools, community members will be inspired to view
their neighborhood resources in a new way. I also
hope these tools will prove inspirational for designers
as they determine how to involve community
members in their work. Community members do not
only deserve to feel a sense of belonging within the
space of the neighborhood; they also deserve to feel
a sense of belonging within the design process.
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Expanded Literature Review
Indigenous and Colonial Land Management in
New England

The recent written history of land management in

move armies to conquer, and relied on 		

New England starts with a transformation from

captured Indigenous people to identify the

Indigenous to colonial land management. The first

locations of water, oyster beds, and 		

colonists did not only arrive with foreign ideas about

medicinal herbs.” (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014, 46)

the correct way to manage land; they also arrived
with assumptions about what constitutes land

Periodicity, seasonal diversity, and mobility were key

management. These assumptions made it difficult for

aspects of Indigenous land use in New England. The

them to understand the impact of Indigenous

Kennebec River, in Maine, divided Indigenous

populations on the landscape. These colonial

communities into two broad categories of land

misunderstandings have been passed down through

management. Communities north of the river did not

writers like Henry David Thoreau and John Muir and

practice agriculture, and therefore “had less incentive

remain alive in our modern concept of “nature.”

to alter the environment of a given spot” (Cronon
2003 38, 50). Instead, these communities

The most major colonial misconception about how

experienced cyclical change in both their location

Indigenous people used the land can be summed up

and their diet, relocating seasonally to follow their

in one colonist’s statement that American Indians

food sources (Cronon 2003, 39-41). Communities

lived with “small labour but great pleasure” (Cronon

south of the Kennebec River grew corn, beans,

2003, 37). Colonists, awed by New England’s

squash, tobacco, and other crops, but also moved

abundance of resources, seemed to believe the local

their settlements to gather food or building supplies

owned much more land, defined by the area they

2003, 60). Agreements about land among Indigenous

environment was a natural grocery store where food

(Cronon 2003, 43-45). While colonists were

burned to facilitate hunting (Cronon 2003, 57). Both

communities usually did not take the form of buying

was easily available. In 1628, colonial explorer

accustomed to seasonal changes in the environment,

theories were motivated by the colonists’ desire to

and selling parcels of land. Instead, tribes came to

Captain Christopher Levett sarcastically claimed his

in Europe, they had responded to those changes by

acquire the land: colonists who wanted to occupy

agreements about how land could be used, and

peers thought “corn doth grow naturally… deer come

altering the landscape to accommodate permanent

land argued that the Indigenous communities did not

“different groups of people could have different

when they are called… fish leap into the kettle… the

settlements (Cronon 2003, 53). Their theories of land

own it because they had not improved it, while

claims on the same tract of land depending on how

fowls present themselves to you with spits through

management and land ownership did not

Williams was arguing that he could purchase land

they used it,” similar to the current legal concept of

them” in New England (Cronon 2003, 35). These

encapsulate Indigenous communities’ mobile,

directly from a tribe without the permission of the

usufruct rights (Cronon 2003, 63). Indigenous

extreme assumptions seemed to come from

low-impact land uses.

English Crown (Cronon 2003, 56-57).

theories of land ownership were also more focused

Greenhouses being constructed at Crandall Minacommuck Farm
in Westerly, RI. The farm is part of the Narragansett Tribal Food
Sovereignty Initiative, which uses food production to maintain
sovereignty, self-sufficiency, tribal land use, and cultural integrity.
(Narragansett Food Sovereignty Initiative)

colonists taking Indigenous labor for granted.

on resources than on land as a bounded object. As

Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, in An Indigenous Peoples’

Many colonists subscribed to a theory of “civil” land

Cronon states that Indigenous theories of land

Cronon writes, “What the Indians owned – or, more

History of the United States, points out that colonists

ownership, which said that land must be “improved”

ownership blended individual ownership with

precisely, what their villages gave them claim to—

“stole already cultivated farmland and the

through agriculture, enclosure, or other physical

collective sovereignty in a way that colonists found

was not the land but the things that were on the land

corn, vegetables, tobacco, and other crops

changes in order to be owned. Some colonists, such

difficult to conceptualize. According to Cronon, tribal

during the various seasons of the year” (Cronon

domesticated over centuries, took control of

as John Winthrop, argued that Indigenous

and intertribal politics occurred through “a relatively

2003, 65).

the deer parks that had been cleared and

communities did not own any land other than planted

fluid set of personal relationships” (Cronon 2003, 59).

maintained by Indigenous communities, used

fields (Cronon 2003, 56). Others, such as Roger

These relationships included transactions involving

Colonization led to significant ecological changes.

existing roads and water routes in order to

Williams, suggested that Indigenous communities

“a village’s political and ecological territory” (Cronon

Some of these changes came about due to the
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incompatibility of Indigenous and colonial land uses
(Cronon 2003, 80-81). Others were caused by the
massive loss of life in Indigenous communities due to
colonially-introduced diseases. This loss of life led to
land going unmanaged (Cronon 2003, 91). One major
change was the loss of species due to the loss of
edge habitat (Cronon 2003, 91). Another change was
species loss due to overhunting, as colonization
brought economic incentives to hunt more than
necessary (Cronon 2003, 98).
Mark Dowie’s Conservation Refugees (2009)
discusses continued threats to Indigenous cultures
and land management practices. He notes that in
2004, the International Forum on Indigenous
Mapping declared that “conservation has become
the number one threat to indigenous territories”

“The biracial character of
many neighborhoods
presented opportunities
for different futures than
the segregated ones that
now seem so
unexceptional. Yet those
opportunities were never
seized.”
—Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law

(Dowie 2009, xviii).

exclude multifamily housing from certain
neighborhoods and to restrict industrial development
to certain parts of the city that had high African
American populations (Rothstein 2017, 48-49). By
zoning African American neighborhoods as industrial
rather than residential, cities paved the way for the
Federal Housing Administration (FHA) to deny
mortgages in African American neighborhoods
(Rothstein 2017, 50). They also created a pattern of
siting toxic facilities in African American
neighborhoods that continues today (Rothstein 2017,
56).
The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) was
founded in 1934. Its goal was to make
homeownership available to middle-class families. It
did this by insuring amortized bank mortgages,
allowing purchasers to build equity in their homes as
they paid off their mortgage. FHA insured mortgages

Anti-Black Racism and Land Ownership

Federal Home Owners’ Loan Corporation “redlining” map of
Providence, RI.

were only available to white families. The FHA also

Large numbers of formerly enslaved African

blocks that were already occupied solely by a single

encouraged appraisers to deny mortgages in racially

vicious cycle involving both prejudice against African

Americans moved north, west, and east during the

race. Similar ordinances were enacted in other

mixed neighborhoods or in neighborhoods at risk of

Americans and prejudice against the neighborhoods

Reconstruction period immediately following the Civil

southern cities, but in 1917, racial zoning ordinances

demographic change, claiming that these mortgages

themselves. He writes, “Both space-focused racial

War. Since then, a variety of government policies at

were outlawed by the U.S. Supreme Court in

would be at higher risk of default (Rothstein 2017,

stereotypes and environmental stigma can interact

the local, state, and federal level have been enacted

Buchanan v. Warley. The court’s decision was not

64-65). After World War II, the US Department of

reciprocally to simultaneously produce

for the purpose of segregating cities. These policies

based on the civil rights of potential house

Veterans Affairs adopted the same policies for its

negative perceptions of physical spaces – based on

include racial zoning, the construction of segregated

purchasers, but rather on the idea that racial zoning

program of guaranteeing veterans’ mortgages

biases against those who occupy them – and

public housing, urban renewal, and mortgage

ordinances interfered with a homeowner’s right to sell

(Rothstein 2017, 70). The fact that these two massive

[devalued] judgements of their inhabitants – as a

discrimination.

their property (Rothstein 2017, 44-45).

mortgage insurers did not insure mortgages in

result of the environments in which they live” (Brown

African American or racially mixed neighborhoods led

2019).

The first racial zoning ordinance was established in

Despite the Buchanan decision, many cities

to the development of exclusively white subdivisions

Baltimore in 1910 and prevented African Americans

continued to establish and enforce racial zoning

and suburbs nationwide (Rothstein 2017, 70).

The FHA assumed racial integration would cause

from purchasing houses on majority-white blocks,

ordinances. Even when racial zoning ordinances

Meanwhile, developers struggled to find financing to

property values to fall. In reality, because African

and vice versa. The ordinance serves as a

were struck down by courts, some city planning

build housing for African Americans, leading to lower

Americans were excluded from so many

demonstration of the fact that many of Baltimore’s

departments kept using documents and maps that

quality construction, design, and public amenities in

neighborhoods due to FHA’s policies, they were

neighborhoods had previously been integrated, as

had been developed to enforce racial zoning

African American neighborhoods (Rothstein 2017,

willing to pay higher prices than white buyers

there were number of disputes over whether certain

(Rothstein 2017, 46-48). Cities also circumvented the

73-74).

(Rothstein 2017, 95). Still, real estate agents used a

blocks were considered majority-white or majority-

courts by creating zoning policies that, in many

black under the new law. Because of this, the

cases, were explicitly racially motivated but did not

Todd Levon Brown (2019) argues that the devaluing

homeowners that their property values were about to

ordinance’s wording was changed to only apply to

legally discriminate by race. This included policies to

of African American neighborhoods was part of a

fall due to neighborhood integration. The agents
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tactic called blockbusting to convince white
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would purchase white homeowners’ houses at

American public housing project displaced a

below-market rates, and then resell them to African

community-owned park that was created to

Americans at inflated rates. African Americans who

celebrate emancipation (Rothstein 2017, 24).

were unable to obtain mortgages purchased homes
through contract sales, in which they did not

During and after World War II, the federal government

accumulate equity until the house was fully paid off.

and local governments continued to segregate cities

While white families could choose to leave struggling

through the building of segregated public housing

neighborhoods, African American families had to stay

and the consolidation of public housing in low-

in the home they had purchased or lose their entire

income African American neighborhoods (Rothstein

investment (Rothstein 2017, 95-97).

2017, 25, 34). A 1976 Supreme Court decision
declared that the Chicago Housing Authority had

From the 1930s to the 1950s, the US experienced a

violated the Constitution by selecting sites for public

nationwide housing shortage. The Public Works

housing that reinforced segregation. Similar court

Administration (PWA) addressed this problem with

decisions and settlements were made in other cities.

forty-seven housing projects, of which seventeen

But by the time these issues were brought to court, it

were exclusively African American and six were

was too late to reverse the effects of housing

integrated (Rothstein 2017, 18-20). The PWA claimed

segregation (Rothstein 2017, 35-36). By 1984, nearly

that it determined how to assign projects using the

10 million Americans were living in public housing,

“neighborhood composition rule,” which stated that

and almost all public housing projects were racially

a new federal housing project “should reflect the

segregated. In a Dallas Morning News investigation

previous racial composition of their neighborhoods”

of 47 cities that year, “facilities, amenities, services,

(Rothstein 2017, 21). However, many urban

and maintenance” in predominantly white-occupied

neighborhoods were significantly integrated before

projects were always found to be superior than in

housing projects were built. The PWA segregated

predominantly black-occupied projects (Rothstein

these neighborhoods by demolishing existing

2017, 34).

Pruitt-Igoe, a public housing project in St. Louis, MO, is one of the
most famous negative examples of urban renewal projects. The
project was initially segregated by building but eventually mostly
housed African-Americans. The project was poorly-constructed
and lacked basic amenities. Within 20 years of completion, all 33
buildings were demolished. (Wikipedia)

housing and replacing it with segregated housing
projects. As Richard Rothstein writes in The Color of

In the present day, public housing policies continue

vouchers, and the voucher amount usually does not

programs worsen the segregating effects of

Law, “The biracial character of many neighborhoods

to promote segregation. The Low-Income Housing

enable families to afford housing in middle-class

gentrification by consolidating displaced residents in

presented opportunities for different futures than the

Tax Credit, one of the federal government’s largest

neighborhoods. In 2010, over 50% of families with

low-income neighborhoods (Rothstein 2017, 192).

segregated ones that now seem so unexceptional.

affordable housing programs, gives subsidies to

children using Section 8 vouchers lived in

Yet those opportunities were never seized” (Rothstein

developers to build affordable housing. However,

neighborhoods with a poverty rate of at least 20%

Rothstein recommends a variety of approaches to

2017, 24). As many African Americans were excluded

communities can refuse to allow developers to build

(Rothstein 2017, 191). In June 2015, the U.S.

address the current issues caused by this history of

from the new neighborhoods, displacement led to

in their neighborhoods, and developers are often

Supreme Court ruled that “the disproportionate

inequity in land ownership. He emphasizes the

overcrowding in African American neighborhoods,

encouraged to build in low-income, segregated

placement of subsidized housing in neighborhoods

importance of education and developing “a broadly

with families renting subdivided units (Rothstein

neighborhoods because the land is cheaper and

that had been segregated by past government policy

shared understanding of our common history” and

2017, 21-22). In some cities, such as Austin, TX,

there is “less political opposition to additional

could violate the Fair Housing Act,” but also

especially broader recognition of the ways in which

public housing projects were used to concentrate the

housing for minorities and lower-income families”

suggested that subsidized housing could “support

de jure segregation was created and enforced by

African American population in a specific

(Rothstein 2017, 190). The federal government’s

the revitalization of deteriorating neighborhoods”

government policy (as opposed to “the myth of de

neighborhood when it had previously been dispersed

Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8) subsidizes rent

(Rothstein 2017, 191). Rothstein notes that, due to

facto segregation”) (Rothstein 2017, 198). Rothstein

across the city. Despite protest, Austin’s African

payments, but landlords in most areas can refuse the

the above-stated problems, subsidized housing

believes that widespread knowledge of de jure
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segregation and its consequences could lead to
policies such as “federal subsidies for middle-class
African Americans to purchase homes in suburbs
that have been racially exclusive” (Rothstein 2017,
202-203). Rothstein also proposes outlawing zoning
ordinances that ban multifamily housing or that put a
high minimum square foot requirement on lots or
houses. He suggests that suburbs could be
motivated to increase low- and moderate- income
housing if property owners were not able to receive
mortgage interest tax deductions in suburbs with a
disproportionate lack of affordable housing relative to
their metropolitan area (Rothstein 2017, 204).
Rothstein praises inclusionary zoning ordinances like
that of Montgomery County, Maryland, where
“developers in even the most affluent communities”
must allocate 12 to 15 percent of units for low-and
moderate-income families. One-third of the set-aside
units are incorporated into a public housing program
for the lowest-income families (Rothstein 2017, 206).
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Card Game Instructions & Materials
Instructions
1. Each player starts the game by choosing 1 Character Card and 1 Tree Card. Players whose characters
have objects should take object cards.
2. Players introduce themselves by stating their character and any objects or skills they have. They can
choose whether or not to state their priorities.
3. Each player starts their turn by picking 1 Tree Card at random.
4. Then, during their turn, a player can take any 1 of the following actions:
• Pick a card from the Infrastructure pile. (Players with Local Knowledge skill can choose their
infrastructure; others draw randomly.)
• Pick another tree. (Players with Connections skill get 2 trees of their choice. Others get 1 tree of
their choice.)
• Propose a project or goal.
• Propose a project by contributing the infrastructure and at least 1 tree.
• Propose a goal by contributing at least 1 completed project (this can be any
completed project on the board).
• Contribute trees, infrastructure, or trade-ins to an open proposal.
• Contribute skills to an open proposal - this requires you to give up 1 tree.
• Modify a proposal by replacing all previously committed trees.
• Ask for a vote to withdraw a proposal.
• A proposal can be withdrawn if 4 players vote to withdraw. All committed trees and
trade-ins should immediately be reassigned to other open projects or goals. Trees and
trade-ins that cannot be reassigned will be discarded. Infrastructure is returned to the
player who originally owned it.
5. The game ends when all trees have been used.
Notes
• Trees count as being “on the board” if they are part of a completed project. Trees in incomplete projects do
not count towards goals.
• For 6 players, it is recommended to play with 60 tree cards (15 of each tree).
• The ultimate objective of the game is to achieve one of the goals on the solid pink background cards.
However, the facilitator may allow or encourage players to decide on a different goal to work towards.
• The facilitator can ask players to create their own Character Cards with their priorities, skills and resources
instead of using the provided cards.

CONSTRUCTION
WORKER
Objects:

Objects:

Tools

None

Skills:
Construction Skills

Skills:
Leadership
Local Knowledge
Connections

Priorities:
You want construction work which means you want lots of
nurseries and parks to be built
in the neighborhood.

TEACHER

Priorities:
All you care about is getting
projects completed as quickly
as possible. Why waste time
making plans when you could
be planting trees?

PARENT

Objects:

Objects:

None

None

Skills:
Leadership
Education
Local Knowledge
Connections

Skills:
Education
Connections

Priorities:
You want places for your
students to hang out (like
parks) and get jobs (like
nurseries and vegetable
gardens).
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TREE
LEADER

Priorities:
It would be nice to have
more parks to hang out in. A
vegetable garden would also
be convenient. The streets
need more shade. And you
are very concerned about air
pollution.
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LANDLORD
Objects:
Vacant Lot

Objects:

Tools

Skills:
Leadership
Local Knowledge
Connections

Skills:
Construction Skills
Local Knowledge
Priorities:
You like things that look nice.
Parks, flowers, benches,
flowering trees...

SHADE

QUEEN
126

ACTIVIST

None

Priorities:
You care about exactly 1
thing: reducing air pollution.

AIR POLLUTION

SOIL POLLUTION

STREET

VACANT LOT

FIGHTER

FIGHTER

FLOWER

POWER
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PARK

NURSERY

1 vacant lot
+
4 Shade Queen
trees
+
4 trees (any type)

1 vacant lot
+
8 trees (any type)
+
Leadership skills

STREET
TREES
1 street
+
8 trees of the same
type
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STREET
FESTIVAL

STREET
FIGHT

Street Trees with
Flower Power trees
+
Leadership skills

Street Trees with
Air Pollution Fighter
trees

AIR FIGHT

DIRT FIGHT

24 Air Pollution
Fighter trees on the
board

24 Soil Pollution
Fighter trees on the
board
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TREE
TOWN

ARBOR
DAY

STREET
COMFORT

URBAN
FARM

1 Park
+
1 Nursery
+
1 Street Trees

At least 2 of each
type of tree on the
board
+
Education skills

Street Trees with
Shade Queen trees
+
2 benches

2 Nurseries
+
2 Vegetable
Gardens
+
1 Dirt Fight

SUPER
PARK

FURNITURE
MAKER

FESTIVAL
TOWN

URBAN
FOREST

1 Park

2 Nurseries
+
Construction skills
+
Tools

1 Street Festival
+
2 Flowers
+
EITHER 2 Super
Parks OR 2 Street
Comforts OR 1 of
each

+
2 benches

If this goal is achieved, benches
are no longer necessary to achieve
other goals.
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1 Tree Town
+
EITHER 1 Air Fight OR
1 Dirt Fight
+
1 Arbor Day
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