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the future of New York City’s public open spaces, featuring the new High Performance

ndscape Guidelines.

mate change, air and water quality, the ur-
' heat island effect, and public health loom
najor challenges facing cities of the 21st cen-
y. Urban parks are well positioned to ad-
ss and help solve these challenges. Within
v York City, 14 percent of the land is owned
| managed by the NYC Department of Parks
Recreation, providing the agency with a
que opportunity to transform the City.
High Performance Landscape Guidelines:
t Century Parks for NYC — a comprehensive,
~focused manual for sustainable design,
istruction, maintenance, and operations of
ks and open spaces — proposes radical
nges for how this 14 percent of New York
y is designed and managed. It is the first
-ument of its kind in the nation. The ideas
oused in these Guidelines will foster a new
eration of urban green infrastructure that
ports a larger movement within New York
mprove environmental quality simultane-
ly with quality of life.

There is committed political and commu-
y support for using progressive design
nciples to solve these problems. Mayor
omberg has championed these efforts
ough his office’s PlaNYC, a 25-year vision
Iressing the challenges of a growing city
ile improving urban experience. This doc-
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ument began as a master plan for the City, but
authors quickly acknowledged that no suc-
cessful plan could be created without address-
ing larger issues of climate change and envi-
ronmental functionality. The plan, released in
2007, included initiatives for increasing open
space access for all New Yorkers, improving
water quality, and planting one million new
trees. Many focused documents and guides
arose in the wake of PlaNYC, including the
Parks Department’s own Guidelines.

The High Performance Landscape Guide-
lines are actually the third in a series of guide-
lines created by a partnership between the City
of New York and the New York-based non-
profit Design Trust for Public Space. The pair-
ing of City agencies with a non-profit allowed
for the project to blossom. The City had a dis-
tinct need for a visionary document that cap-
tured the innovations and institutional knowl-
edge housed within the agency, but lacked the
structure and funding to take on the project
alone. The Design Trust for Public Space of-
fered a proven model of employing experts to
guide and author the document, as well as the
fundraising capabilities to support them. In
addition, the Design Trust had the past experi-
ences of shepherding two other guidelines to
fruition: the High Performance Building Guide-

lines and the High Performance Infrastructure
Guidelines, released in 1999 and 2005, respec-
tively. These documents impacted both City
policy and the built environment.

However, it was the unique structure and
potential of the Parks Department that made
the creation of the third in the series so crucial
and relevant. The Parks Department is the
sole City agency that acts as landowner, de-
signer, and steward. This allows the agency to
make decisions about how landscapes are
built and maintained, and then follow through
with the execution of construction and main-
tenance goals. Combined with the scale of its
landholdings, it allows the Department to
substantially impact the city as a whole.

The Guidelines” innovative design, con-
struction, and maintenance strategies will
clean water and air, increase biodiversity, less-
en the burden on combined sewer systems, re-
duce the urban heat island effect, improve
public health, and reduce energy usage. These
new park designs will do all that while in-
creasing amenities New Yorkers rightfully de-
mand from their public spaces — points for
gathering, pedestrian and bicycle paths, recre-
ation areas, and verdant settings. These parks
should not be thought of as simply “natural”
landscapes, because typically every element of




Freshkills, designed by Field Operations, will be a new jewel
in the crown of New York’s open spaces. Transforming a
landfill on the water into a public open space will create a
high-performance 21st century park that is three times the
size of Central Park.
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The projects in the Bronx River Watershed bring systems-
based thinking to the management of New York’s public
open spaces, and renew the life of the Bronx River,
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high performance landscapes — the soils, the
plants, the water levels, the installations — are
as precisely engineered as a new bridge or
road. High performance landscapes must be
meticulously planned and seasonally orches-
trated to get the most out of a limited parcel
of land. They also require thoughtful, skilled,
and ongoing evaluation and maintenance.

Systems thinking about green infrastruc-
ture: the Bronx River watershed. The Guide-
lines consider all parks to be an integrated sys-
tem, or network, of spaces that function in
partnership to enhance citywide environmen-
tal quality. Considering these factors at the
landscape scale rather than as individual parks
maximizes the opportunities for positive im-
pact and citywide success.

The Bronx River watershed, including 1,500
acres of New York City parkland, is an example
of how a systems-based approach can change the
landscape. Through the work of the Bronx River
Alliance and a consortium of over 100 partners
within New York City and communities up-
stream, the Bronx River corridor is being trans-
formed from a polluted and neglected waterway
into a thriving and healthy chain of natural areas
and recreational sites. In doing so, the river has
also become accessible to a community redis-
covering its existence, fighting for its renewal,
and now using it for recreation and education.

This work ranges from habitat manage-
ment to engineered green infrastructure. A fish
passage is being installed over a historic dam
along the Bronx River. This fish ladder will cre-
ate physical conditions allowing alewife, a her-
ring that spawns in freshwater but has been in
decline for decades, to migrate upstream. By
helping to create access to upstream habitat,
the City is contributing to regional efforts to
protect and conserve these amazing fish. Shoe-
lace Park, which runs adjacent to the Bronx
River, was designed for more urban green in-

frastructure, Designed by Parks Department
staft with Matthews Nielsen Landscape Archi-
tects, the park now captures stormwater from
the street along a swale following an old asphalt
road within the park. The 440-foot long and
8-foot wide swale was designed with a high
pore-volume gravel storage layer on the bottom
and soil filter and growth medium on the top.

But beyond such current efforts in environ-
mental restoration and remediation, there are
additional green infrastructure opportunities
throughout the watershed that are vital to the
long-term health of the river. Green infrastruc-
ture could continue to transform the Bronx
River watershed and surrounding neighbor-
hoods. This includes water and soil quality im-
provements, street tree plantings, green roofs,
park bio-retention systems, waterway day-
lighting, roadways converted from pavement
into green spaces filled with shade and flower-
ing trees, shrubs, and ground cover. Green in-
frastructure planning, conducted by the Parks
& Recreation staff, could increase connections
between disparate efforts by emphasizing land-
scape and habitat connectivity. In 2011 Parks &
Recreation, the Bronx River Alliance, and West-
chester County published the Bronx River In-
termunicipal Plan to lay out a new vision for
coordination and cooperation throughout the
entire Bronx River watershed. This planning ef-
fort consulted with the Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection (DEP) to incorporate el-
ements of the Green Infrastructure Plan, and
now the Bronx River watershed will serve as a
model for DEP-funded green infrastructure
projects. In addition, the City’s Vision 2020
plan brought a new emphasis to green infra-
structure and other elements necessary to wa-
ter quality, influencing — as well as influenced
by — the Intermunicipal Plan and similar initia-
tives across the City.

These opportunities are especially welcome
in the Bronx, which has one of the highest asth-
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ma rates in the United States. Through a sys-
tems approach to green infrastructure, it is esti-
mated that 9.4 percent of stormwater runoff
from impervious surfaces within the watershed
could be captured. This would come close to
reaching the DEP’s long-term Green Infra-
structure goal of managing runoff throughout
New York City from 10 percent of impervious
surfaces through detention and infiltration,
Throughout the Bronx River watershed,
these interventions could retain over 260 mil-
lion gallons of stormwater per year, with over
375 Olympic-sized swimming pools worth of
waler diverted from the sewer system. This
helps to reduce sewer overflows during rain-
storms, the primary contaminant for the river,
improving water quality. However, green infra-

structure does more than capture stormwater.
Cumulative benefits to the neighborhood
would include the transformation of almost 70
acres from pavement to pervious surfaces and

planted areas, an area the size of 13 blocks in
Manhattan.

Building the new 215t century parks: Fresh-
kills Park. When considering potential 21st
century parks, previously overlooked or ne-
glected sites, including roadway medians and
rooftops, abandoned railway tracks, and former
industrial areas must be included. These areas
offer some of the more exciting opportunities to
become new parks because they are some of the
last remaining undeveloped spaces. Taking ad-
vantage of them enhances quality of life at the
same time as it removes undesirable land uses.

Achieving this on a large scale creates a trans-
formative neighborhood benefit.

Freshkills Park is a stunning example of (he
need to address these issues as well as the advan-

tage of these types of sites. A former landfill site Bronx Concrete Park Plant, designed by James Mituxus

of 2,200 acres, Freshkills will be almost three Barretto Park, designed by Ricardo Hinkle, are key proj

times the size of Central Park, and the largest in the Bronx River Watershed to create high-performan

park to be developed in New York City in more public spaces out of areas that were previously underut
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 of Freshkills enables the creation of a new open

ew York, with the transformation of a literal junk-

a vital space for recreation and remediation.
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than 100 years. The park exemplifies the values
and aspirations of contemporary New Yorkers,
not just by providing a diversity of recreational
opportunities uncommon in the City — moun-
tain biking, trail running, kayaking, horseback
riding — but also by emphasizing environmen-
tal restoration, sustainability, and a renewed
public concern for our impact on the earth.
The transformation of what was the City’s big-
gest landfill — a reminder of wastefulness, ex-
cess, and environmental neglect — into a pro-
ductive, vital, beautiful, public cultural destina-
tion is a powerful and hopeful symbol of re-
newal and an expression of how society can
help restore the proper functioning of the land-
scape. The department of sanitation is already
harvesting methane from the landfill's decom-
posing garbage — enough to heat some 22,000
homes —and, by selling it back to the grid, gen-
erating approximately USD$12 million in an-
nual revenue for the city.

Freshkills Park will be the ambassador of a
new era of park design and operations in New
York City. Based on a masterplan and initial
projects designed by the landscape architecture
firm Field Operations, the park will implement
technologies and land management practices
aimed at reducing waste, minimizing gross en-
ergy expenditure, and nourishing the health
and well being of local ecosystems. This will in-
clude reliance on renewable energy sources
(photovoltaic cells and wind turbines, for in-
stance), stormwater management, water conser-
vation and reuse, solid waste reduction, and cul-
tivation of native plants and bulk seed for use
on site. Rain gardens are designed to capture
rainwater for irrigation while infiltration
trenches and pervious pavements will minimize
stormwater runoff. Water will also be conserved
through waterless urinals, composting toilets,
low-flow fixtures, grey water recycling in larger
buildings, and rainwater harvesting on building
roofs. These initiatives will reduce onsite water

demand by about 40 percent. To the greatest ex-
tent possible, plant materials in landscaping and
construction will be grown on site at Park’s
Greenbelt Native Plant Center. This effort to
harvest local, native seed and to grow trees for
site-wide planting will both reduce the need for
long-distance trucking and also increase sus-
tainability. All of these design elements exem-
plify the spirit of the Guidelines, providing park
amenities that serve the diverse population of
New Yorkers while simultaneously enhancing
the environmental quality of the City.

Citywide impacts: Pearly Gates Playground.
The New York City Department of Parks & Rec-
reation plans to implement the High Perfor-
marice Landscape Guidelines throughout all of
its parks, not only the large-scale and new sites
that typically garner so much attention. It is the
systematic application of the Guidelines’ princi-
ples to the designs of over 200 Parks Depart-
ment projects per year that will have the biggest
impact on the City.

Pearly Gates Playground serves as an exam-
ple of a prototypical playground. Designed by
Parks Department Landscape Architect Stephen
Koren, RLA, it was opened in 2010, showcasing
many of the goals and techniques found in the
Guidelines. Once an expanse of pavement and
outdated play equipment, the playground was
transformed into a delightful, sustainable fea-
ture of the neighborhood. Each year, 950,000
gallons of stormwater are kept on site by direct-
ing it to planting beds and other pervious sur-
faces rather than directing the runoff into storm
drains. Existing trees within the park were not
only protected, their growing arca was expand-
ed and soil amended, insuring that they will
provide shade and habitat for many years to
come. Many local materials were used, support-
ing local businesses and minimizing transporta-
tion impacts. Recycled materials used on site to-
taled over 400 cubic yards, including recycled




lass for subsurface fill that would have
ise been sent to the landfill.

carly Gates’ sustainable practices were to
cted across all City playgrounds, over
sites covering more than 1,400 acres
be transformed. Every small project can
planting areas to absorb stormwater for
broved health of existing trees and new
gs. Material such as recycled plastic lum-
shed recycled glass fill, and pavers made
cycled content could be used to build
unds rather than be sent to landfills, to-
25,000 cubic yards, enough material to
w Yankee Stadium. Over 1.1 million gal-
stormwater, enough to fill the Empire
uilding nine times, would be diverted

from the sewer every year. By converting almost
600 spray showers across the City, 1.3 trillion
gallons of water would be saved every vyear,
enough to fill and overflow the Central Park
Reservoir. While these numbers are only illus-
trations, they convey the large-scale change
made possible by very achievable measures.

Going beyond New York City. With the publi-
cation of High Performance Landscape Guide-
lines: 21st Century Parks for NYC, the New
York City Department of Parks & Recreation
embraces the challenges offered in PlaNYC,
and signals a paradigm shift in the way the City
designs, builds, maintains, and even thinks
about parks. These changes need not be con-

Pearly Gates Park, designed by Stephen Koren, in China-
town serves both the recreational needs of the surrounding
community and the function of a sustainable stormwater

retention site.

fined to the limits of New York City. The guid-
ing principles of the Guidelines are grounded
in American Society of Landscape Architects’
Sustainable Sites Initiative. The concepts and
techniques are drawn from a variety of sources
throughout the nation and world. While the
staff of the Parks Department is considered the
primary audience, the intention in creating the
Guidelines has always been for the usefulness
and scope of the document to reach beyond.
Available for download at www.nyc.gov/parks/
landscapeguidelines, this is a resource that will
not only transform New York City, but can also
fundamentally change the way urban land-
scapes are thought of and designed far beyond
New York City.
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