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SELECTED URBAN PARK CONSERVANCIES AND THEIR PARKS

CONSERVANCY
Chastain Park Conservancy
Grant Park Conservancy
Historic Oakland Foundation
Piedmont Park Conservancy
Mount Vernon Place Conservancy
Railroad Park Foundation
Emerald Necklace Conservancy
Friends of the Public Garden, Inc.
Rose F. Kennedy Greenway Conservancy
Buffalo Olmsted Parks Conservancy
Friends of Fair Park
Woodall Rogers Park Foundation
Civic Center Conservancy
Detroit 300 Conservancy
Detroit Riverfront Conservancy
Bushnell Park Foundation
Buffalo Bayou Partnership
Discovery Green Conservancy
Hermann Park Conservancy
Memorial Park Conservancy
Louisville Olmsted Parks Conservancy
Overton Park Conservancy
Shelby Farms Park Conservancy
Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy
Central Park Conservancy
Friends of Hudson River Park
Friends of the High Line
Madison Square Park Conservancy
Prospect Park Alliance
Randall's Island Park Alliance
Riverside Park Conservancy
Staten Island Greenbelt Conservancy
The Battery Conservancy
Myriad Gardens Foundation
Fairmount Park Conservancy
Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy
Forest Park Conservancy
Brackenridge Park Conservancy
Guadalupe River Park Conservancy
Forest Park Forever

Trust for the National Mall
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CITY
Atlanta
Atlanta
Atlanta
Atlanta
Baltimore
Birmingham
Boston
Boston
Boston
Buffalo
Dallas
Dallas
Denver
Detroit
Detroit
Hartford
Houston
Houston
Houston
Houston
Louisville
Memphis
Memphis
New York
New York
New York
New York
New York
New York
New York
New York
New York
New York
Oklahoma City
Philadelphia
Pittsburgh
Portland
San Antonio
San Jose
St. Louis
Washington, D.C.

PARK
Chastain Park
Grant Park
Oakland Cemetery
Piedmont Park
Mount Vernon Place
Railroad Park
5 parks
3 parks
5 parks
21 parks and parkways
Fair Park
Klyde Warren Park
Civic Center
4 parks
12 parks
Bushnell Park
Buffalo Bayou
Discovery Green
Hermann Park
Memorial Park
18 parks and parkways
Overton Park
Shelby Farms Park
Brooklyn Bridge Park
Central Park
Hudson River Park
High Line
Madison Square Park
Prospect Park
Randalls Island Park
Riverside Park
10 parks
The Battery
Myriad Botanical Gardens
353 parks
8 parks
Forest Park
Brackenridge Park
Guadalupe River Park
Forest Park
The National Mall

ACRES
268
132

48
185
6
19
835
82
15

1,200
277

12

117
37
45
12

445
1,431
2,087

184

3,200
65

843

550

585
433
330
1,792
25

17
10,550
1,700
5171
246
240
1,293
146



Introduction

There was a time when urban parks were firmly considered the pride, joy and
responsibility of taxpayers. Once a park was in the public domain, all agreed that its weight
was to be carried on the shoulders of city government.

No longer. While many places still hew to the traditional model, a growing number of
cities now utilize private donations to rebuild, refurbish, and even maintain some of their
most iconic parks.

Today’s favored revitalization structure is the conservancy. New York alone has nearly two
dozen such private organizations providing financial support for a park, and thanks to
some high-profile successes, this new approach is emerging as a significant park manage-
ment model in the right circumstances.

The concept stokes both hope and fear. Many an elected official and many a private

donor trust that a conservancy can improve park success while holding down taxpayer
expense. Others are skeptical, worrying that a narrow group of residents might assume
control of a public resource with the best of intentions but without political accountability
or an understanding of the broader needs of the citizenry.

This study explores city park conservancies from all sides, using real-life findings and
experiences from 41 organizations that have a collective experience record of nearly
750 years.

Schenley Plaza, a key entranceway to Pittsburgh’s central Schenley Park, is an emblem of the
power and promise of conservancies. The neglected plaza, which had devolved into a parking lot
for 60 years, was redesigned and reconstructed by the Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy and is now
the social and environmental centerpiece of its neighborhood.
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What is a City Park Conservancy?

Conservancies are private, nonprofit park-benefit organizations that raise money
independent of the city and spend it under a plan of action mutually agreed upon with the
government. Most conservancies neither own nor hold easements on the parkland; the land
remains the city’s, and the city retains ultimate authority over everything that happens there.
While a few conservancies also exist in suburban and rural places, it is in cities that they’ve
made the biggest impact. (In some cases, they go by a different name such as “foundation,”
“alliance,” ©
Most conservancies have been founded to restore a run-down historic park, although a

trust” or even “forever.” In this report we use the generic word “conservancy.”)

growing number are being created hand-in-hand with their brand-new green spaces. The
impetus for their creation often comes from a combination of users and nearby residents,
but the political receptivity of the mayor and city government is a de facto requirement.

Typically, conservancies are created to fund large capital projects such as repairs to a building,
monument, fountain, pathway system, major lawn, forest, or lake. Many evolve to oversee

the actual construction and even to provide additional management and programming for the
park. A few move up all the way to handling park administration—from maintaining parkland
to coordinating concessions to providing security. Most conservancies take on a single signa-
ture park, but a few have expanded to several or even assumed a city-wide mandate.

Conservancies generally have large boards and small staffs. Board size reflects the diversity
of park constituencies as well as the need for broad financial reach. Staff generally focuses on
outreach, fundraising, and contractor management, with only the very largest conservancies
hiring significant numbers of maintenance and program workers.

FLICKR/DETROIT RIVERFRONT

Rivard Plaza, a notable stimulus to the revitalization of downtown Detroit, is operated and
supported by the Detroit Riverfront Conservancy, one of two private institutions partnering with
the government to support parks in the city.
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Founding Models: New York and San Francisco

Although several park-support nonprofits emerged in the 1970s, the roots of the conservancy
movement are usually traced to the founding of New York’s Central Park Conservancy in
1980. As with most innovations, the conservancy emerged from a crisis.

A nationwide recession in the 1970s, combined with several decades of depopulation and
rising social expenditures, had left New York on the brink of insolvency and in the hands of a
financial control board. The crisis severely damaged the parks department, already in decline
from its glory days under “Power Broker” Robert Moses. Central Park, designed by Frederick
Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux, was the jewel of the system, home to the landmark Metro-
politan Museum of Art and bordered by expensive apartments. But the park had declined
precipitously and was shunned by many New Yorkers as unkempt, unsettling, and unsafe.

Over the years, several organizations had sprung up to save Central Park, but there was
disagreement about how to go about it. Some advocates tried traditional protesting and

...And What Isn't a Conservancy.

Not every park-support organization is a conservancy. Here are a few institutional
models not covered in this booklet:

Friends of the Park groups. These generally all-volunteer groups focus on hands-on
cleanup and grassroots advocacy. Depending on the circumstance, a friends
organization may lobby in favor of a park department or criticize it. Either way, the
focus is on improved government services, not private philanthropy. In a few cities,
these individual park groups are so numerous they have spawned an umbrella organi-
zation, with paid staff, that works on park issues citywide. Such advocacy groups may
also go by other names, for example New Yorkers for Parks, the Philadelphia Park
Alliance, the San Francisco Park Alliance, and Park Pride, in Atlanta.

Business Improvement Districts (BIDs). These support organizations for core com-
mercial districts are multiplying quickly, to well over 1,000 nationwide. Funded through
a small surtax assessment on district property owners, BIDs typically manage sidewalk
cleanliness, help visitors and enforce orderliness. Only a few districts have thus far
taken on park issues and improvements within their boundaries. Unlike conservancies,
BIDs generally do not solicit or receive philanthropic donations.

Most Conservancies in California. Confusingly, the state of California uses the word
"Conservancy” to designate a certain type of state agency. These include the Santa
Monica Mountains Conservancy, the Tahoe Conservancy, the California Coastal
Conservancy, and others. Generally, these agencies work within their landscapes to
meet environmental and other goals. However, the word is also used in California to
refer to a few private nonprofit organizations similar to those discussed in this booklet—
for example, the Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy.
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lobbying without avail. Others proposed private fundraising. In 1978, newly-elected Mayor
Ed Koch and parks commissioner Gordon Davis created the position of Central Park
administrator, charged with supervising not only park operations and maintenance but also
community engagement and park restoration in collaboration with the private sector. Betsy
Barlow Rogers, a city planner and Olmsted scholar, got the job and was soon wearing two
hats: Central Park administrator and Central Park Conservancy president. This unprec-
edented solution launched Rogers into uncharted waters. As administrator, she was a civil
servant who managed the park, oversaw unionized city workers, set and carried out policies,
and reported to the Parks Commissioner (and ultimately the mayor). As conservancy
president, she directed special-project fundraising, led a publicity and outreach campaign,
oversaw nonunion employees, and reported to the group’s chairman (and ultimately its
board). While the two roles were spelled out in writing, the job demanded high levels

of adaptability, political sensitivity, and personal communication skills rather than a
by-the-book bureaucratic approach.

Rogers started by renovating the 1870 Dairy cottage into a visitor center, a relatively small
project to test and demonstrate capabilities and build trust. At first, the parks department
supplied two-thirds of the funding and most of the staff, but a string of successful restorations
led to a growing roster of private donations and ever-bigger projects. By 1998, the conser-
vancy had raised more than $100 million in donations; it was funding two-thirds of the park’s
budget and 70 percent of its staff. That year, it negotiated a long-term contract with the city
to manage the park. Since then, the funding balance has shifted even further, with the conser-
vancy employing 95 percent of the park’s maintenance staff and covering 75 percent of its
budget. The city continues to own the land, provide all the security (including a 100-person
Police Department precinct), fund the Central Park Zoo and all the lighting and power,
provide policy oversight, and partner in planning decisions, but the conservancy has the prime
role in park management, visitor programing, and planning.

By the late ‘80s, the Central Park Conservancy’s successes had inspired a similar effort in
Brooklyn’s Prospect Park, another Olmsted and Vaux gem that had come close to hitting rock
bottom. Within two decades, the concept was adopted for more than a dozen parks

in the Big Apple. More so than in any other city, New York has utilized conservancies as a
standard for large or high-profile parks. The improvement of those parks has paralleled—and,
some would say, helped spark—New York’s resurgence.

Because of New York’s cultural and media prominence and the fact that Central Park receives
tens of millions of visitors a year, news of the conservancy approach spread. Most leaders
from other cities recognized that the scale of the Central Park Conservancy was not possible
to emulate, but many were captivated by the concept and started to think about trying some-
thing similar. By the early 2010s, park supporters in more than a score of U.S. cities had
launched conservancies and were busily raising and spending money.
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At about the same time as the launching of the Central Park Conservancy, a parallel effort
was getting underway on the west coast. Established in 1981, the Golden Gate National Park
Association (it changed to “conservancy” in 2003) was formed to protect the urban and
suburban parklands that comprise the Golden Gate National Recreation Area. In the years
since, it has funded capital improvements and renovations at 37 sites in San Francisco and two
adjacent counties. The most prominent of these is Crissy Field, a former airfield on the San
Francisco waterfront that opened as a $34.5-million, 100-acre public park in 200T1.

In addition to capital improvements, the Golden Gate National Park Conservancy builds core
groups of volunteer stewards, restores ecologically sensitive habitats, propagates plants for
habitat restoration, and monitors wildlife. In 2013, 35,000 conservancy volunteers donated
more than 500,000 hours of service. The conservancy also builds trails, operates book stores,
runs tours, creates signage, and advocates for national park funding. However, since few cities
have large natural national parks inside their borders, this model is less transferable to other
urban locations. Only a handful of cities can potentially benefit from a similar kind of conser-
vancy for their federal park land. For the rest, the more relevant model comes from New York.

How Big is the Movement?

All told, the city park conservancy universe is small in acreage, substantial in financial
clout and number of people served, and growing rapidly.

The parkland under the purview of the conservancies—almost 35,000 acres—is
impressive, although miniscule in comparison with the 1.5 million acres in the park
systems of the 100 largest cities. By usership, the impact is substantial, with well over
125 million annual visits to the city parks that have conservancies.

The combined spending on operations and capital construction by 41 of the most
prominent conservancies totaled $158.9 million in 2012." (This compares with the
$6.2 billion spent by public park-and-recreation agencies in the 100 biggest cities that
year.) Of the 41 conservancies, 29 spent more than $1 million in 2012; the median
conservancy spent $1.5 million. On a per-acre basis, conservancies spent an average
of $14,400, about 50 percent more than public park departments.

Most significant, the movement is growing rapidly, with fully half of the 41 coming into
existence only since the year 2000.

" This figure does not include San Francisco’s $33-million-per-year Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy because the vast
bulk of that park is located outside of the city limits.
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CASE STUDY
Forest Park Forever, St. Louis

Forest Park, a 1,293-acre gem of greenery and culture, strikes a deep chord with St.
Louisians. Created in 1876, the park hosted the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition
and today houses the region’s major cultural institutions—the zoo, art museum, history
museum, science center, and the Muny outdoor theatre. The park also features four golf
courses, a forest, acres of meadows, scores of playing fields and courts, a lake, and a river.
In a city of barely 320,000, the park receives 12 million visits a year.

St. Louis’s devastating population decline (from a high of 857,000 in 1950) undermined
all the city’s institutions, and Forest Park was no exception. Despite the many cultural
institutions in the park, and their support organizations, there was no entity looking out
for the park overall. In 1986, because of the consternation of community leaders and
Mayor Vince Schoemehl, a conservancy was founded. Named Forest Park Forever, its
vision was to be a modest Central Park Conservancy working in partnership with the
city’s Department of Parks, Recreation, and Forestry. The group’s initial goal was to raise
money simply to renovate a statue, a Victorian bridge, and a bandstand.

Despite a groundswell of support for the nascent conservancy, its path was not
established easily. “Forest Park was loved by all but not always for the same reasons,” says
former Forest Park Forever president Jim Mann. Some worshipped the park as a natural
sanctuary, some for its active recreation opportunities, and some for its abundant cultural
offerings. Some groups wanted more facilities, others wanted buildings demolished. As
for the “car problem,” there was fierce wrangling over whether the park should offer
more parking, or less. While private donors wanted to help, most felt that the city needed
to bear a portion of the burden. But city taxpayers had stubbornly turned down every
proposed capital bond initiative for parks since 1958.

PUBLIC SPACES/PRIVATE MONEY: THE TRIUMPHS AND PITFALLS OF URBAN PARK CONSERVANCIES
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Under the strain of quarreling user groups, the attempt to develop a master plan for
Forest Park failed, and for the seven years following the conservancy’s founding only
emergency repairs held the park together. Finally in 1993, under the prodding of newly
elected Mayor Freeman Bosley, Jr., St. Louis voters passed a half-cent sales tax to finance
city-wide capital improvements, of which parks were allotted $17 million. It wasn’t much
money, but Forest Park Forever successfully used it to signal the public’s commitment to
the business establishment.

Building on the momentum, Mayor Bosley called for an agreement on a new Forest Park
master plan, and painstaking negotiations finally unified the warring factions. The key
breakthrough was concurrence on a policy of “no net loss of parkland” to automobiles or
buildings: any new impermeable surface would have to be compensated by an equivalent
area of de-paving elsewhere.

As soon as the master plan was approved in 1995, Forest Park Forever and the city
launched an ambitious campaign they called “Restoring the Glory.” The city committed
$43 million of public funds, which FPF pledged to match in private gifts. The target
date to complete the restoration was set for 2004, the hundredth anniversary of the
“Meet Me in St. Louis” World’s Fair and the 200th anniversary of the Louis and Clark
expedition. To achieve the goal, the city enacted a one-eighth-cent sales tax increase
and Forest Park Forever launched a multi-level private campaign that brought in
donations from 2,004 pennies from grade school classes up to $2.004-million gifts from
corporations and foundations. One fundraising stimulus was a pledge by the Danforth
Foundation to match all contributions made by medium-sized businesses. (The
campaign has since far surpassed its goal.)

The master plan is overseen by a 25-member Forest Park Advisory Board, appointed

by the mayor, which reports to the director of the Department of Parks, Recreation,

and Forestry. The city retains ultimate authority over the park, but responsibilities have
gradually flowed to the conservancy. Under the 1997 agreement, the city was to oversee
capital projects while Forest Park Forever was to raise the money for them. However,
renovations fell behind schedule, and in 2002 the conservancy was authorized to manage
construction. Park maintenance followed a similar path, and Forest Park Forever is now
increasingly involved in day-to-day operations.

Paying for maintenance is an ongoing challenge, so in 2012 the partners launched a
$130-million joint initiative to expand the Forest Park Forever endowment, with $30
million from new city bonds and $100 million from private money. (The bond receipts
are directed into an account that can be used only with the approval of both Forest Park
Forever and the city) The initiatives are projected to increase annual park funding from
$10 million to $15 million within a decade. The partnership with the city also includes

a 30-year agreement to share decision-making. The city is now responsible for snow
removal, trash collection, and building and sidewalk repair, while FPF handles mowing,
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turf management, horticulture, and litter pickup. The park now has its own maintenance
staff, made up of city workers and Forest Park Forever employees.

Forest Park Forever is perhaps the nation’s most successful park conservancy in a smaller
city. Former Forest Park Forever President Jim Mann attributes much of that to the
master planning process—which was completed before fundraising or politics could
influence a project wish list, he notes. Although getting the 1995 agreement was arduous,
the document is still in force today. This unified vision has guided fundraising, reassuring
donors that the conservancy has the city’s blessing in any and all projects. By laying out
explicit rules for project design and donor recognition, the plan also has prevented the
launching of outlandish ideas. And the meticulous process—stipulating, for example, that
each project be brought before the advisory board three separate times—has provided the
conservancy and the city with shared guidelines, enabling Forest Park Forever to assume
project oversight when the city slipped.

The plan also has insulated the park from shifting political tides. “Nobody had interest
or energy to reopen that [planning] process,” says Mann. “The renovations were a win
for everyone—especially the politicians, who looked good because something was actually
getting done!”

375
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1986
$3,926,486
$12,998,911
92%

1%
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1,100

38

5 officers, 12-member
executive committee,
18 general directors,
10 ex-officio**

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

FOREST PARK FOREVER

Acres managed (of 1,293-acre park)

Park created

Conservancy founded

Expenditures*

Revenue*

Contributions and grants as portion of total revenue*
Earned revenue as portion of total revenue*
Employees

Volunteers

Voting board members

Board structure

Conservancy manages operations/maintenance?
Conservancy conducts capital projects?
Conservancy programs park?

Conservancy created master plan?

*Annual, 2009-2012 average
**Ex-officio: Mayor, Parks Director, Alderman, Art Museum, Forest Park Golf Course, Missouri Historical Society, Muny,
Science Center, Washington University and Zoo.
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What Makes a Park Conservancy Successful?

Maintaining and operating a park is not easy. That’s why the task was assumed by the govern-
ment in the first place. Roads, paths, and buildings must be maintained and repaired, beautiful
perennials, trees and shrubs planted and pruned, invasive plants removed, erosion prevented
and counteracted, conflicting human uses arbitrated and controlled, automobiles guided

and restrained, and signage erected, replaced and refaced. Safety must be assured, drains
unclogged, fountains repaired, restrooms cleaned, special events designed and controlled,
litter picked up, trash cans emptied, dangerous trees and branches removed, sports leagues
managed, and more.

“Conservancies exist because the projects they’re working on are really difficult,” says
Lindy Eichenbaum Lent, director of Denver’s Civic Center Conservancy. “It’s important to
acknowledge that the issues they’re founded to tackle have eluded other efforts.”

Conservancies fill in the gaps of public park agencies, says Anne Olson of Houston’s Buffalo
Bayou Partnership. “These partnerships are essential for keeping parks in good shape without
having to compete for limited funding in every budget cycle. The public and private sectors
each strengthen the other’s funding commitments and management capabilities.”

Not everyone agrees that government needs propping up by the private sector. Jack Linn, who
worked on the public side of partnerships as former assistant commissioner in the New York
City Department of Parks and Recreation, cautions that private conservancies should not be
seen as a panacea for park problems. “Conservancies are Plan B,” he says. “They should not

be perceived as the default approach to funding park upkeep and restoration. There’s a real
danger in removing the public obligation to fund park and recreation systems.”

Agreeing with Linn is civil rights attorney Larry Krasner, who defended a group of Occupy
Wall Street protesters. “I think there is a trend of analogizing public space to shopping malls,”
Krasner says, “and I think a lot of people view that as a sad state of affairs. It seems to indicate
that government is insufficiently funded or not able to provide services we used to take for
granted.”

Regardless of any clashes over ideology, private park conservancies are multiplying rapidly;
about 50 percent of major cities now have at least one.

For people who are skeptical of government—whether due to frustration with opaque
accounting practices, concern over municipal willpower, or fear of political discontinuity—a
conservancy can be perceived as a Rock of Gibraltar in a shaky environment. As one observer
put it, “Mayors come and go but conservancies maintain equilibrium.” Of course, the oppo-
site situation can also occur: there are conservancies with significant board and staff turnover
operating in cities with stable, multi-term mayoral administrations. No matter the situation,
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THE EXPERIENCE SO FAR
WHEN PARKS AND THEIR SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS WERE FOUNDED

City Conservancy Park Created Cc;;;suenrézr‘;cy
Atlanta Historic Oakland Foundation 1850 1984
Atlanta Piedmont Park Conservancy 1887 1989
Atlanta Grant Park Conservancy 1883 1999
Atlanta Chastain Park Conservancy 1938 2004
Baltimore Mount Vernon Place Conservancy 1829 2008
Birmingham Railroad Park Foundation 2010 2008
Boston Emerald Necklace Conservancy 1879 1997
Boston Friends of the Public Garden 1634 2000*
Boston Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy Greenway Conservancy 2007 2004
Buffalo Buffalo Olmsted Parks Conservancy 1870 1995
Dallas Friends of Fair Park 1886 1986
Dallas Woodall Rogers Park Foundation 2012 2004
Denver Civic Center Conservancy 1894 2004
Detroit Detroit 300 Conservancy 1847 2001
Detroit Detroit Riverfront Conservancy 1975 2002
Hartford Bushnell Park Foundation 1854 1981
Houston Buffalo Bayou Partnership 1899 1986
Houston Memorial Park Conservancy 1925 2000
Houston Discovery Green Conservancy 2008 2004
Houston Hermann Park Conservancy 1914 2004*
Louisville Louisville Olmsted Parks Conservancy 1880 1989
Memphis Shelby Farms Park Conservancy 1975 2007
Memphis Overton Park Conservancy 1901 2011
New York Central Park Conservancy 1858 1980
New York Riverside Park Conservancy 1872 1986
New York Prospect Park Alliance 1868 1987
New York Staten Island Greenbelt Conservancy 1984 1987
New York Randall's Island Park Alliance 1933 1992
New York The Battery Conservancy 1823 1994
New York Friends of Hudson River Park 2003 1999
New York Friends of the High Line 2009 2000
New York Madison Square Park Conservancy 1847 2002
New York Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy 2010 2005*
Oklahoma City Myriad Gardens Foundation 1981 2011*
Philadelphia Fairmount Park Conservancy 1855 2001
Pittsburgh Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy 1889 1996
Portland The Forest Park Conservancy 1947 1989
San Antonio Brackenridge Park Conservancy 1899 2008
San Jose Guadalupe River Park Conservancy 1990 1995
St. Louis Forest Park Forever 1876 1986
Washington, D.C. Trust for the National Mall 1791 2002

*Year that organization took on significant conservancy operations.
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conservancies and cities can bolster each other, promoting an equilibrium that evens out the
peaks and valleys of both government and private sector variability.

Thus, to help conservancies be as successful as possible, and to avoid critical pitfalls, we have
closely studied what makes them succeed or fail. This booklet distills a set of lessons and best
practices for the field.

Formal Agreement with the City

Public-private partnerships are a “belt and suspenders approach,” says Deborah Marton,
director of the New York Restoration Project. Which entity is which varies from place to
place, but without both functioning smoothly together, the structure won’t hold up.

The nascent conservancy faces a paradox. It needs a high profile, important portfolio of tasks
to attract publicity and donations, but it does not yet have the experience to assure success.
Moreover, no matter how much money a conservancy brings in, it operates on land owned
by its public partner. Remembering this is crucial to issues of trust and respect and shared
credit—the troika of factors that makes or breaks the relationship.

The best way to insure success is through a formal agreement defining both parties’ roles,
often in the form of a memorandum of understanding (MOU). This contract cements the
partnership by detailing authorities and responsibilities for fundraising, park planning, design,
construction, maintenance and other matters. For a newly formed conservancy, the MOU
provides legitimacy and the imprimatur of the government (enabling fundraising) while
delineating responsibilities that the fledgling institution can handle. For the city, the MOU
protects the public interest in the park, defending against unexpected conservancy initiatives
or donor influence.

“When a private group proposes a public-private partnership, the city needs to do its research,”
says Betsy Smith, who worked with conservancies as an assistant commissioner in the New
York City Department of Parks and Recreation. “You have to ask, how much responsibility
should the organization take on? Does the organization have the capacity to accomplish what
it wants to do?”

There is no boilerplate language for a contract like this. Each agreement is driven by the
current problems and perceived needs of the park, the ambitions of the private group, and the
city’s capabilities. Some conservancies start off with an MOU fully focused on capital projects
that repair or renew historic structures. Later, if successful, some seek to extend their mission
into maintenance and management. Others do it the other way, starting out small with
programming while building capacity to take on capital projects.

In crafting an agreement, some matters arise universally: who are the stakeholders and how
much say will they have in planning and implementing the agreement?> Which partner will
handle the bidding and manage the construction on capital projects? How will maintenance
be divided between the partners? What will protect private dollars from being misspent? How
will donors be recognized?
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CASE STUDY
Piedmont Park Conservancy, Atlanta

Often called “the Central Park of the South,” Piedmont Park has served as Atlanta’s
green gathering place for more than 100 years. Originally the site of the Gentleman’s
Driving Club, the land was home to the 1895 Cotton States and International
Exposition. The city of Atlanta purchased it for a park in 1904, expanding the city limits
to allow it to fit. Eight years later, the Olmsted Brothers firm created a powerful vision
for Piedmont Park, but the plan was unfortunately never fully implemented. For more
than a century, significant park acreage wasn’t even designed and developed, much less
maintained or programmed.

In the 1970s, the city lost the capacity to maintain Piedmont Park adequately, and
park misuse threatened to bring down the value of surrounding communities. Dying
trees, decrepit buildings, and pockmarked lawns—plus rampant drug use and frequent
assaults—signaled a park in need of an intervention.

The first effort to reverse the decline occurred in 1976, when an innovative parks
commissioner closed park roads to cars on weekends. Despite initial howls of protest, the
program was notably successful in reducing crime and many of the anti-social activities
and, within several years, was extended to a permanent, all-week ban of cars on park
roads.

But it wasn’t enough, so in 1984 a group of Midtown citizens formed Friends of
Piedmont Park to promote small-scale volunteer and advocacy efforts. Over five years,
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the friends group added business and community leaders to its membership and
reorganized as the Piedmont Park Conservancy. The reorganization was intended to
upgrade a modest shaker into a major mover, but mutual distrust with the city hampered
that evolution, and the conservancy struggled to get a foothold

“We debated with the city whether we could exist, whether we could take the park over,
and what we'd have to do for the city in order to run and renovate the park on our own,”
says Mike Semrau, the conservancy’s founding board chair. There followed several years
of negotiation before an agreement was finally reached in 1992. Even then, skepticism of
the new organization ran high, in part because the community was still bitter that earlier
master plans had called for repurposing parkland for other uses. Early meetings regularly
collapsed into screaming matches.

“We needed to overcome great distrust because folks in the neighborhood associated

us with earlier threats to the park,” recalled Debbie McCown, an early president of

the conservancy. To build rapport, the conservancy created a S0-member community
advisory board to vet projects and address park users’ concerns. At the same time, having
ex-officio board members facilitated better communication with the mayor, city council,
and parks department. Finally in 1995—six years after the conservancy’s incorporation—
the partners approved a new Piedmont Park Master Plan, clearing the way for serious

fundraising.

The Piedmont Park Conservancy’s initial $1.5 million capital campaign focused on

the more heavily visited south end of the park—improvements to public safety, the
restoration of lawns and small historic elements, a dog park, and new programming,
Successive campaigns grew dramatically in size—to $6 million, then $25 million—and
funded and managed extensive restoration of historic buildings—a boathouse, a meeting
hall—and a new irrigation system. The conservancy also designed and built a new
community center. Most controversial, prompting protracted debate, was a new hillside
automobile garage for the Atlanta Botanical Garden balanced by the concomitant
closing of a surface parking lot in the center of the park. The conservancy steered the
conversation on that project to approval and then managed construction.

Since 1995 the Piedmont Park Conservancy has become a leviathan. It implements the
park’s master plan, oversees all aspects of capital improvements, and funds and executes
about 85 percent of daily maintenance. (Of Piedmont Park’s approximately $3-million
annual operating budget, the city of Atlanta currently contributes only $175,000, down
from about $400,000 in 1992). The organization runs on a mix of revenue, roughly 40
percent earned and 60 percent donated. The conservancy has five facility management
agreements with profits going toward park maintenance.

“When you take on a master plan that grows the park, you have to figure out new ways to

manage upkeep,” former conservancy CEO Yvette Bowden told City Parks Blog in 2013.
“In this economy, you have to be nimble with your business model, making sure you can
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take care of everything you open. Part of our commitment to our donors, supporters
and members is that we’re not going to take our eyes off the maintenance factor.”

Moving gradually north through the park with its renovations, the Piedmont Park
Conservancy is now tackling its biggest challenge—designing for the very first time
53 acres of unkempt woodland that had sat ignored for a century. Phase I, which cost
$43.5 million and opened in 2013, covered 41 acres and added miles of trails to the
park, converted a green waste dump into new ball fields, forged a park connection

to the Atlanta BeltLine, removed invasive plants from a three-acre hardwood forest,
and planted 1,000 trees. Phase 11 will rework the remaining 12.5 acres into a water-
retention area, community garden, outdoor classroom, and new playground.

Despite its many successes, the conservancy is not completely free of challenges. Public
safety, though vastly improved, remains a concern, and residents were rattled in 2009
by a fatal stabbing near Lake Clara Meer. The city and the conservancy have stepped
up patrols, installed security cameras, and revisited strategies to stimulate activity. New
conservancy-funded security officers enforce the 11 p.m.—6 am. closure, which has
greatly reduced drug dealing, cruising, and sleeping out in the park.

PIEDMONT PARK CONSERVANCY

185 acres | Park size
1887 Park created
1989 | Conservancy founded
$11,608,365 | Expenditures*
$6,678,384 Revenue*
88% Contributions and grants as portion of t