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Signature parks help to define their cities and generate substantial civic, economic, and 
fiscal value. 
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Public Enjoyment Civic Identity 

Tourism Real Estate Value 

Signature parks provide more than beautiful landscapes; quality public 
programming increases their value as destinations for all. 

Signature parks are must-see destinations, increasing tourism city-wide 
and generating higher retail, restaurant, and hotel sales. 

Signature parks embody the character and brand of a city to visitors 
and residents, supporting long-term economic growth and civic pride. 

Signature parks increase the value of nearby properties and support 
new, dense development. 
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Many signature parks have special purpose entities – both public and private – 
dedicated to management, programming and other key functions. 
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Public-private partnerships are increasingly common in 
urban park development and stewardship. In signature 
parks – the parks that are most heavily used and help 
establish distinctive identities for their cities – dedicated 
management organizations, both public and private, 
are ever more prevalent. They program and operate 
these parks as independent places, complementary to 
but separate from their cities’ larger park systems. 
 
These dedicated park stewards – from conservancies to 
friends groups to municipal corporations – have become 
a preferred means for renewing the quality of older 
parks and guiding the development of new downtown 
parks that anchor neighborhoods, become must-
experience destinations, and maximize public benefits. 
 
City Parks Alliance and HR&A Advisors conducted a 
survey of the country’s most prominent signature park 
stewards to demonstrate how they contribute to the 
betterment of American cities and identify opportunities 
for improvement.  Our results are summarized here. 
 
 

Bayfront Park, Miami 
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City Parks Alliance and HR&A surveyed 58 
dedicated park stewardship organizations across 
North America, selected by the high levels of 
visitation that their parks receive, their location in 
major cities, and/or membership in City Parks 
Alliance. 
 
What is the legal and organizational profile of a 
dedicated park steward? What roles do dedicated 
park stewards serve?  How much do dedicated park 
stewards spend to operate signature city parks? 
What are the sources of funds most commonly used to 
support signature city parks?  Where are there 
opportunities for improvement?   
 
These were some of the core questions embedded in 
the detailed survey, which was administered online. 
19 organizations responded (a 33% response rate), 
representing a wide array of parks and cities of all 
sizes across the country, as well as organizations both 
public and private. 
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Distribution of Respondents by Park & City Size 

About the Survey: an effort to find common ground among disparate parks, cities, and 
organizational structures. 

Geographic Distribution of Respondents 
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City Parks Alliance is a national organization comprised of city parks 
leaders from across the country who work together to strengthen America's 
city parks. The organization has been in formation over the past several 
years in response to a broad-based movement of city park advocates who 
recognize the critical role parks play in the revitalization of our cities. The 
mission of City Parks Alliance is to create vibrant and healthy parks and 
green spaces that contribute to sustainable cities by organizing, facilitating 
and nurturing a broad-based movement. 

HR&A Advisors, Inc. has more than three decades’ experience working on 
the planning and development of urban public spaces, and is an industry 
leader in real estate, economic development, and public policy consulting. 
The firm focuses on the development and revitalization of parks as drivers 
for urban prosperity, establishing sustainable financial models that ensure 
standards of maintenance and programming commensurate with a park’s 
distinct context and mission, and developing effective stewardship structures.  
From the High Line to the Toronto Waterfront, Balboa Park to the Queen 
Elizabeth Olympic Park, HR&A’s solutions have contributed to dozens of 
fiscally responsible projects across the world. 
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City Parks Alliance and HR&A Advisors 



Key Findings 
Roles and Responsibilities 
Value Added Offer 
Spending and Funding Sources 
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Park stewardship organizations fill capacities that the 
public sector increasingly lacks the resources to provide, 
especially public programming. The net result is often a 
significant public amenity at minimal public cost. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Roles and Responsibilities: dedicated park stewards consistently provide a range of 
services: programming, volunteer recruitment, fundraising, and capital improvements. 
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100% PRODUCE PROGRAMMING 

94% RECRUIT VOLUNTEERS 

89% MANAGE CAPITAL IMPROVEMENTS 

89% SOLICIT PRIVATE FUNDING 

78% OVERSEE PARK ADMINISTRATION 

78% MAINTAIN THEIR PARKS 

53% COORDINATE CONCESSIONS 

44% PROVIDE PARK SECURITY 

Piedmont Park, Atlanta 
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Buffalo Olmsted Parks Conservancy recruits volunteers. 
 

Roles and Responsibilities: stewards of historic parks reestablish their prominence; 
stewards of newer parks reinvent urban voids to create valuable downtown amenities. 

Historic parks are frequently stewarded by 
community-led organizations more likely to specialize 
in philanthropy and volunteer recruitment. 
Respondents that manage historic parks spent an 
average of $1 million annually on capital 
improvements. 

 

Distribution of Respondents by Year of Initial Park Construction 

1850 1925 1875 1900 1950 1975 2000 

New parks more often involve organizations that 
generate earned income through retail and 
restaurant amenities and perform a wider range of 
functions, such as security. They support major 
downtown public investments: 100% of respondents 
were located downtown, and their parks had a 
median construction cost of $82 million. 
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Boston’s Rose Kennedy Greenway hosts gourmet food truck concessions. 
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Dedicated management organizations are typically  
private groups that have a formal management 
agreement with a public entity who is the 
landowner. Aside from certain cases of private 
managers gaining ownership of  
public lands, such as San  
Francisco’s Presidio,  
parks are 
overwhelmingly  
publicly-owned. 
 
 
100% of public  
land stewards surveyed 
receive oversight from park owners.  
The most common oversights are holding stewards to 
maintenance standards and permitting large-scale 
public gatherings.  Oversight ensures that private 
partners maximize public benefits, while committing 
the public sector to supporting signature parks. 

 

Primary 
Landowner 

26% 
Not 

Primary 
Landowner 

74% 

Roles and Responsibilities: partnerships leverage private resources for public benefit; 
respondents indicate the public sector retains oversight and control.  
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Madison Square Park, New York 
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Programming is a core role of dedicated park 
stewards; 100% of organizations sponsor programs in 
parks. The typical organization sponsors 60 programs 
each year, or more than one program per week.  
Many parks provide programming nearly every day 
of the year. 
 
Privately-run park stewardship organizations are 
increasingly providing cultural programs in public 
parks: the vast majority (80%) of organizations run 
performing arts events, while just over half run athletic 
programs.  

 

Value Added Offer: in constrained fiscal environments, dedicated park organizations 
have helped fill gaps in providing quality public programs in parks. 
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Program Types Sponsored  
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Signature parks’ event calendars are packed with diverse public 
offerings throughout the year.  Programming is tailored to stewards’ 
desired constituencies.  These free public offerings can generate 
revenue for operations by stimulating philanthropy, bringing more 
customers to park concessions, and creating opportunities for 
valuable institutional and corporate sponsorship. (Shown: 
programming brochures at Brooklyn Bridge Park, Bryant Park, and 
The High Line in New York) 
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Post Office Square, Boston 

Value Added Offer: organizations dedicate substantial resources to maintaining  
their parks. 

Most stewards participate in maintaining their 
parks. Though conventionally a city park department 
role, dedicated park managers, including private 
management organizations, have stepped in as 
municipal budgets have declined.  
 
Quality maintenance attracts high visitation and 
mitigates the effects of that visitation on landscape. It 
also increases perceptions of safety and quality, 
creating value for private partners. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maintenance: Everyday upkeep of the physical park resource, such as 
clearing trash, sweeping paths, and fixing benches 
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80% of respondents maintain their parks 

40% of respondents are the sole 
maintenance entities in their parks 
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Spending and Funding Sources: quality parks are costly to operate. The average 
steward surveyed spends $180,000 annually per acre of park land. 

Signature parks require substantial public and private 
investment. 60% of the organizations surveyed spent 
over $1 million annually on park operations, and the 
median organization spent $2.5 million. Programming 
and maintenance are the major areas of spending; 
together, they account for over half of operating 
budgets.   

Management 
14% 

Maintenance 
32% 

Programming 
29% 

Volunteers 
4% 

Concessions 
2% 

Fundraising 
14% 

Security 
5% 

Distribution of Operating Spending 
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Discovery Green, Houston 

http://www.discoverygreen.com/�
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Spending and Funding Sources: public-private partnerships are resourceful in securing 
a wide variety of funding sources for the parks they manage. 

The average dedicated park manager relies on six 
or more sources of funding, which range from 
concessions to naming rights.  Philanthropy is the 
most prevalent source of funds, followed by earned 
income and funds from government. 

 
 

New York’s Brooklyn Bridge Park will be an 85 acre public park 
stretching 1.5 miles along the Brooklyn waterfront. While capital will 
be funded through public funds, the Brooklyn Bridge Park Operating 
Corporation will finance its $16 million maintenance budget through 
real estate proceeds and earned income. Programming provided by 
the Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy is funded through  
philanthropy and public funds. 
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89% LEVERAGE PHILANTHROPY 

from donations, grants & member fees 

74% ATTRACT CORPORATE SPONSORSHIP 

68% BENEFIT FROM EARNED INCOME 

from concessions, events, fees & permits 

68% RECEIVE PUBLIC FUNDS 

from local, state & federal sources 

21% ACCESS INFRASTRUCTURE REVENUES 
from parking, communications & green 
infrastructure 

16% CAPTURE VALUE FROM REAL ESTATE 

from land transactions & special assessments 
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Spending and Funding Sources: few park stewards capture the real estate value that 
well-maintained parks generate. 

*NYFP 2004, Trust for Public Land 2009, Goodman Williams 2006 
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Studies show signature parks generate a 5-25% 
premium for adjacent and proximate properties,* yet 
only 1/6 of respondents have secured these value 
increments as sources for funding the stewardship of 
their parks. 
 

37% of respondents 
conducted studies on 
the economic impact 
of their parks. 

16% rely on 
 special assessments  
or real estate transactions 
for funding. 

The City of Seattle is authorized to fund park construction in part 
through financing based on projected real estate premiums. (Shown: 
Lake Union Park) 
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Conclusions 
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Signature park stewards maximize the value generated by public 
spaces by producing public programs and investing in top-quality 
maintenance and capital improvements, among other responsibilites. 

Successful park stewards leverage private sector support to provide 
top-quality programming and maintenance while remaining under 
public control and oversight. 

Quality services require high levels of funding, and park stewards 
can be resourceful in securing diverse funding sources for their parks. 

Real estate value capture is a substantial, often untapped 
opportunity to fund signature city parks.  
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