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As more Americans find themselves living in urban areas, green spaces will become more important than ever.  

While there is little argument over this point, the physical realities can sometimes be a bit different, so this article 

isn’t about green spaces.  This article is about the grey spaces, the concrete and brick spaces that make up city 

centers.  Presently US cities comprise only 3.5% of land area, but are home to 62.7% of the population.
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  Adding 

full parks with open space and large scale, managed vegetation is not always practical or plausible.  Urban cores 

will need to be more creative in finding ways to develop inviting areas to promote both recreation and commerce.   

 

This issue really dawned on me during a recent trip to a large Midwest city.  I find myself travelling to a lot of cities 

across the country and due to conferences and shows I generally stay in the urban, central city areas.  Being the 

hyper, type A that I am, the first thing I usually do is take a long walk around.  This helps me get a pulse for the 

area and allows me to check out local site furnishings and bicycle parking (I am an admitted product nerd).  On this 

particular walk I strolled past a dark foreboding alley which was situated between two historically significant 

buildings.  This space reminded me of a similar alley from a rehabilitation project we worked on the previous year.   

It occurred to me, how can two spaces be so similar, but one ends up being a desired destination and the other a 

place you wouldn’t want to be at night?  What can be done to promote more areas like the reclaimed alley and 

what tools are available to achieve this?  

 

Pocket parks and parklets have been increasingly used to meet this end.  The success of these projects is fairly 

simple and as famed urbanist William H. Whyte once said “People tend to sit where there are places to sit”.  As is 

often the case, simple does not necessarily mean easy.  These projects require considerable planning and the 

incorporation of appropriate furnishings can make a world of difference.  The seemingly infinite decisions are 

enough to test any landscape architect’s or planner’s vision.  These decisions range from questions of envisioned 

use such as deciding between higher capacity seating tables versus small intimate table clusters.  Other decisions 

can be politically charged such as choosing between open continuous benches versus modular seating to 

discourage urban camping.  There are so many options that range from elegant to exuberant that allow you to tap 

into the energy and soul of the area.  

 

  

Alley Pocket Park – Hartsville, SC                                        Parklet – Montreal, QC    
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Selecting the appropriate furnishings and materials are only one component in this solution.  To attract a vibrant 

crowd, thought needs to go into accommodating the transportation needs of the public.   Encouraging biking is 

probably the easiest to implement and will likely provide the best return on investment.  Bike parking in particular 

is important for parklets, which in many cases have coopted a couple of car parking stalls.  Since one of the reasons 

for creating these inviting spaces is to increase retail traffic to local vendors, having adequate bike parking is a 

must.   A 2012 NYC DOT Study has shown that bicycle infrastructure including bike lanes and bike racks can 

increase retail by up to 49%.
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Bike parking can be incorporated directly into the design of reclaimed spaces.  This can be done with capacity and 

density in mind or it can have a more creative element by incorporating branding or neighborhood designations.   

The importance of functional and accessible bike parking in these projects can’t be overstated. 

 

  

Reclaimed Urban Courtyard – Madison, WI            Custom Neighborhood Rack – Charlotte, NC 

    

Bike parking can also be more flexible and seasonal by incorporating bike corrals and other cluster parking options.  

This allows municipalities to adjust for additional parking where it is most needed or to remove the bulk of the bike 

parking in the winter months.   

 

  

Bike Corral – Waunakee, WI             Bike Corral – Silver Springs, MD 

 

                                                           
2
 New York City DOT, Measuring the Street:  New Metrics for 21

st
 Century Streets, 2012  



 
While site furnishings and bike parking are only a couple of factors in revitalizing urban spaces, they are ultimately 

some of the easiest solutions to put in place.  The goal is to create places where people want be and the well-being 

of the public and the strength of local businesses can only be improved by these efforts.  William H. Whyte also 

said “it is difficult to design a space that will not attract people.  What is remarkable is how often this has been 

accomplished”.  Utilizing a local knowledge base can be a great way to help get started and find out what options 

exist.  I am always amazed at the knowledge and experience that our Ohio group Playworld Midstates brings to the 

table.  Contact them or a similar group and let them help you find a solution.    

 

For more information about Playworld Midstates and their projects contact them at the following: 

Phone Number: 800-367-4440 

Email: info@playworldmidstates.com 

 

 


