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OUR VISIONING PROCESS
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Following a $1.8 million allocation by Council Member Christine Quinn for the redesign
of Mathews Palmer Park, our community began a visioning process and held a
meeting of community leaders and residents on March 4th 2013.
At this meeting community members between the ages of 4 and 74 recalled stories of
their experiences at the park across more than 4 decades. To a person they voiced
their hope that the park would be refurbished with innovative play equipment and
green space yet retain elements of its diverse history.
Subsequently we began to collaborate with surrounding residents, block associations
and businesses. With their help, we have more inclusively and comprehensively
gathered our neighbors’ ideas for reinventing Mathews Palmer Playground.
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In May of 2013, we collected opinions through on-line and written surveys, community
interviews and a Design Your Park Day — utilizing the People Make Parks model —
inviting neighbors to share ideas about park conditions and ideas for its renovation.
Community events including interactive events, live performances, a film screening, a
yoga class, gardening tips and clay sculpting drew a broad spectrum of stakeholders to
the park to meet their neighbors and share their ideas.
The results show a community longing for a park that is safe, filled with natural
elements, and inclusive of the needs and diversity of the neighborhood.
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About the Community
Mathews Palmer Park lies in the heart of CB4 and Hell’s Kitchen on 45th
Street between 9th and 10th Avenues.
Surrounding the park are dozens of brownstones and small apartment
buildings which house one of New York City’s most racially, economically
and culturally diverse communities.
According to recent census data, Hell’s Kitchen has a large population of
older residents with limited resources, mobility and few places in close
proximity to sit outside and relax. Median household income is $46,814.
The neighborhood — immediately west of New York's main business
district — has seen huge growth in the last decade attracting new
businesses and a younger demographic looking for places to exercise
outdoors. Some stats:
• Mathews Palmer is part of City Council District 3, which has
total acreage of 2,281 with only 39 acres of Parkland
• Percent parkland = 2%. That is far below the average of 14%
city wide
• This ranks our community 47th out of 51 districts for parkland
acres per resident

Given the diversity of the community and one of the lowest green space to
population ratios in the City, the need for open park space that serves a
wide demographic cannot be overstated.
All data derived from 2011 census data, 2009 New Yorkers For Parks
Publication http://ny4p.org/research/d-profiles/3.pdf, and CB4
publication http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/lucds/mn4profile.pdf

Area Demographics / Info
•

243 people completed the survey (online and offline versions)

•

65 additional people were interviewed to get their feedback

•

88% of people completing the surveys live within a 3 block radius of
Mathews Palmer Park

•

Respondents included children as young as 3 and adults aged 80+

•

Respondents were 54% women and 46% men

•

52% of all respondents had children who play in the park

•

8% of residents living in our community are under 18 years of age*

Indicative of our community and respondents to the surveys
*Data sources provided on slide 6

Survey Results
How often do you visit Mathews Palmer Park
and /or other parks / playgrounds?
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“I’d visit the park
more but there is
nothing there for
an adult without
kids. So I go
elsewhere.”

Rate the importance of each park feature
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What would you like to improve about the park?
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“It’s close by but
it’s ugly – all
concrete and
poorly maintained
metal fences.”
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“It feels like the
1970’s inside.”

Many respondents mentioned a lack of security and
a feeling of being dangerous – especially in the late
afternoon as it starts to get dark.

What would you like to see happen to the Train
Perspectives

Use elements in
design – 16%
Remove it entirely – 31%

Keep at least a
portion - 57%

“It [the train]
occupies a huge
space in the park
that could be used
more efficiently.”
“I like the idea of
the train, just not
the train itself.”

The train is an iconic element of the park that
many residents would like to keep. However at
least an equal number pointed to it’s unwieldy
size.
Parents of younger children also noted the
proximity of the train to the 45th Street
entrance which makes some parents nervous.

How do you feel about the mosaics and other art in the park?
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“The mosaics are
our history. Keep
them. But clean
them up and
incorporate them
into the design. –
don’t just stick
them all over the
place.”
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Residents were very vocal about
maintaining some connection to the
past. Elements that spoke to the history
of the park itself and the community as
a whole. They want to know who
created the mosaics and why.

If the park had an overall theme, what would you like it to be?
Perspectives

Community - 13
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Train park - 8
Theater - 8

Neighborhood
history - 20

“How wonderful
to create a park
theme that ties
into the
community and
the people who
live here.”

Community residents also liked
the idea of maintaining some
connection to the past. Elements
that spoke to the history of the
park itself and the community as
a whole.

If I could design the park, I'd want...
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“Our teens are so
underserved. They
need a safe, ‘cool’
place where they
can hang out with
friends. I’d make a
teen spot within
the playground.”

Green space is a must, but the
responses show a community
wanting a multi-functioning park
that serves all members of a
culturally and demographically
diverse community.

What type of events would you attend in the park?
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The diversity of responses to this question are indicative of the community – a
community looking for a park / playground that serves multiple needs for
multiple audiences and demographics.

“I love the events.
Imagine if there
were more types
of activities and
seating and other
elements that
promoted
attendance.”

Community Wants / Needs

SAFETY AND SECURITY
“The park feels unsafe!
There are often adults at the park who talk to themselves but about
the children! They are always in the same spots - by the youngest
kids!”
“I'm afraid to bring my kids!
Too many people loitering. Some stay the whole day - homeless
people - sleeping on benches. Park acts as taxi driver bathroom stop.
Too shady and dark. Don't like people using park as street cutover am afraid someone would take my kid and run.”
“Remove benches from along the edges.
Allows sketchy individuals to hang out easier as opposed to benches in
center.”
“The restrooms have got to go!
It is completely inappropriate and unsafe to have all of the taxi drivers
using the facilities constantly right next to a children's play area.”

Perspectives
“It constantly
reeks of
marijuana.... and I
see lots of other
illicit activity too!”

PLAYGROUND
EQUIPMENT
Make it special and unique!

Make it safe!

Rings, double bars
and pull up bars

Going to the park should feel
like an adventure!

We’d love a tire swing,
see-saw or
other old-school
playground stuff!

A water sprinkler
and more seating
around it.

We’d like a cool scooter road
so we could ride around the
playground.

I’d love game
boards painted
on the ground.

I wish there were
some really cool
things to climb on.

Would be great if equipment, games,
supplies, etc.. could be stored in the
shed where the bathrooms are.

We want a dog
run!

LAYOUT AND DESIGN
“It feels more like a school
playground than a
community park,
Which might be great for
one
segment
of
the
community, but definitely
excludes others. This park is
not as user friendly as other
parks. It does not invite
people to sit and linger, or to
use the green space as a
green space.”

“More like a jail than a place
to enjoy with neighbors.
Please redesign the park as a
more cohesive, united space.
Remove the thick metal
fences that divide everything.
The fences are ugly, intrusive
and compartmentalize the
area. The play area for
smaller kids should still have
a safety fence and working
gates, but they could look
more friendly / less like a jail.
Also benches along walls and
all the "corners" create
spaces that attract homeless
/ adults / drugs making it feel
unsafe.”

“The park is d-i-v-i-d-e-d !

“Two distinct play areas.

Brick walls force people away
from the center of the park
instead of inviting them in.
With all the different walls
surrounding the park, there
must be some way open it
up.”

One geared toward younger
kids and one for older kids,
and there should be a
working gate around the
little kids' area so they can't
run away or be snatched.
There is a garden on 48th
Street and other playgrounds
nearby (43rd, 10th Ave), so
this one should have some
elements that make it
distinct!”

Perspectives
“I wish the park
didn’t feel like it
was just for kids…
I’d like to use it
much more.”

SEATING
“Add small stadium seating.
For the basketball park (which should remain).
Could serve multiple purposes by also being a
viewing place for outdoor movies/outdoor theater.
Perhaps fold up and down?”

“Seating people can’t sleep on.
Rows of benches invite loitering.”
“Comfortable seating - not just benches.
Maybe something more innovative and
comfortable for us old folks.”
“Seating for people to sit and read.
I'd love some bench seating that was in a green
space instead of just along the wall by the playtrain – seating that doesn't feel like it's for parents
watching children.”

LIGHT AND DARK
“The park often feels DARK.
Especially late in the day.”
“The park is too dark.
Tall surrounding buildings / huge trees. Perhaps
there's a way to bring in more natural light by using
smart reflectors. Or… lighting like on the High Line something indirect and hidden. It should be better
designed than just light from street lamp-style
lighting. Better lighting will go a long way to make
a more welcoming park. “
“Natural sunlight filtering in from above.
The trees are wonderful, but they block ALL the
direct sunlight and make the park darker especially in the afternoon.”
“We love the shade!
Especially on the HOT days!”
“Lighting / electricity we can control.
It is such an ideal outdoor venue and lighting is key
for outdoor events. Please add that infrastructure.”

Key Recommendations


Playground equipment should be innovative, cutting-edge and unique.
Including some old-school play elements (ex. tire swing, see-saw, etc.)



Design should foster a safer, more secure environment through use of
better lighting and a layout that removes “corners.”



Landscape design should make space feel “green” and inviting, with more
natural elements (grass, plants, rocks, boulders, water, etc.)



Varied seating conducive to diverse groups including: parents, teens,
seniors and adults w/o kids wanting to relax, read and enjoy the outdoors



Open space should be maintained for basketball courts, films, performances
and other community activities



Design should incorporate innovative, controllable lighting – both natural
and electric (solar), for general use and for evening events



Park and neighborhood history should be incorporated into the theme,
through existing artwork and new design

Results show a
community
longing for a
park that is safe,
filled with natural
elements, and
inclusive of the
needs and
diversity of the
neighborhood.

