
A Citizen’s Guide to 
Improving Your Park

Developed by 
Building Memphis 

in partnership with the City of Memphis



A Citizen’s Guide to Improving Your Park
Developed by BLDG Memphis in partnership with the City of Memphis 

Published by BLDG Memphis & Written by Sarah Newstok 
Note: In 2017, Community Development Council of Greater Memphis, 

including Livable Memphis, was rebranded as BLDG Memphis.

Made possible by a grant from The Hyde Family Foundations

Additional research and writing by Emily Corban and Ellen Roberds

Special thanks to:
Mike Flowers, City of Memphis Division of Parks and Neighborhoods

Megan Higgins, Innovate Memphis
Lauren Taylor, Hyde Family Foundations

ioby (in our backyards)

Williamson Park Consultant Team:
Ritchie Smith and Lissa Thompson, Ritchie Smith Associates, Landscape Architects

Andy Kitsinger, Development Studio

Williamson Park Committee:
Evergreen Historic District Association 

Teresa Bullock
Mac Coffield

Louise Anne Dawkins
Ben Fant
Sam Goff
Kim Lloyd

Wain Rubinstein
Chilton Simmons

Design by Teresa Bullock, Flamingo Design
Photos courtesy of ioby and Ritchie Smith Associates

© Building Memphis, 2016



“The park should, as far as possible, complement the town. Openness is the one thing you 
cannot get in buildings . . . the beauty of the park should be the other. It should be the 
beauty of the fields, the meadow, the prairie, of the green pastures, and the still waters. 
What we want to gain is tranquility and rest to the mind. “  

Frederick Law Olmsted, 
“Public Parks and the Enlargement of Towns” February 25, 1870 

Frederick Law Olmsted, grandfather of the urban park movement in America, was deeply committed to the 
idea that people needed a quiet, natural refuge from the stresses of “congregated human life” of the city.  
Olmsted believed that “what we most want is a simply, broad, open space of clean greensward,” and he 
designed parks “to completely shut out the city from our landscapes.”

Today, we are less strict in our thinking about city parks. Parks are shared outdoor spaces for exercise, 
recreation, contemplation, community activity and appreciation of nature. Neighborhood parks are 
invaluable assets to our urban landscape. Yet too often they suffer from tightened budgets, inappropriate 
use, and diffused responsibility. 

This guide was developed for city residents who love their neighborhood parks and for those who see 
opportunity for improvement of these community-owned outdoor spaces. 

This guide:
Shares ideas and practical information for park improvement projects.
Provides tools and resources to be a park advocate.
Demystifies the process of navigating government agencies.

So get out there and love your neighborhood park! 

Olmstead’s vision remains true today: 
“A great object of all that is done in a park . . .
is to influence the mind of men through their imagination.”
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Why Parks?

The Trust for Public Land’s 2006 publication, “The Benefits of Parks: Why America Needs More City Parks 
and Open Space,” sums up the value of parks nicely:

“City parks and open space improve our physical and psychological health, strengthen our 
communities, and make our cities and neighborhoods more attractive places to live and work. “

Parks are the shared backyards of our neighborhoods. Great parks: 

Promote healthy lifestyles through exercise and spending time outdoors.

Provide places for group activities.

Increase our property values.

Improve the environment.

Connect us with nature and neighbors.

Park Realities - It’s a Big Job

To keep a city running takes a balance of needs and resources. In 2015, the City of Memphis dedicated 
8% of its entire $617 million budget to its Division of Parks and Neighborhoods (P&N). Those $50.5 million 
for P&N were spent on everything from playgrounds to senior centers – including community centers, 
pools, gardens, stadiums, museums, golf courses, animal shelters, public libraries, and sports facilities. 
Limited resources are quickly depleted. (In 2016 the City is removing libraries and animal shelter from P&N, 
so the overall budget breakdown will change to reflect the reduction.)

Memphis’ 162 parks cover 3,219 acres. Memphis parks range in size from Riverside Park’s 379 acres to small 
neighborhood parks with less than one acre, such as Colonial Park. Throughout the year, city crews are busy 
mowing and repairing equipment. P&N staff work hard to plan new amenities in neighborhood parks. Each 
year, P&N allocates a certain amount of the budget for capital improvement projects in each City Council 
district. The daily maintenance and needed improvements to these parks are never ending. Fortunately, 
neighbors like you can help.

Park Experts - You and Your Neighbors

You and your neighbors are the best advocates for your local park. You understand the value and needs of 
your neighborhood park. Collectively, you know when and how it is most commonly used. Is it dog-walking 
in the morning, or basketball in the afternoon? You can identify maintenance items like broken playground 
equipment, or needed improvements like trash receptacles.

Working together, neighbors can partner with P&N and other community members
to identify needs, address problems, and prioritize improvements in our neighborhood 
parks. This guide will help you get started. 
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Your Idea 

Most likely, you are reading this because you already have 
a sense of how your park can better serve the needs of the 
neighborhood. Take a minute to flesh out those ideas. Write 
them down, describing the issues you want to address and 
your vision. The more you think through your ideas early on, 
the better your chance of success. 

Ask yourself:

What are my goals?
Who uses the park?
Who will benefit from my idea or project?
What are some possible challenges?
Do I have a sense of how much this could cost? 
Who else might share my vision or concerns?

Case Study: Denver Park

Frayser’s Denver Park was once full of 
gang-related activity. In 2013 the 
City of Memphis, the Denver Park 
Neighborhood Association, and the 
Memphis Police Department formed a 
partnership to address this problem. 

The City of Memphis staff and the 
neighborhood association came up with 
a plan to discourage crime and return the 
park to area residents. Members of the 
neighborhood banded together to clean 
up weeds and trash. The Memphis Police 
formed a Community Outreach Program 
(COP) with residents, transforming the 
park into a zero tolerance zone, which 
eliminated illegal activity. 

Catalyzed by the community’s success 
and commitment to improve their parks, 
the City prioritized Denver Park for 
capital improvements. The City invested 
$950,000 to create improved park fea-
tures including a pavilion, walking trail, 
barbeque grills, playground, and space 
for free-play. The Memphis Grizzlies 
funded refurbished basketball courts and 
added adult fitness equipment. For this 
effort, Denver Park Neighborhood Asso-
ciation received national recognition in 
2015 by Neighborhoods USA. 
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Common Ideas for Park 
Improvements

More trash and recycling receptacles; 
more frequent garbage removal.

Clean-up/Fix-up – pick up litter, 
spruce up fences, or tune up 
equipment.

New playground equipment or 
facilities.

Park furniture – benches, drinking 
fountains, outdoor grills, or bike racks.

Sports and exercise equipment –
basketball courts and backstops, 
soccer goals, fitness stations or 
walking trails.

Landscaping – weed, prune, plant 
and tend.

Safety – eliminating unsafe or illegal 
activities.

Your Team

Taking the lead on a park project will likely grow into a lot 
of work– so ask for help. Here are some ways to find people 
who share your vision:

Talk to your neighbors. Talk to those you see 
in the park.
Contact groups. Find neighborhood associations,  
local schools, or church groups.
Use social media. Post a notification in your 
neighborhood newsletter, Facebook, or Next Door  
pages. 
Create a survey. Distribute it electronically and on  
paper. BLDG Memphis’ Mobile Front Porch is a fun  

way to gather feedback on your idea. 
See our Appendix D - Sample Survey p. 19  for ideas.

Host a meeting in the park to look around and discuss ideas. 
Be open to suggestions and concerns. Identify experts – you 
might have a landscape architect, planner, note-taker, media 
contact, fundraiser, or community organizer in the group 
who can help share the burden. Share this guide with the 
group, and work together to map out a plan for improving  
your park.
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Your Project

You have a great vision. The city has decades of experience 
maintaining and repairing park amenities. Ultimately, you 
will have the greatest success if you can blend your vision 
with realistic expectations.  

Design Standards & Maintenance

Over the years, P&N staff have learned what types of 
materials, furnishings, and recreation equipment meet 
safety standards, hold up to heavy public use, and offer 
appeal to a variety of visitors. Design standards have been 
developed to ensure that items such as benches, picnic 
tables, and trashcans are durable, secure, and easy to 
maintain. Commercial products have been identified that 
are best suitable for public installation. For example, a 
painted barrel trash can might be inexpensive ($50) and 
colorful for a season, but the city’s standard trash receptacle 
is a smarter long-term investment.  Yes, a commercial-grade 
receptacle is substantially more expensive (approximately 

ioby–in our backyard

The ioby coordinator partnering with 
BLDG Memphis can support you as you 

build your team. ioby.org is a crowd–
funding website for civic projects. The 
ioby coordinator provides support with 
scaling, budgeting, fundraising, and 
implementing projects. With ioby, you 
create a campaign page, build a team, 
and ask people to donate online to
improve the park. People can also 
volunteer through the website. A
successful ioby campaign helps neighbors 
get involved and can build momentum for 
future projects or conversations with P&N. 
Share your idea with ioby.org/idea
or ellen@ioby.org to get started.

$2000), but it will not hold water or breed mosquitoes. It is built of heavy-duty materials resistant to vandalism 
and designed for ease of servicing by City crews.  The “approved” trash receptacle is meant to last many years.

Review our Appendix A - Approved Park Furnishings p. 15 to get sense of the details and cost expectations for 
park furniture appropriate for installation in public parks. Read on to learn our take on “stop-gap” measures to 
address an immediate problem, or serve as an interim fix.

Likewise, maintaining park amenities is resource intensive. Think through the long-term maintenance 
implications of your idea. Removable soccer goals are easier for mowing. Plantings and gardens require water, 
weeding, and seasonal replanting. Be ready to make the case that your idea is enduring. You and your team 
should have a long-term plan for keeping it sustainable, functional, safe, and attractive. 

Beyond design standards for new features to a park and maintaining existing ones, there is an additional 
complication to consider: park management. The managing entity for a park is the organization that plans for 
the park’s future and fundraisers for improvements. The managing 
entity isn’t always P&N. Sometimes it’s a nonprofit group. 
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Getting Started

Although your idea may seem simple and clear, getting 
it done can be a bit complicated. Overlapping entities may 
have jurisdiction over the park. It could be difficult to 
determine who (officially) needs to approve your project, 
so check with P&N first and ask for guidance.

If you want your project to last, it should be vetted by the 
community and permitted by the managing entity. In this 
case, you’ll want to get the broadest community support. 
Likewise, you will work hand-in-hand with the city, 
navigating their process for approving park projects. This 
process may change depending on whether your idea is 
adding something new, fixing something, or organizing an 
activity. A large, and likely expensive, project will need to 
be prioritized through P&N. This may take some time. 
Should your project be temporary in nature, it may be an 
excellent catalyst for long-term change. You may opt to “just 
do it” yourself. While these types of projects might seem 
reasonable to you, there are many maintenance, aesthetic, 
or safety reasons for which your project might be removed. 

These categories will help you think through the size, costs, 
resources and permissions to consider when planning your 
project. 

Good to Know –
Who Manages Our Parks?

Most of the public parks within the 
city are the responsibility of P&N. But 
sometimes, parks are managed by others. 
For example, Court Square is managed by 
the Downtown Memphis Commission – an 
independent development organization. 

In two cases, and with growing success, 
Shelby Farms Park and Overton Park 
are managed by conservancies - private, 
non-profit organizations. These 
organizations are contracted by the 
County and City, respectively, to 
maintain and sustain the park and to 
manage its use. Residents can help 
strengthen conservancies by becoming 
members and volunteers. Increasingly, 
parks also have citizen advocacy groups – 
like CPOP (Citizens to Preserve 
Overton Park) or HUG (Hollywood –
University – Gooch) Neighborhood Parks 
Friends. These advocacy groups are not 
contracted by city government, but they 
are important voices for residents who 
want to protect and improve parks.
For more information, please see 
Appendix B - Resources, Contacts, 
Permitting and Reservations p.16.

Project Type A: CLEAN-UP/FIX-UP  

Example: Pick-up litter, remove weeds, clean equipment, 
remove vandalism.

Permission: Just Do It.

Things to consider: Organizations like Clean Memphis 
and Memphis City Beautiful can help you organize a 
larger-scale clean up. Some neighborhoods have an 
existing clean-up, pick-up, fix-up day. Propose that your 
neighborhood park be the focus area. Work with schools 
and churches that might be looking for service hours. 
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If It’s Broke - Fix It!

Separate from P&N, there is someone 
responsible for park maintenance. This 
role falls to the Administrator of Park 
Operations under the Division of General 
Services. (We know – it seems confusing, 
but Park Operations works in tandem 
with P&N.) Parks Operations is very 
responsive and they appreciate tips 
about necessary maintenance issues. If 
you see something that needs repair* in 
your park – broken or missing equipment, 
something dangerous like a broken light 
fixture, or a fallen tree across a road – 
contact the Administrator of Park 
Operations and politely ask for it to be 
fixed. To report city maintenance issues 
(parks or otherwise) :
 Call the city’s 311 Hotline
 Use the city’s 311 mobile 
    app – SeeClickFix
 Use the City’s 311 website
(*If you want to add something new to 
your park, read on.)

Example: Movie night, toddler olympics, pop-up dog 
show, neighborhood picnic, tree identification, treasure 
hunt, skateboarding clinic, walking/hiking between parks.

Permission: You may reserve park space, like a pavilion, 
for public or private gatherings for a fee. Unless reserved, 
all city park facilities are first come, first served. 
Park reservations can be made at 
parkreservation.memphistn.gov. 

If you have an event with 25 or more participants, by city 
ordinance you will need a $25 Special Events Permit. (Be 
sure to check with the organization that manages the park 
if other than the City, as fees and requirements may vary.) 
If you expect fewer than 26 people at your event and you 
are willing to risk that someone else may reserve your ideal 
location, you are good to go - a permit is not required.  
Details for getting a permit and reserving park space are 
located in Appendix B - Resources, Contacts, Permitting 
and Reservations p.16.

Things to consider: Successful events require thorough 
planning. Events can have multiple purposes. Are you 
raising awareness about an issue? Are you promoting a 
feature or activity? Are you advocating for better use of 
your park? Are you building community? 

Planning a successful event:

1. Outline goals and logistics.
2. Consider forming a committee.
3. Promote your event to appropriate networks.
4. Be a gracious host.
5. Clean up afterwards.
6. Share the experience and photos.
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Am I ultimately responsible for my own actions?

Can I present my idea as the most positive solution possible? 

Will my project do good or offer a better way of doing things?

Can I defend my project with research, best practices, and common sense?

Am I using my best manners? (Politeness usually works better than aggression.)

Example: Add a trashcan, bike rack, dog poop bag holder.

Permission: Just do it . . . but know it will not last. (Or maybe 
it will.)

Things to consider: Quick fixes and stop-gap measures 
have their place, but take a little finesse. Keep in mind, it may 
be ideal to have a new trashcan installed that meets P&N’s 
design standard. But if you have limited resources, a stop-gap 
trash can might raise awareness of the need, and serve the 
purpose for a temporary amount of time until a permanent 
trash can be installed. 

You have probably identified a quick fix or stop-gap 
because you’ve noticed a broken item or feature could use 
improvement. It is also likely that the traditional methods 
of solving the problem are not working or are too slow. 
(Remember that P&N has a tough job – accomplishing 
needed repairs and improvements in the vast amount of 
park space with limited budget and personnel. Try to think 
of your stop-gap measure as a way of helping P&N, rather 
than creating animosity.) If you’ve reached the end of your 
patience and you have reasonable expectations of a solution, 
here are some questions to consider as you move forward:

What problem do I intend to solve?

Can this temporary solution lead to a permanent 

    solution?

Am I willing to maintain the temporary fix?

Should I gather a network of stakeholders who will 

    support and defend my choices? 

Check out Appendix E - Examples of Great ioby Projects for Parks p. 20 to see how ioby has helped 
dozens of innovative park activities come to life. Browse ioby’s website and search for “park.”  Most ioby leaders 
are happy to share their experience and lessons learned. Contact hello@ioby.org or ellen@ioby.org to get in 
touch with a seasoned park project leader.

Project Type C: INTERIM QUICK FIXES / STOP-GAP MEASURES

Starting a Friends of (Our) 
Park Group

Forming a Friends of (Our) Park group is 
sometimes the best first step towards 
improving a public park. Here are 10 ways 
to get started:
1. Create a core group. Hold a general 

interest meeting. Gather community 
input. 

2. Invite others to join the cause.
3. Decide on the basic mission of the 

group. It could be physically improving, 
programming, or increasing usage for 
the park. 

4. Set your goals. Be realistic. Be specific. 
5. Introduce yourself to important 

people. Meet with staff of the Parks                   
department. 

6. Host an event.
7. Network with people in your            

community.
8. Formalize the structure of your group 

and delegate responsibility. Name your 
group. 

9. Outline structure, leaders, meetings, 
and communication strategies.

10. Create a plan to reach your first event 
or goal.
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Project Type D: New Amenities – SMALL FEATURES

Example: Add a swing, bench, exercise equipment, 
lines on a basketball court.

Permission: Ask for permission & fundraise.

Things to consider:  Adding a new feature to your neighborhood park 
requires three things: 

1. Permission from P&N.
2. Meeting safety and maintenance standards.
3. Raising money. 

Once you and your team have come to a consensus on what you would like 
to see in your park, anticipate and eliminate potential barriers to success. 
Worried about that cranky neighbor? Invite them to the park to share some 
ideas. Reach out to all park users. Ask around for after-school or sports 
groups who might need to weigh in. Talk to the City Council representatives for your district and share your 
enthusiasm.  Build as much consensus about your idea as possible.

New park features and improvements are overseen by the Administrator of Planning and Development of 
P&N, so eventually you will need to go through that division. Do your research. Do other parks have this 
feature? Are there best practices/lessons learned from parks in other cities? Are there new recreational trends 
and activities that are popular? How much does the new amenity cost, roughly? 
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Design – Does your item meet the design standards for city park equipment? 
Timeline – If approved, how long will it take to implement? Is there anyone you can talk with 
in order to expedite? With whom should you follow-up? 

Shedding Light on the Situation

Lighting and nighttime use in public parks 
are complicated issues. Most parks are 
officially closed after dark. (Park hours per 
City ordinance are 6am – 6pm October 15 
through March 14; and 6am – 8pm March 
15 through October 14.) But dangerous 
and illicit activities disrespect park rules, 
and may be addressed with appropriate 
lighting. There are pros and cons to light-
ing public parks. Here are some things to 
consider:

Share you ideas and concerns with 
P&N; listen to their responses and 
reasoning with an open mind.
Lighting is an expensive 
infrastructure investment, with long 
term maintenance costs.
Memphis Light, Gas, and Water 
(MLGW), our utility company, may 
need to be petitioned for improved 
lighting outside park boundaries.
Some special after-hour uses are 
permitted in parks – like nighttime 
concerts and sporting events – and 
these may require appropriate 
lighting.

Bringing your team and your research, schedule a 
meeting with P&N to pitch your idea. Be prepared to talk 
or ask about:

Cost – Are there city funds available to pay for the 
item? Can you and your neighbors help share the 
burden through crowd-funding/neighbor-resourcing 
using ioby? Will your neighborhood association 
contribute? Can you locate sponsors or donors?
Maintenance – Can you find one resident who will 
commit to maintaining the new feature? Is a 
community group or the neighborhood association 
willing to be responsible for weeding, mowing, or 
monitoring the new feature? A removable feature 
might be installed on a trial basis, in case proper 
maintenance is not sustained. Do you need a written 
agreement with the City to maintain the feature? You 
may need a clearly outlined plan for maintenance in 
partnership with the City. See Appendix C - 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) p. 18 as a good 
place as you begin your conversation with the City.
Safety – Does this item meet all safety and 
maintenance standards? 
Accessibility – Is your idea something that can be 
used by everyone? If you are adding a new feature, 
you may need to provide an accessible version too. For 
example: if you want to add one new picnic table, you 
should provide an ADA (Americans with Disabilities 
Act) – compliant picnic table with a wheelchair 
accessible route and then possibly a wheelchair 
accessible parking spot nearby. 

Be patient and persistent. Sometimes one idea leads to another. If your idea sparks a 
conversation about adding multiple features, you might consider a more comprehensive 
or phased approach: a mini-master plan for your neighborhood park. A master plan 
process takes a comprehensive look at a park space as a whole, looking first for 
consensus on a vision for the quality of experience and the type of uses the 
community desires. 
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Project Type E: New Amenities - BIG PICTURE

Example: Mini-master planning for things like new 
playgrounds, sculpture gardens, parking areas, walking 
trails, sports areas, pavilions.

Permission: Ask for permission and advocate.

Things to consider:  In addition to all of the things to 
consider for small new amenities, a mini-master plan for 
your park adds complexity. This process will take some 
time – at least six months. And it will take a commitment 
to broad-based community building – lots of talking and 
communication, both online and in person.

Keep in mind that planning for park improvements is 
NOT the same as funding those improvements. But,
having a plan built on consensus and community feedback 
will increase the likelihood that those improvements will 
be prioritized when P&N is scheduling their annual capital 
improvements by city council district.

Once you know that your team wants to undertake this 
effort, double check to be sure you have representation 
from community groups, adjacent residents, and frequent 
users. Review the approved furnishings provided in the 
Appendix A to get a general idea of options to consider. 

Ask P&N to partner with you by explaining what you would 
like to do, and invite them to your team meetings. P&N 
planners may be available to draw up the concept plan 
– especially if you manage the community engagement 
portion of the mini-master plan. This is a win-win. Robust 
community input, while time-consuming, truly helps the 
City prioritize your park improvements. Remember: you 
are laying the groundwork for those improvements to be 
made.

Does Your Garden Grow?

While public parks might seem like a 
good opportunity for vegetable gardens, 
this may not always be the best choice. 
Gardens are high maintenance: they 
require water and ongoing upkeep, and 
ultimately someone needs to be the 
committed primary caretaker. Unless the 
conditions are ideal (nearby water and at 
least one long-term dedicated caretaker 
in the immediate vicinity of the garden 
space) community gardens in parks or 
schools do not have great track records 
for being maintained. Generally, gardens 
are not supported by P&N. If you are keen 
on a vegetable garden, local resources 
like Grow Memphis can help you get 
started on one of the many vacant and 
abandoned properties across the City, 
or put you in touch with an existing 
community garden nearby. 
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Effective Advocacy

Ultimately, the pressure to dedicate funds 
to implement your plan will need to come 
from you and your neighbors.  Here are 
some ways to stay an active and effective 
advocate: 

Keep the plan on your elected 
official’s radar as a prioritized 
investment in your council district.
Encourage the City to spend more 
for parks generally.
Raise matching grant funds using 
ioby.
Plant and maintain trees.
Keep an open conversation with 
P&N staff. 
Invite the P&N Director/Planner 
to meet with your neighborhood 
association and residents.
Update the plan with new ideas! 
Plans should be dynamic useful 
tools, adapting to ever- changing 
needs. 
Revisit this guide to make future 
improvements. 

Alternately, you may consider raising money through 
ioby.org to hire private design consultants.  The benefits of 
this approach are that you can better control the timeline 
for the planning effort and the design can reach beyond 
standard park improvements. In addition to the expense 
of private design, the tradeoff is that you will need to be 
very proactive about including P&N at every step 
throughout the process. P&N needs to be on board no 
matter who creates the plan. Ask around; a design 
professional or landscape architect might even live in 
your neighborhood.

Share the draft plan with neighbors, stakeholders, elected 
officials, and community groups. Engage your partners 
with honesty, and encourage participation. The success of 
your mini-master plan depends on a good process. 

After your plan is complete, do what you can as a team 
to jump-start implementation. Host a cleanup day. Crowd-
fund for specific small features. Secure commitments from 
groups responsible for installing and maintaining the 
small features.

Advocate for public investment for the larger, more 
expensive components of your plan. These might include 
infrastructure improvements like walking trails, sport 
courts, or new playgrounds. Share your plan with your 
City Council representatives, and ask for their help getting 
these improvements prioritized. Tell them why you value 
parks and ask them to designate more of the city’s budget 
for parks and neighborhoods.
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While your improvements are underway, document your success! Take pictures and videos to share and let 
people know what you have accomplished. Congratulations, you are on your way to becoming a champion for 
your park!
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Case Study: Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan

In 2015, Livable Memphis convened a small committee of residents and members of the Evergreen 
Historic District Neighborhood Association to facilitate the mini-master planning process - a simple 
community-led design process for a long-term vision for the park. P&N came on board as enthusiastic 
partners, and were invited to participate at every step along the way.

Ritchie Smith Associates, Landscape Architects and Development Studio, design professionals who 
lived in the neighborhood, were hired to create the plan.

The committee collected input using the Mobile Front Porch, neighborhood newsletter, Facebook and 
NextDoor. Neighbors promoted a community-wide planning session – called a charrette – with signs in 
the park, door-to-door postcards, and distributing fliers through a network of block captains.

At the charrette, over 25 Williamson Park area neighbors shared knowledge, ideas, concerns, and long-
term visions for the park. They reviewed survey results and sketched ideas on maps and post-it notes. 
The group reached consensus on key park elements ranging from small to large:

 Preserve open space, and improve greenery along the border of the park.
Add a walking pathway, picnic tables, and shade trees.
Slow traffic, create automobile barrier, and add modest parking areas.

The final plan, complete with cost estimates, was then vetted by park users, adjacent residents, 
neighbors, members of the neighborhood association, and P&N. See the Williamson Park Mini-Master 
Plan in Appendix F, p. 22-27.

Everyone is pitching in to make it happen.

Using crowd-funding, residents and the Evergreen Historic District Association provided a match for 
a Tennessee Department of Agriculture grant to plant and water trees. Adjacent commercial proper-
ties have given permission to add ADA compliant parking in their lot, to provide access to the wheel-
chair-accessible picnic area. P&N committed Council District 5’s 2016 capital improvements funds to 
Williamson Park.

Committed residents + willing government partners = Results!

This guide is a direct result of that effort, and is meant to help you do the same for your neighborhood 
park. Making change happen can be a tough, slow road. City budgets are tight, and staff are dealing 
with many pressing issues. People are busy with jobs and families. Even with the best of intentions, your 
project may find itself a low priority.  A “mini” master plan is a huge endeavor! Every process is different 
with unique challenges. You may run into red tape and bumps in the road. But stick with it. Your
neighborhood park is worth it. 

Partnerships, preparation, and patience – plus a bit of good luck  – will make your 
neighborhood park a great gathering place, and a beautiful shared backyard for 
your community!



Appendix A- Approved Park Furnishings

Below is a catalog of Approved Park Furnishings and cost estimates commonly used in Memphis City Parks. 
The city uses DuMor Site Furnishings to purchase most of its park furniture. Cost estimates include the estimat-
ed price for concrete installation as well as the park amenity.

The amenities below are taken from DuMor’s 2015 digital catalog. Be sure to download the most recent 
catalog as a guide for selecting park furnishings at dumor.com.

Item: Trash Receptacle
Model: #157 32-25BT 
Cost: $2,242.50

Item: Trash Receptacle
large bonnet cover
Model# 84-32-25BT
Cost: $962.00 additional

Item: Picnic Table - 6’
Model# 100-60PL
Cost: $2,018.25

Item: Picnic Table, ADA
Accessible Options
Available
Model#71-68-1D
Cost: Douglas Fir: $575.00
Aluminum: $1,005.00

Item: Bench 6’
Model#88-60PL
Cost: Plastic $851.00

Item: Bench 6’
without backrest
Model#139-60PL
Cost: Plastic $375.00

Item: Grill - Large
Model#24-00
Cost: $802.00

Item: Grill - Small
Model#21-00
Cost: $385.00

Item: Bike rack (5 bikes)
Model# 130-20
Cost: $255.00

Item: Game table
Model#78-32PL
Cost: $1,140.00

Item: Planter
Model# 114-00
Cost: Steel: $600.00
Self-watering insert:$265.00

Item: Bollards
Model # 400-36, 400-42
Cost: 36”high: $245.00
42” high: $255.00

Item: Concrete pad 
for Trash Cans, 
Picnic Tables & Benches 
Cost: $500 – $750.00
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Appendix B- Resources, Contacts, Permitting and Reservations
While these resources are current at the time of this publication, staff and titles may change. If out of 
date, please contact BLDG Memphis for most current contact information. 

Government:

Memphis City Council
represents constituents
memphistn.gov/government/citycouncil.aspx

Memphis Parks and Neighborhoods
oversees parks and facilities
memphistn.gov/Government/ParksNeighborhoods.aspx 
TBD, Director of Parks & Neighborhoods
Mike Flowers, Administrator/Park Planners
Paul.Flowers@memphistn.gov   (901) 636-6564 

Park Reservations
parkreservation.memphistn.gov 

Memphis Park Operations
responsible for park grounds maintenance
memphistn.gov/Government/GeneralServices/ParkOperations.aspx  (901) 636-4252 

Memphis 311/Mayor’s Citizen Service Action Center
to request City Services for all your non-emergency needs:  Dial 311, or SeeClickFix app

Memphis City Beautiful
facilitates civic beautification projects to enhance the appearance of parks and public spaces 
memphiscitybeautiful.org
eldra.white@memphistn.gov   (901) 522-1135

Memphis-Shelby County Office of Sustainability
resource for rain garden information
sustainableshelby.com/raingardens 
info@sustainableshelby.com  901) 576-6601

Memphis City Permits
For a fee, the City of Memphis offers the option to reserve park space for public or private gatherings. If you 
have an event with more than 25 participants, by ordinance, you will need a Special Events Permit ($25.) The 
City of Memphis’ one-stop-shop for park reservations and permits, which will make your event easier to plan.

permits@memphistn.gov   (901) 636-671
2714 Union Ave Ext., Suite 100, Memphis, TN 38112
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Nonprofits:

BLDG Memphis
resource for information and support for neighborhood projects, ioby, and the mobile porch 
bldgmemphis.org
engage@bldgmemphis.org   (901) 725-0460

ioby (in our backyard) 
crowd-funding website for civic projects
Ellen Roberds, Memphis Action Strategist
ellen@ioby.org 

Clean Memphis
helps organize routine cleanup projects and address blighted properties in communities
cleanmemphis.org 
janet@cleanmemphis.org   (901) 235-2416

Memphis Tilth
helps communities build gardens 
memphistilth.org
info@memphistilth.org    (901) 552-4298

National Resources:
help citizens make better parks, start a park friends group, samples, how-tos, community engagement tools 
specific to parks
phila.gov/ParksandRecreation/getinvolved/PDF/ParkFriendsGroupToolkit.pdf
parkpride.org/get-involved/friends-of-the-park/content/downloads/formingafriendsoftheparkgroup.pdf
nrpa.org/uploadedFiles/Americas_Backyard/park-advocate-handbook-100711.pdf 
peoplemakeparks.org/tools 

Non-City Park Management Entities: 

Overton Park Conservancy
overtonpark.org
info@overtonpark.org    (901) 214-5450

Downtown Memphis Commission - Court Square Park  
downtownmemphiscommission.com/permits-main-street--court-square.html
info@downtownmemphis.com    (901) 575-0540

Shelby Farms Park Conservancy & Greenline
shelbyfarmspark.org
info@shelbyfarmspark.org    (901) 222-7275

Memphis River Parks Partnership - Greenbelt, Chickasaw, Memphis, Crump, Butler, 
Mississippi River, Martyrs, Ashburn-Coppock, Vance, Tom Lee, and Mud Island River Parks
memphisriverparks.org
info@memphisriverparks.org    (901) 312-9190
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Appendix C: SAMPLE Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for 
Shared Maintenance 

This Memorandum of Understanding is entered into between the City of Memphis Division of Parks and 

Neighborhoods and the _________________________ (park project leader(s) _____________________. 

These partners agree to work together on:_________________(your project)_______________________

Brief project description:__________________________________________________________________

Park leader agrees to keep this project safe, functional and attractive:
- Mowing
- Watering
- Weeding
- Pruning
- Litter removal
- Revisit project goals in 12 months

City of Memphis Division of Parks and Neighborhood agrees to provide: 
- Advanced maintenance
- Installation
- Revisit project goals in 12 months

If at any time the project does not meet the level of maintenance agreed upon during the process, the city 
reserves the right to withdraw from the project, including removal of any or all project materials with 
notification.

MOU Signatures:

__________________________________________________________     __________________________
City of Memphis                                                                    Date

__________________________________________________________     __________________________
Project Leader                                                                                                              Date
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Appendix D: SAMPLE Survey and Tools

1. How often do you visit the park?
a. Almost every day!
b. Once a month
c. Once a week
d. Very rarely
e. usually on weekends

2. What do you think are the most valuable assets of park? (fill in the blank)
3. What are your biggest concerns about the park? (fill in the blank)
4. How do you use the park?

a. Playground
b. Dog Walking
c. Exercise
d. Picnicing
e. Other

5. If other, (fill in the blank)
6. What kinds of amenities would you like to see added to the park?

a. Additional trees/landscaping
b. Water fountain
c. Exercise/sports equipment
d. Benches
e. Doggy bag dispensers
f. Other

7. If other, (fill in the blank)
8. What would you change, if anything, to the parking situation?

a. On-street parking
b. Parking lot
c. Nothing
d. Other

9. Please let us know how best to keep you involved in making the park even better by giving us your
name email and/or phone. (fill in the blank)

10. Do you have any additional comments? (fill in the blank)

surveymonkey.com - free online survey tools to build and analyze your results.
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Appendix E: Examples of Great ioby Projects in Parks
ioby Learn from a Leader Series and sample ioby projects from Memphis and around the country.
Not all of these ioby projects have taken places in city parks but they are all adaptable to parks.

Parks
Park Day:  ioby.org/project/its-my-park-day-sara-d-roosevelt-park 
Park Activation:  ioby.org/project/stryker-park 
Hiking/walking between parks:  ioby.org/project/hike-heights 
Neighborhood Park event:  ioby.org/project/poplar-park-neighborhood-cookout 
Volunteer Day:  ioby.org/project/parks-people-30th-anniversary-volunteer-day 
Clean Up:  ioby.org/project/prospect-park-lake-cleanup
Signage:  ioby.org/project/new-trail-markers-overton-parks-old-forest   
ioby.org/project/corlears-hook-park-entryway-beautification
ioby.org/project/wishes-williamson 

Events
ioby.org/project/jackson-heights-78th-street-playstreet
ioby.org/project/movie-nights-community-garden

Sports
Basketball courts:  ioby.org/blog/learn-from-a-leader-how-to-renovate-a-neighborhood-basketball-court
ioby.org/project/new-backboards-pierotti-park 
Bocce:  ioby.org/project/barksdale-auburndale-mobile-bocce-club 
Skateboarding clinic:  ioby.org/project/double-d-drop-saturday-oct-23 

Gardens
Community garden:  ioby.org/blog/learn-from-a-leader-how-to-build-a-community-garden-in-a-public-hous-
ing-complex 
Community orchard:  ioby.org/project/nettleton-community-orchard 
ioby.org/project/sharing-library-nettleton-community-orchard 
Monarch Waystation:  ioby.org/project/monarch-waystations-and-environmental-education-binghampton 
Rain Garden:  ioby.org/project/evergreen-rain-garden 
Garden beds:  ioby.org/project/corlears-hook-park-entryway-beautification 
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Trees
Tree maintenance:  ioby.org/project/queens-citizen-tree-pruner-and-tree-restoration-project 
Tree identification:  ioby.org/project/chelsea-street-tree-signage-exhibit 
Tree watering:  ioby.org/project/williamson-park-trees-and-beautification 
cityparksfoundation.org/partnerships-for-parks/its-my-park-day/

Playgrounds
Trinity Playground:  ioby.org/project/trinity-playground-revitalization 
ioby.org/project/snowden-playground-renovation 

Pets
Baggy stations:  ioby.org/project/scoop-memphis
Dog runs:  ioby.org/project/ewen-park-dog-run-revitalization-and-safety-project-part-1 

Built Environment
River boardwalk:  ioby.org/project/mms-boardwalk-full-build-materials 
Forest boardwalk and bridges:  ioby.org/project/urban-forest-boardwalks-bridges 
Bottle refill stations:  ioby.org/project/water-bottle-refill-stations-parks 

Other ioby resources
ioby.org/blog/learn-from-a-leader-how-to-get-permissions-and-engage-your-community-for-a-big-public-mural
ioby.org/blog/awesome-project-memphis-nurse-practitioner-becomes-powerful-community-leader-accidentally 
Stripe Memphis Courts Video:  ioby.org/blog/video-daniel-peterson-paints-memphis-basketball-courts 
Paint Memphis Video:  ioby.org/blog/video-70-graffiti-artists-brighten-north-memphis 
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Appendix F: Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan
Sketches from Community Charette
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WILLIAMSON PARK MINI-MASTER PLAN
EXISTING CONDITIONS PLAN 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL •  LIVABLE MEMPHIS  •   DIVISIONS OF PARKS AND NEIGHBORHOOD SERVICES
RITCHIE SMITH ASSOCIATES • DEVELOPMENT STUDIO         JUNE 13, 2015 
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Existing Conditions Plan

Final Concept Design

WILLIAMSON PARK MINI-MASTER PLAN
EXISTING CONDITIONS PLAN & FINAL CONCEPT DESIGN
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL •  LIVABLE MEMPHIS  •   DIVISIONS OF PARKS AND NEIGHBORHOOD SERVICES
RITCHIE SMITH ASSOCIATES • DEVELOPMENT STUDIO         JUNE 13, 2015 

Appendix G: Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan cont.
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Ritchie Smith Associates
Planning
Landscape Architecture
Urban Design
 

Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan
RSA notes 12/15/15

CONCEPT PLAN NARRATIVE

There is a consensus among park stakeholders that the passive character and expansive green spaces of
Williamson Park should be preserved. This was confirmed at the Williamson Park Workshop and in
meetings with the Evergreen Historic District Association (EHDA) park committee and City Division of 
Park Services. The park should be a place of respite for passive activities, not active sports. Following
is a summary of proposed park improvements.

1. South End Play Area Safety Surface / Refurbishment
Refurbish the safety surface at the existing playground.  Limited repairs are needed for the
playground equipment.

2. South End Volleyball and Bocce Court
Add a new sand volleyball court and gravel bocce court at the south end of park, south of the
existing play area.

3. Preserve Central Green Space
Preserve the large central green space north of the existing playground. Keep this area open
for free play and other informal activities.

4. North End Naturalistic Play Area
Create a new naturalistic play area at the north end, with grass mounds and a boulder seating
arrangement.

5. New West Edge Trail
Add a pedestrian trail along the west edge of the park from the existing playground north to Peach
Street. The trail will have a meandering route near several mature canopy trees.

6. New Site Furniture
Update park benches and trash receptacles throughout the park. Create a new picnic area near the
existing playground with standard and accessible picnic tables. Add a new bike rack at the
playground.

7. New Trees
Add trees, especially along the west edge of the park to provide shade and a buffer along
Williamson Street.

Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan
RSA notes 12/15/15

CONCEPT PLAN NARRATIVE

There is a consensus among park stakeholders that the passive character and expansive green spaces of Williamson 
Park should be preserved.  This was confirmed at the Williamson Park Workshop and in meetings with the Evergreen 
Historic District Association (EHDA) park committee and City Division of Park Services.   The park should be a place 
of respite for passive activities, not active sports.  Following is a summary of proposed park improvements.

1. South End Play Area Safety Surface / Refurbishment – Refurbish the safety surface at the existing   
playground.  Limited repairs are needed for the playground equipment.

2. South End Volleyball and Bocce Court – Add a new sand volleyball court and gravel bocce court at the   
south end of park, south of the existing play area.

3. Preserve Central Green Space – Preserve the large central green space north of the existing playground.    
Keep this area open for free play and other informal activities.

4. North End Naturalistic Play Area – Create a new naturalistic play area at the north end, with grass
mounds and a boulder seating arrangement.

5. New West Edge Trail – Add a pedestrian trail along west edge of the park from the existing playground
north to Peach Street.  The trail will have a meandering route near several mature canopy trees.

6. New Site Furniture – Update park benches and trash receptacles throughout the park.  Create a new
picnic area near the existing playground with standard and accessible picnic tables.  Add a new bike rack.

7. New Trees – Add trees, especially along the west edge of the park to provide shade and a buffer along
Williamson Street.

8. Optional Small Garden Area – At the north end of the park near the naturalistic play area, add a small 
butterfly garden or rain garden if this can be maintained by EHDA.

9. Clean Up Vegetation / Fencing along East Edge – Selectively remove and thin existing vegetation
at the east edge of the park.  Remove duplicate fencing where possible. Encourage North Willett
homeowners to replace their solid wood fence with an ornamental fence.

10. New Accessible Walkway and MLF Parking – Add an accessible walkway to the existing playground   
and new picnic area to Memphis Leadership Foundation parking lot.  MLF has agreed to provide one
accessible parking space for use by park patrons at the northwest corner of their lot.

11. Gravel Shoulder Parking at Key Areas / New Timber Rail to Protect Green Space – Clean up park
edges and restore the lawn along streets.  Add a pervious gravel shoulder to accommodate limited
parallel parking at two locations on Williamson and one on Peach.  Replace the log and pole barriers with
attractive timber rails to keep cars out of the park.

12. Traffic Calming on Williamson Street – Coordinate with City Traffic Engineering to add speed humps and
signage along Williamson Street to calm traffic.

Appendix G: Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan cont.
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Williamson Park 
Preliminary Construction Cost Estimate 
Ritchie Smith Associates 12/8/15 

ITEM QTY.  UNIT COST TOTAL COST 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Mobilization LS $ 3,000 

2. Erosion and sediment control LS 3,000 

3. Traffic control LS 3,000 

4. Miscellaneous site demolition LS 3,000 

5. Concrete curbs at (2) gravel parking areas 161 LF $ 15 2,415 

6. Gravel paving (6” thick) at parking shoulders 2,028 SF 6 12,168 

7. Concrete walks (5” thick) broom finish 7,404 SF  7 51,828 

8. Safety surface at play area (existing concrete base) 3,305 SF 14.50 47,922 

9. Minor repairs to play equipment LS 5,000 

10. Earth fill for (3) play mounds 100 CY 30 3,000 

11. Sand volleyball court with PVC pipe edge LS 6,000 

12. Gravel bocce court with timber edge LS 4,000 

13. Timber rail / vehicular barrier 29 1,500 43,500 

14. Bench with concrete pad 6 EA 2,000 12,000 

15. Trash receptacle with concrete pad 3 EA 1,800 5,400 

16. Picnic table with concrete pad 3 EA 2,800 8,400 

17. Bike rack with concrete pad 1 EA 2,000 2,000 

18. Trees 27 EA 300 8,100 

19. Sodding 2,352 SY 3 7,056 

20. Optional garden planting (maintained by EHDA) LS 3,000 
_______________________________ 

Subtotal 233,789 

5% Estimate Contingency 11,689 
_______________________________ 

TOTAL Construction Cost $ 245,478 

Appendix G: Williamson Park Mini-Master Plan cont.
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