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This project examines West Baltimore’s 
neighborhoods,  focusing on Harlem Park. 
The team will focus on the Parks & People In-
ner Blocks Project as an opportunity for eco-
logical intervention. The goal is to study to-
day’s conditions and perspectives and to look 
for ways in which urban ecological research 
goals and knowledge can align with commu-
nity-driven planning to improve the redesign 
and management of the inner block parks. 

I. GENERAL OVERVIEW
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The Housing Authority of Baltimore City describes recent efforts in their Strategic Plan Overview as focusing on a “range of 
housing and physical improvements in neighborhoods including the demolition of blighted structures and management of 
resulting open spaces, and a diverse set of social service support for low- and moderate income households, implementa-
tion of strategies to end homelessness and provision of housing and services to persons with HIV/AIDS.” (page 78) (http://
static.baltimorehousing.org/pdf/DraftBaltimoreCityConsolidatedPlan2015-2020.pdf) Photo courtesy of Cham Green. 

The project builds on both the long and rich history of urban renewal and the complicated social fabric of 
Baltimore’s neighborhoods. A team of ecologists and urban designers will explore previous community 
driven urban renewal methods and attempt to provide an integrated social and ecological framework for 
redesigning the the inner block parks with the larger goal of designing  sustainable and healthy cities. A 
goal of this process is to learn where these two interests are competing or complementary. 

Given the complexity of urban design, its changing dynamics and trends, and the uncertainty around 
urban ecological performance and function, city making can be a daunting agenda. It requires negoti-
ations between public and private interests; global, regional and local forces and needs; and collective 
and individual expression. This process confronts practitioners with potentially conflicting demands 
involving property rights, the housing authority, infrastructure, aesthetics, safety and other factors. 
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Within this city fabric there is a critical role for ecologists teaming with designers interested in rein-
venting degraded urban areas as viable ecologically designed neighborhoods. One challenge ecolo-
gists will face is translating the limited understanding of urban ecosystems, including social ecological 
systems, into information that can inform design. Designed experiments provide one approach to link 
ecological experiments with design.  To do so, ecological strategies for both monitoring and testing 
landscapes must be complement and support community goals such as safety and controlled access. 
At the same time, as cities retrofit to increase urban ecosystem function through designed landscapes 
such as green infrastructure, it is essential that we also begin to understand and manage the health and 
performance of these constructed biological systems that will become part of the future urban fabric. 

Similar to other neighborhoods in Baltimore, Harlem Park has gone through cycles of urban renewal, 
with limited success. This project explores these past phases and takes advantage of an ongoing effort 
to rehabilitate the inner block open spaces (a remnant of urban renewal) working with Parks & People 
Foundation and the City of Baltimore. The Inner Blocks Project provides an opportunity to explore the 
overlap of ecological goals with social and housing challenges faced in post-industrial cities across the 
country.

In taking the opportunity to partner with the City, P&P Foundation, and Harlem Park residents, we 
intend to link the developing science around urban ecosystems with the challenges faced in stressed 
neighborhoods. In this case, with the proposed east-west mass transit light rail station in Harlem Park, 
additional ecological planning could prove timely. Our project will leverage the outreach and community 
participation already occurring in relation to the transit and the Inner Block project. 
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CSA Map courtesy of Baltimore CityView

PROJECT OBJECTIVES

Design proposals embody a position about urban life, urban form and function.  Community based 
urban design is central to this project--bridging relations between how community members perceive 
urban spaces and how ecological goals align or conflict with community interests. Accordingly, we pro-
pose to develop concept sketches that align ecological and community goals and could be used to gain 
traction and funding.

When designing, consider the Inner Blocks from the perspective of networks of green spaces for both 
social and ecological systems, and as individual open spaces that could have distinct treatments. Con-
sider the housing surrounding the Blocks and the urban contexts around each block including occupied 
and unoccupied as well as abandoned lots. Consider active and passive recreational activities. For this 
project, we ask you to consider how intervening in a specific limited locations in West Baltimore could 
spark long term ramifications through ecological research and urban design.

As part of our effort we will explore what we have learned since early urban renewal. We will also study 
other recent large scale redevelopment projects such as the Enterprise Partners $19 million recon-
struction project in Sandtown for housing and community development.Why did they abandon their 
efforts? Can the integration of ecological goals improve the planning and design process?
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Over the last few decades, Baltimore has experienced stagnant growth. Vacancy rates, particularly in 
Harlem Park, are high. This area’s Inner-Block parks were created during 1960s urban renewal, and 
have not been well-cared for-- many are paved over and are detrimental to their surroundings. Re-
cent efforts to revive the usefulness and productivity of these spaces have come mainly through local 
non-profit Parks and People, and there is now new momentum to move ecologically sound design 
plans forward in the Inner-Blocks. ESI has a unique role to play in revitalizing these areas. 

Though restoration and renovation in the individual Inner-Block parks of Harlem Park may seem 
straightforward, dozens of different issues surface. Both the history of the area and current community 
health concerns are involved in the changing park sites, and awareness of these issues is key. Such 
sensitivity will help make ecological design plans for the areas even more effective.

II. PROJECT DESCRIPTION
    THE OPPORTUNITY

BALTIMORE: URBAN CONTEXT

Harlem Park History (source: Baltimore Heritage):

“Harlem Park started as one of the largest squares in West Baltimore, 9 ¾ acres, more than double the 
size of Franklin, Lafayette, or Union Square. The grounds of the park and much of the land around it 
had originally belonged to Dr. Thomas Edmondson.

Dr. Thomas Edmondson, a lover of art and horticulture, built a grand mansion and greenhouses on a hill 
now bounded by Edmondson Avenue, Harlem, Fulton and Mount Streets. Upon his death in 1856, his 
estate presented a section of the property to the City as a gift for the creation of a public park or square.
The city passed an ordinance accepting the gift in February 1868 and improvements on the park soon 
began. The engineer and general superintendent for Druid Hill Park, August Paul, prepared a plan for 
the grounds with “Beds and mounds of exotic and native flowers, the most difficult of cultivation” laid 
out in patterns of “stars, diamonds, Maltese crosses, hearts, ovals, circles, and semicircles, each one 
of great artistic beauty and of remarkably accurate outline.” 
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Above: Historic Baltimore Rowhouses. Photo courtesy of the Maryland Historical Society

The park was dedicated in 1876 as an asset to the increasingly developed blocks around the park and 
up to Fulton Avenue. The Harlem Stage Coach Company incorporated in February 1878 to run a line 
of omnibus coaches from Fulton Avenue to Edmondson Avenue before turning south at Harlem Park. 
One of the directors of the enterprise was Joseph Cone, who put up hundreds of rowhouses each year 
with then modern amenities such as gaslights, hot water, central heating, and door bells. Cone also 
pioneered the financing strategy of “advance credit” where home-owners could pay for their properties 
piecemeal, thereby providing the builder with capital for putting up yet more houses.

Harlem Park was substantially diminished in the early 1960s by the construction of a $5,300,000 school 
complex, designed by architects Taylor & Fisher, which resulted in the demolition of homes and busi-
nesses along the northern edge of the park. The school also took the eastern half of the park to turn it 
into a school yard. The remaining square endures as a quiet green space still used by West Baltimore 
residents.”
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Fountain: Harlem Park, Baltimore (source: Baltimore Heritage)

THE NEIGHBORHOOD: SITE DESCRIPTIONS
Understanding the legacy of urban renewal

Given the generally detrimental effects of urban renewal on 
the neighborhood, how can current and future plans ensure 
that they do not leave a similar legacy? 

Maintenance:
Perhaps the most important issue is the long-term viability 
of projects in the Inner Blocks. Designs requiring frequent 
or intensive maintenance may work wonderfully for the first 
year or two, but are likely doomed to fail the community 

after that time is up. One of the major reasons these Inner-Block parks, which were created during the 
urban renewal era, did not flourish was due to a lack of clarity over which organization should care for 
them. Ultimately, the parks fell into disrepair and have only recently been given attention again, thanks 
to Parks and People.

Map courtesy of CityView.
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Questions to Ask:
What level of maintenance will your design realistically need to function long term? What changes can 
be made to further lower that level of maintenance? Could a volunteer group meet the maintenance 
needs of the site? Consider ways that maintenance can happen effortlessly— is there any specific veg-
etation, way of placing trash receptacles, or other type of design idea that could act as natural mainte-
nance in the area? How can trash be minimized?

Demolition:
Historically, improvement plans for Harlem Park have relied heavily on demolition (the Inner-Block 
parks in question were created by demolishing several deteriorating buildings). As pavement removal 
progresses, it is becoming increasingly important to investigate how closely upcoming plans will – or 
will not – follow the footsteps of previous plans. However, there is no doubt that vacancy rates and 
building deterioration are a problem (see figure below).

Questions to Ask:
To what extent is it possible to preserve, or even enhance,  existing features of the adjacent sites and 
areas? Is there anything that absolutely must be demolished? Are there ways for the park design(s) to 
actually act as a preventative measure on surrounding buildings, reducing their rate of deterioration? 
What are the pros and cons of choosing to preserve much of the original site?

Figure courtesy of Mayor’s Office of Information Technology; the Real Property Dataset
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Community Value: 
Community Safety:
Parks are usually a boon to commu-
nities, but when poorly designed can 
pose threats to its safety. Given the 
elevated crime and poverty rate in the 
neighborhood, parks must be careful-
ly set up to maintain a high degree of 
safety after dark. Preventing both vi-
olence and illegal drug use in parks 
must be a priority. Figure courtesy of Baltimore City Police Department

Program and Activities for the Inner Block Parks. 
Questions to ask: 
When thinking about shaping these blocks, one has to recognize the effort in the 1970s to add program 
the Inner Block Parks with playgrounds, sports and recreation, and the ways in which these uses have 
degraded over time.  What is the right balance of program activities? The Inner Block Parks are re-
moved somewhat from the streets. As buildings become vacant and are removed, some of these blocks 
open up. What are the values and issues with this increased network?

Photo courtesy of the Baltimore Department of City Planning
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Questions to Ask:
How can the park be optimally lit? Are there ways to increase lighting cheaply? Are there areas of that 
would be hidden from view after dark, providing areas for gathering at night? 

Figure courtesy of Baltimore City Planning Department
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Potential for Improved Community Health:

Harlem Park suffers from much higher levels of poor health, including higher rates of heart disease and 
Type 2 diabetes. Parks provide green space that can improve air quality and access to exercise. How-
ever, when poorly designed, parks can also be detrimental to community health and safety (particularly 
in terms of animal control issues and opportunities for illegal activity after dark). 

Insect and Pest Concerns:
Mosquitoes have been a difficulty for Harlem Park in recent years (see research paper). Their preva-
lence is in part tied to the frequent littering in area, which allows for small pockets of still water to collect. 
Unlike in other areas of the state, the urban Harlem Park is not a good candidate for chemical means 
of controlling mosquitoes. So, in many ways, reducing the mosquito population is tied to trash main-
tenance in the parks—if the trash problem can be reduced, then the mosquito problem will somewhat 
resolve itself simultaneously. 

13
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Questions to Ask:
Is it possible to reduce pest prevalence by fostering other animal populations in the area, such as birds? 
What are ways to reduce flooding, and therefore the stagnant water mosquitoes so rely on?  Are there 
strategic areas to place rainwater gardens, thus reducing puddles of still water? What are the best ways 
to reduce trash buildup? How can design encourage disposal of trash in designated receptacles, rather 
than littering?

Map courtesy of City of Baltimore
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HARLEM PARK: ECOLOGICAL CONTEXT

Harlem Park is a highly urban enclave in West Baltimore. Though it is embedded within the city, this 
neighborhood is home to several inner-block parks that have largely gone unused. The neighborhood 
itself is just under a mile long and about 1/3 of a mile wide, which is small compared to the ninety square 
mile Baltimore. The parks themselves are also compact, and satellite images estimate most park di-
mensions at between 60-300 feet.  

Park space is shown in green, neighborhood borders shown in orange.
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Vacant Lots as orange dots



Harlem Park’s Soil: Harlem Park actually has a high degree of pervious surface, largely due to aban-
donment and removal of row homes. Lead and other heavy metals in soil are an issue. Kirsten Schwarz’s 
study, “The spatial distribution of lead in urban residential soil and correlations with urban land cover of 
Baltimore, Maryland,” found that “important correlations between the modeled distribution of lead in soil 
and socio-demographic features such as race and poverty have been identified. Specifically, a greater 
amount of soil contamination is predicted to be present in high poverty areas.”

Harlem Park’s Plants and Animals: The biggest restrictions on what can grow here are dispersal 
(native forest isn’t nearby) and the city’s monthly mowing of vacant lots. 
There are legacy seed banks and soil treatments. What grows on old building footprint is slightly differ-
ent from what was the backyard. 
See Chris Swan’s work: Johnson, A. L. &  C. M. Swan. 2014. Drivers of Vegetation Species Diversity 
and Composition in Urban Ecosystems. In R.A McCleery, M.N Peterson & C.E. Moorman (Ed.), Urban 
Wildlife Science: Theory and Practice. Springer.
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Harlem Park’s Climate:
Harlem Park is part of Watershed 263, one of Baltimore’s over 350 storm sewer watersheds. The wa-
tershed is situated in west Baltimore and measures 930 acres. Watershed 263 drains near the mouth 
of the Gwynns Falls at the Middle Branch of the Patapsco River. Baltimore is in the mid-Atlantic region 
of the country, so there is some annual fluctuation in temperature. Though there aren’t any large still 
bodies of water, small pockets of water in litter have brought about mosquito problems in the area.
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There is a high degree of natural recruitment - both invasives and natives. Because much of the vacant 
land is left as ‘field’ there is actually quite a diverse plant community. Previous and ongoing work with 
Harlem Park community members suggests that folks want to see tidy, flowering plants. There is resis-
tance to anything that might grow up over a meter tall (with preference for mown grass and flowers). 
Tree canopy in this neighborhood is predominantly associated with vacant and/or unmanaged spaces. 
Community gardens generally bring dirt in. Birds and mammals frequenting the sites include English 
sparrows, starlings, rats, feral cats, and probably pigeons, squirrels, and raccoons 

Harlem Park’s Land Use Over Time: Harlem Park has seen an increase in vacancy. Also, between 
1973 and 1997, commercial use of Harlem Park’s land grew while open land decreased. 

RELATED PLANNING STUDIES
Urban Renewal Document: http://archive.baltimorecity.gov/Portals/0/agencies/planning/public%20
downloads/Harlem%20Park%20URPamend6.pdf 
Parks and People: http://www.parksandpeople.org

III. SYNOPSIS OF ECOLOGY AND DESIGN PHASE

Fellows will focus their studies in five different concentrations. Fellows will go through the design pro-
cess using their individual concentration as a guide. The conference week in August will provide a dy-
namic and energizing setting in which to pin down more explore conceptual plans for Harlem Park. Over 
the course of the week, fellows will complete a series of activities to help inspire and focus designs. 
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