
CITY OF WINDSOR HEIGHTS:  THE COMPREHENSIVE COLBY PARK RECREATIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE PLANNING AND PLAYGROUND DEVELOPMENT PROJECT

1. Describe the scope of the problem that this program was created to address.

The City of Windsor Heights, Iowa is a landlocked community located in the heart of the Des Moines, Iowa metropolitan area.  Windsor Heights is also a primarily residential community, with a large number of senior residents (20.4% in Windsor Heights as opposed to 12.4% nationally) and a housing stock that is an average of 30+ years old.  Conversely, the other suburban communities in the area have a great deal of growth, with newer houses and offer more of the amenities that young families desire, such as sidewalks, excellent parks, and recreation programming.  

Windsor Heights’ is 2.2 square miles and has only 2 parks.  One park is quite small and the other park, Colby Park, is the main park for the city and is highly visible from the interstate that traverses the Des Moines metropolitan area.  Colby Park had never been laid out in any comprehensive or planned manner.  It was a hodge podge of (well-intentioned, if not well-placed) amenities with very little usable green space.  
The City realized that action had to be taken to upgrade the recreational amenities, which are so important to young families and keep the city competitive with its neighbors in the residential market.  Therefore, the City council gathered a number of community organizations and began a planning project.  The Council formed an ad hoc committee that included representatives from the city government, the Citizens Capital Planning Committee, the Windsor Heights Foundation, the Lions Club, the Keep Windsor Heights Beautiful Committee and the Chamber of Commerce.  Each of these organizations not only committed to the planning process, but also made a funding pledge to improve the shelter house, which was the initial focus of the planning project.  The purpose of the ad hoc committee quickly expanded from a focus on the shelter house to the layout, function and condition of the overall park.  City staff members then approached a local elementary school to partner with the 6th and 7th grade Montessori students of the Des Moines Public School District, which partially lies within the City’s boundaries.  Staff members worked with the students as a part of the Montessori program to bring the students ‘real world’ experience and created an architectural program for the playground portion of the parks’ overall comprehensive plan.  
2. Program Implementation and Costs.

The City spent approximately $100,000 on planning and design costs for the recreational infrastructure project.  The ad hoc committee met for a period of nearly two years and created a comprehensive concept for the park.  The initial concept was simply to look at what could be done to renovate the shelter house, but the committee quickly and almost intuitively understood that the entire park needed to be evaluated and planned.  
A great deal of research was done on what the park’s amenities should be.  For example, the committee looked at a number of different configurations for the “Civic” or “Community” Center which is a building that will house a number of special events and programs and be available to rent for meetings, events, weddings, etc.  They researched what other facilities were available in the metropolitan area and discovered that the ability to accommodate 150 guests for a social event such as a wedding, or 175 participants in a meeting, was missing from the regional landscape.  Their recommendation for that piece of the plan was to construct the facility to the dimensions needed with the associated amenities that would make it a premier and demanded location.  
The Committee also based recommendations on the types of special events that occur in Colby Park.  For example, on July 4th, Windsor Heights triples in population, hosting one of the metro’s most popular Independence Day celebrations that attracts approximately 15,000 people.  Colby Park is host to Music in the Park, a weekly free music concert where residents can enjoy music, free popcorn and free soda with their neighbors.  Other events in the park include monthly Movies in the Park, Oktoberfest, Easter Egg Hunt (hosted by the local Fire Fighters Association), National Night Out Against Crime activities, baseball practices for a number of little league teams, and baseball camp for handicapped children.
A gazebo was constructed in the park in the 1980’s, but was too small to be used for Music in the Park or for the July 4th celebration.  It was also necessary for the City to spend a fair amount of money on a regular basis to rent portable stages for events.  Therefore, the final plan included removal of the gazebo in favor of a permanent, and much larger stage, able to accommodate show choirs, an amenity that was also missing from the metropolitan landscape.  However, the City Council understood that the Gazebo was a recognized landmark of the community and the gazebo was therefore rehabilitated and redeployed the City’s other, smaller park.  
It also became clear that the open green space available for football, frisbee, etc. was severely limited by trees.  While the City values trees, and is a Tree City USA, the trees had been planted over the years without a great deal of forethought to their effect on the overall space of the park.  By creating a plan that included an outdoor performance space with a permanent stage, the effort actually added trees to the park, but in a pattern that framed the performance area, which doubles as a large open space when no performances are occurring.  The permanent stage, as mentioned earlier, not only creates an amenity that is currently lacking in the metro area, but reduces the recurring expenditures for less-attractive and smaller staging for special events.  
The final plan changed the physical configuration of the park, to more efficiently utilize space and increase available parking.  The physical reconfiguration addressed the fact that the park had been originally developed in two sections, one on the east and one on the west side of the parking lot.  This left the park with a bifurcated appearance and created a safety concern for park users, especially during special events when activities were in progress on both sides.  The final plan also included a bioswale, as it is the City’s goal to be a leader in utilizing “green” policies.  Finally, the plan included a signature lighting and signage element, which can be duplicated in other places around town to denote when someone is entering Windsor Heights.

3. Tangible results or measurable outcomes of the program.

The City Council adopted the Colby Park plan in July, 2006, which broke construction into a number of phases.  
The playground was the first phase and constructed in Fall, 2006.  The Windsor Heights Foundation (a non-profit organization whose goal is to enhance quality of life in the community) provided the bulk of the funding for the playground equipment and the City paid for the physical reconfiguration and storm drainage upgrades to provide the canvas for the picture envisioned by the elementary school students.  The Foundation had committed a level of funding at the beginning of the planning project with the students and was so impressed with the students’ work that they substantially increased the funding to achieve the students’ preferred plan.  The playground at Colby Park was dedicated, with the help of a number of the students who helped develop the architectural program for it.  (Note:  Because of the late Fall construction, the playground was not dedicated until the following Spring.)
The City received a major community betterment grant for the second phase of construction from Polk County.  In addition to committing a $200,000 cash grant in 2006, Polk County committed substantial in-kind services (totaling roughly $50,000) and served as the general contractor on the physical reconfiguration of the park.  The City then received a Prairie Meadows grant for the Outdoor Performance Area, which is the third phase of construction and partnered again with Polk County, who will serve as the general contractor on the project.  The County’s willingness to serve as the general contractor provides the City with substantial savings as the County’s purchasing power is far greater than Windsor Heights.  The County Public Works’ crews who handled the second phase of construction did an outstanding job.  The reconstruction of the parking lot and the physical reconfiguration of the park were conducted in late summer and throughout the Fall of 2006, with some punchlist items finalized the following Spring.  
One obstacle that was presented to the City’s plan was the fact that the outdoor performance area with the permanent stage was located in a floodway.  City staff members coordinated the efforts of architects and engineers to create a plan, which was presented to and approved by the Iowa Department of Natural Resources enabling the plan to move forward.  The efforts of the private contractors were effective and the parties involved were fortunate that the DNR staff member with whom we work is a very knowledgeable individual who is interested in seeking solutions.  As an added benefit, during the initial construction phases, it became clear that the trail that runs along one edge of the park was in need of replacement and the City Council voted to replace and improve the trail by widening it while the other construction activities were occurring.  As a result of the planning project, the City Council made the $1.5 million commitment to finalize the park construction.  
The entire community has benefited from these efforts and will into the future.  The City has worked hard to create programs to help preserve its housing stock, but that housing stock is meaningless if the community is not able to provide first-rate amenities which will attract the people to live in the area.  Additionally, the high visibility that this park has, from both the interstate and well-attended special events, makes it critical to conveying the City’s image and brand.  One of the proactive measures the City Council has taken over the past five years is to convene a citizen marketing committee, who developed strategies for marketing the City and creating a brand.  A highly-visible, aging park does not assist in meeting the goals of marketing the City or providing top-notch public facilities.  
4. Lessons learned during planning, implementation and analysis of the program.

There were many lessons learned from all of the City’s efforts.  It was refreshing how excited people became about the idea of upgrading the amenities in the park and undertaking the planning effort.  It is difficult, however, to actually implement the plan because, while everyone loves progress, most people hate change.  This was a large change for people to handle.  The initial stages of construction left the park looking barren and wasted and we heard from many of our citizens.  We simply asked them to be patient.  We heard from them again when the playground was finished and they could see the vision becoming reality.   And, we heard from them in a different way as attendance at various events in the park increased exponentially!
Another lesson learned, based on the excitement that spread about upgrading the park, is that we could have started sooner.  The activity that the park planning and the construction that came out of that, created, led to more interest in a comprehensive, city-wide look at park and recreation amenities, a concept that had not been as high of a priority previously.   
It is clearly challenging to undertake a project of this magnitude, especially given the resistance to change that might be expected from some of the more tenured residents.  However, the involvement of the many different partners in the Comprehensive Colby Park Recreational Infrastructure Planning effort led to a wide base of support for the project itself and led to the major financial contributions that enabled the implementation of the plan so quickly.  
Finally, activity creates activity and, we also learned that partnerships create partnerships.  The partnerships not only created funding opportunities but on-going partnership opportunities and a good base of communications with many community groups and interests.
The playground before:

[image: image1.jpg]



The Playground after the Planning Project:
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The signature lighting/signage element identified in the Comprehensive Planning Project
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The Park’s new layout as contained in the Comprehensive Plan:
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