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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this research is twofold: to establish a new classification of infrastructure, 

called Emerging Infrastructure, and to analyze the implementation of one type of this new 

classification, the Parklet. Parklets are public spaces traditionally used for cars that have been 

converted into temporary, small, public parks for the passive or active recreation of people. 

Parklets fall into the classification of Emerging Infrastructure because, rather than being planned 

and imposed from the outside in, parklets have emerged from the inside out as a response to 

stresses on the natural urban flow, namely the stress of not enough human recreation space. By 

researching parklets and the people involved in their implementation, this study produces theory 

on both the implementation of parklets specifically and of Emerging Infrastructure more broadly. 

Guidance on how to improve the implementation processes of both can be deduced from this 

study, which provides analysis of the conflicts and tensions surrounding the implementation of 

parklets. 
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INTRODUCTION 

City infrastructure is one of the most effective tools in sustainable urban growth. 

Sustainable urban growth allows for cities to absorb population increases while maintaining 

efficient functionality and actively reducing environmental damage. Over the next few decades, 

urban areas across the world are projected to experience exponential population growth, and in 

preparation, a number of cities are already trying to implement emerging infrastructures to help 

them accommodate this growth. In developing countries, urban growth is most dramatic. The 

World Health Organization (WHO) has reported that for the first time in human history, more 

than half of the world’s population lives in cities, and that almost 60 million people are moving 

from rural areas to cities every year. The WHO’s 2010 report also found that: 

Between 1995 and 2005, the urban population of developing countries grew by an 

average of 1.2 million people per week, or around 165,000 people every day. By the 

middle of the 21st century, it is estimated that the urban population of these counties will 

more than double, increasing from 2.5 billion in 2009 to almost 5.2 billion in 2050. 

(World Health Organization, 2010). 

Although not at the same rates, many cities in the United States are also growing quickly. 

U.S. Census information shows that the largest cities in the U.S., those with a population of over 

half a million, grew more in the two years between 2010 and 2012 than they did in the twenty 

years between 1990 to 2010 (Frey, 2013). Between 1987 and 2007, the United States’ population 

grew by about 25 percent, or sixty million people, which led to an increase of about thirty-four 

million acres of land used for urban development (Nelson, 2013, p. 92). According to Nelson 

(2013), “Assuming no change in land consumption, the trend would have another forty million 

acres of land developed for urban uses between 2010 and 2030” (Nelson, 2013, p. 92). As the 
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population grows, as jobs continue to transition from rural to urban areas, and as cities continue 

to develop as cultural and intellectual meccas, urban development will continue to increase. 

However, many cities are not equipped to absorb large population increases, especially if 

new residents all come with new cars. Chronic traffic plagues many cities in the United States 

and abroad, which contributes to the large amount of CO2 emissions already pouring out of 

urban areas. Adding millions of new cars to this scenario is not a sustainable option for many 

cities because it would negatively impact their ability to function efficiently, and it would put an 

increased strain on the already stressed urban environment. Emerging infrastructures are 

evolving in response to this problem, and urban and infrastructure leaders from around the world 

are working to implement them into our cities. 

 

Defining Emerging Infrastructure 

Emerging infrastructures have grown out of a need to correct our modern city 

infrastructure problems. Three conditions can be used to define most emerging infrastructures. 

Firstly, emerging infrastructures are created from the bottom-up to increase the efficiency of 

naturally occurring behavior. Secondly, emerging infrastructures are flexible and adaptable, they 

grow and change over time in response to evolving stresses. Thirdly, emerging infrastructures 

are condensed, streamlined, and/or cooperative versions of existing infrastructures, efficient in 

their use of space, material, and energy, that provide services to the public. A fourth condition of 

emerging infrastructures that often applies is public-private partnerships. 

To flesh out the first condition, emerging infrastructures differ from other types of 

infrastructures largely because they are created from the bottom-up, not so much to change 

behavior as to allow behavior to act out in a more efficient way. Often, infrastructure imposes 
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itself on people as part of a city planning agenda aimed at controlling and organizing behavior. 

The High Modernist movement, primarily of the 1950s and 1960s, championed this kind of city 

planning and aimed to control physical nature and human nature by imposing outside order 

through grids and buildings (Scott, 1999). The renowned urbanist Jane Jacobs argued strongly 

against this type of planning, promoting the kind of bottom-up approach that has spawned 

emerging infrastructures. 

The second condition of emerging infrastructure is an extension of its bottom-up 

development. Because this type of infrastructure is created in response to a stress, the goal is to 

maintain the flexibility needed to adapt to changes in that stress over time. Tangible examples of 

emerging infrastructures are bike-share and car-share programs, which have emerged as a 

response to the physical stress of too many cars and not enough parking spaces, as well as the 

environmental stress of too much pollution output; community and rooftop gardens, which have 

emerged as a response to the stress of too many people and not enough fresh, healthy food; and 

parklets, which have emerged as a response to the stress of too many people, too many cars, and 

not enough public recreation space. As these stresses have evolved alongside the evolution of 

modern urban living, and will continue to do so, emerging infrastructures must also evolve 

accordingly. All three of these examples also exemplify the third condition of emerging 

infrastructures, in that they have taken a type of pre-existing framework - bike/car use, 

gardening, and parks - and reproduced them on a condensed and/or shared-public-use scale, to 

increase input (use) and decrease output (financial cost, energy cost, environmental cost). Very 

often, the fourth condition applies to them as well. Cities frequently partner with non- and for-

profit businesses to implement these kinds of infrastructures, exchanging public land for 

technology. 
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The History of Parklets 

This research focuses on parklets, the lesser known of the aforementioned examples, but 

also one increasing in popularity. A parklet is a small public park that is built in an area usually 

devoted to cars, most commonly in metered parking spaces. A platform is built on which sits 

traditional park amenities, such as plants, flowers, benches, and tables. This structure is 

removable, even though often times it is not removed for months or years. The placement of the 

structure effectively turns what used to be a space devoted to parking cars, into a space devoted 

to providing recreation amenities to the public. 

Parklets help cities accommodate their eminent growth by both disincentivizing 

automobiles and incentivising other forms of transportation, and by increasing urban green 

space. The parklet started in San Francisco in 2005 when a local design studio called Rebar 

converted a metered parking spot in the city into a temporary public place for a single day. The 

popularity of this idea spread and soon established itself as an annual international event called 

PARK(ing) Day, which focuses on “creating new forms of temporary public space in urban 

contexts around the world” (parkingday.org). The popularity of this idea coupled with a public 

plaza program that San Francisco had embarked on in an effort to replicate New York City’s 

“Pavement to Plaza” program, led to the establishment of the San Francisco Pavement to Parks 

program which oversees the city’s parklet program. Pavement to Parks is an interdepartmental 

program that collaborates efforts between a number of San Francisco agencies: the Planning 

Department, the Department of Public Works, the Municipal Transportation Agency, and the 

Mayor's Office (sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org). The program’s mission is to “temporarily 

reclaim [underutilized street space] and quickly and inexpensively turn them into new public 

spaces” (sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org). 



 5 

The United States’ first formal parklets were implemented in San Francisco through the 

Pavement to Parks program in 2010 (sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org). As of January 2013, 

thirty-eight parklets had been installed throughout San Francisco 

(sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org). Other cities have started to implement their own parklet 

programs, including other Bay Area cities like Oakland and Berkeley, as well as cities from 

Long Beach to New York City, and Cedar Rapids, Iowa to Montpelier, Vermont. Montreal and 

Vancouver, Canada, have also built parklets. 

 

Defining Parklets 

Originally, parklets were informally defined as converted metered parking spaces made 

into small, temporary public spaces. This definition has been expanded in some places to include 

the conversion of other car-based infrastructures into small public parks, including traffic 

mediums and traffic triangles. In February 2013, the San Francisco Pavement to Parks program 

released its San Francisco Parklet Manual, which increases the scope of what qualifies as a 

parklet by defining a parklet as a “temporary sidewalk extension,” with the purpose of 

“repurposes part of the street into a public space for people” (“San Francisco,” 2013). A problem 

with this definition is that for those involved with the implementation of parklets, there is an 

important symbolism that is conjured up by the term parklet that involves replacing parking with 

parks. Parklets are about more than temporary sidewalk extensions that turn “part of the street” 

into shared public space, they are largely about reclaiming a parking spot dedicated for cars and 

turning it into a space dedicated for people. This association embeds parklets in the New 

Urbanism movement, largely inspired by Jacobs, that focuses on transitioning cities from car-

centric to people-centric places. 
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A 2012 Report on parklets conducted by the UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs 

recognized this important aspect of parklets and defined parklets as emerging “from the low-cost 

conversion of small and under utilized residual spaces originally devoted to cars into spaces for 

the passive or active recreation of people.” However, there are two problems with this definition. 

The terms “low-cost” and “under utilized” are too objective. The cost of implementing parklets 

is often quite high for those tasked with the job, and whether or not the space is underutilized 

depends heavily on who you talk to. While the cost of implementing parklets may be low in 

terms of public works projects taken on by governmental agencies, parklets are not funded by 

these agencies, but instead by local businesses, residents, and community organizations. As a 

bottom-up program, parklets are funded and maintained by non-governmental groups, who often 

have to work hard to raise enough money to build and maintain their parklet. As for the 

utilization of the space, parklets remove parking spaces, which can be a hotly debated issue in 

communities. Merchants and residents can feel that providing parking in cities with too many 

cars is a much better use of the space than is a public park. 

One aspect of parklets that seems to be taken for granted in many definitions is their 

temporary nature. Under the umbrella-term “New Urbanism,” a number of off-shoot movements 

have developed. One of these is called “Tactical Urbanism,” and is focused on creative, cheap, 

temporary ways to improve small sections of a city by promoting community engagement and 

people-centric streets. Parklets are one of the earliest and most popular manifestations of Tactical 

Urbanism. The impermanence of the infrastructure is a very important component because it 

often allows cities to sidestep bureaucratic processes in the pilot phase of implementation, and it 

is also what allows the infrastructure to be so adaptable to constraints and change. One of the 

changes already affecting parklets is a move towards more active recreation options. While 
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traditionally parklets have been dedicated to passive recreation, in large part because of their 

very small size, recently there has been interest in allowing for more active recreation in parklets 

by installing small exercise areas. In Los Angeles, these “fitness zones” have been introduced 

into larger city parks with much success, and there is now interest in incorporating them into 

parklets (“UCLA,” 2012). An analysis of fitness zone parks showed that park use increased more 

in parks with fitness zones than in parks without fitness zones, and that exercise levels increased 

in parks after fitness zones were installed (“UCLA,” 2012; Cohen, Marsh, Williamson, Golinelli 

& McKenzie, 2012). In the future, parklets may accommodate much more active recreation than 

they do now. Taking into account the analysis of past and present definitions of parklets, present 

and future types of recreation, as well as incorporating the symbolism attached to the 

infrastructure and its associated urban movements, parklets are defined in this study as public 

spaces traditionally used for cars that are converted into temporary, small, public parks for the 

passive or active recreation of people. 

 

Parklets and the New Urbanism Movement 

The symbolism that runs through the New Urbanism movement plays an important role 

in the development of parklets. Parklets are associated with people-centric streets, car-free 

transportation, community engagement, and an outdoor, active, healthy lifestyle. They also 

represent a hyper-local type of urban infrastructure development, which aims to develop 

infrastructure that reflects the culture of its unique community, rather than simply replicating 

institutionalized infrastructural molds and categories. More so than with other types of parks, a 

parklet can really reflect the unique environment and culture of its surroundings. The parklet is 

not designed by the city but rather by the parklet’s sponsor, who is an actual member of the 
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community, and the architect the sponsor chooses to help with the design. The San Francisco's 

Parklet Manual (2013) states that “The City’s intent is not to impose a particular design aesthetic 

onto your parklet, but to promote unique parklets with a look and feel to reflect the individual 

character, location and creativity of the parklet sponsor and designer.” Many parklets incorporate 

work by local artists and host public programming around issues specific to their communities. 

Frequently, parklets include built-in design elements that reflect the needs and values of their 

communities, such as bike parking. The parklet and biking movements are closely related. In 

fact, some parklets, called bike corrals, are dedicated to bicycle parking only. 

Parklets are also seen as a way to slow and reduce traffic, and are part of a broader push 

by the New Urbanism movement to widen sidewalk space and narrow roads, increasing the 

overall amount of land dedicated to people while shrinking the land dedicated to cars. The phrase 

often used by proponents of New Urbanism and parklet implementation is a “reclaiming” of the 

streets and city space for the people, conjuring up a feeling of taking back something that once 

belonged to us and was unjustly taken away. Parklets have become an integral part of this New 

Urbanism movement, which is as much a cultural movement as a physical one. Separating the 

symbolic cultural component from the physical component is impossible, which is why 

acknowledging the symbolism of parklets is necessary for any meaningful research on their 

existence and implementation. 

 This increase in townsite consciousness has helped to promote and develop emerging 

infrastructures, which are in theory more adaptable than traditional infrastructures and present a 

more sustainable way to accommodate changes in urban living. However, the pressure to 

standardize emerging infrastructures is strong. As parklets become more popular, a framework of 

rules and regulations is needed to help cities implement them efficiently and successfully. 
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Participant 1 of this study manages a city-wide parklet permit program. The permit program used 

to be a pilot program, the difference being a standardized process. A pilot program is like Phase 

One of a long-term parklet process, in which trial and error is being deployed to work out all the 

kinks. A permit program is like Phase Two, in which many of the kinks have been identified and 

solutions have been decided on, resulting in a set of standardized rules for all parklets to follow 

in the future. Participant 1 explained the evolution of the parklet process like this:  

When you enter a space for the first time, there are unknowns that you need to figure 

out….So when we started the program, we sort of sat around and tried to imagine all the 

things that could go wrong, or what kind of controls we’d need to have in place, and 

come up with as good a process as we can. And then we did some pilots and we learned 

some things and we made some tweaks. And we had an RFP [Request for Proposals] and 

we learned some things and we made some tweaks. So we went through a couple rounds 

of applications and then we’re like ‘ok, this is getting big and we need to codify 

everything.’ So then we pulled back for eight months and wrote the parklet manual…And 

all of these things were codified and written down. It ended up being a learning process 

as we go....We’d seen some things that didn’t work so well and so we could [tweak the 

guidelines accordingly]….So you know, there’s kind of a cleaning up of all that sort of 

stuff. And so now, the last thing we need to do is - when there were two or three 

[parklets] the enforcement issue wasn’t such a big deal, but now that we have like 40 and 

are on track to have like 70, and then 150 and so on, those issues of maintenance are 

going to come up more and more and so it’s making sure we have the tools in place to 

deal with [them]. 
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In order to have the “tools in place,” Participant 1 said, the next step for the city is to pass 

legislation on parklets: 

We never passed legislation and that’s on our list of things to do. Legislation would help 

us put in fines for enforcement and help us with the maintenance inspections and stuff 

like that….That is why we need to pass legislation. The rest of [the parklet process] is 

pretty much good to go. 

Legislation would be like Phase Three of the parklet process. This explanation from Participant 1 

illustrates how a program based on the concept of temporary can quickly grow too big to remain 

as flexible as it started. More inflexible standardization is necessary to support such a large 

program. At the same time, this type of bureaucratic standardization decreases the 

infrastructure’s adaptability. There are also social, logistical, and physical hurdles that often 

interfere with parklet implementation, and over saturation of parklets is a growing problem.  

As this infrastructure grows to meet both the needs of the people and the needs of the 

city, it is important to better understand the issues surrounding its implementation. To 

accomplish this, this study analyzes the experiences of people who have been involved in parklet 

implementation in different ways, from the government level to the civilian level. This research 

is helpful to future parklet implementation because it provides needed information on the 

motivations for and obstacles to parklet implementation that are being experienced by real 

people working in the current system. Information gleaned from this study on what motivates 

people to build parklets and what types of things can slow or stymie their success can be used by 

city governments and civilian parklet sponsors alike to increase the efficiency and effectiveness 

of parklet programs in the future. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

A History of Parks in the United States 

Very little has been written about parklets and very little research has been published on 

them. However, throughout park history in the United States, elements of the physical and 

conceptual modern-day parklet can be seen emerging over time. Parklets are a manifestation of 

the modern American park movement, which has roots in all of the country’s previous park 

movements. In order to understand the modern parks movement that has sprung parklets, it is 

important to ground the present in the physical and symbolic park movements of the past. 

Through this analysis, it becomes clear how parklets reflect the same physical and moral 

concepts we have attached to parks for centuries, simply packaged in a modern framework that 

has been adjusted to meet the needs of today’s densely-populated, densely-built, and car-centric 

urban environments. Once we are able to place parklets in their historical and cultural context, 

and view them not as a new infrastructure but as an emergent infrastructure, one that has evolved 

from an established and traditional framework to meet modern stresses, only then can we begin 

to conduct the research needed to improve their implementation. 

In The Politics of Park Design, Galen Cranz (1982) analyzes the history, design, and 

planning of parks in the United States through a cultural context. She breaks American park 

history into four eras, the pleasure ground era from 1850 to 1900, the reform park era from 1900 

to 1930, the recreation facility era from 1930 to 1965, and finally the open-space era starting in 

1965. Parklets are a continuation of this open-space movement, which viewed parks as 

extensions of existing infrastructures and necessary to community cohesion. Cranz (1982) argues 

that these four different park models represent the main American park movements throughout 

history, up until her book was published in 1982. 
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The Pleasure Ground Era: 1850 to 1900 

In the late eighteen hundreds, parks, or pleasure grounds as they were called then, were 

viewed as separate from the city and as a way to escape urban life (Cranz, 1982; Peterson, 2003, 

p. 40). Cranz (1982) writes: 

The parks that Americans built to improve their cities derived not from European urban 

models but from an anti-urban ideal that dwelt on the traditional prescription for relief 

from the city - to escape to the country....The notion of a park was endorsed as if it were a 

check on the encroachment of the city rather than as a feature of the city itself” (Cranz, 

1982, pp. 3-5). 

This mindset is quite the opposite of that which has sparked the parklet movement, and 

which tries to integrate parks and green space into the fiber of city neighborhoods. During the 

pleasure ground era, parks were built as wide open spaces with no organized recreation (Cranz, 

1982). In fact, organized recreation and planned entertainment, such as the music festivals that 

are popular in today’s parks, were considered antithetical to the purpose of pleasure grounds, 

which existed as an escape from the planned and organized life of the city (Cranz, 1982, p. 7). As 

an extension of this, no buildings or structures were built as part of the pleasure ground, since “In 

the park the city was not supposed to exist” (Cranz, 1982, p. 232). Park designers even tried to 

avoid planting flowers because they “revealed the hand of man, which the park visitors saw all 

too much of in the city” (Cranz, 1982, p. 41). However, “elaborate entrance gates” started to go 

up in parks, “a message that the parks should be taken seriously as an expression of a high level 

of cultural achievement” (Cranz, 1982, p. 49). 
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The Reform Park Era: 1900 to 1930 

Towards the end of the pleasure ground era and into the beginning of the reform era, the 

City Beautiful movement took off, with its mission of using physical beautification of urban 

areas to shape the moral character of urban residents. While the City Beautiful movement was 

used to advance a social agenda, it also helped to grow comprehensive park planning, and 

strengthened public participation in park planning (Sies & Silver, 1996, p. 46; Wilson, W., 

1989). Urban park planning became the planning of a system, rather than viewing each park as 

independent, and city residents often had to approve bond measures and elect park officials, 

which incorporated their voices into the park planning process (Wilson, W., 1989, p. 1). The 

era’s leaders in comprehensive park planning, Frederick Law Olmsted, Sr. and his son Frederick 

Law Olmsted, Jr., promoted a systems approach to urban park planning. However, Olmsted, Sr., 

in particular, believed that comprehensive urban park planning was not in itself a value, but that 

the value was in building parks that served an actual purpose (Sies & Silver, 1996, p. 46). He 

was less concerned about the methodology of planning than he was about “whether [a park’s] 

scale and function fit societal needs,” (Sies & Silver, 1996, p. 46) a sentiment advocated for 

strongly in the later half of the 19th century by the urbanist Jane Jacobs. 

The creation of smaller, neighborhood parks, took place during the reform park era. 

During this time, an emphasis was placed on organized activity in city parks (Cranz, 1982). The 

shift towards organized recreation, such as sports leagues, was a social reaction to the increase in 

leisure time that working men suddenly had, thanks to “larger incomes, earlier retirements, 

shorter work weeks, and longer vacations” (Cranz, 1982, p. 62). Many people feared that too 

much idle time would lead to bad behavior and so parks, as part of the City Beautiful movement, 

became a place to teach and encourage good behavior among the citizenry, especially children 
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(Cranz, 1982, p.63; Sies & Silver, 1996, p. 108). When comparing the old pleasure grounds to 

the new park model, Chicago park officials of the time said, “the former furnished merely a place 

for recreation, while the latter furnishes, first of all, a scheme of recreation” (Cranz, 1982, p. 66; 

Central Park: Part II, p. 680). This “scheme of recreation” led to the creation of small parks and 

playgrounds which focused primarily on community-oriented recreation. It was hoped that 

organized activities would “ensure a wholesome expression of community life and the 

socialization of residents to a common core of American values” (Cranz, 1982, p. 68). This was 

the beginning of both the smaller park movement and the coupling of park infrastructure with the 

concept of community activities, both of which are part of the foundation of the modern parklet 

movement. 

Neighborhood parks brought together certain aspects of the past pleasure grounds, current 

playgrounds, and future recreation facilities into one public space (Cranz, 1982; Sies & Silver, 

1996, pp. 100-101; 107). These neighborhood parks, also known as small parks or play-parks, 

started in Chicago, and reflected the “three ideological threads of early-twentieth-century 

American planning: aesthetic idealism, social melioration, and technical efficiency” (Sies & 

Silver, 1996, p. 104). The parks were very small and “could be tucked in almost anywhere” 

(Cranz, 1982 p. 80-82). This is the first time city parks start to resemble something close to 

parklets. In both size and symbolism, neighborhood parks bore a resemblance to today’s parklets 

in that they were built because of the growing conception that parks were a defining 

characteristic of neighborhoods. Without a park, a neighborhood and its community was seen as 

incomplete. Parks started to be built in whatever available nooks and crannies existed in a 

neighborhood, such as empty lots (Cranz, 1982, p. 83). The shift towards a parklet, sidewalk-

based park system drew nearer as both communities and urban planners worked to incorporate 
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parks into overcrowded and overbuilt city neighborhoods. As Cranz (1982) writes, advocates of 

neighborhood parks “had criticized the park movement for not extending its own logic far 

enough: if people needed to have nature nearby, it should be introduced into the city blocks 

where it would be closest and most appreciated” (p. 84). 

 

The Recreation Facility Era: 1930 to 1965 

The move towards recreation facilities began in the 1930s, at which point parks had 

become socially and politically accepted as a part of city infrastructure and parks departments no 

longer has to justify building them (Cranz, 1982, p. 101). The role of parks as places of social 

education and control also waned, as parks turned into centers to facilitate the active recreation 

of people (Cranz, 1982, p. 101-105; Carr, Francis, Rivlin, & Stone, 1992, p. 66). Rather than 

structureless open spaces, parks now took the form of public baseball fields and pools (Carr et 

al., 1992, p. 66), and promoted the organized, active recreation that was frowned upon in the 

pleasure ground era. As Cranz (1982) writes, “In replacing an ideology of reform with one of 

leisure, park departments put themselves on par with commercial producers of entertainment 

commodities,” which led to a few big conceptual changes regarding how parks should be run (p. 

106). Emphasis was now placed on efficiency, which shifted the minds of park managers and 

parks departments to one of systems thinking and bureaucratization (Cranz, 1982, p. 107). 

Unfortunately, this led to a loss of park idealism and purpose in the minds of the public, 

which was reflected in parks departments’ shrinking budgets (Cranz, 1982, p. 107). Another 

casualty of the shift to pragmatic and bureaucratic recreation facilities was a loss of public 

interest and support for city parks (Cranz, 1982, p. 107). This occurred at the same time park 

maintenance costs increased, due in large part to the amount of staff that was now needed to run 



 16 

and supervise the recreation facilities (Cranz, 1982, p. 107). Park managers now had to reach out 

to outside organizations for fundraising and partnerships (Cranz, 1982, p. 107).  

As park budgets continued to shrink during the mid-1900s, parks took a number of 

survival steps. They consolidated to increase their lobbying efforts, and they integrated their 

department with other departments in the hopes of sharing funding and responsibility (Cranz, 

1982, p. 108). For example, when the parks departments became integrated with school systems 

starting in the 1930s, the schools were assigned the task of organizing recreation (Cranz, 1982, p. 

108). Parks departments also started coordinating efforts with city housing authorities (Cranz, 

1982, p. 108). It wasn’t until park managers began working to associate parks with the war effort 

that parks finally gained back much of the popularity they had lost among the public (Cranz, 

1982, p. 110). Parks departments started marketing and public relations campaigns for the first 

time, selling parks to the public as a place for national morale building. Organized park 

recreation also started to incorporate military activities, for example renaming playgrounds “day 

camps” to associate them with military camps (Cranz, 1982, pp. 109-113). 

In order to help parents, especially women, perform much needed work during the war 

effort, the Lanham Act of 1942 provided federal funding for daycare centers which were often 

opened on park grounds (Cranz, 1982, p. 113). Soon, parks started to gain back their popularity, 

and park-based interest groups formed, such as photography clubs and baseball leagues (Cranz, 

1982, p. 114). Interest groups were a much desired outcome during the recreation era, which 

encouraged group activities “because of their power to stimulate community interaction and 

integration” (Cranz, 1982, p. 115). The focus on parks as vital to community cohesion 

reemerged, and has since remained a concept that draws in much public support for park 

infrastructure, including today’s parklets. 



 17 

During the recreation period, confusion over the definition of “recreation,” affected what 

activities were permitted in public parks (Cranz, 1982, p. 118). This led to the need to legally 

define the term (Cranz, 1982, p. 118). Similar controversies surrounding definitions and rules of 

use have been a part of park history, and defining parks and the behaviors appropriate for them 

have been something the public and the government have contended with often (Carr et al., 1992, 

p. 63). Parklets are now entering the same phase. Having been a steadily growing infrastructure 

in the City of San Francisco for a few years now, members of the city legislature are working to 

build a legal and legislative framework for the infrastructure (Knight, H. 2012), as are the city’s 

urban planners, said Participant 1 of this study. Much of this framework is laid out in the updated 

San Francisco Parklet Manual, which demonstrates a standardization process of design and 

implementation guidelines that will no doubt be used as a national model. 

For most cities still in the pilot phase of their parklet programs, their process is more of a 

best-practices guide, which does not provide complete legal requirements for design. Because of 

this, parklets tend to exist in a legal limbo, falling outside of the legal codes that govern most 

places in the city. In San Francisco, for example, parklets, and similar infrastructures like San 

Francisco’s public plazas, are not classified by the city as parks, streets, or sidewalks, and so the 

city codes that govern those types of infrastructures do not apply (Knight, H. 2012; Gordon, R., 

2011). Participant 1 of this study explained that “[Parklets] are like parks but they are not parks. 

Legally they are their own thing.” 

 One consequence of this type of classification confusion is that often parklets do not 

have to comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act, making them inaccessible for many 

people. Although, it should be noted that San Francisco, now out of its pilot phase, has 

established a set of accessibility requirements for all parklets built in the city. 
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An additional problem that has risen from classification confusion is that behavior is 

often regulated in a way unlike the rest of the city. In San Francisco, much behavior is allowed in 

parklets that city residents have voted to outlaw and city code forbids in the rest of the city, such 

as sitting and lying down on sidewalks during the middle of the day, and, up until October 2012, 

nudity (Knight, H. 2012; Riley, N. 2012). As parklets become more popular, a legal and 

legislative framework will likely be implemented in all cities to standardize this infrastructure, 

just as we saw happen to park infrastructure of the past (Sies & Silver, 1996, p. 114). As we 

begin this process, however, a main focus should be on building such a framework that still 

allows parklets the flexibility within the law to adapt to changes in the urban environment. 

Around the early to middle 1940s, city planning departments started to institute “master 

plans” for city parks and recreation in anticipation of the population growth brought on by the 

end of World War II (Cranz, 1982, p. 120). Today, cities are planning similarly for the 

anticipated growth brought on by more and more jobs moving from rural areas to urban ones. 

Infrastructures like parklets, as well as bike-share, car-share, and community gardens, are part of 

modern day “master plans” to allow cities to sustainably absorb population growth, and counter 

some of the environmental damage that will be a result of this growth. One aspect of many of 

these emerging infrastructures is that they are often public-private partnerships. A non-profit or 

for-profit company will join with a city government to supply residents with a needed 

infrastructure. Usually, the technology is supplied by the company and the land is supplied by 

the city. Parklets follow the same basic model; the city will provide the land, but everything else 

is up to the sponsor.  

The master plans of the 1940s were more forward-thinking than past city planning had 

been, and focused more on the idea of the “public good” than on the past “ideal neutrality of pure 
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systems thinking” (Cranz, 1982, p. 120). As Cranz (1982) writes, because parks had taken on so 

many different physical shapes over the decades, the physical forms were simply new models of 

previously defined services. Thus, parks became not so much about the physical appearance of 

the infrastructure, but rather the infrastructure was based on a concept rooted in social meanings 

(Cranz, 1982, p. 122). In a 1940 Chicago South Park Commission's report, the Chicago Park 

Commissioners wrote “The shift was not in things or properties; it was in the social meanings of 

those things and properties” (Chicago, 1940; Cranz, 1982, p. 122). The concepts that are 

associated with city parks, such as nature, relaxation, human interaction, and community 

cohesion, are in large part what continue to bolster their existence. Whether based on reality or 

more theoretically-based, the importance of these concepts, and the ability of parks to deliver on 

them from time to time, have indeed cemented park infrastructure in our societal understanding 

of a healthy and happy urban community. As we adjust our parks infrastructure to meet the needs 

of ever-changing cities, we can clearly see the emphasis on parks. No matter how our urban 

neighborhoods change over time, we continue to try and find creative ways to install parks, and 

by extension the associated moral concepts, into our communities. Parklets are simply the most 

recent manifestation of this process. 

 

The Open-Space Era: 1965 to Today 

In 1965, the open space movement began, which could be seen largely in the push to 

fluidify perimeters, “so that park flowed into city and city into park” (Cranz, 1982, pp. 135-138). 

The neighborhood park of the early 1900s was expanded on, and the ideas that birthed the 

parklet can be seen emerging during this era. Cranz (1982) writes that competition for land in the 

cities led to the creation of mini parks and vest-pocket parks, that could be “tucked into irregular, 
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unusual, inexpensive sites” (p. 143). Today, we see this idea continued in the building of what 

are now called “pocket parks,” and the creation of parklets. The broader idea was that these small 

parks would be part of an open-space urban network, in which “park sites...would extend beyond 

their literal boundaries into the city as a whole” (Cranz, 1982, p. 144). 

 

Parklets as a Component of the Open Space Era 

The street itself became viewed as an extension of the open-space movement. “The new 

attitude toward streets, sidewalks, backyards, vacant lots, waterfronts, and rooftops involved 

them in park planning and ideology whether or not they were actually under the administrative 

control of park departments” (Cranz, 1982, p. 144). This ideology can be seen clearly in today’s 

cities where urban farming, rooftop gardens, and indeed parklets have proliferated. Interestingly, 

park planning on such land not under the parks department's jurisdiction has led to many of the 

problems surrounding unclear classification and legislation that parklets are dealing with today. 

As Cranz (1982) writes, the new open-space ideology was more or less that any space 

was now a potential site for a new type of park (p. 144), and the “logical extension of distributing 

parks everywhere throughout a city was to make them mobile” (p. 144). One of the pillars of 

parklets is their impermanence. The foundation of the infrastructure, both physically and 

conceptually, is temporary. As the San Francisco Pavement to Parks program website explains, 

“Materials and design interventions are meant to be temporary and easily removable...” All 

parklets are built as temporary structures, and the mobile and removable nature of them is a 

fundamental aspect to their design and to the conceptual movement that recognizes parks as 

needing to adjust to changing environments. On a technical and implementation level, their 

temporary nature plays a very important role by allowing cities to waive many of the legislative 
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steps necessary to implement a permanent structure. In Montpelier, Vermont, the city 

categorized parklets as they would temporary vendors, and were then able to bypass “the usual 

due process measures of the Development Review Board—such as formal notification of 

neighboring businesses and residents and of decision-making meetings” (Sheir, R., 2013). 

This situation leads to an interesting type of city infrastructure implementation. The 

parklet infrastructure’s impermanence can allow cities to remove a parking space, which is an 

understood and accepted infrastructure, and replace it with a less understood and accepted 

infrastructure without prior communication with the public and without following the rules the 

public have come to expect from infrastructure implementation. This can lead to very hostile 

reactions from the public that can affect their opinion of the infrastructure permanently. 

However, this process also allows a city to try new things without having to maneuver the red 

tape that may end up being a permanent roadblock to the infrastructure’s implementation. By 

being able to sidestep long, bureaucratic processes and try new infrastructures temporarily, 

priceless feedback can be gained about what works and what does not that can help cities tweak 

the infrastructure to better meet the needs of residents and cities in the future. 

This type of implementation, however, seems to exist only in the early stages of a city’s 

parklet program, before formal rules have been established. The first San Francisco parklets were 

implemented in this type of ad hoc manner, where community feedback was solicited more after 

the implementation than before. However, now that the San Francisco process is more 

standardized and initiating the building of a parklet has been placed completely in the hand of 

residents, new pre-implementation rules apply, including demonstrated community support for 

each parklet. In fact, the San Francisco Parklet Manual states that “Parklet application 
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submissions that do not include documentation of community outreach will not be considered” 

(San Francisco, 2013). 

The temporary nature of parklets have changed a bit due to the fact that so many have 

now remained in place for years. One of the main goals of parklet pilot programs is to test out a 

parklet in a particular space on a temporary basis, and then allow it to grow into a more 

permanent fixture by default of its continued existence for a longer period of time. As the San 

Francisco Pavements to Parks program website phrases it “After testing their performance, some 

spaces are reclaimed permanently as public open spaces” (sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org). 

Again, the use of the term “reclaim” shows an important part of the soul of the parklet 

movement. 

Only a few years before the open space movement took off, renowned urban activist and 

public space champion Jane Jacobs published her iconic work on urban planning, The Death and 

Life of Great American Cities. In it she explained the power of cities and how different types of 

infrastructure and urban planning help or hinder this power (Jacobs, J., 1961; Jacobs, J., 1958). 

Jacobs (1961) also emphasized the usefulness of crowding and explained how more people make 

places safer, as all the eyes on the street act as a sort of informal community police force. Her 

argument was an attack on a growing urban planning trend of imposing order from the outside 

in. Jacobs believed that cities were damaged by order imposed on them from the outside. She 

believed, in fact, that what was viewed from the outside as disorder, was in fact an amazing form 

of urban organization that kept cities safe and productive (Jacobs, J., 1961). Instead of building a 

city from the outside looking in, Jacobs (1961) emphasized the usefulness of building it from the 

inside looking out. 
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In 1958, Jacobs wrote an article for Forbes magazine in which she argued that the best 

way to plan a city is to get out and walk around, and then help to cultivate the environment that 

one can see has built up naturally: 

It is the premise of this article that the best way to plan for downtown is to see how 

people use it today; to look for its strengths and to exploit and reinforce them. There is no 

logic that can be superimposed on the city; people make it and it is to them, not buildings, 

that we must fit our plans. (Jacobs, 1958)  

Parklets are a concept that aims to follow this type of planning mentality. The placement of 

parklets is in large part based on finding areas where people naturally convene and then giving 

them a proper place to continue their natural behavior (San Francisco, 2013; UCLA, 2012). 

Jacobs would likely support parklets because they exploit naturally occurring venturis, as she 

called them, referring to the Venturi effect. The Venturi effect is a physics law having to do with 

the increase and decrease of fluid pressure in a condensed, narrow space, such as tubing. What 

Jacobs means when referring to the Venturi effect in an urban planning context is the 

phenomenon of clusters of people naturally gathering (an increase in pressure) on a particular 

section of sidewalk (a condensed, narrow space) (Jacobs, 1958). Additionally, Jacobs would 

probably have appreciated parklets for their variety. While the word “parklet” did not yet exist, 

she spoke highly of the concept, saying that big open spaces are not conducive to important civic 

activity, but rather “the prestige and attractiveness of a sidewalk garden...would be about right” 

(Jacobs, 1958). 

 To a large degree, Jacobs dismissed the conceptual and symbolic meaning of parks. 

Rather than viewing them as the infrastructure that would fix communities, as they have often 

been painted in the past, she viewed them as manifestations of the community. In The Life and 
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Death of Great American Cities (1961) she writes “Parks are not automatically anything, and 

least of all are these volatile elements stabilizers of values or of their neighborhoods and 

districts” (p. 92). This was quite a switch in attitude from the reform park era, which built parks 

for the purpose of teaching and reinforcing values in a community. Rather, a neighborhood park, 

she argued, “is the creature of its surroundings.” The symbiotic relationship between parks and 

communities mean that neighborhood parks both reflect and impact their environment. 

As with most things, Jacobs did not view any aspect of a city in isolation. No one 

infrastructure could make or break a neighborhood or a city, it was the total interaction - between 

people, infrastructure, and environment - that reinforced the natural flow of the city, or destroyed 

it. Though she was an advocate of removing cars from urban downtowns, she did not advocate 

doing so for symbolic reasons, but rather for logical ones: 

There is no magic in simply removing cars from downtown....The removal of the cars is 

important only because of the great opportunities it opens to make the streets work harder 

and to keep downtown activities compact and concentrated....The whole point is to make 

the streets more surprising, more compact, more variegated, and busier than before – not 

less so. (Jacobs, 1958) 

So while it is Jacobs’ emphasis on bottom-up planning and her support of street culture that in 

large part gave birth to the New Urbanism movement that created the parklet, she does warn 

against the movement’s haphazard application. Removing parking spaces and replacing them 

with parklets just for the symbolism of it is ineffectual, she would argue. Parklets are a perfect 

example of Jacobs’ advocating for emerging infrastructure, that is infrastructure that grows out 

of public need. But parklets are now so trendy that their implementation is in danger of 

becoming counterproductive. It seems that many parklets are being sought for their trendiness 
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rather than their usefulness. Useful parklets would emerge in response to social venturis, natural 

gathering spots. They would not be implemented in order to create these spots in areas where 

they do not naturally exist. However, parklets have become so popular in San Francisco now, 

that the city has to take into account how many parklets are in a certain neighborhood before 

issuing new parklet permits, in order to prevent over saturation. Over saturation of parklets 

indicates that they are being built in areas where the need, the venturis, do not exist. 

 

Parklet Success 

 When implemented correctly and in proper locations, early research is showing parklets 

to achieve their desired effect. The San Francisco Great Streets Project, a campaign focused on 

restructuring cities to make streets the center of civic life, conducted two studies over two years 

on San Francisco’s parklets to see how effective they were at increasing civic activity on the 

streets. Specifically, they measured “the influence of parklets on pedestrian traffic, street life, 

and nearby businesses” (San Francisco Great Streets Project, 2011). In 2010, the Project’s first 

study focused on the city’s first parklet. The analysis found that after the parklet was installed, 

there was a 13 percent increase in the pedestrian traffic on that one block, and a 30 percent 

increase in the number of people sitting or standing on the block at any given time (San 

Francisco Great Streets Project, 2011). 

The 2011 study looked at three new parklets that had been implemented in three different 

neighborhoods (San Francisco Great Streets Project, 2011). The analysis showed that street 

socializing and stationary activities, such as talking and window-shopping, increased in all three 

locations (San Francisco Great Streets Project, 2011). The study argues that stationary activities 

are important to a neighborhood because they reveal how an “area is performing as a place,” and 
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“increase the perceived sociability of the area, enhancing its sense of place, and, thus commercial 

attractiveness” (San Francisco Great Streets Project, 2011). Additionally, the average number of 

people at any given time increased significantly in all three locations after the parklets were 

installed (San Francisco Great Streets Project, 2011). 

This consequence of parklet implementation would have been very import to Jacobs, 

because it increases the number of “eyes on the street,” a sociological concept of hers that argues 

that the more people outside on city sidewalks, surveying the behavior of others, the safer the 

neighborhood will be (Jacobs, 1961). However, the research conducted for this study found that 

an increase in stationary activities and sidewalk socializing can also be an unwelcome side effect 

of parklets, as viewed by residents dealing with an already densely populated, and heavily 

touristed city. Furthermore, the 2011 San Francisco Great Streets Project impact study also found 

that average foot traffic did not increase in all three neighborhoods, and that while the sponsor 

business often saw an increase in patronage, neighboring businesses did not (San Francisco Great 

Streets Project, 2011). This is, of course, another aspect fueling over saturation. Every business 

wants their own parklet if that will lead to an increase in business, however, as neighborhoods 

approach parklet saturation, the positive effects of the infrastructure will likely diminish. 

There is another issue facing parklets. As city governments, operating on reduced 

budgets, started looking for creative ways to reduce costs and outsource projects, parklets 

emerged as a solution. Not only do they increase open space for public use, but they also do so at 

little to no financial cost to the city. Parklets are funded entirely by sponsors. These sponsors are 

typically businesses, residents, or community organizations, and they are responsible for the 

design, construction, implementation, and maintenance of their parklet and all of the associated 

costs (http://sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org). Because of the revenue loss a city faces with the 

http://sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org/
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removal of a parking meter, a requirement for building a parklet in a metered spot is often that 

the city is able to find space for a new metered parking spot nearby. While this requirement 

clearly undermines one of the primary motivations for building parklets as part of the New 

Urbanism movement, which is to shift cities away from cars, it also allows a city government to 

neutralize the loss of revenue associated with losing a parking meter. Cities also usually charge 

permit fees to build a parklet. In San Francisco, parklet permit fee ranges from around $1,500 to 

$2,000 (“San Francisco,” 2013). This is only a fraction of the overall cost of building a parklet, 

which is usually around $20,000, according to the participants of this study. To raise this kind of 

money, sponsors often have to reach out to their communities, and some turn to online crowd 

funding platforms like Kickstarter. 

Funding infrastructure through the community is likely to elicit more community 

involvement and investment in the infrastructure, which could prove positive over time. 

However, this kind of system also makes a major break with the moral attachment we assigned 

to parks centuries ago (Cranz, 1982, p. 183), when governments were responsible for building 

and maintaining parks as part of the common good. Parks were seen as an ideal place for 

different races, classes, and creeds to mingle, a prominent tool in the “social melioration” 

process as Sies & Silver (1996) write about (p. 104), a space in which social differences could be 

neutralized (Cranz, 1982, p. 183). As Cranz (1982) quotes from the San Francisco Bulletin on 

November 3, 1900 “The man with a small purse and a large family should be made to feel that he 

has an equal interest with his richer neighbor in this one spot of the earth’s surface” (p. 184). 

This was the goal of Olmsted Sr. and his ideological colleagues. Through his parks, Olmsted Sr. 

tried to enforce values, using parks as an “institutional prop” aimed to “focus professional 

intelligence on goals of social order and cohesion” (Blodgett, 1976, p. 872).  
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 Parklets are a fascinating and complicated new infrastructure that have emerged to 

address the needs of growing urban communities that feel they lack proper outdoor space to meet 

and relax. This new park movement takes pieces of all the parks movements of past eras, 

combining a dedication to passive recreation from the pleasure ground era, active recreation from 

the recreation facility era, symbolism of community and values from the reform era, and a 

blurring of the lines between parks and the city from the open space era. Parklets are a direct 

result from the new bottom-up city planning movement championed by Jane Jacobs. As support 

grows, there are still many questions yet to be answered regarding classification and 

standardization. But while these questions percolate, the population and implementation of 

parklets continues to grow. 

 

METHOD 

The purpose of this research is to better understand the types of conflicts that are 

emerging around parklets. Conflict is nuanced and real issues can often be shrouded by more 

common complaints; obvious and large obstacles can overshadow the smaller, even more 

prohibitive ones. In order to really understand the meat of this issue area, research was conducted 

using a grounded theory approach. Rather than making assumptions about the findings 

beforehand, this approach allowed for the findings to emerge throughout the research process, 

primarily through interviews. Interviews were conducted with people who had experienced the 

parklet process in different ways. As Lindlof and Taylor write (2011, p. 173) “Interviews are 

particularly well suited to understanding the social actor’s experience, knowledge, and 

worldviews.” Through the interview process, participants in this study were able to explain in 

detail their experiences and how they felt about these experiences. It allowed them to go off on 
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tangents that in the end proved relevant, and to spend time sorting out their thoughts via their 

own streams of consciousness. This process also provided a more complete picture of what roles 

different actors - the city government and the city’s residents - play in building both the physical 

and theoretical framework for incorporating parklets into both our communities and our concept 

of public space. In the end, the grounded theory approach produced thoughtful, in-depth, and 

textured data that illuminated many of the flaws and difficulties attached to the parklet 

implementation process. As one type of emerging infrastructure, parklets provide a case study 

that allows for a critique of emerging infrastructures more broadly. The findings from this study 

can hopefully be extrapolated to shed light on conflicts and tensions that surround the 

implementation of emerging infrastructure more generally. 

 

Participants 

Seven interviews were conducted. All interviewees had some previous engagement with 

parklets and all were from the San Francisco Bay Area. The country’s parklets are concentrated 

in the San Francisco Bay Area, and choosing participants from that area specifically allowed the 

comparing and contrasting of  the experiences of people who lived in cities at different stages of 

the parklet program process but also cities that had fundamentally the same process foundation. 

In order to keep their identities anonymous, each participant was assigned a number. Participant 

1 was an urban planner and parklet project manager for a city’s parklet program. Participant 2 

was an urban planner who helped to establish a city’s parklet pilot program. Participant 3 was 

employed by a Business Improvement District (BID) and was working to build several parklets 

in the BID’s district. Participant 4 was a member of a community group that was working to 

establish a parklet in their community. Participant 5 was a small business owner who had 
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successfully built a parklet in front of his businesses through a city’s parklet pilot program. 

Participant 6 was a city resident who belonged to a community group that was advocating for the 

implementation of parklets and other emerging infrastructures in their community. Participant 7 

was a city resident who had witnessed the implementation of parklets in her community. 

 

Table 1 

Participant Descriptions 

Participant Number Parklet Affiliation 

Participant 1 Manages a city parklet permit program 

Participant 2 Established a city parklet pilot program 

Participant 3 BID employee working to build parklets in district 

Participant 4 Community group member working to built a parklet in the 

community 

Participant 5 Small business owner who successfully built a parklet in front of 

his business as part of a city’s parklet pilot program 

Participant 6 Member of community group advocating for the general 

implementation of parklets and other emerging infrastructures in 

the community 

Participant 7 City resident who had witnessed the implementation of parklets in 

her community 

 

 

Procedure 

Data was gathered through semi-structured interviews. The interviews were audio 

recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using a grounded theory approach. Five interviews were 

done in person, and three were done over the phone. The interviews were semi-structured using 

open-ended questions to allow information to emerge from the questions, necessary in a 
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grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006). Interviewee responses were transcribed verbatim 

and then analyzed continuously and iteratively, while emerging themes were identified, refined, 

and defined continuously during the coding and analysis process, in accordance with a grounded 

theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

 

FINDINGS 

The major findings of this research are presented in two categories, each containing 

themes that emerged from the data analysis. These two categories are “Foundations for Support” 

and “Obstacles to Implementation.” As stated earlier, each participant was assigned a number, 

and they will be referred to by their number, for example “Participant 4.” For detailed 

information on each participant, refer to Table 1. 

 

Foundations for Support 

During the early stages of this study, a puzzle emerged that helped to guide the research 

in this section. The early stages of research revealed the substantial financial burden parklets 

placed on the individuals and small businesses that sponsored them. Because of this financial 

burden it was curious why so many individuals and small businesses continued to pursue 

parklets. Furthermore, it was very interesting, and quite counter-intuitive, that the participants 

seemed willing to accept the cost of building a public park, an infrastructure that cities have 

traditionally been responsible for creating and maintaining in the past. This section thus focused 

on uncovering the participants’ main motivations for parklet implementation, which shed light 

on why so many participants were willing to take on a substantial financial burden to build a 

parklet. As the data was coded and analyzed, five motivations that the participants had for 
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implementing parklets in their communities were identified: community strengthening, 

infrastructure correction, increase in business, perfecting infrastructure through iterative design, 

and shifting the culture and conversation surrounding urban infrastructure.  

 

The Big Picture 

Through analysis of my participant interviews, a “bigger picture” theme emerged. Many 

participants saw parklets in a larger context, and as part of a larger movement focused on making 

public space better fit the needs of city residents. These participants envisioned and longed for an 

environment in which public space and green space was cultivated and utilized, and in the 

process traffic was reduced, relationships were formed between neighbors, and communities 

were strengthened. These participants saw parklets as a component in this “big picture” and were 

thus willing to take on a long-term financial cost to build them. There were two sub-themes that 

emerged within this “big picture” theme, and those were “community strengthening” and 

“infrastructure correction.” 

 

Community Strengthening 

The “big picture” that participants used to contextualize parklets was really a reimagining 

of the American city system. While none of the participants actually used the term “New 

Urbanism,” their descriptions of the bigger picture they imagined aligned with many of the goals 

of the New Urbanism movement; wider sidewalks, reduced traffic, increased space for people to 

move and gather, people living more of their lives outside on the streets, all resulting in a more 

robust community. Participant 1 described parklets as a metaphor, saying “A parklet is a really 

powerful metaphor for - when you convert a parking space to a park - the street collectively 
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belongs to everyone.” Through his work managing a city parklet program, Participant 1 had 

come to feel that “There’s tremendous demand out there in the public to participate in the place-

making and the neighborhood community building.” He described parklets as gateways to a 

more civically engaged public. “[Parklets] are sort of like civic training wheels for people,” he 

said, describing how he had seen people’s interest in community activism grow out of their 

participation in implementing parklets in their communities. 

Participant 3 stated, “We see [the parklet] as a community project,” for which she plans 

on getting materials donated by local merchants and art donated by local artists. “I think it’s 

really important to bring people together, to meet their neighbors,” Participant 3 continued, 

adding “This is like their living room that they’re all using, but let’s do something together.” 

Participant 5 described some of the community-focused events he has held in his parklet. “We’ve 

had music on the parklet several times....We do a non-profit happy hour every month and 

[customers] will use the parklet for part of that as well.” Participant 5 described parklets as 

adding “value” to the community by increasing public space and green space. 

When asked why parklets were important, Participant 6 spent a lot of time talking about 

the breakdown of community and the social fragmentation she had witnessed around her city: “I 

would say totally that we are degenerating into tribes....it’s not a good look for any culture, any 

society, when that tribal balkanization happens.” She described how she had seen communities 

fracture off into smaller and smaller pieces: “People do not think of themselves as being part of 

an entire city....They think in very small terms. The loyalties are divided within the districts 

even.” She went on to give an example of this in her own neighborhood by describing the 

communities being formed on Polk street: “…[people] tend to think of themselves as middle 

Polk and everything else can be damned. They don’t care what happens on lower Polk at all, and 
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yet it’s part of the same street.” What Participant 6 is describing is the formation of exclusive 

micro-communities as a reaction to the degradation of larger, more traditional ones. 

The reason that Participant 6 felt this was a negative change was that it led to a tribal 

mentality, which for her meant loyalty beyond reason. The creation of such small, concentrated 

micro-communities had, in her view, led to the volatile community tension she had witnessed 

during debates over implementing emerging infrastructures: 

[Many have said] it’s the most contentious they’ve ever seen a public debate. And I said, 

it’s because it’s tribal. It’s totally tribal. When you talk with the merchants, they often 

have very little in common. They have very little in terms of common needs and future 

benefits, ok? So what’s good for a bar is not necessarily good for a bookshop, is not 

necessarily good for, you know, a nail salon. But they have allied as a tribe and they have 

a mentality of being under siege. And it’s sort of a foxhole mentality. You’re all on the 

same side, even though your personal needs are quite different. So they are effectively, as 

a group, both being against their own best interests because there’s no question that the 

amenities will help the neighborhood. There’s some areas of Polk where it couldn’t get 

any worse, much worse, you know? 

In the above statement, Participant 1 describes how the shattering of large communities that hold 

common goals has led to unlikely bedfellows in her community. In the absence of traditional 

communities with broad common goals, members of her community are grouping themselves 

around very specific connections which is leading to more exclusion than inclusion. This hyper-

exclusion is leading to hyper-tension within her faltering larger community. Put in her own 

words, Participant 6 said, “it is really very much the breakdown of community. All of that 

[arguing] would be unnecessary if we had real intact community, honestly.” Not only does 
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Participant 6 attribute negative outcomes to a breakdown in community, but she attributes 

positive outcomes to a strengthening of community: “I mean, look, if you take one example of 

public safety and crime, we know that in neighborhoods where people are present and connected 

all the time...they have a way lower crime rate.” 

A number of participants described taking back public space as part of the “bigger 

picture.” They used words like “reclaiming” and “recouping” when describing the effect parklets 

had on public land formerly used to park cars. Participant 1 explained it like this: “The street 

collectively belongs to everyone, and when you park your car there you kind of privatize it. So 

it’s a very powerful symbol to take this thing that’s devoted to storing vehicles and turn it into 

something that’s for everybody.” This idea of taking back public space by replacing public 

parking with public parks is meaningful because public parking spaces are already public space. 

Clearly, the participants in this study felt that a public space used to park a car was no longer 

public space, and the idea of public space was strongly correlated with the ability of people to 

use it as a recreational type of space. 

 

Infrastructure Correction 

For a number of the participants, the need for more public recreation space was a huge 

motivation for building parklets. As part of the “bigger picture” the participants saw parklets as a 

solution to what they experienced as a very real and clear problem: people increasingly had no 

where to hang out and so they fashioned gathering spaces in inconvenient, often unsafe, locations 

that were built for other purposes. These ad hoc public recreation spots created by the natural 

movements and needs of people were what Jane Jacobs called “venturis.” As Participant 3 

explained, “People do what they want to do and it’s interesting how they make public space.” 
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But these venturis can clog up neighborhood sidewalks, cultivate an unsightly appearance of 

people sitting all over curbs, and create dangerous situations. 

Participant 3 described the “phenomenon of the median,” which referred to the 

widespread use of the traffic median, dividing one of the district’s busiest streets, as a place for 

people to sit and eat. Of course the traffic median was not intended for people to hang out on, 

and doing so is rather unsafe, but with nowhere else to go, people went there. Participant 4 

described how the idea of building a parklet in her neighborhood came to her “because people sit 

in the curb there to eat. The cars are parked and it’s dirty and there’s no place to be....Families 

will sit their kids in the tree well where there’s gravel. So I said, ‘this is crazy, we need 

something safer and attractive.’” The participants felt that current infrastructure was not meeting 

the needs of city residents, and parklets were viewed as a solution to that because, as Participant 

3 explained, they can build the parklets right where these venturis occur, giving people a safe, 

attractive, and official place to be. 

  

Increase in Business 

Participant 5 said that one of his motivations for building the parklet in front of his 

business was to increase business: “Hopefully [the parklet] pays for itself over the long run, in 

more business,” he explained, adding that the parklet had in fact increased his business 

“somewhere around eight to ten percent….” Participant 5 added, however, that a parklet had also 

been built in front of another small business he owned in other city, but it had not lead to an 

increase in business in that location. When explaining why the parklet seemed to increase 

business in one location and not the other he associated it with novelty: “I think a lot of that’s 

because it was the first [parklet in this city]. Whereas [in the other city] it didn’t increase 
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business in any way…because there was probably 30 other ones at the time….” In the experience 

of Participant 5, saturation had a profound effect on a parklet’s ability to impact business. 

However, increasing business was a motivation for building the parklet. 

 

The Power of Temporary Infrastructure 

Iterative Design 

The ephemeral concept of parklets supports an iterative design process that allows for 

parklets to perfect themselves through trial, error, and adjustment. As Participant 1 explained: 

The idea behind temporary is that instead of three million dollars in design fees and 

getting an environmental impact statement and blah blah blah, we can sort of put 

something lightweight on the ground, test the idea and if it’s working, that’s great, we can 

sort of improve it slowly, and if it’s not working than we take it away. 

Because of their temporary nature, Parklets have the ability to become what they need to be, 

even if they don’t start off that way. Communities may need their parklet to provide more green 

space, or more room for active recreation. Some communities might need special parklet designs 

to accommodate certain disabilities, or large art installations, or additional bike parking. 

Participant 3 described how the temporary nature and mobility of parklets would allow her 

community to continuously adjust their parklets to fit their needs:  

One of the things [our community] talked about was...being able to move [the parklets] in 

the winter, because in the winter people are driving a lot more. When it’s raining here 

people want to drive and their not as likely to be sitting outside. So there’s thought, well 

maybe if we can find storage space in somebody’s warehouse, you just get a forklift and 

drive them [to the warehouse] and store them so they don’t get wrecked. And if [the 
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parklet] doesn’t work in front of these businesses, we could maybe just move it down in 

front of another coffee shop. And actually, the other thing is that a couple of other 

businesses want them, but there’s only so many we can do, so we may need to move 

them. The only thing is that you kind of design it for the specific location in terms of the 

curb height, but, you know, there’s room. We can figure that out. 

As the above statement shows, Participant 3 sees the flexibility of the parklet infrastructure as 

allowing the community to adjust the structure to fit their constantly changing needs. 

Participant 2 pointed out that because the structures are temporary, instead of getting 

public support beforehand – something that would have likely been hard to do since parklets 

were a new idea with no examples of success yet to support them – the city was able to 

implement parklets before eliciting community feedback. Participant 2 explained: 

The [San Francisco] Pavement to Parks program overall, its ethic was that the public 

process in a lot of ways happened after the project was implemented, so really the project 

itself was a vehicle to garner public comment. Because it was a temporary use, [the 

traditional order of infrastructure implementation] could be reversed; it was not 

permanent in the same way that a more traditional infrastructure improvement would be, 

[and because of this] we could use the project itself as a physical element to provide sort 

of the more traditional planning process.  

In the statement above, Participant 2 describes how temporary infrastructure can be a 

powerful tool for a city to yield. If given the chance, communities may veto many pilot programs 

before they have a chance to be tested. By leveraging the power of “temporary,” city planners 

can implement pilot programs without first obtaining consent from the community. Giving a 

community time to engage with a new infrastructure before requesting feedback allows members 
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of the community to have real life experiences on which to base their opinions. From the 

feedback gleaned through this process, city planners can make necessary adjustments to the 

infrastructure so that it meets the needs of the community and the city. 

 

A Shift in Dialogue and Culture 

In the same vein, the ability to implement parklets pre-community approval allows city 

planners to affect change, not just in the city infrastructure, but also in the minds of city 

residents. In essence, having the power to implement before community approval can force city 

residents to start thinking differently about their surroundings. As Participant 1 explained: 

We do a lot, in urban planning, of going to communities and urban neighborhoods and 

trying to suggest some changes to the landscape, and I think there’s something about 

human nature where people just fundamentally understand the potential negative impacts 

of something more than the potential benefits. And it’s much easier to draw people in 

opposition to something than to get people to show up in support of it. The Pavement to 

Parks program [in San Francisco] was sort of philosophically set up to try and break 

some of that gridlock….And what’s been cool to see with this program also is, the main 

goal was maybe we can put some temporary things in that will help shift the dialogue, 

and shift the culture of [the city], and I think that’s been successful both in the public and 

also inside the bureaucracy. 

Participant 1 feels that the ability to override knee-jerk opposition to change makes temporary 

infrastructure an asset in exposing people to new concepts and creating a dialogue about these 

concepts. 
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Obstacles to Implementation 

 During the interviews, many of the participants spoke about the obstacles they faced 

while trying to build their parklets. Four themes emerged as common among many participants 

working to implement parklets, and those were generational tensions, cost burdens, government 

bureaucracy, and community discord. Additionally, existing infrastructure was a huge obstacle 

for one participant. 

 

Generational Tension 

There is tension surrounding the implementation of parklets, which most notably focuses 

on the removal of parking. Many proponents of parklets argue that currently cities cater much 

more to the needs of cars than the needs of people. However, because cars have become so 

ingrained in our culture, it is often hard to divorce the two, which is why removing parking is 

such a contentious topic. The needs of people and the needs of cars are often the same because 

people need space to drive and park their cars. The movement to change our reliance on cars by 

changing our infrastructure has received some extremely negative reactions. 

As Participant 3 admitted, “parklets can be viewed as traffic calming, although we don’t 

really say that,” because of the negative reactions she might get. Even some people working to 

implement parklets in their communities are not willing to do so at the expense of a parking 

space or two. As Participant 4 told me, her neighborhood is such a popular destination for city 

residents that they could not afford to lose a parking space, thus the community group was only 

looking into parklet options that allowed for the relocation rather than elimination of parking 

spots. 
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When analyzing what type of people were strongly in support of public parking and what 

type strongly in support of parklets, many of the participants mentioned the existence of a 

generational divide. Young people, they reflected, tended to be more supportive of parklets, and 

of changing the system, whereas older people tended to be more opposed and more afraid of how 

changing the system would impact them. Participant 6, who was 61 and considered herself a 

member of the older generation, made the following observation: 

I would say 80 percent to 20 percent divides along age. [The older generation will] 

always insist that they have their cars, and they must have parking. And [when] you point 

out to them that fewer people, younger people, are getting driver’s licenses and fewer are 

owning cars, and [they] are making a conscious decision to live without daily usage of a 

car etc., [the older generation] completely deny that’s a fact. 

Participant 3 also commented on the generational tension, saying that “there’s a schism between 

the youthful population and the older people.” She added that she feels that  as the population 

ages it becomes more dependent on cars and less willing to support infrastructure changes that 

reduces traffic and parking. Additionally, Participant 6 spoke about the ageism she witnessed 

during community discussions focused on parklets and emerging infrastructures. “Young people 

are dismissed,” she said, explaining that for this reason, “I had a huge advantage as a 

spokesperson who’s older...it’s much harder for [the older population who are opposed to 

parklets] to dismiss someone like me.” 

The generational distinction was expressed in another, very interesting way. Participant 1 

described a city as “a dialogue between generations.” He went on to explain, “A city itself is a 

project that spans generations....and so this new wave of infrastructure - the bike-share and the 

parklets and so on - are kind of like our [the younger generation’s] moment, our contribution to 



 42 

the project.” This infrastructure that represents the younger generation, he explained, is “lighter, 

more ephemeral infrastructure that I think reveals” the constantly dynamic and ever-changing 

environment that makes a city. There is a sense, with all of these comments, of the older 

generation resisting change while the younger generation not only embraces it but seeks to 

encourage it, working to implement infrastructure that is by nature temporary, agile, and able to 

accommodate whatever changes come along. This creates an obvious tension in the community, 

as it seems to pit generations against each other. 

 

Cost Burdens: Financial, Time, and Social 

One of the clearest distinctions that emerged during analysis of the data was how cost is 

viewed differently by different actors. For those working in the government, the financial cost of 

building a parklet is seen as very small. Participant 2 described parklets as “inexpensive” and the 

terms “inexpensive,” “cheap,” and “low-cost” are used constantly in general definitions of 

parklets, which tend to be crafted by city planning departments. Participant 1 expressed the 

perspective from the city’s point of view: 

The city at times struggles to maintain its existing park system [because of lack of funds.] 

[With the parklet program] we’re getting all these new public spaces in high needs areas, 

where there is a lot of demand for them, and besides from the administrative costs, it’s 

pretty cheap for the city. 

However, for the people actually funding the parklets, mostly small business owners and 

community organizations, the cost is high. Participant 5, who had successfully built a parklet in 

front of his small business with few issues overall, still brought up cost as the largest 

impediment: 
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But it’s a big cost. That’s the biggest thing. and I think some people probably didn’t 

realize how much it was going to cost. From getting the design, to legal plans, because 

you have to have a licensed architect to do the plans for legal reasons. 

He specified the problem by saying “The city doesn’t pay for anything, is the issue....We spent 

$22,000, you know. That’s a lot of money for a small business.” However, from the point of 

view of Participant 2, a city employee, the city staff time that goes into overseeing the 

implementation of every parklet is worth much more than the city charges in permit fees, thus he 

feels that the city is in fact “subsidizing” the cost of parklets. 

For those who are implementing a parklet, the financial burden seems to depend on who 

is sponsoring the parklet. Participant 3 explained that the Business Improvement District (BID) 

that was sponsoring her district’s parklets often earmarked money for district improvement and 

beautification projects, which would cover a majority of the expenses associated with the 

parklets, such as permit fees, insurance fees, and maintenance fees. When businesses take on the 

task individually, the cost can be the biggest obstacle to implementation, Participant 5 explained. 

In order to gather the funds, Participant 5 had to turn to outside funding sources: 

We got a quarter of the funds through Kickstarter. Then there’s the commercial business 

district and they gave us a grant as well, for a quarter of it. And then we paid half of it. 

We spent more than half, but that was the idea...We also did a donation jar on the 

counter...We raised about $500 that way. 

Participant 2 described the current parklet funding model that imposes all funding 

responsibility on the sponsor as having “emerged as a pragmatic solution to the economic 

downturn that cities across the country faced in 2008, 2009. And so there wasn’t any public 

money.” When describing how one city’s pilot parklet program evolved, Participant 2 explained 
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that for the first parklet, the city found ways to cover the costs, but that the goal of the program 

was always to move funding responsibilities off of the city and onto the community. 

Additionally, the city employee participants in this study believed that there was real value in 

having applicants put their own time and money into the project. As Participant 1 explained “I 

think there’s value in making the applicants work for it, makes sure that they're more likely to 

maintain [their parklet] and take care of it.” In the same vein, Participant 2 said: 

I do think it’s important for the permittee, for the person who's responsible, to have a 

financial investment in it, because it encourages them to be better stewards of the space. 

Yes, the cost is expensive, but I do think that there should be some barrier to entry. I 

think that in terms of maintaining quality of control and responsibility you should really 

want to have [a parklet] before you have one. 

Making applicants “work for it,” as Participant 1 phrased it, and creating “barriers to 

entry,” as Participant 2 described, paint a picture of deliberateness. They describe the current 

system as one designed to deliberately weed out people who may not maintain the space after it 

is built. However, Participant 5 viewed the system as one deliberately set up to abdicate the city 

of responsibility, “[The city] would never do [the parklet program] if you were adding green 

space that the city had to take care of.” However, there may be room for the funding model to 

change in reaction to the economy, as Participant 2 told me, saying “I think now as cities are 

starting to improve, I think there should be a role for public support.” 

In addition to financial cost, two other costs, time and social, emerged as critical to 

parklet implementation. In the experiences of the participants who had actively worked to 

implement parklets in their neighborhoods, Participants 3, 4, 5 and 6, time and social costs were 

important parts of the implementation process. These four participants had clearly dedicated a lot 
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of their own time to their parklet projects. In their free time they had scoped out possible vendors 

for labor and materials, and canvassed the neighborhood trying to build up support for the 

parklet. Attending meetings, organizing information sessions, and manning information tables at 

block parties were a few of the activities they did in their own time on behalf of the parklets they 

were trying to implement. 

Three of the four had also called upon their social capital during the process. Participant 5 

mentioned that finding a licensed architect could have posed a problem, but he was able to work 

with the same architect to design the parklet that had designed his business space. Participant 3 

said that multiple members of the Business Improvement District would be able to help in 

various ways, from gathering and providing materials, and designing the parklet, to building the 

parklet, and finally making art for the parklet, all for cheap or free. Participant 4 also said that 

many people that were part of the community group she was working with could help in the 

parklet process, from designing the space to paying for the permit fee. These participants found it 

necessary to tap into their free time and social capital in order to build their parklet. 

 

Existing Infrastructure 

While trying to implement a parklet in her community, Participant 4 consistently ran into 

the obstacle of existing infrastructure, specifically a handicapped parking space. Participant 4 

and the other members of the community group wanted to build their parklet right in front of a 

venturi, a natural gathering spot, in front of a popular pizza restaurant. For them, this was the 

obvious and natural location for the parklet. As Participant 4 explained, “There are other places 

[on the street] that are interested [in a parklet], but this is the place it’s most needed. No other 

part of the street are people sitting on the curb.” The problem was that part of this location was 
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taken up by a handicapped parking spot. After negotiating with the city several times, the city 

finally told Participant 4 that there was no way they could move the handicapped parking spot. 

While regular metered spots could be moved, the handicapped spot could not, the city told her. 

As Participant 4 said: 

[The city] said no, we’re not going to move the handicapped space, it’s not possible. 

Can’t go anyplace else. It’s gotta be there for someone to be able to get out and get up on 

[the sidewalk]. We need one there, there’s not enough. …So then [the motivation for 

building the parklet] sort of changed, it took the air out of everybody. … it seems crazy to 

me that we couldn’t have another spot for the handicapped space. … If the city had 

known all this in the first place …then maybe we would have been satisfied when we still 

had all the people involved, and hadn’t gotten discouraged.  

Because the city was in the pilot phase of their parklet program, they had not yet created 

standards for parklet implementation. This led to the confusion over whether or not a 

handicapped space could be moved in order to accommodate a parklet. By allowing for the 

possibility early on and then closing the door on that possibility in the middle of a long 

negotiation process, the effect was to take “the air out of everybody,” and effectively put, at least 

a temporary, end to the parklet implementation process in this community.  

 

Government Bureaucracy 

Participants 4 and 5 both discussed difficulties they had dealing with city bureaucracy 

during their parklet implementation process. Participant 4 talked about having to overcome many 

roadblocks put in place by the city. These included negotiations over existing infrastructure, 

finding a licensed architect to draw up the parklet plans, and taking on a large amount of liability 
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insurance. Participant 5 said that no one in his city had built a parklet before, so when he 

approached the city about building one “they didn’t have any process in place and so they had to 

figure out how to set up the structure, what departments had to be involved, legal had to be 

involved, department of public works, parking and transportation.” Because of this, Participant 5 

explained, the main difficulty he encountered during the process was how long it took: 

Just being patient with the city. It took a really long time, probably a year, from when we 

first approached them to when they said ‘Alright, we’re going to roll out a pilot program, 

this is what you do.’ They were definitely supportive of it, they were just very slow. 

Additionally, the two participants who were government workers also touched on the 

problems of government bureaucracy and identified government bureaucracy as an obstacle to 

parklet implementation. Participant 1 explained how the temporary nature of parklets is in 

conflict with the nature of government bureaucracy: 

For each city there’s issues that are going to come up within the bureaucracy…. 

Temporary is hard for big agencies, for big bureaucracies. They are not well equipped for 

experimenting. In the government when you take a risk and you experiment, if it blows 

up in your face you’re dragged in front of City Hall and your name is flashed across the 

screen. [Because of this] bureaucracies become risk averse. 

Participant 2 said that the Pavement to Parks program in San Francisco was developed as “sort of 

a way to cut through the bureaucratic red tape and use that program to pilot these parklets.” 

Participant 1 and Participant 2, both city employees, saw government bureaucracy not only as an 

obstacle for parklet sponsors to overcome, but also an obstacle for the government to overcome. 
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Community Discord 

Participant 3 said that for her, push back from the community was more of an obstacle to  

implementation than government bureaucracy: 

I think that some of the problems have to do with the NIMBYism, [Not In My Back 

Yard] more than just the technicalities of working with the city. One of the things is too is 

that some of the businesses down this way say, “Well, we don’t want [all of the parklets] 

up there.” 

Here, Participant 3 reveals two obstacles related to community discord that are impacting her 

ability to implement a parklet in her community. The first is a reaction known as Not In My 

Back Yard, or more often by its acronym NIMBY. This is a knee-jerk negative reaction to 

change that affects someone personally. People with this reaction may or may not support an 

idea in general, but when it comes to implementing that idea in their own community, or “back 

yard,” they fight it. Participant 3 has dealt with a lot of fiery pushback from her community. She 

elaborates: 

We have a few negative nellies in the neighborhood. They don’t like anything we do. 

They don’t want any change. They want the parking. They don’t think we need [a 

parklet]….But then there are people who are like “Go for it! Don’t listen to them!” Then 

there are some crude comments about the [Business Improvement District]. And it’s not 

the whole neighborhood, it’s just a really small portion, but people are like “Screw the 

block and the people.”... One guy sent me an email telling me to rot in hell. 

The other obstacle Participant 3 revealed was that of business competition. Because parklets can 

increase business, Participant 3 experienced businesses pushing back against other businesses 

getting what they saw as a leg up. Participant 3 wanted to build the parklets near venturis, but 
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businesses not near these natural gathering spots felt that was an unfair advantage for their 

competitors. Participant 5 touched on this theme as well, speculating that businesses that 

complain about losing customers to parklets because of the removal of parking spaces, “could be 

other businesses not wanting the particular [parklet] sponsor having some sort of advantage over 

them.” 

 Participant 4 blamed a lot of the lack of success in implementing a parklet in her 

community on the discord between community members: 

I’m just saying that you have to deal with people with personalities that worry about 

stuff….having a community group do it as opposed to a business do it is where we went 

missing. If the [Business Improvement District] had just been willing to take [the parklet] 

on and [build] it, I’m sure we could have done it. But the [Business Improvement 

District] didn’t want to….I’m getting frustrated about why people are such a pain in the 

ass. 

Participant 4 also ran into problems with the local property and business owners, many of whom 

were uncooperative. Participant 4 had to get property owners to sign off on the parklet because 

the sidewalks in front of their property were technically their property, not the city’s. Many 

property owners did not want to sign. Furthermore, the business that was most interested in 

having the parklet built in front of it was unwilling to support the project once that location was 

rejected by the city. Participant 4 described her interaction with this business: 

[The business] got involved and said ‘We could probably pay for most of it.’ But they 

told us, ‘We’re not interested in even helping if you’re going to put it on the other side 

too. We’re only interested on the side in front of us.’ 



 50 

Additionally, as written about extensively earlier in this paper, Participant 6 experienced 

an enormous amount of community discord surrounding the implementation of parklets and 

other emerging infrastructures in her community. As she described the situation, many members 

of her community have said that “it’s the most contentious they’ve ever seen a public debate.”  

All of the contention so far has described feelings revolving around the proposed 

implementation of parklets. However, another aspect of community discord surrounds the 

successful implementation of parklets. Participant 7 witnessed parklets go up in her 

neighborhood and has negative feelings about them: 

It is so crowded already that I find myself avoiding streets that [have parklets]. I feel like 

I’m being pushed out of my personal enjoyment. The street really doesn’t have sufficient 

space to accommodate these things....I think it’s a nice idea in the abstract. I mean, who 

would be against putting in something pretty, with trees, something that replaces cars? 

But if people can’t walk by because children are standing around and there are half a 

dozen dogs and, you know, the hawkers are standing outside their restaurants, then it’s 

impossible to get by or see or move. 

In the above statement, Participant 7 highlighted the need for more public space, but 

explains that she does not view parklets as always a good correction to the infrastructure 

problem. Furthermore, Participant 7 does not perceive parklets as strengthening communities, 

but rather the opposite. She views parklets as tourist attractions that attract more and more 

outsiders into communities, and as poorly conceived infrastructures that miss the mark when it 

comes to promoting community gathering. Participant 7 explained: 

I don’t see that [parklets are] attracting locals. I find these places are attracting primarily 

tourists and [locals] are not interested in parklets….I’m wondering if [parklet sponsors] 
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are confusing their objectives….I see…in neighborhoods where I am…outdoor dining 

that seems to encourage community because people are gathering. But the parklet doesn’t 

seem to have the same kind of wide ranging effect of encouraging this community 

gathering. It seems to be, you know, all if a sudden it’s like a pop up, and most of these 

pop ups are just waiting to find something permanent. And it feels to me like [the parklets 

are] plopped down. It doesn’t feel - there’s no real continuity. It doesn’t seem like it was 

well thought out. Why this space? Why this look? Whereas if [parklets] kind of had some 

theme of continuity, and [they were] always green or always something else, but more 

like each other, you could know “Oh yeah, a little park is taking up this part of the 

street.” But I don’t see that, I see it as being much less well thought out. 

Participant 7 feels that parklets lack a continuity that they need in order to be properly 

understood by the larger community. This is in conflict with parklet programs that encourage the 

individuality of parklet design in order to meet the specific needs of independent communities. 

Interestingly, Participant 7 views these individualistic qualities of parklets as undermining their 

broader goal of being used as community gathering spots. She argues that if parklets had a 

consistent look, people would be able to quickly identify the space as a parklet and know its 

purpose. Additionally, she feels that the temporary nature of parklets obstructs the potential for 

community gathering because a sense of permanence is needed in order for an infrastructure to 

truly become a community gathering spot. Participant 7 feels the need for a standardized system 

in order to understand and feel connected to an infrastructure; a system in which the 

infrastructure’s looks and locations are standardized would provide her with a better sense of the 

purpose and usefulness of parklets.  
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CONCLUSION & DISCUSSION 

 During the early stages of this study, the question emerged of why parklets were growing 

in popularity despite the substantial financial costs assumed by the sponsor. The implementation 

of parklets not only imposed a large financial burden on the sponsor in the short term, but also 

potentially in the long term. Sponsors are responsible not only for the permit fee, the insurance 

fee, and all the fees associated with employing licensed architects, buying materials, and labor 

and construction costs, but then they are forever responsible for all of the costs of maintenance 

and upkeep for the parklet. All of this for an infrastructure that is open to the public, which sits 

on a piece of land still owned and operated by the city, and which, by all accounts, seems like the 

responsibility and jurisdiction of the city government. Still, this completely voluntary opt-in 

system was booming in San Francisco and growing more popular nationwide. The question was 

“Why?” 

Through analysis of the participant interviews, four main motivations were identified for 

the implementation of parklets: community strengthening, infrastructure correction, increase in 

business, and perfecting infrastructure through iterative design. These motivations were enough 

to incentivize individuals and businesses to fund parklets despite the cost. A fifth motivation was 

using parklets to shift the culture and conversation surrounding urban infrastructure. This 

motivation was specific to Participant 1, an urban planner, and was not mentioned by any of the 

participants who had worked to implement parklets in their communities.  

 While the participants were motivated by a number of factors, obstacles still stood in the 

way of them efficiently and/or successfully implementing their parklets. The five obstacles 

identified in this study are generational tension, cost burdens, existing infrastructure, government 

bureaucracy, and community discord. Generational tension, cost burdens, government 
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bureaucracy, and community discord were obstacles experienced by many participants, while 

existing infrastructure was an obstacle identified by only one participant. However, it was one of 

the main obstacles she faced when trying to build a parklet in her community.  

The traditional associations people have with parks as “expression of community life and 

the socialization of residents,” as Cranz (1982) wrote (p. 68), have clearly continued; the 

participants in this study felt that parklets would help to strengthen their communities,  and the 

allure of the “bigger picture,” mainly the desires to strengthen community and to correct the 

infrastructure problems that led to people gathering in inconvenient places, was a strong factor 

motivating participants to pursue building parklets in their neighborhoods. An increase in street 

life and public areas for recreation were correlated, in their minds, to an increase in community 

stability. The participants did not feel that space devoted to cars was “public.” Even though city 

parking spaces are public, once a car is in the space the perception is that the space is owned, as 

Participant 1 pointed out. The term “public space” clearly meant to the participants in this study 

a place for human recreation. And that recreation was associated with community. 

It became clear through the data that many participants felt the pressure and 

inconvenience created by venturis, due to too many people with not enough public space to use 

for recreation and leisure activities. In order to correct this infrastructural problem, the 

participants have looked to convert some of the public land dedicated to cars into land dedicated 

to people through the building of parklets. Additionally, a few participants connected parklets to 

an increase in business. Participant 5, a small business owner, expressed this directly, saying that 

he had hoped the parklet would pay for itself with an increase in business and in fact that he had 

seen an increase in businesses since the parklet was built. Participant 3 expressed this sentiment 
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by talking about the tension between businesses over which ones would get parklets built in front 

of them and which ones wouldn’t.  

The remaining two motivations centered on the temporary nature of parklets and the 

ability of temporary infrastructure to do two things, perfect its design through trial and error, and 

shift the dialogue around urban infrastructure through the introduction of new infrastructures 

without prior consent. Because temporary infrastructure is easily altered, the design and 

implementation of a parklet can be perfected over time to meet the current and changing needs of 

people. The temporary nature of parklets also allowed cities to build them without first obtaining 

consent from city residents. Thanks to this bureaucratically relaxed process, city planners were 

able to build parklets in neighborhoods as part of the feedback process, so that city residents 

were exposed to and were able to engage with parklets before coming to conclusions about them. 

This system, as Participant 1 said, created a way to expose the public to different kinds of 

infrastructure, which he felt allowed people and the city to change the way they conceptualized 

and talked about urban infrastructure. 

While the temporary nature of parklets allowed the city to sidestep some of the 

bureaucratic process, government bureaucracy still presented the participants with many 

obstacles to implementation. City requirements such as permit fees, relocating parking meters, 

and the refusal to relocate other infrastructures, such as handicapped parking, presented major 

obstacles for many participants. Community discord, both from within the groups trying to 

implement the parklet and from the outside, broader community, presented the participants with 

another major obstacle.  

When it came to community discord, the participants identified age as a dividing line 

between support for and opposition to parklets. The participants described this division as older 
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generations strongly wanting to maintain the car infrastructure and younger generations wanting 

to move away from car infrastructure by implementing emerging infrastructures, including 

parklets. This could be because older generations depend more on their cars than younger 

generations, and less about opposition to parklets specifically. However, even if that is true, it 

does not do much to reduce the existing tension. Additionally, many participants experienced 

cost burdens of a financial, time, and social nature. When a number of these obstacles were 

experienced simultaneously or one right after the other, Participant 4 described the result as 

taking “the air out of everybody” involved in the implementation process. “It’d been dragging 

around for so long and...everyone’s kind of just at zero. The air’s out of the sail now. I don’t 

know what’s going to happen,” she explained. From her experience, as obstacles piled up, the 

implementation process became less feasible because those involved got discouraged. 

Eliminating as many obstacles as possible could have increased the chance of Participant 4 

successfully implementing a parklet in her neighborhood. 

Parklets are accomplishing many of their intended goals. Early research conducted on 

San Francisco’s parklets showed that the implementation of a parklet does seem to increase civic 

activity on the particular block where the parklet is installed, and the average number of people 

on the block at any given time also seems to increase (San Francisco Great Streets Project, 

2011). For a movement aimed at making cities more people friendly, this is definitely an 

achievement. However, when it comes to disincentivizing car use, the parklet process often falls 

short. Additionally, parklets were created as a work-around for a broken, underfunded system. 

This is the foundation it was built on and the foundation that is getting more and more cemented 

into the ideological framework of parklet programs nationwide. Parklet funding is private, and 
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while there may be hope for change as city coffers grow with an improving economy, that 

doesn’t necessarily mean the funding model will change. 

For parklets to truly transform cities they must be implemented equally across diverse 

socioeconomic communities and in concert with other measures, including the elimination of 

parking spaces, the widening of sidewalks, and the improvement of public transportation 

systems. Parklets are a great way to increase public green space in urban environments, and have 

the potential to be a very effective component of the New Urbanism movement, but we must 

address their shortfalls now for them to have a real and sustainable impact on our future cities. 

The research done here on parklets can benefit not only the implementation of parklets but also 

the implementation of emerging infrastructures in general, all of which have emerged from the 

same basic framework and share many of their challenges and triumphs. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

All participants in this study were from one segment of the country, and their parklet 

process and funding model were all based on the same framework. It is possible that different 

areas will implement different frameworks which might alleviate some issues found in this 

research, while creating others not found in this research. Additionally, terrain could prove to be 

a variable not relevant in this study. The cities studied in this research were all rather dense and 

had well-established public transportation systems. Many cities in the U.S. look much different, 

more spread out and without good public transportation systems. These factors will likely impact 

both the foundations for support and the obstacles to implementation. Furthermore, as parklet 

processes become more standardized and bureaucratic, and less temporary and flexible, the way 

that people engage with parklets, perceive them, and implement them will change, and new 
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studies will need to be conducted. Lastly, the sample size of this study is rather small. To test the 

findings in this study, future studies should recruit more participants. A larger sample size may 

produce different foundation and obstacle hierarchies. For example, in this study existing 

infrastructure was shown to be low on the obstacle hierarchy because only one participant 

experienced it. A larger sample size may reveal that this is an obstacle experienced by many 

people involved with parklet implementation, which would increase its status on the obstacle 

hierarchy. This is important so that people trying to improve the parklet and emerging 

infrastructure implementation process know what is most important and least important to focus 

on. 

This study of parklets is of one type of emerging infrastructure. As stated earlier, four 

conditions can be used to define most emerging infrastructures: bottom-up creations that increase 

the efficiency of naturally occurring behavior; flexible and adaptable, changing over time in 

response to evolving stresses; condensed, streamlined, and/or cooperative versions of existing 

infrastructures, efficient in their use of space, material, and energy, that provide services to the 

public; and public-private partnerships. Parklets meet all of these criteria, but increasingly many 

other infrastructures do as well. These include car-share and bike-share programs, in which a city 

leases city land to private organizations that use the land to park their cars or bikes for public 

use. Emerging infrastructures also include community gardens, which are often run by 

community groups on leased city land. 

 One area that warrants future analysis is the relationship between a neighborhood’s 

socioeconomic status and the distribution of parklets and other emerging infrastructures. The 

distribution of emerging infrastructures has the potential of being socioeconomically dependent 

for a number of reasons. Because of the bottom-up model, implementation of these 
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infrastructures depends largely on individual and community advocacy. Members of lower 

socioeconomic communities might have less free time than members of wealthier communities 

to devote to advocating for the implementation of emerging infrastructures in their 

neighborhoods. Furthermore, the funding model in place for parklets removes all costs of 

implementation from the city and forces parklet funding to depend solely on the abilities of the 

local community to raise money. Lower socioeconomic communities may have a harder time 

raising the money needed to implement parklets.  

Future studies on parklets should try to assess whether or not, and to what degree, this 

funding model impacts the placement of parklets in cities. National and local governments were 

tasked with building and preserving parks because as a society we viewed them as part of the 

common good, a type of infrastructure that all people should have access to regardless of their 

race, class, or creed (Sies & Silver,1996, p. 104). With the current funding model, parklets may 

become an infrastructure seen in wealthier communities and absent from poorer ones. This 

means that as a tool used to help people “reclaim” city streets, parklets may only be going as far 

as reclaiming the streets used by people who have the money to buy them back. 

Additionally, it is not just financial capital that is necessary for building a parklet under 

the current model. It became clear through analysis of the data that free time and social capital 

are just as important. All four participants who were in the process of implementing, or had 

successfully implemented, a parklet, had dedicated a lot of their free time to their parklet projects 

and had called upon their social capital to help with the implementation process. Free time and 

social capital of this kind may be harder to come by in low socioeconomic neighborhoods.  

If the current parklet funding model becomes a trend, there could be additional 

consequences to study. Governments could look to outsource more infrastructure development to 
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the public. If the costs of emerging infrastructures are like that of parklets, and depend on 

sponsors to have reserves of free time and social and financial capital, emerging infrastructures 

may all be subject to disproportionate placement, and may become generally associated with 

certain people and certain communities. This has the potential to significantly impact the 

infrastructure development of poor neighborhoods, which will not have the kind of capital 

needed to take part in the new system. Future parklet studies should examine all of these possible 

consequences. 

The current parklet funding model may set a precedent that will be counterproductive in 

other ways as well. As the data show, city governments think on a much fiscally larger scale than 

individuals. Governments consider a $20,000 project to be miniscule, compared to the millions 

of dollars worth of infrastructure projects they usually take on. But for small business owners or 

individuals in community organizations $20,000 is a lot of money. Participant 1 was assessing 

the pitfalls of the temporary nature of parklets when he said, “There are potential risks with it 

too, with temporary. The risk with temporary is that everything becomes temporary, and we’re 

making cheap, half-assed spaces rather than high quality spaces.” This concern alone is worth 

future analysis, as is extrapolating it into a financial critique of parklets. If the current parklet 

funding model sets a standard for future park funding, the potential risk is that everything 

becomes privately-funded, small-budget projects, that have the potential of being low quality. 

Because of the possible long-term effects of institutionalizing such a system, further research is 

needed. 
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