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Abstract 

 

Beyond the Park at the Horse Farm:  
Exploring Best Practices in Public-Private Partnerships to Improve 

Lafayette’s Growing Park System 

 

Elizabeth Tarleton Brooks, MSCRP; MSUD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisors:  Michael Oden, Katherine E. Lieberknecht 

 

Municipalities throughout the country are increasingly seeking out innovative 

partnerships with the private sector to acquire, operate, and/or maintain public parks.  An 

example of this is found in Lafayette, Louisiana, where Lafayette Consolidated 

Government recently purchased a 100-acre farm from the University of Louisiana at 

Lafayette, and collaborated with community leaders to form a public-private partnership 

with a new non-profit, Lafayette Central Park, Inc.  This entity is currently undertaking 

the necessary steps to lease, plan, design, fund, build, operate, and maintain a new 

community park on the property.  This report explores the history of public-private 

partnerships found within park administration, as well as the myriad legal, organizational, 

and financial structures in place within those partnerships. The research also highlights 

potential benefits and drawbacks to these partnerships, found within four case studies in 

the Southeast, as well as through precedents found in previous research.  The four case 

studies are Audubon Park and City Park in New Orleans, Louisiana, and Memorial Park 
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and Discovery Green in Houston, Texas.  The insights, challenges, and best practices 

found through the examination in this report are used to create a series of 

recommendations for the fledgling non-profit organization, Lafayette Central Park, for 

both short-term and long-term success. 
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Introduction  

This report aims to explore several creative operating and management models for 

public parks, particularly public-private partnerships.  Public-private partnerships are a 

relevant topic in planning, yet there is limited research on the reasoning behind the 

current trend of public parks being privately managed.1  The benefits and drawbacks of 

various partnership models will be explored in order to apply the best practices found 

within each to a new park being created at a property known as the Horse Farm in 

Lafayette, Louisiana. This, too, is structured as a public-private partnership, with public 

land to be operated and maintained by a non-profit organization.  This research is 

pertinent because these partnerships are becoming increasingly common given the 

political realities of public funding, which will be explored below.  

Criteria to establish differentiation between models in this report will include 

origination, legal structure, financing models, relationships with partner organizations 

(both formal and informal), and the roles and responsibilities of each partner.  The 

outcome is an analysis of the best practices found in these models, regarding their 

efficacy on capital improvements or land acquisition; fundraising; community 

engagement; user experience; maintenance and operations; planning and budgeting; and 

park advocacy.  

Several assumptions have been made in this report.  It is assumed that public 

parks are a pure public good.  They are not cost prohibitive for anyone to enjoy, and they 

are typically non-rival in consumption, meaning that an individual’s enjoyment of the 

public good does not impact the ability for another individual to enjoy that same good.2  

It is also assumed that parks are critical infrastructural elements within cities and have 

many benefits for cities and their residents and visitors, ranging from economic 

                                                
1 Murray, Michael F., Private Management of Public Spaces: Nonprofit Organizations and Urban Parks 

(May 1, 2008). Harvard Environmental Law Review, Vol. 34, p. 185, 2010.  
2 Kohn, Margaret. Brave New Neighborhoods: the Privatization of Public Space. New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2004. pg. 194. 
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development, environmental services, quality of life, and the attraction and retention of 

residents and businesses.3 Access to parks is seen by most local jurisdictions as an 

essential public service and many cities have standards of service that guide the 

maintenance and expansion of their park systems (e.g. number of park acres per 

resident).4 This report also assumes that the political and public discourse surrounding 

public financing, budgeting, and funding public goods such as parks will likely continue 

to have an impact on parks in Lafayette, across the state, and around the country.  The 

final assumption is that given that parks are a public good and fiscal pressures on local 

governments will remain severe, there is a need and an opportunity to engage the private 

sector in the creation and maintenance of public green space. 

Additionally, this research aims to objectively influence the direction of Lafayette 

Central Park, Inc.  The author is currently the Director of Planning & Design of this non-

profit organization, and has been involved with creating the Park at the Horse Farm since 

the inception of the grassroots campaign to preserve the property from commercial and 

residential development.  This has allowed her to follow and influence the decisions to 

establish the public-private partnership in place now.  Her current employment with the 

organization gives her the unique opportunity to objectively advocate for courses of 

action and various policies that are seen to be the most effective best practices in the case 

studies below.  

The plan of this report is as follows.  In chapter two, public-private partnerships 

and their historical context are explored.  Many examples around the nation find that 

when a municipality, the private sector, and a private management entity come together 

to form partnerships in support of a public park’s capital, operational, programmatic, or 

maintenance needs, efficient and creative outcomes are the end result.   In some cases, 

non-profit entities serve simply as the park’s advocacy organization, lobbying on behalf 

                                                
3 Lerner, Steve and William Poole. The Economic Benefits of Parks and Open Space: How Land 

Conservation Helps Communities Grow and Protect the Bottom Line. The Trust for Public Land, 
1999. 

4 Williams, Richard L., and Peter T. Dyke. "The New NRPA Guidelines for Open  
Space." Illinois Parks & Recreation, April 1, 1997, 17-20. 
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of the park.  In other cases, they assist with fundraising for capital improvements or 

programming alongside the public entity responsible for oversight of the park.  A newer 

trend, however, is for all of the operations and maintenance of an entire park be 

contracted out to a non-profit entity. Non-profits have frequently been successful at 

partnering with the private sector to generate additional revenue streams for the park.5 

Chapter three will explore four case studies – two in Louisiana, and two in Texas 

– that differ substantially in their organizational structure, offering unique lessons.  These 

case studies were primarily chosen because of the distinctive public-private partnership 

structure each has in place.  They were also chosen because of their location in Southern 

cities, given that the geopolitical climate that exists in these two locales is similar to that 

of Lafayette, as well as their propensity to be comparable in funding climates. 

The two models that are found in Louisiana that were researched as case studies 

are Audubon Park and City Park, both in New Orleans. Audubon Park is a 400-acre 

public park operated by the Audubon Nature Institute, a non-profit organization also 

charged with managing nine other facilities or entities throughout New Orleans.  City 

Park is another creative model, as it is a 1,300-acre public park also operating on land 

owned by the City of New Orleans, but almost all of the administrative staff and grounds 

maintenance crews are employees of the State, not the municipality.  Most of the 

revenues for both entities are internally generated, but after Katrina, they have both had 

to rely on additional supplementary public funding to rebuild and support their annual 

budgets.  City Park also relies heavily on support from a non-profit organization, Friends 

of City Park. 

Two parks in Houston are the third and fourth case studies.  Memorial Park, a 

1,500-acre public park managed by the Houston Parks & Recreation Department, is 

supported by a non-profit organization, the Memorial Park Conservancy.  It was also 

recently annexed by the Uptown Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ) in order to 

access additional funding for capital improvements.  Discovery Green, a new 12-acre 

                                                
5 Walls, Margaret.  Private Funding of Public Parks: Assessing the Role of Philanthropy.  Resources for the 
Future. Issue Brief 14-01, January 2014, p. 3. 
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park downtown sited over an underground parking garage, is Houston’s first example of a 

major park operated and maintained entirely by a non-profit organization.   

While Lafayette does not compare to the scale of the cities in which the case 

studies are located, the non-profit model proposed for the management of the Park at the 

Horse Farm is not unique.  It is clear that lessons can be taken from these evaluations of 

each case study, to be considered for the park’s future operational and management 

decisions.  The fledgling non-profit, Lafayette Central Park, should look to these 

precedents for best management practices for long-term sustainability.  Mistakes and 

successes in funding and management can be identified from these researched parks and 

used as lessons to tip the scale toward success. 

Previous research on the topic of different park management models, particularly 

of the partnerships involving public spaces, informed the critical approach to the pros and 

cons of these models from a theoretical and practical standpoint.  Additionally, white 

papers, journal articles, and books that explore other case studies and precedents 

throughout the country were read.  Reviews of other publicly available documents were 

conducted in this research, including information gathering and data mining from park 

websites, news articles, audits, and annual reports from park organizations.  A research 

framework matrix was developed to collect and compare the circumstances of each case 

study.  Through this exploration, several questions arose for each case study, and 

personal interviews were conducted by phone or in person with appropriate staff 

members within the organizations in question, including park staff, board members, 

foundation staff, public officials on both the local and state levels, consultants, and other 

representatives with park-focused organizations.  Interviews were recorded digitally, 

transcribed, and utilized for information on details for both the theoretical and realistic 

functionality of the various models that are included in the research.   

In chapter four, the context and history of Lafayette and the property known as 

the Horse Farm will be explained.  This explanation sets the stage for the decisions that 

led to the formation of the public-private partnership in place for the 100-acre park.  This 

chapter will also explain why researching this interesting planning topic is pertinent to 
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the challenge of proposing the application of best practices in public-private partnerships 

to that example. 

In the fifth chapter, the analysis of the applicability of the models and best 

practices found within the partnerships will be concluded, taking into consideration the 

political and financial realities in the precedent communities and in Lafayette.  While 

some of the models being explored in the case study research may not be politically 

feasible in Lafayette currently, this report will serve to influence future decisions and 

legitimize advocacy for suggested policy changes. 

Chapter six serves to conclude this research. It provides an overview of the report 

and its structure, the methodology, and the suggested course of action for Lafayette 

Central Park to implement some of the best practices found within both the case studies 

and the public-private partnership precedents research through the literature review, in 

the coming years. 
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New Models for Public-Private Partnerships for Public Spaces 

The trend of fiscal frugality paired with increasing urban land values have created 

situations where the case must be made for investments in parks and open spaces.  While 

the public has expressed interest in increasing expenditures in parks and green spaces, 

municipal budget support of these spaces has either remained constant in recent years, or 

decreased.6 Moreover, access to parks and recreational activity has positive benefits for 

the community at large (positive externalities) suggesting a strong rationale for public 

investment. 7    

One reason that is common throughout the country is a somewhat counterintuitive 

pairing of the changing political climate that has ridiculed community reliance on public 

financing for public goods.8  This becomes even more complicated as citizens are also 

becoming increasingly demanding of quality of life assets offered by some of those same 

public goods.  Oftentimes, the option communities are faced with is either to build, 

operate, and maintain a public space managed by a private organization with private 

dollars, or to not have a successful public space at all. 

In municipal budgets, parks and recreation allocations are frequently criticized 

and/or cut because these department expenditures are typically higher than their revenues.  

This is an incomplete analysis of the values parks offer their cities and residents.  For 

example, park agencies often use financial reports to describe net gains and losses 

associated with their facilities, while departments associated with economic development 

                                                
6 "Revitalizing Inner City Parks: New Funding Options Can Address the Needs of  

Underserved Urban Communities." December 19, 2012. Accessed October 22,  
2014.  
http://www.nrpa.org/uploadedFiles/nrpaorg/Grants_and_Partners/Recreation_and 
_Health/Resources/Issue_Briefs/Urban-Parks.pdf. 

7 Harnik, Peter. "Local Parks, Local Financing Volume Two. Paying for Urban Parks  
Without Raising Taxes." Trust for Public Land. February 3, 2012. Accessed November 5, 2014. 
http://www.tpl.org/sites/default/files/cloud.tpl.org/pubs/ccpe-localparks-localfinancingvol2-
textonly.pdf. 

8 Crompton, John L. "Measuring the Economic Impact of Park and Recreation Services."  
National Recreation and Park Association Research Series 2010 (2010): 1-70.  
Accessed August 16, 2014. 
http://www.nrpa.org/uploadedFiles/nrpa.org/Publications_and_Research/Research/Papers/Crompt
on-Summary.PDF. v.  
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and tourism usually use economic reports, which take into consideration much broader 

considerations and multipliers to truly estimate the impact of the same facilities and 

events.9   

For this reason, full economic impact analyses should be considered on green 

infrastructure properties and projects and the effects they have on the areas that surround 

them.  In these analyses, the balance sheets look much different and make a clear case for 

continuing and increasing funding for parks and recreation amenities in municipalities.10  

This formula includes calculating property value effects, the number of park visitors, and 

direct and indirect recreational and health benefits of park users.  Other factors might also 

contribute to this assessment, such as how many tourists are attracted to the community 

because of the park’s facilities, as well as what longer-range effects their direct 

expenditures in and around the park facilities have on the local economy.11 

In contrast to declining public funding for public spaces, the benefits to cities and 

their residents are substantial, as can be shown by many impact studies that are focused 

on the environmental, social, and economic benefits enjoyed by areas around parks and 

open spaces.  The Trust for Public Land’s Center for City Park Excellence put forth a 

methodology for assessing the value of public parks to the city in which they are located.  

The factors that they established can be grouped into four categories:  those with direct 

income; those with direct savings; those with environmental savings; and those that add 

to the collective wealth of the populace. The seven factors they use to assess impact 

include increased property values (also known as hedonic value), cleaner water, cleaner 

air, public and personal health, tourism, social capital, and direct use by residents.12   

Parks have positive effects on property values, and therefore taxes.  This concept 

has over 140 years of experiential research behind it, as Frederick Law Olmsted 

documented the increasing values of properties around New York’s Central Park for 

                                                
9 Crompton 2010, 5. 
10 Ibid., 3.  
11 Ibid., 3. 
12 Harnik, Peter and Ben Welle.  Measuring the Economic Value of a City Park System.  Trust for Public 

Land, 2009.  
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almost two decades.13  Park advocates argue that municipalities should calculate the sum 

of the additional revenue generated by higher property values near parks, in order to 

justify park expenditures or to even pay off the debts incurred in creating or improving 

parkland.14  

Parks also provide opportunities for both passive relaxation and reconnection with 

nature.  While it is difficult to quantify the psychological benefits of exposure to nature in 

either urban or wild settings, 15 many researchers have begun to explore the concept of 

biophilia, a term used by conservationist E.O. Wilson to describe our deep connection to 

the natural world around us.  “Biophilia…is the innately emotional affiliation of human 

beings to other living organisms. Innate means hereditary and hence part of ultimate 

human nature.”16  While parks and open spaces are proven to help us refocus and rekindle 

the balance within ourselves, they are also critical in providing the location for 

community cohesion where social capital is created through shared experiences within 

these park settings.17 

Parks are also places for active recreation, which has impacts on the costs 

associated with personal and public health.  The high cost of inactivity on society has 

been widely studied in recent years.  Health costs are the largest single expense in the 

U.S., making parks and recreation activities and their facilities even more critical 

infrastructural components within cities.  Additionally, when organizations or 

municipalities invest in park infrastructure that promote and assist with increased 

physical activity, parks users become more physically active.  For this reason, 

collaboration between multiple partners, such as parks departments and health agencies, 

                                                
13 Crompton, Report 502, 11. 
14 Ibid., 12. 
15 Mang, M., T. Hartig, and G.W. Evans. "Restorative Effects of Natural Environmental Experiences." 

Environment and Behavior 23, no. 1 (1991): 3-26.  
16 Kellert, Stephen R., and E.O. Wilson, eds. The Biophilia Hypothesis. Washington,  

D.C.: Island Press, 1993. 
17 Harnik and Welle, 9. 
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is justified due to the mutually beneficial outcomes of improved public health and park 

user numbers.18  

Some of the more active recreational uses are considered a “direct uses” and 

economists assign a value to these activities as though they were taking place in the 

private sector.  Sports games, visiting gardens, and biking are all valued at a set price that 

can be done for a fee in other locations, which supports the case that even parks that don’t 

charge users for these recreational opportunities are still economically valuable within 

their communities.19 

Several of the environmental benefits have cost savings associated with them.  

Storm water management and pollution remediation are critical functions that green 

spaces play in natural hydrological cycles.  Having storm water detention and/or 

capacities in parks can be a much simpler and cost effective method to reduce flooding 

and improve water quality, providing significant incentives to invest in green 

infrastructure versus gray infrastructure wherever possible.20   

Similarly, air pollution is a major concern in urban settings, not only for personal 

health, but also due to the negative effects that poor air quality and its related problems, 

such as smog and acid rain, have on infrastructure and buildings. 21 Another tangential 

issue that is improved with parks and open spaces in municipalities is remediation of the 

urban heat island effect.  Hard surfaces such as roads and buildings absorb energy from 

the sun and radiate it back into their surroundings for hours, collectively driving 

temperatures in urban areas up significantly.  Both plants and the shade they provide 

combat this issue, giving rise to significant urban reforesting efforts in many cities around 

the world. 

                                                
18 Godbey, Geoffrey, and Andrew Mowen. "The Benefits of Physical Activity Provided by Park and 

Recreation Services: The Scientific Evidence." National Recreation and Park Association 
Research Series 2010 (2010). 

19 Harnik and Welle, 5. 
20 Harnik and Welle, 11. 
21 Ibid., 13. 
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Parks are destinations for residents and tourists alike, and offer a critical quality of 

life asset that attracts new residents and businesses, and retains those in the community 

already.  As knowledge workers, retirees, expanding businesses, and young professionals 

look to relocate, recreation opportunities are a key component to why many cities are 

more competitive in attracting this influx in population and growth.   

With the decline of public financing of public spaces viewed alongside the many 

benefits public spaces offer cities and their residents and visitors, it is clear that there is a 

role for the private sector to play.  From personal and corporate philanthropy to private 

management by an entity other than the municipality, finding ways to fill the void left by 

the lack of public funding and support is a critical tool for park maintenance and 

development of the future.  

In response to these declining budgets and increased demand, park agencies have 

had to diversify their revenue streams to include user fees; creative partnerships with 

other agencies tangentially similar in their missions, such as health departments; private 

donations; “Friends of” groups or similar support groups; refocusing fiscal priorities; and 

relying more heavily on volunteer labor.22 For these reasons, many municipalities are 

using public-private partnerships to support or take over public spaces entirely. 

Broadly, there are four types of ownership and management arrangements 

operating for parks and public spaces.  First, public spaces can be publicly managed, as is 

the case with many parks managed by municipal departments. Public spaces can also be 

managed by non-profit entities, which is commonly seen with parks managed by 

conservancies or other non-profits.  Private spaces can be publicly managed, which 

happens sometimes when municipalities maintain private streets. Finally, private spaces 

used by the public can be privately managed, as is the case with theme parks.   

  

                                                
22 Ibid., 2.  
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Four Models of Ownership and Management for Public Spaces 

  
  

Management 

  Public  Private 

Ownership 

Public Park managed by the city 
Parks Department 

Public land maintained by a non-
profit, etc., through a public-

private partnership 

Private 

Private streets maintained 
or cleaned by 

municipalities through a 
public-private partnership 

Private land that is privately 
managed, such as shopping 

malls and theme parks 

Table 1: Public Private Partnership Model Examples 

 This chart shows several examples of how public-private partnerships can occur,  
with regards to property ownership and property management.  Source: Tim  
Marshall. "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." 
 
The benefits of having a public space managed by the public sector are numerous.  

Firstly, these projects enjoy the ideological value of being a public space managed by 

public agencies with public funding.  Projects also typically have access to public dollars 

for capital improvements and operations, as well as access to myriad resources and 

institutional knowledge within the municipality or agency.   

There are several downsides to this model.  Often, both political support and 

funding availability can change, causing a ripple effect in the ways in which public 

resources are allocated.  Parks are often at or near the top of the list to be cut, as they are 

not considered by many public officials and citizens groups to be a critical priority 
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infrastructural element within a city.23  Other problems with public management are tied 

to the bureaucracy involved in decision-making.  Cumbersome bureaucratic procedures 

do have a cost associated with them, not to mention that there are often multiple agencies 

attempting to work together on a project.  This can add many – often duplicitous – levels 

to decision-making, and/or differing opinions to the decisions. 24   Additionally, federal, 

state, and local governments can accept private donations that are fully tax-deductible if 

they are used solely for a public purpose.  Yet, accepting private dollars through a public 

system for projects can be difficult for public agencies, and can add some insecurity to 

whether the dollars are truly designated to fund the donor’s original intention.25  All of 

these potential liabilities can make the purely public model less effective, expedient, and 

results in the expenditure of more time and resources.  

Another option is the purely private model, where there is extreme flexibility; 

however, this may come at a price given the absence of public influence, control or 

accountability.  This price to the public may be limited access or charged entry, and more 

restrictive rules for park access and visitors than are permissible within a public space.26 

Additionally, purely private examples are still susceptible to changing economic 

realities, and may not have access to any public funding that can support the private 

investment over the long term.  Private entities may not have access to the institutional 

knowledge and other resources that public agencies provide.  The focused vision and 

ability to leverage both public and private dollars, however, certainly make this a 

potentially efficient model, regardless of the drawbacks.27 

The final model is the public-private partnership, or PPP.  Many municipalities 

are finding it advantageous to team up with non-profits and/or the private sector to invest 

                                                
23 Crompton 2010, 3. 
24 Tim Marshall. "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." Lecture, Lafayette Central Park Board of 

Directors Meeting, Lafayette, LA, December 3, 2013. 
25 Harnik, 16. 
26 Kohn, 10. 
27 Marshall, "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." 
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in quality of life assets in their communities such as parks and green spaces.28  These 

partnerships have played an important role in many recent cases of park development or 

improvement, and can be structured in many different ways to best suit the project at 

hand. PPPs can take on various forms.  Some public spaces are managed by a private 

entity that receives some public funding, through taxation or assessments within a special 

taxation district such as a Business Improvement District (BID) or Tax Increment 

Financing (TIF) District.  Another option is to put a non-profit “Friends of the Park” 

group into place, which focuses on private fundraising to support capital improvements, 

operations, and maintenance.29 

Before these partnerships can succeed, there must be an understanding on the 

public side that this partnership requires long-term acceptance and support, and that the 

roles and responsibilities for each party must be clearly delineated early on in their 

formation.  Likewise, the public sector’s commitment to a project managed through a 

partnership is critical to its success, and for this reason, formalized agreements should be 

prepared to contractually commit the various parties to their roles.30 

 The advantage of bringing both sectors together combines many of the benefits of 

each of their individual models.  The same is true of the drawbacks.  These PPP examples 

are typically both committed and focused, but have more flexibility than the public 

model.  They can leverage public funding, as non-profit organizations can apply for 

grants and governmental support that may be available.   The public-private partnership 

model also typically allows greater access to private funds than the strictly public model, 

given that non-profit organizations can offer substantial tax benefits in the same way that 

governments can, but can offer donors greater ease and assurance that their gifts will be 

expended in a manner close to the donor’s wishes.31   Additionally, political cycles are 

less of an issue and access to experienced staff and resources within public agencies is 

also in place.  
                                                
28 NRPA Issue Brief, 3. 
29 Murray, 182. 
30 Marshall, "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." 
31 Kohn, 158. 
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There are a few downsides to establishing public-private partnerships, however, 

which are primarily related to funding.  Start-up costs may be high for the project, and 

negotiating the long-term commitments on some or all sides to operational funds can be 

challenging.  Additionally, private funding and self-generated revenue are also a 

necessity.  Ultimately, however, this model can provide a certain amount of flexibility, 

predictability and sustainability that has made it very successful in many diverse cases.32 

Funding can play out in many ways, with the non-profit charged with private 

fundraising – perhaps building up an endowment, or closing the gap on capital funds.  

Public agencies can contribute towards property acquisitions, capital costs and 

infrastructure improvements.  Assessment or improvement districts can support the 

project through funding for the operational budget, as well as with in-kind services 

already in place for the district.  Similarly, a non-profit can contribute to the project in the 

same way that an improvement district does.  As for operational budgets, there are 

several parks whose non-profits are responsible for covering their entire operating 

budgets, whether through fundraising or revenue generation. 

Construction management can be handled by either the non-profit or the public 

agency.  Taking the public sector out of the portions of the project that are “high design” 

can allow the partnership to avoid the public bid laws in place, depending on how the 

funding is being sourced, and how it is being channeled.  Part or all of the project can be 

managed by the public agency.  This often makes sense if the improvement is 

infrastructural in nature or ties into an existing public project.  

Maintenance can often pose a problem.  It often costs much more money over 

time for operation and maintenance than the original capital costs.  It also requires a long-

term commitment that can be difficult to negotiate.  In this scenario, the non-profit and 

public agency can share in these responsibilities, with one of them overseeing the bulk of 

it, as well as any third party contracts.  This is another area where an improvement or 

assessment district can support these endeavors with either in-kind services or funding for 

the maintenance budget. 
                                                
32 Marshall, "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." 
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Clear delineation of roles and responsibilities will enhance collaboration and 

avoid confusion.  Much collaboration can occur between partners, depending on how the 

overall management, funding, operations, and maintenance agreements are structured.  

Elements such as events, programming, security, volunteer coordination, and vendor 

relations can be divided up amongst the partners, or the responsibilities can be shared 

with different roles assigned to various partners.  Similarly, different organizational 

structures create opportunities for the roles regarding responsibilities for marketing, 

communications, and advocacy to be split between organizations, depending on which 

element above with which they are pertinent.33   

Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) have become increasingly popular over 

the last four decades as a tool utilized for the management of public spaces.  Typically, 

they are implemented in areas that focus on commercial real estate.  Originating in 

Toronto, Canada, in 1970, they were found in New Orleans, LA, by 1975.34  BIDs can 

display diversity in structure on a case-by-case basis, but they are typically formed by a 

group of property or business owners in an area.  By definition, they must all be 

authorized by local law, are subject to local governmental control, and they all receive a 

portion of their revenue from self-imposed taxes (property tax or sales tax surcharges) 

within a delineated boundary, establishing the “district.”  BIDs typically focus on 

providing services within the district boundaries, such as street cleaning, landscape 

improvements, graffiti removal, etc.  They do not undertake large capital improvement 

projects, as they typically do not have bonding capability. 

BIDs are unique in that a board elected by the membership governs them or the 

property owners within the district govern them.35While BIDs offer numerous advantages 

to providing public goods in an efficient way, they are often criticized for not being 

                                                
33 Marshall, "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." 

34 Houstoun, J., and O Lawrence. BIDs: Business Improvement Districts. 1997, Washington: Urban Land 
Institute in cooperation with the International Downtown Association.  

35 Kohn, 82.  
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wholly democratic, as they often only consider business owners within the district as 

voting members, and the assessments are rarely unanimously supported.36   

Tax-Increment Financing (TIF), on the other hand, is a tool used by municipalities 

to address blighted areas or spur economic development.  It is a value-capture technique 

where the added value of taxes generated by a real estate project is bonded against to help 

pay for the real estate project itself.  First, a district boundary is established, and within 

this delineation, all properties are subject to a creative taxation model for a pre-

determined period of time.  The taxes of these district properties are collected at a set rate 

for this period of time, with the anticipation that the improvements made within the 

district will increase property values, and therefore property taxes.  The municipality then 

bonds against this reliable income to pay for the proposed improvements within the 

district.  The increase in property value resultant from these improvements causes an 

increase in property taxes, which is captured over the pre-determined rate into a special 

account that is dedicated to paying back the bond.  After the bond is repaid, the full value 

of property taxes go back proportionately to all the taxing authorities (school boards, 

state, hospital district, etc.).   

TIFs are always created by a governmental agency, and are typically the idea of a 

municipality.  They suggest boundaries, gauge support, bring the plan to the public for 

debate, and then attempt to pass the legislation in order to allow the district’s creation.37  

Because of the potential for bonding against the property value increase, TIF district 

funding is often used to finance larger capital improvement projects.  Comparatively, 

BIDs are usually focused on less expensive services, since their funding pool grows as 

the assessments are collected over time. 

  

                                                
36 Ibid., 85. 

37 Poskey, Jeral. "TIFs, BIDs, and PRT: Applicability of Tax Increment Financing or Business 
Improvement Districts to Building Personal Rapid Transit." June 9, 2002. Accessed November 29, 
2014. http://faculty.washington.edu/jbs/itrans/tifsbidsprt6.pdf. 
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Comparing TIFs and BIDs 

  TIF BID Preference 

Reliability Uncertain Immediate BID 

Time to revenue receipts Up to several 
years Immediate BID 

Bonding ability Tax-free Varies TIF 

Area condition 
Blighted or 
economic 

development 
Any BID 

Creation method City or agency 
vote 

Property owner 
vote, tenant vote, 

city vote 
Varies 

Time to establish 24 months 6-18 months BID 

Typical uses Infrastructure 
or services Services TIF 

Table 2:  Comparison between TIFs and BIDs 

This table explains the basic differences between Tax-Increment Financing (TIF) 
and Business Improvement Districts (BID) models.  Source: Poskey, Jeral. "TIFs, 
BIDs, and PRT: Applicability of Tax Increment Financing or Business 
Improvement Districts to Building Personal Rapid Transit." June 9, 2002. 
Accessed July 29, 2014. http://faculty.washington.edu/jbs/itrans/tifsbidsprt6.pdf. 
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The TIF and BID concepts are simple enough though, and when parks and open 

spaces are within these districts, commercial establishments have much to gain by their 

geographic proximity to the park.  They likely have additional revenues coming in from 

park goers, so the reinvestment in infrastructure in and around the park is justified, in that 

it is helping to bring their business more customers by way of location.  Both forms of 

assessments are tightly regulated, and even BID assessments are often capped.  For 

example, in the case of the Bryant Park Redevelopment Corporation in New York City, 

the BID assessment is self-imposed and regulated by the corporation’s board, but cannot 

exceed three percent of City property taxes for those properties.38   

Alternatively, charitable organizations, such as “Friends” groups, typically arise 

in situations that are less commercial in nature, therefore they are more common in 

situations involving public parks.  These “Friends” groups have become very popular 

throughout cities in the US over the last three decades, and not only attract unprecedented 

private dollars for parks, but also volunteer man-hours. These groups can take several 

forms, from being project-based maintenance groups, to membership groups with annual 

funding support goals, to fully staffed organizations with contracts in place to manage 

and operate a public park or a portion of it.39  They may also receive private or public 

funding, and often rely on other types of resources from their supporters, such as time, 

materials, or in-kind donations. 

Murray argues that the “Friends of” model has not been substantially studied, and 

that the bulk of research has been focused on the efficacy of the publicly funded models.  

One reason this may be the case is that private philanthropy has historically been difficult 

to categorize into “legally recognizable management roles – through contract or 

agreement,” although this model is changing also, as pledging and membership contracts 

become increasingly common. 40 

                                                
38 Murray, 190.  
39 Ibid., 191.  
40 Ibid., 182.  
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Murray argues that “the legal form of the organization – BID or friends group – is 

less relevant than may be thought: in practice, the two types of organizations perform 

substantially similar tasks and have substantially similar revenue sources despite their 

entirely different legal structures.”41 

POSITIVE CONSEQUENCES OF PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS FOR PUBLIC SPACES 
Regardless of the reasoning, private management of public spaces is on the rise.  

This increasingly common model has many implications worthy of discussion, which are 

explored below. 

Flexibility and Accountability of Non-Profits  
Non-profits offer competitive advantages in the management and operation of 

public spaces.  Murray states that their independence and often-singular focus of 

responsibility for a public space (as opposed to the dispersed accountability within the 

structure of governmental organizations) allows them to review their own performance 

more effectively.  He also states that their singular focus on the financial success of the 

public space also contrasts with the governmental management model, to produce 

increased financial support of the space, while also facilitating easier and more cost 

effective monitoring of their efficacy.42 

Moreover, the real or perceived increased accountability found within the non-

profit management model lends a sense of security to donors,43 who perhaps would not 

donate as much, if any, to the local governmental entity providing a similar service (i.e. a 

municipal parks department).  Similarly, the positive perception of a non-profit 

organization following a mission of improving a public good without surplus monetary 

gain accompanies this model.  For this reason, the creation of a for-profit management 

firm is much less common in the case of public parks.  One of the reasons why donors 
                                                
41 Ibid., 185. 
42 Ibid., 179.  
43 O’Neill, Michael. “Public Confidence in Charitable Nonprofits,” Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 

Quarterly 38, no. 2. April 2009. nvs.sagepub.com/content/38/2/237.  pg. 243. 
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find non-profit management more attractive is that those organizations are better at 

disseminating information on their performance than governmental bodies, making them 

more accountable to their funding sources.44 Additionally, non-profits offer donors the 

opportunity to contribute to very specific projects or programs, giving philanthropists a 

sense of trustworthiness within the organization that their dollars will be well spent with 

their intentions fully in place.  

Non-profits that manage public parks are also praised for recognizing the need for 

private dollars in supporting a public good, giving them the power to improve the quality 

of the park elements or programming for the citizens that enjoy it.  This argument that 

non-profits address an increased demand for public goods is a theory proposed by Burton 

A. Weisbrod.  It encourages citizens to contribute to that public good to their desired 

level.45  

Another opportunity that arises with the private management model is distributed 

revenue sharing.  There is inequitable funding for parks that are high profile versus those 

that simply serve a neighborhood.  Often umbrella organizations (typically non-profits) 

can fill this role by raising money or arranging to share revenue from larger, more 

successful and high-profile parks or projects, with those that have a harder time attracting 

the same level of philanthropic or corporate sponsorship interests.46 

Private management entities can also serve a critical advocacy role that 

governmental entities are prohibited from filling.  For example, non-governmental 

organizations can assist in educating the public and advocating for the passage of a 

dedicated park tax, or for a special assessment.47  While parks under private management 

have recently relied more upon private philanthropy, tax-based income is still one of the 

most sustainable resources for park funding, regardless of its popularity in current public 

discourse.48 

                                                
44 Ibid., 182.   
45 Ibid., 193.  
46 Kleiman, Kelly.  “Open Access vs. Donors’ Influence.” Christian Science Monitor. Sept 29, 2004, p. 3. 
47 Walls, 3. 
48 Ibid., 1.  



 21 

NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES OF PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS FOR PUBLIC SPACES 
 Murray argues that non-profit management of public spaces is criticized in four 

main ways.  First, the ideological issue of the privatization of a public space is often the 

most common concern, often due to the nature of donor influence over the park.  

Depending on their regulations of recognizing donations, many parks operating under a 

public-private partnership offer donors opportunities to be honored, through naming 

rights or program sponsorships.  This gives them reasons to donate that are not entirely 

altruistic, regardless of the presence of public funding, but are more about community 

recognition, self-promotion, and personal contribution to a cause.49 

  Secondly, class divides can occur by turning control of a public park over to a 

certain group that influences park decisions (whether purposefully or unintentionally) that 

alienate certain park users in some way.  Free speech and concerns for other personal 

freedoms fall within this last criticism.  The commercialization of public space is also 

commonly cited, as many parks use sponsorships, advertising, or revenue generation to 

balance their annual operating budgets.50  Finally, critics argue that the diversion of 

private dollars to privately managed parks creates a two-tiered park system, since public 

parks that are publicly managed do not receive the same attention or influx of private 

funding to support their capital improvements, operations, or maintenance.51 

 In a paper on the issue of privatizing public spaces and the role of philanthropy, 

Walls explores several of the negative consequences of relying on private dollars for 

parks, including the “crowding out” of public funds, freedom of speech concerns, 

restricted use, “free-riding,” the uncertainty of funding streams, and the costs associated 

with raising money.52  Below is a brief explanation of each. 

                                                
49 Murray, 195.  
50 Kohn, 5. 
51 Murray, 193. 
52 Walls, 10. 
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Crowding Out Public Funds 
 There is evidence to support the notion that private funding crowds out public 

funds in supporting public goods, such as parks.  With limited dollars, the public sector 

may see incoming private dollars as an opportunity to refocus their fiscal priorities, 

placing even more burden on philanthropy.  In several major parks across the country, 

municipalities provide no long-term funding support.53  In the case of New York City’s 

Bryant Park, because of the existence of the Bryant Park Redevelopment Corporation, the 

park’s Business Improvement District (BID), the City contributes nothing to the park 

financially.  In other cases, the municipality will commit to public funding for only the 

first few years for initial capital improvements and/or operating expenses. 

 Ultimately, it is generally accepted in the park operations and maintenance 

industry that this crowding out of public funds is real and must be negated.   

“Private support is not a substitute for public support, but it is ‘in addition to.’ Public 

support must remain consistent or, if reduced, it must not be disproportionate because of 

private support.”54 

There is some disagreement on the theory that private involvement in the land 

conservation process – both acquisition and long-term management – crowds out public 

funding.  Sally Fairfax, et al, argue in Buying Nature: the Limits of Land Acquisition as a 

Conservation Strategy, 1780-2004 (American and Comparative Environmental Policy), 

that while there has been an increase in the inclusion of private agencies (including non-

profits) in partnerships for purchasing land preservation, this is actually in response to the 

lack of public funding, not the cause of it.  Private sector involvement has increased 

steadily since the 1960s to fill the gap caused by federal disinvestment in the acquisition 

of public land.  This lack of funding and involvement, and the subsequent involvement of 

                                                
53 Foderaro, Lisa. "New York Parks in Less Affluent Areas Lack Big Gifts." The New York Times. 
February 17, 2013. Accessed October 19, 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/18/nyregion/new-york-
parks-in-less-affluent-areas-lack-big-gifts.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&. 
54 Marshall, "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks." 
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private partners, trickled down to affect land acquisition and management strategies at 

both the state and local levels.55 

Freedom of Speech Concerns 
One of the main ideological concerns regarding public spaces being operated by 

private entities is that these managing organizations have the power to put rules in place 

that restrict citizens’ rights as though they were on private property.  Often the structures 

of these partnerships allow the managing organization to be under contract with the 

municipality to lease the space, and therefore citizens are indeed somewhat on private 

property.  Rallies, protests, proselytizing and public speeches can all be regulated through 

permits, or not allowed at all.  This argument has occurred not only with regards to 

privately managed parks, but also downtown plazas, shopping malls, and even City-

owned parks where permits are required for such behavior.  In one public plaza in 

Toronto, “big corporations have paid tens of thousands of dollars to emblazon their logos 

on Times Square-style digital billboards, while citizens were arrested for drawing peace 

signs in chalk on the plaza.” 56  Murray argues that these critiques are only heard when 

“detractors believe that the management decisions with which they disagree stem from 

the perceived unaccountability of private management to public interest.”57 

Restricted Use 
There are some concerns that the privatization of public space could be taken too 

far out of the hands of the public.  User fees are one of the concerns that some people that 

criticize this model cite.  Additionally, privately managed parks can be rented out or 

closed off entirely for private events.  Fundraisers, galas, festivals, and other ticketed 

events are entirely within the realm of possibility, and are frequently large revenue 

                                                
55 Fairfax, Sally K. Buying Nature: The Limits of Land Acquisition as a Conservation Strategy, 1780-2004. 

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 2005. pg. 253. 
56 Kohn, Margaret. Brave New Neighborhoods: the Privatization of Public Space. New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2004. pg. 5. 
57 Murray, 181. 
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sources for these financially dependent park spaces.58  For example, Damrosch Park in 

New York City has been closed to the public in the past in order to host private functions 

to support its managing organization, the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts.59  

Free-Riding 
Free riding is one of the biggest drawbacks of relying on private funding for 

public parks.  A “donations-base approach will almost always lead to underfunding 

because people can enjoy the benefits of the park without helping to cover its costs.”60  

She explains that successful cases like New York’s Central Park should not be looked at 

as replicable models, because the wealth in the immediate vicinity of the park is like 

nowhere else in the country, and those donors substantially cover the costs associated 

with keeping the park up for the enjoyment of all other users.  

Uncertainty in Funding Streams  
Private dollars are difficult to budget for on an annual basis.  The industry-

specific or market-based revenue streams that are the sources of philanthropic dollars are 

temporal in nature and can shift with any changes in the economy.  Additionally, this 

uncertainty makes it unwise for park management entities to fund much of a park’s 

operations or maintenance responsibilities on these private sources, as they are ongoing 

costs that require steady and sustainable funding.61 

Inequities of What Gets Funded 
Of course there are several caveats that come along with donor-directed dollars, 

and these may not always be equitable in nature, nor in their location.  Often, private 

funding is diverted to high-profile projects or high-profile parks, not necessarily towards 

parks or park amenities that serve a diverse, every-day population.62  A notable case of 

                                                
58 Kohn, 159.  
59 Ibid., 5. 
60 Walls., 2.  
61 Ibid., 11.  
62 Foderaro, 1. 
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this is found with the Central Park Conservancy, which received a $100 million donation, 

when its endowment already stood at $144 million.  Critics argued whether or not this 

should truly count as philanthropy, and one state senator even proposed a bill that forced 

large park conservancies to donate 20% to the Neighborhood Parks Alliance, a city-wide 

park improvement non-profit that could then redistribute the funding.63 

Another issue with private funding is the lack of dollars for operations and 

maintenance.  A recent survey of park directors across the nation discovered that most of 

the forty-four participants reported that the primary focus of support received by 

conservancies, friends groups, or foundations was on either capital projects or on 

programming, with much less support coming in for operations and maintenance of park 

facilities.  Similarly, when asked about their parks’ challenges, they overwhelmingly 

cited the lack of funding for operations and maintenance.  This highlights the disconnect 

between the focus of these support organizations and the needs that their facilities face.64  

Given that capital improvements and programming can both be advertising platforms for 

donors, it is not surprising that the ongoing funding needs are harder to generate 

excitement around.  Should non-profits raise money for operations and maintenance, they 

frequently do so by building up their endowment to increase annual returns on that 

investment. 

Costs Associated with Raising Money 
One major drawback of the philanthropic approach is the high costs associated 

with fundraising, including funding for the staff, resources, and events often needed to 

secure donations.65  The table below evaluates annual expenditures of a diverse cross-

section of park non-profits and shows the comparative amounts of annual budgets spent 

on non-programmatic operating expenses. 

  

                                                
63 Walls, 14. 
64 Ibid., 7.  
65 Ibid., 2.  
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Nonprofit organization  

Total 
annual 

expenses 
(in $ 

millions)  

Percentage 
spent on 

fundraising, 
management, 
and other non-
programmatic 

expenses  
Seattle Parks Foundation  $0.9m  33.3% 
Forest Park Forever (St. Louis)  $4m  32% 
Friends of the High Line (New York City)  $11.9m  26.8% 
Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy Greenway (Boston)  $4.2m 24.6% 
California State Parks Foundation  $17.4m 23.6% 
Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy  $5.8m 22.1% 
Los Angeles Parks Foundation  $0.8m 19.6% 
Prospect Park Alliance (New York City)  $12.5m 19.5% 
Louisville Olmsted Parks Conservancy  $1.6m 18.7% 
Parks & People Foundation (Baltimore)  $3.5m 18.2% 
National Parks of New York Harbor (New York City)  $1.1m 18.1% 
Millennium Park Inc. (Chicago)  $1.2m 15.6% 
Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy (San Francisco)  $47m  15% 
Battery Park City Parks Conservancy (New York City)  $9.5m 12.5% 
Houston Parks Board  $3.2m 9.3% 
Boston Harbor Island Alliance  $10.1m 4.9% 
TOTAL  $134.7m 17.9% 

Table 3: Annual Operating Expenses of Selected Park Nonprofit Organizations 

 
This table shows the operating expenses for FY 2011 or FY 2012 for several park  
management non-profits throughout the country, as well as the percentage of that  
budget that was spent in the same year on fundraising.  Source: Walls, Margaret.  
Private Funding of Public Parks: Assessing the Role of Philanthropy.  Resources 
for the Future. Issue Brief 14-01, January 2014. 
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NEUTRAL CONSEQUENCES OF PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS FOR PUBLIC SPACES 

Impact on Design 
Another significant philosophical debate around private financing of public goods 

is the impact that donors could have on the element or program they fund.  There are 

examples across the country where the influence of private dollars has a significant 

impact on the outcome of the physical and programmatic elements within a park.  In the 

case of Millennium Park in Chicago, Cindy Pritzker, a local philanthropist who financed 

the open air amphitheater and performance lawn, was able to direct designer Frank Gehry 

to make substantial changes to the final form.  This donor-influenced power has its 

proponents and its critics, but the private sector has a much greater potential to be able to 

finance high design (regardless of whether the donor is allowed to influence the design) 

than the public sector does.66 

Conversely, some parks strictly adhere to their master plan and design standards, 

giving donors opportunities to support an established vision, offering them very little 

opportunity to influence the design or program.  In the case of City Park in New Orleans, 

a master plan was developed in the spring of 2005 just before Hurricane Katrina 

devastated New Orleans and the park.  This gave park administrators a competitive 

advantage in obtaining funding and resources for their rebuilding efforts.  Not only were 

they able to organize volunteers and rebuilding efforts more easily with the plan in place, 

but they were also able to attract more funders and corporate sponsorships.67  Since the 

vision was already established, this gave them the power to remain true to the original 

intent of the designs or programs. According to John Hopper, the Chief Development 

Officer at City Park, they tend to develop the vision for park improvements 

independently, but sometimes work with donors to make decisions about the finishing 

                                                
66 Kleiman, 2. 
67 New Orleans City Park. "The Power of the Plan." YouTube. July 25, 2012. Accessed October 27, 2014. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6BMrnyq05Tg. 
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touches.  “Ultimately, the final decision is ours, but it behooves us to make sure our 

donor is happy as long as it’s within our plans and our long-range plans.”68  

 In conclusion, variations of public-private partnerships offer unique opportunities 

and challenges that should be considered when making decisions.  When the land is 

publicly owned, as is often the case, it could be argued that regardless of who manages 

the space, park or green space development should involve some investment of public 

dollars and that the rules and regulations for that space should not unreasonably restrict 

the rights of all citizens who wish to use the space.  There is often a balance that must be 

struck, however, as catering to a donor’s desires may affect the park or park element’s 

quality, or even its existence in the first place. 

  

                                                
68 John Hopper, telephone interview by author, October 6, 2014. 
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Case Study Research 

In order to explore best practices within different public-private partnership 

management models for public spaces, this report examines four case studies – two in 

New Orleans, Louisiana, and two in Houston, Texas.  While both of these cities are not 

comparable to Lafayette in size, their geopolitical climate and culture have some 

similarities.  Additionally, these case studies are all well-known, beloved, and very telling 

models that offer many lessons for this research.  

The Trust for Public Land has generated substantial research on park systems on 

cities throughout the United States.  One of the ways in which they assess existing urban 

park systems is through their ParkScore® tool.  This tool analyzes access to parks for 

residents, within a ½ mile service area (10 minute walk), taking into consideration any 

barriers such as waterways or highways.  The NRPA recommends a minimum of 10 acres 

of green space per 1,000 people.69   

Houston received a ParkScore® of 40 (out of 100), with less than 50% of the 

population served by park spaces across all demographic categories.  Only 14% of 

Houston’s land area is designated as parkland, and with 2.16 million residents living 

within the city limits, this calculates to approximately 24 acres per 1,000 residents.70  

New Orleans received a ParkScore® of 61 (out of 100), with over 70% of its 

population served by parks across all demographic categories.  New Orleans has 

approximately 26% of its land area designated as parkland, and with 369,259 residents 

within the city limits, this calculates to roughly 77 acres per 1,000 residents.71  

Lafayette, due to its smaller size, is not included in the TPL’s listings for their 

ParkScore® rating system.  It is very underserved in parkspace acreage, however, as only 

4.53% of the land area within the city limits is dedicated as parkland, including the Park 

                                                
69 San Francisco Neighborhood Parks Council. Green Envy: Achieving Equity in Open Space : A Report. 

San Francisco, CA: Neighborhood Parks Council, 2004.  
70 Trust for Public Land. "ParkScore for Houston, TX." ParkScore - City Rankings. May 22, 2014. 

Accessed October 27, 2014. http://parkscore.tpl.org/ReportImages/Houston_TX.pdf. 
71 Trust for Public Land. "ParkScore for New Orleans, LA." ParkScore - City Rankings. May 22, 2014. 

Accessed October 27, 2014. http://parkscore.tpl.org/ReportImages/New%20Orleans_LA.pdf. 
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at the Horse Farm.  This comes out to approximately 11.8 acres per 1,000 residents.72  

This is somewhat misleading, as this acreage incudes several golf courses and entire 

parks dedicated to sports fields, which typically have limited access and/or user fees for 

their actively programmed spaces. 

  

                                                
72 Lafayette Consolidated Government. Plan Lafayette Community Assessment. May 14, 2013. Prepared 

by Wallace, Roberts & Todd. 
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Case Study Location Comparisons       
  Houston73 New Orleans74 Lafayette75 
City Acreage (acres) 370,271 107,655 31,360 
Park Acreage (acres) 52,154 28,432 1,422 
Percent Parkland 14.1% 26.4% 4.5% 
City Population 2,160,821 369,250 120,623 
Park Acreage per 1,000 Residents 24.14 77.00 11.79 
Total Park Spending per Resident $36 $68 $55 

Table 4: Park Acreage Comparisons for Case Studies 

This table compares city and population sizes with park acreages.  Sources: 
Various, as denoted in footnotes.  Table created by Elizabeth Brooks. 
 

The two parks in New Orleans are Audubon Park and City Park.  Both are located 

on city-owned property, but with very different management and financing models.  The 

two parks in Houston are Memorial Park and Discovery Green.  Both are public parks, 

however, Memorial Park is managed by the Houston Parks and Recreation Department, 

but receives substantial support from several non-profits for capital improvements and 

programming.  Discovery Green is Houston’s first major park entirely operated and 

maintained by a non-profit.  This new example of a successful public-private partnership 

has been celebrated as an impressive collaborative effort between many different parties 

for its conception, construction, and its ongoing maintenance and operations.   

AUDUBON PARK 
Audubon Park is located on approximately 400 acres that was an old plantation in 

the Uptown area of New Orleans.  The land was purchased by the State of Louisiana in 

1871 as part of a corrupt real estate deal with developers to serve as the site for a new 

state capital and new city park.  After ten years, ownership was transferred to the City of 

                                                
73 Trust for Public Land. "ParkScore for Houston, TX." 
74 Trust for Public Land. "ParkScore for New Orleans, LA." 
75 Lafayette Consolidated Government. Plan Lafayette Community Assessment. 
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New Orleans, after the City paid off debt still owed on the property by the State.  For 

decades, the City of New Orleans Parks and Parkways Department managed the park.  

The Olmsted Brothers created the original park master plan in the 1890s.  In 1914, the 

Audubon Commission was created through an act of the legislature to oversee the park’s 

design, maintenance and development. 76 

In 1916, the park added an aviary, which grew to become a full-fledged zoo over 

the next fifteen years.  Many of the attractions were funded through private donations, 

and in 1924, the zoo added its first elephant, which had been purchased with funds raised 

by school children throughout the region.  The Works Progress Administration (WPA) 

continued making improvements to the zoo facilities throughout the Depression in the 

1930s.  A few years later, a local family donated a substantial gift to open the Merz 

Memorial Zoo.  Over time, this zoo began to fall into disrepair and was getting 

substantial negative press due to the conditions for the animals and visitors.  It was in dire 

need of attention and an influx of funding.77 

                                                
76 Forman, Ronald, Joseph Logsdon, and John Wilds. Audubon Park: An Urban Eden. New Orleans: 

Friends of the Zoo, 1985. 
77 Forman, 132. 
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Figure 1: Audubon Park Map 

Source:  Audubon Nature Institute website.  Retrieved August 29, 2014.  
http://www.auduboninstitute.org/sites/default/files/Audubon-Park-Map.jpg 
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Figure 2:  Audubon Zoo Map 

Source:  Audubon Nature Institute website.  Retrieved August 29, 2014.  
http://www.auduboninstitute.org/sites/default/files/Audubon-Zoo-Map.jpg 
 

In 1972, Mayor Moon Landrieu proposed and passed a four-tenths (4/10) mills 

tax set to expire in 2022, to renovate the Audubon Zoo, which had received negative 

press and was even called an “animal ghetto.” 78  In response to this plight, the Audubon 

                                                
78 Hasselle, Della. "Property Tax for Audubon Zoo, Aquarium on the Ballot Saturday." Uptown 
Messenger. March 10, 2014. Accessed October 16, 2014. http://uptownmessenger.com/2014/03/property-
tax-for-audubon-zoo-aquarium-on-the-ballot-saturday/. 
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Commission, a public commission of the City of New Orleans, formed a new non-profit 

to assist with revitalizing the park.  What had originated as an informal group called 

“Friends of the Zoo,” the Audubon Nature Institute (ANI) was incorporated in 1975 as a 

501(c)(3) non-profit organization to manage the facilities owned by the City’s Audubon 

Commission.   

At first, jurisdiction was restricted to Audubon Park; however, as time has 

progressed, this successful public-private partnership has taken on many diverse projects, 

properties, and programs.  The resulting revenue streams support a broad mission of 

environmental education, research, and conservation.79  The ten facilities in Audubon 

collectively require approximately $1 million per week to finance operations.  Most of 

this is covered with ticket fees, gift shop sales, and private events.  Conservancy funding 

is regularly requested to help with park grounds maintenance, as the park does not 

generate enough revenue to cover its own costs.80   

These facilities are listed in the following table. 

  

                                                
79 "About Audubon Nature Institute." Audubon Nature Institute. Accessed October 10, 2014. 

http://www.auduboninstitute.org/about. 
80 Sarah Burnett, telephone interview by author, October 6, 2014. 
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Year Created Audubon Entity Name 

1871     Audubon Park and Riverview 

1914     Audubon Commission 

1916     Audubon Zoo 

1989     Woldenberg Riverfront Park 

1990     Audubon Aquarium of the Americas 

1991     Audubon Nature Institute Foundation 

1993     Freeport-McMoRan Audubon Species Survival Center 

1994     Audubon Wilderness Park 

1994     Audubon Louisiana Nature Center 

1996     Audubon Center for Research of Endangered Species 

1997     Entergy IMAX® Theatre 

2008     Audubon Butterfly Garden and Insectarium 

Table 5: Audubon Facilities List and Establishment Dates 

Source:  Audubon Nature Institute website.  Retrieved August 29, 2014.  
http://www.auduboninstitute.org. 
 
ANI is also supported by a separate non-profit, the Audubon Nature Institute 

Foundation (ANIF).  The foundation was formed in 1991, and manages the Institute’s 

large endowment.  It is overseen by an eight-member board and has no staff of its own.  

The formation of the foundation coincided with the opening of the Aquarium of the 

Americas, which was the first large facility the Institute and Commission opened outside 

of Audubon Park.  Given the large amount of private philanthropy and impending grant-

writing that would be needed to continue to grow the facility and its programs, senior 

staff at the Institute and at the Commission realized that additional operational 
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infrastructure, such as an entity focused on managing the endowment, would be very 

beneficial.81   

 

Illustration 1: Audubon Organizational Partnership Diagram 

This diagram shows the relationships between organizations within the public-
private partnership for Audubon Park.  Source:  Postlethwaite and Netterville, A 
Professional Accounting Corporation. Source: Audubon Nature Institute website. 
Retrieved August 15, 2014.  http://www.auduboninstitute.org. Diagram designed 
by Elizabeth Brooks.  
 

Multi-faceted support system in place for Audubon Park is resilient and effective, 

and has been praised, studied, and replicated in many other cities throughout the country.  
                                                
81 Sarah Burnett. 
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With the land being owned by the City, and with the Commission overseeing all of the 

decisions about expenditures for constructing capital improvements, this leaves the 

operations and maintenance side to the Institute, which is supported financially by their 

Foundation.82   

The diverse portfolio of revenue streams coming in from each of the ten facilities 

managed by ANI in some way subsidize the success of the whole system, making no one 

element subject to complete self-reliance.  For example, Audubon Park itself is not 

financially sustainable, yet the income from the many other very successful entities, such 

as the Aquarium, the Zoo, the IMAX theatre, and other very popular and highly 

trafficked tourist attractions, generate enough surplus revenue to be siphoned off to 

support the natural areas of the park.83  The financing model is similarly diverse.  

Revenues generated at each of the entities combine to support most of the operating 

budget for the Institute.  The Commission administers all of the citizen-approved tax or 

bond revenues.84  

                                                
82 Sarah Burnett. 
83 Sarah Burnett. 
84 LaPort A Professional Accounting Corporation. "Audubon Commission Audit of Financial Statements 

Year End December 31, 2012." Audubon Nature Institute. May 31, 2013. Accessed October 19, 
2014. http://www.auduboninstitute.org/sites/default/files/about_financial_statements-
commission.pdf. 
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Illustration 2: Audubon Nature Institute Revenue Streams 

This diagram shows a breakout of the revenue streams for the Audubon Nature 
Institute in 2012. Source:  LaPort A Professional Accounting Corporation. 
"Audubon Commission Audit of Financial Statements Year End December 31, 
2012." Audubon Nature Institute. May 31, 2013. Accessed October 19, 2014. 
http://www.auduboninstitute.org/sites/default/files/about_financial_statements-
commission.pdf.   Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
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The voters passed an additional three and four-fifths (3-4/5) mills tax in 1986, set 

to expire in 2021, to build the Aquarium of the Americas.  With these two dedicated 

millage rates in place, the Commission has enjoyed a dedicated tax of 4.2 mills, which 

generates approximately $9 million annually for capital improvements and maintenance.  

This millage is often used as a match for other local, state, and federal dollars.85  

The dedicated millage was set to go back to the voters for renewal in 2016, but 

ANI put it on the ballot for early renewal in March 2014.  They felt as though they had 

done their due diligence to secure the majority of the vote; however, the polls were not in 

their favor.  Criticisms cited the lack of a grand project to justify the funding for the next 

fifty years, such as the original intentions of refurbishing the zoo and building the 

aquarium. Their funding will continue to come in through 2015, and the Institute is 

working to address the concerns expressed by the public.  As a testament to the 

pertinence of this research, park staff wondered whether or not the vote was indicative of 

the general public’s sentiments towards public funding for parks.86 

Audubon estimates that if this tax is not renewed the next time they bring it to the 

voters, that the estimated $9 million annual loss starting in 2015 will have a significant 

impact on the Institute’s economic impact on the city.  Not only will it reduce its free and 

discounted programming, but it may also have to cut back on employees.  Frank Donze, 

the Institute’s communications director, estimates that since 1977, the dedicated millage 

has returned over $300 million into the local economy, and has allowed ANI to grow to 

include over 750 employees throughout its ten facilities.87 

The Institute also has grant-writers on staff that submit grant applications for the 

Foundation, the Institute, and for the Commission (and all ten of its facilities), depending 

on what the grant is funding and what arrangement best increases the likelihood of being 

awarded.  This centralized development department allows for better coordination 

between the many arms of the organization.  Typically, the Commission administers any 
                                                
85 Hasselle, 2. 
86 Sarah Burnett. 
87 Coco, Stacy. "The Extra Millage: Audubon Asks Taxpayers to Vote 'Yes' on Millage Renewal." NOLA 
Defender. Accessed October 16, 2014. http://www.noladefender.com/content/extra-millage. 
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grants written by the Foundation for capital improvements, and alternately, the Institute 

usually administers operational and programming monies.88  The flexibility for donors to 

contribute directly to the Institute or to the Foundation’s endowment has also allowed 

them to maneuver adeptly to compete for scarce philanthropic dollars. 

The accountability of the various organizations is diverse as well.  The Audubon 

Commission, being a component within the City Charter and publicly owning all of the 

improvements and furnishings within its facilities, is comprised of a twenty-four-member 

board, all appointed by the Mayor and approved by the City Council for six-year terms.89 

This indirect representation of the citizens through the board appointments by an elected 

official is not very democratic, and has the potential to result in politics interfering with 

park operations or management.  Institute employees, however, feel as though this 

political appointment is actually beneficial.  Having commission members that clearly 

have political clout can often help bring projects to fruition quicker and more efficiently 

than might happen within a municipal bureaucracy, such as a parks department.90   

The Institute, on the other hand, has a thirty-two-member board of directors that is 

elected directly by its membership of 30,000 households.  Each member is elected for up 

to two consecutive four-year terms.  The Institute has guidelines for their board’s make-

up: at least seventy-five percent of them must live in Orleans Parish; one quarter of them 

must be minorities.  The Foundation board is somewhat of a subset of the ANI board.  It 

is comprised of eight members who serve three-year terms, and the Chairman of the ANI 

board is a member.91 

CITY PARK, NEW ORLEANS 
New Orleans City Park is one of the country’s oldest and largest parks.  In 1870, 

the legislature established it as a public park on what was formerly a large plantation, and 

                                                
88 Sarah Burnett. 
89 "About Audubon Nature Institute." Audubon Nature Institute. 
90 Sarah Burnett. 
91 LaPort A Professional Accounting Corporation. "Audubon Commission Audit of  

Financial Statements Year End December 31, 2012." 
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created the New Orleans Park Board of Commissioners.  Several years later in 1877, this 

commission was abolished and its powers transferred to the City Council. Reorganization 

occurred once again in 1896 when the legislature repealed the act of 1870 and created the 

New Orleans City Park Improvement Association (CPIA) and its governing body, the 

City Park Improvement Association Commission, a Commission of the City of New 

Orleans.  As it was created by the legislature, the CPIA is a state organization and has 

been managing the park ever since, under the leadership of state employees.  In 1982, 

park improvements and the CPIA were transferred to the State Department of Culture, 

Recreation and Tourism.  To this day the city still retains ownership of the land.92  

                                                
92 John Hopper. 
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Illustration 3: New Orleans City Park Organizational Partnership Diagram 

This diagram shows the relationships between organizations within the public-
private partnership for New Orleans City Park.  Source:  Postlethwaite and 
Netterville, A Professional Accounting Corporation. "New Orleans City Park 
Improvement Association Financial Statement and Schedules for the Years Ended 
June 30, 2012 and 2011." Louisiana Legislative Auditor. December 17, 2012. 
Accessed October 10, 2014.  Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
 



 44 

Known for its size, diversity in activities, and majestic oaks and spacious 

landscapes, City Park, which started with a 100 acre donation,93 now sits on 1,300 acres 

between the Treme neighborhood and Lake Pontchartrain, with most of the land 

acquisitions for expansion having taken place at the turn of the twentieth century.   

 

Figure 3: New Orleans City Park Map 

Source: City Park website. "City Park Map." New Orleans City Park. July 3, 
2014. Accessed November 20, 2014. http://neworleanscitypark.com/in-the-
park/city-park-map. Retrieved August 29.2014. 
 
Historically, City Park has been largely self-sufficient, and has had to employ a 

business plan that incorporated a diverse series of income streams, including user fees, 

membership dues, and leases.  Before the turn of the twentieth century, City Park was 

leasing land to cattle ranchers and sold hay grown on site.  The Board organized 

fundraisers, charged for picnic permits, and generated revenue on vending refreshments 

                                                
93 Reeves, Sally K. Evans, and William D. Reeves. Historic City Park, New Orleans. New Orleans, La.:  

Friends of City Park, 1982. pg. 1. 
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to park visitors.  The park also had its own nursery and sold trees and shrubs to the 

public.94 

There are several separate entities that lie within the park, such as the New 

Orleans Museum of Art and Sculpture Garden, and City Police horse stables for their 

mounted units, as well as the Christian Brothers School, and the Boy Scouts Scout Island 

primitive camping area.  None of these entities is charged for their usage of the space, 

and all own and maintain the vertical structures on their sites with no help from CPIA.  

There is some cross-pollination on NOMA’s board with CPIA’s board, however. While 

the Commission retains ownership of the improvements, there are some leases in the 

park, such as CPIA’s historic administration building that now houses a very popular 

coffee and beignet café.  CPIA is responsible for all of the surrounding grounds 

maintenance around the areas of these leasing entities and partner organizations, except 

for NOMA, who maintain their own grounds.95 

Until 2005, CPIA was financially self-sufficient with an annual operating budget 

of approximately $12 million, primarily generated through user fees, fundraising, and 

other revenues generated within the park such as leases.  Post-Hurricane Katrina, the park 

was forced to rely on some subsidy funding from the State Department of Culture, 

Recreation and Tourism, with approximately $2,000,000 of slot machine taxes being 

directed into the City Park coffers for support.  Park staff members do not want this 

subsidy to end; yet they realize that it is an unsustainable model, as it relies on citizens 

gambling on slot machines.  CPIA has been working tirelessly to bring the devastated 

park back to life over the last nine years, and currently raises over eighty-five percent of 

their budgetary needs.  The slot machine funding has been a critical support system, 

given that so many facilities and organizations were in such need after the storm.  As a 

point of clarity, the City of New Orleans provides no funding support for operations to 

                                                
94 Ibid., p18.  
95 John Hopper.  
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City Park.96  The State provides some support, but not much.  In 2009, the State covered 

only 19% of their annual operating budget, leaving the park to raise the remainder on its 

own through revenue generating operations or through partner organizations. 

  

                                                
96"Fact Sheet." New Orleans City Park. Accessed October 4, 2014. 

http://neworleanscitypark.com/info/fact-sheet.  
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Illustration 4: New Orleans City Park Revenue Streams 

This diagram shows a breakout of the revenue streams for the City Park 
Improvement Association in 2012. Source: Postlethwaite and Netterville, A 
Professional Accounting Corporation. "New Orleans City Park Improvement 
Association Financial Statement and Schedules for the Years Ended June 30, 
2012 and 2011." Louisiana Legislative Auditor. December 17, 2012. Accessed 
October 10, 2014. Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
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Another recent addition to City Park’s income is the creation of the New Orleans 

City Park Taxing District through legislation in 2012.  The boundaries are only within the 

park, and the new district is governed by a four-person board, including the president of 

the CPIA board of commissioners, the CEO of City Park, the secretary of the Department 

of Culture, Recreation, and Tourism, and the president of the city council of the city of 

New Orleans.  This creative tax-increment financing district allows the board to designate 

an additional sales tax within the park, which in turn can be bonded as a revenue source 

for City Park projects.97 

The operations that bring in the most revenue, per CPIA staff, are events.  

“Celebration in the Oaks,” a ticketed walking tour of trees adorned with Christmas lights 

and decorations, is held annually for several weeks, drawing over one hundred thousand 

visitors each year.  Catering is also a large source of income, not only for those events 

that choose the City Park catering services, but also for the corkage fee charged per 

person at events that choose to use outside caterers.  There is also a ticketed amusement 

park and golf course that both generate significant amounts of user fees.98   

A more recent addition that is worth noting is the new “City Putt” mini-golf 

course.  This element has had such a substantial return on the initial investment that 

before it had been open a year, they decided to open another course to mirror it and 

double the playing capacity and increase the revenue.  It is important that some of these 

elements within the park be very successful, so that they can subsidize the many elements 

within the park that do not have the potential to generate any revenue at all.   

As was mentioned earlier, CPIA had serendipitously just undergone a master 

planning process for the park in the spring of 2005, before Hurricane Katrina hit.  The 

map below shows the master plan in place for the park, which has made their recovery 

efforts much more successful. 

                                                
97 §9038.59. New Orleans City Park Taxing District. RS 33:9038.59. RS 33 (June 5, 2012). 

http://www.legis.state.la.us/lss/lss.asp?doc=452746. 
98 John Hopper.  
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Figure 4:  New Orleans City Park Master Plan 

Source: "New Orleans City Park Master Plan." New Orleans City Park. May 22, 
2014. Accessed October 26, 2014. 
http://neworleanscitypark.com/files/site/City_Park_Master_Plan_May_22_2014.p
df.  Retrieved August 29, 2014. 
 
In a video produced to discuss the master plan and its impact on the park’s 

recovery efforts, the narrator states: 

“The master plan, paired with their disaster recovery plan from late 2005, gave 

CPIA a fundraising advantage over other organizations that did not have such a 

plan in place.  It helped give the corporations, foundations, and individuals who 

contributed to the rebuilding effort confidence that their investments had a 

definite purpose in the plan. They could pick projects that were in line with their 

mission, and that helped with the recovery, but that were also in sync with the 
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park's long-range plan. CPIA also held annual fund drives, special drives for trees 

and plants, and so on.”99  

Corporate sponsorships are much more prevalent in the park today than they were 

before the storm.  In order to keep the park from turning into a “logo land,” City Park 

staff establish signage and donor recognition guidelines on a project-by-project basis, but 

attempt to ensure that there is parity and equity with each giving range throughout the 

opportunities in the park so that donors’ dollars are not seen to be unequally recognized 

from one area to another.  Donors are also involved in the design process to a certain 

extent, but the project’s vision is never compromised.  They have, in fact, turned down 

major gifts that had too many strings attached or came from a difficult donor that did not 

fit with the project or the team.100 

Because CPIA is a state governmental body, there are a few restrictions on its 

operations to be noted.  It has “no special financial relationship with any other 

governmental unit and is responsible for its own debt and surpluses and deficits.”101  It 

also must comply with state auditing requirements, and is only allowed one enterprise 

fund.  Park staff members report that this structure is not an impediment to smooth 

operations.102  

As far as oversight and leadership go, the City Commission that governs the staff 

of the CPIA has thirty-six members, thirteen of which are appointed by myriad elected 

officials and public bodies, as well as non-profit organizations supporting the park. Those 

members serve concurrently with the terms of the appointing authority.  The rest of the 

members are at-large, and are elected by the politically appointed membership to serve 

                                                
99 New Orleans City Park, "The Power of the Plan."  
100 John Hopper. 
101 Postlethwaite and Netterville, A Professional Accounting Corporation. "New Orleans City Park 

Improvement Association Financial Statement and Schedules for the Years Ended June 30, 2012 
and 2011." Louisiana Legislative Auditor. December 17, 2012. Accessed October 10, 2014. 
http://www.lla.state.la.us/PublicReports.nsf/BE41E719542C455C86257B720051E650/$FILE/000
33050.pdf. 

102 John Hopper. 
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three-year terms.103 Similar to Audubon Park’s staff, City Park employees feel as though 

the political nature of a large portion of the Commission members was a useful structure, 

particularly given that the diversity of membership appointments gives CPIA and the 

Commission many political access points throughout government leadership.104   

 The Commission is responsible for guiding the overarching policies for the park, 

such as the fees, rents, and fares, unless otherwise stated in a contractual agreement with 

another organization, such as with the CPIA.  They are responsible for making annual 

reports to the legislature on their progress, and are held accountable to the public to 

provide information on how they spend and measure the impact of the state funding the 

receive.105  

City Park also receives financial and advocacy support from Friends of City Park 

(FOCP), which is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that was incorporated in 1979 to 

“maintain and increase the value and importance of City Park as a place of natural 

beauty, culture, recreation, and education for the public.”106  They have an independent 

board of directors of approximately twenty members that oversees and directs fundraising 

efforts, as well as how those funds are spent to support capital improvements.  They 

coordinate these efforts with input from CPIA staff.  To ensure continuity in institutional 

knowledge, there is also cross-pollination between the organizations’ boards, as both the 

current and past presidents, and the president-elect of FOCP, are all members of the 

CPIA board.  Additionally, two of the CPIA board members serve on the FOCP board, 

one as the Vice President. 

FOCP was formed in response to a decline in funding and attention to the park, 

and likely looked to the Audubon Nature Institute as a model for parity in mission.  

While not given full operations and maintenance control of the park, FOCP certainly 

                                                
103 "The City of New Orleans." City of New Orleans Boards and Commissions. June 26, 2014. Accessed 

September 27, 2014. http://www.nola.gov/boards/city-park-improvement-association/. 
104 John Hopper. 
105 "The City of New Orleans." City of New Orleans Boards and Commissions.  
106"Friends of City Park." Friends of City Park. Accessed September 29, 2014. 

http://www.friendsofcitypark.com/.  
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plays an important role in the daily life of the park.  Not only do they coordinate several 

larger fundraising opportunities throughout the year and assist with capital drives 

alongside the CPIA, but they also have over 3,000 members with myriad levels of 

benefits to not only provide a somewhat stable source of revenue, but also to keep park 

supporters engaged and informed about park goings-on and opportunities to get involved 

and support the park’s operations.107 

FOCP employs four full-time staff people, which includes an executive director, a 

special events and marketing coordinator, a membership coordinator, and an accountant, 

all of which office within the CPIA administrative building.  This allows for the two 

organizations to work closely together accomplishing their aligned visions for a vibrant 

park with the physical elements in place to support various programs.108  

Given that the CPIA and its governing Commission are governmental entities, 

having this non-profit support organization in place is critical to allowing them to offer 

their donors flexibility in their contributions.  While FOCP’s funding is raised for capital 

improvements and for financial sustainability of the organization itself, the many 

fundraisers organized throughout the year also constitute a significant addition to the 

park’s programming year-round. 

The Friends of group is also instrumental in park advocacy and volunteer 

recruitment and coordination.  In the wake of Katrina, FOCP effectively engaged a large 

number of the influx of volunteer manpower that arrived to help clean up and clear out 

the unprecedented damage the park experienced in the wake of the storm.  However, had 

the CPIA not gone through the master planning process earlier that year, this response 

from the community would have been much more difficult to organize and orchestrate. 

                                                
107 "Friends of City Park - About Us." Friends of City Park. Accessed September 27, 2014. 

http://www.friendsofcitypark.com/aboutus.htm. 
108 Ibid., 1.  
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MEMORIAL PARK 
Memorial Park is one of Houston’s most heavily used parks.  Expansive and very 

natural, it offers over 1,500 acres of woodlands and trails, including a 600-acre municipal 

golf course, a swimming pool, formal sports fields, a 2.9-mile running trail, bike trails, 

and an arboretum.  Historically a World War I military facility named Camp Logan, it 

was later purchased by the Hogg family, who sold it to the City of Houston at a 

discounted price to be used as a park.  This left a lasting legacy for their family, and 

created a memorial for those who fought in the war.109   

                                                
109"Memorial Park Conservancy." Memorial Park - The Conservancy. Accessed October 13, 2014. 

http://www.memorialparkconservancy.org/the-conservancy.html. 
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Figure 5: Memorial Park Map 

Source: “Memorial Park Map.” Memorial Park Conservancy. August 11, 2014. 
Accessed October 23, 2014. 
http://www.memorialparkconservancy.org/images/pdf/park_map.pdf. 



 55 

Owned and managed by the City of Houston Parks & Recreation Department 

(HPARD), this municipal park receives support from several organizations in many 

ways.  HPARD works closely with the Memorial Park Conservancy (MPC), the Uptown 

Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ), the Houston Parks Board (HPB), and the 

Houston Arboretum and Nature Center (HANC) to assist in raising funds for the park’s 

capital improvements and programming.110  Additionally, the park has a long history of 

private philanthropy.  Several amenities have been funded through independent groups of 

citizens rallying together to improve the park.  In 1984, a local attorney created a “Light 

the Park” committee to raise over $100,000 to install light poles along the running path at 

the park.  Similarly, in 1986, another group raised the funding needed to resurface the 

jogging trail.111 

                                                
110 Ibid., 1.   
111 Emmott, Sarah H. Memorial Park: A Priceless Legacy. Houston, Tex.: Herring Press, 1992. 
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Illustration 5: Memorial Park Organizational Partnership Diagram 

Source: Various, as cited in research.  Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
 
The Memorial Park Conservancy (MPC) operates as an independent 501(c)(3) 

dedicated specifically to Memorial Park improvements.  Run by a 30-member board, 

their mission is to “preserve, restore, and enhance Memorial Park for the enjoyment of all 

Houstonians, today and tomorrow.”  Founded in 2000, they have assisted the city with 

design, construction, advocacy and engagement within the community, and have recently 

undertaken a park master planning effort with the support of the Uptown TIRZ.  MPC 

employs a staff of six, including the executive director, and personnel dedicated to 
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volunteers, community relations, fundraising, program coordination, finance and 

operations, and conservation.112  Additionally, the Conservancy supports the park through 

memberships offered to the general public, which not only keeps their supporters 

informed of park happenings, but also generates some revenue for the operating costs of 

the non-profit.   

While the MPC has been helpful in raising funds and awareness for the park, the 

impact of the park’s recent inclusion into the boundaries of the Uptown TIRZ cannot be 

overstated.  Tax Increment Reinvestment Zones, or TIRZs, are tax-increment financing 

districts focused on infrastructure improvements within a delineated boundary.  Property 

taxes collected by the City of Houston are capped at a certain level for a specified time 

period.  District leadership is authorized to take out bonds to pay for improvements 

within the district, with the end goal being increased property values.  This increase in 

property value results in increased property taxes collected for those parcels located 

within the district boundary.  This additional tax revenue goes towards paying down the 

bond note through the specified time period.  At the end of the life of the TIRZ, the 

municipality once again collects the full amount of property taxes.113 

                                                
112 "Memorial Park Conservancy - Staff." Memorial Park - The Conservancy. Accessed October 13, 2014.  

http://www.memorialparkconservancy.org/the-conservancy/staff.html 
113 Uptown Houston. “Current Mobility Projects.” Accessed October 18, 2014. http://www.uptown-

houston.com/news/page/current-projects. 
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Figure 6: Uptown Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ) Memorial Park Annexation 
Map 

This map shows the previous boundaries (in blue) of the Uptown TIRZ, and the 
annexed territory (in pink).  Source:  Uptown Houston. “Current Mobility 
Projects.” Accessed October 18, 2014. http://www.uptown-
houston.com/news/page/current-projects. 

 
One of the most successful TIRZs in the city, the Uptown area includes the 

Galleria shopping and office district, and is a growing, popular residential area.  Bringing 

Memorial Park into their area of investment is mutually beneficial, as this popular 

residential and retail area stands to gain if and when any improvements are made to the 

quality of the infrastructure, access, or programing within the park.  In a collaborative 

effort, the TIRZ substantially supported the funding and oversight of the Conservancy to 

undertake a master planning process, with robust community engagement to inform the 

ultimate outcomes.  This plan must be approved by both HPARD and the City Council.  

Its ongoing implementation is expected to take over 20 years and funding will be 

 
 

Uptown TIRZ #16 Extension / Expansion 
Proposal 

 

Uptown Houston Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (City of Houston TIRZ #16) 
received approval from the City of Houston on a project plan and TIRZ financing plan 
that will extend the life of the Zone, expand its current boundaries and, in doing so, 
enable redevelopment of Post Oak Boulevard as a major transit corridor and, in 
collaboration with the City of Houston and the Memorial Park Conservancy, ensure the 
restoration, preservation and improvement Memorial Park for generations to come. 

City Adds Memorial Park to Uptown TIRZ 

The amended plan includes the annexation of Memorial Park into the Uptown TIRZ 
boundaries. The Amended Plan for the Zone includes provisions for park improvements 
including site remediation, erosion control, invasive non-native species removal and the 
reestablishment of appropriate grasslands, meadows, wetlands and hardwood and 
softwood forests. This is especially critical as post-hurricane damage, severe drought 
related canopy die-out and significant areas of non-native invasive species have 
compromised the beauty and long-term environmental sustainability of Memorial Park. 
Additional park improvements include pedestrian facilities which enhance access to and 
from Uptown into Memorial Park. The pedestrian access facilities would provide a non-
vehicular pathway for pedestrians and bicyclists from neighborhoods west of Memorial 
Park - ultimately connecting Uptown and Downtown along Buffalo Bayou Park, 
Memorial Drive and Memorial Park. 
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supported by the MPC and the TIRZ for years to come.  According to the Uptown 

TIRZ’s estimates, they anticipate spending over $151,000,000, or twenty-seven percent 

of their expenditures, on major projects within Memorial Park between 2013 and 2040.  

The also anticipate receiving some state and federal grants for the projects as well.114  

With the Conservancy and the Uptown TIRZ taking on some of these long-range 

responsibilities, HPARD has responded by taking on more of a role of oversight than 

direct decision-making in certain cases.  The Conservancy is often the genesis of a 

conservation or operational proposal, which must be approved by HPARD.  HPARD is 

still responsible for the day-to-day maintenance and operations of the park; however 

MPC is a valuable partner in providing staff support, funds, and volunteer coordination to 

supplant the public sector’s efforts.115  

While it is a relatively young organization, the Conservancy has recently gone 

through a transformation, as it was seen as being ineffective early in its history.  It did not 

have a very active board of directors, and the organization’s staff was not able to raise the 

substantial amount of money that it needed to be a meaningful partner.116  One of the 

interesting things about the recent inclusion in the TIRZ boundaries and the major 

redevelopment projects that are anticipated with that new source of revenue is the long-

term viability of the Conservancy.  The tax that warrants and finances the TIRZ is going 

to “sunset” in 2040, giving the Conservancy a time limit to develop revenue generation 

and endowment building opportunities in order to ensure the sustainability of the 

investments that the TIRZ will be making.117  

Memorial Park also receives substantial support from the Houston Parks Board 

(HPB), which is an independent 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that assists with 

fundraising support for capital improvements in public parks and greenways citywide.  In 

Memorial Park specifically, they have helped raise funds for playgrounds and trail 

                                                
114 Uptown Houston. “Current Mobility Projects.” 
115 "Memorial Park Conservancy." Memorial Park Conservancy - FAQs. Accessed September 20, 2014. 

http://www.memorialparkconservancy.org/visit-memorial-park/faqs.html. 
116 Tim Marshall, personal interview with author, October 11, 2014. 
117 Tim Marshall.  
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improvements over the years.  HPB’s offices are even located on the edge of the park, 

giving them the opportunity to collaborate with the Conservancy and HPARD staff more 

easily on certain projects, and also places them geographically closer to their 

philanthropic population base in both the Uptown area and River Oaks, two of the most 

affluent districts in Houston.  

There is another noteworthy case within Memorial Park, and that is the Houston 

Arboretum and Nature Center (HANC).  HANC is a non-profit that manages a 155-acre 

area and over five miles of trails through a contractual agreement.  While there are 

provisions in place for HPARD to help HANC with maintenance, etc., these agreements 

have not been honored over the years, leaving the non-profit to become more self-

reliant.118   

The history of this arboretum is almost as old as the park itself.  In 1951, a local 

ecologist successfully advocated for a nature sanctuary being created within the park, 

which resulted in 265 acres being dedicated to an arboretum and botanical garden.  Since 

then, many things have changed, including the acreage.  Due to roadways and rights-of-

way, the arboretum is now just 155-acres.  Additionally, since the 50s, a series of large 

donors have come forward to sponsor various improvements within the arboretum, 

protecting and honoring the natural beauty and educational opportunities the landscape 

provides. There is no entry fee, and HANC is almost wholly financially sustainable 

through their programming efforts.  The non-profit has been extremely innovative in 

developing events, fundraisers and ongoing revenue generation to sustain its mission and 

work.  HANC has a very large board, and over twenty employees with various 

responsibilities.119   

HANC is essentially responsible for covering their $2,000,000 operating budget 

each year.  “Public funding is almost non-existent and the Arboretum is mainly self-

                                                
118 Tim Marshall. 
119 "About - Houston Arboretum & Nature Center." Houston Arboretum Nature Center. Accessed October 

4, 2014. http://houstonarboretum.org/about/. 
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sustaining through programming and donations and fundraising.”120  Their signature 

programs include classes for all ages on a range of topics, partnerships with existing 

schools, and with certain certification programs – all of which generate revenue.  Their 

facility rentals are also a major revenue source, as are their annual fundraisers, special 

events, the sales from their Nature Shop, and membership dues.  Given that their 

conservation- and education-driven mission is very different than HPARD’s mission to 

maintain all of Houston’s public parks, it is not surprising that they are a relatively 

independent organization in the partnership.121 

Clearly, this municipally managed park is largely successful because of the many 

partners that are involved in ensuring its success.  Its status as a public park receiving 

publicly funded maintenance is also a critical component that allows the support 

organizations, such as the Conservancy and HANC, to focus on programming and 

fundraising for further improvements.   

Assuredly, the recent annexation by the TIRZ will make this case study even 

more informative as time goes on as to how the investment of public dollars through a 

district tax will impact the quality of this park and its users’ experiences.  This innovative 

infrastructure-financing tool is the most significant best practice that will ensure its 

success through the master planning process and implementation.  A portion of the TIRZ 

funding will go towards creating and enhancing non-vehicular access across Interstate 

610, and further connecting a pedestrian and bicycle pathway to the recently improved 

Buffalo Bayou Park.  This major undertaking will connect Uptown to Downtown, 

assuredly transforming these two districts and the communities along this bayou-side 

connection.122 

 

 

                                                
120 Marshall, "Public-Private Partnerships for Parks."  
121 Tim Marshall. 
122 "Uptown Houston." Current Mobility Projects. Accessed October 18, 2014. http://www.uptown-

houston.com/news/page/current-projects. 
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DISCOVERY GREEN  
Discovery Green is a relatively new park, opened in April of 2008.  An innovative 

public-private partnership between many entities, the movement to create the park began 

in 2004 when the 12-acre site was put up for sale.  Previously a surface parking lot with a 

nice live oak alley, the area is located directly across from the George R. Brown 

Convention Center and the Hilton Americas.  Two new entities were created to assist 

with this transformation into a public park – the Houston Downtown Park Corporation, 

and the Discovery Green Conservancy.  The land was acquired through two avenues:  the 

City contributed 6.4 acres of land and right-of-way, and also approved the purchase of an 

additional 5.4 acres for $7.9 million.123  

                                                
123 "History of Discovery Green - Discovery Green, Houston, Texas." Discovery Green, Houston,  

Texas. September 14, 2014. Accessed November 30, 2014. 
http://www.discoverygreen.com/history-of-discovery-green. 
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Figure 7: Discovery Green Park Map 

Source: "Discovery Green Park Map." Discovery Green, Houston, Texas. 
Accessed September 30, 2014. http://www.discoverygreen.com/discovery-green-
park-map. 
 
The Houston Downtown Park Corporation (HDPC), a local government 

corporation, was formed by the City expressly to purchase the land, and still holds fee 
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title to it.  This organization has a board of directors consisting of nine members serving 

three-year terms, with two being ex officio members, all nominated by the Mayor and 

approved by City Council.  There is cross-pollination with the governance of the 

Discovery Green Conservancy, with no fewer than three members also serving on that 

board as well. 

The Discovery Green Conservancy (DGC), a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization, 

was also formed at this time to enter into a contract with the HDPC to operate and 

maintain the park, with a fifty-year contract in place.  DGC has a fifteen-member board 

that oversees a large staff responsible for administration, operations, programming, 

advancement, and managing their community ambassadors.  Setting a new precedent in 

Houston, the Conservancy is the first non-profit charged with overseeing all aspects of 

operating a major public park.124  

                                                
124 Ibid., 1. 
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Illustration 6: Discovery Green Organizational Partnership Diagram 

This diagram shows the relationship between the entities involved in the public-
private partnership for Discovery Green in Houston, Texas.  Source:  "History of 
Discovery Green - Discovery Green, Houston, Texas." Discovery Green, 
Houston, Texas. September 14, 2014. Accessed November 30, 2014. 
http://www.discoverygreen.com/history-of-discovery-green.  Diagram designed 
by author. 
 
The total cost of the project was $125,000,000, of which $54 million was private 

contributions raised by the Conservancy.  Ten million of this private funding came from 
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the Houston Endowment, a private family foundation.125  The park’s annual operating 

budget is over $4 million.  Various revenue streams it has put into place cover much of 

this budget.  Three-fourths of that budget is maintenance and improvements alone.  The 

City covers $750,000 of the park’s costs annually.  Two restaurants rent space on the 

property, bringing in additional revenue.  The remaining revenue is generated by their 

annual gala event, sponsorships, memberships, and other event rentals and ticket sales.126  

Sponsorships and naming rights are prevalent in the park, ranging from larger areas and 

structures, down to smaller park elements such as chairs and benches. 

                                                
125 Fenburg, Steven. "Houston Endowment 2007 Annual Report." Houston Endowment. January 1, 2008. 

Accessed October 30, 2014. 
http://issuu.com/houstonendowment/docs/2007annualreport?e=7416277/3597089. pg. 75. 

126 Tim Marshall. 
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Illustration 7: Discovery Green Revenue Streams 

This diagram shows the proportions of incomes for FY 2012 for Discovery Green.  
Source:  "IRS 990 FY 2013." Discovery Green Conservancy. May 13, 2014. 
Accessed September 25, 2014.  Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
 
Beyond the annual operating support the City provides the park, they also 

contributed $21,500,000 to construct the parking garage that is located beneath the park.  

An older local government corporation called Houston First Corporation manages this 

parking garage.  Previously known as the Houston Convention Center Hotel Corporation, 
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formed to build the Hilton Americas, this organization was merged with the City’s 

Convention and Entertainment Facilities Department, and now manages most of the 

public parking garages downtown, as well as several other facilities including the 

Convention Center.  Its primary source of revenue is the hotel/motel taxes collected 

within the City limits.  It also leases its facilities from the City, an entrepreneurial way to 

outsource management while generating revenue for the municipality.127128 

Discovery Green is perhaps best known for its zealous programming schedule, 

most of which is offered to the public free of charge.  Sponsorships for events, and in-

kind services are critical to maintaining their full schedule, and many of the programs 

contribute their time in return for the community exposure they receive by being featured 

within the park’s schedule.   

As a paragon of economic impact and return on the investment in the park, 

Discovery Green has attracted over $500 million in real estate investment in surrounding 

properties, including a new hotel, office tower, a mixed-use development, and a 

residential high-rise.129 

CASE STUDY COMPARISON  
The four case studies offer insights into the many ways in which public-private 

partnerships can be structured.  While each of them operate under very different 

partnership models, the most important commonality is that each of these parks are 

located on public land.  This is important because it ensures that regardless of what 

happens with the various partners in place, the land will remain public parkland.  They 

also each enjoy the support of a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization in some way or 

another, which has made it easier to solicit private donations towards park improvements.  

These non-profits have different levels of control over the parks they work with, but they 

are all important in the roles of fundraising, managing volunteers, building partnerships 
                                                
127 "History of Discovery Green - Discovery Green, Houston, Texas." 

128 "Financial Information." Houston First Corporation. July 8, 2013. Accessed September 25, 2014. 
http://www.houstonfirst.com/AboutUs/FinancialInformation.aspx. 

129 NRPA Issue Brief, 3. 
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within the community, and leveraging the resources they have to be more efficient.  Each 

non-profit has a capable staff focused intently on the park and improving their users’ 

experiences.  

Each of the case studies receives public funding in one way or another, which is a 

best practice.  Memorial Park offers another best practice in public financing, as it not 

only receives public funding through the Houston Parks and Recreation Department, but 

it has also partnered with the nearby Uptown TIRZ to capture some of the tax-increment 

revenue being generated within the district.  The anticipated influx of substantial funding 

for major capital improvements will improve the park itself, its programming, and also 

the accessibility of the park to the nearby communities.   

Discovery Green receives $750,000 of public funding from the City of Houston 

annually, which is a large portion of their operating budget.  If this amount is not 

amended to increase with inflation and with the growing cost of maintaining the park as it 

ages, the Discovery Green Conservancy will be forced to focus on supplanting their 

budget with private dollars and internal revenues and user fees.  While the public support 

is present, and is substantial, the 501(c)(3) non-profit is forced to continually improve its 

business plan to stay financially stable.   

Audubon Park benefits from the dedicated tax millage rates passed on two 

occasions to fund the creation of several major revenue-generating operations within the 

umbrella of the Audubon Nature Institute.  This, too, is a best practice, leveraging public 

funding to create opportunities for greater financial sustainability generated through 

revenues and user fees.   

After Katrina, City Park in New Orleans received a portion of the slot machine 

taxes from the State.  While this funding stream is morally questionable, as it relies on 

gambling, park administrators are working diligently to leverage this funding to bring 

more of its revenue-generating operations back online. 

One insight that applies to each of these cases is that they all generate some 

revenue within the park.  While they vary in their levels of self-support, their 

commitment to relying on a diverse portfolio of income is both wise and necessary.  
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While critics question the need to have so many aspects of public parks “for sale” or “for 

a fee,” current and future public funding scarcity forces administrators to rely 

substantially on park revenues for operations and maintenance funding.   

A similar insight is that each of these parks work with their non-profit 

organizations to solicit and recognize private and corporate donors throughout the park in 

some way.  Private sector dollars play an important role in the past, present, and future of 

park improvements, and each of these cases have myriad levels of sponsorship and 

naming rights.  While these parks offer their donors different levels of involvement in the 

design and implementation of the element or program that they are supporting, they are 

all recognized in some way. 

A best practice that has been beneficial for several of these cases is having a 

master plan in place.  City Park administrators are quick to point out that having their 

master plan completed a few months before Hurricane Katrina gave them a competitive 

advantage towards rebuilding efforts after the storm.  Discovery Green created a vision 

that excited both the public and private sectors, and it was fully built-out within the first 

few years.  Memorial Park is currently undergoing a master planning effort, supported by 

the 501(c)(3) non-profit Memorial Park Conservancy and financed by the Uptown TIRZ.  

Just before Hurricane Katrina, Audubon Park had begun to undertake a master planning 

process, and has recently resumed discussions of reengaging in that process. 

These parks have experienced challenges along the way that are of note.  

Audubon Park, in its recent attempt to renew its millage rate with the voters a few years 

before it expired, was surprised to not receive the support it needed to pass.  While they 

are working to improve transparency within the organization and to better frame the 

public’s understanding for Audubon’s need for public funding, this highlights how park 

administrators and public officials need to be constantly mindful of how these taxes are 

proposed.  Critics cited that the previous taxes passed because they were dedicated 

towards the creation a specific major project, and not just for operation and maintenance 

of existing facilities.   
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Similarly, City Park would like to see a more sustainable, stable, morally-

responsible public funding source, such as a dedicated millage.  The cases of both 

Audubon and City Parks highlight one of the common challenges of public-private 

partnerships.  Once a park is taken out of the municipal park department’s jurisdiction, 

public funding is not guaranteed.  While it can be freeing to advocate for your own 

dedicated public funding, and may be easier to solicit private dollars that may yield much 

higher incomes for the park, there is a level of stability enjoyed by parks both owned and 

operated by municipal agencies that should not be overlooked.   

Each of the four cases has seen experienced some of the negative consequences of 

public-private partnerships, such as the crowding out of public funds, uncertainty in 

funding streams, and the costs associated with raising money.  Similarly, restricted use, 

freedom of speech concerns, and the inequity of funding for these high-profile parks 

versus smaller neighborhood parks are ever-pressing concerns for parks utilizing public-

private partnerships in some way. 

A brief overview of the four case studies and their public-private partnership 

structures can be seen in the table below. 
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  Audubon 
Park 

City Park Memorial 
Park 

Discovery 
Green 

Horse 
Farm 

Origination Purchased 
by Public 

Sector 

Original 
100-acre 
donation; 
and many 
additional 
purchases 
over time 

Purchased 
by Public 

Sector 

Purchased 
by Public 

Sector 

Purchased 
by Public 

Sector 

Size 400 acres 1300 acres 1500 
acres 

12 acres 100 acres 

Land 
Ownership 

City City City Local 
Government 
Corporation 

City 

Oversight 
Agency 

City 
Commission 

City 
Commission 

City 
Council 

Local 
Government 
Corporation 

Non-
Profit 

Management 
Entity 

Non-Profit State 
Agency 

City Parks 
Dept. 

Non-Profit  Non-
Profit  

Support 
Agency 

Non-Profit 
Foundation 

Friends of 
Non-Profit 

Friends of 
Non-
Profit; 

TIF 
District  

None None 

Public 
Funding 
Sources 

City millage State slot 
machine 
revenue, 

TIF funding 

City 
millage, 

TIF 
funding 

City 
support, 
Houston 

First 
funding 

State 
capital 
outlay 

Revenue 
Generation 

User fees User fees, 
leases 

User fees User fees, 
leases 

TBD 

Memberships Yes Yes Yes Yes TBD 

Table 6:  Public-Private Comparison of Case Studies and Lafayette Central Park 

This table compiles the research for each of the four case studies and the Park at 
the Horse Farm.  Sources: Various, as noted in report.  Table created by Elizabeth 
Brooks. 
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Regional History and Context of the Horse Farm 

With the Park at the Horse Farm master plan having passed the Lafayette City-

Parish Council unanimously on June 3, 2014, the fundraising and construction 

documentation for the first phase is set to begin in the coming year.  This makes this 

analysis pertinent and appropriately timed to research these public-private partnerships 

for parks, as this is the first time in Lafayette where a public green space is going to be 

managed and operated by a private entity, namely the new non-profit Lafayette Central 

Park. 

Lafayette, Louisiana, has a long agrarian past, with strong family ties within the 

many cultures that have thrived here for generations.  Acadians, colloquially known as 

Cajuns, Creoles, Native Americans and newer immigrant populations, have all found 

ways in which to maintain, leverage, and even enhance their cultural traditions to adapt to 

changes over time.   In recent decades, ecotourism and cultural tourism have become 

significant contributors to its local economies in the region, highlighting its unique 

landscape, heritage, food, music, artisan traditions, and architecture that are all tied to, 

and influenced by, that landscape.130 

In 1900, the Southwestern Louisiana Industrial Institute (SLII) chose Lafayette as 

the location for its first campus, partly because Lafayette had electricity, and they were 

offered a tax incentive from the City, as well as a large tract of land near downtown from 

a prominent local family.131  Since this time, Lafayette has grown significantly, and is 

now the home to over 120,000 residents, and 17,000 University students.132  The city’s 

development pattern has been mainly suburban since much of the growth occurred after 

WWII.  With the Vermilion River running through the area, much of the land had been 

originally subdivided into long, narrow arpents that started at a trail or road and ran to the 

                                                
130 Brassieur, Ray, and Elizabeth Brooks. "Transformations at the Horse Farm - Ancient and 

Ongoing." The Attakapas Gazette 4 (2014). Accessed October 15, 2014. 
http://attakapasgazette.org/vol-4-2014/transformations-horse-farm-ancient-ongoing/. 

131 "History - The University." University of Louisiana at Lafayette. Accessed August 20, 2014. 
http://www.louisiana.edu/about-us/history/university. 

132 Ibid., 1. 
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riverbank, giving each farm access to river, which was the main method of transportation 

for many decades.  Parks and green spaces were an afterthought it the City’s 

development, and both the City and the Parish of Lafayette are drastically underserved by 

park space acreage per capita than state and national averages currently, particularly 

when you remove organized sports fields and golf courses.  Many of the city’s parks in 

the core are either new (such as is the case with the two parks downtown, redeveloped 

from parking lots, and with the Park at the Horse Farm, described in this report), or were 

deeded from private landowners to the City, as is the case with Girard Park. 

Politically speaking, Lafayette Parish has historically had one of the most 

conservative voting records in the country, and much of the public discourse around 

taxation, public financing, and infrastructure improvements trend towards a conservative 

or sometimes libertarian viewpoint.  In fact, in 2005, it was ranked as the ninth most 

conservative city in America, by voting record.133  This has resulted in very few tax 

increases throughout the years, and Lafayette still has one of the lowest property tax rates 

in the state and the country.134  Additionally, there is no dedicated millage to parks and 

green spaces in general, only 1.92 mills to “playgrounds and recreation centers,” and the 

remainder of the funding for the Parks and Recreation Department either comes from 

revenue from their programming or from the General Fund.  In 2012, an attempt by the 

Parks and Recreation Department to raise this millage three-fold to 7 mills did not pass 

the Lafayette City-Parish Council.135 

There is a significant amount of wealth within the community, however.  

Lafayette boasts a very business-friendly environment, and many oil and gas service 

industry companies are either headquartered here or have offices in the region.  The 

                                                
133 Bay Area Center for Voting Research. "The Most Conservative and Liberal Cities in the United 

States." August 11, 2005. Accessed August 28, 2014. 
http://alt.coxnewsweb.com/statesman/metro/081205libs.pdf. 

134 Comeaux, Conrad. "Louisiana Property Tax Basics." Lafayette Parish Assessor. June 3, 2007. 
Accessed October 2, 2014. http://www.lafayetteassessor.com/TopicsPDFs/Louisiana Property Tax 
Basics booklet 3.pdf.  

135 Burgess, Richard. "Council Looks at Parks Millage." The Advocate. November 30, 2012. Accessed 
July 16, 2014. http://theadvocate.com/home/4448789-125/council-looks-at-parks-millage. 
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health care industry is also a very significant sector in its economy.  Lafayette is also 

home to one of the largest jewelry manufacturers and distributors in the country.136  

Before the Oil Bust in the 1980s, it was said that Lafayette had more millionaires per 

capita than anywhere else in the country.137  

Given the amount of wealth in the region, the nature of that wealth, and the 

conservative voting trends, public financing for acquiring, expanding, or programming 

Lafayette’s park spaces has not allowed the city to keep up with other cities in terms of 

park space acreage, or quality.  This conversation is changing currently, however, as 

business and community leaders are quickly realizing the value of quality of life 

amenities in attracting and retaining businesses and residents.  Conversations about the 

economic impact of parks and green spaces are now in the public discourse, partially due 

to the recent acquisition of a 100-acre farm in the heart of Lafayette and the process the 

City is undertaking to transform it into a world-class community park. 

The Park at the Horse Farm was selected as the focus and beneficiary of this 

research because of its prominent significance in the recent history of the Lafayette 

community.  After a grassroots movement was successful at engaging local leaders in a 

constructive dialogue to save the property from traditional retail development, the City 

purchased the land to preserve it as a public park for future generations.138  Realizing in 

the middle of the process that City coffers could not offer the financial or public support 

to transform this landscape into a community gem, and that the Parks and Recreation 

Department budget was already strained, the conversation began to evolve to incorporate 

innovative management and financing models.  The non-profit, Lafayette Central Park, 

was formed in order to lease the property from the City for ninety-nine years, taking 

                                                
136 Lafayette Economic Development Authority. "Good News." Good News | LEDA | Lafayette Economic 

Development Authority. October 14, 2014. Accessed November 14, 2014. 
http://www.lafayette.org/uploads/LafayetteLAGoodNews9.14.pdf.  

137 Dempsey, Kristi H. "Through the Roof." IND Media. March 15, 2005. Accessed August 28,  
2014. http://www.theind.com/cover-story/180. 

138 Turk, Leslie. "Be a Part of Horse Farm History Saturday Morning." The Independent Monthly, July 12, 
2012. Accessed July 16, 2014. http://www.theind.com/news/indreporter/11062-be-a-part-of-horse-
farm-history-saturday-morning. 
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charge of the planning, design, fundraising, construction, and long-term operation and 

maintenance of the park.139 

The hope is that privately fundraising through a non-profit allows for larger 

philanthropic donations, and greater flexibility to create something truly unique for 

Lafayette’s future. In the same way that the organizational structure for the Park at the 

Horse Farm is a new trend sweeping the country, the fundraising strategy is similarly 

modern.  Charged with privately fundraising the majority of the funding to build the park, 

Lafayette Central Park is establishing criteria for naming rights and corporate 

sponsorships, an increasingly common approach as public funding becomes scarcer for 

acquiring, building and maintaining public spaces. 

HISTORY OF THE HORSE FARM 
While the history of the Horse Farm property goes back over 1,200 years, it has 

most recently been used as farmland.  In 1920, it was purchased by the fledgling 

university in town, known at that time as the Southwestern Louisiana Industrial Institute 

(SLII).  The University immediately began operating the farm as a working dairy farm 

and constructed several additional buildings on the property to this end.  Several fields 

were also dedicated to crop propagation research, as well as pesticide and herbicidal 

studies.  Several houses on the property housed farm staff, agricultural studies students, 

as well as several University officials, including President Stevens and President 

Rougeou.   

In the late 1970s, the jersey cattle were relocated to another University owned 

farm in St. Martin Parish, and the University received a donation of several horses.  The 

horses were used in animal science classes, but also for an equestrian riding program that 

operated through the mid-1990s, giving the “Dairy Farm” a new moniker, the “Horse 

Farm.”   

                                                
139 Burgess, Richard. "‘Horse Farm’ Park Project Moves Forward." The Advocate, January 23, 2013. 

Accessed September 23, 2014. http://theadvocate.com/home/4984082-125/horse-farm-park-
project-moves. 
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In the late 1990s, the horses were relocated to the St. Martin Parish farm 

alongside the cattle, and the 100-acre property was used to grow hay and had other 

various modern uses, such as ROTC training grounds, testing grounds for the 

Engineering Department’s “CajunBot,” nature tours for Plant and Animal Science 

courses and Environmental Sustainability lectures.  Only two of the homesteads remained 

by this date – the large ranch-style estate on the back half of the property was decaying 

and was not maintained, but often the respite for vagrants.  The other was a small white 

farmhouse along the Johnston Street frontage, which was “rented” out to Renewable 

Resources students as a dorm, in exchange for ten hours of work per week at the Ira 

Nelson Horticultural Center.140  

In 2004 and 2005, the farmhouse had its first female tenants, Danica Adams and 

Rachel Meriwether.  When these young women, who were both pursuing undergraduate 

degrees in Renewable Resources, applied for the housing, they were originally rejected, 

but Adams contested this decision and won the battle to live on the property.  The 

following semester, in the fall of 2005, their lease was not renewed, and no explanation 

was offered.  Realizing that the University was not allowing anyone else to move in 

either, the students did not fight the judgment that had been passed down.141  

A month later, on October 5, 2005, Adams and another student, Elizabeth Brooks, 

were in a “Community-Based Planning” class with the late Dr. Griff Blakewood.  Dr. 

Blakewood brought in the local daily paper with a news article explaining that the “Horse 

Farm” was to be developed into a new strip mall through a land swap.  Immediately, the 

class sprang into action – students started an online petition and crafted verbiage aimed at 

stopping the property’s rezoning, and built a website with information and various 

“action items” for interested community members.142  Through this platform and many 

                                                
140 Brassieur and Brooks, 3. 
141 Turk, Leslie. "Persons of the Year: Danica Adams and Elizabeth 'EB'� Brooks." Local Lafayette LA 

News RSS. December 19, 2006. Accessed July 16, 2014. 
http://www.acadianabusiness.com/business/cover-story/190. 

142 Ibid., “Persons of the Year.” 
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other forms of activism, the students successfully launched a large grassroots campaign 

to “Save the Horse Farm.”   

At the time, Brooks was the President of the Society for Peace, Environment, 

Action and Knowledge (SPEAK) and Adams was Vice President, with Dr. Griff 

Blakewood serving as the faculty advisor.  They immediately decided to transform the 

next week’s SPEAK meeting into a public forum, and invited the media, elected officials, 

concerned community members, and students to attend for a facilitated discussion led by 

a certified facilitator, Marie-Isabel Pautz.   

Out of that meeting came several areas of concern and groups focused on a list of 

action items developed for each – the lack of transparency, the environmental concerns, 

the concerns of the current user groups, including the ROTC, and the immediate need to 

stop the rezoning of the property.   

Responding to the public outcry, and the many unresolved issues with the 

development plan, on December 5th, 2005, the Zoning Commission denied the 

University’s request to rezone the Horse Farm for commercial development; however, the 

City-Parish Council had the final vote on the issue.143  Also in December 2005, the Save 

the Horse Farm organization contacted the Trust for Public Land (TPL), a non-profit 

foundation that often provides campaign and organizational support, as well as short-term 

loans for communities that may not have the financial or political resources to preserve a 

green space or public space at the critical time when a property is threatened with 

development.  

Several months after the Save the Horse Farm campaign began, the student 

activists also began meeting with City-Parish Mayor-President Joey Durel to gauge his 

interest in supporting the project.  Durel began meeting with Dr. Ray Authement, then 

President of the University, in early 2006 to discuss the possibilities for the property.  

This support gave the campaign the legitimacy it needed to continue into the negotiations.  

In these initial conversations about how to go about preserving this property as 

green space, almost immediately, conversations about a public-private partnership began.  
                                                
143 Ibid., “Persons of the Year.” 
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The original concept was to partner with the Community Foundation of Acadiana (CFA), 

potentially putting the responsibility for this public space under a non-profit, namely the 

Foundation or perhaps something not yet created.  This led to the creation of the non-

profit currently set to manage the park, Lafayette Central Park, Inc.  

While the Mayor-President was interested in preserving the property, it was 

literally “at all costs.”  In March 2006, Durel made a statement that perhaps half of the 

property could be developed into residential to pay for the remaining 50 acres into a park 

space.  Another conversation concurrently starts about potentially swapping the City’s 

cultural lifestyle museum, Vermilionville, for the Horse Farm property.  Finally, after the 

deal was killed by the University administration on June 15th, 2006, Durel said that 

Authement verbally agreed to give the City first right of refusal on the Horse Farm.   

In May 2009 – after years of weekly campaign meetings, thousands of petition 

signatures, hundreds of letters to local officials and to the paper, and countless media 

articles and television news segments – Lafayette Consolidated Government and the 

University of Louisiana at Lafayette and the Community Foundation of Acadiana 

announced that they had come to an agreement.  There was an anonymous benefactor 

involved in this proposal, promising to donate the money to purchase the property from 

the University.  The exact details of how the property transfer and funding would be 

handled were unclear.  A few months later, news broke that this deal had fallen 

through.144 

On July 29th, 2010, the Independent Weekly broke the news that City-Parish 

President Joey Durel proposed that LCG buy the land directly from the University of 

Louisiana at Lafayette.145 The following spring, the City-Parish Council voted to 

purchase the property with City tax dollars, as well as a donation of a small public park 

                                                
144 Burgess, Richard. "Columnists' Inside Report." The Advocate, June 10, 2009, Acadiana sec. 
145 Turk, Leslie. "JoDu Proposes LCG Buy Horse Farm." The Independent Monthly, July 29, 2010. 

Accessed July 16, 2014. http://www.theind.com/news/6674-jodu-proposes-lcg-buy-horse-farm. 
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adjacent to the University’s main academic campus.146  This momentous event secured 

the Horse Farm’s future as a public green space.  After two more years of negotiations 

and working out the logistics of the sale and land swap, on July 12, 2012, in a ceremonial 

property transfer signing ceremony, President Joseph Savoie signed the property over to 

Mayor-President Joey Durel in front of crowds of cheering people.147 

For six months, closed door meetings were held with individuals from various 

organizations while the City organized movements towards the establishment of 

Lafayette Central Park, a new non-profit to be formed to oversee the planning, design, 

construction and long-term operation and maintenance of the Park at the Horse Farm.  

The Lafayette Public Trust Financing Authority (LPTFA) granted the new non-profit 

$2.6 million to serve as seed funding to get the planning and design underway and carry 

their operating expenses through groundbreaking.148 

A timeline highlighting the contrast of public involvement and private 

involvement is below.  Key dates over the last ten years are highlighted on each side. 

                                                
146 Turk, Leslie and Elizabeth Rose. "7 Years in the Making, Horse Farm Deal Approved” The 

Independent Monthly, July 3, 2012. Accessed July 16, 2014. http://www.theind.com/news/10883-
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Illustration 8: Timeline of the Private Involvement in Saving the Horse Farm and 
Creating the Public-Private Partnership with Lafayette Central Park 

This diagram shows the level of private involvement during the campaign to 
preserve the Horse Farm, leading up to the formation of the public-private 
partnership with Lafayette Central Park.  Source:  Various, as denoted in the 
report.  Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
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Illustration 9: Timeline of the Public Involvement in Saving the Horse Farm and Creating 
the Public-Private Partnership with Lafayette Central Park 

This diagram shows the level of public involvement in the campaign to preserve 
the Horse Farm, and transform it into a public park.  Source:  Various, as denoted 
in the report.  Diagram designed by Elizabeth Brooks. 
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In January 2013, a board of community and business leaders from around 

Acadiana was announced in the local newspaper,149 and shortly thereafter, two staff 

people were hired - David Calhoun as the Executive Director and Elizabeth Brooks, the 

original founder of the “Save the Horse Farm” campaign, was hired as the Director of 

Planning & Design.150 At the time, Calhoun was also the Chairman of the Board of the 

Community Foundation of Acadiana, and immediately began discussions with the rest of 

the board and staff there around their involvement in the “behind-the-scenes” discussions 

that needed to take place to preserve this space.   

Calhoun and Brooks committed to working on the project for the entirety of the 

campaign.  This was advantageous for this new phase of the park’s development, as LCP 

is on an aggressive timeline to further the park’s development process while the current 

mayor is still in office until the end of 2015.  With previously established relationships 

and community trust and familiarity in place, Lafayette Central Park was able to mobilize 

on gathering community input and creating a vision for the park much quicker than 

consultants unfamiliar with the project would have been able to do.  

In the last sixteen months, the organization has hired a ULI technical assistance 

panel,151 solicited design firms for the project, and went through a rigorous selection 

process eliminating fifteen world-class firms to finally settle on hiring Design Workshop, 

out of Austin, TX.  The firm was selected because of their commitment to the community 

engagement process that would shape the vision for the park – a critical component to the 

transparent and inclusive approach that the LCP board and staff felt was necessary to 

                                                
149 Turk, Leslie. "Heavy Hitters Dominate Horse Farm Board.” The Independent Monthly, ,February 19, 

2013. Accessed July 16, 2014. http://www.theind.com/turk-file/12927-heavy-hitters-dominate-
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150 Turk, Leslie. "David Calhoun, 'EB' Brooks Join Lafayette Central Park.” The Independent Monthly, 
May 10, 2013. Accessed July 16, 2014. http://www.theind.com/news/indreporter/13846-david-
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carry this project through from its grassroots beginnings to a well-received master 

plan.152  

After twenty-seven public meetings, five rounds of meetings with the adjacent 

neighbors, various stakeholder meetings, and five online surveys, a list of thirty-two 

programming items was unanimously approved by the City-Parish Council in December 

of 2013, followed by the unanimous approval of the master plan by the Council in June 

of 2014.153   

  

                                                
152 Turk, Leslie. "Let the Horse Farm Design Begin - IND Monthly." The Independent Monthly, October 

15, 2013. Accessed July 16, 2014. http://www.acadianabusiness.com/business-news-sp-
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Figure 8: Master Plan of the Park at the Horse Farm 

Design Workshop, the master planning and design consultants hired by Lafayette 
Central Park, created the park master plan, in 2013.  Source: Lafayette Central 
Park. "See the Vision." The Park at the Horse Farm. June 4, 2014. Accessed July 
30, 2014. http://lafayettecentralpark.org/see-vision. 
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Figure 9: Renderings of the Park at the Horse Farm 

Design Workshop, the master planning and design consultants hired by Lafayette 
Central Park, created these four renderings in 2013.  Source: Lafayette Central 
Park. "See the Vision." The Park at the Horse Farm. June 4, 2014. Accessed July 
30, 2014. http://lafayettecentralpark.org/see-vision. 

SYNERGIES 
Several concurrent planning efforts make this a very interesting time to bring this 

park to fruition.  Lafayette just completed and passed its first Comprehensive Plan, which 

includes many action items regarding improving the park system and implementing green 

infrastructure techniques throughout the city to improve storm water management.154  

The University of Louisiana at Lafayette has also just completed its first Master Planning 

                                                
154 Wallace Robert & Todd (WRT). "Plan Lafayette." Lafayette Consolidated Government. July 9, 2014. 

Accessed September 15, 2014. 
http://www.lafayettela.gov/ComprehensivePlan/Documents/PlanLafayette_Final_NoAppendix_sm
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effort, resulting in a grand vision to transform much of their undeveloped land in their 

research campus into new buildings with mixed uses and new public facilities that can 

partner with the institution to bring quality research and programming to this new district.  

There is also a goal to connect this new research campus expansion and redevelopment to 

the main academic campus a mile away.155  

For years, the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) has been in contact 

with the State Department of Transportation (DOTD) about a pilot project along Johnston 

Street, a five-lane federal highway, to improve safety through access management and 

increased pedestrian amenities.  The pilot project’s boundaries are between the Coulee 

Mine Bridge at the Park at the Horse Farm and the Coulee Mine Branch Bridge by 

Blackham Coliseum on the University’s research campus.  While the agencies are still 

working together to finalize the possibilities that could fit within the rights-of-way along 

this stretch, the transformation of the Horse Farm into a park increases the justification 

for this planning effort and its implementation in the coming years.156 

More recently, the City has entered into discussions with DOTD about acquiring a 

small portion of Bertrand Drive that is now overbuilt due to another connector that 

handles most of the traffic that used to travel on this state highway.  Through a “right-

sizing” program, the City is planning to take over the maintenance and the jurisdiction 

over the design of this portion, which will not only take this underutilized roadway out of 

the state’s budgets, but will also allow city officials to transform this roadway into a 

Complete Street – a roadway designed for the needs of all users, regardless of age or 

ability – through restriping, improved pedestrian amenities, and the hopes for new 

development.157 

                                                
155University of Louisiana at Lafayette. "Master Plan." University of Louisiana at Lafayette. September 5, 

2014. Accessed November 27, 2014. http://www.louisiana.edu/masterplan. 
156 Lafayette Metropolitan Planning Organization. "Unified Planning Work Program in Transportation 

Planning." UPWP_2014-2015_TPC_Final. September 16, 2014. Accessed October 27, 2014. 
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157 Taylor, Claire. "Johnston/Bertrand, Northgate Mall Plans to Be Unveiled Thursday." The Advertiser, 
April 1, 2014. Accessed July 17, 2014. 



 88 

Within the recently passed Comprehensive Plan, several Small Area Plans were 

also developed to serve as test projects and examples of how implementation of some of 

the Comprehensive Plan’s goals look and function in different transects of the city.  One 

is urban, one is suburban, and one is rural, so that their lessons may be applied to much of 

the region.  The “urban” model coincides with the aforementioned projects, and extends 

the length of the Johnston Street Redevelopment Pilot Project, as well as up Bertrand 

Drive where this Complete Streets project will be put in place over the coming years. 

Creating a new district with substantial development potential will also increase the 

demands for and usage of the new amenities that the Park at the Horse Farm will offer the 

surrounding areas.158 
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Figure 10: Small Area Plan Diagram for Johnston Street/Bertrand Drive Node. 

Source: Plan Lafayette - Small Area Plans." Lafayette Consolidated Government. 
August 6, 2014. Accessed November 28, 2014.  
 
Putting these elements together, as well as the potential to develop bicycle and 

pedestrian connections through public lands elsewhere in the City could lead to a large 

7.5 mile loop that connects several of the major activity centers in the city’s core, 

including the park at the Horse Farm, the Oil Center, Girard Park, the University’s main 

academic campus, the Freetown neighborhood, Downtown, the Saint Streets 

47
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neighborhood, UL’s research and athletic campus, and this new district created in 

conjunction with the Small Area Plan. 

Regionally, there are several organizations working on larger connectivity 

planning efforts for both biking and boating opportunities.  A local non-profit, 

Transportation and Recreation Alternatives in Louisiana (TRAIL) has several projects 

underway, one of which is the Attakapas-Ishak Trail, which ultimately aims to connect 

Lafayette with neighboring communities Breaux Bridge and St. Martinville through both 

on-road and off-road bike lanes and trails.159 

The synergies created by these various projects have generated a level of civic 

engagement that Lafayette has not seen before.  With the innovative management and 

financing structure being employed by the Park at the Horse Farm, the Lafayette Central 

Park organization anticipates that this energy will translate over into the charitable 

intentions of Lafayette’s residents and businesses. 

  

                                                
159 Lafayette Metropolitan Planning Organization. "Attakapas-Ishak Trail." Atakapa_Ishak_Trail_11_7-6-
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Findings and Recommendations 

While the cities in which the case studies exist do not correlate to the scale of 

Lafayette, it is interesting to note that all of the examples of major urban parks operate on 

city-owned land and rely heavily on a non-profit organization within a public-private 

partnership in one way or another.  For this reason, there are lessons to be gleaned from 

each case study that could be instrumental in generating new ideas and possible 

directions for the Lafayette Central Park board of directors to consider.   

OFF TO A GOOD START 
Lafayette Central Park already employs or plans to incorporate many of the best 

practices explored in this report.  The City purchased the land with city tax dollars, 

which, as can be seen in much of the research and many of the case studies, is a wise use 

of public funding to support a critical infrastructural element within the city.  This also 

sends a message to citizens about the need to prioritize public funding for this type of 

public good.   

Community leaders were also astute in forming a non-profit organization to plan, 

design, finance, fundraise, build, operate, and maintain the park for 99 years under a lease 

agreement.  Furthermore, they were strategic by tapping into funding from our local 

public trust, the Lafayette Public Trust Financing Authority, to cover the “soft” start-up 

costs until private funding is raised to construct the first phase of the park.   

LCP was committed to being transparent and inclusive, and crafted a master plan 

that honored the community desires for the types, scales, and locations of park elements.  

This will be beneficial in long-term community support of the project, which is 

anticipated to spill over into fundraising. 

STRONG LEADERSHIP ON THE BOARD 
The original board seated for LCP was a mix of community and business leaders 

from different industries, such as construction, banking, engineering, legal, and 

education.  The members also have many ties to multiple organizations considered to be 
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major park stakeholders, such as Master Gardeners, TreesAcadiana, Bike Lafayette, etc.  

While the initial board roster reflected the perception that this group was important in the 

initial stages of planning and design, best practices employed by the case studies have 

shown that effective boards stacked with well-connected, very political, and 

philanthropic, wealthy members is critical to success.  Many of LCP’s current board 

members agreed to join the board on the condition they would not be required to 

fundraise.  Now, almost two years into the organization’s history, the board is undergoing 

a transition to ensure that every seat is filled with members who are fully behind the 

critical mission facing the organization.160 

STRONG LEADERSHIP IN THE STAFF 
Each case study has its own example of strong leadership within the staff, who are 

committed over a substantial period of time, ensuring the park’s success.  Audubon has 

been under the leadership of Ron Forman since the 1970s, when he first served as the 

City Hall Liaison for the Park.  Since then, he has brought many visionary amenities to 

life in and around New Orleans.  Similarly, Bob Becker, the Director of City Park, was 

formerly the Planning Director for the City of New Orleans, and has been very successful 

in his efforts to find creative ways to bring the park back to life after the immense 

devastation of Hurricane Katrina in 2005.  Discovery Green was initially run under the 

leadership of Guy Hagstette, who has since transitioned into work for the Buffalo Bayou 

Partnership; however, the Conservancy’s original strong board members are still in place 

and active in ensuring the park’s success through the transition.  Memorial Park is 

fortunate to be under the leadership of HPARD Director Joe Turner, who came from a 

business background.  This has allowed him to be frugal and impactful in his leadership 

style for the department.  He has successfully kept Houston’s public parks open and well 

maintained throughout the recession.  The lesson for LCP is that the Board of Directors 

should recruit and retain dynamic and visionary staff members that are committed to the 

project long-term, particularly at this unseasoned juncture in the organization’s history. 

                                                
160 Lemoine, Lenny K., personal interview with author, November 14, 2014. 
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PUBLIC FUNDING 
Tax-based funding streams are still the most reliable and sustainable sources of 

funding for park operations.  For this reason, the dedication of a tax to parks should be 

advocated for, and if passed, brought back to the voters for re-approval periodically.  As 

was highlighted in several of the case studies, there is an overreliance on private funding 

and internal revenue generation, and if either of those are jeopardized or eliminated due 

to changes in political or economic climates, or due to a natural disaster, there must be 

more stable funding mechanisms in place for the park’s long-term success.161   

One challenge has been the current mayor’s messaging that the concept of putting 

the park under the leadership of a non-profit meant that this property would not be a drain 

on city coffers.  This statement has brought short-term political popularity, but will likely 

give LCP problems in the long-term, given that there are very few examples of parks that 

are financially self-sustaining without some financial investment by the public sector.  

Even parks in wealthy, large cities receive some public funding, as can be seen in all of 

the case studies.  City Park was financially sustainable before Katrina for a brief period, 

but as denoted before, was historically run like a business.  It also has much more acreage 

to include high revenue-generation activities, such as golf and organized sports fields, 

which are prohibited at the Park at the Horse Farm, per the property transfer 

documentation and the lease with the City. 

In a great show of political support, one state legislator recently assisted LCP in 

requesting $10 million in public funding through the State’s capital outlay program.  The 

justification for this was that capital outlay funding is meant to assist in financing critical 

infrastructural elements within communities in Louisiana.  LCP was awarded $400,000 

this year of a $10 million request.  This award is a great public statement that the State 

agrees that this project is worthy of investment.  One concern is that these public funds 

might crowd out the private funds that LCP must also seek. 

As was mentioned in the case of Audubon Park, one of the difficult lessons they 

learned in early 2014 was the challenge in obtaining a majority of voters’ approval for the 
                                                
161 Walls, 3. 
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continuation of the millage rates that they had enjoyed for years.  Critics cited two main 

arguments.  First, New Orleans is facing issues in many other aspects throughout the city, 

such as schools, and infrastructure.  Secondly, the previous millage rates were proposed 

to fund very specific projects.  These two concerns are emblematic of critical lessons that 

should inform the approach for officials in Lafayette.  In Lafayette’s case, the Mayor is 

currently proposing a “One Cent, One Project” additional sales tax that would “sunset” 

after eleven months.  Should it pass in late 2014, this time-limited assessment is expected 

to generate over $30 million in order to build a new airport terminal.  In a fiscally 

conservative community, taking an approach like this with a clearly defined time, and a 

grand vision of a project that most residents can appreciate, is wise.  Lafayette Central 

Park could follow suit with a similar tax with a “sunset” clause, particularly if the airport 

proposal is successful. 

Governmental entities and NGOs, including non-profits, are beginning to use non-

traditional funding streams that are not typically associated with parks.  Tax Increment 

Financing (TIF) is one of these methods that is being used more frequently, such as is the 

case with both City Park and Memorial Park. These quasi-governmental units enjoy 

taxing authority and the ability to issue bonds; however they often also rely on a portion 

of the local property tax and user fees for operations funding.  Bonds are issued for 

capital improvements, which are levied against the tax revenues.  Some TIF districts even 

rely on sales taxes.162   In Lafayette, TIF districts are traditionally only authorized to 

collect this additional sales tax, as property tax rates are too low to use effectively them 

to this end.163  Additionally, these management districts, improvement districts, or special 

taxation districts actively promote and support the parks or programming found within 

their district borders.   

There are other creative funding mechanisms that the LCP board should consider 

employing.  Some parks receive revenues from other non-traditional sources, such as 

lottery ticket sales, or from specialized license plates or motor vehicle registrations.  
                                                
162 Ibid., 15.  (WALLS) 
163 Conrad Comeaux. "Louisiana Property Tax Basics." 
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These types of diversions of funds are typically initiated at the state level, but have 

proven to be successful models. 164  

DEVELOPER EXACTIONS 
Many municipalities require new developments to donate a specified percentage 

of the development’s acreage to be dedicated as green space.  Furthermore, often there 

are “in lieu” fees in place as an alternative to the actual dedication of green space on site, 

instead requiring financial compensation from the developers that go towards the creation 

and maintenance of public green spaces. Developer exactions are common throughout the 

country, but in one report produced by the Trust for Public Land, researchers reviewed 

many cases to see whether or not these fees were actually used for the creation of more 

parkland. The TPL found that overall they do seem to result in land acquisition; however, 

the study also found that many municipalities have not implemented procedures to track 

outcomes.165 

PHILANTHROPY FROM INDIVIDUALS, FOUNDATIONS, AND CORPORATIONS 
This report highlights the need for supplementary funding through all of the 

private funding mechanisms that are helpful in creating vibrant and exciting parks, with 

benefits being found on both the capital improvement and programming sides.   

Lafayette Central Park has a significant task ahead of it to privately raise the rest of the 

funding for capital improvements, as well as all of the funding for maintenance and 

operations.  Beyond a robust capital campaign to build out park improvements, they are 

also planning on using some of the funds raised to build up an endowment.  The concept 

of having a robust endowment is another best practice, as seen in the cases of Audubon 

Park and Discovery Green.  One consideration of note with endowments, however, is that 
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they are also intricately tied to the economy.  When interest rates are low, returns on the 

endowment are also low. 

Similar to all of the case studies, but most effectively utilized by City Park and 

Discovery Green, Lafayette Central Park is also looking at naming rights and sponsorship 

opportunities for donor recognition throughout the park.  These varying levels of 

recognition will offer parity and equity to philanthropists throughout the park elements 

over time, so that donors in future phases are recognized to the same degree that their 

predecessors are.  Additionally, the creation of a “Friends of” membership group is 

another best practice that should be instituted.  Using the fundraising tactics of dues, 

special events, and fund drives for specific projects, it would be a good tool for LCP; 

however, it is unnecessary to set it up as a separate organization, as seen in other case 

studies.  Additionally, LCP should consider using a newer innovation in fundraising 

termed “crowd funding” which gives donors an easy-to-use online platform, and allows 

for simple collection methods for the park’s management.  

REVENUE GENERATION AND EARNED INCOME 
All of the case studies have relied heavily on revenue generation to cover a 

substantial portion of their operating budgets.  Throughout the master planning process, 

LCP was very cognizant of retaining revenue-generating elements within the park plan, 

and have ensured that those elements are prioritized in Phase 1 of park construction.  

User fees from ticketed events, facilities, and equipment rental, concessions, and other 

similar opportunities are expected to generate significant income for the park.   

City Park has focused on integrating several new revenue-generating operations 

into the park master plan since Hurricane Katrina, when the park was no longer able to 

financially sustain operations. The hurricane had destroyed several of the larger revenue 

generating elements within the park, which are taking years to rebuild.  Some of these 

new revenue sources influenced the master plan in the Park at the Horse Farm as well.    
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BROADER FUTURES 
Within their many facilities, Audubon’s expansive investment in other programs, 

research endeavors, and properties, and the history behind these expansions and 

acquisitions, provides several ideas for LCP to consider as it looks to the future after the 

Park at the Horse Farm opens and begins to serve the community.   Similarly, the 

relationship between the Houston Parks and Recreation Department and the Houston 

Parks Board provides insight into how a non-profit foundation might successfully 

augment the municipal department’s city-wide efforts to acquire property, improve 

programming or park facilities, privately fundraise, or assist with park advocacy and 

capital campaigns for specific projects.   

The case should be made for Lafayette Central Park to one day assume the role of 

a regional organization with a broader mission.  However, the organization’s fate remains 

to be seen.  Depending on whether or not Lafayette Central Park will be successful in 

fulfilling its obligations in the Cooperative Endeavor Agreement with Lafayette 

Consolidated Government to raise $6.8 million, the non-profit could be non-existent.  

Alternately, if fundraising goes well, the organization could be poised to transform the 

Lafayette landscape.  They could do this through park and greenway acquisition and 

connectivity projects, advocacy for public support, and for ongoing support for capital 

improvements, operations and maintenance throughout the region’s recreational facilities.  

While public-private partnerships are successful in many cases, the question 

remains as to whether or not Lafayette has the philanthropic capacity and propensity to 

build and financially sustain the park.  The overarching lesson is that even though these 

case studies are in larger cities that have more philanthropic capacity and propensity to 

support those well-established parks, they all still rely on some public funding.   

Additionally, subject matter experts in park operations and management argue that 

nonprofits managing public parks should avoid relying solely on private funding for the 

many reasons explored in this report. 

 For this reason, it is in the best interest of Lafayette Central Park to explore the 

opportunities for public funding, whether through a city- or parish-wide tax or district 



 98 

assessment.  User fees and fundraising alone will likely not cover the annual operating 

budget of the park.  The organization’s leadership should consider the ways in which the 

non-profit’s mission could shift to incorporate advocating for sustainable funding 

solutions.   
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Conclusion 

Many cities throughout the country are underserved by parkspace acreage per 

capita, and are struggling to find funding to acquire new parkland accessible to its 

residents, while also maintaining and improving existing parks.  This report has shown 

that public-private partnerships can offer communities meaningful results in developing 

and maintaining parkland.  

In chapter two, I explored the origins, myriad structures, and potential benefits 

and drawbacks of public-private partnerships.  This exploration helped guide my 

understanding of what elements within the partnership structures of the case studies could 

be considered best practices. 

Chapter three focused on the details behind the four case studies I selected for my 

research:  Audubon Park and City Park in New Orleans, Louisiana, and Memorial Park 

and Discovery Green in Houston, Texas.  These cases were chosen due to their diverse 

partnership structures, but also because of their geographic proximity to Lafayette, 

Louisiana, where the Park at the Horse Farm is located.  As this report will be used to 

propose the implementation of some of these best practices reviewed, citizens’ and public 

officials’ familiarity with the case studies and their similar geopolitical and public 

funding climates could be helpful.  Much of this material was dense and often included 

complicated relationships between partner organizations and funding streams, so a series 

of diagrams also explores these connections visually to be clearer. 

In chapter four, I briefly explained the chronology of how the property known as 

the Horse Farm came to be saved from commercial development.  I also discuss how the 

ensuing internal discussions and public discourse resulted in the public-private 

partnership that is currently in place for the Park at the Horse Farm.   

Several images highlight the results of the robust community engagement process 

resulting in the final master plan, which was adopted by the Lafayette City-Parish 

Council on June 3, 2014. 
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Chapter five pulls out the insights, challenges, and best practices found within 

each case study.  I then highlighted how Lafayette Central Park and Lafayette 

Consolidated Government have already put many of these tactics in place or are in the 

process of doing so.  Additionally, I recommend that LCP consider implementing some 

of the best practices found in both the case studies and in other public-private partnership 

precedents studied in the literature review.  LCP can undertake these various approaches 

in the coming years to not only improve the Park at the Horse Farm, but also the 

Lafayette Parish park system as a whole. 

With regards to internal policies, Lafayette Central Park should consider 

developing annual giving programs and memberships, while also offering larger donors 

naming rights and sponsorship opportunities.  The organization should open a line of 

discussion with Lafayette Consolidated Government about not only pursuing a dedicated 

millage for the Park at the Horse Farm, but also for the Lafayette Parish park system as a 

whole.  LCP is in the unique position of being a non-profit organization with the freedom 

to advocate for public funding proposals, and can serve as an important ally and partner 

with the Parks and Recreation Department to educate voters on the critical importance 

and myriad benefits that parks offer their communities’ residents, visitors, businesses, 

and natural environments. 

Lafayette Central Park has an opportunity and an obligation to excite the public 

with an unprecedented legacy project.  Rarely does a park come along with so much 

potential to dramatically change the landscape of a city, and the hope is that the 

leadership within Lafayette Central Park can utilize the park’s beloved landscape, its 

programming, and the lessons learned through the research found in this report to incite a 

new generation of philanthropy and public support for park funding in the Acadiana 

community.   
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