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row g up In Ciy Helhts 1 San D go, Julie Corrales rem em bers tying a plstic-w rapped ball
around a stop sign o phy tetherballw ith her friends.

Aside from abasketballcourtand a sm all recreation center around her neighborhood, there was no
phyground equipm ent.So, she says, “thats how we phyed”

Now ,Corraks is raising her chidren i Barrib Logan, a politically active and artistic com m uniy i San
Digo. Its a brgely Latino neghborhood surrounded by highw ays and junkyards.

The neighborhood is hom e to Chicano Park,an 8-acre park and nationalhistoric Jandm ark located
beneath the San D iego-C oronado Bridge, but still, Corrales says the com m unity is lacking h open space
and trees.

The canopy of trees coud provide shade in the sum m erand help rem ove airpollution, specfically i a
neihborhood thathas ranked high am ong the w orst census tracts forpolution risks i Califomi.



“"Ive lved in com m unitdes that have experienced environm entalracism m y wholk life)” says Corralks,
now apolicy advocate w ith the Environm entalH ealth Coaliton.

These are the kind of disparities the city of San D igo is ain Ing to address w ih isnew parksm aster
plan . This nearly 100 -page docum ent, once approved by the C iy Council, w illreplace a parks guide that

was created 1n 1956.

The prelin hary docum ent represents anew way of planning that prioritizes quality over quantity and
that could in pact com m unites thathave su ered from years of dishvestm ent.

In San D 9o, the current park standard is sokly based on acreage.The city has used a standard of2 8
acres per 1000 residents for neighborhood parks and pintuse facilides.

As the city continues to grow through infilldevelopm ent, w ith lim ied open nd, the draftpln stresses
how hcreasingly di cul it is tom eet this “acreage-based standard

The proposed park pln establishes a pontsystem thatvalues park features, nstead of sokly focusing
on park acreage.M oving forw ard,, the standard w ill nstead be 12 ponts per 1000 pecplk, w ith ponnts
reflecting a range of recreation experinces.

Ponts w illbe given to a park for is am enides, program m g, transi connectiviyy and other factors.

HeidiVonblim ,environm entalprogram m anager i1 the city planning departm ent, says sm allparks can
be ofhigh value ifthey have su cintam enides.

‘Lets say a develbper constructs a very large park, but doesn tput very m any am enides.Even though
thatpark m ay be very Iarge, is valie m ay be very sm ally Vonblim says.‘'On theflip side, weve seen
other exam pls w here w e have very sm allacreage-sized parks that are highly used, hih} am enidzed,
have ts of program m ing Incorporated Ito them and w e see those sm all spaces as sort of sm all,but

very m ghty”

One exam pk ofa sm allpark w ith the potentialto be “am allbutm hty” is Chidrens Park,a 17-acre
downtown space w ih a forest of phne trees, grassy m ounds and a sm allpond.

Thism hipark is shted foran $8 m illion renovation.

These in provem ents w illadd public art, a chidrens ply and pimic area, open space turf, an ekvated
w alkw ay, a vendor and restroom buiding,an o -kash dogpark and an adulfithess area. In proved
lTohting and “a redesigned forest area” w fllprom ote “a sense of openness;’ according t the draftpln.
The park w fllgo from 13 to 36 points of recreationalvalie once the plnned am enites are h phce.

Under the proposed scoring system , a soccerfield and baseballdizm onds coudd add up t 8 poits.

There’s also valie 1 open space parks and trails.Every halfm ile ssgn entofan o  cilly recognized
trail, for exam pk, woul equate to one pont.

Ponts could also accrue ifa park is htegrated w ith transior if it includes a connection to a bicycke
track.



Vonblim says com m unity hputwas crucilih creating the new park standard, which inclides the
pontsystem .

Ciysta conducted online surveys and held in-person workshops and com m uniy pop-up events
before develbping the draft park pln . Public events (before COVID -19) w ere held In councildistricts
across the city, she says.They asked resients what they would ke to see In therparks and what they
liked and valued about the ciys park system .

‘W e took that inform ation and really w anted to develp a system thatwould realize the vision thatwe
heard our citizens wanted;” Vonblum says.

“Peopk really w anted to see upgrades to the existing parks that they have i1 thelr com m unides) she
says.

Sice the relase of the draft parks pln, city st has held virtualpublic forum s and presentations to
solicit input on spectics of the parks guide.The pln is also avaibbk on the city w ebsie where
residents subm ited com m ents through an onlne survey. Ithas also been presented to di erent

neighborhood park com m ifees.

Plhnnig directorM ke Hansen says onlne response about the pln has been higher than expected.
COVID-19,he says, has highlighted the in portance of parks.

‘W e feelthat the pandem i actually creates heightened terest in this pln because the topic of parks

and peopk usihg open spaces has becom e m ore pronounced;” H ansen says.

‘W e expect that w illchange from this draft to the finalbased on the nput)” he added.

Com m ents are being evaluated, but som e changes seem to be underw ay.

Vonblim says conservation groups and the developm ent com m uniy have chin ed 1n about the
in portant rok nature has plhayed i the m entalheatth ofpeopk during the pandem ic.

W hike the park pln inclided points for trails and access to trails, Vonblum says the comm entsm ade i
clar that “ourpontsystem didnt fully capture the ullm entalhealth welbeng that can com e from the

spectic ocation of the trail”

Forexam pl, fa profct mcluded a Jarge habiat restoration com ponent and a trailhad access to i, the
proposed pkn w as not valuing the restoration enough, Vonblim says.

Also centralto the proposed park phn is the restructuring of its park financig strategy'.
San D iegos parks system heavily relies on the fees developers pay to fund parks when they buid
housing.This system ,according to the pln, 1in is the resources that could be used to expand

recreational opportunites in neighborhoods w ih few er parks.

The ciy is proposihg that develper fees should be distrbuted cityw de nstead of sokly benefiting the

com m unites w here developers are buidng.

Hansen says the ciy s park space thats finded by develpers is “pretty sizablk!



"Itk In portant forus to be nvesting those resources 1 a w ay that is providing the best access to
di erentparts of the ciy, as w ellas the m ost valuing benefits to our residents;’ H ansen says.

Prioritizing w here these finds go In the future w fllbe based on the Clin ate Equiy Index — a tool
created by the city s sustanability departm entand the Universiy of San D igo Energy Policy hidatives
Center— thathelps the city m easure hequity t address neighborhood disparities. hdicators include
flood risks, tree coverage, asthm a rates, overcrow dedness, and poverty 1ates.

Also included 1 the park pln is a four-part approach to prioritizing iivestm ents: kength oftime a
person m ust travel to get to a park or faciliy, socib-econom ic statuis of people living In an area, num ber
ofpossibk users reltive to a parks capaciy and recreationalvalie, and existing park condidons.

The com m unitdes and parks that score the highest would “rise 1 priority to receive fuinding that
expands facilides and program m Ing;’ according to the pln.

Corraks, w ih the Environm entalH ealth Coalition, says the pln is a step 11 the right direction, but she
w orries certain neighborhoods could be Inored.

She finds aspects of the pln s “pribritization fram ew ork” conceming because it doesnt nclide air
quality issues thatwould boost up certan neighborhoods su ering from pollution.

Cormaks says kss needy neighborhoods could be prioritized over areas ke San Ysidro,a sm all
com m uniy ocated betw een three m ajpor freew ays and near the U S M exico border.Resients there

have expressed concem about the poor air quality 1 the area.

W hilk Cormalks says the quality of recreation should be In proved, there is stilla need form ore open
space, period, she says.

‘W eneed m ore green space to m iHgate air quality pollition  Corralks says.

She fears a potential scenario that could add a basketball court in Chicano Park and then nore the
need foropen space.

“"Thats justnotpractical! she says. 'Chidren donthave enough space to m ove around ”

But, Corrakes says, she’s hopefiil that the proposed financing strategy could benefit com m unides like

hers.

“I think is a welkom e change that they e going to allow park fees to be used throughout the ciry and
that theyre goihg to prioritize disadvantaged com m unides) she says.

She thinks of the stark di erences betw een La Jolla,a com m uniy about 15m ies north of Barrio Logan .
La Jolk is surrounded by ocean blu s and beaches and is hom e to a gol course, a recreation centerand
a hostofparks.

In thewake of COVID -19, Corrales says the need for open space has been m uch m ore apparent. Shes
seen peopk out at Chicano Park during socialdistancing orders.



‘W e have such Iin ied green space w e’re not abke to sockldistance asm uch aswe could be and stll
enpy the outdoor space;’ she says. “Especilly when youre keeping kids athom e that don‘thave
backyards”

‘W eneed these spaces allthe tin e/’ she added.
Vonblum has heard sin ilbar concems during the parks plan review perid.
She saysm any of the residents’ com m ents have been about pandem ic park csures, not the parks pln.

“Tthas really highlighted the in portance of peopke having access to public open spaces to getout;’
Vonblim says.

Vonblim says the city envisions accom m odating a m ajprity ofnew housing w ithin transiprioriy areas
where land coul be used for open space areas.

‘Rather than giving up and saying we don‘thave Iand, we want to be lnovative;’ she says.
To Vonblum , this new way of planning is also a response to the w ay residents use public spaces.
‘W hatw e*ve seen over the past severaldecades is that w e are a very m obike ciy; Vonblim says.

“Justbecause som ebody lives Th one particular neghborhood, doesntm ean that they confine
them selves to recreate and enpy the resources w thi their particulrneighborhood;” she added.'W e
also don‘tw antpeopk t be confined to the resources that are avaibbk I their neighborhoods?”

This story is part of The Pow er of Parks, a series exploring how parks and recreation facilites and
services can help cites achieve their goals h w ellness, conservation and socilequiy.The Pow er of
Parks is supported by a grant from the N ationalRecreation and Park Assochtion.
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A¥pndra M olha isa NextCity Equiabk Citdes Fellow for2018-2019.
Previbusly, she was a reporter for the Southem Califomi New s G roup w here
she covered cites, in m IJration, race, and religion . n her decade-long career,
she's reported how gentrfication hasa ected downtown Santa Ana I O range
County, olbw ed up how violnt shootihgshave a ected fam ilies and
neighborhoods, and reported how PresidentDonald Trum p has in pacted



undocum ented com m unides n the mland Em pire.H erw ork has appeared in
The Press-Enterprise n Riverside, The O range County Register, The Los
AngeksDaily New s,and The M ercury N ew s In San Jose.She graduated w ith a
bachelr’s degree n broadcast pumaliam from the University of La Veme,

w here she taught an htroductory pumalism course as an adjunct professor.
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