
The Value of Public Space



Introduction
There are many reasons that parks are valuable, such as  
providing space for recreation and exercise, improving air 
quality, absorbing greenhouse gases and stormwater, 
and simply inspiring wonder.    Though you can’t put a 
price tag on inspiration, there are many measurable eco-
nomic benefits of public space, and this document makes 
clear the fact that investments in the public realm pay off. 

Parks generate economic value in many ways ranging 
from concession proceeds to savings in public healthcare 
costs due to opprtunities to exercise.  The ability to mean-
ingfully measure these impacts varies greatly, so this 
piece focuses primarily on two factors: 1) the increase in 
nearby land value due to a park’s existence and 2) the 
increase in local property tax revenues.  While this doesn’t begin to encompass the entirety of the 
economic value created by parks, these related revenues are significant enough to make the case 
that investments in providing high quality public space yield significant returns for both local gov-
ernments and private landowners 

In combing through case studies sa number of projects stand out as especially successful, unique 
or innovative.  The following is a comparison of these various efforts around the country to create 
public space in different ways, an attempt to quantify their impact on land values and tax revenues, 
and a collection of references for those interested in seeking more information.

Parks and open space con-
tribute to increasing nearby 
property values.  A review 
of numerous studies by 
John Crompton, a professor 
at Texas A&M, indicates 
that a 20% increase is a 
reasonable estimate.



Parks can draw visitors from near and far, bringing tourism revenue to local 
restaurants, hotels, snack shops, and stores. Parks can host festivals, concerts 
and athletics events, bringing additional boosts to the local economy.

Pennsylvania Land Trust Association

• Well planned investments in the public realm create significant 
revenue for both public and private interests.

• Succesful projects rely on strong partnerships between govern-
ment, business, and philanthropic individuals and organizations.

• Endeavors to improve public space can align powerfully with 
efforts to increase housing, improve public transit, and improve 
the strength of local economies.

Key Points



Cost
$18 Million

Size
9.6 Acres

Annual
Visitors
6 Million

New YorkBryant Park



After a decline through the 1960s and 
70s, an effort to revitalize the park was 
initiated in 1980 through a unique part-
nership led by Daniel A. Biederman and 
Andrew Heiskell.  The Bryant Park Resto-
ration Corporation was formed with 

support and guidance from Mayor Edward I. Koch, the 
NYC Dept. of Parks and Recreation, and the New York 
Public Library.   The effort was funded through support 
from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, private contributors, 
and a cooperating business improvement district of 
neighboring property owners.

After over a decade of planning and construction the park 
was reopened in the early nineties, and since that time the park has flourished.  BPRC took over management of the 
park, including hosting a wealth of events throughout the year, working with food vendors, and maintaining the 
landscape and facilities.  Through these efforts and ongoing funding from the business improvement district the 
park is now financially stable.  It is the largest effort in the nation to apply private management backed by private 
funding to a public park, and it has been a success with public, press, and nearby institutions.

Since the park was restored:
1

2

1

For further study see:

1 Bryant Park Raises Property Values and Tax Revenue - Bryant Park Blog
2 The Payoff from Parks - Urban Land Institute



Cost
$182 Million

Size

Annual
Visitors

New YorkThe High Line



elevated railroad trestle captured the 
imaginations of nearby residents Joshua David and 
Robert Hammond.  The pair organized Friends of the High 
Line to promote the High Line's preservation and reuse as 
public open space.  In addition to providing recreational 
opportunities residents and tourists alike, they argued 
that the project would increase the city’s tax revenues by 

local real estate values.

The project captured the public imagination through an 
engaging marketing campaign and earned the support of 
Mayor Bloomberg.  The High Line received over $100 million in funding from the City, as well as some funding from 
the state and federal government.  Friends of the High Line raised over $40 million dollars for the effort, as well as 

creation of a zoning area that fostered new residential and commercial development, boosted the local art district, 
and created more affordable housing.

Since the conversion took place:
1 

2

The city attributes $2 billion dollars in new economic activity to the construction of the High Line 

For further study see:
1 New York’s High Line Park: An Example of Successful Economic Development - GreenPlay
2 The High Line Effect - Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat
Changing Grid: Exploring the Impact of the High Line - Street Easy 



Cost

Size
1.4 Acres

Annual
Visitors
10 Million

Fort WorthSundance Square Plaza



Sundance Square Plaza had been in the 
works as part of Fort Worth’s urban plan-
ning since the 1980s, but the vision was 

collaboration of the city’s governmental 
and business leaders.

The project received significant funding from the Bass 
family in addition to tax revenues brought in through a 
TIF plan.  For over three decades the Bass family has been 
involved in revitalizing Downtown Fort Worth through 
the development of walkable, mixed use neighborhoods.

Their award winning efforts around the plaza have been 
hailed as “a vital, multi-use development, filled with 
offices, residences, shops, restaurants, and entertainment.”

The project has helped achieve:
-

dential units in Downtown Fort Worth during the plaza’s 
first six months of existence1

n within 
one block of the square since its construction

2

For further study see:
1 Sundance Square Plaza - Landscape Architecture

Foundation
2 Bass Money, Public Taxes Finance Sundance Square 

Development - Landscape Architecture Foundation

Tax Increment Financing (TIF) is defined as the 
ability to capture and use most of the 
increased local property tax revenues from 
new development within a defined geographic 
area for a defined period of time without ap-
proval of the other taxing jurisdictions. It is a 
tool that cities, counties, economic develop-
ment authorities (EDAs), port authorities, and 
housing and redevelopment agencies (HRAs) 
can use to spur private development.



Cost
$122 Million

Size

Annual
Visitors
1.2 Million

HoustonDiscovery Green



existence to the work of a partnership 
between local philanthropists and then 

mayor Bill White who saw the opportunity to create a 
significant public space where underused green space 
and parking lots once stood.

The Discover Green Conservancy was formed to oversee 
the development of the park, and is now responsible for 
ongoing fundraising and managing the day-to-day opera-
tions of the park, which hosts over 600 events yearly, 
including everything from concerts to yoga classes.

The Conservancy sought the help of Project for Public Spaces to lead the public visioning process in order to trans-
form the site into an urban oasis that serves as a gathering space and showcase of local talents.  Through an exten-
sive public process, PPS developed an inspiring concept for the park, which helped attract unprecedented levels of 
funding from private foundations and donors.  The park has caused significant investments to be made in the area 
around it.

Since the park was built:
1

announced, and the fourth block has been assembled as a site for a second convention hotel
2 4

For further study see:
1Houston is North America’s Placemaking Capital - Project for Public Spaces
2 Benchmark: Discovery Green - Project for Public Spaces
Upside of a Down Economy - Urban Land Institute

4 



Cost
$490 Million

Size

Annual
Visitors

Millenium Park Chicago



a tangle of railways, underutilized green 
space and parking lots into one of the 
largest green roofs in the country.  The 
park features gardens, ice skating, out-

door and indoor concerts, restaurants, festivals and fairs, 
fountains and water elements, and interactive public art, 
all available for free to visitors.  The park has become a 
compelling attraction for tourists and residents alike.

The project was financed by $220 million in private contri-
butions, and the city put $270 million in through a combi-
nation of TIF money and bonds backed by revenue from 
the 4,000 car underground parking garage.

The park’s  construction has:
1

For further study see:
1Millennium Park Effect - Edward K. Uhlir
2 Millennium Park - Landscape Architecture Foundation



Cost
$110 Million

Size

Annual
Visitors
1 Million

DallasKlyde Warren Park



-
nects downtown Dallas with the city's 
Uptown neighborhood.  Though it is built 
on a mere platform above the road, there is 

still enough soil to support a variety of trees and plantings 
along the pedestrian promenade.  The park also features a 
Great Lawn, pavilions, children’s playground, interactive 
water features, dog park, botanical garden, and numerous 
plaza and garden spaces. 

The Woodall Rodgers Park Foundation runs day-to-day 
operations, and the city is responsible for maintaining the platform upon which it all rests.  Programming includes 
free daily events such as yoga classes, family activities, and outdoor theater and concerts.

The Park was made possible through a public private partnership between the City of Dallas, the Texas Department 
of Transportation, the US Department of Transportation and the Woodall Rodgers Park Foundation.  The City of 

The park’s  construction is projected to:
e $91 million in annual tax revenues from increased land value and new projects due to the parks creation 1

For further study see:
1 Klyde Warren Park - Landscape Architecture Foundation



Cost
$20 Million

Size
1.6 Acres

Annual
Visitors
2Million

DetroitCampus Martius



transformed an imposing six-point inter-
section into a destination where hun-
dreds of events are held year-round.

The park is owned by the City of Detroit, 

organization that formed to commemorate Detroit’s 

entity for the park. The conservancy raised $8 million, 
Compuware and Ford donated $8 million, and the city 
contributed the remaining $4 million.

maintenance, operation, fundraising, and planning of the 
park under a long-term operating agreement with the City of Detroit, modeled after New York City’s Central 
Park Conservancy’s contract agreement.  The Project for Public Spaces was also involved in the design of the park.

Since the park was built:

1

catalyzed $700 million of investment into the area including the relocation of the $400 million Compuware 
building, which was reciprocally connected to the park’s development2

For further study see:
1Upside of a Down Economy - Urban Land Institute
2 The Power of A Park - Urban Land Institute



Cost

Size
2.7 Acres

Annual
Visitors
12 Million

PhiladelphiaDilworth Park



Dilworth Park is the front yard of Philadel-
phia's City Hall.  An unsuccessful plaza 
design in the 1970s resulted in a space that 
nearly everyone avoided.  After over a 
decade of work, the park was reopened in 

2014.  The project transformed the multi-level, hard-
surfaced plaza into an inviting green public space.  The 
project's success has turned heads and brought greater 
attention to the the role of public space in helping to 
revitalize downtown Philadelphia.

The unique nature of the space made for an diverse range 
of funding sources as the park is not only quite important 
in its relationship to City Hall, but also serves as a gateway 
to a major underground transit station.  Funding came 
from a variety of public and private sources including the 
city of Philadelphia, the state of Pennsylvania, the Federal Transit Administration's TIGER grant program, the city 

Center City District holds a 20 year lease on the property, and takes care of everything from landscape maintenance 
to event coordination.  Since their work also covers a much larger area of the greater downtown, the lease requires 
that funds raised at Dilworth park are reinvested there.

Since the park was restored:
“  1

For more information see:
1State of Center City - Center City District
Philly Gets a Stunning Remake for City Hall’s Front Yard - NextCity



Cost

Size
2000 Acres
of new parks

of trails

AtlantaThe Belt Line



In his 1999 graduate thesis, Ryan 
Gravel proposed a project concept 
that would connect neighborhoods 
with a new transit system that reused 

the old Atlanta “Belt Line” rail right of way, as well as create a 
series of new parks and spur trails. 

public transit, affordable housing, and economic develop-
ment, which immediately inspired the support of both the 
community and local leadership.  There are now four open 
trails, seven new parks, and over 2000 new affordable work-
force housing units.

BeltLine Inc. was formed to oversee implementation of the project, and they now have a strategic plan to achieve 

community to build general support for the project and achieve the social goals of the project.

The project is funded largely through the use of a special tax district, which channels increases in tax revenue to the 

obtained from federal sources, and other City capital funds from Parks, Watershed and Public Works, have played a 
critical role in moving the project forwards.

-
1

2

For further study see:
1 The BeltLine Emerald Necklace: Atlanta's New Public Realm - Trust for Public Land
2 Atlanta BeltLine



Resources

Project for Public Spaces
As the “Central hub of the global Placemaking movment” PPS has been deeply involved in planning a number 
of  projects and provides a wealth of resources for creating successful public spaces.

The following resources were vital to the creation of this piece, and contain a wealth of
information on the value of public space including case studies, research and analysis.

Landscape Architecture Foundation
LAF’s Landscape Performance series is an excellent source of information on the environmental, health, and eco-
nomic benefits of projects around the country, including parks, greenways, and other landscapes.

Trust for Public Land
TPL has published a series of reports for cities looking at the total economic impact of whole park systems which 
shows how investments in the public realm are multiplied in value by 4 to 10 times.

Conservation Tools
The Pennsylvania Land Trust’s Conservation Tools site has a great deal of information on topics ranging from 
land acquisition and financing to management practices, as well as summaries of a great deal of research.
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