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Figure 6  Millennium Park, Chicago. Jointly funded by City of Chicago and private donors at a cost of around $470 million, opened in 2004 
(Photograph by Alan Tate, October 2013).
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While parks like the entirely privately-funded Paley Park (completed in 1967) – a standout project that 

signalled a flickering return of faith in the liveability of American cities (Fig. 8), and the High Line – 

commenced in 2004 – whose maintenance is 90% privately-funded, are extreme examples, they represent 

a recurrent pattern of politicians outsourcing the funding of nominally public facilities and, very possibly, 

decreasing their democratic qualities.  Although private funding can promote public engagement with parks, 

there is also the risk of park managers feeling obliged to cater to the tastes of major funders.  There is, for 

instance, a strong sense of corporate presence in Millennium Park, Chicago, where the $200 million from 

private donors paid for above-ground features like the AT&T Plaza, the Pritzker Pavilion, and the BP Bridge.

Then there are stories like the ‘Sheffield Street Tree Massacre’, in reputedly the ‘greenest’ city in Europe. 

Outsourcing under a 25-year Private Finance Initiative (PFI) has enabled a multi-national company to profit 

from the removal of mature street trees that it deems to be ‘damaging’ to roads and sidewalks (Sheffield 

Tree Action Group).  Meanwhile, city-marketing (in pursuit of the ‘Bilbao effect’) leads to public investment 

in high-profile projects (like the Parc de la Villette in the 1980s and most Olympic Games since World War 

II) while the ‘Graph of Doom’ (showing an increasingly aged population being supported on finite local 

government budgets) leads to the deterioration of public parks, particularly in poorer areas.  It also leads to 

parks becoming a political issue, as illustrated by the OURS (Outdoor Urban Recreation Spaces) campaign in 

Winnipeg, Canada.  That campaign, commenced in 2011, seeks to make provision and management of public 

space a focal issue in municipal elections in order to leverage funding for them.

The impact of reduced public funding for parks and public spaces is exacerbated by the fact that cuts in 

park budgets manifest themselves relatively slowly and do not have immediate political repercussions.  But 

there are optimistic signs of a possible approach to these issues with the example of Newcastle-upon-Tyne 

establishing, in November 2017, with guidance from the National Trust, a charitable trust to manage their 

parks.  This does have to be viewed, however, in the perspective of the city’s parks budget having been cut 

by 90% over the preceding seven years (City of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 2018).  This kind of financial structure 

negates the long-term need to see parks as an integral part of cities and to see cities as an integral part of 

wider natural systems – as cultural capital rather than window-dressing for commercial facilities.

Conclusion

This paper has shown that the principal motivations for funding the development of public parks generally 

have a political dimension.  Inevitably, the form that they have taken has reflected these considerations.  

The paper also illustrates the difficulty of maintaining parks through public funds alone in the 

twenty-first century.

The principal political purposes for the creation of public parks have been:

–– reducing civil unrest (e.g. Englischer Garten in Munich, Haussmann and Alphands’ parks in Paris)

–– as part of city-marketing (e.g. Central Park in New York, Plan of Chicago, Kansas City parks and boulevards 

and, latterly, Structural Vision: Amsterdam)

–– general recreation and health of people in industrial cities, and preparing young men for war (e.g. municipal 

parks in Britain in the wake of concern about ‘physical deterioration’ of urban males)

–– creating work at times of depression (e.g. Bryant Park, New York and Amsterdamse Bos)

–– making beneficial use of post-industrial sites that might otherwise remain dangerously contaminated 

(e.g. Landschaftspark Duisburg-Nord and Westergasfabriek).
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Figure 7  Paley Park, New York. Privately-funded public park, opened in 1967 and completely refurbished to the same design in 1999 (Photograph by Marcella Eaton, November 2011)
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It is clearly becoming more challenging to support parks in North America and western Europe from public 

funds alone, particularly in countries that have ageing populations that also have to be supported from 

public funds.  Increased dependence on private funding of parks becomes inevitable and, with it, increased 

responsiveness to donor interests, whether they are entrepreneurs like rock concert promoters or local 

property owners who recognise the symbiosis between parks and property values, often co-opting parks as 

instruments of gentrification, thereby driving out the very people for whom the parks were intended.

Furthermore, with their substantial biotic component, parks require regular, recurrent attention in order to 

maintain their health – as do humans.  Latterly, human health providers have developed greater appreciation 

of the physical and psychological benefits of time spent in local green space.  And that remains a major 

argument for the future funding of urban parks – so that they may continue to be adequately funded and 

are thus able to maintain their design integrity while being places that allow people to escape their daily 

routines without leaving town.
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