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The Niehoff Urban Studio 2014 Workshop is dedicated to the study of Burnet Woods, an 
old urban forested park in the Uptown region of Cincinnati, Ohio.  Regional stakeholders 
including Cincinnati Mayor John Cranley, University of Cincinnati President Santa Ono, and 
Uptown Consortium are interested in determining ways to reinvigorate the park.  Under the 
direction of these stakeholders, a group of masters students studying community planning 
at the University of Cincinnati are researching specific environmental topics to improve the 
park.  The Cincinnati Park Board approached the School of Planning to request a workshop 
be held in Fall 2014.  This workshop is the outcome of their request, all final products will be 
showcased to the Park Board at the end of the semester.

After initial research, groups were assigned according to specific interests and expertise.  
The Commissioners of Seasonal Fun group decided to focus on how the four seasons can 
be used to enhance activity in the park.  Spatial elements were carefully investigated to 
encourage total park usage on a single visit.  Each group member picked a season and 
selected activities that could take place in the park for Cincinnati residents.  

Project Instructors:
• Dr. Vikas Mehta
• Frank Russell
• Dr. Palazzo Danilo
• Ana Ozaki

Commissioners of Seasonal Fun:
• John Gardocki
• Thomas Geldof
• AJ Knee
• Samantha Reeves

1.1 Values:

Fun: Promoting enjoyable, relaxing alternatives for all ages
Health: Increasing physical activity options within the park
Safety: Providing consistent activity and staffing in the park to deter criminal activities
Fiscal Responsibility: Revenue generating activities
Environmental Awareness: Preservation of park land including ecological species
Community: Pride in the park amenities

1.0 Executive Summary
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Values

Health

Safety

Fiscal
Responsibility

Environmental
Awareness

Community

Fun

Provide opportunities for 
di�erent forms of exercise 
and other health bene�ts 
such as stress reduction

Enhance users perceptions of 
the park by creating a safer 

environment for all 

Maintain and operate the 
park e�ectively and              

e�ciently with the �scal year 
budget

Provide opportunities for 
entertaining uses that        
persons of all ages can 

access in all seasons

Educate users of the           
ecological gem Burnet 

Woods provides Cincinnati

Invest in community pride by 
inviting users to participate 
in planned and un-planned 

activities 
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1.2 Project Development

Our vision is of a Burnet Woods utilized to its full potential while still maintaining 
its charm as an urban city park. We want to increase the amount of temporary 
and permanent activities available in the park throughout all four seasons of 
the Cincinnati climate.  We also want to improve and maintain infrastructure by 
implementing capital improvements which are: an electricity grid, a gateway 
amphitheater, an improved ranger station staffed by a park ranger, a high 
ropes course, and an observation tower. The seasonal activities, accompanied 
by infrastructure improvements, will provide opportunities to connect with the 
communities and stakeholders surrounding the park. The success of this plan is 
backed by the use of the park ranger to provide oversight to operations and 
programming in Burnet Woods. 

The goals are validated by a study researching issues in public parks and open 
space. As described in “Creating Better Parks and Open Space,” this study 
found the most serious issues to be:  inadequate maintenance; difficult access; 
design that doesn’t serve user needs; and deficient recreation programs 
(Berens and Leinberger, 1997). The same study found that the value that most 
individuals place on parks has to do with “softer” quality of life issues such as: 
recreational amenities; aesthetic contributions; educational opportunities; 
preservation; place making; as well as boosting morale and community pride. 
Our plan generates value more quickly and cost effectively than some other 
major design interventions might. This is in line with the theory of small change 
as conceived by Nabeel Hamdi. Small change is the process by which 
practical, mostly low budget, targeted interventions serve as catalysts for 
change, to improve the livelihoods of people and the life of a place (Burnell 
and Hamdi, 2013). While not all of our plan is low budget, our interventions are 
cost effective because they are revenue generators. By building on “softer” 
values initially, our plan can drive further investment in the park and act as a 
platform to drive the social and economic development that small change is 
all about. 

Our aim to increase usage of the park by creating workable spaces will 
increase movement throughout the entire are of the park. The seasonal 
activities and interventions will allow for a flow that will activate all four corners 
of Burnet Woods and draw people into the park. This will increase potential user 
awareness of the park, spike interest around the park in both potential and 
current users, and serve to increase the overall usage of the park. It will create 
a place of gathering and point of community pride. 



2.1 Goals and Objectives: 

 •Increase the amount of temporary and permanent activities available in the park   
   throughout the four seasons of the Cincinnati climate
 •Provide opportunities to connect with the communities and stakeholders surrounding   
   the park
 •Develop a staffing strategy for a Park Ranger to provide oversight to the parks    
   operations and programming

2.2 Vision:

 •Improve and maintain park infrastructure by implementing capital      
   improvements that can be utilized during various seasons
 •Promote healthy living through diverse recreation and leisure activities
 •Promote sense of community and pride
 •Nurture appreciation for natural resources
 •Promote educational opportunities 
 •Encourage interaction with nature
 •Collaboration with partners to create opportunities for stakeholders to     
   interact/support/invest in the park
 •Provide sustainable, accessible, and diverse activities 
 •Engage diverse communities

2.3 Project Statement:

 The Commissioners of Seasonal Fun recommends a Burnet Woods that is utilized to 
its full potential in all of the four seasons while still maintaining its charm as an urban city 
forested park.  Overall, the recommendations are consistent with the Cincinnati Park Boards 
mission which is “to conserve, manage, sustain, and enhance parks’ natural and cultural 
resources and public green-space for the enjoyment, enlightenment and enrichment of the 
Cincinnati community.”

The group has examined the effects the four seasons have on Cincinnati’s climate.  The 
recommendations provide capital investments that are able to be used in as many of the 
seasons as possible.  By creating workable space to be used for multiple activities, the group 
aims to increase overall usage. In this same effort, the group also aims to increase movement 
throughout the entire area of the park. In an effort to unite the park’s various components, 
the capital projects are designed with interconnectivity in mind.  Activation of space often 
entices people to experience all that is available.   

The group oriented its capital investment over big picture ideas that might seem unrealistic 
under the current funding structure.  This might be the case; however, Cincinnati has many 
stakeholders that could come together to invest in the parks system that generations to 
come with utilize.

2.0 Commissioners of Seasonal Fun 



2.4 Stakeholders:

The categories for stakeholders are:
1. Primary which includes all organizations and institutions that have a stake in the Uptown 
economy.
2. Secondary which includes all organizations and institutions that bring in employees and 
residents into Uptown which influence the economy.
3. Partners which are the local residents of the community and various community-centered 
organizations.

2.5 Visuals:

 1. Top five capital projects overlaying drawings
 2. Seasonal mapping collage 
 3. Observation Tower architectural drawings
 4. Amphitheater architectural drawings
 5. Ropes Course architectural drawings

2.6 Capital Projects

 1. Electrical Grid
 2. Amphitheater
 3. Observation Tower
 4. Ropes Course
 5. Park Ranger
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3.0 Electrical Grid

The Electrical Grid is a solution to a lack of circulation and safety perception 
issues along the established trails.  It will include a series of underground 
electrical wiring systems that will provide outlets at regular distances along 
specific sets of trails that have been laid out by the team.  Outlets will normally 
be accessed for lighting along trails at night; however, during special events, 
lighting can be removed or modified to allow for new and innovative ways to 
experience the trails.  It has an estimated capital cost of $1,000,000 for the initial 
construction.  Maintenance of the electrical lines and cost of energy are not 
included in the estimate.

Some examples of trail activities that utilizes the electrical grid include:
(1) Haunted Trails
(2) Holiday Light Show
(3) Nighttime Nature Walks and Laternenachts 
(4) Enhanced Lighting for Safety Measures

This project achieves the following values
(1)Community
(2)Fun
(3)Health
(4)Safety
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Electrical Grid

Holiday Lights Show

Park Lighting



4.0 Amphitheater

The Gateway Amphitheater is a solution to the currently unwelcoming 
entrance to the park from Ludlow Avenue as well as a way to engage the 
surrounding community.  It will be a low profile, wooden stage structure with 
natural wood benches set into the hillside.  The stage will be open to all cultural 
events including theatre, dance, presentations and demonstrations.  The stage 
will be active in all four seasons.  The Gateway Amphitheater will reactivate the 
connection between Burnet Woods and the Clifton Gaslight Business District.  It 
has an estimated capital cost of $150,000. 

Amphitheater Activities:
(1) Cultural Events
(2) Community Engagement/Gatherings 
(3) Musical Events

This project achieves the following group values:
(1)Community
(2)Fiscal Responsibility
(3)Fun
(4)Safety
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Amphitheater Drawing

Amphitheater in Burnet Woods



5.0 Observation Tower

The Observation Tower is aimed at providing a new and engaging experience 
to draw people to the park as well as provide an engaging way to teach users 
about seasonal changes.  This will be a wood frame structure with three levels 
aligning with the layers in the tree canopy.  The tower will be ADA compliant 
and 100% accessible. Informational sign-age will be placed around each 
landing that will educate users on seasonal effects on urban forests.  The top 
level will provide 360 degree views of the surrounding neighborhood including 
views of landmarks as far away as Mt. Airy, College Hill, Downtown Cincinnati 
and East Walnut Hills.  It has an estimated capital cost of $100,000. 

Observation Tower Activities:
(1) Photography
(2) Bird Watching
(3) Scenic Views

This projects achieves the following values:
(1)Community
(2)Environmental Awareness
(3)Fun
(4)Safety
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Observation Tower Drawing

Observation Tower in Burnet Woods



6.0 Ropes Course

The Ropes Course is a multi-challenge course for team development.  It will 
activate a currently little used portion of the park with activities aimed at 
bringing University of Cincinnati and other neighborhood school students to the 
park.  The Ropes Course is designed to add thrill and adventure to people’s 
lives as well as provide recreational opportunities not currently available in 
the immediate area.  Potential operations and management agreements are 
expected to be made with the University of Cincinnati, Cincinnati Recreation 
Commission, or other area athletics departments.  It has an estimated capital 
cost of $30,000-$40,000.  

Ropes Course Activities:
(1) Challenge Course
(2) Zip-Line
(3) Team-Building

This project achieves the following values:
(1)Community
(2)Health
(3)Fiscal Responsibility
(4)Fun
(5) Safety

West Virginia University is the model for the ropes course capital investment.  
They have been operating and maintaining a challenge course that was used 
at first for their first year students; but has progressed to be open to all students.  
The course is intended to promote student learning and development.  
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Ropes Course Drawing

Ropes Course Zip-line in Burnet Woods



7.0 Park Ranger

The Park Ranger is a solution to park activity promotion as well as providing 
a regularly accessible information and comfort station.  The current Trailside 
Nature Center will be upgraded to include offices and meeting spaces for 
the ranger.  The ranger will be tasked with soliciting proposals for activities in 
the park and finding funding solutions for park activities.  Many potential park 
activities will be net revenue generators for the park.  The ranger will be staffed 
by a neighborhood business improvement district which overlays the park.  It 
has an estimated capital cost of $40,000.  Yearly budgeting will be necessary to 
operate and maintain a permanent staff.

Park Ranger Activities:
(1) Nature Walks
(2) Environmental Education Programs
(3) Fireside Activities
(4) Program Management

This project achieves the following values:
(1)Community
(2)Fiscal Responsibility
(3)Fun
(4)Safety
(5)Environmental Awareness
(6)Health
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Trailside Ranger Station

Fireside Stories



Imagine a Season in the 
life of burnet woods



Imagine a Season in the 
life of burnet woods



Springtime will see all capital projects put to good use.  Our major path through 
the park in Spring will be the Tulip Walk.  This path originates on the University of 
Cincinnati campus and winds its way through various landscapes as it draws 
people into the bandstand area of the park.  Major park activities in Spring 
include Earth Day celebrations, fishing, passion plays, bird watching, plant sales, 
high ropes classes, and nature hikes.  School productions will make use of the 
amphitheater throughout the season. Users of the park will learn about annuals 
and perennials, the budding process of plants, and the pivotal role water plays 
in an ecosystem.

Seasonal Activities:
• Tulip Walk
• Earth Day Celebration
• Fishing
• Bird Watching
• Ropes Course
• Nature Hikes
• School Productions/Plays

8.0 Spring 



19

Tulip Walk

Ropes Course Challenges

Brookline Market Space



9.0 Summer 

Summer will be the most active season for local activities.  Our major pathway 
through the park will be along the electrical grid.  Prairie and grassland walks 
will be hosted by the Cincinnati Parks Department and managed by the 
ranger.  The ropes course will be open for full public consumption.  Health fairs, 
scavenger hunts, 5ks, craft vendors, and summer festivals will keep the Brookline 
Market area active all season.  Concert series at the bandstand and gateway 
amphitheater will keep the park active well into the evening.  Observatory 
viewing at the Trailside Ranger Station will also be a common feature in 
summertime.

According to a Facebook post by the President of CliftonFest Partners LLC, 
there were 10,000 attendees to Cliftonfest this year. An event like this is the 
perfect opportunity to pull people into the park at the corner of Clifton and 
Ludlow through our gateway amphitheater. 

According to a press release by the public library, the Clifton Branch Library was 
the 23rd busiest branch in the system and ran over 300 programs, attended by 
over 6,000 people, in 2012. Imagine how many of those users could be enticed 
into the park when the new location of the library is established right across the 
street from our planned farmers and craft market at “The Brookline Market.” 

Seasonal Activities:
• Prarie and Grassland Walks
• Ropes Course
• Health Fair/ Craft Vendors
• Scavenger Hunt
• Brookline Market
• Concert Series
• Carnival
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Bumper Cars at the Carnival

Carnival Rides

Community Health Fair



Autumn is when the park comes alive.  With two paths through the park, the 
trails will be fully activated all season.  In the northern part of the woods, a 
haunted trail will provide a fun experience all night long and act as a great 
revenue generator.  In the southern part of the park, hay rides will take families 
through the grassy areas showing kids the beautiful colors of this season.  
The observation tower will be highly informative this season with view of the 
changing colors in the tree canopy.   Fall semester students engaging the ropes 
course will be treated to the colors in a new and exciting way on the zip line.  
Later in the season, fireside stories will be held at the Trailside Ranger Station.  
Diversity Village could be a yearly activity that will exhibit multiple types of 
“pop-up” villages from around the world to show how different cultures live or 
have lived.  It is intended to be a family fun activity that is educational.

Seasonal Activities:
• Hiking Trails
• Haunted Trail
• Hay Rides
• Fall Photography
• Ropes Course
• Fireside Stories
• Diversity Village

10.0 Fall
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Diversity Village: TipiDiversity Village: 

Diversity Village: Japanese Temple

Diversity Village: African Huts

Haunted Woods



Winter will be filled with all sorts of new and exciting activities.  From ice skating 
on the pond, to ice sculpture competitions, and a new manicured sledding 
hill, there will be plenty to do.  The Brookline Market will host a Christkindlmarkt 
and carol singers will activate the bandstand through the season.  Our main 
pathway through the park will be a new and exciting holiday light show.  Using 
the electrical grid, people will be able to experience the magic of a winter 
wonderland in the middle of the city.  Fireside stories will continue through 
winter to provide a fun way to warm up on cold days.  The Trailside Ranger 
Station will also serve hot cocoa and function as a warming station for ice 
skaters.

Seasonal Activities:
• Ice Skating
• Ice Sculpture Competitions
• Sledding Hill
• Christkindlmarkt
• Caroling at the Bandstand
• Holiday Light Show
• Fireside Stories
• Enhanced use of Trailside Ranger Station
• Winter Photography

11.0 Winter
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Ice Skating

Christkindl Market

Sledding



12.0 Seasonal & Capital Recommendations



13.0 Conclusion and Next Steps
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Seasonal Wrap-Up:

The intent of providing new opportunities for enhanced programming is evident 
within the seasonal recommendations as well as the capital project investments 
that the group is suggesting.  All of the activites within the park either fall into 
capital projects or operations and maintenance projects category.  Capital 
projects would be budgeted from private contributions; while the O&M projects 
typically would come from the Park Board fiscal year budget.  

Further work must be completed within the Cincinnati Park Board and local 
stakeholders to figure out which items might be attainable within suggested 
timeframes.  The three timeframes we are suggesting are 1-2 years, 3-5 years, 
and 6-10 years.  These are based upon the funding achievements we belive 
can be attained with philanthropy contributions or an increase in park funding.

While we understand that the project is just a model, we belive that the 
work completed is likely to be seen by the public as one that could be 
implemented  in stages with public approval of each capital project.  Some 
of the projects might not be approved which is understandable.  FIrst and 
foremost, we want the public to approve of any changes that might be made.  

Commissioners of seasonal fun

Imagine a Season in the life of burnet woods
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