



EM 13 Urban Green Spaces-Ecological Management Action Plan

        
EM-13– Urban Green Spaces

A.  OBJECTIVES

To encourage the creation and growth of wildlife habitats in urban areas, to provide additional recreational space for visitors and residents of the Estuary thereby improving the quality of life, to augment economic development, to improve urban flood control to reduce urban flooding from runoff, and to augment the natural processes that will help to improve air and water quality in the Estuary.
B. BACKGROUND

Many areas of south Louisiana are sparsely populated, lush and green.  The bayous in the Estuary are among some of the most naturally scenic and beautiful along the Gulf Coast.  In addition to their importance as navigation systems for the area, the bayous and waterways of south Louisiana contribute to the culture, ecology and economy of the region.  However, with modernization and growing populations, much of these natural areas are under stress or being lost, and the diversity of wildlife enjoyed in the region threatened.  This, in turn, impacts the complex and delicate ecosystem affecting air and particularly water quality, as well as hampers the tourism industry in this part of the state. 
Urban green spaces can serve multiple uses, including enhancing the natural beauty and overall attractiveness of urban areas, improving air and water quality, encouraging tourism and growth of local economies by enhancing the quality of life, as well as aiding in flood control.  Urban green space design that is incorporated into a drainage system, not only adds to the enjoyment of a natural setting, but can also help to clean and polish runoff before it is ultimately discharged into a receiving stream, thus improving the quality of the water in the stream.  Such facilities also serve as runoff storage which reduces urban flooding, while nourishing habitat within the urban setting.  
The runoff storage abilities of urban green spaces can also characterize small water gardens and other pervious spaces throughout the urban environment and can have application in places such as surface parking lots.  Not only do water gardens better handle runoff from these facilities, but they also tend to remove pollutants from the water that would otherwise be carried directly to receiving streams and add an attractive visual green space that breaks up the stark, unattractive appearance of most surface parking lots.  

Properly designed urban green spaces contribute considerably to the overall sustainability and resiliency of the community by not only reducing flooding, but by improving water quality as well.  As they clean and polish runoff they help to improve the water quality of the receiving streams which, more often than not, are Louisiana’s scenic bayous.  In doing so, they enhance the ability of these bayous to contribute to the preservation of various wildlife species, as well as our enjoyment through recreational pursuits of residents and visitors alike that may include fishing, boating, and swimming.  In this sense, urban green spaces also contribute directly to the economic health of our communities.

The development of urban green spaces that also function to store and clean urban runoff requires a high level of coordination among local government planning, engineering/drainage, and recreation agencies and private entities such as landscape design firms.  Such coordination is necessary because a properly functioning urban green space must consider how plant materials (trees, flowers, bushes, etc.), recreational facilities (nature trails, parks, etc.) and drainage must work together to produce the desired result.  The green space must retain enough water to promote growth of wetland species, yet allow for the storage of runoff during storm events so that water can be carefully “treated” within the green space before being released into the receiving stream.  Urban green spaces thus become an attractive and multi-functional alternative to stark, unattractive, concrete-lined drainage ditches. 
While the concept of urban green spaces is often included in the development of a community’s comprehensive plan, such facilities can be developed independently.  The multi-functional aspect of urban green spaces—recreation, quality of life, economic growth, flood protection, water quality improvement, and wildlife habitat enhancement—may allow capital funding to be pursued from multiple sources.  These outdoor areas allow residents to highlight their culture, the beauty of their natural resources, and the contribution of the land and waterways to the livelihood and lifestyles of their area.  Such aspects of the community can also be very attractive to visitors in addition to providing easy access to attractive water features in small and large communities.  Careful design and coordination will allow urban green spaces to also provide needed feeding and resting places for migrating birds and other wildlife.
C. DESCRIPTION

This action will encourage communities within the Estuary to plan for and development urban green spaces that feature native plantings, nature trails, parks, and water features incorporated into drainage systems and bayous, which provide wildlife habitats, recreational opportunities, runoff storage and cleaning and bank stabilization where appropriate.
D. LOCATION

Urban green spaces can be incorporated into virtually any urban drainage facility or waterway with careful planning, design, and engineering.  There is also an opportunity to incorporate specific features into underutilized urban green spaces that have a drainage element.  This concept can also be incorporated into the design of surface parking lots.  
E. LEAD AGENCY/RESPONSIBLE ENTITY

While individual municipalities and communities within the Estuary should take primary responsibility for the development of such urban spaces, the BTNEP should endeavor to encourage and lend its expertise to the design of such facilities.

F. TIMELINES and/or MILESTONES

Over the next 3 to 5 years, suitable locations for urban green spaces within communities in the Estuary should be able to be identified and designed.  A few of these should be able to be funded and constructed.  The first milestone, therefore, will be the identification of suitable locations for such facilities.  This should be accomplished within the first five years.  Afterwards, funds will need to be dedicated for design and engineering with construction funding sources to be identified soon after.
After construction funding has been identified and secured, some of these facilities should be able to be completed.  Given funding cycles, this may take an additional 10 to 15 years.  At the end of 15 years, there should be several urban green space facilities, as described herein, in communities in the Estuary.

G.  POSSIBLE RANGE OF COSTS AND SOURCES OF FUNDING

Depending on the level of complexity involved, location, and size of the urban green space, costs could range from thousands of dollars to hundreds of thousands of dollars, and possibly higher. The incorporation of such pervious design features into an urban surface parking lot adds only a relatively small amount into the overall cost of the parking lot.  Retrofitting in both cases would tend to be more expensive.

Funding sources for such facilities may include local capital budgets, state capital outlays, grants from such agencies such as the EPA, etc., and the RESTORE Act if the community is in a coastal parish eligible to receive such funds. Such projects could be eligible under one or more RESTORE funding categories. However, the use of RESTORE Act funds requires incorporation of the project into the parish’s Multiyear Implementation Plan which is submitted to the U.S. Treasury Department for pre-approval and a prescribed public comment period before final Treasury approval.  If the particular parish has already submitted and received approval for its Multiyear Implementation Plan, then it will need to be amended in order to be approved by Treasury using the same process.  

H. PERFORMANCE MEASURES

a. Possible Data Gathered

Measurement of the success and or performance of urban green space of the type envisioned here can be based on the number of visitors to the new facility and visitor surveys designed to collect data on use and acceptability in the community, likes and dislikes, etc.  In addition, after the facility has been constructed and in operation for at least 8 to 12 months, water quality samples downstream of the drainage course and in the receiving stream could be taken and compared to baseline data collected before the facility was constructed.  Surveys of facility visitors would be primarily of a qualitative nature since the facility is designed to enhance quality of life, but water quality surveys would be more quantitative.

b. Monitoring

i. Parties Responsible

Individual communities with guidance and assistance from BTNEP should take responsibility for the qualitative aspects of monitoring.

For the quantitative aspects of monitoring for these projects, agencies such as LDEQ, EPA, with BTNEP coordination should take responsibility

ii. Timetable for gathering data

Some of the quantitative data may already exist in the records of the state/federal agencies mentioned above.  The collection of new water quality data does not need to begin until after the project(s) have been constructed and in operation for at least one year.

The qualitative data gathering effort should begin after the project has been constructed and in operation for about 6 months.  The individual communities with assistance from BTNEP should hold public meetings to discuss the benefits of each project prior to construction during the planning process.

iii. How data is shared

Data collected (both quantitative and qualitative) for this effort should be shared with other communities thinking about constructing similar facilities.  The data should show the positive community benefits to quality of life and improvement to water quality in the area.

iv. Possible data gaps

It is not know if the collection of quantitative water quality data 12 months after the completion of such a project will show the intended improvements.  A longer time period may be required.  

v. If additional funding is needed

???


