Landfills Become Landscapes:
The American Park Revolution

Dan Treadaway, Associate Editor of American City & County

As a great number of landfills are
closed, American cities and counties
are looking more seriously at con-
verting the space into park and
recreation areas.

B ack in the 1960s and 1970s, the
Chicago suburb of Evanston,
111, had a difficult problem: finding
badly needed space to locate park
and recreation facilities in the densely
populated area bordering Lake
Michigan. Land values in the city are
high, and because of the large popu-
lation tracts of land big enough to
accommodate parks never became
available.

To solve this dilemma, Evanston
used a resource usually regarded as a
liability: the municipal landfills. To
date, the city, whose 75,000 residents
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reside on nine square miles, has built
three parks on top of closed
landfills.This practice not only saved
the city the cost of acquiring land
(which, in Evanston, is not available
in any case), but also converted an
eyesore into an attractive and func-
tional landscape.

Evanston, however, is not the only
municipality that has faced this
problem. Cities and counties across
the nation are being challenged by a
growing demand for parks and
recreational facilities, coupled with
little or no funding to acquire land for
them. Most large wooded areas are
located too far from heavily popu-
lated areas to be of use to urban
residents, yet few urban environ-
ments, such as Evanston, have
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enough land to build new parks in
convenient locations.

This dilemma is being accompa-
nied by another difficult problem for
local governments: the closing of a
large number of landfills. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) estimates that 6,000 landfills
will reach their capacity and close
by 1992.

While both these situation are
causing plenty of headaches for local
leaders, they also present an opportu-
nity to devise creative solutions.
Converting closed landfills into park
and recreational areas is one solution
cities and counties have been using at
an increasing rate during the past
several years.

While local governments have
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been turning landfills into parks for
the 15 to 20 years, only in the past
few years have a significant number
turned to this option. Because the
individual states are responsible for
issuing landfill permits, federal
agencies such as the EPA have no
precise data on how many local parks
in the United States originally were
landfills. However, many parks and
recreation and solid waste disposal
experts agree that the number has
been large enough in recent years to
make landfilltopark conversion a
significant trend.

Converting landfills to parks “has
become a very common practice,”
says Lanny Hickman, executive
director of the Government Refuse
Collection and Disposal Association.
“It’s one of the features that will help
sell a landfill” to nearby residents
who might oppose it.

“As a nation, we are producing an
ever increasing amount of solid
waste, while at the same time, there is
a decreasing number of sites available
for creation of new parks,” says Barry
Tindall, director of public policy for
the National Recreation and Park
Association. “Inasmuch as these are
trends, secondary uses, such as
conversion to parks, follow as
parallel trends. I keep hearing
enough references made to landfills
being converted to parks that, if
itis not a trend, it is certainly a
highly popular, technically feasible
land use.”

Don Wirth, Evanston’s director of
Parks, Recreation and Forestry, says a
35 acre park in the city is the result of
a decision made in the 1960s when
the landfill under it was opened. The
$1 million park, built in the late 1970s
and the third in Evanston to be
converted from a landfill, features
small hills for sledding and tobog-
ganing, a soccer field, basketball and
tennis courts, a playground, a small
shelter with restrooms, and a 28-

space parking lot.

Wirth says a two-foot clay barrier
was placed on top of the landfill’s
garbage to create an impenetrable
surface. The park’s only shelter also is
well ventilated to prevent concentra-
tions of methane gas from forming,

a situation that can lead to an
explosion.

sale of methane in the landfill gas.
The methane also will be used to
generate electricity for the park.
Levin says when the park is com-
pleted, it will feature equestrian
activities, and nature appreciation
and educational activities. Included
are areas for picnicking and open rec-
reation; trails for horseback riding,

Cities and counties across the nation are being c@lenged by a
growing demand for parks and recreational facilities.

“It would have been impossible for
us to site new parks and acquire the
land,” says Wirth. “Converting the
landfills into parks was the only way
we had to create park and recreation
areas.”

Florida is another area where
landfills are becoming parks at a
healthy pace. One solid waste man-
agement and engineering company
alone currently is working on six
landfill-to-park projects in four
Florida counties. Miami-based Post,
Buckley, Schuh & Jernigan also has
recently responded to a request for
qualifications for providing the same
services for six closed landfills in
Jacksonville, Fla.

Additionally, the firm is closing a
130-acre landfill in Broward County,
Fla. Sam Levin, assistant manager of
the company’s Solid and

Hazardous Waste Division, says
the first phase of the Broward County
project includes closing a sanitary
landfill, trash landfill and sludge
lagoon, which is a Superfund clean-
up site.

The second phase of the project
includes building a park on the
closed site, Landfill closure includes
selection of a capping technique
designed to minimize infiltration of
rainfall, while also being compatible
with a park. The design includes a
landfill gas collection system with
special emphasis on recovery and

walking, bicycling, jogging and
fitness training; areas for fishing and
boating; and scenic overlooks from
one of the highest points in South
Florida.

While converting landfills to parks
is revered for eliminating unsightly
landfills and making wise use of
space, it also can spur economic
growth in a floundering community.

This was the case in Southwest
Charlotte, N.C., where the city, along
with a local engineering firm, Woolp-
ert Consultants, transformed a mu-
nicipal landfill into the York Road
Renaissance Community Park. The
park includes an 18-hole golf course
with driving range, putting greens
and clubhouse, a 17-court tennis
center and clubhouse, five illumi-
nated softball fields and four lighted
soccer fields.

Charlotte Parks Superintendent
Thomas McDermott says the new
park and a new adjacent coliseum are
encouraging ecomonic growth in the
once stagnant area. McDermott says
the new facilities have attracted a
number of businesses and caused
land values to increase.

Woolpert also is working on a
massive landfill-to-park project in
Prince George’s County, Md. just
outside Washington, D.C. The
county’s former 220-acre sanitary
landfill has been closed and trans-

Continued on Page 26

RIGHT OF WAY/OCTOBER 1989 25




Landfills Become Landscapes
Continued from Page 25

formed into outdoor recreational
facilities, bicycle and hiking trails and
a custom contoured amphitheater.
The project is expected to help
revitalize the surrounding area.

The firm prepared plans for four
former landfill sites in the Ohio
cities of Westerville, Moraine,
Springfield and Newton. All four
projects, which included athletic
fields, picnic shelters, biking paths,
basketball courts and other features,
made a significant contribution to
sparking economic growth in their
communities.

POTENTIAL PROBLEMS

Although landfilltopark projects
can be a catalyst for economic growth
and generally have excellent environ-
mental safety records, there are
several problems that can develop if
strict guidelines are not followed in

closing the landfill and constructing
the park. One of the most common is
the emission of methane gas from the
landfill. If the gas becomes too heav-
ily concentrated in a small area, an
explosion can result.

“Methane gas is only dangerous
when it is contained in a closed
structure,” says Gary Stewart, an
associate partner with Woolpert
Consultants and project manager for
the Charlotte park. “In an open
environment, it is not dangerous.”

To Avoid these problems, most
parks converted from landfills are
equipped with methane gas collec-
tion systems. The gas often is sold to
a local utility which uses it to gener-
ate electricity.

Settling of the garbage in a landfill
also can be a difficult problem, caus-
ing the park’s ground to shift. Ste-
wart says settling usually is not a
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problem in picnic areas and open
spaces, but can do a great deal of
damage to buildings and paved sur-
faces. He advised against construct-
ing any major buildings and paved
surfaces, including tennis and basket-
ball courts, directly on top of fill
areas.

Even the bestdesigned landfills
may require ongoing maintenance
contfrol to counteract the effects of
settling. Dale Larson. assistant
director of Parks, Recreation and
Libraries for Phoenix, Ariz., says that
buildings constructed on top of fill
areas need to be secured with pilings
driven into the ground at very high
pressures and compaction, making
the structure “almost an island.”

Another possible area of concern
involves trees planted on soil cover-
ing a landfill. Allen Geswein, an EPA
environmental engineer, says that if a
landfill is closed with a cap that is not
impermeable, tree roots cam pene-
trate the cap. “The trees tend to die
when methane gas suffocates their
roots,” he says.

During construction of the second
Evanston park, trees were planted
directly into landfill material. “This
caused many of them to experience
extremely slow or stunted growth,
while others remained in generally
poor health, or simply died,” Wirth
says. During construction of its next
park over a landfill, extra soil and
plant materials were added to protect
the trees, which did grow properly.

Perhaps the most disturbing
potential hazard with landfill-to-park
conversion is the possibility that
hazardous or toxic wastes were
placed in the landfill before it was
closed. Ed Repa, deputy director of
waste disposal programs for the
national Solid Waste Management
Association, says that before the 1979
Resource Conservation and Recovery
Act, a lot of hazardous waste was co-
mingled with municipal solid waste,
making the transformation of such
sites into parks more difficulty and
expensive.




“New engineering technologies
have been able to turn hazardous
sites into parks and even housing de-
velopments,” says Repa. It can done,
but at what cost? The problem of
hazardous wastes is much more
significant with older landfills than
with those opened after 1979. “With
some of the older, poorly run
landfills, the end use was not as
important a consideration as simply
finding a suitable landfill site,” he
says..

“The main thing you have to
worry about is what’s been put into
(the landfill) before,” says Tindall.
“Some sites are quite old and predate
the modern, stricter controls over
toxics.” He says there are some state
parks where as much as six inches of
soil has had to be added to the
existing cover because of hazardous
waste concerns.

“There have been some places

where recreational uses have been
encouraged that are risky,” says
Tindall. “There are probably public
recreation areas and parks that
shouldn’t be on those (former
landfill) sites, but they just aren’t

jumping out at us as a problem.”

PuBLIC PERCEPTIONS

The possibility of hazardous
wastes having been buried under the
park may be the landfill-to-park issue
that concerns the public the most.
“There is far more public concern
(connected with landfill-to-park
conversion) over illegal toxic dump-
ing than any other related
issue,” Tindall says. He adds there
should be broadly understood public
assurances that a landfill site is safe
for park conversion well before con-
struction.

Repa does not believe the guaran-
tee of a park as and end use for a pro-
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posed landfill can mitigate long-
standing public opposition to them.
“The NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard)
syndrome is so strong, and people
have become so anti any waste
facility, that nothing you do will help
overcome that, no matter what the
proposed end use,” he says

Levin says, however, that citizens
usually welcome the idea of building
a park over a landfill. “This works
beautifully with the public, “he says
“They are happy to see what would
otherwise be wasted space put to
good use.”

“These parks have been used just
as much as we had expected,” says
Wirth, “just as any other park in
Evanston would have been used. I
have seen no documented evidence,
nor have I heard any comments about
public reluctance to use the parks
because they were built on landfills.
One reason for that probably was our
work with the Illinois EPA, which
monitored the parks for a number of
years and reviewed all our plans and
specifications.”

A golf course built over a landfill
in Phoenix has 110,000 rounds of golf
per year played on it. Larson says
that figure surpasses that of a private
golf course in the city, rated as one of
the top in the country.

“We’ve had no problem with
public opposition to our park sites
built on landfills,” says Stewart. “It’s
not really a cause for public concern
anymore because better laws make it
harder for landfills to be used. There
are strict criteria for governments to
follow, such as constant checks on
groundwater supplies.”

Stewart says that while the vast
majority of landfill-to-park projects
are successful and be believes even
more projects will be constructed in
the future, great care should be taken
when evaluating a landfill with
eventual park construction in mind.
“By no means should we convert
every landfill into a park. Every site
should be checked thoroughly on an

Continued on Page 36
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What's The Use?

Continued from Page 33

The scientific community left the
idea of certainty behind 50 years ago.
Both the location of an electron as of
a specific time (a rather small bit of
real estate) and the prospect of life in
other galaxies are measured in terms
of probabilities. The budding social
science of appraisal needs to adapt
its concepts as well so that its models
reflect reality.
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Continued from Page 27
individual basis. We're not going out
and promoting this to communities,
but where it does make sense, it
should be strongly considered
because there will always be a need
for park space.

“I hope what will eventually
happen is that the maximum number
of (landfill) sites possible will be
examined for their recreation poten-
tial,” Stewart says. “The first test of
this potential is whether the present
demand is there, or whether local
officials are able to predict future
demand.”

“There are some parks out there
whose designers didn’t plan for
methane gas collection.” says Hick-
man. “There are some who had no
understanding of settling. But if they
plan ahead, there really shouldn’t be
a problem with these issues.”

A combination of rising land
values and a growing population and
their need for recreational activities,
may force more local governments to
turn an unpopular necessity into an
attractive asset. As stricter regula-
tions and new technology make
landfill-to-park conversion more
feasible and popular, planning ahead,
as Evanston did in the 1960s, is one
way cities and counties are participat-
ing in the American park revolution.
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Finally, the court reversed the trial
court’s determination that laches
barred Hay's action. It was very
possible that applications by Hay
earlier than 1986 would have been
futile, considering the sewer needs of
Andover during that time. Since Hay
did show at trial that sewer access
and needs have changed, the court
reasoned that Hay should be allowed
to pursue his claim for immediate
sewer connection.
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