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“There are only three cities in the world; 

  Holyoke, 
  

    Paris, and New York.”
    —Belle Skinner, American businesswoman
     circa 1900
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Holyoke, Massachusetts, has a rich history, with 
the distinction of  being one of  the first planned 
industrial cities in the U.S. As its industry grew, 
Holyoke became known as the Paper City due to 
its leadership in paper manufacturing. In its heyday, 
Holyoke was a leader in industrial innovation and 
economic prosperity. After industrial out-migration, 
and due to a lack of  economic diversity, the city has 
endured steady economic decline for many years.  
 
Today, Holyoke residents envision a new future. 
The Holyoke Office of  Planning and Economic 
Development is collaborating with regional and 
state agencies to establish Holyoke as a regional 
economic hub. Holyoke’s Innovation District 
(HID) was initiated in 2009 with the development 
of  the Massachusetts Green High Performance 
Computing Center (MGHPCC). This center, which 
provides computing power to many institutions 
in the region, is the pioneer project of  the HID, 
laying the foundation for other projects to enter 
the innovation “ecosystem” that is being promoted. 
City planning officials see the HID as a means to 
attract creative and innovative talent into the city. 
 
The term “innovation” has many definitions. In this 
document, it is not limited to high-tech or high-end 
industries; rather, it includes incorporating existing 
talents and grass-roots projects to create new ideas 
and creative solutions. 

A premise of  this IdeaBook is that innovation can 

come from within a community, rather than being 
solely imported from outside. In addition, outside 
talent may be attracted to the culture of  creativity 
and innovation that Holyoke develops. 

Some in Holyoke are using placemaking, a process 
of  turning physical spaces into meaningful places 
as a tool to foster innovation. Placemaking is 
consistent with the homegrown form of  innovation 
envisioned here, because it can provide a platform 
for people to engage with their community and 
create a sense of  ownership through interacting 
with fellow community members. The rich cultural 
heritage of  Holyoke provides the city with an 
abundance of  opportunities to create distinct 
and vibrant places within the HID. Providing the 
necessary resources to cultivate ideas and embrace 
entrepreneurial energy may be the catalyst for 
change in Holyoke, allowing a transition from an 
industrial past to an innovative future.
 
This Placemaking IdeaBook examines the 
innovative placemaking successes of  other 
cities, and suggests how grass-roots, bottom-up 
placemaking could be successful in Holyoke.
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The principles of  placemaking presented here were 
developed to fit the needs of  Holyoke. They are 
customized to capitalize on the city’s physical and 
social assets to create an innovative environment. 
The principles are a set of  strategies that could be 
used in planning and design to: 
• engage the community, 
• accommodate many different users, 
• advocate for creative expression, 
• build on existing cultural resources, 
• incorporate cultural heritage, 
• promote walking and biking, 
• make places safe and secure, 
• create a strong sense of  place, and 
• provide opportunities for education and skills 

training.

The residents of  Holyoke are a diverse community, 
with an abundance of  resources and talents. If  
properly understood and engaged, these human 
resources can help transform downtown Holyoke 
into a vibrant economic center. Because of  this, the 
principles of  placemaking put a strong emphasis on 
nurturing existing creative individuals, organizations, 
and projects in the city. 

Using ecological succession and natural ecosystems 
as a model for placemaking in Holyoke is one way 
to understand how urban spaces can develop and 
evolve through time.  

Forests, for example, are regularly affected by 
disturbances on various scales, from lightning strikes 
to invasive species infestations. After disturbances, 
pioneer species are able to capitalize on the 
conditions and vacancies created by the disturbance. 
Once the pioneers have established themselves, the 
intermediate species are able to build upon what the 
pioneers have established. As the intermediates take 
hold, more diverse species begin to grow, creating a 
dynamic equilibrium that tends to be resilient, and 
can balance the affects of  future disturbances.

The placemaking strategies within this IdeaBook 
follow the framework established by this ecological 
metaphor. Existing “pioneer” projects and initiatives 
are highlighted, and a logical evolution of  proposed 
placemaking ideas builds from these early efforts. 
Over time, this succession can lead towards an 
innovation ecosystem that can improve the quality 
of  life in Holyoke.

PLACEMAKING principles An ECOLOGICAL metaphor
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Six placemaking strategies, or themes, are presented here, 
each of  which represents a different potential sequence 
(or succession) through which the city could build from 
existing resources and support and enhance innovation. 
The placemaking strategies, which interact and overlap, 
are:

ART & CREATIvE ExPRESSION
The placemaking ideas in this theme are aimed 
at encouraging the residents of  Holyoke to 
explore additional ways of  creative expression. 
This can lead to an environment where art is 
an important part of  the city’s landscape, and 
helps create meaningful civic landmarks.

POP-UPS TO PERMANENT
This thread also taps into the existing creative 
energies of  the community. It supports the 
growth of  permanent businesses and other 
institutions in Holyoke through nurturing 
experimental pop-up enterprises.

MOBILITY & CONNECTIONS
Improving the pedestrian and cyclist experience 
in Holyoke can create more incentives for non-
vehicular traffic, could be a powerful tool for 
community-building, and eventually become 
connections or links within a regional greenway 
system.

URBAN AGRICULTURE
Community gardens in Holyoke have been an 
important forum for community engagement. 
The urban agriculture strategy examines the 
efficacy of  these gardens, and develops new 
ideas for the Innovation District that build on 
these efforts. 

CONNECTING TO THE WATER
Though Holyoke developed largely because 
of  the Connecticut River, residents lack 
convenient access to this impressive natural 
feature. This theme examines how placemaking 
along the canal system and riverfront could 
help create a strong sense of  place, and 
empower the community.

ECOLOGICAL REPAIR
Holyoke’s existing brownfield sites could 
open opportunities to explore innovation 
remedating strategies. Bioremediating 
contaminated sites left by factories and 
restoring them into community spaces could 
lead to new environmental industries, creating 
a new workforce while helping restore urban 
ecological health.

PLACEMAKING strategies
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Innovation is an old story in Holyoke. 
Being one of  the first planned industrial 
cities in America, it was at the forefront of  
cutting-edge engineering and manufacturing 
innovations.

The physical remains of  that industrial 
economy remain in Holyoke. An elaborate 
and distinctive canal system flows through 
downtown, creating a physical connection to 
the Connecticut River, and old mill buildings 
and factories stand as reminders of  the past. 

But Holyoke’s history of  innovation is 
different from its innovative future. City 
planners are anticipating an economic shift 
away from a stalled manufacturing-based 
economy to a knowledge-based economy. 

The city was designed for industrial use, and 
the canals and gridded streets were successful 
at meeting the needs of  manufacturers and 
industrial developers, providing them with 
a foundation for growth. But Holyoke’s 
manufacturing-based economy has proven 
to be unreliable since many industries moved 
away, and left the city in a state of  economic 
downturn.  

After years of  losing businesses and 
talent following the industrial decline, city 
officials are now looking to local talent, and 
developing a new economy based not on 
natural resources, but intellectual resources 
and creativity. Many hope that the innovation 
economy will be a way for Holyoke to 
cultivate and attract talented individuals and 
businesses into its downtown center, in an 
area called the Holyoke Innovation District.  

ENVISIONING AN INNOVATION ECONOMY
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The city government’s new economic 
approach, based on diversified initiatives 
and creative problem-solving, aims to create 
resiliency in the face of  future economic 
changes.

An innovation economy can attract talent 
from the outside, but it can also develop 
and nurture the talent already within the 
city. This is especially relevant to Holyoke, 
since developing talent from within not only 
improves the economic conditions of  the 
city, it also could be the vehicle for positive 
social change.

In support of  an innovation economy, city 
officials can expand efforts to embrace 
creative and cultural resources, offer 
educational opportunities, provide spaces 
for collaboration, and create a healthy 
environment that supports and nurtures 
innovative and creative problem-solvers.

The purpose of  this IdeaBook is to provide 
a vision for what an innovation economy in 
Holyoke could look like. Many other cities 
around the country are also designating 
innovation districts, and much can be learned 
from their successes and failures.  But each 
city has its own character, with its own 
resources, distinctive qualities, and history.  

Holyoke is a unique city, and its innovation 
economy will look and feel differently from 
other cities. This document highlights the 
existing creative and innovative projects 
already underway in Holyoke, and shows 
how these grass-roots projects could grow 
into larger, more robust, and more resilient 
projects that will be a vehicle for positive 
change in Holyoke.

CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  ENVISIONING AN INNOVATION ECONOMY 5



DEFINING INNOVATION IN HOLYOKE

Innovation may be defined in many ways, 
but this document proposes that it not be 
understood as solely expensive, high-tech, 
or high-end. Instead, innovation can evolve 
naturally from the small and slow projects 
that have already been pioneered in Holyoke, 
sometimes through considerable hardship.  

These existing efforts have taken the form 
of  community organizations that are active 
“on the street,” individual entrepreneurs who 
start in kitchens and basements, or in small 
educational advancements of  the younger 
generation. Richard Florida, a theorist on 
creative economies, describes innovation 
as “not merely a process of  technological 
invention, but also a process of  organizing 
and mobilizing talent” (2005, 18).

In this IdeaBook, innovation is proposed 
not as top-down, imposed, or heavily 
planned. Instead, it could grow from the 
vibrant culture of  people who are already in 
Holyoke. 

A common byproduct of  many urban 
renewal programs, especially those centered 
around innovation-based economic 
development, is gentrification. To be truly 

sustainable, innovation in Holyoke should 
not cause the institutions that are already 
there to be replaced by enterprises more 
conventionally seen as innovative.  

Innovation can support the local economy 
without displacing the current residents. It 
has the potential to empower those people 
to build a stronger economy and community. 
As Mayor Alex Morse acknowledged, “the 
revitalization of  our downtown depends on 
the energy of  the people who live there and 
love our city, not merely the buildings that 
line the streets... Growing our population 
must entail keeping people in Holyoke, not 
forcing them out” (Plaisance 2012).

City officials have the opportunity to 
be leaders in economic and community 
development through strategies that generate 
and attract innovations. The geographer 
Myrna Breibart that “ten years down the 
road, Holyoke may well have the capacity to 
share useful lessons about a post-industrial 
regeneration that supports a multi-
dimensional and vibrant creative economic 
base” (Breibart 2013).
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 in Holyoke should be seen as anything that is new and 
  actively involves the 
   community 
   in building a 
    creative economy and 
    contributes to 
     environmental sustainability.

INNOVATION 

Future climate instability poses new challenges 
for the city, and innovative solutions are required 
to address these unprecedented environmental 
problems.

Innovation can inspire 
new ways of  approaching 
problems within Holyoke, 
such as socioeconomic 
disparities, or industrial 
contamination. A new 
approach can reveal 
unforeseen solutions to 
persistent problems.

A creative economy relies 
on unconventional thinking 
and problem solving to 
resolve social, economic, and 
environmental challenges.

The people who live and 
work in Holyoke know the 
city well. Combined with an 
outsider’s fresh perspective, 
the community could be a 
strong vehicle for innovative 
change.

CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  DEFINING INNOVATION 7



INNOVATION ECOSYSTEMS

Cities like Holyoke are concentrations of  
activity, skill, and ideas that circulate either 
by serendipity or intention, creating the 
preconditions for innovation. This is the 
innovation ecosystem, or the environment in 
which creative ideas and problem solving 
are nurtured, and evolve organically. Initial 
strategic planning can help provide an 
effective foundation for an innovation 
ecosystem. 

Innovation, like a growing plant, requires 
fertile ground and proper environmental 
conditions to be successful. The Office of  
Planning and Economic Development hopes 
that an innovation ecosystem will grow from 
Holyoke’s Innovation District. Planners 
hope that this area in downtown Holyoke 
along the canal system is able to inspire, 
attract, and produce innovative ideas that will 
contribute to the city’s economy and improve 
the quality of  life, not just for Holyoke’s 
residents, but also for those of  the Pioneer 
Valley as a whole.

The physical environment of  an innovation 
ecosystem should be designed such that it 
supports spontaneous social interactions and 
collaborations, with public spaces that allow 

for the informal exchange of  ideas, and serve 
as platforms for creative expression. 

The infrastructure of  an innovation 
ecosystem should be a ready canvas for 
artistic and cultural expression, and in turn 
support business development. Art in the 
innovation ecosystem is made visible to the 
public, and creative expression can be seen in 
many forms, which in turn inspires new art 
and creates places that attract and support 
businesses.

A healthy innovation ecosystem should have 
strong ties to the natural environment so 
that people can sense their connection to the 
natural world around them and feel more at 
home.

These kinds of  environments can be created 
from the social and physical infrastructure 
that currently exists in Holyoke; using the 
characteristics that make the city unique 
fosters a sense of  civic identity and pride. 
Although there are common elements that 
lend themselves to innovation in many cities, 
Holyoke should capitalize on its distinct 
qualities, as a way to engage the community 
that identifies with these unique elements. 
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CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  QUALITIES OF AN INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM
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The city’s natural and engineered waterways 
and industrial architecture were the backbone 
of  Holyoke’s historic development and can be 
used as inspiration, and also retrofitted to be 
used in its new innovation economy.

Holyoke has distinctive resources in the 
Connecticut River, the canal system, the 
historic architecture, and its diverse people.
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HOLYOKE’S DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES
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Holyoke is a water city, as it would not be what it is 
today without the Connecticut River. The flowing 
river defines the eastern border of  the city, and 
wraps itself  around downtown. This section of  
the river boasts a large natural drop at the waterfall 
with significant hydraulic head, and industrial-era 
developers and manufacturers took advantage of  
this natural source of  energy.

The Connecticut River

Holyoke was built to use hydraulic energy; the 
current canal system was begun in 1848, once 
water power was calculated to be equivalent to 
30,000 horsepower, or enough to power 450 mills 
(Wikipedia).

But being along the river also means that the city 
is vulnerable to the river’s periodic extremes, and 
so a flood wall was erected to protect downtown 
Holyoke. The natural resource that helped create the 
city we see today is largely concealed by this wall. 
The city risks losing its connection to this important 
natural feature. Helping people reconnect with the 
river and the canals could help create a culture in 
Holyoke that supports environmental policies and 
awareness, and helps foster a strong sense of  place.

PH
O

TO
: E

m
ily

 D
av

is

12 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT



CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES 13



The canals are a dominant visual characteristic 
of  downtown Holyoke. The extensive 4.5-mile 
canal system is on three levels, and hydroelectric 
power is still being generated today as water 
drops from level to level. 

But the canals also serve a much broader 
community function. These bold linear features 
in the landscape are a testament to the city’s 
manufacturing history, and a great source of  
civic pride.

The Canals
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“The broad canals running through the heart of the 
manufacturing district form one of the most interesting and 
characteristic features of the city plan. 

 They occupy a good deal of space and it is obviously  
 desirable to secure as an incident to their main use...     
 as large a return as possible in the way of 
  public enjoyment.”

   —Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and John Olmsted, 1908

CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES
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The large factory walls downtown delineate 
the Innovation District’s gridded layout. This 
industrial era building pattern emphasized 
uniformity, functionality, and efficiency. But 
for the innovation ecosystem, these large 
buildings and orderly street alignments can 
be used for diverse and creative projects.   

The architecture of  these factories, of  
companies long since moved on, features 
expansive and open interiors and with ample 
square footage, the kinds of  spaces well-
suited for big ideas. Additionally, where 
former factory buildings have come down, 
large open spaces punctuate Holyoke’s 
downtown. 

The Architecture
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These types of  older, underutilized 
buildings are strongly associated with 
innovative and creative enclaves.  Jane 
Jacobs writes in her classic book, The 
Death and Life of  Great American Cities 
that “old ideas can sometimes use old 
buildings. New ideas must use old 
buildings” (Jacobs 1961, 188). 

The workspace shown on this page 
was created by BRICK, a group of  

collaborative makers, engineers, artists, 
and entrepreneurs who took advantage of  
this utilitarian factory building along the 
canal, and transformed it into a multi-
functional shared workspace.

The open, rugged, and lofty architecture 
comfortably fits heavy industrial 
machinery, and complements their work 
style, which thrives on a free exchange of  
ideas. 

CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES
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Holyoke is a “city of  immigrants” (Breibart 
2013). It has been home to many diverse 
populations, and has had a high percentage 
of  foreign-born residents. First inhabited 
by Native Americans, it subsequently saw 
waves of  ethnic migrations, beginning with 
Irish, then French Canadian, and finally 
Puerto Rican populations. This most recent 
wave of  immigration began in the 1960s, 
and now Holyoke’s Latino residents make 
up almost half  of  the city’s population.

Though the ethnic groups that migrated 
to the city came with a desire to seek 
new opportunities and create a better 
life for their children, many encountered 
tremendous discrimination and poverty. As 
Myrna Breibart describes it, “ethnic diversity 
also divided neighborhoods and defined 
residents’ everyday cultural worlds (trends 
that continue to the present day)” (Breibart 
2013, 63).

Ethnic and racial minorities within 
Holyoke have met many obstacles due 
to discrimination and a lack of  political 
representation. Acknowledging the racial 
divides within Holyoke is important. But at 

the same time, the distinct concentrations 
of  ethnicities have created the city’s unique 
cultural identity.  

For creating an innovation economy, these 
cultural groups are very important assets. 
Many have unique perspectives and talents, 
but also a strong sense of  family, communal 
strength, and the ability to triumph despite 
hardships. These identities and stories have 
woven an urban fabric that is unique to 
Holyoke, and will influence any burgeoning 
innovation economy. 

A social networking project is documenting 
some of  these stories in I Am Holyoke, began 
by Holyoke resident and artist Rob Deza. 
The project is described as a “movement 
originated by the people of  Holyoke who 
have a vision for a better city.”

I Am Holyoke records and transcribes  
poignant stories from individuals who live 
in Holyoke, and pairs them with a portrait 
or other photograph (featured on this and 
the opposite page) that captures the spirit of  
these unique narratives.

The People of Holyoke
Ethnic & cultural diversity
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 Community narratives

Projects like I Am Holyoke could potentially 
become an unconventional form of  public 
outreach. Art and storytelling can be used 
as scoping tools for developing meaningful 
and culture-based public policies. The group 
acknowledges that “the contributions of  all 
of  our diverse citizens... collectively make 
our city beautiful, vibrant, and full of  history 
and potential.”

The following quotes are taken directly from 
the stories recorded by I Am Holyoke, and 
represent the strength, resolve, and hope felt 
by Holyoke’s residents.

“I have become part of the 

 positive change that this city has needed, and   

  I know she would be so proud.”

“I looked outside and saw the cold water 
rushing down the canals with a sheer force 

that thrilled me. I felt safe there, surrounded by 
beautiful history and incredible 

people.”
“Struggle gives you 
 motivation to do better.”

“My heart will always be 
here in Holyoke.”

“I've been in Holyoke for 30 years and I have    
 seen the bad and the good. 

  Holyoke right now has   
 changed for the better. 
It’s come a long way. 
 It’s actually becoming Holyoke again.”

20 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT



This word cloud of  all the stories 
collected from I Am Holyoke highlights 
the major themes discussed by the 
interviewed residents. Of  prominence 
are the words Puerto Rican, love, 
school, kids, family, education, better, 
friends, new, and community.

In the stories that people tell on the 
website about themselves and the city, 
there is a strong sense of  community 
care and pride, intergenerational hope, 
and a movement for positive change. 

As Holyoke’s city planners seek to 
promote innovation in a new economy, 
they should adopt methods of  public 
outreach that can tap into these 
narratives. 

CONTEXT: THE BASICS  |  DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES 21



“I wish this was a... ”

I Am Holyoke is one of  several pioneering 
groups building upon the visions and 
aspirations of  residents in unconventional and 
creative ways.

The art installation called here I wish this was 
a..., (artist unknown), can be seen on Main 
Street in Holyoke, near the Innovation District. 
Vinyl stickers were placed on an abandoned 
building with plywood boarding up its old 
storefront. The stickers ask the passersby what 
they wish this space were, and the people 
walking along the street respond by writing on 
the stickers. 

This project was modeled after a 2010 urban 
art installation by Candy Chang, I Wish This 
Was, and these kinds of  stickers are now 
found on vacant storefronts, other buildings, 
or street furniture in cities across the country. 
It is an artistic approach to collecting ideas 
from residents with anonymity and low 
commitment. People can write what they wish 
to see in their communities without risking 
judgment or spending time going to public 
meetings, sometimes seen as a luxury that 
many working families can’t afford.

Residents in Holyoke have responded to these 
prompts with practical suggestions, showing 

that there is a desire for more creative or 
productive community spaces in downtown 
Holyoke (a community center, a dance studio, 
a “farmacy,” and a greenhouse). I wish this was 
a... is another example of  how art and engaged 
citizenship can work together to understand 
the needs of  the people of  Holyoke.  

According to Dialogos: Placemaking in Latino 
Communities, placemaking in cities with 
large Latino populations benefits from 
“improvisational, novel, and culturally 
derived uses of  spaces that foster community 
building” (Rios, Vazquez, Miranda 2012, 15).  
But to make this a reality, more democratic and 
creative forms of  planning are needed.  Myrna 
Breibart (2013, 93) calls for the “sustained 
political participation of  the residents” in city 
planning.  To accomplish this, the city could 
adopt “creative and flexible forms of  design, 
planning, and regulation” (Rios, Vazquez, 
Miranda 2012) that can gain access to these 
visions for a better Holyoke. 

Adopting creative ways to engage the 
people of  Holyoke in designing spaces and 
transforming them into meaningful places 
could help Holyoke become a center for 
innovative placemaking and economic activity.

22 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT
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PLACEMAKING 101

This document suggests that bottom-up, 
grass-roots placemaking can contribute 
significantly to creating an innovation 
ecosystem.

Placemaking is a process that turns 
physical spaces into meaningful places.  
The difference between the two is that 
places are created and shaped by people, 
and therefore embody their values and 
talents. Spaces are generic or commonplace 
locations that don’t necessarily promote 
expression or inspire those within it. 

Placemaking is especially relevant for 
Holyoke right now, since there are many 
spaces in the city that merit transformation, 
and available talent that can transform 
them into places.  The conditions for 
placemaking—the space, the talent, and the 
need—are all present in Holyoke.

Innovative and sustainable urban 
development can occur by tapping the 
residents as the source of  its innovation. 

Innovative ideas for Holyoke can capitalize 
on the existing assets of  the city, are 
inclusive of  the existing community, and 
explore new and creative solutions to 
problems.

The placemaking principles opposite are 
based on successful efforts elsewhere, 
and respond to the cultural and physical 
contexts of  Holyoke. The principles can 
guide placemaking actions, and result in 
places that are designed for people. 

These principles can also serve as 
inspiration in the formation of  new ideas 
that may improve the quality of  city life, 
stimulate the economy, and improve the 
sustainability of  the city.

PRINCIPLES FOR CREATING AN INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM
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THE CITY AS A FOREST
 AN ECOLOGICAL METAPHOR FOR HOLYOKE’S PLACEMAKING

When planning for innovation in Holyoke, 
it can help to think of  the city as a forest 
ecosystem, and to see the ways its urban 
land uses change over time, as similar to the 
way forest vegetation changes.

For example, after a fire burns down trees 
in a forested area, a different group of  
plants may grow that are adapted to the 
newly created open conditions—including 
more sunshine and exposure to wind. As 

these pioneer species grow, they change the 
area, making conditions hospitable for 
other plants that couldn’t get established 
right after the fire. Successive plant 
communities can be eventually replaced 
by other groups of  plants, and typically 
through this process increased biological 
diversity and stability may result.

The process of  ecological succession has 
similarities with successful placemaking. 
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THE CITY AS A FOREST
 AN ECOLOGICAL METAPHOR FOR HOLYOKE’S PLACEMAKING

HEALTHY      

NATURAL   

ECOSYSTEMS

SUCCESSFUL &

 INNOVATIVE

PLACEMAKING

DIVERSE IN 
FORM AND 
FUNCTION

BUILT FROM EXISTING 
RESOURCES

DYNAMIC 
THROUGH TIME

START SMALL, 
GROW SLOW

THE CITY IS A FOREST  |  AN ECOLOGICAL METAPHOR

Ecosystems develop from the existing 
resources in their environment (for example, 
soils, available nutrients, and the amount of  
sunshine help determine which plant species 
will grow). Similarly, successful placemaking 
is an organic process that develops from the 
existing conditions of  the urban environment. 

As systems develop, their success is often 
dependent on their resilience. Responding to 
disturbance or change, successful ecosystems 
and placemaking processes are diverse and 
adaptable over time. 

Being dynamic and allowing for a succession 
of  projects and uses can lead to long-term, 
successful urban places. 

Finally, placemaking processes and ecosystems 
both can start small and slow. Starting 
small means not investing large amounts of  
energy or resources too early in the process. 
For example, a forest disturbance may be 
followed by the establishment of  grasses 
and wildflowers; along a city street, small, 
temporary sales carts may be transformed into 
permanent businesses.
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Transposing ecological terms into the context of  
Holyoke’s innovation ecosystem can help guide 
interventions in the complex social and economic 
systems of  the city.

Natural disturbances are isolated events or long-
term patterns that change or alter the conditions of  an 
ecosystem (such as a forest fire). 

In Holyoke, a disturbance was created when the paper 
manufacturing industry left the city. A near monocul-
ture of  paper factories didn’t make the city resilient 
enough to withstand the economic implications of  this 
exodus. This was one catalyst for a period of  urban 
blight in the city. 

Pioneer species take advantage of  the condi-
tions left after a disturbance. They are opportunists, 
and are able to thrive with few resources. Often, 
pioneer species have numerous individuals, but are 
relatively short-lived.

In Holyoke, social pioneers have been filling some of  
the vacancies left by economic disruption. These are 
small, grass-roots organizations and projects that make 
innovative use of  the available resources.
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With further development an ecosystem can reach 

a dynamic equilibrium, where biodiversity is 
maintained and materials for growth are recycled, even 
with changes in species. A more diverse ecosystem 
tends to be resilient in the face of  some disturbances. 

As a diverse innovation ecosystem, Holyoke could 
reach a kind of  dynamic equilibrium, where its 
economic and cultural activities create a robust city 
that supports a wide range of  vibrant places, which 
in turn help make the city resilient as economic and 
cultural activities come and go over time.

Intermediate species build off  of  the work 
done by the pioneers. They may require more space 
and resources, and therefore may be slower to appear 
and grow, but are generally more ecologically produc-
tive. 

In Holyoke, intermediate placemaking strategies can 
build from a primed innovation ecosystem started by 
pioneers. These intermediates are larger projects and 
land uses that may need more resources and time to 
develop, and can lead to a more robust and self-sus-
taining system.
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The six placemaking strategies in this 
document are organized by these themes: 
art and creative expression, spontaneous 
interactions, pedestrian environments, 
connection to waterways, urban agriculture, 
and ecological repair.  

Each of  these themes shows a possible 
succession of  individual placemaking ideas 
and represents one thread of  the overall 
proposed innovation ecosystem. Each 
theme highlights initiatives already underway 
in Holyoke, and offers projects that build 
on existing efforts. Following the ecological 
metaphor, the themes identify existing 
pioneer species, explore intermediate 
strategies, and lead to a more stable, but still 
dynamic, future.

Community initiatives spawn new projects in 
unpredictable ways. The paths represented 
here are just one way that ideas could evolve 
from the people of  Holyoke and the distinct 
assets of  the city.

PLACEMAKING IDEAS
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ART & CREATIvE ExPRESSION
PROVIDING OPPORTUNITIES FOR CREATIVE EXPRESSION CAN LEAD TO A CITY WHERE ART 
IS REPRESENTED IN PUBLIC SPACES AND FACADES

Incorporating art and creative expression into 
placemaking could be a powerful tool for the 
Innovation District. It may not only empower the 
existing art community, but also attract visitors and 
potential creative workers. How can city officials 
build on the existing, informal art community 
in Holyoke to create a robust creative culture in 
Holyoke?

CASE STUDY
Mural Arts Program, Philadelphia
 
The Philadelphia Mural Arts Program, the largest 
public art program in the U.S., was started in 1984 
by community activist and artist Jane Golden. 
Golden, a well-known muralist in Philadelphia, 
was commissioned by the former mayor to start a 
government-sponsored public mural program as 
a way to not only address the city’s gang graffiti 
problem but to provide opportunities for community 
artists to create inspiring works of  public art (City 
of  Philadelphia 2014). The program was designed 
to help create a new appreciation for street art 
and to leverage grass-roots social capital to build 
positive momentum for community economic 
development. Golden saw public murals as a catalyst 
for a variety of  improvements, including renewed 
civic engagement, safer streets, and neighborhood 

pride. Impressed by the artistic talent and self-taught 
knowledge of  local graffiti artists, she was able to 
influence many of  them to channel their energies 
into artistic mural creation. Many of  the murals are 
works of  collaboration among various non-profit 
community stakeholders and schools.
 
Since the program’s inception, 3,000 murals have 
been created, adding beauty and color to a post-
industrial city that has seen significant economic 
struggles. The program also offers educational 
opportunities for schools, prisons, and rehabilitation 
centers. Its art education program gives preference 
to organizations and institutions in economically 
disadvantaged neighborhoods, and offers year-round 
instruction at no cost to Philadelphia youth ages ten 
to twenty-two.
 
In determining where public murals are located, 
a number of  factors come into play, such as wall 
location, physical condition, environmental factors, 
owner authorization, and community input. Either 
community members or the program identifies a 
wall for a new mural. The program integrates mural 
projects with community revitalization strategies, and 
often partners with public schools, local non-profits, 
and city agencies.
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Though there is one selected muralist, a mural is 
truly a community effort. The muralist hears the 
ideas, concerns, and values of  the residents, then 
designs and paints the community-envisioned mural. 
Its completion is celebrated with a party where 
neighbors and partners enjoy music, performances, 
poetry, and food. The Mural Arts program also hosts 
a public mural tour that can be taken by foot, bicycle, 
or trolley. The tour weaves throughout the city, 
telling tourists and residents alike the stories behind 
the beautiful and powerful public works of  art. 
The program has contributed to many community 
development efforts in Philadelphia.
 
Just as in Philadelphia, there are opportunities to 
create a vibrant public art scene in Holyoke. City 

officials have already taken note of  the role of  the 
arts in the city’s innovation ecosystem. Holyoke’s 
existing artistic resources and assets could be utilized 
to initiate art-based placemaking strategies:

• Many artists live or work in Holyoke, and could 
be encouraged to activate public spaces with 
small or large works of  art.

• The existing creative industries and programs 
within the city provide a foundation for a public 
art program to grow, and for partnerships 
between groups to be forged to create stunning, 
meaningful art installations throughout the city.

PHOTO: Peace Partners International, Inc. PHOTO: Carlos ReisPHOTO: Carlos Reis
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“My feeling is that the arts build community.... 

 when people are involved in a creative process, they’re vulnerable.  
 And through that vulnerability comes a 

  bonding and deeper listening to each other.”
   -Holyoke resident and playwright
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In creative placemaking, artistic and cultural 
endeavors are used as catalysts for revitalizing and 
re-imagining some of  the country’s most disinvested 
places (Kresge 2013). Art can help shape the social, 
physical, cultural, and economic identity of  a 
community, as well as spur economic development 
(Rosario 2012). Street art, which ranges from 
traditional public art, such as a sculpture in a park, to 
arguably less legitimate acts of  graffiti, claims public 
space for artistic expression (Gunnell 2010). 

Many artists find freedom in public spaces—any 
building, wall, or sidewalk can act as a canvas, 
enabling them to send larger messages to the public 
and create pieces that anyone can interact with. 
Stories, values, and ideas translated through art 
activate the public realm. In Holyoke today, splashes 
of  color brighten monotonous brick walls with 
storytelling murals. 

Supporting and nurturing Holyoke street art could 
create community identity in public spaces, and can 
help foster a sense of  ownership. Generally, places 
are less likely to be damaged or vandalized when a 
community feels as though these spaces are their own 
(Jacobs 1961).
 
Jaqueline Groth and Eric Corijin, authors of  
Reclaiming Urbanity, argue that when there is a spatial 
vacancy, there will be some kind of  expression or 
ownership of  that space, filling a gap. Street art is 
one method community members can employ to “fill 
the gap,” through artistically transforming an empty 
space (Gunnell 2010). The authors urge cities to 
acknowledge the need for “free zones,” saying that 
“not all culture can be created from the top-down, 
but often rises from the bottom-up” (Gunnell 2010, 
18). 

1. STREET ART
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Graffiti art, though officially discouraged, is a non-
traditional form of  artwork in the city, and artistic 
expression on often vacant or derelict buildings or 
structures. City placemaking efforts could benefit 
from supporting projects that would legitimize these 
kinds of  underground talents.
 

Harnessing street art as a community development 
strategy could reactivate the public realm of  Holyoke, 
and provide opportunities for talented residents 
outside the creative entrepreneurial circle. How might 
city officials not only work with entrepreneurial 
artists, but with the underground artist community? 
And how can partnerships between both emerge?
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CASE STUDY
 A Mural Project in Holyoke

PHOTO: Don Treeger/The Republican

The city’s 2013 stained glass window mural project 
is one example of  a collaborative effort that involves 
artistic local residents working with some of  the 
city’s well-known creative entrepreneurs. The public 
mural project was accomplished with the help of  
Vitek Kruta of  Gateway City Arts, CareerPoint, the 
City of  Holyoke’s Office of  Planning and Economic, 
Development, and the Department for Public Works. 
When city officials and community leaders discussed 
the need to board up a building downtown with 
plywood, an idea to use these plywood facades as a 
medium for public murals emerged (Plaisance 2013).
 
A group of  thirteen young Holyoke residents 
between the ages of  fourteen and twenty-one painted 
these murals, depicting the iconic stained glass 
windows at City Hall. The murals show memorable 

images of  Holyoke—the canals, industry, and 
music—displaying the historic and cultural heritage 
of  the city. Panels within the murals also contain 
poetry written by the youth. 
 
These youths were hired through Career Point, a job 
referral and counseling center in Holyoke, and were 
paid eight dollars an hour for twenty hours a week 
(Plaisance 2013). In addition to being paid for their 
work, they learned art restoration, creative writing, 
and collaboration skills. Education and job training 
in creative fields could greatly help unemployed 
community members find careers that contribute to 
the larger innovation economy.
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ExISTING CREATIvE PROJECTS & GROUPS
 Identifying Holyoke’s creative talents

Downtown Holyoke and the area around the 
Holyoke Innovation District have seen many art and 
cultural initiatives. The map (opposite) shows some 
of  the projects that are actively helping develop 
Holyoke into a vibrant art center.

The Pioneer Valley was recently designated as part 
of  Massachusetts’ Creative Economy Network 
(Kinney 2014). The network is designed to 
“develop a statewide strategy for the enhancement, 
encouragement, and growth of  the creative economy 
in Massachusetts, and to promoting through public 
and private means, responsive public policies and 
innovative private sector practices” (Commonwealth 
of  Massachusetts 2014).
 
The artistic and creative groups shown on the 
Cultural and Creative Resources map caught the 
attention of  city officials. But there is also artistic 
talent within the city that is invisible to the greater 
public, and therefore not represented on this map. 
These talents are in the “kitchen-table industries” 
of  Holyoke, like homemade crafting, baking, 
painting, and photography. Much of  this work is 
non-monetarily traded within the community, or 
only small incomes are generated. Although these 

artisans don’t earn much income, they receive social 
recognition within their community. City officials 
could support these talents, and may in turn help 
develop this culture-based innovation ecosystem. As 
one Holyoke dressmaker and weaver says, “These 
[art-related] activities are a therapy. I really enjoy 
myself... This work connects me to Costa Rica, where 
many people practice these arts. They also don’t 
only benefit me; it benefits the whole community” 
(Breibart 2013).
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There is a lot of  informal or 
“underground” creative talents in 
Holyoke, and because of  their invisible 
nature, are difficult to quantify or map. 
However, mapping the publicly visible 
creative and cultural resources in Center 
City Holyoke provides a glimpse into 
some of  the creative activity and the 
concentrations of  creative places around 
the Arts and Industry District (described 
in Holyoke’s Center City Vision Plan). 
City planners in Holyoke can work 
from this concentration of  creative and 
cultural activity along the canals to focus 
their placemaking efforts on where it is 
currently occurring.

Cultural Heritage places are areas 
or buildings of  cultural or historic 
significance (such as the Wistariahurst 
Museum, the Holyoke Children’s 
Museum, and the Canalwalk).

Creative Industries are businesses or groups 
that provide creative goods or services 
(Gateway City Arts, Open Square, and 
BRICK).

Spaces & Facilities are where creative or 
community gatherings can be hosted 
(Paper City Brewery, The Wauregaun
Buildings, etc.).
 

CULTURAL & CREATIvE RESOURCE MAPPING

SOURCE: Office of Geographic Information (MassGIS), Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts Information Technology Division, February 2014
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The rise of  street art in Holyoke combined with 
the diverse arts community present in the city could 
lead to larger-scale art installations that require 
more resources to design and more partnerships 
to make happen. These temporary installations can 
promote the work of  talented artists, engage the local 
community in the arts, and activate public spaces. 
Art installations can take a variety of  forms, such 
as projections of  film onto building facades near 
popular pedestrian paths, sculptures in public areas or 
plazas, murals along building facades, public theatre 
or musical performances, and many others. Holyoke 
city officials could play a role in facilitating, planning, 
and sponsoring these initiatives by creating avenues 
for artists to be able to set up art installations on city-
owned properties such as public parks.
 
Holyoke’s large artist community provides 
opportunities for partners to develop. Paper City 
Studios houses a number of  artists, including a 
painter, a photographer, and a sculptor. Gateway 
City Arts is a flexible co-working space for artists 
and creators, and has a diverse community of  
both professionals and art hobbyists. The Holyoke 
Creative Arts Center provides a number of  classes 
in sewing, knitting, wood carving, and painting. 
The Enchanted Circle Theater, Nueva Esperanza, 
and The Care Center offer youth art education 

opportunities. These groups of  artists are potential 
partners for creating art installations for Holyoke.
 
Temporary art installations are starting to gain 
momentum in the city. The Holyoke League of  
Arts and Crafts, Inc. received a grant from the 
Holyoke Local Cultural Council for the design of  a 
MassBenches project, a state-wide public art initiative 
that promotes arts, industry, and commerce. Holyoke 
League artists designed a three-dimensional fiberglass 
art bench for People’s Bank, the sponsors of  the 
project (Chamber of  Commerce 2012). The art 
bench will be placed on its property or donated 
to a public space of  tits choice. These types of  
unique and original art installations provide ways for 
motivated local residents to engage in creative civic 
projects.
 
Art installations also create distinction in a city and 
can be memorable to visitors. Generally, innovative 
people and talents are drawn to areas where art is 
embraced and encouraged, visible inside and outside. 
They tend to look for communities that provide 
“abundant high-quality experiences, an openness 
to diversity, and above all else, the opportunities to 
validate their identities as creative people” (Florida 
2005, 36).

2. ART INSTALLATIONS
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Art installations can be vehicles to generate civic pride, mobilize talent, and 
enhance the urban experience. These are some examples of  how other cities 
have used place-based art as a method of  civic engagement.

CASE STUDY
 Art installations for civic engagement

Neighborhood Identity    
INSIDE OUT: various cities
INSIDE OUT is a global participatory art project transforming messages of  
personal identity into works of  art (insideoutproject.net). Large-scale public 
portrait installations exhibit the faces of  city residents, displaying evocative 
stories and strong emotion.

Experiential Design      
Silent Lights: Brooklyn, NY
Silent Lights is an urban light installation at a street intersection in Brooklyn. 
The installation is over a pedestrian pathway and responds to the traffic noise 
on the Brooklyn Queens Expressway. The art installation provides people with 
a visualization of  the invisible but ever-present noise. Color and light depict 
traffic noise when pedestrians move through the installation.

A Post-Industrial Canvas 
Film Projections: Springfield, MS
In Springfield, Missouri, IdeaXFactory, a contemporary art organization that 
exhibits site-specific work created by local artists, hosted a Martin Luther King 
Jr. Day event where projections of  the social justice leader’s famous speech 
were displayed on historic silos located in the downtown area. Artist Russ 
Rubert saw the large facades of  old silos as a perfect canvas to show a night-
time projection of  King’s inspiring speech, where people who were walking on 
the streets could pause and acknowledge the day.

PHOTO: NYC DOT

PHOTO: IdeaxFactory
ideaxfactory.com
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To further develop a public arts program within the 
city of  Holyoke, inspiration can be gained from other 
municipalities’ approach to stimulate the creation of  
innovative public art.
 
The Living Innovation Zone
San Francisco, CA
The Living Innovation Zone (LIZ) program in San 
Francisco CA (launched by the Mayor’s Office of  
Civic Innovation, SF Planning, and SF DPW) aims 
to create space-activating public art installations 
throughout the city (San Francisco, 2014). The 
program creates a flexible framework that harnesses 
the local residents’ creative energies by using city-
owned public spaces (such as parks) and partnering 
with relevant businesses or non-profit organizations 
as catalysts for exploring innovation. The city opens 
these public spaces for new, engaging installations in 
a specific pedestrian zone. For example, a LIZ was 
created on the street outside of  The Exploratorium, 
an art and science museum. An educational 
installation that was an extension of  the museum’s 
exhibit was created on the streets to actively engage 
passersby.
 

TEMPO
Austin, Tx
Tempo, Austin’s city art program, aims to highlight 
local artists work and enrich civic dialogue with 
the arts by displaying temporary art installations in 
public spaces (Cultural Arts Division 2013). Artists 
are provided the opportunity to explore a range of  
themes suitable for the outdoor environment and 
produce thought-provoking artwork that impacts the 
way people experience their environment. Projects 
selected for the program are installed in city parks 
for a variety of  time lengths. Past projects have 
included Amy Scofield’s Treevolution, an installation 
about reusing materials and ecological preservation in 
South Austin Park, and consists of  three trees made 
of  recycled orange trash fencing and industrial PVC 
pipe. Artist Lindsay Palmer said that the “interactivity 
and diversity of  materials in the TEMPO artwork 
may especially appeal to younger audiences.”
 
Holyoke’s public art movement could benefit from 
establishing a program that rotated installations and 
art pieces in public spaces to keep the space new and 
fresh and to expose many different artists’ work to 
pedestrians. City officials could sponsor public art 
contests that center around a specific theme (such as 
the environment) to spark creative experimentation.

CASE STUDY
 Programs that support public art installations
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ArtWorks
Cincinnati, OH
Artworks is a community-based non-profit that 
empowers and inspires the creative community 
to transform everyday environments through 
employment, apprenticeships, education, community 
partnerships, and civic engagement. It started a 
public art program in Cincinnati that works with local 
communities to display original and inspiring artwork 
in public spaces while providing job opportunities 
to youth apprentices and professional artists. Public 
art projects range from permanent to temporary 
installations. ArtWorks partnered with the city’s 
public transit system and the Cincinnati public library 
to transform twenty-four public transit shelters 

into public art (York  2013). Individuals who were 
waiting for the bus could enjoy painted depictions 
of  scenes from popular novels such as Harry Potter, 
Willy Wonka, and The Wizard of  Oz. Artworks has 
also worked with local residents to design creative 
sculptural and functional bike racks that add color 
and vibrancy to the cityscape.
 
A program like this in Holyoke could engage a 
variety of  partners to create meaningful public 
art projects. Holyoke DOT and HUBS, a bicycle 
advocacy organization, could partner with local 
artists to design temporary installations that improve 
alternative transportation experiences, specifically 
with existing bus shelters downtown.

Amy Scofield’s Treevolution.
PHOTO: Emmanuel Borgue

A LIZ outside of The Exploratorium, where these 
“whispering Dishes” engage people on the streets by allowing 
experimentation and play through sounds and voices
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Merging functional wayfinding tactics with creativity 
and visual innovation could enhance pedestrian 
circulation throughout the district. Integrating art 
into the design of  a wayfinding system could bring 
color and life to the sidewalks and streets. One 
of  Holyoke’s most distinctive qualities is its high 
concentration of  industrial buildings with large 
brick facades. The city’s large, monolithic building 
surfaces could be utilized by the artist community as 
a medium for creative wayfinding projects, creating 
urban landmarks for local residents and visitors alike.
 
Kevin Lynch, in The Image of  the City, identified 
which features of  the built city environment were 
important to its residents. He identified landmarks as 
being one of  those elements. They are often physical 
structures such as a building or a sign and are 
somehow a prominent feature in the landscape. One 
example of  a Holyoke landmark is City Hall, with its 
distinctive architecture and appearance. The presence 
of  landmarks enables people to better navigate and 
understand where they are in the urban environment. 
Visual art displayed on infrastructural facades could 
become landmarks and create an innovative and 
artistic wayfinding system for people moving through 
Holyoke.
 

Collaborative efforts between public and private 
property owners, artists, businesses, and community 
groups for an artistic wayfinding system throughout 
the Innovation District could highlight art and 
cultural groups and buildings (such as Gateway 
City Arts, Open Square, and the like). Many artists 
in other cities have expanded their canvases to 
include public infrastructure, including the artists of  
the Philadelphia mural program described earlier. 
Creating large-scale works of  art through the built 
environment could open up an opportunity for an 
“Innovation Walk” that brings residents and visitors 
around the city, telling them about the art work 
and the artists, organizations, and businesses that 
participated in them.
 

3.  ART LANDMARKS  AND wAYFINDING
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 This shows one example of  what an artistic 
wayfinding system could look like in Holyoke. This 
example doesn’t necessarily propose painting the 
privately-owned buildings downtown. Rather, it 
conceptually represents how visuals could guide 
people through a city. 

In this example, strips of  bright colors line building 
facades, and color-code different clusters in a 
“subway map” fashion. Pedestrians could link the 
specific color to what that building is, helping them 
know where they are as they navigate through the 
city.
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INTERMEDIATE 
PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION

PIONEER PROJECTS
EARLY SUCCESSION

IN SUMMARY
 CELEBRATING ART & CREATIvE ExPRESSION 

In this placemaking theme, arts and creative 
expression is nurtured at all scales, from 
graffiti on the side of  a building to large-scale 
installations and landmarks. 

Pioneering street artists transform vacant 
spaces through public art. Energy and 
collaboration fostered among Holyoke’s artist 
community then leads to larger creative public 
installations, creating dynamic and inspiring 
places for local residents and visitors alike. 
This fosters a culture of  artistic expression, 
and contributes to a distinct and innovative 
cityscape.
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LARGE PROJECTS
LATE SUCCESSION

This placemaking theme addresses these 
principles:

•	 Build on existing cultural resources by 
encouraging and enabling artists to 
enhance their streetscape.

•	 Advocate creative expression by promoting 
and sponsoring artists and public art.

•	 Create a strong sense of  place by allowing art 
to become inherent in the infrastructure 
of  the Innovation District.

•	 Engage the arts community by providing 
opportunities to use art as a catalyst for 
revitalization.

•	 Promote social interaction by sponsoring 
interactive art that can engage all 
community members.
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FROM POP-UPS TO PERMANENT
CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT THAT SUPPORTS EVOLVING ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT AND EXPERIMENTATION

Holyoke has the opportunity to embody some 
of  the principles that it hopes to encourage in its 
blossoming innovation ecosystem (experimentation, 
creativity, and flexibility) in more conventional 
economic development. One city’s efforts to 
encourage pop-up businesses could provide a model 
for Holyoke.

CASE STUDY
The Porch at 30th Street Station, Philadelphia

In 2011, the University City District (UCD), an 
organization that promotes Philadelphia’s University 
City neighborhood by connecting the area to 
opportunities, providing community events, and 
helping to shape public places, opened The Porch at 
30th Street Station, a 50-foot-wide by 565-foot-long 
concrete plaza running parallel to the street and along 
the south side of  the train station, the third busiest in 
the country.

UCD is a Philadelphia neighborhood revitalization 
effort consisting of  residents, businesses, and 
institutions. Though The Porch was a large project, it 
was built in small steps, using temporary installations 
that led to a more comprehensive and permanent 
plan.  In describing the process, UCD writes that it 
“looked to examples of  new public spaces in other 
cities that have been developed by taking small, 
iterative, and experimental steps – Lighter Quicker 

Cheaper (LQC), as coined by the Project for Public 
Spaces” (UCD 2014).

Prema Katari Gupta, UCD’s director of  planning and 
economic development, says her organization and 
The Porch were heavily influenced by urban theorist 
and writer William H. Whyte. They began developing 
the public space with the intention to “just put stuff  
out there and observe how it’s being used.” Since 
The Porch opened, someone “walks the site every 
day and takes down demographic information, and 
maps out where people are sitting and what they 
are doing” (Greco 2013). Using that information, 
UCD has developed informed plans for permanent 
infrastructure and amenities that are appropriate for 
the neighborhood and the needs of  the community.

Through this meticulous data collection, UCD was 
also able to report on the experiences and activities 
occurring in this space. It noted that what had 
been 34 parallel parking spaces gave way to 637 
intercepted commuters, 1,300 pop-up beer garden 
patrons, 250 places to sit, 75 planned musical 
concerts, 1,224 impromptu piano rhapsodies, 994 
sunbathers, 1,553 first impressions of  Philadelphia, 
and 1,600 rounds of  miniature golf, to name a few of  
the activities that occur in this vibrant public place in 
one year (UCD 2014).
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But what is also impressive about this space is its 
contribution to the local economy. In addition to 
the twenty gourmet food trucks, 1,008 yoga sun 
salutations, and one praying mantis habitat recorded, 
the space brought in $1,164,000 in private dollars, 
not including the income earned by surrounding 
businesses (UCD 2014).

Gupta, speaking about the importance of  this model 
of  development, says “that’s the beauty of  a lighter, 
quicker, cheaper project…it’s flexible, and allows for 
layering and a gradual transition to permanence.” 
Now, in addition to the permanent amenities in the 
plaza, pop-up food trucks, temporary markets, and 
spontaneous social interactions and meet-ups are 
co-existing in this dynamic and diverse commercial 
center. And since the space was deliberately planned 
in a small and slow way, UCD was able to monitor 
the space through time, and guide its evolution into a 
space that was informed by the people who use it the 
most.

Using a similar community development model might 
help Holyoke to create a more vibrant downtown by 
building on its existing social and physical resources:

• City government initiatives to support pop-
up businesses and creative entrepreneurs have 
already begun in Holyoke.

• Holyoke’s many vacant former industrial lots 
and spaces downtown provide ample space for 
budding businesses and for experimenting with 
temporary land uses.

• Many individuals, groups, and artisans downtown 
could provide the needed community-based 
creativity and talent in developing desired 
products for consumers.

• The existing social networking support and 
clustered business development pattern 
downtown could lead to a strong network of  
collaborative business owners.

People sit and watch a 
band play, while food trucks 
and other vendors line the 
streets around the plaza 
that is The Porch.

PHOTO: R. Kennedy at GPTMC
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"Yes! 
 We are staying!"

—A pop-up business in 
Birmingham, Alabama, announcing 
that it would become an 
established storefront.
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Holyoke has a growing interest in pop-ups, or 
temporary events or markets that activate an 
underutilized space for a short period of  time. Pop-
up markets can help sustain people’s livelihood and 
give them the opportunity to enter a market and test 
their business. 

To date, there have been a variety of  pop-up markets 
and events in the city, and their success has led to the 
City’s investment in a coordinated effort to support 
them further. Holyoke’s Creative Economy Director, 
Jeff  Bianchine, is in the process of  writing a Best 
Practices Guide for Pop-ups for creative and visionary 
entrepreneurs or pop-up businesses. It will provide a 
framework and resources for executing a successful 
pop-up market or event in Holyoke.

The city’s current pop-ups include Holiday Holyoke, 
Deposit: Pop-up Dining and Art Experience, 
Movable Feast, Bring Your Own Restaurant, the 
Great Holyoke Block Party, along with vendors at the 
St. Patrick’s Day Road Race and Parade, the Hispanic 
Family Festival, and the Western Mass Puerto Rican 

Parade. These pop-ups range from one day events 
to season-long regular markets. Some of  them 
stand alone, while others capitalize on other events 
occurring in the city through collaborative business 
networking.

Another more common pop-up market, the farmer’s 
market, can support people’s livelihoods, especially 
as popularity and acceptance of  farmer’s markets 
increases in urban areas. Growing interest in farmer’s 
markets comes from both buyers and vendors, and 
“according to the last survey (published in 2009), 
sales at farmers markets were slightly over $1 billion 
annually and more than 25 percent of  vendors at 
surveyed markets derived their sole source of  farm 
income from farmers markets” (USDA 2012). 
Existing farmer’s markets in Holyoke (at Open 
Square and in front of  City Hall in the summer) 
could be useful venues for local growers and artisans 
to experiment with Holyoke’s commercial market, 
and work on developing their products.

1. POP-UPS
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Deposit: Pop-up Dining and Art Experience was a 
project undertaken by a former Holyoke resident, 
Brendan Ciecko. Ciecko capitalized on other 
scheduled events (for example, a photography exhibit 
by Jerome Liebling) to conduct his pop-up art and 
restaurant concept. The 1920s Hadley Falls Trust 
building was chosen for the event’s space, since 
“this phenomenally beautiful space offers a sense 
of  history to Holyoke. The building has incredible 
detail inside… gorgeous chandeliers… gold-leaf  
rosettes in the plaster work… marble… it’s a true 
architectural gem and a landmark building,” Ciecko 
said. The event was ultimately a success, and it 
also invited other outside chefs and entrepreneurs 
to explore Holyoke’s assets and opportunities for 
small-business growth. Ciecko spoke about the space 
that Holyoke’s downtown building provided for his 
pop-up restaurant: “what I hope is that they realize 
and see the possibilities for opening a restaurant in 
downtown Holyoke, just as they would for Hartford, 
Boston or Northampton” (O’Connor 2013).

Holiday Holyoke is a pop-up event that annually 
transforms a space downtown into a retail space, 
showcasing local artists’ work and crafts. The event 
is a collaborative effort that connects artists, business 
owners, and residents to create a seasonal shop that 
highlights and supports the local economy. The 
event has happened over the past few years, and has 
been so popular that the first Holyoke Arts Bazaar, 
anticipated in May 2014, is being planned along the 
canals. Jeff  Bianchine says that, “it will hopefully 
serve as an inspiration for similar creative economic 
initiatives in Holyoke. The success at Holiday 
Holyoke can be seen as proof  that the city is craving 
spaces just like this” (Holiday Holyoke 2014).
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CASE STUDY
 Movable Feast Food Truck

Another example of  a successful pop-up project 
in Holyoke is an innovative take on the food truck, 
a mobile food service vehicle. Food trucks create 
opportunities for social interaction with community 
members, increase street activity, and provide 
affordable and convenient food choices.

UMASS Architecture and Design professor Joseph 
Krupczynski partners with community groups to 
run a “green service vehicle” that aims to bring 
fresh food to low-income communities in Western 
Massachusetts. Partnering with Nuestras Raices and 
the Holyoke Food and Fitness Policy Council, the 
truck, called Movable Feast, promotes food system 
change across the region, and creates access to 
affordable fresh produce.

And this truck does not just sell food—each 
stop engages the community by incorporating 
informational presentations and informal 
performances to educate and inspire change. A 
project like Movable Feast is an innovative way 

to promote eating local food and mobilize the 
community, and has been described as “a literal 
and metaphoric vehicle that advocates for building 
a healthier regional food system. The project 
provides a visual and culinary catalyst for discussing, 
highlighting and disseminating information about 
healthy community-based food practices in Western 
Massachusetts’ diverse communities.”

This fun and more informal approach to food 
system change creates an inviting platform to engage 
with people on all levels about food-related issues. 
Pop-ups such as Movable Feast could provide a 
mechanism for creative ways to engage citizens in 
social, economic, or environmental issues within 
the proposed innovation ecosystem and creative 
economy. 

City officials and community members could 
experiment with public outreach through pop-ups, as 
they are inherently low-risk and short term, with the 
potential to lead to long-term change.

56 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT



57Im
ag

es
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

M
ov

ab
le 

Fe
as

t. S
ee

 
m

or
e 

at
 m

ov
ab

lef
ea

stp
ro

jec
t.o

rg



FR
O

M
 P

O
P-

U
PS

 TO
 P

ER
M

AN
EN

T 

Parklets are temporary, miniature public parks that 
repurpose part of  the street into a creative public 
place (Birdsall 2013, 36). Parklets started gaining 
attention in 2005 after the Rebar Group, a San 
Francisco art and design firm, occupied a single 
parking space for two hours, enhancing it with sod, 
a bench, and a tree. Pictures and photos of  the park 
received positive attention nationally, and the city 
of  San Francisco has since established a program 
called Pavement to Parks in light of  the tremendous 
public support for these spaces. The Pavement to 
Parks website states that “San Francisco’s streets 
and public rights-of-way make up 25 percent of  the 
city’s land area; more space than all the public parks 
combined.” Parklets are one easy and inexpensive 
way to capitalize on underutilized spaces and help 
repurpose an old factory-oriented cityscape into 
more pedestrian-friendly environment (for more on 
excessive impervious surface in Holyoke, see pg. 76).

Holyoke has an abundance of  under-utilized 
spaces, taking the form of  large industrial lots left 
abandoned by industry migration, and excessive 
parking spaces. A 2012 EPA-funded parking analysis 
of  the city reported that “there is a significant excess 
of  parking capacity within downtown Holyoke’s 
public parking supply.” Currently, only 40 percent of  
on-street parking is used (Planning and Economic 
Development 2012). Though these spaces have 
ultimately contributed to urban blight, they can also 

be a source of  inspiration and support new important 
economic activities.

Parklets can help activate these areas throughout 
Holyoke, whether initiated by city officials, business 
owners, or residents. These are small projects, and 
generally require little capital. Ethan Kent, Vice 
President for Projects for Public Spaces, argues that 
“there’s a new understanding that planning for public 
spaces doesn’t always have to revolve around capital-
intensive projects. Small changes, sometimes built 
around minimum design and extensive programming, 
can spur momentum for larger, more permanent 
ones” (Greco 2012).

Pop-ups and parklets are being recognized as real 
drivers for economic development in many cities 
around the world. Peter Bishop, the former City of  
London Director of  Design and coauthor of  The 
Temporary City, says, “there’s been a perfect storm 
of  factors that have contributed to these ideas. 
It’s a confluence of  tough economic times, the 
emergence of  a new kind of  creative culture, and a 
preponderance of  stalled development and vacant 
properties” (Greco 2012). The creative culture that 
is currently being fostered by Holyoke’s city officials 
and the excess of  vacant and open land in downtown 
Holyoke provides an exciting opportunity to engage 
these spaces.

PARKLETS
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Parklets are most successful when they 
are located on a street that already has 
some existing pedestrian activity, and 
promote multi-modal transport.

Movable tables and chairs create 
comfort and flexibility within the 
space.

Parklets should be visible from inside 
adjacent businesses to increase the feeling 
of  safety on the street, and provide a 
diversity of  activities and forms.

PHYSICAL ELEMENTS OF PARKLETS
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PARK(ing) Day is an “annual open-source global 
event where citizens, artists, and activists collaborate 
to temporarily transform metered parking spaces 
into ‘PARK(ing)’ spaces: temporary public places.” 
The project began in 2005, also initiated by the 
Rebar Group in San Francisco that inspired the 
current parklet movement. Park(ing) Day is now 
a global event that takes place on the third Friday 
in September. Individuals and groups follow loose 
guidelines from the Rebar Group, and develop their 
own creative ways to confront their urban landscape 
and initiate meaningful conversations about urban 
issues, through constructing their own parking-space-
sized parklet.

Park(ing) Day parklets have evolved beyond 
the original grass and benches. “In recent years, 
participants have built free health clinics, planted 
temporary urban farms, produced ecology 
demonstrations, held political seminars, built art 
installations, opened free bike repair shops and even 
held a wedding ceremony! All this in the context 
of  this most modest urban territory–the metered 
parking space” (Parking Day 2014).

In 2011, Park(ing) Day resulted in 975 parks in 162 
cities in 35 countries on six continents. Holyoke 
could be a part of  this global pop-up movement and 
creative community placemaking. With Holyoke’s 
abundance of  creative talents (see pg. 40), city 
officials could create a fun and engaging event that 
could potentially help Holyoke’s small businesses. 

The St. Patrick’s Day Parade and Road Race is an 
example of  a highly successful event in downtown 
Holyoke that supports local businesses by attracting 
visitors and increasing foot traffic. Placemaking 
strategies, such as parklets and on-street pop-up 
markets, could operate similarly, while also allowing 
for creative expression by Holyoke’s “kitchen table” 
artists and entrepreneurs.

CASE STUDY
 Park(ing) Day
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Seattle works co-sponsored 
this parking spot in 2009, 
where a large-format chess 
game (along with other board 
games) invited people walking 
by to make a move. 

In Indianapolis in 2010, this 
parking spot was turned into 
a mini-park, where people 
stopped to eat, park their 
bikes, or sit on the installed 
grass.

Washington DC held a 
Park(ing) Day in 2006, and 
these residents used the space 
to play badminton and invite 
others to join.

PHOTO: Rob Ketcherside 
and Seattle Works

PHOTO: Dan O’Connor

PHOTO: Bureau of IIP
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Historically, Holyoke city planners have 
accommodated the needs of  big industry and 
manufacturers, and therefore developed planning 
policies that created the industrial cityscape we see 
today. But faced with new economic goals (ones that 
emphasize creative solutions, spontaneous idea-
exchange, and grass-roots community development), 
Holyoke could adopt policies that are unconventional 
and community-based, and reflect the creative 
energies that the city is trying to attract. One way is to 
remove barriers to entry for new creative industries 
and small businesses, and encourage the temporary 
reactivation of  vacant spaces downtown. These 
practices are in-line with the concepts presented 
in temporary urbanism, or a method of  urban 
development that “seeks to transform vacant spaces 
into vibrant destinations and animated showcases 
through unique uses” (DCOP 2014).

Urban theorist and planner Michael McAdams (2008) 
writes about the role of  city officials in supporting 
temporary events or markets in cities. He argues 
that conventional “long-range” plans be replaced 
by a more “complex and organic set of  policies 
and regulations.” Though rational comprehensive 
planning can help in providing an overall vision for 
the future, it may also prescribe policies that are too 
rigid in an urban economic and social environment, 
which is by nature dynamic and diverse. Smaller, 
more temporary, and geographically narrowed 
regulations may lead to a network of  policies that can 
evolve naturally with, and therefore better serve, the 
urban setting.

These new planning strategies could take the form of  
changes to coding and zoning regulations downtown, 
social initiatives to support creative individuals 
(such as the Best Practices Guide for Pop-ups), 
and the allocation of  physical spaces designated for 
temporary uses. As the interest in pop-ups develops 
among Holyoke’s residents, a pop-up plaza could 
be designed to enable people to activate the space 
themselves, through art installations, small business 
vendor spaces, or other community events. Since 
this would be a designated space where temporary 
projects could operate, people could count on 
having a reliable physical space to experiment with 
small-scale, low-risk business ventures. This kind 
of  economic development is especially relevant to 
Holyoke, since small and slow solutions are proven 
to be more successful where resources are scarce. 
Without large financial investments in local business, 
Holyoke’s entrepreneurs will need to rely on small 
business incubator programs and micro-grants.

In 2009, the city of  San Francisco created a 
temporary pop-up and pedestrian plaza in its 
Castro neighborhood as a part of  the Pavement 
to Parks initiative. The project began by installing 
temporary street furniture that was selected by 
the neighborhood’s residents, therefore effectively 
meeting the needs of  the community and creating a 
sense of  ownership. 

2. A POP-UP PLAZA
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Eventually, the plaza’s popularity 
amongst residents and visitors led to 
more permanent upgrades and street 
infrastructure. David Alambaugh, 
the Director of  City Design for the 
San Francisco Planning Department, 
describes the plaza’s evolution: “we 
put in concrete planters, upgraded the 
street furniture, installed a better quality 
surface. It’s still not a final design. In 
a year or two, we’ll make it even more 
formalized—we’re gradually sliding into 
making it a park. That’s the beauty of  
starting with the idea of  a temporary fix” 
(Greco 2013).

And local businesses are in support of  
this plaza, as increased foot traffic and 
use of  the space brought more people 
into the storefronts. Starting with small 
and temporary infrastructure, Holyoke 
could utilize its ample space to create 
a neighborhood plaza that supports 
local economic growth and community 
engagement.

Holyoke’s Veterans Parks is one 
example of  a space that meets the listed 
considerations for a pop-up plaza. It’s 
located in the center of  town, across the 
street from the bus station, and is just 
a short walk from the Canalwalk, the 
merry-go-round, and other activities.  

63



FR
O

M
 P

O
P-

U
PS

 TO
 P

ER
M

AN
EN

T 

The US Department of  Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) acknowledges that urban 
planning strategies and designated places that 
support temporary activation tends to lead to more 
permanent commercial areas. HUD’s publication 
on temporary urbanism points out that: “evidence 
suggests that the temporary reactivation of  
underutilized land leads to eventual permanent use, 
another potential benefit of  this planning strategy. 
Temporary uses, particularly when clustered in 
a specific locality, can alter existing identities for 
neighborhoods—or even create entirely new ones—
that are attractive to investors” (HUD 2014).
 
A culture supportive of  temporary and pop-
up businesses could attract those investors, and 
contribute to the creation of  a vibrant commercial 
center downtown. Social media networks in 
particular could be a powerful tool in marketing 
temporary uses or pop-ups in an area. “Social 
networking applications such as Facebook and 
Twitter are being used to rapidly propagate an 
otherwise ‘exclusive’ pop-up project to a broad or 
niche audience. In instances where the temporary 
use activities aim to ameliorate social and cultural 
inequality, media coverage is also essential for 
generating wider awareness and garnering political 
support” (HUD 2014).
 
Social networking applications can also be tracked to 
reflect the popularity (and possibly even success) of  
commercial or cultural activity in an area. A map of  

Facebook “likes” of  the various cultural resources 
(see pg. 41) in downtown Holyoke (opposite) 
shows a clustering of  Facebook “likes” in the area 
around Dwight Street in downtown Holyoke and 
around Veteran’s Park. Of  note is Fernandez Family 
Restaurant with 3,914 “likes,” Paper City Brewery 
with 2,454, the Holyoke YMCA with 1,449, the 
Holyoke Public Library with 1,221, and Nuestras 
Raices with 1,034. The distribution of  Facebook 
“likes” indicates that certain Holyoke businesses have 
become cultural institutions, such as in the case of  
Fernandez Family Restaurant, and that groups with 
a high social networking presence are geographically 
clustered near each other.

This kind of  clustering could indicate the start of  
a small-business center, where Holyoke’s cultural 
institutions and businesses collaborate, with the 
common goal to reactivate Holyoke’s derelict 
spaces and create a vibrant commercial center 
downtown. HUD sees the importance of  this kind 
of  collaboration, suggesting that “capitalizing on 
social relationships between different groups and 
individuals—in particular, the sharing of  knowledge, 
strategies, and experience—can be an important tool 
for fostering clusters of  temporary use projects in a 
certain area. In addition, networking can engender 
new forms of  cooperation; an area might develop a 
communal sense of  identity, or members can benefit 
from economies of  scale when negotiating permits” 
(HUD 2014).

3. A vIBRANT COMMERCIAL DOwNTOwN
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Smaller pop-ups and temporary uses 
in Holyoke could lead to this kind 
of  urban center, where clusters of  
commercial activity foster a sense of  
cooperation through local small-business 
development. Accepting pop-ups 
as a valid and powerful method of  
economic development lead to a city 
where experimentation and innovation 
is embraced in economic development, 
leading to a city that is dynamic and 
resilient to future economic challenges.

Fernandez Family Restaurant The Cake Lady

Enchanted Circle Theatre

Holyoke Children’s 
Museum

Capri Pizza

Nuestras RaicesNueva Esperanza

Paper City Brewery

Holyoke Public Library

FACEBOOK “LIKES”

CULTURAL RESOURCES
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IN SUMMARY
 FROM POP-UPS TO PERMANENT 

PIONEER PROJECTS
 EARLY SUCCESSION

In this placemaking theme, city officials 
support existing and potential pop-up 
businesses and events by designating physical 
spaces, such as a pop-up plaza, for temporary 
activities, thus promoting experimentation 
and community economic development. 

Creating physical spaces for pop-ups 
fosters a network of  diverse community of  
entrepreneurs and community organizers, 
contributing to a vibrant small-business 
center. 
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INTERMEDIATE 
PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION

LARGE PROJECTS
 LATE SUCCESSION

These placemaking strategies follow these 
principles:

•	 Start small and slow by temporarily activating a 
space and allow people to develop its use and 
function.

•	 Promote walkability by attracting people to the 
street and providing a diversity of  activities.

•	 Promote social interaction by giving people 
shared space that can evolve into a collective 
ownership.

•	 Allow for evolution over time by giving people 
temporary spaces that they can turn into 
meaningful places and centers of  economic 
activity.

•	 Provide job opportunities by creating markets and 
having more opportunities to test businesses 
will lure people into new spaces and bring in 
new attention.
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IMPROVING MOBILITY AND CONNECTIONS
MULTI-MODAL CONNECTIONS COULD CREATE A FRIENDLIER AND SAFER HOLYOKE

Good streets are not just planned by city officials, 
they are made by people in their communities. 
Community groups and residents in Holyoke 
could be an important force in improving the 
streets, and creating positive pedestrian and 
cycling environments. The following case study 
exemplifies a successful community-based streetscape 
improvement project. 

CASE STUDY
City Repair, Portland

Founded in 1996, City Repair is a grass-roots 
initiative begun in Portland, Oregon, that inspires 
communities to work together and creatively 
transform the places where they live (City Repair 
2014). It formed when a group of  local citizens 
reclaimed a residential street intersection and 
transformed it into a vibrant public square through 
street art and plantings. This project was so 
successful that it led to a nation-wide campaign to 
reclaim public streets, and create places that are 
more conducive to multi-modal transport and social 
interaction.

Among other placemaking projects, the group 
works with neighborhoods around the country on 
Intersection Repair, or the “citizen-led conversion 
of  an urban street intersection into public square.” 

A car-centered street is transformed into a 
community-oriented place. Once a neighborhood 
street intersection is identified, City Repair works 
to organize the community and develop a design 
for their new pedestrian-centered “plaza” in the 
intersection. Communities often paint a mural on 
the street, which in turn slows car traffic, making 
the place safer for pedestrians and cyclists. But other 
communities have gone beyond that, and installed 
street furniture, like community bulletin boards and 
benches, or have created a type of  “village center” 
around the new plaza by opening mini-cafes or other 
businesses on the corner of  the intersection. 

City Repair writes about the importance and impact 
of  these neighborhood pedestrian-centered areas: 
“streets are usually the only public space we have in 
our neighborhoods. But most all of  them have been 
designed with a single purpose in mind: moving cars 
around. With an Intersection Repair, that public 
space is reclaimed for the whole community. The 
intersection of  pathways becomes a place for people 
to come together” (2014).

“Repaired” streets express the creativity of  
the residents, and the beauty of  neighborhood 
collaboration. The projects strengthened 
neighborhood communication and built community 
resilience by inspiring bottom-up activism.
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Downtown Holyoke could also become a platform 
for pedestrian and cyclist activism, which could lead to 
opportunities for communities to reclaim their streets, 
improve access and mobility across the city without a 
vehicle, and create places for social interaction, thus 
contributing to the innovation ecosystem. Holyoke has 
resources and assets that could be used to build such a 
revived community-oriented streetscape:

• Holyoke’s proximity to regional pedestrian and 
cyclist pathways (the Connecticut River Walk and 
Bikeway) could allow residents non-vehicular 
access to places outside the city.

• Existing community activism could be capitalized 
on to create meaningful public places on Holyoke’s 
streets and around the abundant impervious 
surfaces downtown.

• Existing green streets initiatives could be expanded 
to create safer and more enjoyable pedestrian and 
cyclist access to areas around the city.

PHOTO: Joel CatchloveImages courtesy City Repair. 
See more at cityrepair.org.
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“Streets and sidewalks 
 are the main public places of a city;  
 they are its most vital organs.”
  
  -Jane Jacobs, urban activist & writer
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The Canalwalk is a partially completed pedestrian 
walkway and promenade along the historic canals, 
bordering many of  the old factory buildings. Once 
completed, it will include a variety of  enhancements 
designed to encourage pedestrian and bicycle activity, 
including decorative paving, lighting, planting, and 
benches (City of  Holyoke 2013). The 9,000-foot-
long project is divided into four construction phases. 
The completed first phase runs along the first level 
canal across from Heritage Park, the Volleyball Hall 
of  Fame, and the Children’s Museum.

Phase two will focus on the second level canal, and 
will connect to phase one. Citizens of  Holyoke 
have been excited about and committed to the 
Canalwalk since the idea emerged in 1999. Since its 
progress has been slow, a “Friends of  the Canalwalk” 
committee, comprising artists, residents, and business 
owners, was formed in 2008 to support the project 
by collaborating with city planners and providing 
additional funding (Friends of  the Canalwalk 2014), 
suggesting that there is significant public support 
for these kinds of  urban places and non-motorized 
pathways in Holyoke. 

As envisioned, the Canalwalk could also be the 
catalyst for making broader physical linkages to the 
region outside downtown Holyoke, as it’s planned 
to be one section of  the Connecticut River Walk 

and Bikeway Project. This twenty-mile corridor 
will link Holyoke to the Pioneer Valley along a 
recreation and commuter system for walking and 
biking. The section of  the River Walk and Bikeway 
from Longmeadow to Springfield is completed, and 
the Holyoke to Chicopee section is currently being 
designed. 

The completion of  this project may increase 
recreational and commuter travel from outside 
Holyoke into the city, and would therefore increase 
the demand for safer pathways, improved street 
infrastructure, street greening, and linkages to other 
pedestrian paths. Attracting tourists and residents 
alike into the downtown area may help the city 
reach its goal of  becoming a tourist destination, and 
more funding could then be allocated to completing 
the Canalwalk and making larger non-vehicular 
connections.

The Canalwalk, though itself  an extensive project, 
could be the pioneering initiative in developing a 
cityscape based on community interests and needs.

1. CANALwALK
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The completed first phase of the 
Canalwalk, which runs between the 
first level canal and historic factory 
buildings.
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Green streets are design streetscapes that provide 
ecosystem functions and create more livable 
communities. They increase the amount of  safe and 
pleasant multi-modal transportation and the amount 
of  green infrastructure on the streets. As an added 
benefit, they can help raise the property values 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods, improving the 
economic conditions in the city as a whole. 

Improving the multi-modal environment

Creating safe and comfortable walking and cycling 
conditions makes for a more livable community, 
which Smart Growth America describes as a 
community that, “ought to be for everyone, whether 
young or old, motorist or bicyclist, walker or 
wheelchair user, bus rider or shopkeeper. But too 
many streets are designed only for speeding cars, 
or worse, creeping traffic jams. They are unsafe 
for people on foot or bike—and unpleasant for 
everybody” (Smart Growth America 2014).

Increasing the amount of  safe pedestrian and cyclist 
pathways in Holyoke could not only make downtown 
more accessible to a diversity of  users, it could 
also address important socio-economic concerns. 
Minority populations are “less likely to own cars and 
more likely to rely on public transportation, and are 
particularly affected by poor development patterns” 
(Smart Growth America). 

According to 2010 US census data for the four tracts 
that compose downtown Holyoke, 45 percent of  
housing units have no household vehicle available. 
And the working families who do own a car are 
burdened with those associated expenses (purchase 
costs, fuel, insurance, and so on). Improving street 
infrastructure could make non-vehicular commutes a 
viable option for residents.

It has also been noted that creative workers strongly 
prefer cities where they can bike and walk, and 
where there are a range of  physical recreational 
opportunities (Florida 2005). Therefore, designing for 
alternative transit options could attract more young 
and creative workers into the city, thus contributing to 
a developing innovation ecosystem.

Green Infrastructure

Urban vegetation, can take the form of  street trees, 
vertical gardens, sidewalk rain gardens, and roof-top 
gardens. It is a low-cost way to improve aesthetics, 
and provide key ecosystem services like shading, 
reduced urban heat-island effect, and stormwater 
infiltration. One green street initiative underway in 
Holyoke is a Conway School of  Landscape Design 
project, entitled the Green Streets Guidebook (Winter 
2014 report). The student team worked with the 
Holyoke Conservation Commission to explore 
options for green infrastructure, for accommodating 
multi-modal transportation, and for placemaking 
across the city. 

2. GREEN STREETS
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In Lawrence, the non-profit organization 
Groundwork Lawrence (GWL) has many community-
building “green” projects, including a farmer’s market, 
schoolyard gardens, community gardens, and healthy 
living workshops.

Its GreenStreets Program works to increase the 
vital tree cover in downtown Lawrence. It receives 
funding from state or private donors and uses that 
money to help new neighborhood homeowners 
become “GreenStreet participants.” The group helps 
homeowners identify a tree species that would be 
appropriate for their property, and plants the trees 
in their property along a roadway or sidewalk. These 
homeowners then become stewards of  these street 
trees, and gain valuable knowledge about urban 
canopies. Along with the trees, homeowners receive 
bilingual technical information from a certified 
arborist about sustainable tree maintenance and care 
(GWL 2014).

GWL coordinates community youths and volunteers 
to work with the residents to plant the street 
trees. By 2011, the organization and community 
members planted over 128 street trees in downtown 
Lawrence, contributing greatly to these low-income 
neighborhoods by, according to GWL, adding value 
to the home, lowering home heating and cooling 
costs, improving air quality, improving water quality, 
and creating pleasant human microclimates, therefore 
bringing more neighbors out into their blocks.

A similar project could be particularly beneficial in 
Holyoke. The city was recently awarded grant money 
from the Massachusetts Department of  Energy 
and Environmental Affairs to plant more street 
trees downtown, in a campaign called Greening the 
Gateway Cities (Schoenberg 2014). 

Holyoke, Chelsea, and Falls River were chosen for 
this pilot program because of  “their low tree canopy 
cover, high population density, high wind levels and 
older, poorly-insulated housing” (Schoenberg 2014). 
Many of  the tree planters in downtown Holyoke are 
currently empty, and this tree planting effort could 
be a powerful way to improve the conditions on 
the street for residents. Andrew Smith, Holyoke’s 
Conservation Director, notes that the trees are 
anticipated to save $250 per year, per household 
in reduced energy costs, and each tree could treat 
between 100-700 gallons of  stormwater annually 
(WGGB 2014).

The city is in a position to incorporate green 
street and community-building strategies in their 
placemaking efforts. Doing so could create a strong 
sense of  place, and make the streets downtown 
more hospitable to pedestrians and cyclists, therefore 
improving the non-vehicular mobility in the city. 
As people reclaim the public streetscape in their 
neighborhood, more people will feel comfortable 
walking or biking around the city.

CASE STUDY
 Groundwork, Lawrence, MA
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A dominant feature of  downtown Holyoke is the high 
concentration of  impervious surfaces, a byproduct of  
urbanization and industrialization. Though these sur-
faces don’t necessarily degrade the pedestrian expe-
rience, the area around the Innovation District could 
benefit from more open space or green infrastructure 
so that the built environment is more connected with 
the natural environment.

The Green Streets Guidebook notes that in downtown 
Holyoke “impervious surface covers 63 percent of  
the landscape and open space covers only 5 percent” 
(Carlson, Caughey and Ward 2014). This has strong 
implications for Holyoke’s impact on the Connecti-
cut River, since “water quality becomes degraded 
when total impervious surface exceeds 10 percent.” 
Finally, Holyoke is required by the EPA to reduce its 
combined sewer runoff  (CSOs) and treat its polluted 
stormwater. 

City officials have an opportunity to incorporate 
community placemaking in projects that reduce the 
amount of  impervious surface in Holyoke. Commu-
nity involvement in environmental activism has eco-
logical, economic, and social benefits, and connecting 
open spaces and installing green infrastructure on 

the streets could be a powerful way to create posi-
tive community places in downtown Holyoke. For 
example, engaging the community in the creation of  
infiltrating rain gardens (either in the design or con-
struction phases) along the streets downtown would 
provide the city with infrastructure that addresses the 
CSO problem, as well as beautifies the neighborhoods 
and creates a sense of  ownership. 

In addition, street signs could explain how green 
infrastructure improves ecosystem functioning (see 
pg. 122), and inform residents and visitors about 
the city’s ecological connections to regional systems 
(such as the Connecticut River watershed), promoting  
landscape literacy.

IMPERVIOUS SURFACES
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SOURCE: Office of Geographic Information (MassGIS), Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts Information Technology Division, February 2014

IMPERVIOUS SURFACE COVERAGE
IN DOWNTOWN HOLYOKE

PERMEABLE SURFACE

IMPERVIOUS SURFACE
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For many years, the Bronx River has been “one of  
the most blighted, abused waterways in the country” 
(Kimmelman 2012). The waterfront was shaped to 
fit the needs of  New York’s industries, and not the 
community of  environmental justice populations 
around it. But the Bronx River Greenway is providing 
a way for the community to reclaim their waterfront 
with a network of  pedestrian paths and connected 
urban open spaces.

As New York Times journalist Michael Kimmelman 
writes, 

Compared with headline-making projects in Manhattan and 

Brooklyn, the unexpected renaissance under way along the 

south end of  the Bronx River flies largely below the radar. 

Park by park a patchwork of  green spaces has been taking 

shape, the consequence of  decades of  grinding, grass-

roots, community-driven efforts. For the environmentalists, 

educators, politicians, architects and landscape designers 

involved, the idea has not just been to revitalize a befouled 

waterway and create new public spaces. It has been to invest 

Bronx residents, for generations alienated from the water, in 

the beauty and upkeep of  their local river. (Kimmelman 2012)

Many community organizations (Rocking the Boat, 
Sustainable South Bronx, Youth Ministries for Peace 

and Justice, Partnership for Parks, and the Bronx 
River Alliance) are working together in creating the 
patchwork of  green spaces that are anticipated to 
become links in a larger 23-mile-long greenway. 

These community organizations are working with 
design and architecture firms, working pro-bono, and 
are using city funding for the development of  new 
parks, to incrementally secure the open spaces that 
hope to connect. Developing the Greenway has been 
through small and slow steps, due to the community’s 
general lack of  monetary resources and the challenges 
posed by a complicated physical and social landscape 
(ecological complexities, bureaucratic policies, and 
funding sources have been project roadblocks). But 
in spite of  these obstacles, they have achieved much: 
fifteen miles of  the greenway is established, along 
with 34 of  the anticipated 633 acres of  parkland.

This area in the Bronx is much like Holyoke—
impacted by industry, abandoned by wealthy 
individuals and companies, affected by urban blight 
and contamination, and now home to environmental 
justice populations. 

CASE STUDY
 The Bronx River Greenway

78 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT



As in the Bronx, residents of  the Flats and 
South Holyoke could come together, with 
the support of  city officials, to revitalize their 
community through a network of  connected 
green spaces along the river. The residents 
in downtown Holyoke have, because of  the 
construction of  the large floodwall along 
the Connecticut River, lost their physical 
connection to the water (also described in 
pgs. 96-111). Improved physical connections 
through a greenway could be one way of  
reconnecting the community back to its 
landscape. 

Kimmelman says that “what’s emerging in 
the Bronx is past and future. A new, more 
equitable vision for the city in the 21st 
century. And a river returned, at least partly, 
to its former glory” (Kimmelman). Similarly, 
a greenway in Holyoke could reconnect the 
residents to the city’s waterways and the 
natural physical resources, and complement 
the city’s goal of  developing a prosperous 
innovation ecosystem that supports creative 
projects and individuals.

Community members 
present on stage at the 
Bronx River Festival, 
held in several of the 
parks in the greenway.

Pedestrian and bike 
paths in the greenway 
link neighborhoods in 
the Bronx.

The 2014  Amazing 
Bronx River Flotilla 
brought visitors to 
Starlight Park, a popular 
park and open space 
along the greenway.

Images courtesy The Bronx River 
Alliance. See more at bronxriver.org
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3. GREENwAY CONNECTIONS

A connected network of  green streets and nature 
trails in downtown could be a part of  a larger 
system—a greenway system—that makes regional 
transportation and ecological connections. Holyoke’s 
2009 Center City Vision Plan, which prioritizes and 
strategizes urban redevelopment efforts, advocates 
for building a network of  green linkages between 
open spaces and neighborhoods (see opposite). 

A benefit of  a network of  green streets and other 
greenways could be increased walking and biking 
among residents. This has implications for Holyoke’s 
public health concerns, as “30 to 40 percent of  
Holyoke’s youth are overweight or at risk of  obesity, 
an epidemic that disproportionately affects the 
nation’s poor and minorities and is strongly linked to 
vehicle dependence and lack of  exercise” (Carlson, 
Caughey, and Ward 2014). 

In addition, such a network may also have the 
potential to dissolve some social barriers between 
disadvantaged neighborhoods (such as The Flats and 
South Holyoke) and the commercial downtown. New 

physical connections between neighborhoods could 
lead to improved social mobility among Holyoke’s 
residents through improved access to services 
and institutions (such as schools, businesses, and 
community centers), increased social interaction, 
and spontaneous idea-exchanges. This is especially 
relevant in a city that is historically (and currently) 
ethnically divided (see pg. 18).
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ENVISIONING GREEN CONNECTIONS IN HOLYOKE

People who live outside Center 
City but work downtown could 
better commute to work via 
biking/walking on greenway 
routes that extend into the 
uplands. 

Joggers could stop at Heritage State Park 
for a water break and enjoy the striking 
view of  the canals. 

Informal meet-ups could occur 
frequently at Pulaski Park, potentially 
accessed by foot or bike from both 
The Flats and Prospect Heights. 

Green streets connect South 
Hadley and the Flats to 
the Canal Walk, creating a 
comfortable and convenient 
walking experience for 
residents.  

A river trail along the edge 
of  the flood wall could link 
multiple Holyoke destinations. 
A pedestrian could walk 
along the riverfront, access 
downtown easily for a coffee, 
and stop by Gateway City Arts 
all in one trip.  

SOURCE: Office of Geographic Information (MassGIS), Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts Information Technology Division, February 2014

A network of green streets in Holyoke could link neighborhoods, improve public health through 
increased walkability and bikability, and encourage social interaction that could support the innovation 
ecosystem.
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IN SUMMARY
 IMPROVING MOBILITY AND CONNECTIONS

PIONEER PROJECTS
EARLY SUCCESSION

INTERMEDIATE PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION

In this placemaking theme, both small- 
and large-scale street improvements 
help create vibrant multi-modal 
connections throughout the city and 
region. 

The CanalWalk has gained public 
interest over the years and has involved 
many community leaders in Holyoke. 
This community support and interest 
can be built upon to include the 
community in green street projects and 
trail connections that improve multi-
modal travel throughout the city and 
region.
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IN SUMMARY
 IMPROVING MOBILITY AND CONNECTIONS

INTERMEDIATE PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION

LARGE PROJECTS
LATE SUCCESSION

These placemaking strategies follow the 
following principles:

•	 Create a strong sense of  place by creating 
community places that are desirable, and 
foster a sense of  ownership.

•	 Accommodate many different users; as street 
improvements are intended to promote 
multi-modal transport and multi-user 
access.

•	 Make places safe and secure by reclaiming 
public space and getting more “eyes on 
the street.”

•	 Promote walkability and bikeability, through 
improving safety, infrastructure, and 
connectivity for walkers and bikers.

•	 Accentuate natural elements by bringing 
people into contact with the regional 
ecology through pathways that extend 
through downtown.
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URBAN AGRICULTURE
GROwING FROM ExISTING COMMUNITY FOOD PROJECTS INTO A 
COOPERATIVE AGRICULTURE SYSTEM

Urban agriculture can be defined as “the production of  
food and nonfood plant and tree crops and animal 
husbandry both within and on the fringe of  urban 
areas” (Kaufman et al. 2000). Urban agriculture is 
typically diverse by nature and can include backyard 
gardens, vegetable plots in community gardens, 
compost facilities, restaurant-supported salad gardens, 
fish farms, greenhouses, and many more (Brown  
2002). It includes not only the growing of  food, but 
also the processing, transporting, purchasing, eating, 
and waste recycling that occurs within an urban area. 
The Plant in Chicago, Illinois shows how innovative 
urban agriculture techniques can be used to grow 
food in cities and how entrepreneurial opportunities 
can be created in the process.

CASE STUDY
The Plant, Chicago

The Plant is a 93,500-square-foot vertical farm 
and food business operation located in a Chicago 
neighborhood. In 2010, industrial designer John 
Edel bought the former meatpacking factory and 
retrofitted it to become a sustainable and integrated 
business enterprise, focusing mainly on food and 
farming (ZeitNews 2013). The building contains 
vertical farming operations, an outdoor farm, a 
basement level hydroponic farm, and a communal 
commercial kitchen that can be rented by tenants 
on a monthly or even hourly basis. The Plant’s 

vertical farming covers multiple stories inside the 
building from floor to ceiling, maximizing growing 
in an industrial building (Eisenmann 2013). The 
hydroponic ecosystem is a combination of  fish and 
plants, both of  which are then sold to local food 
markets and restaurants. In reusing this old factory 
building, The Plant was able to recycle 80 percent 
of  the existing factory materials including concrete 
floors, brick walls, and other resources (The Plant 
2014).
 
The Plant also provides opportunities for small 
food-related businesses to rent space and equipment 
cheaply and to share resources. Tenants include 
a mushroom farmer, a kombucha tea brewer, 
and a baker. The food businesses are part of  an 
interconnected system where waste from one is used 
as resource by another, allowing businesses of  The 
Plant to grow and prosper together at low costs 
(Eisenmann 2013). For example, the spent grains 
from the brewery feed the tilapia in the hydroponic 
system.
 
Alex Poltorak, engineer turned farmer, has started his 
own farm enterprise using The Plant’s rooftop area to 
grow more than 200 varieties of  tomatoes, peppers, 
and other vegetables and herbs. Each week, crops 
are distributed through his community-supported 
agriculture program, and any excess produce is 
given to low-income families in the surrounding 
neighborhood. 
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Since The Plant is in its infancy, Edel is still working 
to fully develop a green jobs training program for 
agricultural and food prep positions. Ultimately, Edel 
hopes that many of  the jobs being created by The 
Plant will be filled by local residents. 

Edel is also committed to incorporating renewable 
energy into the design of  the building. The Plant’s 
anaerobic digester with a combined heat and power 
unit will convert both the building’s and neighboring 
manufacturer’s organic waste into heat and electricity, 
enabling them to divert 5000 tons of  waste from 
landfills each year. Edel believes that the energy 
produced will power the entire building and even 
produce excess energy which can be sold to the local 
power company.
 
Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel says, “The Plant is 
an outstanding example of  reviving a vacant building 
and business community in a neighborhood with a 
history of  industry. We are proud to have The Plant 
in Chicago as an example of  vision, technology, and 
innovation working together to grow the economy 
and jobs.”

The Plant’s creative entrepreneurship, reuse of  
industrial infrastructure for agricultural purposes, 
and promotion of  jobs could serve as inspiration for 
the growth of  Holyoke’s urban agriculture system. 

Holyoke has a number of  social and environmental 
resources that can be capitalized on to grow this 
system:  

• Holyoke has an abundance of  vacant land that 
could be utilized for food production, and large 
industrial buildings scattered throughout the city 
could be retrofitted for new growing operations.

• There are a number of  businesses in the 
downtown area that produce waste, and could 
be used as a resource by agricultural businesses 
(such as using waste heat from the MGHPCC 
and Paper City’s Brewery’s spent grains).

• Organizations in Holyoke already offer training 
in the urban agriculture sector and business 
incubation opportunities that could provide 
entrepreneurs with start-up assistance.

• Local institutions and city government have 
expressed their support for urban agriculture 
projects, as it is a goal within the city’s economic 
development plan.

• There is a strong grass-roots community 
agriculture movement already established, 
providing a number of  social, environmental, 
and economic benefits to the city thus far.  

Images courtesy The Plant.
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1. COMMUNITY GARDENS

Urban agriculture has strong roots in Holyoke 
and has been a community-led movement for 
the past twenty years. Since its inception in 1992, 
Nuestras Raices, a community agricultural non-
profit organization, has been helping residents 
reclaim vacant lots to turn them into lush, thriving 
community gardens (Nuestras Raices 2013).

Inspired to create positive change in their Holyoke 
neighborhoods, former farmworkers from Puerto 
Rico were interested in growing their own food 
so that they could teach their children about their 
agricultural heritage, access healthy produce, and 
beautify the “eyesores” or vacant lots of  the city.  
Together, they transformed one of  these vacant 
lots into the first community garden in Holyoke, 
La Finquita. Now, twenty-two years later, Nuestras 
Raices manages ten community gardens with one-
hundred members in the city of  Holyoke. These 
members make up a diverse network of  urban 
gardeners.
 
Many of  the community gardens emerged 
from collaborative efforts between residents, 
city government, and property owners after the 
community witnessed the positive outcomes the 
first gardens had on the surrounding neighborhoods 
(Nuestras Raices 2014). The establishment of  the 
Cuenta Con Migo garden was initiated by residents of  

East Dwight and Mosher Street in partnership with 
Nuestras Raices and the city of  Holyoke in 2001. The 
garden became not just a place to grow food, but a 
place where city residents could gather. People from 
diverse cultural backgrounds and ages came together 
for the common interest of  gardening, and were 
able to share their experiences and expertise with 
each other. The garden also hosts an annual party in 
August where all community members of  the area 
are invited, free of  charge, to a full day of  traditional 
roasted meat, live music, and children’s events. In 
2011, the Cuenta Con Migo gardeners and Nuestras 
Raices opened the youth garden called Jardineros Del 
Futuro, on an adjacent vacant lot leased by the city 
(Nuestras Raices). These kinds of  partnerships are 
important in the success of  urban agriculture projects 
within the city as they show local residents that the 
city cares about food access and security issues.  
 
Nuestras Raices is one of  the most active urban 
agriculture groups within the city and has provided 
many Holyoke residents the resources they needed to 
grow food. What started as one community garden 
project has evolved into a broad network of  people 
committed to strengthening the local food system and 
addressing food justice issues.
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CASE STUDY
 Paradise Lot

Backyard gardening can play an integral part in the 
urban agriculture system. In many cases, a backyard 
garden harvest can stretch food budgets of  low-
income families and their network of  relatives and 
friends. Usually, backyard gardeners are hobbyists 
who enjoy raising their own food. Surpluses can 
become preserved products and gifts for friends and 
neighbors (Brown 2002). The following example 
shows how a small-scale urban backyard gardening 
project became a plant nursery business.
 
Jonathon Bates and Eric Toensmeier manage a lush, 
edible permaculture garden on a tenth-of-one-acre 
backyard in Holyoke called Paradise Lot. Bates and 
Toensmeier moved to Holyoke to work in an urban 
environment, where their “ideas might spread to 
other yards” (Raver 2013). They also knew there was 
an emerging urban agriculture community, visible 
in the work Nuestras Raices was doing throughout 
downtown.
 
Toensmeier and Bates bought a duplex on a barren 
lot in Holyoke 11 years ago and transformed it into 
a bountiful garden with 160 kinds of  edible plants 
including persimmons, Asian pears, strawberries, 
and currants (Raver 2013). Permaculture gardens are 

designed to mimic the structure and functions of  
natural ecological systems (Laker 2010). A system like 
this emphasizes cycling of  nutrients (for example, 
where dead plants become mulch for new plant 
growth), incorporates a diverse range of  foods and 
useful plants with mutually beneficial relationships, 
and uses site conditions as the guiding premise for 
designing a garden. Their backyard now consists of  
an edible forest garden with tropical crops, poultry, 
annual beds, greenhouse, and a developing aquaponic 
system.
 
Bates and wife Megan Barber saw the possibility 
of  turning their backyard gardening hobby into a 
living. In 2010, they launched the Food Forest Farm 
Permaculture Nursery, a mail order business that 
sells seeds from the edible plants that are grown on 
Paradise Lot. They also offer educational services 
about growing perennial crops and help other 
people create “low-maintenance regenerative food 
systems” by working with clients to design and build 
permaculture gardens (Food Forest Farm 2014). This 
project shows how small, gardening projects can 
become, with the work of  motivated and creative 
individuals, new business enterprises.
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2. URBAN FARMING

The Holyoke Innovation District Task Force hopes to 
grow an integrated urban agriculture industry cluster 
in downtown Holyoke (HDR 2011). As more and 
more urban consumers wish to purchase fresh, locally 
grown produce, opportunities in the urban agriculture 
industry, such as urban farming, will likely appear 
(Brown 2002).
 
There is currently one very successful urban farm in 
Holyoke: Nuestras Raices’ thirty-acre La Finca, located 
along the Connecticut River. A group of  community 
gardeners expressed a desire to grow food not just 
for themselves but for market sales (Nuestras Raices 
2014). Nuestras Raices and community members 
worked together to find land and develop the farm, 
which rents 1/8-acre plots of  land to budding market 
farmers. These farmers also enroll in the Beginning 
Farmers Training Program, which provides them with 
small loan connections, shared resources, and market 
assistance (Nuestras Raices 2013).
 
La Finca has emerged as an important community 
place, offering educational tours, community work 
days, and celebrations such as pig roasts. The farm 
has also become a living laboratory through a working 
relationship with the UMass Extension Service, in 
which seeds from popular Puerto Rican crops are 
being acclimatized to grow in New England. The 
farm has proven to be a source of  creativity and a 
representation of  the Latin culture within the city.
 
City officials in Holyoke are anticipating growth of  
start-up and spin-off  urban agriculture businesses 

with the hope that they will provide employment 
opportunities for local residents (HDR 2011). 
Commercial growing can take many forms—some 
farmers grow food in soils, others use hydroponic 
techniques or seasonal extension methods such as 
greenhouses. There are many vacant spaces and 
abandoned buildings that could be retrofitted to 
support a variety of  urban farming endeavors. 
For example, former industrial buildings could be 
converted into indoor urban food growing spaces, 
as was done at The Plant in Chicago. Utilizing such 
industrial infrastructure for food production could 
maximize the amount of  urban space available for 
urban agriculture, providing a unique opportunity for 
year round gardening in Holyoke. Finally, Holyoke’s 
large community of  gardeners and farmers possess the 
invaluable agricultural skills and knowledge necessary 
for an urban agriculture industry.
 
There is also opportunity for food waste to be 
recycled. Cover Technologies Inc. (a Holyoke-based 
green technology business) has worked on a variety of  
waste recovery projects, such as the design of  a farm-
based food waste composting demonstration facility, 
and could be a great organization to collaborate with. 
According to an engineering analysis of  the MGHPCC, 
a heat recovery system could generate enough 
waste heat to support up to 14.7 acres of  urban 
greenhouse space and approximately 140 jobs (HDR 
2011). Portions of  Holyoke’s waste stream could be 
transformed to provide valuable resources through 
urban agriculture (Brown 2002).
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CASE STUDY
 Green City Growers Cooperative, Cleveland
Green City Growers Cooperative (GCGC) is a for-
profit, cooperatively owned urban farming operation 
in Cleveland, Ohio (Evergreen 2012) that opened in 
2013. The operation consists of  3.25 acres of  leafy 
greens and herbs grown in a hydroponic greenhouse 
that enables year-round food production. The greens 
are then marketed to grocery stores and food service 
companies within a 150-mile radius of  Cleveland. Its 
mission is to employ residents of  the central urban 
area in Cleveland, provide stable income for worker-
owners of  GCGC, and sustainably grow and market 
high-quality, year-round produce. 

The company expects to provide thirty to forty 
long-term living wage jobs for low-income residents 
living in the surrounding area, as a goal of  GCGC’s 
mission to provide employment for local residents. 
Worker-owners also have opportunities to participate 

at an ownership level, and select or become members 
of  the board, thereby participating in the group’s 
development. The company hopes to eventually 
expand its operations to include a larger network 
of  greenhouses and related food processing and 
packaging.
 
Entrepreneurial urban agriculture in Holyoke could 
also focus on utilizing the farming and food talent in 
the city by providing people with jobs. Like Holyoke, 
Cleveland’s median income is low (the average annual 
salary in the central city area is currently $18,000). In 
addition to their wages and benefits, GCGC workers 
receive an annual return from the income generated 
by the GCGC, allowing for long-term asset-building 
and greater financial stability. 

Images courtesy the MMw Horticulture Group.
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3. AN INTEGRATED URBAN AGRICULTURE SYSTEM

According to Holyoke’s Innovation-Based Economic 
Development Strategy, there are seven distinct 
components of  a holistic regional urban agriculture 
system. These include growing food, processing 
(preserving and cooking), transporting, purchasing 
and selling (to restaurants or farmers markets), 
eating, waste recovery, and education (HDR 2011). 
Essentially, a food system incorporates more than 
just production. And so in order to cultivate a vibrant 
urban agriculture industry, more than just farming 
projects need to be created. This means that other 
agriculture endeavors could include the opening of  
restaurants that value local food, the establishment 
of  waste recovery programs to foster a sustainable 
system, and the implementation of  distribution or 
transport enterprises to move food throughout the 
region.
 
Holyoke has a number of  existing resources 
for the urban food entrepreneur. For example, 
Nuestras Raices’ business incubation program 
assists community members in starting food related 
businesses. It has a community center in South 
Holyoke for business development that includes a 
shared-use community kitchen, whose space can 
be rented by local residents for small-scale food 
preparation enterprises such as catering and food 

processing (Nuestras Raices 2014). This program 
lowers start-up costs for entrepreneurs, and led to a 
few successful businesses.

One well-known food business that emerged from 
Nuestras Raices’ incubator program is the El Jardin 
Bakery. The bakery produces high-quality breads 
using artisan techniques and baked in a wood-fired 
brick oven. It began in 2001 in downtown Holyoke, 
selling first to markets, restaurants, and CSAs in the 
Pioneer Valley (El Jardin 2014). By 2008, the bakery’s 
market grew so large, they moved to South Deerfield 
and began a café service. The business now sells their 
bread commercially throughout the region. 
 
Kate’s Kitchen, a daily food program that serves a 
hot meal to anyone in need, has a culinary training 
program for unemployed or underemployed 
individuals called FoodWorks. This training can 
help residents obtain jobs in the restaurant industry 
(Providence 2013). Currently, downtown Holyoke 
has a handful of  restaurants and cafés within walking 
distance of  each other, such as Fernandez Family 
Restaurant, Pizza D’Action, and the Electric Café 
in Open Square. With the anticipated growth of  
population in the city, there could be a market for 
more.

Considering other components 
of the food system
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There are growing opportunities for connecting food 
produced in Holyoke to markets. There are currently 
four different farmers markets that take place in 
Holyoke—one in front of  City Hall, one at Donahue 
Elementary School, one at La Finca, and one at Open 
Square—and all are successful venues where Holyoke 
urban farmers, bakers, and processors can sell their 
goods directly to the consumer. 

Cynthia Espinosa, former farm manager at Nuestras 
Raices and social justice advocate, and a group of  
other residents are in the midst of  working to create 
a grocery co-op in downtown Holyoke. David 
Gowler, River Valley Market employee and Holyoke 
resident, told the Valley Advocate, “Holyoke is a 
city that needs business development and needs new 
employers…and could use a market which produces 
food in Holyoke and nearby” (Turner 2014). 

The worker-collective model could enable each 
worker to have direct input in the direction of  the 
co-op’s future. The organizers are now in the process 
of  gathering input from local residents and starting 
discussion about building membership. Espinosa 
hopes to see a market that is affordable and culturally 
appropriate to the diverse groups that make up 
Holyoke, both in the food it carries and the cultural 
and community events it hosts.

 There is also potential for connecting city-grown 
food with the wholesale market on a regional 
scale. Growers often find it challenging to market 
their locally grown food to groceries, restaurants, 
and institutions because of  wholesale distributors 
monopolies (Brown 2002). “Buy Local” campaigns 
fostered by business councils and government 
development agencies can support local food 
production enterprises. 

The non-profit organization Red Tomato provides 
a model of  strengthening regional food system 
connections. Red Tomato was founded in 1996 
by Michael Rozyne and is based in Plainville, 
Massachusetts (Red Tomato 2014). The organization’s 
ultimate goal is to connect the region’s farmers by 
bringing their fresh, sustainably grown produce to 
the local grocery store at a fair price. It helps farmers 
by providing them with marketing services and 
trade education. Increasing marketing, packaging, 
and distributing opportunities for urban farmers in 
Holyoke could  greatly help the growth of  an urban 
agriculture industry.
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The growth of  urban agriculture enterprises in all 
aspects of  production, distribution, and consumption 
could lead to a more integrated urban agriculture 
system. The city of  Chicago supports urban 
agriculture through various municipal initiatives that 
may be relevant to Holyoke.
 
Similar to Holyoke, Chicago is a post-industrial city 
that has seen significant population decreases and 
vacant lots and abandoned buildings rise (Kaufman et 
al. 2000). Chicago has a large core of  entrepreneurial 
urban agriculture activities, strong support from 
city officials, and many community food advocates 
who are addressing local and global food security 
issues. The city’s diverse urban food projects include 
multiple urban farms, market gardens, cooperatively-
owned grocery stores, schoolyard gardens, rooftop 
gardens, edible landscaping on public lands, 
restaurants specializing in the sale of  local food, and 
composting operations (AUA 2013). 

City government agencies have taken the lead in 
implementing greening policies. Greencorps is a 
program of  the city of  Chicago that provides green 
industry job training, particularly in horticulture, 
urban agriculture, landscaping, and ecological 
restoration (Kaufman et al. 2000). It also provides 
backyard gardening knowledge, tools, materials, 

and workshops to community gardening groups 
and individuals. Chicago’s Advocates for Urban 
Agriculture produced a Chicago Urban Agriculture 
Resource Guide as a way to consolidate the city’s urban 
agriculture information in a user-friendly document 
(AUA 2013). The guide includes information for 
project starters, including how to get land, materials, 
seeds, education and training, compost, grants and 
other funding, and a directory of  urban agriculture 
groups in the city.  
 
To build urban agriculture in Holyoke, city 
departments—following Chicago’s example—could:

• Develop a “how to” resource guide for start-
up urban agricultural projects, oriented to the 
particular conditions in Holyoke.

• Provide opportunities for gardens and farms to 
secure land. Public land trusts can be an effective 
means of  securing permanent sites (Brown 
2002). Nuestras Raices partnered with The Trust 
for Public Land on the development of  La Finca 
(Flournoy et al. 2012). Chicago’s Neighborspace 
is a land trust that fosters partnerships 
between local government and neighborhood 
organizations. It acquires land for community 
parks, gardens, and natural areas within the city.

Integrating the elements into a 
closed-loop system
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• Encourage the establishment of  an urban 
agriculture network. The biggest challenge 
(outlined in Holyoke’s Innovation-Based 
Economic Development Plan) in growing 
an integrated urban agriculture industry is 
coordinating efforts between the various players 
of  the food system (HDR 2011). Jerry Kaufman, 
professor of  urban planning at University of  
Wisconsin, writes that 

“Entrepreneurial agriculture practitioners 
operate too independently and fail to work 
together to promote the potential and overall 
value of  city farming. Experience has taught 
growers in several cities the importance of  
establishing good lines of  communication, 
whether local or national information is shared 
on topics such as grant opportunities and best 
practices…the cause of  urban agriculture is 
advanced through cooperative rather than 
autonomous action.” (Kaufman et al. 2000, 5)

• Incorporate urban agriculture in Holyoke’s 
comprehensive land use plans to help promote 
a healthy, livable community and as a way to use 
vacant land.

• Amend zoning ordinances to allow urban 
agriculture as either a permitted or conditional 
use in certain residential and non-residential 

districts. Zoning should enable rather than 
prohibit the development of  agriculture in 
residential, industrial, business, and open space 
zones (Flournoy et al. 2012).

• Convert some of  the public lands in urban parks 
and around municipal buildings, hospitals, and 
public housing to food producing plantings such 
as fruit trees and edible landscaping.

• Work with Holyoke Food and Fitness Policy 
Council and other urban agriculture advocacy 
groups to outline local food policies.
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PIONEER PROJECTS
EARLY SUCCESSION

INTERMEDIATE PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION

In this placemaking theme, an urban 
agriculture system grows from existing 
community growing initiatives. 

Pioneering community food activists 
represent a large network of  gardeners 
and farmers. Through the support and 
resources of  this network, start-up food 
production enterprises may evolve from 
the skilled workforce of  city growers 
and the economic or physical resources 
available. 

A clustering of  urban agriculture 
endeavors within Center City opens 
opportunities for resource sharing 
and collaboration between businesses, 
organizations, and city officials, leading to 
a holistic agricultural system. 

IN SUMMARY
 URBAN AGRICULTURE

94 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT



LARGE PROJECTS
LATE SUCCESSION

These placemaking strategies follow the  
following principles:

•	 Accentuate natural elements and microclimates by 
utilizing industrial infrastructure for creative 
farming operations, such as vertical food 
production.

•	 Create a strong sense of  place by encouraging 
collaboration between long-time Center City 
residents and new creative entrepreneurs.

•	 Provide opportunities for education and 
skills training by promoting jobs and 
entrepreneurial career resources within the 
urban agriculture industry.

•	 Build on existing cultural resources by building 
from Holyoke’s Latino community 
agriculture movement.

•	 Engage the community from the start by 
partnering with existing Holyoke urban 
agriculture organizations to grow an urban 
agriculture system.

•	 Start small and slow by having smaller 
agricultural projects lead into and guide and 
larger projects.

IN SUMMARY
 URBAN AGRICULTURE
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A CONNECTION TO THE WATER
RENEWING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN A CITY AND ITS 
WATERWAYS THROUGH STEWARDSHIP AND RESTORATION

Holyoke is a water city, but its residents have limited 
access to its canals and river. Holyoke can look 
to other places to explore ways of  fostering new 
connections to the water.

CASE STUDY
Fisherville Mill, South Grafton, Massachusetts

The Blackstone River flows for 48 miles from 
Worcester, Massachusetts, to Providence, Rhode 
Island. Known as the birthplace of  the American 
Industrial Revolution, historic mills can still be seen 
along the river and its tributaries. The Fisherville Mill 
in South Grafton, is one of  these former industrial 
mill sites,located between the Blackstone River and 
the historic Blackstone Canal. The thirty-acre site was 
heavily polluted from historic manufacturing activity, 
illegal waste dumping, an oil leak in 1977, and a fire 
in 1999 that left the site heavily contaminated with 
lead, asbestos, and petroleum. After the 1999 fire, the 
site underwent a five-year clean-up, and much of  this 
contamination and two 20,000-gallon underground 
oil tanks, were removed. Despite these efforts, the 
Blackstone Canal remained heavily contaminated with 
high levels of  crude oil.

In 2004, the Fisherville Mill Redevelopment 
Corporation bought the property, and has been 
working with the town of  South Grafton to 
transform the contaminated site into something of  

community and economic value. The corporation 
envisions it as a “center for sustainability,” 
incorporating public space, educational facilities, 
affordable housing, and local business into a multi-
use development. But the first priority was to start 
remediating the Blackstone Canal.

One component of  this multi-use complex is the 
Living Systems Laboratory, a public water restoration 
project and engineered ecosystem that is used as a 
“living lab” by students, educators, scientists, and 
is also open to the public. The lab is located in 
Mill Villages Park, a public park that is the former 
dumping site and remediated brownfield from 
the Fisherville Mill across the street. Fisherville 
Mill Redevelopment Corporation collaborated 
with John Todd Ecological Design Inc. to design 
this “eco-machine” to treat contaminated water 
from the canal. This facility incorporates a floating 
aqua-restorer anchored in the canal, and myco- and 
phytoremediation processes (ones that use fungus and 
plants to neutralize contaminants) inside a greenhouse 
to clean and filter the contaminated water.

The eco-machine’s four-step process mimics nature’s 
ability to clean water. First, water is drawn from the 
canal into the greenhouse and transported through 
a sediment digester and gravel filter that is colonized 
with bacteria and other living organisms. 
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Second, the water is trickled into myco-reactors 
(boxes of  wood chips inoculated with mycelium) that 
continue to break down the pollutants. Third, the 
water flows through a series of  six aquatic cells, which 
are large tanks of  bacteria, vegetation, and aquatic 
life. Finally, the water is discharged back into the river 
via a floating restorer, a heavily planted floating island 
(Fisherville Mill Site 2014).

Since its construction in the summer of  2012, the 
eco-machine has treated over 300,000 gallons of  
petroleum-contaminated water. Additionally, it was 
discovered that using living technologies has cost 
significantly less and uses only a fraction of  the energy 
and resources of  conventional remediation methods.

At a 2011 event celebrating the opening of  Mill 
Villages Park, Eugene Bernat, owner of  the 

Fisherville Redevelopment Corp. and founder of  
Cover Technologies (a Holyoke-based company 
that specializes in green technology and ecological 
design) said that “the concept was, ‘how do you take 
an eyesore and turn it into a destination?’ This is a 
prime example of  both the history and tragedy of  the 
Blackstone River Valley. I’ve had a lot of  exposure to 
innovative technologies through Cover Technologies. 
We wanted to try to do something really unique. 
We can model something that can use old, historic 
infrastructure, and use that in a new innovative way to 
clean up the ecosystem.”

The Fisherville Mill eco-machine project shows 
how a town can revitalize the physical remains of  its 
industrial history and use an ecological restoration 
project as a way to engage the residents with their 
landscape.

PHOTO: Paul Hellmund
Eugene Bernat explains the ecological functioning of the floating restorer on the canal  
and bioremediating tanks in the greenhouse to a group of visitors.
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Opposite: Renaissance Park in 
Chattanooga. Residents and visitors 
use the park as a place for gathering 
and leisure, while it simultaneously 
treats the city’s stormwater.

The Baima Canal, Fouzhu, China

Another water-based restoration and placemaking 
project is the Baima Canal in Fouzhu, China. The 
canal was heavily polluted from wastewater and 
sewage outflows from the nearby city, posing health 
risks for city residents and threatening the livelihood 
of  fishing communities downstream. John Todd 
Ecological Design collaborated with Ocean Arks 
International and Natural Systems, Inc., to design an 
urban canal restorer, consisting of  a floating platform 
of  1,200 native plants. It has improved water quality 
significantly since its installation (John Todd 2012). 
The restorer was built with a walkway down the 
center and is now a recreational destination for city 
residents. The canal restorer was a more affordable 
and lower maintenance option than re-piping the 
polluted water to a remote wastewater treatment 
facility. It also brought people to the canals by 
creating a beautiful and lush natural environment 
within the urban center.

Renaissance Park, Chattanooga, Tennessee

Renaissance Park, in downtown Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, is a 23-acre restoration project that abuts 
the Tennessee River, on the site of  the former G.E. 
Roper Plant. Within this urban park is an established 
1.5-acre constructed wetland, a flooded forest 
home to diverse wildlife, suspended boardwalks for 
recreational purposes, and an outdoor pavilion for 
environmental education programming (Tennessee 
Valley Authority 2006). The park is a wet-forest 
ecosystem, linking land and water. The wetland 
collects stormwater runoff  and contaminated 
water from storm sewers and cleans them. Once 
the water exits the wetland, it flows through a 13-
acre floodplain forest, and then eventually into the 
Tennessee River. The park performs important 
ecological functions (such as improving water quality), 
and creates a beautiful outdoor space for the public.
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PHOTO: Chris Whitis and Brian Phelps
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Water is diverted from the Connecticut River  into 
Holyoke’s canals, where its energy is converted into 
electricity. Water flows into the canal gatehouse 
structure located between the intake for the Hadley 
Falls Station and the western shore. The gatehouse 
discharges water into the first-level canal, where it 
flows through power-generating turbines in factory 
buildings. The water continues to generate power at 
each level change in the second and third canals, and 
then eventually flows back into the Connecticut River.  

Though the river is cleaner than it was ten or twenty 
years ago, polluted stormwater runoff  and Holyoke’s 
combined sewer overflow system still empties 
wastewater into the river during large rain events. 
This poses human and ecological health risks.  A 
restoration project on the canals could help improve 
the water quality in the Connecticut River.
 
Constructed wetlands are man-made systems that 
mimic the structure and ecological functions of  
natural wetlands. They could mitigate the effects of  
polluted stormwater that enters the canals and river 
in Holyoke, improving the health of  the aquatic 
ecosystem and reduce potential harmful impacts to 
human health. A constructed wetland in Holyoke 
could take the form of  a floating canal restorer, 
like John Todd’s eco-machine, consisting of  phyto-
remediating aquatic plants that improve water quality 
through a filtration process. 

Holyoke has many resources that could be used to 
help reconnect residents to their waterways through 
water-based placemaking and ecological restoration:

• Multiple city plans (e.g., the Center City Vision 
Plan, the Urban Renewal Plan, and the Holyoke 
OSRP) have stated that reconnecting Holyoke 
residents to their waterfront is a goal of  city 
officials.

• The presence of  environmental justice 
populations downtown could be a way to 
leverage federal or state funding for ecological 
restoration projects.

• Past community programs to restore the areas 
around the waterways in other parts of  Holyoke 
can provide a model for how the city could 
employ these techniques downtown.

• Spaces designed to reconnect residents to 
Holyoke’s water resources (such as Pulaski Park) 
could create destinations near the canals and 
riverfront.

• The people and organizations behind current 
river destinations, like Holyoke Rows, The 
Holyoke Canoe Club, and The Jones Ferry River 
Access Center, have knowledge and expertise 
about using the waterways.

• Water-based restoration projects could build 
on the city’s current water quality improvement 
efforts to treat stormwater runoff  and properly 
address combine sewer overflows.

CONSTRUCTED WETLANDS IN HOLYOKE
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A constructed wetland on the canals could be an 
ecologically sound method for urban placemaking. Not 
only could it mitigate the affects of stormwater runoff 
from the streets, but also provide a beautiful destination.

101



A 
CO

N
N

EC
TI

O
N

 TO
 T

H
E W

AT
ER

The canals are a distinctive landmark that define the 
downtown area, connecting residents and visitors to the 
past, present, and future of  the city. Water, retained by 
the dam and transferred to the mill buildings through 
an extensive network of  hand-dug canals and raceways, 
brought power to the mills and factories. The 7.5-mile 
canal system and hydro-dam laid the foundation for 
Holyoke’s successful industrial era, and continue to 
provide power to the city today. The canals also provide 
a visible way for Holyoke’s residents and visitors to 
experience the diverted water from the Connecticut 
River.

Landscape literacy refers to the ability to read or 
understand a landscape, its history, and its stories. A 
number of  organizations in Holyoke have hosted events 
promoting landscape literacy through a historical lens. 
Passport Holyoke, a network of  organizations that 

promote the cultural, educational, and recreational 
assets of  the city, organizes an annual event called 
Discover Holyoke, which features activities that 
celebrate the city’s legacies. These events include 
historic tours of  the city, performances, and workshops.

Though these events are popular and can increase 
awareness of  Holyoke’s distinct qualities, creating 
physical spaces that allow visitors to experience 
the water could be a powerful tool in establishing a 
connection to the landscape. City officials could expand 
on programs like Discover Holyoke and collaborate 
with organizations that promote Holyoke’s history to 
design an “outdoor museum exhibit” along the canals. 
Physical installations or displays could educate residents 
and visitors about how the canal system functions, how 
much hydro-power the canals and dam generate in a 
day, and their relationship to the Connecticut River.

1. ENHANCING LANDSCAPE LITERACY
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Increasing landscape literacy among residents is 
not necessarily through a government program or 
formalized space. A Jane’s Walk is a free walking tour 
led by local residents who want to create a space 
for people to talk about what matters to them in 
the places where they live and work (Tide’s Walk 
2014). The walk celebrates the legacy of  Jane Jacobs, 
an urbanist, activist, and writer who advocated for 
community-based city building. Informal walks like 
these can be organized and offered by enthusiastic 
residents, who lead a group of  fellow citizens around 
their city or neighborhood. 

Stories about the place’s history, its distinct qualities, 
or the people there are shared, and help inspire a 
community-based connection to the landscape. In 
Holyoke, Jane’s Walks can be hosted in areas along 
the canals, or in relation to the Connecticut River, 
thus reconnecting people with their urban waterways.

Lowell, Massachusetts, offers a formalized walking 
tour of  their exhibit The River Transformed, where 
guests visit the Wannalancit Mill and view its working 
nineteenth century turbines and water raceways to 
learn about how Lowell’s founders harnessed the 
power of  water to drive the mills. Through seeing and 
interacting with the physical spaces and infrastructure 
of  this mill system, people come to understand how 
their city was transformed by its waterways.
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CASE STUDY 
 The Mill Creek Project, west Philadelphia 

A long-term project in West Philadelphia shows how 
powerful place-based education and landscape literacy 
can support neighborhood revitalization and promote 
human-environment interactions. Anne Whiston 
Spirn, then a professor of  landscape architecture at 
the University of  Pennsylvania, started a public school 
environmental education program in the Mill Creek 
neighborhood of  West Philadelphia in 1994. Spirn 
and her students at the university taught a group of  
sixth, seventh, and eighth graders how to read their 
neighborhood landscape.

In workshop-style classes, the middle schoolers 
discovered stories about Mill Creek, the neighborhood’s 
namesake, through observation, historical documents, 
maps, photographs, and newspaper articles. Students 
learned about the larger urban watershed and about the 
polluted stormwater from the streets that still drained 
into the buried creek. They learned of  leaky sewer pipes 
and foundation cave-ins that left disastrous conditions 
for those who lived in the urban floodplain, driving 
many residents away.

This program made history real to the students, and 
taught them that landscape is not static. Spirn found 
that once students learned the stories of  how their 
landscape was shaped, they were empowered to come 
up with solutions for neighborhood revitalization and 
ecological restoration (Spirn 2005). This program not 
only spawned new conversations with city planners 
about environmental justice within this neighborhood, 

it also led the students to become interested in higher 
education and public service careers. Promoting 
landscape literacy amongst community groups in these 
kinds of  communities is especially important, since 
it can address environmental and social issues that 
commonly affect environmental justice populations.

Holyoke, like West Philadelphia, has environmental 
degradation and a high concentration of  disadvantaged 
citizens. Proposals for projects that lie in regions that 
coincide with environmental justice populations may 
have a stronger chance of  getting funding because 
they are seen as high priority. Federal funding for 
municipalities, citizen groups, non-profit groups, and 
corporations are available through agencies like the EPA 
and NOAA.

In 2006, Nuestras Raices received funding from the 
EPA for a community-building, water-based project in 
Holyoke. It received nearly $20,000 from the EPA Five 
Star Program for a project for that provided inner-city 
youth an opportunity to restore eight acres of  riparian 
forest buffer zone and wetlands along the Connecticut 
River. The project engaged inner-city Latino teens as 
project leaders, and involved over 250 inner-city youth, 
community members, and college students in removing  
invasive species using hand tools and light equipment, 
and expanding 100 feet of  native forest buffer along 
the river, participants gained practical experience in 
ecological restoration.
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Guy Lanza, a UMass Professor of  Environmental 
Sciences, described the project area as “very important 
because it provides critical habitat for eleven rare and 
endangered species including fish, birds, mussels, 
and insects. The species are currently in grave danger 
because of  encroaching development pressure that 
could erode their habitat and the increasing impacts 
of  invasive non-native plant species. The idea is to 
actively engage students in solving an important 
environmental challenge in the community in a way 
that provides a diversity of  learning perspectives and 
a pathway to sustainable solutions.” Lanza’s students 
worked with local students and residents throughout 
the project.
 

Place-based education that focuses on landscape 
literacy can engage youth and community members, 
bringing together different groups to achieve the 
shared goal of  making their environment a better 
place. Projects like Mill Creek and Nuestras Raices’ 
restoration project along the Connecticut River help 
connect people to their environment and develop a 
heightened sense of  ownership through stewardship.
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2. CREATING wATER-BASED DESTINATIONS

In Holyoke, promoting landscape literacy might invoke 
creating physical places where people can engage 
with an important feature of  its urban landscape—
the water. Physical proximity to the city’s waterways 
could encourage civic engagement with the landscape, 
fostered by an experiential understanding of  it. City 
officials might encourage this by creating destinations 
along the city’s waterways.
 
To create opportunities for physical connections on 
the canals, Holyoke can look to other cities that are 
creating experiential water-based programming, such 
as pedal boat rentals and gondola tours. In Lowell, 
Massachusetts, the Lowell National Historical Park 
offers a wide variety of  tours and programs on its canals 
and river during the warmer seasons. In the summer, 
the park offers an open-boat “Engineering Innovation 
Boat Tour” on the waterways. The tour teaches 
participants about Lowell’s innovative history that made 
it the “Silicon Valley of  the nineteenth century.” The 
park also offers a longer, more comprehensive boat 
tour of  Lowell’s many waterways, gatehouses, and mill 
complexes, though, it occasionally has to re-route or 
cancel boat tours due to low water levels. In Holyoke, 
the history of  the canal system and the backdrop of  old 
mill buildings could make for a stimulating open boat 
tour experience for residents and visitors alike. 
 
While the area around the Holyoke canals are accessible 
and seen regularly by downtown residents through the 
Canalwalk, views and access points to the Connecticut 

River are limited. Though built along the Connecticut 
River, there are few places in Holyoke where the river 
can be seen. Downtown’s Pulaski Park, built in 1884, 
is a promenade along the Connecticut River, and was 
originally designed to overlook the dam and celebrate 
Holyoke’s connection to the water. J.C. Olmsted wrote 
in a 1901 letter that, “the City of  Holyoke has certainly 
been wise to provide this elevated park commanding 
views over the Connecticut River. The location and 
the principal feature of  its plan—a broad promenade 
following the crest of  the bluff—are excellent” 
(Friends of  Pulaski Park 2014). However, trees and 
other plants now block views of  the river, as these 
plants grew to heights not anticipated in the original 
design of  the park. Friends of  Pulaski Park, a park 
advocacy organization that works to restore, preserve, 
and improve Pulaski Park, is working with the Holyoke 
Conservation Commission to address the invasive 
species present between the park and the river and 
restore the park’s visual connection to the river. 
 
In downtown Holyoke, the largest physical obstacle to 
going near or on the river is the flood wall that lines 
most of  the riverfront. The city’s flood control system, 
built by the U.S. Army Corps of  Engineers in 1938, is a 
16,000-foot-long, roughly one-story tall, concrete flood 
wall that blocks waterfront views and access, hindering 
physical connection between the residents and the 
Connecticut River. Currently, some subsistence fishers 
in Holyoke climb over the wall via small metal ladders, 
often unsafely. 

106 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT



Though the floodwall cannot be dismantled, city 
officials have the opportunity to explore other 
options for riverfront access, such as formalized paths 
and stepped access over the wall, or backfilling the 
wall so that a walkway could be built on top of  it. 
 
To create riverfront destinations, Holyoke can look 
to examples of  river-based programming and access 
points located right outside downtown. The Robert 
E. Barrett Fishway is a popular seasonal attraction 
at the Holyoke Dam, and allows visitors to watch 
fish swimming up the Connecticut River. During 
their spring migration the fish are carried in two 
elevators up and over the large dam, allowing them 
to reach upstream spawning habitat. The fishway 
connects people to the landscape by educating them 
about fish migration. Other water-based destinations 
could similarly incorporate ecological benefits and 
education as they create meaningful public spaces. 
 
Downstream of  the floodwall  is one popular access 
point to the river. The Jones River Ferry Access 
Center is a boat launch site owned and operated by 
Holyoke Rows, a non-profit community organization 
that runs youth and adult “learn to row” programs. 
The site has a boat ramp, small parking lot, and picnic 
tables overlooking the river. Expanding river access 
sites in downtown could also include sitting areas and 
opportunities to canoe on the water. Holyoke Rows 
could be a resource in expanding such access points.  
 

Many subsistence fishers use this site to fish in the 
river and Nuestras Raices has created a program 
that provides education on proper de-boning and 
filleting of  the fish, so people can avoid consuming 
the parts of  the animal that may be unhealthy due 
to water contamination. Organizations like Nuestras 
Raices and Holyoke Rows are providing access to and 
information about the river to Holyoke’s residents. 
City officials might partner with groups such as 
these, and take advantage of  their knowledge about 
the Connecticut River. This could lead to more 
informed ideas about how best to design water-based 
destinations downtown, and create places that are 
culturally appropriate and ecologically sound.
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CASE STUDY 
 waterFire, Providence 

Like Holyoke, Providence is a city heavily influenced 
by its waterways. The Providence, Moshassuck, 
and Woonasquatucket Rivers all flow through the 
city, draining into Narragansett Bay. As in Holyoke, 
Providence has experienced post-industrial economic 
depression—but has undergone dramatic urban 
renewal. WaterFire is a placemaking event along the 
rivers that has been the “crown jewel of  the Providence 
renaissance” (Rotella 2014).

On an event night (which happens roughly 25 times 
a year), large torches—some floating—are lit on the 
rivers at dusk, while accompanying music is played 
over speakers. Street vendors and performances take 
advantage of  the increased foot traffic along the rivers 
as the night progresses and the fires burn on the 
water. WaterFire came  from modest beginnings as a 
small, one-time event in 1994. It has since been very  
successful, and  has grown into an “important civic 
institution, with a dozen year-round employees and a $1 
million annual budget” (Rotella). WaterFire’s first year 
was also a year that Providence daylighted and rerouted 
the Providence River which had been covered by “the 
world’s widest bridge.” The expansive amount of  
pavement was “replaced by several real bridges inspired 
by those in Venice, making the river a downtown focal 
point once again” (Rotella). 

The daylighting of  the Providence River helped to 
develop a new relationship with people and the water. 
“Agencies report that uncovering the rivers has had a 
dramatic effect on public awareness of  water quality 
issues. The Narragansett Bay Commission, for example, 
believes some of  its advocacy work on remediating 
combined sewer overflows was helped by the increased 
awareness spawned by river relocation” (Bruner 
Foundation). The rediscovery of  the river and the 
WaterFire event have created a connection to nature in 
an urban setting.
 
In addition, what began as an art installation has now 
become an important economic centerpiece for the 
revitalization for Providence. Peter Mello, managing 
director of  WaterFire, says that “WaterFire Providence 
is one of  the most visible manifestations of  Creative 
Capital, and helps Providence build its brand and 
reputation as an international arts and cultural tourism 
destination. It creates $70 million  in economic impact 
for the community, generates $5 million of  direct tax 
revenue for the State of  Rhode Island and supports 
over 500 jobs for local residents. WaterFire builds 
community” (WaterFire 2014). Similar  installations 
have popped up in Houston, Columbus, and  Kansas 
City. Might Holyoke’s canal system also provide a 
platform for hosting events that celebrate the city’s 
waterways? 
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wood is stacked in preparation for the event.
PHOTO: Ellen Wagner

Crowds of people gather around the water during 
the event, which stretches for many blocks along 
the network of daylighted rivers in the city. 
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IN SUMMARY
 A CONNECTION TO THE WATER 

PIONEER PROJECTS
EARLY SUCCESSION

Building from the existing Canalwalk 
project, the areas around the riverfront 
and canals could be transformed into 
active community spaces that could also 
help restore the urban environment.

Though the river is currently concealed by 
a flood wall, Holyoke residents are able to 
connect with the river’s water through the 
canal system. Restoration efforts on the 
canal system could have positive impacts 
on the water quality of  the Connecticut 
River as a whole. 

INTERMEDIATE 
PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION
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LARGE PROJECTS
LATE SUCCESSION

These strategies follow these principles of  
placemaking:

•	 Start small and slow by building public 
interest in the waterways first, through 
landscape literacy programs. Eventually, 
they could build into a larger community 
involvement in Holyoke’s water 
resources.

•	 Create a strong sense of  place by enhancing 
the canal experience, and creating places 
that are special and unique to Holyoke.

•	 Capitalize on Holyoke’s historic heritage 
by bringing people to the canals, and 
emphasizing the city’s rich history 
through placemaking.

•	 Enhance social interaction by providing 
destinations centered around the 
waterways, and allowing many users to 
reconnect with their landscape and each 
other.

•	 Plan for the long-term by prioritizing 
waterway restoration projects, which 
are socially and ecologically important 
to the city, and promoting long-term 
environmental stewardship.
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URBAN ECOLOGICAL REPAIR
RESIDENTS RECONNECT WITH THEIR CITY THROUGH ENVIRONMENTAL REMEDIATION 
AND NEW ECOLOGICAL INDUSTRIES

Holyoke wouldn’t be the city it is today without its 
past industry. But, the legacy that manufacturing left 
on the ecological conditions of  the city is something 
that city officials are currently dealing with. How 
can the city use ecological repair as a method for 
placemaking and development in the Innovation 
District? A case study from Pittsburgh shows one way 
that a group of  driven people used environmental 
clean-up as an asset in community-building and 
development.

CASE STUDY
The Sunflower Project, Pittsburgh

GTECH (Growing Through Energy and Community 
Health) is a non-profit organization based in 
Pittsburgh dedicated to improving the economic, 
social, and environmental health of  surrounding 
communities (GTECH 2014). It partners with a 
variety of  institutions, businesses, and towns on 
innovative community development and vacant 
land reclamation projects. And, it recognizes the 
importance of  community-based green programs 
in a city’s development—“a village of  partners”—
improving the city “in a green economic evolution, 
not revolution,” according to its mission statement.

In 2007, the GTECH team (composed of  designers, 
policy specialists, social innovators, landscape 
architects, and community organizers) partnered 
with graduate students at Carnegie Mellon University 
to study how vacant spaces in Pittsburgh could be 
transformed through productive green strategies. 
They identified growing specific biofuel crops, or 
plants that can be used as sources of  energy, as a 
viable way to make these properties more ecologically 
and socially productive. 

One project explored options for a former steel 
mill site that had been left heavily contaminated by 
asbestos, petroleum, and other environmental hazards 
after it shut down. There were many concerns about 
the health and environmental risks this site posed to 
the community and the river that the site abutted. 
GTECH and a host of  partners planted hybrid poplar 
trees, switchgrass, and sunflowers on this 178-acre 
brownfield to evaluate the remediation capacity and 
crop yield of  these potential biofuel plants in a large-
scale bioremediation project called The Sunflower 
Project.
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Today, research continues into the remediation and 
biofuel potentials of  various crops, as GTECH 
collaboratively evaluates ways to use vacant lots in 
these former industrial areas of  the city. The success 
of  this creative brownfield remediation project 
opened the door to other industrial bioremediation 
opportunities in the greater Pittsburgh area, and 
launched a sunflower seed packet business. GTECH 
acknowledges the importance of  placemaking in the 
revitalization of  their city, noting: “we believe that the 
process of  improving places is an economic driver” 
(GTECH 2014).

Like Pittsburgh, Holyoke’s post-industrial landscape 
could offer space for a “living laboratory” for 
innovative bioremediation projects such as the 

Sunflower Project, with numerous resources that 
could contribute to urban ecological repair through 
brownfield remediation:

• The presence of  nearby colleges could be 
utilized to develop partnerships in order to launch 
bioremediation research projects. 

• Holyoke’s large building footprints and industrial 
infrastructure could allow for plant propagation and 
bioremediating greenspace.

• The large potential workforce of  Holyoke’s 
youths could be used in new business or industry 
development, and in return gain educational 
opportunities or skills training. 

One of the former industrial lots in Pittsburgh, 
photographed in 2013, that is now being remediated 
through sunflower production for biofuels.

113



U
RB

AN
 E

CO
LO

G
IC

AL
 R

EP
AI

R

Holyoke’s history as an industrial leader left many 
marks on the city—the canals and factory buildings 
are a visually strong component of  Holyoke’s 
cityscape. But there are other, less visible impacts of  
industrial manufacturing activities.

Brownfield sites are former industrial properties 
where future use is affected by environmental 
contamination. The City of  Holyoke began its 
Brownfields Program in 2002, and has successfully 
received thirteen EPA grants, totaling $1,146,000, 
aimed at remediating contaminated sites across the 
city (see opposite). 

Some previously remediated sites in the downtown 
area have been redeveloped into new city landmarks, 
such as the MGHPCC and Holyoke’s Transportation 
Center at Veteran’s Park. Though this program has 
been successful thus far, there are still properties 
that may need to be cleaned in preparation for 
redevelopment and public use. In addition to these 
sites, there have been 202 reported hazardous tank 
leaks or spills since 1989 in Holyoke, the majority 
of  which were located downtown (Holyoke MA 
Environmental Hazards Report 2014).  

Expanding on the existing Brownfield Program, 
city officials have the opportunity to develop new 
and innovative brownfield remediation strategies 
to address both past contamination and current 
environmental justice issues. Furthermore, successful 
implementation of  these ideas could lead to new 
environmental industries, job creation, and the 
opportunity for Holyoke to become a regional model 
for urban ecological repair.

1. BROwNFIELD REMEDIATION
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INDUSTRIAL CONTAMINATION IN HOLYOKE

IDENTIFIED FORMER OR 
CURRENT BROwNFIELD, 
SUPERFUND, OR OTHER 
CONTAMINATED SITES

OPEN SPACE

BUILDING FOOTPRINT
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ENvIRONMENTAL JUSTICE POPULATIONS 
IN DOWNTOWN HOLYOKE

In downtown Holyoke and the area around the 
Innovation District is a high concentration of  
environmental justice populations (see opposite). 
The EPA states that these populations experience 
“disproportionately high and adverse” effects of  
degraded environmental conditions. Effort is needed 
to ensure that there is “fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement of  all people... in respect to the 
development, implementation and enforcement of  
environmental laws, regulations, and policies.”

The environmental justice populations in Holyoke 
concentrated in the downtown area. The three 
categories depict how many of  the three criteria 
for environmental justice populations (low-income, 
minority population, non-English speaking) are 
in a neighborhood. Some areas of  downtown 
Holyoke have all three of  these criteria, indicating 
a disproportionately high concentration of  
disadvantaged people.

Between 2006 and 2009, Nuestras Raices partnered 
with Mount Holyoke College’s Earth and 
Environment Department, and together received 
an EPA CARE (Community Action for a Renewed 
Environment) grant designed to help communities 
study and address local environmental health issues. 

With the grant-based funds, Mount Holyoke College 
students conducted a community environmental 
health assessment and monitoring program. It was 
designed to investigate the toxic health risks facing 
residents of  Holyoke, especially those living in high-
density industrial areas. (Mount Holyoke College 
2008). The results of  their studies were compiled 
and presented to Nuestras Raices, thus contributing 
to their ongoing efforts to serve the Latino and 
low-income communities downtown, and educate 
residents about environmental issues in their city.
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SOURCE: Office of Geographic Information (MassGIS), Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts Information Technology Division, February 2014
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Tighe & Bond analyzed an industrial brownfield at 
191 Appleton Street in Holyoke. The firm’s 2009 
report, Analysis	of 	Brownfield	Cleanup	Alternatives, 
notes that certain industrial contaminants at this site 
have concentrations above applicable Massachusetts 
standards, and “future site users or contractors 
could be exposed to unacceptable risks from direct 
contact/inhalation of  soil if  appropriate controls or 
site remediation is not performed.” 

Other locations around downtown may have similar 
conditions. A 15-plus acre site, owned by Quantum 
Properties LLC, consists of  several former mills, on 
which several contaminants have been identified: 
arsenic, coal ash, polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), 
volatile organic compounds (VOCs), polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs), and heavy metals (Commonwealth 
1997). Likewise, the former factory at 191 Appleton 
also deposited PAHs, VOCs, and petroleum 
hydrocarbons.

To remediate industrial brownfield sites in Holyoke, 
city officials have the option to remove toxic or 
contaminated materials through excavation or 
perform in-situ treatment of  the pollutants, as 
described in Tighe & Bond’s report. Though in-situ 
remediation may take longer, it would remediate or 
neutralize contaminants at their source, rather than 
displacing them to another location. 

Bioremediation is a technique that uses plants, 
fungus, or microbes to remove or neutralize 
contaminants on a site. This could be an attractive 
option for Holyoke’s identified brownfield sites or 
possibly even vacant industrial lots not designated 
as brownfields, because it is a low-cost technology 
(it is generally about one-fifth of  the cost of  more 
conventional technologies), is environmentally sound, 
and generally has strong public support (Kirkwood 
2012). EPA research (2001) has indicated that 
microbial colonies within soils of  established plant 
communities can “play an important function in 
remediation of  contaminated sites and can potentially 
reduce the impact of  contaminants,” specifically of  
PAHs and petroleum hydrocarbons.

In addition to in-situ bioremediation of  industrial 
contaminants, “urban greening” can also help clean 
soils on-site. Because plants used in urban greening 
and the microorganisms that grow with them can 
degrade or neutralize contaminants, urban greening 
can make many positive contributions to downtown 
Holyoke beyond providing shade and beauty. 
Remediating brownfields via urban greening and 
bioremediation could increase property values and 
attract new businesses, contributing to improving 
the conditions for positive economic and social 
development in the Innovation District. 

2. BIOREMEDIATION RESEARCH
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 Urban planner and activist Christopher DeSousa 
(2006, 156) writes that “widespread interest in 
urban revitalization has led, in turn, to a resurgence 
of  interest in greening the city.” He describes 
the multitude of  impacts that a “brownfields to 
greenfields” program could have on a city, such as 
“aesthetic and environmental benefits… restoring 
natural habitats, enhancing recreational opportunities, 
and improving the appearance of  urban areas… 
urban greening improves the well-being of  city 
residents by reducing crime, reducing stress levels, 
strengthening neighborhood social ties, and the like” 
(156).

Finally, environmental economists have also argued 
that brownfield remediation and redevelopment 
in the form of  greenspace could “reduce costs 
related to urban sprawl and infrastructure, attract 
investment, raise property values, invigorate 
local economies, boost tourism… and safeguard 
environmental quality generally” (156).

Bioremediation experimentation within the city 
could provide opportunities for residents, local 
government, and educational institutions to work 
together towards improving the environment of  
Holyoke. More research would have to be done 
on smaller demonstration sites to see how, and to 
what extent, bioremediation could address specific 
contaminants in downtown Holyoke. Potentially, if  

site and region-specific techniques are developed, 
they could serve as models for other regional 
remediation efforts.

The Pioneer Valley boasts many colleges and a 
university, and Holyoke’s brownfields could be 
sites for ongoing experiments and research in 
bioremediation, following the model of  Mount 
Holyoke College’s previous partnership with 
Nuestras Raices. The UMass Cooperative Extension 
and Mount Holyoke’s Community-Based Learning 
(CBL) Program are two educational programs that 
could potentially provide Holyoke with know-how 
for a “living lab.”

And the city of  Holyoke could also partner with 
private businesses like Cover Technologies, Inc., 
located within Open Square in downtown Holyoke. 
Referring to themselves as a “green innovator,” their 
portfolio includes composting, recycling and reuse of  
industrial by-products, brownfield remediation, and 
bioremediation. Similarly, partnerships with urban 
agriculture groups could help the city raise support 
for bioremediation efforts since they already have 
knowledge about plant propagation. Organizations 
like Nuestras Raices and businesses like Food Forest 
Farm Nursery could provide not only environmental 
data to the city, but also agricultural expertise and 
community connections, and possibly partner in 
phytoremediation plant propagation.
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La Finca Del Sur, “The Farm to the South,” is both a 
nonprofit organization and an urban farm on 138th 
Street in the South Bronx. The farm has become 
a “field lab”—a research and education garden 
designed to clean up contaminated soil at the farm. 
Kaja Kuhl, an urban designer, collaborated with La 
Finca Del Sur, and together used micro-grant money 
from city government to create a demonstration 
garden that aims to increase citizen knowledge about 
soil contamination and offer education about green 
remediation practices in a slow and low-cost process 
(La Finca Del Sur 2014).

Visitors are able to see phytoremediation plants work 
together in an educational installation that explains 
and monitors the process. Educational signs explain 
the phytoremediation to visitors, and help them 
visualize the types of  contaminants and how much 
the plants are neutralizing. These signs are updated 
with each new test phase to allow people to track the 
progress of  the bioremediation experiment.

Kaja Kuhl also created a user-friendly handbook on 
how to remove contaminants from the land using 
plants, called A Field Guide to Phytoremediation.

This publication educates the community about 
contaminants in their neighborhoods, and how plants 
could be used to neutralize or bio-accumulate those 
compounds. These efforts demonstrate grass-roots 
methods of  remediating contaminated land in the 
city through community engagement, and model a 
practical toolkit for small-scale bioremediation. 

CASE STUDY
  La Finca Del Sur, South Bronx, New York

Farmers at and community 
members at La Finca Del Sur. 
PHOTO: getdirtynyc.org120 A PLACEMAKING IDEABOOK FOR HOLYOKE’S INNOVATION DISTRICT
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Community involvement in Holyoke’s urban 
ecological repair is important not just for the social 
and environmental impacts; the EPA and other state 
and federal environmental agencies also require some 
form of  community outreach and participation in 
remediation processes for grant allocation. The EPA 
(2005) describes its remediation process and notes its 
“intent for the Agency to provide every opportunity 
for residents of  affected communities to become 
active participants in the process and to have a say in 
the decisions that affect their community.” 

Holyoke can adopt innovative ways of  reaching 
and engaging the public, and these methods could 
complement the city’s effort to attract creative 
industries.  New digital technologies and social media 
platforms are providing cities with new resources 
and tools that lead to data-driven public decision-
making. Open-source data is an idea that is spreading 
throughout cities to encourage relationships between 
regular citizens and environmental data collection. 
Making data accessible to residents can help 
citizens get involved in decision-making processes 
in their communities, empowering people through 
transparency of  information and knowledge about 
the “invisible” systems in their neighborhoods.

Andrew Light (2006) writes about a new kind 
of  ecological citizenship, where traditional notions 
of  citizenship and civic duty are expanded to 

include involvement in ecological restoration. 
He recommends that “mere participation in an 
environmental project by allowing community input 
on an environmental decision is not enough, but 
it should be accompanied on this model by the 
creation of  opportunities for people to actively 
engage in these projects on the ground.” In order for 
Holyoke’s residents to become active and engaged 
ecological citizens, they first need to be aware of  
and knowledgeable about conditions in their city. 
Having access to this kind of  information would be 
the first step in creating an engaged and informed 
community.

Real-time data displays are interfaces that could 
give residents of  Holyoke access to ecological 
information, and could be used by citizens to 
monitor brownfield remediation processes. Just as 
the educational signs are manually updated with 
each new test phase at La Finca Del Sur, signs with a 
digital platform could engage citizens with real-time 
data sharing, with a screen that changes moment by 
moment as the environmental conditions change. 
For example, a former industrial brownfield lot could 
display the remediating processes of  the proposed 
constructed wetland on the property, measuring 
the flow of  water moving through the system, or 
the concentrations of  contaminants that are being 
removed. 

3. DATA-DRIvEN CITIZENSHIP
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As Holyoke develops its Innovation District, it 
can employ innovative methods for community 
participation based on environmental knowledge-
sharing that go beyond bioremediation or brownfield 
contamination. Environmental data displays 
could create a platform for open-source access to 
information about many of  the other processes 
within the communities in Holyoke, such as air 
quality, water quality and flow, or building’s energy 
use. Using technology to communicate relevant 
issues to Holyoke’s residents can strengthen people’s 
overall awareness of  a place, and initiate civic 
involvement in decision-making. And providing users 
with real-time feedback could lead toward more 
direct action. For example, if  a building displays its 
energy use, people within may be more conscious of  
their own electricity consumption, and therefore turn 
off  the lights when they are not needed. Strategies 
like these could be useful for Holyoke, especially as 
it works towards its goal of  becoming a Zero Net 
Energy city.

But, this placemaking strategy proposes that not only 
are citizens in Holyoke allowed access to data about 
their environment, but also that they generate the 
data that informs decisions or policies. Open-source 
platforms can be a valuable tool for municipalities 
to collect data or scope the needs of  its residents in 
an easy and convenient way. Open-source platforms, 

either digital or physical, could prove to be an 
effective tool for public outreach in Holyoke, as 
residents who have access to these platforms can 
quickly comment on an issue.

This model of  low-commitment, impromptu civic 
engagement is already shown to work in Holyoke. 
Where many passersby on the streets and in 
neighborhoods walk, allowing a platform for people 
to quickly engage with a space can be a meaningful 
and powerful tool for public outreach, as seen with 
the I wish this was a… project (see pg. 22 of  this 
book). Vinyl stickers on a vacant storefront on Main 
Street allowed people to instantaneously interact with 
a physical space, and so environmental data displays 
or open-source platforms also have the potential to 
be an easy way to engage the public. 
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Open-source methods could be used not only to 
share data, but also to collect information about 
issues affecting the lives of  Holyoke residents. 
SeeClickFix is an existing project that allows residents 
to post comments about public works issues (e.g., 
potholes, streetlight outages, or vandalism) and 
request that they be fixed. Through a mobile app and 
a web platform, people can upload information about 
neighborhood conditions, which then get shared on a 
common site. Holyoke’s Department of  Public Works 
then acknowledges the issue, and reports when it has 
been fixed. This initiative gives people a voice about 
conditions downtown, and has been an active online 
forum. 

Local Data, a digital open-source platform in Detroit, 
is a private company that provides a “digital toolkit 
to help modernize community-led data collection 
of  place-based information.” This kind of  digital 
mapping service used by universities, non-profits, 
and governments to gather and understand physical 
data at a neighborhood scale. A simple tool for both 
organizations and municipalities, LocalData gathers 
real-time data for decision makers on project-specific 
indicators (property conditions, building inspections, 
environmental issues, or community assets).

Expanding on efforts like SeeClickFix, and following 
the model of  powerful tools such as LocalData, 
Holyoke could use open-source platforms to scope 
the needs of  its residents, and engage them in 
environmental or municipal policies. Moreover, these 
methods could also be used by municipalities to meet 
their public outreach requirements and increase their 
own efficiency for identifying and solving problems. 
Open-source data collection in Detroit and Holyoke 
alike has put many more “eyes on the street,” and 
gives more people the opportunity to become 
empowered and engaged citizens.

CASE STUDY
  Open-source Data Collection & Sharing
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This snapshot of a SeeClickFix message board 
and map in Holyoke demonstrates its ability for 
people to identify issues in their neighborhood.
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Bioremediation of  contaminated sites in Holyoke 
could potentially lead to the creation of  new 
environmental industries in the city. Once specific 
plants and other organisms are identified as being 
effective in removing Holyoke-specific industrial 
contaminants, these species could be propagated at 
bioremediation centers in downtown. Innovative 
entrepreneurs or non-profits (such as Nuestras 
Raices, Cover Technologies Inc., or UMass 
Extension) may be valuable partners, and could help 
spread ecological awareness throughout communities 
while greening the city.  

Such a phyto-remediation industry could lead to 
propagation centers such as plant nurseries or 
greenhouses that grow and distribute remediating 
plants. Residents could have access to these plants, 
either through a CSA model, grant funding, or 
private dollars. They could then grow them in their 
own neighborhoods or backyard gardens, creating a 
city-wide network of  small bioremediation projects. 
This could empower the community by allowing 
them to participate in improving the environmental 
conditions and economic value of  their 
neighborhoods. It could also improve the aesthetics 
and ecological functioning of  Holyoke’s properties. 
These former industrial sites, with their large building 
footprints and industrial architecture, could provide 
ideal spaces for plant propagation or incubator 
spaces for new bioremediating businesses.

Downtown Holyoke would benefit from a new 
environmental industry that could bring much-
needed innovative green jobs. The unemployment 
rate in the downtown neighborhoods hovers around 
35 percent (9 percent citywide) and approximately 
28.6 percent of  households earn less than $15,000 
annually (2010 US Census Bureau).

But remediation efforts could do more than just 
create those new jobs. They could stimulate the city’s 
economy as a whole, through providing educational 
and job training opportunities. There are currently 
many youth education programs downtown, 
including YouthBuild Holyoke, the Care Center in 
Holyoke, Nueva Esperanza, and Girls Inc. Another 
example is Nuestras Raices’ “Roots Up” Green 
Job Training Program, which provides training to 
young people in downtown Holyoke for positions 
in fields such as solar hot water system installation, 
energy audits and weatherization, and sustainable 
agriculture. New industries in environmental 
remediation could work with programs like these 
to provide the necessary training for brownfield 
redevelopment practices, as well as actively improve 
the ecological conditions and functioning within 
these environmental justice neighborhoods. Thus, 
Holyoke could become a leader in bioremediation 
strategies for industrial contaminants for the region.

4. NEw ENvIRONMENTAL INDUSTRIES
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The proposed new environmental industry could 
in addition be a powerful placemaking mechanism 
for Holyoke. A repaired urban environment around 
the Innovation District would become a healthier, 
more beautiful, and more ecologically productive 
downtown area, as properties are transformed from 
vacant industrial building lots to bioremediating 
urban greenspaces built through ecological 
citizenship and a newly skilled workforce.

Data displays could be made visible to the 
public, and communicate the environmental 
or restorative processes that occur within the 
new environmental industries, fostering civic 
engagement and stewardship.

127



U
RB

AN
 E

CO
LO

G
IC

AL
 R

EP
AI

R

PIONEER PROJECTS
EARLY SUCCESSION

This placemaking theme engages citizens in 
the creation of  new ecological industries. 

Building from existing brownfield 
remediation efforts in Holyoke, new 
research opportunities for alternative 
environmental clean-up could engage 
students and community groups in 
bioremediation techniques and technologies. 

Finally, increasing community participation 
in environmental repair efforts may lead to 
the development of  new green industries 
that are driven by civic action and ecological 
citizenship.   

IN SUMMARY
 URBAN ECOLOGICAL REPAIR
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INTERMEDIATE 
PROJECTS
MID-SUCCESSION

LARGE PROJECTS
LATE SUCCESSION

These placemaking strategies follow the 
following principles:

•	 Provide opportunities for education and skills 
training by creating markets, incorporating 
green jobs training, and developing new 
environmental industries.

•	 Engage the community by providing creative 
and open-source methods of  public 
outreach and data collection.

•	 Plan for the long term vitality of  the city by 
increasing ecological and social resilience.

•	 Plan for environmental change over time by 
adopting development strategies that 
complement dynamic natural systems, 
and could therefore more easily adapt to 
change.

•	 Accentuate natural elements by incorporating 
bioremediation and urban greening 
downtown.
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Urban planning within the Innovation District should 
embody the same qualities that it hopes to develop. 
Flexible, creative, and possibly unconventional forms 
of  planning and public outreach are needed to 
support an inclusive innovation economy. 

To develop an innovation ecosystem in Holyoke, city 
planners could help create the conditions under which 
existing local talent and energy can grow. On the 
other hand, they could focus their efforts on attracting  
outside creative entrepreneurs to the city. 

This report argues that these two methods for 
developing an innovation economy are not exclusive 
of  each other. By focusing placemaking efforts on the 
community and nurturing the grass-roots projects that 
exist now, the city can ensure that it will attract more 
talent while also supporting a culture of  homegrown 
creativity, resilience, and innovation. 

FOCUSING PLACEMAKING EFFORTS
MOVING  FORWARD
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“Today’s placemaking represents a 
      comeback for community. 
The iterative actions and collaborations inherent 
  in the making of places 
 nourish communities and 
  empower people.”
  —Susan Silberberg, urban designer 
  and strategic placemaker
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“I’d like to see it come from within, 
 because this community has 
  so much to offer, 
   it is just amazing.”
   - Holyoke resident and storyteller
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Bioremediation: A technique that uses plants, fungus, or microbes to remove or neutralize contaminants in the 
environment.

Brownfield: Former industrial, commercial or other properties, where future use is affected by real or perceived 
environmental contamination.

Complete streets: Streets that provide access to a wide range of  modes of  transportation (pedestrian, bicycling, motor, and 
public transport) and provide all users safe and convenient access.

Constructed wetlands: Engineered wetland systems that mimic the structure and ecological functions of  natural wetlands 
to provide important ecosystem functions.

Innovation economy: An economic model that features unconventional thinking and creative problem-solving for 
development. Through capitalizing on intellectual resources, it develops diverse and creative industries that could be 
resilient to potential economic changes or disturbances.

Data-driven citizenship: Citizenship and activism that are promoted by information technology that uses open-source 
platforms to share, use, compile, and convey information with local residents.

Disturbance: A change that alters the conditions of  a system. An ecological disturbance is a temporary change in average 
environmental conditions that causes a pronounced change in an ecosystem.

Dynamic equilibrium: A steady-state in a system, where elements are balanced, materials for growth are recycled, and the 
system is diverse. Achieving dynamic equilibrium means a system will adapt to change and evolve with time.

Ecological succession: A process of  ecological change over time, where successive species compositions respond to 
disturbances and lead to a dynamic equilibrium. 

Ecological citizenship: A model of  citizenship where each person is seen as an integral part of  a larger ecosystem and that 
the future depends on each one embracing the challenge and acting responsibly and positively toward the environment.

Environmental Justice: According to the EPA, “Environmental Justice is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement 
of  all people regardless of  race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation, and 

GLOSSARY

134



enforcement of  environmental laws, regulations, and policies... It will be achieved when everyone enjoys the same degree 
of  protection from environmental and health hazards and equal access to the decision-making process to have a healthy 
environment in which to live, learn, and work.” 

Food Innovation District: A geographic concentration of  food-oriented businesses and services that work together to create 
closed loops within a food system.

Green streets: Streets and sidewalks that use vegetation and green infrastructure to manage stormwater runoff  at its source.

Greenway: A strip of  typically undeveloped land, set aside for recreational use or environmental protection. 

Holyoke Innovation District (HID): A City-designated area surrounding the Massachusetts Green High Performance 
Computing Center in downtown Holyoke, intended to become a platform for innovation and economic and community 
development in the city and the Pioneer Valley. 

Impervious Surface: A surface covered in non-porous material that prevents water from infiltrating into the soil.

Innovation: A new idea or method for solving a problem.

Innovation ecosystem: The environment in which creative ideas and problem-solving are nurtured and grow organically.

Intermediate species: Species that build on the work done by pioneer species. They require more space and resources than 
pioneers, and are therefore slower to grow, but they are generally more ecologically productive.

Landscape literacy: The ability to read and understand a landscape’s history and ecological processes. 

Parklet: A temporary mini park that occupies a parking space, street median, or traffic triangle.

Phytoremediation: A technique using plants to remove, neutralize, or bio-accumulate contaminants on a site.

Pioneer species: Opportunist species that take first advantage of  the conditions left after a disturbance. They thrive with 
plenty of  space and resources. Often, pioneer species are numerous and relatively short-lived.

Placemaking: A community-based process that turns physical spaces into meaningful public places. 

Pop-ups: Temporary projects or enterprises that activate empty space.

Streetscape: Physical elements of  the street (buildings, trees, lights, etc.) that make up its character and dictate its 
functionality. 135
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The City of Holyoke would like to promote an expansion of its innovation-based 
economy. By focusing placemaking efforts on existing cultural and physical resources and 
the talents and initiative of its residents, Holyoke could support a culture of home-grown 
creativity, resilience, and innovation, create a strong sense of place, improve quality of life, 
and create conditions attractive to visitors and entrepreneurs.  
 
Building on successful examples from other cities and on already-existing projects in 
Holyoke, this IdeaBook suggests various strategies, at multiple scales and time-frames, to 
help create public spaces that foster the social interaction that is critical to innovation. 
These strategies involve promoting art and creative expression; temporary “pop-ups”; 
pedestrian- and bike-friendly environments; connections to canals and the Connecticut 
River; urban agriculture; and urban ecological repair.

The Conway School is the only institution of its kind in North 
America. Its focus is sustainable landscape planning and design, and 
its graduates are awarded a Master of Science in Ecological Design 
degree. Each year, through its accredited, ten-month graduate 
program, students from diverse backgrounds are immersed in a 
range of real-world design projects, ranging in scale from residents 
to regions. Graduates go on to play a significant professional roles 
in various aspects of landscape planning and design.


