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REIMAGINING THE CIVIC COMMONS
[Connecting citizens with their parks and with each other]
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THE TIMING IS RIGHT:
Renewed energy in civic growth places Akron at a 
perfect point to “reimagine our civic commons.” 
Focus is on these three civic assets and equalizing 
link: the Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath Trail.

The stronger our chain of assets, the stronger the 
connection between the different populations.
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ABOUT THE CONVENER:
Ohio & Erie Canalway Coalition

• Developing the Towpath Trail and Ohio & Erie Canalway National 
Heritage Area from Cleveland to New Philadelphia.

• Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath Trail is a 101-mile trail that welcomes 
more than 2.5 million users a year.

• Working with more than 150 partners, providing educational 
programs and publications to more than 500,000 people, and 
leveraging more than $408 million dollars of community and 
economic development every year.
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Akron Civic Theatre:
Provides the community with a venue for quality entertainment and 
live performances for over seventy years.

CORE TEAM:

Summit Metro Parks:
Acquires, conserves and sustainably manages natural resources to 
provide the public with passive outdoor recreational and educational 
opportunities.

Summit County Government:
Summit County Executive Russ Pry and his Economic Development 
team recognize the importance of prototyping in the city.

Downtown Akron Partnership:
Promotes and builds a vibrant and valuable downtown, connecting 
local businesses and companies.

City of Akron:
Mayor Daniel Horrigan and his administration have been strong 
supporters of Akron RCC. They are excited to see how this project can 
inspire change.

Akron Metropolitan Housing Authority (AMHA):
Develops people, property and community, providing quality housing 
options and investing in partnerships to enhance opportunities for 
eligible individuals and families.
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SUSTAINABILITY IS KEY:
Akron’s dedication to building the Towpath Trail, along with recent 
investments in water quality improvements and complete streets 
designs, shows the city’s dedication to sustainability.

PROPOSED
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HOW MIGHT WE?
IDEO model taught us to take an iterative approach to community 
engagement, opening our eyes to issues we did not realize were 
present.

We based our prototyping and project on community feedback, 
resulting in two questions:

1. Downtown Akron: How might we create activity in Cascade 
Plaza to address concerns of safety and encourage workers to 
relax and play?

2. Summit Lake: How might we change the perception of Summit 
Lake and return this area to a place of pride and play?
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GATEWAY TO THE NATIONAL PARK:
Akron is the southern gateway to Cuyahoga Valley National Park, 
and with many people commenting that they leave the city to 
experience nature, we decided to adopt the national park theme 
while prototyping.

“Test and Learn” model allowed us to act quickly during the process, 
while co-creating and designing were essential in making sure 
projects were received as authentic.

AKRON CIVIC
COMMONS7



Akron

    Park East

 
    Summit Lake Park

 
Civic Gateway

1.

2.

3.

North

AKRON RCC CIVIC ASSETS:
1. Civic Gateway
2. Park East
3. Summit Lake Park

Civic Gateway:
Located on the northern end of downtown, the Civic Gateway 
is comprised of a variety of recreational and social amenities, 
including the Akron Civic Theatre, Lock 4 Park, Cascade Plaza 
and the Akron-Summit County Public Library, as well as the 
workplace of thousands of employees.

Summit Lake Park:
Once the “million-dollar playground,” Summit Lake is now 
largely an area marked by disinvestment, remembered only 
as a dumping ground for factories and for long-held negative 
perceptions of safety. 

Park East:
Located between our other two assets, this neighborhood is 
home to a variety of people, including homeowners, renters 
and senior living.
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CIVIC GATEWAY

Akron Summit Library

Cascade Plaza

Main Street

Akron Civic Theatre

Towpath Trail Crossing

Lock 4 Park
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CIVIC GATEWAY: THE MAGNET
The Civic Gateway represents the northern entrance to downtown. 
Creating a magnet set of assets, the Towpath Trail and Main Street 
bring people in, while the amenities act as a cluster of attractions.

How can these assets work better together to bring people into 
downtown, instead of repelling them due to confusion and lack of 
public life?
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COMMUNITY FEEDBACK:
Feedback was received through intercept surveys, Mad Lib forms, 
and interviews.

• “Downtown trail is like an urban adventure. Trying to get through 
is confusing.”

• “Dicey getting across 59 and not safe to cross the street.”
• Lack of programming creates a negative perception of safety.

How might we create activity in Cascade Plaza to address concerns 
of safety and encourage workers to relax and play?
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PROTOTYPE: CASCADE CABIN
Result:
Bring cabin onto Cascade Plaza for two weeks to act as work and 
relaxation space. Mix programming with free time to attract people 
out of the office buildings for meetings, work time or to relax and 
talk.
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#CIVICCOMMONS:

“I thought about bringing in s’mores fixings to 
have a little impromptu staff morale booster. “

Lunch in the cabin for Summit Lake residents 
visiting the Akron Art Museum.

Perfect space for business meetings, or kicking 
off shoes to relax.

Summit Metro Parks Programming on coyotes 
and peregrine falcons.
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FUTURE PLANS:
With Lock 4 and the Akron Civic Theatre being the entrance to 
downtown from the Towpath Trail, we want to enliven this section of 
the Civic Gateway with:

• Food and beverage pods

• Seasonal activity spaces

• Pop-up retail

• Lighting

• Local Art

We want to research the potential to have a permanent cabin on 
Cascade Plaza, programmed with bicycle rentals, meeting space, 
classes, reenactments and general welcome areas. 
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PROPOSED LOCK- 4 PARK IMPROVEMENTS:
• Light show
• Games
• Wayfinding
• Garden Cafe
• Live Music // Performance Space
• Market
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PROPOSED ROUTE 59 PEDESTRIAN BRIDGE  IMPROVEMENTS:
• Light Show
• Meadow
• Bicycle Pump Track
• Natural Play Areas
• Art Installation
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Park Equipment

Towpath Trail

Williams Tower
Senior Living
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PARK EAST: MIDDLE GROUND
Park East is home to a variety of different tenants ranging from 
renters and senior-living apartments to home owners. It marks the 
middle ground for the chain of assets along the Towpath.

Unfortunately, due to inadequate upkeep and a fear of vandalism, 
tennis courts are left without nets and large pieces of trash are left 
floating in the canal.
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COMMUNITY FEEDBACK:
Park East was originally taken out of the Akron RCC proposal. After 
hearing concerns about the area during community engagement 
sessions, it was apparent it needed to be added back in.

• “I feel like I’m going through someone’s back yard.”

• “The highway and road crossings cause confusion.”

• “This area is where I usually turn around.”

• “Farther south is pretty industrial… Feels like Mad Max beyond 
thunder dome.”
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PROTOTYPING: POP-UP TRAILHEAD
While we have not yet prototyped in Park East, we are excited to 
begin work this summer. Based on community feedback regarding 
permissiveness, we would like to create a pop-up trailhead in an 
abandoned parking lot. 

We would also like to enhance signage in the area with lyrics to 
songs by musicians from Akron, encouraging people to explore 
further.
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FUTURE PLANS:
After talking with the manager of a local senior-living apartment 
tower in Park East, some of the residents would like to start their own 
ice cream stand along the trail for hikers, bicyclists, and residents. 

Other ideas include reactivating the park by not only adding tennis 
nets back on the court, but creating a place for people to fish and 
boat.
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Reach Opportunity Center

Towpath Trail

Pump House

Summit Lake Community Center

SUMMIT LAKE PARK3.
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SUMMIT LAKE PARK: PLAYGROUND
Once known as the “million dollar playground,” the eastern shore 
of Summit Lake was home to the world’s largest mosaic tile pool, a 
Ferris wheel and more in the early to mid-1900s.

Now, the median household incomes in the area are the lowest in 
the City of Akron, and the neighborhood is one of the hardest-hit 
census track areas in the state. It is cut off on all sides by lake, 
highway and railroad.
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COMMUNITY FEEDBACK:
Most people know the Summit Lake neighborhood by their 
perceptions. Outsiders fear criminal activity while residents are 
threatened by the lake itself.

• “All I want is a place to sit, talk, and have a grill.”

• “We need activities other than basketball.”

• “Nobody really wants their kids outside at this point.”

• “Never had a problem there, but I’ve heard bad things.”

How might we change the perception of Summit Lake and return this 
area to a place of pride and play?
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REWORKING THE PLAN:
Original plans for prototyping at Summit Lake Park included a 
Ferris wheel. After evaluating the cost of the prototype as well as 
the original requests of residents, we decided to focus only on a 
community day that addressed those requests.

“Bring back the sense of 
fun and play Summit Lake 

used to have.”
-Residents and Visitors

“We’re afraid 
of the water.”

“We just want a 
place to sit and talk.”

Boating

Ferris Wheel
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PROTOTYPING: COMMUNITY DAY
Result:
A Summit Lake Park Community Day to return the area to a place 
of play for a day, complete with pontoon boat rides, food, music, 
fishing, bicycle shares and nature playgrounds free for guests.
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FUTURE PLANS:
We want to design permanent infrastructure that will 
accommodate the basic needs of residents and visitors:

• Picnic tables

• Charcoal grills

• Benches

• Shaded Playgrounds

• Shade for Parents

• Permanent Bicycle Share

• Activities other than Basketball

• Learning opportunities

The Pump House at Summit Lake provides the perfect spot to 
be rehabilitated as a rental facility and public learning space.

AKRON CIVIC
COMMONS27



MOVING FORWARD:
Left: Downtown employee Marcel enjoying lunch on the plaza. 
Right: Marcus’ family photo from a bicycle trip in downtown.

AKRON CIVIC
COMMONS28



TAKEAWAYS AND OUTCOMES:
IDEO design process empowered the Akron Team to dream big 
and fail fast to achieve success sooner.

• We don’t know what people want until we ask.

• There is an organic desire to activate spaces.

• Co-creating and designing with people is key in all projects.

We’ve built a learning network to enable us to fully implement 
the Akron RCC project over the next three years.

AKRON CIVIC
COMMONS29



NEXT STEPS IN OUR JOURNEY:
If selected as a city for Reimagining the Civic Commons, we 
look forward to continuing to work with the IDEO team. However, 
if not selected, Akron is dedicated to improving our civic assets 
to make our spaces a more enjoyable place for all.

Photos in slide deck courtesy of: Tim Fitzwater, Bruce Ford, Anna 
Silverstein and Ohio & Erie Canalway Coalition.

I commend you for this great idea, this 
setup brings so much charm to this 

otherwise so bare, windy and still quite 
unwelcoming plaza.

Eating my lunch while sitting on the 
wooden swing and then sunbathing on 

the Adirondack chair was a treat!

Best Regards,
Marcel
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