Reimagining
the Civic Commons
Reimagining the Civic Commons is a national initiative to foster engagement,
equity, environmental sustainability and economic development in our cities.
By revitalizing and connecting public places such as parks, plazas, trails and
libraries, we aim to demonstrate how strategic investments in our civic assets
can connect people of all backgrounds, cultivate trust and counter the trends
of social and economic fragmentation in cities and neighborhoods.

Learn more at www.civiccommons.us.

Affirming the Power
of the Commons
Reimagining the Civic Commons is a three-year, national initiative with projects in five U.S. cities
that revitalize and connect civic assets. It intends to be the first comprehensive demonstration of
the power of the civic commons to produce increased and more equitably shared prosperity.

A collaboration of national foundations and a network of local partners,
Reimagining the Civic Commons is working toward four main goals.
Demonstration teams in five cities are working closely with communities
to foster:

Civic Engagement
We will build a sense of community that brings people of all
backgrounds back into public life as stewards and advocates
shaping their city’s future.

Socioeconomic Mixing
We will create places where everyone belongs and that generate
opportunities for shared experience among people of all incomes
and backgrounds.

Environmental Sustainability
We will increase access to nature and create environmentally
friendly places easily reached by walking, biking or transit.

Value Creation
We will encourage additional investments in neighborhoods to
foster local businesses and change the perception of safety while
maintaining neighborhood affordability.

About the Project
The Timeline: 2016-2019
The Investment: $40 million, including
$20 million from national foundations and
$20 million in local matching funds

The Funders
• The JPB Foundation
• K
 night Foundation
• T
 he Kresge Foundation
• T
 he Rockefeller Foundation

The Demonstration Cities
• A
 kron, Ohio
• C
 hicago, Illinois
• D
 etroit, Michigan
• M
 emphis, Tennessee
• P
 hiladelphia, Pennsylvania—Pilot

(Pilot supported by Knight Foundation
and William Penn Foundation)
The fiscal sponsor of Reimagining the
Civic Commons is The Miami Foundation.

Neglected Places, Fragmented Communities
Civic Assets as Community Connectors
As communities have segmented by income, technology has advanced and priorities have shifted, support for civic assets has
declined. Due to underinvestment and apathy our civic assets are no longer providing the connective tissue that binds us together
and anchors neighborhoods. The result is more than overgrown fields and lackluster libraries: research shows that Americans
spend less time together in social settings, trust each other less and interact less with others whose experiences are different.
Reimagining the Civic Commons intends to create great public places that are shared by everyone, a neutral ground where
common purpose is nurtured.

The Demonstration Cities

Why Now?

Akron

Reimagining the Civic
Commons seeks to counter
growing divides between
people in cities.

With investments in three neighborhoods and the Ohio & Erie Canal
Towpath Trail that connects them, Akron Civic Commons will knit
together isolated communities through collaborative reimagining
of public places. Temporary and permanent design features and
regular programming will reestablish the 100-acre Summit Lake as a
place of civic pride and play, bridge diverse neighborhoods and foster
economic development and public life in Akron’s downtown.

Chicago

Trust in other people
Most people can be trusted
46% 1972

Chicago Arts + Industry, a collection of underutilized assets on the
South and West sides of Chicago, will become vibrant civic places.
Through arts and cultural production, Chicago will transform a closed
elementary school, 13 vacant lots, stables and a shuttered powerhouse
and connect them to the radically restored Stony Island Arts Bank to
create a network of assets that fosters opportunity for all.

You can’t be too careful

Detroit

Time spent with neighbors

In Detroit, investment in the Fitzgerald neighborhood will turn
vacancy into an asset as a new model for neighborhoods across
the city. Vacant lots are being turned into a park and a greenway,
along with a series of neighborhood hubs for community gardens
and smaller recreation spaces. The commercial corridors will be
reactivated with retail uses, and a storefront center for neighborhood
design and planning houses staff from collaborating partners and
public programming.

Memphis
Along the Mississippi River, the Fourth Bluff project will
reconceive the historic Cossitt Library, Riverline Trail, Memphis
Park and Mississippi River Park into places where Memphians
from all backgrounds can come together to connect with nature
and one another. The Memphis project’s networked approach to
design, programming and staffing aims to yield branch libraries,
neighborhood parks and connected trails for the 21st century.

Philadelphia—Pilot
Launched in 2015 with support from the John S. and James L. Knight
Foundation and the William Penn Foundation, Philadelphia focuses
on non-profit and community organizations connected to five new
civic assets, each in evolving neighborhoods. Projects include a
riverfront trail, a renovated public library and park, an elevated park,
an outdoor education and nature center and a new vision for West
Fairmount Park. Since its launch, Philadelphia has built communitywide support for $500 million of new funding for its commons
through the Rebuild initiative.

32% 2016
50% 1972
64% 2016

Regularly
31% 1974
20% 2016

Never
22% 1974
32% 2016

Economic segregation
Families living in predominantly poor or
affluent neighborhoods
15% 1970
31% 2012

Families living in middle-income
neighborhoods
65% 1970
42% 2009

Neighborhoods of
concentrated poverty
Urban poor living in neighborhoods
where poverty level is greater than 40%
2,700,000 2000
5,500,000 2015

Privatization of what once
was public
In-ground private swimming pools
2,500 1950
5,140,000 2015

Data from the City Observatory report
Less in Common

Shared Learning
A national Civic Commons Learning Network housed at U3
Advisors provides access to research, storytelling and cross-city
learning opportunities and is a go-to resource for civic asset
and city leaders nationwide. Through the learning network, we
aspire to understand the impact of investments in the civic
commons, support the innovation and collaboration required
to achieve those impacts and increase broad-based support for
investing in the civic commons in cities across the country.
To stay current on what we are learning, visit
www.civiccommons.us

Measuring Success
As we invest in connected sets of public places around the
country, we recognize the importance of demonstrating—with
data—the outcomes of a reimagined civic commons. We’ve
designed a measurement system to analyze the impacts of
these projects and to track progress toward our four main goals.
We’ll report annually on our progress through a set of metrics
that measure change on everything from diversity of visitors to
voting participation to perceptions of a neighborhood.

Demonstration
Locations
Detroit

Chicago

Philadelphia

Memphis

Akron
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