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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

GRANT NAME: DEEP Urban Green & Community Garden Grant 

DEPARTMENT: Parks 

DATE: March 23, 2026 

Funding request: $334,500 / 1 year 

 

 

The area of West River Memorial Park totals 196 acres and an approximate 7,086 

residents live within a 10-minute walk to the park (ESRI, 2023). The current options for 

foot traffic, cyclists, and people that use mobile devices remain underdeveloped and 

unsafe. The West River Memorial Park Renewal Team, in partnership with the New 

Haven Coalition for Active Transportation (NCAT), conducted a walking audit and found 

cross-park options were unsafe due to the high volume of traffic, chronic speeding, poor 

lighting, lack of sidewalks or accessible paths, and lack of crosswalks, pedestrian 

crossings, and traffic signals (NCAT, 2025) at intersections to and from landmarks, such 

as the Barnard Nature Center section of the park. Despite the improvements needed, 

Barnard Nature Center and the supporting area is currently utilized to host public 

canoeing events, community festivals, and environmental education workshops by New 

Haven Parks Outdoor Adventure Program and the Community Placemaking Engagement 

Network (CPEN), and has much potential to expand community engagement, if 

accessibility improvements are made.  

 

The Barnard Nature Center sits on the park property and was completed in 2006. It is one 

of the few LEED Gold certified buildings owned by the city. The center’s sustainable 

architecture (green roof, solar panel array) and past restoration efforts reflect how urban 

nature centers can serve as both ecological education assets and community hubs and 

anchors. Unfortunately, the nature center is currently underutilized, resulting from poor 

access to the center and unsafe conditions surrounding the park. A 229-foot pedestrian 

bridge was constructed in 2006 to connect the school campus across a major state road, 

Ella T. Grasso Blvd. / Route 10 to the nature center. The pedestrian bridge access is 

restricted to the public school students and New Haven Parks staff only, so the public 

does not have a safe crossing to the park or nature center. The Barnard Nature Center was 

designed not only as a place of environmental education, but also as a symbol of urban 

restoration and an example of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s “urban oasis” 

program. However, to date, the nature center is not being used regularly by Barnard 

School.  

 

One purpose of this project is to revitalize the Barnard Nature Center complex, through 

providing better and safer access to park users, which in turn will make it a destination 
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within the larger vision for West River Memorial Park, along the West River Greenway. 

The New Haven Parks Outdoor Adventure Program has a mission to provide access, 

outdoor activities, and place-based environmental education to the residents of New 

Haven within the city's parks. Our work fosters community engagement and builds 

partnerships through stewardship, making improved connectivity and access to an 

environmental education center within the West River neighborhood a priority for our 

program, as well as identified as fulfilling priorities of community partners.  

 

While New Haven has ranked well in terms of accessible amenities and reachable 

distance between parks and residents according to the scores from the Trust for Public 

Lands (2021), ongoing action is necessary to make our parks and trails more welcoming 

and accessible to all. Increased access, curated, informational paths and improved 

amenities within the Barnard Nature Center complex of West River Memorial Park will 

bring Barnard Nature Center back to life and fulfill its initial intent. 


