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In neighborhoods throughout major American cities, grassroots efforts in community revitalization

are reshaping the public processes and institutional framework involving the design and development

of public space. Treating the public realm as both a physical space and an expression of relationships

between multiple institutions, organizations, and individuals, this study examines the social and

political epistemologies and processes behind the creation of a waterfront park in Oakland, Cali-

fornia. It also presents a framework of community-driven practice in the making of the public realm,

based on converging theories of social movements and planning and a critique of the current partici-

patory design model.

Introduction

In the recent history of American cities, no other
actors have claimed more growth and in�uence than
community-based organizations. In urban neighbor-
hoods throughout major U.S. cities, community
organizations in the form of community develop-
ment corporations (CDCs) have been an important
grassroots force in revitalizing local communities
against conditions of economic and social decline.
From assuming an advocacy role in the 1960s to
adopting a focus on low-income housing develop-
ment in the following decades, many CDCs have
expanded their role to the improvement and crea-
tion of public spaces in the last forty years. These
place-making efforts have served as catalysts to
social and economic revitalization in disadvantaged
communities. Armed with grassroots networks,
political capital, and �nancial and technical know-
how, these groups no longer operate solely in
modes of protest and resistance. Instead, they have
become important players in transforming physical
and social spaces in the interests of communities
and neighborhoods. The active construction of
place by these civil society groups has de�ed the
increasing privatization of the public sphere and the
model of government-sponsored public work proj-

ects based on set criteria and procedures. The rising
in�uence of nonpro�t organizations and the grow-
ing practice of community-driven place making sig-
nals a need to reexamine the practice of community
planning and design and the role of civil society
forces in the making of the public realm.

This article examines the community-driven
construction of the public realm in the case of
Union Point Park, a nine-acre waterfront park pro-
posed for a former industrial site in the Fruitvale
district of Oakland, California. The development of
the park was initiated by the Unity Council, a local
CDC that has undertaken dozens of projects in
developing a comprehensive strategy of community
revitalization in Fruitvale. Based on participant
observations, we look at the multiple layers of
actions undertaken by the Unity Council in the
development of the park.1 Using the extended case
method, this study draws on converging theories of
social movements and group processes in planning
to develop a framework of mobilization, discourse
building, and political crafting in examining the
creation of Union Point Park.2 In analyzing the
social mobilization in the creation of the park, we
look at how the Unity Council developed its grass-
roots networks in a multi-ethnic community to sup-

port the initiative. We also examine how it mobi-
lized a wide range of actors across public, nonpro�t,
and private sectors to participate in the planning
and design of the park.3 In examining how discourse
building is linked to the park’s conceptualization,
this study assesses how the Unity Council purpose-
fully framed its objectives and justi�ed the creation
of a major open space in the community. In particu-
lar, we examine how the Unity Council, along with
other actors involved in the planning and design
process, facilitated the construction of place identity
for an area in a waterfront industrial district. In
terms of political crafting, this study examines how
the Unity Council managed to seize critical political
opportunities and negotiated between competing
interests to realize the project. By focusing on the
broader social and political making of a community-
initiated project, we provide a critique of the limita-
tions of predominant participatory design
approaches that focus narrowly on the binary inter-
action between designers and users. Based on the
case of Union Point Park, we argue for a
community-driven practice that explicitly incorpo-
rates the understanding of mobilization, discourse
building, and political crafting in the making of the
public realm.
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Reconstructing the Public

Realm: Civil Society and

Grassroots Urban Politics

In examining grassroots urban politics and the mak-
ing of the public realm in American cities, it is
important to begin with an understanding of the
restructuring of state/society relationships in the
United States. In neighborhoods throughout Ameri-
can cities, the proliferation of community-based
social service organizations and the formation of
issue-based coalitions and public/private partner-
ships signal a shift away from government as the
source of public goods. Instead, the public realm is
shaped by “governance” of different organizations
and agencies from the public, nonpro�t, and private
sectors.4 Cooperative alliances such as issue-based
coalitions and public/private partnerships are
increasingly popular and are characterized by the
interpenetration of organizational actors from public
agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and pri-
vate corporations. Given continued state divestment
and reallocation of resources, communities are
developing both approaches that necessitate new
relationships between different sectors and forms of
decision making that are more collaborative and
informal in nature. With the changing state/society
relationships also comes a new form of urban poli-
tics and grassroots deliberativeness. To acquire
resources for community development, grassroots
groups articulate and organize around shared inter-
ests and engage in new identity formation. They
also acquire technical expertise, either through
organizational building or networking with outside
groups. The move away from government control
and predictable paths of problem de�nition, negoti-
ation, and implementation also opens up divergent
interpretations of social problems and the competi-
tion between different frames of understanding.5

These changing relationships and conditions re-
af�rm the understanding of city as both a physical
space and an expression of social relations.6 This
interdependent relationship between the state and
civil society suggests a more �uid boundary

between the multiple sectors, which re�ects how
the public realm is accordingly conceptualized and
constructed.

Fallacy of the Current

Participatory Design Model

Public participation has been an important mecha-
nism for local communities to in�uence the making
of public space. Emerging from the civil rights
movement as a response to the lack of public
involvement in decision making, participatory plan-
ning and design has been the primary means for
responding to community issues. Over the past forty
years, a sophisticated repertoire of participation
methods has been developed. Speci�c techniques of
participatory design now include computer simula-
tions, gaming exercises, design charrettes, visioning,
and a host of feedback instruments, ranging from
visual preference surveys to focus groups and citi-
zen polling. In addition, consensus building, con�ict
resolution, and organizational participation have
served as tools to combat problems associated with
public process.7 Despite these positive develop-
ments, however, there is still room to ask: Is the
current participatory design practice adequate in
confronting the changing public process of place
making?

Increasingly, many design professionals who
utilize a participatory approach are expressing skep-
ticism over the prevalent participatory design model.
Randolph Hester, a prominent participatory practi-
tioner, argues that participatory design and planning
is so institutionalized and parochialized that it no
longer meets many of its original goals.8 He further
argues that, although community participation has
become more mainstream in professional practice, it
is more productive in defending exclusionary groups
than in promoting the public good.9 Contrary to its
original moral purpose, participation is often used
to satisfy mandated requirements and is not
intended to fully engage the community.10 As a
result, public participation has become a highly
bureaucratic and standardized process. This institu-

tionalization has resulted in narrowly de�ned
boundaries and problems to avoid con�ict and make
channels of control clear. In addition, because many
projects take a considerable time to be imple-
mented, citizens often lose interest and commit-
ment. Similarly, frustration grows when commit-
ments to public priorities are not implemented due
to cost overruns, backroom deal making, or de facto
decision making.

These and other experiences raise fundamental
concerns about public participation when narrow
interests bene�t from project outcomes and when it
is unclear whose voice is being represented. The
problems of participatory design re�ect the limita-
tions of the current model, one that emphasizes a
“neutral” framework for decision making and that
privileges rational discourse over con�ict and differ-
ence.11 By taking on an increasingly narrowed scope
and by focusing primarily on the interaction
between professionals and users, the dominant par-
ticipatory model has overlooked the broader cul-
tural, social, and political dynamics in the changing
institutional framework and public processes. By
adhering to procedural appropriateness rather than
seeking opportunities outside given problems, the
outcomes of participation have often become irrele-
vant in the face of social and political forces.
Together, these inadequacies have greatly limited
the effectiveness and legitimacy of participatory
approaches and the role of design professionals in
engaging with grassroots efforts.

Framework of Community-

Driven Processes

The focus on broader community-driven processes
in the construction of the public realm provides a
critical perspective with which to transcend the
binary relation between professionals and users and
the limited model of participatory design. The
recent converging theories of social movements and
group processes in planning provide a useful frame-
work for examining grassroots community actions.
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In analyzing the emergence and development of
social change, recent social movement theory has
recognized three broad sets of factors: mobilization
structure, political opportunity, and cultural fram-
ing.12 Mobilization structure refers to the informal
and formal vehicles through which people mobilize
and engage in collective actions. The existence of
networks, collectives, and related social movement
organizations are important to resource mobiliza-
tion, as are external resources, internal innovations,
and social capital. Social movements are also shaped
by a broad set of political constraints and opportu-
nities that are unique to the given context in which
they are embedded. The existence of political
opportunities determines the degree to which
groups are likely to be able to gain access to power
and to manipulate the political system. Finally, cul-
tural framing refers to the shared meanings and def-
initions that people bring to a situation or problem
and that mediate between opportunities and orga-
nizations. In social movement theory, particular
focus has been directed toward movement actors,
the purposeful framing of problems and issues, and
the construction of an identity around movement
activities. The purpose of framing is to produce and
maintain meanings for movement constituents,
countermovement constituents, and society at
large.13 Although isolated for the purpose of this
discussion, mobilizing structures, cultural framing,
and political opportunity are highly interactive and
can be recognized as interrelated processes.14

Recent development in planning literature on
group processes and consensus building parallels
these comparative theories of social movements.
Some researchers have argued that consensus build-
ing creates three types of shared capital among the
participants: social, intellectual, and political.15

Social capital—in the form of trust, norms of
behavior, and networks of communication—creates
the potential for serious discussion to take place
among otherwise con�icting stakeholders. Intellec-
tual capital—in the form of agreed-upon facts,
shared problem de�nitions, and mutual understand-

ings—not only provides a common basis for discus-
sion and moves the players toward agreement on
policy issues, but also allows them to use this
shared information to coordinate many of their
actions. Political capital, in the form of alliances and
agreements on proposals that provide mutual gain,
creates the possibility that proposals will be adopted
and implemented.16

In treating the public realm as both a physical
space and a set of social relationships, it is impor-
tant to examine the multiple processes embedded in
place making. This recent development in planning
and social movement literature suggests an analyti-
cal framework for examining the community-driven
processes in the making of the public realm, speci�-
cally in terms of how resources and social networks
are mobilized, how issues and ideas are developed
and framed, and how responses to political oppor-
tunities are crafted. In the following study, the
framework of mobilization, discourse building, and
political crafting is applied to the examination of
the case of Union Point Park.

Case Study: Unity Council and

Union Point Park

Community-based organizations have served as
gatekeepers to many low-income communities.
Established in 1964, the Unity Council (formerly
Spanish Speaking Unity Council) is an example of
such an organization. The Unity Council grew out of
the Community Service Organization that was work-
ing throughout the southwestern United States and
California to help create minority institutions and to
develop greater degrees of political and economic
power for low-income people.17 The focus of the
Unity Council initially included housing development
and the improvement of social services for many
low-income Hispanics throughout the San Francisco
Bay area. Beginning in the early 1990s, a changing
economy coupled with new organizational leader-
ship moved the organization into a more diversi�ed
management approach. A major component of this
change was the decision to strategically target orga-

nizational resources in the Fruitvale district of Oak-
land. Today, the Unity Council provides social ser-
vices, serves as an advocate for community
resources, and manages a portfolio of real estate
and economic development projects. This compre-
hensive approach is aimed at improving the quality
of life for Fruitvale’s families and children.

One aspect of the comprehensive approach has
been a focus on parks and open space. As part of a
larger economic development strategy, the Unity
Council views park improvements as an issue per-
taining to both quality of life and social equity. With
0.68 acres of open space per one thousand resi-
dents, the Fruitvale district has roughly one-sixth
the standard allotment adopted by the City of Oak-
land.18 At the same time, the district also has some
of the highest concentrations of youth living in the
city. To address the problem, the Fruitvale Recrea-
tion and Open Space Initiative, or FROSI, was
formed in 1995 with the purpose of revitalizing
existing parks and increasing the amount of recrea-
tional resources in Fruitvale.19 Around the same time
that FROSI was formed, the City and Port of Oak-
land had begun an ambitious planning process to
create a land use and regulatory framework for
Oakland’s waterfront, called the Estuary Plan. After
months of involvement in the public planning pro-
cess for the Estuary Plan, FROSI launched a com-
munity campaign in the fall of 1997 to ask the Port
of Oakland to dedicate a nine-acre site along Fruit-
vale’s waterfront, called Union Point, for park use.20

The campaign included collecting more than three
thousand signatures for a petition and one hundred
letters of support from community-based and non-
pro�t organizations to ask the City and Port to ded-
icate the land for a public park. Due to growing
public support, the City and Port of Oakland agreed
to work together to develop a park at Union Point.
In February of 1998, the Port of Oakland indicated
its willingness to form a project partnership with
FROSI and several other agencies and organizations,
including the California Coastal Conservancy and the
University of California– Berkeley men’s crew team
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1. The Oakland estuary and the site of Union Point Park.
(Courtesy of the Trust for Public Land.)

(Cal Crew). 21 With this new partnership agreement,
the site was dedicated for park use (Figure 1), and
the Unity Council received a grant from the Coastal
Conservancy to lead a process to design Union
Point Park.

Mobilization

Lacking resources and technical expertise to imple-
ment projects alone, community organizations fre-
quently tap into a larger network of resources.22 The
organizational form of these networks is multiscalar
in nature, involving other nongovernmental organi-
zations at the local, regional, state, and national
levels. Although seemingly hierarchically coherent,
these multiscalar alignments are heterogeneous in

nature and are de�ned with particular issues or
goals in mind. The effort to develop Union Point
Park re�ects this pattern of mobilization. In 1997,
to create a base of community support, the Unity
Council began an outreach effort to organize and
educate community residents about the potential
park. Key community organizations met several
times to brainstorm about effective ways to lever-
age their resources and political connections. These
efforts helped to build trust, cooperation, and a
sense of solidarity. Other community groups from
Fruitvale and the adjacent San Antonio district
helped to collect petitions, cosponsor events, and
organize constituents to attend important public
meetings on short notice.23 To express their support,
community members (in particular youth and sen-
iors) made their presence known by attending pub-
lic events and participating in the community design
process. Organizations representing different ethnic
groups also lent their support throughout the pro-
cess by writing letters and assisting with the coordi-
nation of the Earth Day celebration at the site.

A parallel organizing strategy involved Unity
Council staff participating in citywide forums
through which new networks were established with
a variety of nonpro�t organizations throughout the
city, including civic clubs and environmental, public
health, and youth development groups. Prior to the
creation of the FROSI partnership, the Unity Council
had not been actively involved with parks and open
space issues. To manage the design of Union Point
Park and coordinate the community participation
process, the Unity Council worked closely with Uni-
versity of California –Berkeley faculty and students,
and several other organizations and agencies,
including the Trust for Public Land and the Coastal
Conservancy. Drawn from a local and regional net-
work of organizations and agencies, a coalition
emerged around the project that was both multisec-
tor and multiscalar in nature. This organizational
form served as the primary mobilizing structure to
support the park and helped to garner resources for
park development. The coalition that formed around

the park brought together diverse stakeholders
around a common goal: to create a new waterfront
park in Fruitvale.

Discourse Building

The social mobilization and the subsequent support
for Union Point Park would not have been possible
without a discourse-building process that purpose-
fully framed the needs for, and meanings of, open
space in the district. In the initial phase, Unity
Council staff spent months talking to community
members about the lack of open space and access
to the waterfront, the concentration of youth living
in the area, and the location of Union Point as an
opportunity to provide a new park that would bene-
�t the youth. The Unity Council developed a work
plan for this campaign and assembled information
packets for distribution to different segments of the
population. Supported with demographic informa-
tion and park-related statistics about the commu-
nity, the information showed the bene�t of a new
waterfront park at Union Point, and de�ned the
campaign in simple terms. It discussed issues in
ways that would resonate with a diverse population.
Community organizers then went door to door, met
with community groups, collected petition signa-
tures, and distributed sample letters of support. In
addition, Unity Council staff developed a slideshow
to present to twenty-two different groups—includ-
ing community organizations, local schools,
churches, and businesses —to introduce Union
Point as the future site for a neighborhood park.
They also solicited feedback from community mem-
bers on their preferences for park programming.24 To
involve the local youth in the design process, the
Unity Council and a group of U.C.–Berkeley stu-
dents organized a design charrette that included the
participation of more than sixty teens. (See Figure
2.) The workshop produced several visions for the
park created by the youth.

An Earth Day event created an opportunity for
many community members to visit the site for the
�rst time. It served the purpose of bridging the gap
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2. Youth design workshop. (Photo: Jeffrey Hou.)

between the abstract idea of a new park and the
real experience—being outdoors, on the waterfront,
on a clear day, with a host of other people reinforc-
ing a positive experience. At the event, public com-
ments were solicited through both walking and boat
tour site surveys. Students from U.C.–Berkeley
developed the survey and led tours with Unity
Council organizers.25 This survey solicited feedback
at designated locations within the park site. The
surveys and tours were given in Spanish, Vietnam-
ese, and English to maximize participation from the
different language groups. The event was also
important for building a new identity for the former
industrial waterfront site. Speci�cally, the Earth Day
celebration provided a crucial context within which
to articulate the ecological connection of the site.
In addition, multicultural performances by varying
youth groups, together with a Native American rit-
ual, contributed to the creation of a cultural identity
for the park. The assembly of elected of�cials and
project partners signi�ed the collaboration among
the different actors and stakeholders. Through the
petition drive, community presentations, preference
survey, and Earth Day event and youth workshop, a
common understanding about the project’s impor-
tance in addressing a resource disparity had been
consolidated. As a product of the discourse-building
process, this common understanding was important
to the collaboration among the different nonpro�t
groups and public agencies. Different groups may
have supported the project for different reasons,
but all concluded that a new park was needed for
the community.

Political Crafting

In examining the political process in the develop-
ment of Union Point Park, it is important to look at
how Unity Council crafted its actions in response to
the political and institutional opportunities present
at the time. Speci�cally, three geographic scales of
policy—local, regional, and state—provided a
series of timely political opportunities to move the

project forward from its inception to securing
resources for park development. At the local level,
the adoption of the City of Oakland’s Open Space,
Conservation, and Recreation Plan in 1996 provided
a policy rationale and justi�cation to pursue an
open space strategy in the Fruitvale district. The
Open Space element underscored the unequal dis-
tribution of open space resources throughout the
City of Oakland. According to the city’s statistics,
the lower income Fruitvale and adjacent San Anto-
nio districts contained signi�cantly less open space
in proportion to their populations than did the more
af�uent north Oakland neighborhoods. In addition,
these low-income districts contained the highest
concentration of youth in the city. This signi�cant
policy document provided an opportunity for the
Unity Council and other community organizations to
assert the park equity issue.

Locally and regionally, another opportunity was
presented in the form of the Estuary Plan. The pur-
pose of the Estuary Plan, a joint undertaking by the
City and Port of Oakland, was to create a land use
and regulatory plan for development along Oak-
land’s nineteen-mile shoreline. Capitalizing on the
public rhetoric to reconnect Oakland’s neighbor-
hoods to the waterfront, Unity Council staff actively
participated in this lengthy planning process and
demanded that Fruitvale residents be provided pub-
lic access at Union Point, the largest remaining
vacant stretch of land along Fruitvale’s shoreline.
The potential linkage to a regional open space sys-
tem was critical to the Unity Council acquiring much
needed resources. The San Francisco Bay Trail, a
directive of the Coastal Conservancy, provided the
policy rationale for the agency to get involved with
Union Point Park. To assist the project that would
complete a vital portion of the trail, the conser-
vancy provided a generous planning grant to design
the park. (See Figure 3.)

Aside from the work of funding agencies and
supporting organizations, many of the project’s
activities were conceived with a conscious effort to
target elected of�cials. Local politicians attended

highly visible events organized by the Unity Council,
and were present at key Port and City Council
meetings. Along with access to the polity at the
local level, efforts at Union Point also attracted the
attention of elected of�cials in the state capital.
Antonio Villaragosa, then California State Assembly
Speaker and the �rst Latino to hold that position,
cosponsored a bill to create a statewide bond mea-
sure to fund open space projects. Through the Trust
for Public Land’s contacts, the project was brought
to the attention of Speaker Villaragosa, who was
looking for a site to announce the bond measure
and bring attention to open space disadvantages in
low-income, urban neighborhoods.26 A large press
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3. Site plan of Union Point Park.
(Courtesy of Pattillo & Garret Associates and Mario Schjetnan Garduno of Grupo de Diseno Urbano.)

4. Section of Union Point Hill.
(Courtesy of Pattillo & Garret Associates and Mario Schjetnan Garduno of Grupo de Diseno Urbano.)

event was held at the park site, attended by both
local of�cials and community members. A local
youth participating in the project caught the atten-
tion of Speaker Villaragosa and was invited to tes-
tify before a state subcommittee regarding the
future bond, which would pass the following year.
The effort helped to put Union Point Park on a
short list of priority projects at both the state and
city levels, leading to several million dollars in fund-
ing for the initial phase of park development.

Design Process and Outcomes

In examining the community-driven place making of
Union Point Park, it is important to look at how the
design process and outcomes re�ect the multiple
processes in the making of the park. A testimony to
the social mobilization in the development of the
park, the program development and master plan
were driven by group collaboration. The design of
Union Point Park is best described as an interdisci-
plinary collaboration among landscape architects,

architects, planners, and artists, along with local
residents. This collaboration was highly participa-
tory, and promoted dialogue and sharing based on a
priori principles and goals. Group collaboration in
this context recognized the knowledge of the com-
munity, and it was the role of the designers to
reveal and translate this knowledge into physical
form. One example is the inclusion of a tall hill,
located to capture views of the estuary and sur-
rounding area. The genesis of this idea came during
the youth charrette, when one of the teams sug-
gested a viewing tower that would be a romantic
place to bring a date and escape the close supervi-
sion of adults. The design of the primary viewing
hill now serves multiple functions, and includes a
lookout terrace, sheltered seating, and an entry
plaza that includes a bus stop. (See Figure 4.)
Another example of shared meaning and group col-
laboration involves the contribution of a local artist.
The artist’s observations of the estuary and the pat-
terns of waves lapping up against the water’s edge
led to the design of a series of wave-like earth
mounds throughout the site. (See Figure 5.) How-
ever, although the initial inspiration for the park’s
design came from the artist, there is no single
author for the conceptual design of the park. These
mounds serve only as an organizing element. As
such, individual creativity was expressed through
speci�c design elements that complemented exist-
ing principles and goals.

A product of the discourse-building process of
the park, the design of Union Point Park is a delib-
erate attempt to re�ect the population of the Fruit-
vale and adjacent San Antonio district, which com-
prises the most racially and ethnically diverse
neighborhoods in Oakland. First, the park design
responds to issues of diversity by providing a variety
of settings either familiar to, or congruent with, dif-
ferent groups of people.27 Results emerging from
the surveys, tours, and workshops provided a collec-
tion of information and design ideas that comple-
mented the values and needs of the community.
These led to the development of the programmatic
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5. Model detail of Union Point Park.
(Courtesy of Pattillo & Garret Associates and Mario Schjetnan Garduno of Grupo de Diseno Urbano.)

elements in the park.28 However, rather than singu-
larly representing the respective cultures, park ele-
ments are combined to create a composite design
that serves different uses and functions. Places for
�shing and large group picnics are two sites that
re�ect the cultural heritage of Latino and Vietnam-
ese immigrants as expressed by these groups living
in the community. Other park elements that respond
to group-speci�c issues include a restaurant that
will provide employment and training opportunities
for youth and a visible and secure bus stop for sen-
iors, many of whom do not own a car.

In addition to the program elements, the park
design re�ects the transcultural identities and hybrid
conditions that give meaning to new immigrant
experiences.29 A sculpture to be located at the park
illustrates this point. Originally, city staff had out-
lined requirements for the sculpture to commemo-
rate the Peralta family, whose original hacienda
once occupied what is now Fruitvale. However, the
Unity Council and partnership representatives felt
strongly that the new sculpture should represent the
collective identity of Fruitvale, and in particular
women’s contribution to the cultural and social
development of the community. The sculpture by
artist Scott Donahue, entitled sigamé (“come follow
me”), depicts a woman wearing elements of histori-
cal garments that represent the different races and
ethnicities that have shaped the history of Fruit-
vale.30 Important dates and names of local women
are engraved on the sculpture. The signi�cance of
this public art piece is twofold: �rst, it problema-
tizes the idea of “memorial”—the social construc-
tion of leadership and the valorization of a certain
histories over others—and, second, the sculpture
raises the level of awareness about hybrid and
transcultural identities.31

Re�ecting the political crafting in the develop-
ment of the park, the design process of Union Point
Park itself also needed to respond to the volatile
political realities embedded in the project. After the
initial design was complete, the coach of Cal Crew
demanded that public access to the waterfront be

restricted in an area near the team’s boathouse and
threatened to pull out of the project unless the
community capitulated to his requests. This ran
counter to how the community and design team
envisioned the location of the park, given its impor-
tance as the most desirable place along the water’s
edge. Unity Council staff worked closely with the
design team to develop a solution that could
accommodate Cal Crew’s demands. The idea was to
create an elevated walkway so as not to obstruct
the movement of rowers between the boathouse
and boat dock—thus cutting off public access to
the water’s edge at the most desirable location on
the site. The design solution, a risky attempt to
negotiate a compromise, satis�ed the Port of Oak-
land, who then agreed to stand behind the pro-
posal, thus isolating Cal Crew if they decided to
stand �rm with their position. The coach’s bluff was
called, and Cal Crew eventually withdrew from the

project, resulting in a design that is now fully acces-
sible to the public.

After two years of community organizing, plan-
ning, and conceptual design, the �nal master plan
was completed and approved by the City and Port
in 1999. Since then, a design team has been hired
to further re�ne the design and provide working
drawings for the �rst phase of park development.32

Although groundbreaking was to take place within
several years of master plan approval, funding
delays and further environmental assessment
pushed back groundbreaking until the spring of
2003.33 Given the strong community and political
support, however, the park project is expected to be
implemented. Currently, a master agreement
between the different parties is being negotiated
that would give the Unity Council the primary
responsibility for design implementation and con-
struction management.



Community-Driven Place Making: The Social Practice of Participatory
Design in the Making of Union Point Park

26

Juxtaposition: The Community

Process and the Participatory Model

In analyzing the development of Union Point Park,
the framework of mobilization, discourse building,
and political crafting provides a useful template for
examining how a community-driven process suc-
ceeded in developing an open space initiative and
creating broad support for a major urban park in a
disadvantaged neighborhood. In the case of Union
Point Park, the Unity Council was able to develop a
coalition around the project from a grassroots and
citywide network of supporters, manage the process
of decision making, and orchestrate events at key
times throughout the process. Pertinent information
was used to frame issues, and resources were gar-
nered to plan and design the park amidst a series of
constraints. The prevalence of contaminated indus-
trial lands in communities of color combined with
the lack of open space and waterfront access in the
Fruitvale district were used as ways to purposely
construct and frame issues from the start. Given the
immigrant and international community that lived in
this part of Oakland, ideas of diversity and culture
were critical in creating a collective identity for the
park distinct from Oakland’s other neighborhoods.
This collective identity was also important to the
broad support for the park and to collaboration
among the different individual and organizational
actors. Lastly, the Unity Council and key allies capi-
talized on the timing of policy issues at the local,
regional, and state levels. This helped to provide
visibility for the project in decision-making forums
and gather public resources for planning, design, and
implementation.

Juxtaposed against the prevalent participatory
and professional practice in planning and design,
the framework and evidence of community-driven
processes reveals important gaps between the two
modes of practice: community process and partici-
patory design. First, the success of the community-
driven process relies signi�cantly on mobilization of
community members and stakeholders across tradi-

tional boundaries. It requires collaboration between
professionals and citizens and between the public
and nonpro�t sectors. In the case of Union Point
Park, the nexus of mobilization and group relation-
ship centered on the Unity Council, a community-
based organization whose capacity and credibility
were built over years of work at the neighborhood
level. In addition to social mobilization that involves
networking and collaboration, the process of
community-driven place making requires a
discourse-building process with purposeful framing
of issues and construction of meanings. The collec-
tive process of creating a shared understanding of
open space issues in turn helps form a coalition of
citizens, nonpro�t groups, professionals, public
agencies, and elected of�cials. Finally, in a
community-driven process, the success of a project
relies signi�cantly on the understanding of the
political and institutional opportunities and the
social and political mobilization around those
opportunities. In the case of Union Point Park, the
design itself is a politically negotiated result re�ect-
ing institutional constraints along with mutual and
competing interests.

The processes of mobilization, discourse build-
ing, and political crafting directly respond to the
major limitations of the current model of participa-
tory design. The multiscalar and multisector mobili-
zation addresses the pitfall of emphasis on the
binary interaction between designers and users. This
mobilization process allows the place-making pro-
cess to engage a broader network of stakeholders
and constituents and utilize a wider set of resources
and skills. The building of discourse provides a
deliberative process that allows the issues concern-
ing a project to be critically examined. It also allows
for construction of new frames of reference that
respond to the con�icting realities of urban commu-
nities. Through a collective discourse-building pro-
cess, shared meanings and understanding provide
foundations for broader support and collaboration.
Finally, political crafting strategies address the dif�-
culty of implementation that is often associated

with projects involving public processes. By skillfully
crafting responses to important political opportuni-
ties, community actors can effectively produce out-
comes and results that meet the needs of the com-
munities.

However, although the processes of
community-driven place making offer promising
approaches to address the interests of the commu-
nity, they also present profound challenges to the
existing professional and institutional practices in
planning and design. The complexity and �uidity of
the processes and relationships present a dilemma
to the prevalent practice that is still based on
rational decision making and the compartmentaliza-
tion of different sectors and phases of a project.
The everyday experiences associated with project
tasks and decisions often do not coincide with the
normative expectations of professional practice. Col-
laboration, community outreach, and coordination,
although important to successful outcomes, can be
sources of frustration for practitioners that translate
into additional time, energy, and cost overruns. Proj-
ects such as Union Point can take a signi�cant
amount of time to realize and involve many entities
throughout the life of the project, which presents a
dilemma for a practice accustomed to clearly
de�ned deliverables and timelines. In addition,
these types of projects are dependent upon chang-
ing funding cycles, availability of resources, and
contingencies related to formal approval. Finally, the
process of collaboration also raises the issue of
ownership and control between conceptual design
and design execution over the life of a project. In
the case of Union Point Park, the project sponsors
have carried forward ideas from the conceptual
design phase. The close involvement of such spon-
sors early in the process appears to have resulted in
a relatively seamless relationship between design
concept and execution.34 Nevertheless, it remains to
be seen if this will change with subsequent phases
and whether the community will have another
opportunity to provide input.



27 hou and rios

Conclusion: Toward a

Community-Driven Practice

To address the gap between community-driven pro-
cesses and the participatory design model, argu-
ments for an alternative practice are needed. In the
context of changing public and institutional pro-
cesses, as well as dynamic social and cultural trans-
formations in urban communities, the traditional
model of participatory design and practice is no
longer adequate or effective in addressing the com-
plexity and �uidity inherent in creating public
places. To become socially and politically relevant to
the ongoing urban transformations, an alternative
approach should recognize the multiple parties
involved in the production of the public realm in a
community-driven process. Speci�cally, an alterna-
tive practice should move beyond the binary
professional-user relationships to address the
broader social and political processes in place mak-
ing and community building. In particular, it should
encompass active engagement in social mobilization
to involve institutions, organizations, and individual
actors seldom discussed in the design process. An
alternative practice should also actively engage dif-
ferent actors in the framing of problems and solu-
tions, and should seek and reconstruct the mean-
ings and identities of place. Finally, an alternative
approach needs to build knowledge about the
political world as well as seek related opportunities
present in the local context. The work of the Unity
Council in the development of Union Point Park
provides a model of such alternative practice. As is
evident in the case of Union Point Park, it is
through a multifaceted social and political process
and purposeful framing and identity building that a
design of public space begins to emerge and
embody the complexity and richness of contempo-
rary social, cultural, and political spheres.
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