
Amenities & Activation

Underutilized park transformed to popular public space
What has been described as, “a worn-out, 

wasted space,” and, “a symbol of urban decay” in 
downtown Newark, NJ (est. pop. 278,427), is now 
an award-winning “outdoor living room” for city 
center residents, employees, and visitors. 

“We first identified Military Park as an 
opportunity for the city to create a town square 
through placemaking way back in 2003 when we 
were hired by Prudential, the city, and the Amelior 
Foundation to do a feasibility study on whether 
the park could be revitalized,” says Ben Donsky, 
senior project manager with Biederman Redevel-
opment Ventures Corporation, and vice president 
of the Military Park Partnership. “We said yes.” 
The park is adjacent to a performing arts center 
and some of the downtown’s first luxury residen-
tial units. Though the report was finalized in 2004, 
the project did not move 
forward until almost a 
decade later. 

Military Park, 
dedicated in 1667, is 
the second-oldest public 
space in the nation, Don-
sky says. To first rede-
velop, and later manage, 
the space, the nonprofit 
Military Park Partnership 
was formed. “We also 
negotiated a 24-year lease 
of the park with the city,” 
he says. “We designed 
the park, and went through 
various approvals, including 

historic preservation. We finally broke ground in 
May 2013.” 

 The goal of the project, says Donsky, “was 
always to create a long-term, sustainable town 
square, one that welcomes and embraces the 
people who live there and work throughout the 
district, as well as visitors to the performing arts 
center, the arena, and the other area attractions.” 

Reclaiming lost ground

 Military Park has undergone $5.3 million 
in renovations, which, “we still view as the first 
stage of a much larger revitalization project,” 
says Donsky. “The primary physical changes 
were all undertaken with an eye toward bringing 
more people into the park, and making it a better 
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Colorful postcards touting activities and amenities were distributed to downtown 
residents and employees to promote Military Park’s grand opening. 



experience for park users.” The park’s 1.25-acre 
great lawn was graded and replanted with grass. 
Two alleys of trees were pushed out toward the 
street, which opened up two new plaza areas that 
are now used for programming, including fitness 
classes and a game cart featuring not only chess 
and checkers, but family friendly options such as 
Candy Land and Jenga.

  “We also repurposed a defunct reflecting 
pool that had not been used for at least 50 years. 
It is now our signature floral display, which we 
change out seasonally; during the winter we use 
blue twinkle lights and evergreen boughs. And 
we built a new plaza in the center of the park 
with public restrooms and the park operations 
office, and a restaurant that opened in July, which 
serves gourmet burgers at a very affordable price 
point. There’s a reading room with author read-
ings and all kinds of poetry events. We also have 
ping pong tables on that plaza.”

 Because entrances to the parking garage 
beneath the park were perceived as scary and 
unsafe, “we also improved the entrances,” says 
Donsky. “We completely replaced two of them so 
that now they are transparent glass boxes, basi-
cally, and we put in new glass doors and new 
lighting in the other two entrances. We’re planting 

around all of them, as well. There were no flowers 
in the park when we started. Now we have over an 
acre of new gardens with three seasons of plant-
ings; we hope to go to four seasons next year.”

Keeping public space active

 Military Park reopened on May 15, 2014, 
with its own in-house sanitation staff, gardeners, 
security staff, and dedicated management team to 
oversee operations and programming. To ensure 
that the park would be a popular gathering spot 
from day one, the plazas were heavily programmed 
and the upcoming opening was heavily marketed. 

 “The programming was the most important 
piece, but we also did a good amount of outreach, 
trying to get into internal company newsletters, 
going practically door-to-door talking to office 
managers and people in elevators, and we didn’t 
go so far as to hang posters, but we did print out 
a ton of postcard-sized ads which we put in every 
retail shop. The cards had a calendar of events 
and regular programming on it. While the park 
was under construction, we put up signs on the 
construction fence explaining what the project 
was all about, both the physical aspects and the 
dozens of activities that would be available every 
day. And we did focus groups with residents, 
college students, and office workers, partly to get 
their ideas and feedback about the types of activi-
ties they’d like to have in the park, but also as a 
form of advertising.” 

The work did not end on opening day. There 
are several monuments in the park that must be 
restored, including four significant works of art. 
Three of the more prominent statues were reno-
vated, with fundraising still underway for the 

fourth. “Most of the money came from tar-
geted appeals to foundations, but we did raise 
some through crowdfunding, as well,” says 
Donsky. “Every little bit helps.”

In July, the Partnership made a major 
press announcement about, “a Wi-Fi initia-
tive with the city, and sponsored by Audible, 
in which we have built the fastest free public 
Wi-Fi network in the world. It’s been in 
operation since last fall, but now we feel 
like it’s ready to announce, along with some 
other big technology initiatives,” says Don-
sky. And in August, a brand new historically 

A wide variety of  
amenities and pro-
gramming keep this 
formerly underuti-
lized public space 
activated. 



place where they were going to have fun,” says 
Donsky. 

Now the park is a marketing asset for everyone 
in the downtown district. “If you look at any of 
the marketing materials from the office buildings 
around the park, they all heavily promote the park 
in their leasing materials,” Donsky says. “One of 
the owners starts his tours in the park! It’s such a 
huge asset for tenants and employees. 

“It’s also catalyzed some of the development 
that was planned; the park had a role in making 
it happen more quickly. Prudential is opening a 
second tower downtown, and we know that our 
project going forward gave them more confidence 
that some of their employees who were relocat-
ing from the suburbs would have a better work 
environment and a less shocking transition.” And 
with several national restaurants and thousands of 
units of market-rate residential being developed 
now, all within a block or two of the park, utiliza-
tion of the downtown’s new outdoor living room 
will continue to grow.

 “You don’t need to spend millions of dollars 
per acre,” notes Donsky. Simply engage potential 
end users in discussions about underutilized spaces 
downtown, what needs to be fixed, and what is 
pretty good but needs some TLC, he says. 

“This is a six-acre park, and including all the 
design fees, engineering and legal fees [as well as 
everything mentioned earlier] the city contributed 
a little less than $2 million. It does take community 
engagement, programming, and a really dedicated, 
smart management team. You need people whose 
only job is making this park a great place,” he adds. 
“I think people looked at our success with Bryant 
Park and said, ‘But that’s Manhattan, surrounded 
by Class A office space and tenants. They forget 
that when we started it was the most dangerous 
park in the city. With Military Park, we wanted to 
show that you don’t have to be in New York City 
for a project to be successful and transformative.” 

Contact: Ben Donsky, Biederman Redevelopment  
Ventures Corporation, (646) 922-8155, bdonsky@
brvcorp.com. DIX

inspired carousel was unveiled, featuring horses 
modeled after the steeds of famous historical 
figures, including George Washington. 

Becoming self-supporting

 “For next year, we’re just going to continue 
to broaden our programming and expand our 
season so that eventually the park is activated 
for 10 or 11 months of the year, and every day 
of the week,” Donsky says. “When we started, 
we targeted weekday lunch hours and after 
work. This year the major push was on Saturday 
programming designed to appeal to residents 
from all over the city.” 

 The park is programmed every day, with 
at least one fitness program daily, three liter-
ary events each week, live music weekly during 
the warmer months, movies in the park twice 
weekly during the summer, family events, and 
more. “And everything is free and open to the 
public,” says Donsky. The Partnership does all 
of this with no money from the city. Instead, 
programming is funded through Wi-Fi sponsor-
ships, grants from foundations, and voluntary 
contributions from property owners abutting 
the park. Wi-Fi sponsors include Audible and 
Prudential, which both have headquarters in the 
city, and two local universities. Additionally, 
businesses and organizations that wish to use 
the park for their own events pay a sliding-scale 
fee, based on ability to pay. “We also get people 
doing commercial photo shoots in the park and 
we charge for that,” says Donsky. “We get rent 
from the restaurant, and from a curated flea 
market that sets up in the park on Saturdays. We 
cobble together seven or eight revenue streams. 
Eventually, we hope to get off of philanthropic 
contributions entirely. I think we’ll be able to do 
that in two or three years.” 

Success is a downtown marketing tool

 “Residents embraced the park immediately, 
but it took a couple of months to convince the 
office workers that it was a safe place and a 
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