NEWS

"Pocket parks" promise climate resiliency on a
small scale. Are they working?

UCCE specialist Monica Palta and UC Irvine colleagues to study value of small-scale green spaces.

by Caroline D. Champlin

fyou see someone scrutinizing the trash at your local
I park, it could be urban ecologist Monica Palta. Fear
not, you're just witnessing science in action.

“It’s basically trash archeology in a way,” Palta said.

A discarded burger wrapper can be a clue to under-
standing the ways people engage with their neighbor-
hood nature. Is this a place where people have picnics?
Maybe birthday parties?

“Not all uses are going to leave remnants behind,
but it’s a broader way of trying to figure out what’s hap-
pening in the park,” she said.

Studying people’s relationship with their local envi-
ronment is Palta’s job as a UC Cooperative Extension
specialist of urban water quality, health and justice
with UC Agriculture and Natural Resources. By cata-
loguing uses and benefits of neighborhood green space,
her research helps urban planners design parks that
best serve their surrounding community.

This year, Palta and a team of researchers at
UC Irvine received funding from the UCI Climate
Collaboration to study slivers of nature on the smallest
scale, including pocket parks and community gardens.

Cities in California are increasingly favoring a
“distributed” approach to urban greening. That means
developing opportunistic, smaller-scale projects on
individual properties, like giving new life to a vacant
lot by turning it into a native plant garden.

In addition to Palta, the research team includes
UC Irvine professors Doug Houston, Jessica Debats
Garrison and Jason Douglas, as well as postdoctoral
scholar Vivianna Goh. Together, they will evaluate
15 of these mini-parks across Irvine, Santa Ana and
southeast Los Angeles.

The team wants to understand the environmental
and social value of pocket parks, as more pop up across
the region, and develop tools that increase community
engagement in their design and stewardship.

“If this is what the future of greening looks like, I
think it’s an important type of environment to study,”
Palta said.

Besides providing public access to outdoor space
for recreation, small-scale parks may offer environ-
mental resilience as the climate changes. With extreme
weather causing more flooding and heatwaves, low-
income areas with predominantly concrete landscaping
and a limited tree canopy are especially vulnerable.

Anthill Village Community Garden in Irvine, one of the sites being studied by UC
Cooperative Extension and UC Irvine researchers. Photo: Viviana Goh.

Green spaces can help soak up rainwater to mitigate
flooding, while trees cast much-needed shade.

The research team will gauge how well pocket parks
are meeting those goals by measuring a variety of envi-
ronmental outcomes. Using thermal cameras, they’ll
record study sites’ surface temperature, in addition to
collecting data on air quality, carbon sequestration and
rainwater infiltration.

They’ll also use social
science methods to help
grasp the intangible
benefits of these spaces.
Beyond inspecting lit-
ter for clues about park
usage, Palta will also con-
duct impromptu interviews with park-goers about their
design and activity preferences, a practice she calls
“sidewalk science.”

“It’s like a very low-stress focus group,” Palta said.

Palta’s usual engagement strategy is two-fold. She’ll
present people with photos of park features and ask
them to select favorites. In exchange, she offers mini
science lessons on their selections, helping people rec-
ognize “ecosystem services” they benefit from.
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Besides providing public access to
outdoor space for recreation, small-
scale parks may offer environmental
resilience as the climate changes.
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Fairview Triangle Habitat
Restoration, a pocket park
in Santa Ana, is one of the
sites the researchers are
considering for the study.
Photo: Monica Palta.
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“Like maybe it hadn’t occurred to them before that a
native plant garden can conserve water,” Palta said.

This kind of friendly and straightforward infor-
mation exchange is what it means to be an extension
specialist with UC ANR, Palta said. Her knack for
community engagement and partnership building led
to her involvement on this grant project.

Along with mapping and monitoring study sites, the
research team will evaluate the planning process for
creating new parks. Palta wants to see how community

input typically gets incorporated into designs and pro-
gramming. If she finds that blueprints for new parks
deviate from what the public envisioned, she can pro-
vide city planners with tools to better align themselves.

Based on the success of this project, Palta may
expand the research’s scope statewide.

The specific parks to be studied are still being
selected with the help of grant partners, the City of
Santa Ana Parks and Recreation and the Los Angeles
Neighborhood Land Trust.
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The Home Orchard, 2! Edition

Newly expanded 2nd edition! This vital reference for fruit

growers has been significantly updated with enhanced cover-
age of figs and persimmons, comprehensive nut crop sections
(almonds, walnuts, pecans, chestnuts, filberts, pistachios), and
comprehensive integrated pest management guidance.

Whether you're planting your first
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trees or expanding an established
orchard, this second edition provides

everything serious home orchardists

need for decades of productive,
sustainable fruit and nut growing.
anrpublications.org

94 CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE VOLUME 79, NUMBER 3-4





