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Project Name Urban Ecology Center Location Milwaukee, WI 

Owner Urban Ecology Center 

Project Use(sl Environmental Education and Community Center 

Project Size 20,000 Square Feet Total Development Cost $3,700,000 

Annual Operating Budget (if appropriate) $1 ,898,000 

Date Initiated April 26, 2003 Percent Completed by December 1, 2006 100% 

Project Completion Date (if appropriate) July 31, 2004 

Attach, if you wish, a list of relevant project dates -

Application submitted by: 

Name Ken Leinbach Title Executive Director 

Organization Urban Ecology Cetner 

Address 1500 E. Park Place City/State/Zip Milwaukee, WI 53211 

Telephone ( 414 ) 964-8505 Fax ( 414 ) 964-1084 

E-mail kleinbach@urbanecologycenter.org Weekend Contact Number (for notification): 414-732-1659 

Key Participants (Attach an additional sheet if needed) 

Organization Key Participant Telephone/e-mail 

Public Agencies See additional sheet for complete listing 

Arch itect!Desi ner 

Develo er 

Professional Consultant 

Other 

Please indicate how you learned of the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence, (Check all that apply), 
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Organization _Magazine Calendar Online Notice 
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' Organization Key Participant Telephone/Email 

Architect/Designer 

The Kubala Washatko Architects, Inc. Tom Kubala 262-377-6039/tkubala®tkwa.com 

Communitv Representative 

Cambridge Woods Neighborhood Assoc. Else Ankel 414-964-4481/eankel @execpc.com 

Develover 

Dennis Grzezinski Law Offices Dennis Grzezinski 414-289-9200/dennisglaw@gmaiLcom 

Other· 

UEC Board of Directors Lorraine Jacobs 414-562-6608/jacobslm@sbcglobaLnet 

Riverside University High School Roger Coleman 414-264-0986 

Professsional Consultant 

Consultant Nancy Aten 706-372-4320/nancyaten®earthlink.net 

Public Agencies 

City of Milwaukee Alderman Michael D' Amato 414-286-2221/mdarnat®milwankee.gov 
/~~ 

I Milwaukee County Parks Sue Black 414-257-6100/sblack@mi1wcnty.com \ 
~~~ 

La Escuela Fratney Sylvia Llanas Buckman 414-962-8186/Sylviabuckman @yahoo.com 
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ABSTRACT 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

Project Name Urban Ecology Center 

Address 1500 East Park Place City/State/ZIP Milwaukee, WI 53211 

1. Give a brief overview of the project, including major project goals. 

The crime problem in Milwaukee's Riverside Park, an Olmsted-designed space located in the heart of the city's most 
densely populated area, was no small issue in 1990 (see enclosed crime rate chart). Residents saw this dangerous 
and neglected park as a unrealized asset. In 1991 they formed the Friends of Riverside Park, a grassroots 
organization that quickly evolved into what is now the Urban Ecology Center (UEC). Over the past 15 years, the 
Center has grown into its role as Milwaukee's Environmental Community Center. In 2004, the UEC moved from the 
double-wide trailer into a new facility built with the help of hundreds of volunteers engaged in every step of the project. 
This green building is the (recycled) bricks and mortar expression of the commitment of Milwaukeeans to improve the 
quality of life in their neighborhoods. 
The idea behind the design of the Urban Ecology Center and park restoration was to create a permanent space to 
carry out the UEC's mission: to eradicate crime from the park; to protect and preserve nature in the city; to build 
community; to create an environmentally aware citizenry; and to model sustainable behavior inspiring change. The 
Center incorporates many green features as a way to model a sustainable lifestyle and show people how small 
changes made in their own behaviors and in their own homes can lessen their impact. The building's water systems, 
including a green roof, toilets flushed with rain water and rain gardens and many other features, were designed to 
keep 100% of storm runoff on-site. The exterior brick was recycled from a building in Chicago; the maple wood gym 
floor from a demolished local school was used on the 2nd floor; the deck was made from remainders from the Atlantic 
City Boardwalk. The Center's themed classrooms prepare kids enrolled in our innovative Neighborhood Environmental 
Education Project (NEEP) for the hands-on outdoor lessons. NEEP gives urban kids outdoor learning experiences 
that lead to scientific understanding about how the world around them works and sets the stage for each child to enjoy 
the sense of wonder and awe that nature offers us .. These programs give children a sense of ownership in the park, 
preventing crime and improving their performance back in their schools. 

2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence? (You may wish to consider such factors as: effect on the 
urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; new and creative approaches to urban 
issues; design quality.) 

The UEC project merits the award because the Center and its building are a new, effective solution to problems most 
cities are grappling with: urban spaces along polluted rivers that governments can no longer afford to maintain, 
becoming a magnet for crime instead of kids and their families. In addition, the UEC provides a replicable model for 
improving academic performance for kids in struggling urban schools while also creating a more environmentally 
literate population as a whole. 
When Olmsted designed Riverside Park in 1889, his objective was to create a bridge between the city and the 
Milwaukee River. As the city grew, the river became polluted and was no longer desirable for recreational activities. 
In 1977, the park was permanently altered when a wooded ravine was filled in to create an athletic field for Riverside 
High School, on the north border of the park. By the time the UEC was founded, crime had overtaken pollution as the 
main deterrent to park use. By replacing crime with learning, the founders of the UEC believed that they could tum the 
park into a community asset. Once people began using Riverside Park, it was easy for them to see that this green 
space had much to offer their families and their community. 
The Urban Ecology Center now acts as a connection between the urban and natural worlds, offering an accessible 
entrance to the natural area where evidence of olmsted's plan can still be enjoyed. This reconnection has fueled the 
renewal of the Riverside Park area and the adjacent 800-acre Milwaukee River valley. The UEC's innovative model 
for revitalization has created a community hub in Riverside Park, stimulating camaraderie and neighborly interaction. 
The park is a meeting place for people from all walks of life, old and young, rich and poor, black and white. The new 
building is a symbol of how a neighborhood can pull itself up through the commitment and cooperation of its many 
unique residents. By teaching people about the ways in which they interact with their local ecosystem, the UEC 
reinforces the value of parkland as a social space. Considering the abundance of parks and public spaces in 
American cities, the UEC's story is one that can, and indeed has. benefited many groups struggling to find a focus for 
their community renewal efforts. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded-by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

1. Describe the underlying values and goals of the project. What, if any, sign if cant trade-offs were required to implement the project? 

The underlying values of the project were guided by the Center's Mission statement embodied in the six 1enses' or 
"filters" that evolved as we began the process of making the hundreds of decisions necessary to build a building. The 
Center's mission is: to educate and inspire people to value nature as motivation for positive change, neighborhood by 
neighborhood. Our environmental community centers provide outdoor science education for urban youth; protect 
public natural areas to make them safe, accessible and vibrant; preserve and enhance these natural areas; and 
promote community by offering resources that support learning, recreation, stewardship and camaraderie. 
In 2001, the UEC was still operating the NEEP out of the double-wide trailer, with 10,000 student visits from 12 local 
schools and a waiting list long enough to more than double the schools in the program. It was clear that the demand 
for the Center's services far outstretched the capacity the trailer could support. In order to better serve its mission, 
the Center began a campaign to build a permanent facility. The objectives of our mission infiuenced every decision, 
from where the building was located within the park, how it was designed and what additional functions the space 
would need to support. 
Since the Center was engaged in the rehabilitation of Riverside Park, the UEC secured a lease from County Parks on 
the natural area along the river which allowed community members to work to improve and maintain the area. This 
area is used as urban field research station for local universities who engage our NEEP students and the entire 
community in their research projects through the Citizen Science model pioneered at Cornell University. The east 
section of the park, near the Oakland Ave was redesigned through a community process involving children and their 
families to create an ecologically-themed playground. Completed in 2005, this one of a kind "Habitat Play Garden" 
includes a spider web climbing feature and several pieces of public art. The reworking of this under used space has 
added new life to the Oakland Avenue streetscape by creating a place for children to play and for parents to gather. 
One of the biggest trade-oils in designing the building was the decision of whether or not to apply for LEED status, 
the US Green Building Council's program. The decision making team determined that the money required to apply, 
estimated at $50,000, would be better spent on additional green features to provide visitors to the Center with more 
learning opportunities. Since LEED certification can led credibility to an environmentally-focused organization, this 
decision was not made lightly. 

2. How has the project impacted the local community? 

Before it evolved into the Urban Ecology Center, the Friends of Riverside Park (FRP)was a grassroots group not 
unlike thousands of other groups around the country. FRP was formed to address a single problem-high crime 
rates in the park-and, through ingenuity and diligence, became something much larger. The UEC's building 
increases the organization's ability to create and build connections between the racially and economically diverse 
communities on either side of the Milwaukee River. The Center has become a place not only for neighborhoods to 
meet, but for them to come together with groups from adjacent neighborhoods, building stronger ties in a city that, 
after being named as the most segregated city in Amertca in the 2000 Census, sorely needs them. NEEP has grown 
to the full capacity of the new building serving 331ocal schools. NEEP has helped the resource-strapped Milwaukee 
Public Schools provide students with hands-on education in an effort to raise interest and understanding of science 
and improve test scores. 
Most importantly, the UEC has been a great triumph for members of the community. It is something that residents can 
point to with pride and ownership. The Center is a place where residents get involved, through the Cente~s interest 
groups and volunteer programs. City Dwellers can grow their own food in the Cente~s community gardens or they 
can come to learn about green building products or borrow a rota-tiller from the Cente~s equipment lending program. 
Since completing the building in 2004 membership in the Urban Ecology Center has quadrupled and the number of 
visitors topped 60,000 last year. 
The Center has also instigated a community conversation that has led to the creation of the Milwaukee River Work 
Group, a collaboration of agencies and community groups working to protect a 800-acre Milwaukee River valley. 
Dubbed Milwaukee's Central Park, this project will enhance public access, protect native species, improve water 
quality, and safeguard wildlife habitat through an zoning overlay district that will guide future development along the 
river. Another ripple is a project selected through a competitive process to create an arboretum adjacent to Riverside 
Park by the Milwaukee Rotary Club and the Urban Ecology Center. This is a unique opportunity to create a 
'wilderness' park within the city, populated with native tree species. Finally, the crime rates in the park have 
plummeted over the past decade, falling from a high of almost 1 ,500 crimes per 10,000 residents in 1986 to just fewer 
than 1 00 per 10,000 residents in 2003. 
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.l. Describe the key elements ot thP development process. includmg communitv p.trticip.llion where approprr.Jll' 

The development process was guided by creativity and inclusion. Ad hoc neighborhood committees were formed to 
help with everything from product research to materials selection. Everything from mop buckets to desks and 
bathroom fixtures were donated. The development process for the Center involved 6 "lenses" or a series of filters 
through which the UEC viewed every aspect of the development process. The first lens was Program, also known as 
the "fun factor." Each detail of the building was a chance to incorporate the UEC's mission to teach environmental 
awareness to visitors into the building. The idea that a floor could become a painted watershed map, or a hidden 
classroom door could teach about camouflage are a few concepts that came out of the collaborative process. 
Aesthetics was the second lens. In the new building, the UEC wanted to create a beautiful, welcoming place that 
made people want to return again and again. This was accomplished through public art, native gardens, and careful 
material selection. The third lens was the Green lens, with the goal to role model and lessen the building's 
environmental impact. The fifth lens was Politics. Context was a very important part of the design, as the Center is 
located on public land in a residential area with a distinct character. The final two lenses, Budget and Time, were 
closely related, as it was important to stick to the timetable for construction to avoid running up costs. Because the 
number of donors was large and diverse, the UEC viewed the money raised for the new building as a collection of 
micro-budgets. The organization was careful to treat all of these investments wisely, and to seek out the most 
cost-effective sustainable features for the building. 

4 Descrrbe the flnancmg oi thP prorect. J'k·.l~e mclude alltunclrng sourn's and ~quare toot co.,ts \\here .1pplicahll' 

The majority of the funding for the building came from a mix of 430 local individuals and 60 local foundations and 
corporations, such as the Greater Milwaukee Foundation, Pettit Foundation and Brico Fund among many others. The 
UEC had no development staff, nor did it hire a development consultant to run the fundraising campaign. Instead, a 
dedicated group of volunteers from the community made contacts, created materials, and solicited funds. These 
volunteers managed to raise the $5 million for the building, a maintenance endowment and all the equipment needed 
to run the Center in one of the most difficult fundraising climates in decades- a minor miracle! In the end, the UEC not 
only exceeded its fund raising goal, but the project came in slightly under budget and was finished on time. Of the $50 
thousand budgeted for financing charges, only 1/10th was used thanks to the pledges received from the community, 
and the willingness to pay pledges ahead of schedule. The construction costs worked out to approximately $165 per 
square foot. 
Operating expenses for the UEC come from three sources; 25% from fee for service, 45% through grants from 
corporations and foundations, 30% is raised through membership fees and donations from individuals. After meeting 
with local principals, the UEC learned that there were two major obstacles to getting written into school budgets for 
the NEEP program. First, transportation was costly for schools to provide. The UEC solved this problem soliciting 
and receiving a donation for mini-buses. The next requirement was easily solved by integrating the Wisconsin 
standards of learning into the education program. Each partnering school pays $4000 per contract for 24 fields trips 
per school year. The Center raises the matching funds needed to cover the rest of the costs incurred by the program. 
The operating budget for the UEC has grown from just under $50,000 to over a million dollars in 8 years. 

The most unique part of the Urban Ecology Center is probably that it is a nature center located in the heart of a major 
city. This is a notable break from the traditional concept of the nature center as a building perched in a pristine field 
or forest, far from the traffic and bustle of the city. Previously, urban children might have visited a nature center once 
in their school career as a field trip. The idea that a park can be saved through the implementation of an 
environmental education program that generates consistent traffic and eliminates crime from the area is one that can 
be replicated in cities all over the country. The Neighborhood Environmental Education Project has been chosen by 
the National Environmental Education Advancement Project as one of the most unique and effective programs in the 
state and has invited the UEC to share its model with other urban regions in Wisconsin. The Urban Ecology Center's 
approach is already being replicated in other Milwaukee neighborhoods. The UEC was invited by the Neighbors 
United for Washington Park to start a satellite center in Washington Park-another high crime, Olmsted-designed 
park on the city's west side-which began operations in the 2007-08 school year, and another program in the 
Menomonee Valley is in the works. In addition, the UEC has been invited to work with organizations in New York City, 
Boston, Syracuse, Phoenix, and Seattle to name a few. In 2005, a delegation of thirty officials from Columbus, Ohio, 
flew to Milwaukee to visit the Center to learn about the UEC's model in preparation for the design and construction of 
their own urban environmental education center. That project is under construction at the Whittier Peninsula on the 
Scioto River near downtown Columbus, scheduled to open in mid-2009. 
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l. e design concept of this project, including urban design considerations, choice of 

materials, etc. 

The idea of creating and urban nature center was one of the most intriguing aspects of this project The 
typical nature center is often located in a pristine natural setting and is seen as a retreat from urban life. The 
typical nature center thus often contributes to the idea that the 'natural' world is something apart from the daily 
lives of most people. While the ecological life in most big cities has clearly been fractured, in this instance we 
saw the opportunity to help knit back together the few remaining pieces. With this project we saw the 
opportunity to help extend and create diversity of the biotic community within this highly urban and 
ecologically degraded area We saw the opportunity to help people reconnect with the natural world in a more 
immediate and practical way. 

The scale of the building and its use of materials are appropriate for the setting and make it a good 
neighbor. Located in a residential neighborhood, the new Urban Ecology Center approaches the street like a 
house with a garage. The building design and orientation reinforces public and pedestrian walkways, and with 
its· tower connection to the adjacent inter-urban bike path, the Center has now become a hub for bicycle 
travelers throughout the city. 

The new Urban Ecology Center facility is an accessible role model for other institutions, public 
agencies, and residential neighbors seeking to incorporate sustainable principles in their own construction 
projects. It was completed on a scale and within a budget that can be achieved by using practical, repeatable 
design ideas and techniques. In receiving the 2004 Wisconsin Sustainability and energy Efficiency Award of 
Merit, jurors noted that the Urban Ecology Center "Is a showpiece of good architectore applied to the 
challenges of recycling, re-use, and adaptation." The building was designed to use very little energy, relying on 
daylighting and natural ventilation, and generating a portion of its electricity through roof-mounted 
photovoltaic panels. Creative, even playfu~ use of recycled materials and sustainably harvested forest products 
are used both inside and out. Even the dramatic rooflines are highly functional, harvesting rainwater and 
providing space for a green roof and roof garden. 

· 2. Describe the most important social and programmatic functions of the design. 

· The most prominent exterior feature of the new Urban Ecology Center is its observation tower. While 
the tower has become a prominent visual landmark for the Center, and serves as a platform for numerous 
outdoor classes, we also took inspiration for the tower from the words of architect Christopher Alexander. In 
his book, A Pattern Language, Alexander notes, 'The instinct to climb up to some high place, from which you 
can look down and survey your world, seems to be fundamental human instinct." Although he never verbalized 
it to us, we think the Center's director, Ken Leinbach, intuitively understood this desire on the part of all 
people, young or old, to see and understand their place in the larger world. 

One of the things that really works well with the new facility is how to connects to the outdoors. From 
a socfal and programmatic view, the ability to connect to a variety of outdoor spaces is very important. 
Schoolchildren constantly use the balconies, tower, roof garden, and other outdoor spaces for classes or 
spontaneous discussion. Many of the typical barriers to connecting with the outdoors have greatly diminished. 
The building design is not aloof or isolated, which is important, since the Center was conceived not only as a 
focus for its own programs but as a welcoming place for the entire community. 



The interior building design is unusual in the way staff space is organized, as a reflection of the 
organization's unique and collaborative culture. Typical faculties of this type tend to isolate their staff from 
public interaction. Great effort was spent to design interior spaces that keep the staff interconnected with 
ongoing Center activities. The layout is very open; staff spaces were split over several floors as a way to 
increase ongoing interaction. 

3. Describe the major challenges of designing this project and any design trade'Dffs or compromises 
required to complete the project. 

Many organizations and public agencies considering the creation of a green building are faced With 
the decision of whether to pursue a LEED (Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design) rating for their 
project. Sponsored by the U.S. Green Building Council, the LEED system has quickly grown to become a 
national standard in the development of high performance, sustainable buildings. It establishes rigorous criteria 
for the use of sustainable practices and construction, but has also become a public relations tool used by 
organizations to signal their commitment to the environment. Achieving a LEED rating has become, in some 
ways,.likethe Good.Housekeeping."Seal-ofApproval". for.environmentaLresponsibility .. _ ~ _ _ ___ _ 

Although the LEED system has obvious benefits, the question we faced with the Urban Ecology 
Center was whether the perceived value of achieving a LEED rating was justified by the significant cost 
premium. Can an organization that· is clearly committed to environmental stewardship demonstrate that 
commitment in its new building without a third party rating system? This choice is often difficult, especially 
when budget constraints require the choice between achieving the rating or having the ability to fund other 
worthy programming ideas. The Urban Ecology Center chose not to invest in the documentation required for 
LEED certification, even though the building employs many advanced sustainable features found in other 
certi"fied projects. The Center's decision was to be enviromnentally responsible in every way possible and let 
the building and its programs speak for itself. We often point out the Urban Ecology Center to other clients as 
an intelligent way to move toward a more environmentally responsible future. 

4. Describe the ways in which the project relates to its urban context. 

Located on a city lot, our design team faced the challenge meeting all program requirements in the 
square footage available. The most significant issue was designing the building's solar orientation for 
maximum benefits while still creating pedestrian-scaled connections to the street entrance, the adjacent part, 
and the city bike trail. 

. The observation tower overlooking the bike trail was designed with a latticework of recycled stee~ 
which reflects the industrial heritage of the area along the Milwaukee River. The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel's 
architecture writer, Whitney Gould, noted "It's refreshing to see architecture that celebrates that (industrial) 
context instead of trying to blot it out or pretty it up." Adding the tower along the bike trail has also helped 
create a sense of security for bikers in an area previously seen as uninviting. 
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1.) How did you become involved with this project? What role did you play? 

My family has lived in walking distance of Riverside Park since 1965. Our 4 children attended nearby schools, hiked and 
sledded in the park and canoed on the adjacent Milwaukee River. After retiring from a career as scientist at the Medical College, I 
worked part-time as a scientist-in-residence at Riverside High School teaching science teachers to infuse environmental science 
into their science curriculum. As a longtime resident of the area I observed the decline of Riverside Park and its value for the 
neighborhood through neglect and illegal activities like drug dealing. Several neighbors, including me, got together to develop 
and implement a recovery plan for the park. We incorporated as Friends of Riverside Park. 

Because of my availability, my interest, my professional background (high school science teacher specialized in 
environmental science, Ph.D. in plant physiology), my familiarity with the Milwaukee Public School System and the community 
around the park, I played a leadership role in starting and developing the project with the help of many neighbors. 

2.) From the community's point of view, what were the major issues concerning this project? 

When the Friends of Riverside Park was formed, our goal was to revitalize an urban park along the Milwaukee River by 
preserving its wilderness area and using it as an outdoor laboratory for enviromnental science for students from 10 schools in 
walking distance and nature programs for people living in the neighborhood. The community, especially the school community, 
was very supportive of the project. There was an immediate decrease in crime in the park due to increased use of the area. The 
little trailer became a gathering place for community people. The major issue was that neither the nearby schools nor the nearby 
neighbors were wealthy enough to make the Riverside Environmental Center Qocated in the trailer) financially sustainable. The 
little center had to work on a shoestring budget with many volunteers, interns and part-time paid staff working fulltime until the 
"dream" was successful enough to attract outside money. 

3.) What trade-off and compromises were required during the development of the project? 

There was an old woolen mill adjacent to the park. The neighbors wanted to buy this building and tum it into the Riverside 
Environmental Center. Lacking the $40,000 asking price and without any funds to rehab it, they compromised and bought a 
classroom trailer instead. 

4.) Has this project made the community a better place to live or work? If so, bow? 

Under the leadership of the excellent present executive director, his outstanding staff and his competent board, the Urban 
Ecology Center has become one of the focal points in the community. It has increased the property value in the area. People bring 
out-of-town guests for visits of the Center, now located in a very attractive building. This building has become a meeting place 
for many neighborhood associations in the area, including the University Neighborhood Association, a group created to increase 
communication between the neighborhoods, the police, the city, the county, and the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. To this 
day there is a core of volunteers working at the Center who were members from the very beginning of the project. It is not hard to 
imagine the joy and pride people feel of having been part of this wonderful Center for such a long time. 

5.) Would you change anything about this project or the development process you went through? 

No. This project was unlike any project I had done in my life. It was a great learning experience for me and for everyone 
else who worked on this project. Many new ideas came up and were tried out. Some did not work out. Making mistakes and 
learning from them was an important part of the project. 
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1.) What role did you or your org:mizatlon play in the development of tbls project? Describe the Sl:Ope of involvement. 

There was no "developer" involved in the building of the Urllan Ecology Center. Instead, the normal :functions performed 
by a developer were done by me (the Board president at the time) or by a Building Committee consisting of a handful of 
voluntee~ -board members or other community Yohmte~ with the needed .kills. I negotiated long-term leases with Milwaukee 
Public Schools and with Milwaukee County for the site on which we·built the Center; negotiated a long-term acces9lease for the 
adjacent 15-acre "wild" portion of Riverside Parl<: to guarantee the Centers ability to use it as an outdoor laboratory and 
classroom; and coordinated the Building Committee's oversight of the development process-cons=tion, selection of a 
cons=tion management fum, and approval and' oversight of the ·project's budget, timetable, design and construction. Tho 
Building Committee's efforts were coordinated with other volunteer efforts-the Capital Campaign Committee's fundraising 
effOrts, 3Dd the Finance Committee's work on projecting financing needs, selecting a bank, and obtaining a line of credit fur the 
project Meanwhile, staff and volunteers kept neighborhood residents, as well as cOII!Jnunity leadons, informed of our plans, and 
solicited their input at each stage of the project. 

2.) What trade-offs or compromises were required during the development of the project? . 

There were trad~M>ffs or compromises involved in the site itself: 1) between a site accessible to the "wild" area ofRiverside 
Park and the local bike path and our desire not to •consume" public parkland; 2) between the modest size of the site available on 
Milwaukee Public School land and larger areas needed for parking, stormwator rrumagoment or use of groundwater wells for 
heating and cooling. There were trad~M>ffs between the Centers desire to maximize green or sustainable fearures, its desire to 
obtain a LEED certification and budget limitations thst prevented us from doing both. There were also some trade-offs or 
compromises between budget and tirnetable constraints and our desire to maximize use of recycled materials, particularly 
recycled timbeJ;S. 

3.) How was the project :fiuanced? What, if any, innovative means of financing were used? 

The project was almost entirely financed with private contnbutions, although some small government grants were receiYCd 
for initial architectural concept design, the green roof, and a small portion of the photovoltaic power system. Pledges sufficient to 
cover the building's construction cost were received bcfurc $f0Undbreaking occurred, and a bank line of credit was obtained to 
deal with any gaps between needed construction expenditures and the receipt of pledged funds. Innovative aspects of tb,e 
financing of the project included the fuct thst the project was being built on publicly owned land for which the Center obtained 
easements or lease5. As a result, the Center had no collateral to pledge as security for the line of credit, other than the contnbntion 
pledges it held. Fortunately, the quality of those pledges was recognized by our local banks as fully satisfactory to support a line 
of credit 
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4.) How did the economic impacts of this project on the community compare with. or differ from other projects you have 
been involved in? 

The immediate impacts of the Pfoject were modest, but the longer term impacts have been l"IE•, and continue to grow. The 
Center's new :facility has allowed UEC to almost triple its paid employees, with more to be added next year. Next year, the Center 
will begin a satellite NEEP program in anothe< Olmsted-designed park, serving schools in the diverse neighborhoods surrounding 
W asbiDgto11 Park on Milwaukee's west side uaiug space iu an existing Park building. LongeHange planniug is under way for 
another satellite location, and for further replication of our neighboxhood environmental education modeL The I!lUllher of 
sclwols and students involved in NEEP has already tripled. The longer term impact will be much greater. The Center's opening 
celebration brought more than 1,000 people to Riverside Park for building tours and celebrations, scientific data gathering, and an 
ice cream social- more people than had gathered there for at least 30 yean;, and PfObably louger. 

The Center now serves about 50,000 student and adult visits per year, which would have been inconceivable when we were 
in the trailer. UEC's membership more than doubled during our capital campaign, doubled again during our first two years in the 
new building, and continues to grow. The new Center has raised our profile in the communitY and enabled us to dramatically 
ipcrease our cspabilities and our financial support to continue the Centers mission in a sustainable fashion. The Center's 
continued attraction of people to the park, and to this area of the Milwaukee River corridor, has already contn'buted to rntoration 
and revitalization of the rest of the park. We have secured funding and are constructing a bridge over the bike path to better link 
the Center with the Park, along with an environmeutally sustainable and ADA accessible parking lot, creating a more welcoming 
entrance to the natural area and River. These changes have and will continue to contribute to revitalization in neighborhoods on 
both sides of the river. I have not been involved in development of other projects, so cannot make any comparisons. 

S.) What about thls project would be instructive to other developers? 

Other developers might £nd iusllllctivc any of the following: l) the Centets ability as. a nODprofit to develop and finance a 
significant project using public land owned by multiPle public entities, but without acquiring ownership of any land; 2) 
development lllld constlllction of the project without hiring an owner's representative, instead using volunteenl; 3) successful 
incmporation of a high level of environmentally sustainable designs, materials and construction methods in an attractive, usable, 

, ·efficient and warm and welcoming development, on time and on budget. This included the recycling of76% of all construction 
, waste 

6.) What do you consider to be the most and lel:'st >Uccessful aspects of this projed? 

Mo3t successfol: The end result was a beautiful building that ill very usabl~ and efficient for catl')'Ulg out the Center's mission and 
programs in an environmentally sustainable way. It has also turned out to be perllsps the warmest, most we]co'!'ing, and most 
comfortable public space anywhere in the Milwaukee area. The project enabled the dramatic expansion of the Center's programs 
and ai the same time teaches and demonstrates to visitors environmentally sustainable techniques that can be applied anywhere. 
The project has resulted in synergistic growth: in facilities, in program capacity, staff capabilities, board strength, membership 
numbers, financial support, and public awareness. And, in tum, each of these continues to bring further new growth and strength 
toUEC. 

Least •uccessfol; Largely due to timetable constraints and, to a lesser extent, budgetary constraints, our inability to liSe much 
recycled structural timber was a disappointment. 
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arne: Lorraine Jacobs 
Title: Fom1er President -Board of Directors 
Organization: Urban Ecology Center 
Telephone (w/area code): 4 14-562-6608 
Address: 24 12 N. Dousman t. 
City/State/ZIP: Milwaukee, Wis. 532 12 
Fax (w/area code): /l 
E-mail: jacobslm@sbcglobal.net , p \ 

;gnaMc ~~ )~td rr-614....----: 
1.) What role did you play in the development of this project? 

I have been involved with the organization for almost 15 years. I first worked at the "portable clas room" building as a 
volunteer. I cleaned. sorted, organized events, coordinated the 1\lembership records and eventually erved on the Board of 
Directors. As the Vice President of the Board, I focused my energy during the project developmem on making sure the 
organization kept running smoothly as the many volunteers and board and cabinet members focused on raising the funds for the 
building project and making the deci ions related to the design and material election. I assumed the role of President of the 
Board of Directors the year the building was completed and we moved in. The hard work of navigating the growing pains as the 
organization grew it program into the new space. In that first year we doubled the program from II chools to 22 chools. 
2.) Describe the impact that this project has had on your community. Please be as pecific as possible. 

The original Friends of Riverside Park provided an avenue for the near neighbors to reclaim and re-identify wi th the 
County Park called "Riverside." The group galvanized around oppo ition to a proposed building for student dom1s to serve the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. Once it became clear that the neighbor were mightily oppo ed to development in the park, 
the developers and university backed away. However, this process clarified the fact that the neighbors shared an appreciation for 
the natural land. Many individuals had grown up in the area; in fact, several generations of fami lie hared memorie of enjoying 
ti me spent in the park biking, picnicking, fi shing, ice skating, hiking, and ')u t hanging out." They fondly remembered these fun 
times and then mourned the loss of this experience for the current youngsters because the park had become a pace considered too 
dangerous for children (or adults for that matter). This caused everyone to join together to find way to reclaim the natural area 
and make it a place where fun memories could once again be fonned by young people and families. Environmental classes were 
organized, connections were made with area chools, fam ilies were invited to the park for classes, lectures and events, and ever so 
slowly, the green space became a place to gather again. 
3.) What trade-off and compromi e were required during the de elopment of the project? Did you participate in 
making them? 

About I 0- 12 years ago, we needed to focus our goals and mission. This was painful for some neighbors and a challenge for the 
Board. We had to decide on which areas to target our energies. Eventually, environmental education became the main goal. We 
also chose to direct programming and events toward family and community building. There are everal reasons for this: We 
needed to choose one (or two) activities and do them well. Our volunteer and taff were mo t knowledgeable regarding the 
ciences and natural area. We felt that environmental education would have the deepe t impact on the future through the young. 

We thought that inspiring young people to spend time rn nature was the best way to preserve this park. 
What this meant was that some other goal , most especially advocacy and political action, could no longer be a major focus 

of our group. By becoming a non-profit, th is sort of action could jeopardize our standing. We found that funding sources were 
not eager to support strict political or ingle-topic organizations. We also felt that by selecting a political stand we would 
invariably alienate some neighbors and perhaps politica l figures. We wanted to fonn community, to fonn connections, to work 
together with all entities, and political action was too divisive. Considering our advocacy history, this deci ion was difficult and 
did cau e some original members of to leave the organization. I saw long-time friends leave meetings with anger and pain. It was 
a difficult period in the organization' hi tory .. . but ultimately, time ha proven this to be a wise decision. 
4.) What do you consider to be the mo t and least succe sful aspect of this project? 

The most successful aspect of the Urban Ecology Center is our Neighborhood Environmental Education Program. This 
is our core, our true measure. We welcome thou ands of young people to the center and park throughout the year. orne 
youngsters come back afier school and how their friends things they've learned. They have become volunteers and they have 
brought their families to visit. Gradually, these students grow in their understanding of the natural world and eek further 
experiences in which to explore. From High School career exploration to "Park Rangers" and the Burdock Brigade and rock 
climbers and canoeists/kayakers .. .. we keep building urban naturalists. 

We could do a better job of con istently encouraging our neighbor of African-American and Latino background to join 
the organization. Our city is one of many divides ... and the river erve as the uncon cious boundary in our area of Milwaukee. 
Our staff work tirelessly to be welcoming and encouraging, and to find individual interest and upport them. If we had the 



secret of overcoming societal chasms we'd really be excited ... but we haven't found it yet. So we continue to focus on the goals 
and to be mentors to all the young people who stop in. This too will change and grow through the years. 



Name: Roger Coleman 
Title: I lm Grade Student 
Organization: Riverside University H1gh School 
Telephone: (4 14) 264-28 15 
Address: 2446 . Fratney St. Apt 2 
City/State/ZIP: Milwaukee. WI. 53212 
Fax: N/A 
E-mail: rogercoleman 2443@~ahoo.com 

Sign3tu<e ~~ 
What role did you~e==ent~ 

When the Urban Ecology Center was being built. I had been volunteenng for about three years (now six) after being in the 
Neighborhood Environmental Education Project (NEEP). During the design of the bui lding. they let me decide the color for the 
outside of 1he building. When they broke ground. I got to ride in the backhoe with the construction crew! 

In my volunteer work. I do a lot of different things. I help out with community projects and mee1ings. and I also work as a 
receptionist several nights a week. I am a park ranger. so I am responsible for walking through the park and the playground to 
check for graffiti. keep track of the number of people using the park and what they are u mg it for, and cleaning up after kids from 
Riverside High School. I also helped out when a group came from California to learn aboul the Center. During the meeting. I 
talked about my volunteering and what I had learned in NEEP to help this group understand how the Center has affected 
community members like me. 

Describe the impact that this project has had on your community. Please be as specific as po ible. 

Since the new building has opened, people take the Center more seriously. Donations are up. As a receptionist, l have 
seen a huge increase in the number of walk-in 'isitors to the Center. Many of these people are surprised to learn how long the 
Center has been around. The building has greatly increased awareness of the Center's programs. and many walk-ins Wind up 
becoming members shortly after their visit. Other people 1ake part in summer camps or get come to community organizauon 
meetings. Everyone benefits from learning more and more about the world and our ecosystem The Center has reached out to the 
entire community and helped everyone to under tand that nature has many 1hings to offer us. They have taught people respect for 
nature. and how to take care of the park and keep it clean. The Center gives people lots of opportunities to learn. e pecially for 
kids in local schools. 

What trade-ofTs and compromises were required during the development of this project? Did you participate in maki ng 
them? 

The Center involves everyone in 1he community. To have this much involvement from so many people. they have had to 
learn to compromise when making any decision about how to spend money. and what projects to do. Projects like building the 
new bridge or installing al l of the solar panels on the roof had to be made by a lot of people. The Center ha to keep the 
community involved, and that means that the things they do have 10 benefit everyone. 

What do you consider to be the most and lea t successful aspects of this project? 

Most: It has brightened up Ri verside Park and the community. The Center takes good care of the area and teaches people the 
difference between how we u ed to see the world and how we should see the world. They Leach people how they can li\'e their 
everyday lives and still take care of the environment. 

Least: Nothing. They·,e done a grem job all in all. Especially raising me since I wa a youngin' . 



'lame: Nancy M. Aten 
ritle: Consultant, Landscapes I Design I Stewardship 

Organization: 
Telephone (w/area code): 706-372-4320 
Address: 4811 W. Parkview Drive 
City/State/ZIP: Mequon, WI 53092 
Fax (w/area code): 

"mW>m~ 
Signature a 
1.) What role did you or your organization play in the development of this project? 

I have served as a design contractor for several exhibit and signage projects. All of these projects have been brainstormed 
by staff as part of educational programming and the development and evolution of the building and park. 

2.) Describe the project's impact on its community. Please be as specific as possible. 

In the Milwaukee urban environmental community, the Urban Ecology Center has become a beloved, dynamic example of 
environmental and community stewardship-it acts as a reference, a role model, and an inspiration for community meetings, 
professional roundtables, and non-profit staff brainstorming. When another non-profit for whom I work needed to refocus our 
vision and the way we work, I arranged for the Center's staff to share with us its process for developing facilities and 
programming. Community groups with which I'm involved use the UEC as their regular meeting place, with the building and 
Riverside Park both facilitating and motivating the work of those groups. The science/research lectures at the UEC have 
influenced a stronger scientific focus in community educational programming in the area. When I teach college juniors 
environmental literacy at the Milwaukee Institute of Art & Design, an afternoon spent canoeing the couple of miles from the UEC 
downstream to their college downtown with the Center's guides, provides a life-changing experience. Two students who tipped 
heir canoe through the rapids on one such trip and got chilly and wet ended up becoming volunteers at the UEC, and painted 
1tools for the Citizen Science Lab. 

The success of the UEC's educational programming is well known, in part because the staff as well as the young students 
and community members communicate it so eloquently. I have certainly become another of the UEC family who can't stay 
uninvolved. I was in the building painting the floor one weekend when a young girl arrived with her parents. She introduced me 
to them, explained she was one of the UEC's students, and that she was showing her parents the building and the trails so that 
they would understand what she had been learning. Seeing kids taking this kind of interest in what they learn at the UEC is 
typical. The widely recognized effectiveness of the UEC's focused educational programming has led to plans for sister facilities 
in other parts of the city, including the Menomonee Valley/Layton Blvd Wesi neighborhood. The emerging leadership of the 
community group there in developing these plans is a sign of how the clear vision and model of the UEC encourages and 
empowers the work of other groups. 

3.) How might this project be instructive to others in your profession? 

The effort and time expended exploring and deliberating the choices for materials in constructing interpretive exhibits and 
signs in and around the building, including projects like the Library of Sustainability, expresses the UEC's environmental and 
sustainability values. Resulting work shows the design community practical, renewable, and sustainable alternatives to the 
typically undesirable results of expediency and lack of information. It also helps to build a market for these choices, as we have 
in-depth conversations with print shops and other suppliers about what's really possible; their expertise is given new 
expression. In local professional graphic design circles, the consistency ofUEC values in all modes of communication is a terrific 
lesson. There is a sign posted at the edges of construction for a new bridge near the building that serves as a wonderful example of 
how the UEC communicates with its neighbors. The wording is simple but expressed with the voice of a community member. The 
text summarizes the story behind the project-the need, the reasoning and brainstorming leading to the idea, who has been 
involved, how the project developed to this point, what to expect. The sign is clear and concise; all signs (and thought processes) 
should be this good. 

In professional urban environmental circles, it's hard to imagine a better demonstration of ideals than the UEC. The way 
the building was developed; the ways in which it is both physically and socially is a good urban neighbor; the strong connections 
o the river and advocacy for the river (a UEC staff member serves actively on the board of Milwaukee's Riverkeeper 

Jrganization); the consistent attention to sustainability; full understanding of what it means and the work it takes to continue as a 



1reat urban environmental model-all of these lessons learned from the UEC are used to the maximum by the professional 
:nvironmental community in other work. The Milwaukee County Conservation Coalition's environmental scorecard was 

mfluenced by the UEC. As a model, the UEC strongly influenced the Mayor's Green Team report and recommendations by 
showing what is possible. The UEC has infused urban ecology into the way of life ofthe Milwaukee community. 

4.) What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

Any least successful aspects that come to mind are all related to impatience. Living with a sense that the planet and 
humanity are in a very tenuous situation, one wants to see big changes sweep everyone and everywhere. It feels like big steps ahd 
major changes are needed. So when there are still only a handful of green roofs (like the UEC's) in Milwaukee, I'm impatient. 
When the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewage District's supply ofrain barrels (like the UEC's) still exceeds demand, I'm impatient. 
When we still have to fight to save a nearby river riparian corridor, I'm impatient. When I can't break my own habit of buying 
coffee in disposable cups, I'm impatient. But the UEC is a powerful motivator through its patient, gentle nudging. 

In my mind, the most successful aspect is the thought process. Nebulous, I know; but this process is the source of the 
UEC's successes, directly or indirectly. The staffs thought process was initiated by the neighborhood residents' connection of 
urban ecological education to park safety and neighborhood well-being and evolved into the decision-making filters that were 
used in designing and building the Center. It continues to evolve, serving as the framework ofthe organization and fucilitating its 
continued success. The UEC is not just one person, but a way of being and planning that has been, and can be, learned from. 



"'lame: Michael D' Amato 
title: Former Alderman, 3"' District 

Organization: City of Milwaukee 
Telephone: 414-737-9377 
Address: 3007 N. Stowell Ave 
City/State/ZIP: Milwaukee, WI 53211 
Fax (w/area code): none 

E-mail: mike:?/7~?/1 :,· ( ~ 
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1.) What role did your agency play in the development of this project? Describe any requirements made of this project by 
your agency (e.g. zoning, public participation, public benefits, impact statements). 

In my 12 years as Alderman of the 3"' District, I have watched the Urban Ecology Center grow from a group of volunteers 
in a rundown double-wide trailer in a crime ridden park to what it is today: a vibrant community center in a revitalized park and 
neighborhood serving 50,000 visitors a year! I helped shepherd the first Department of City Development block grant for the 
young nonprofit that allowed for a master plan for the park as well as initiated the habitat themed eco-playground that the Center 
built with the neighborhood. Through our regular newsletter and close ties to various neighborhood groups, I helped announce 
and facilitate numerous community gatherings to provide input on how the park should look, specifics related to playground 
design, rules for dog walking, placement of the new Center and public art in the park. We worked closely on the various lease 
agreements needed to manage this complicated public space and I assisted the Center on a broad array of projects from zoning for 
the new Center, permits for their tower, the 40 foot climbing wall, and a vehicular bridge needed to cross a sunken bicycle 
path. In the past few years, we also saw the creation of the Milwaukee River Work Group, of which the Center is a key 
participant, the goal of which is to establish a zoning overlay district for the eight-mile long Milwaukee River Corridor, protecting 
this unique natural area in the city as the Milwaukee River Greenway 

l.) How was this project intended to benefit your city? What trade-offs and compromises were required to implement the 
project? How did your agency participate in making them? 

Friends of Riverside Park and the Urban Ecology Center were originally founded to help solve a crime problem in an 
isolated park within the heart of the City. This has been accomplished. The goal of improving the educational experiences of 
students from the neighborhood has been accomplished. All along the way there were challenges that had to be overcome, and in 
many instances, the City was instrumental in the solutions. Since so much of what the Urban Ecology Center does is breaking 
new ground, many rules had to be bent or altered and creative solutions found to allow for their good work to proceed. In the 
early years, to have a portable double wide trailer with no running water placed on public land did not fit into normal zoning 
regulations. We found a way to make this legitimate. Building a playground with unique net structures purchased from Germany 
required a lot of strings to be pulled within the normal governmental chain of command. We had to create and adjust park use to 
allow for the center to use volunteers in the park legitimately, to ailow dog walkers to coexist with nature lovers, etc. These, and 
many more issues had to be figured out between four different government agencies-the City, the County, the Public School 
System, and the Department ofNatural Resources. 

3.) Describe the project's impact on your community. Please be as specific as possible. 

The Center has become the voice of the environment for the City of Milwaukee. When the Mayor needs advice on or 
support for an environmental issue and he calls the Ecology Center. When the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District planed 
to launch a new citywide initiative to conserve water, the first place they turn is the Urban Ecology Center. The Center's 
community-designed and sustainably-built building helped to start the City's Green Team initiative, which has had a strong. 
influence on how the city sets design guidelines for city projects. The Center's impact on the East Side and Riverwest 
neighborhoods is significant: crime has gone down, property values have gone up, and civic pride has improved. In fact, this 
unique project has been a source of pride for the entire City of Milwaukee, giving it something to brag about nationwide. 

1.) Did this project result in new models of public/private partnerships? Are these aspects of the project that would be 
_nstructive to agencies like yours in other cities? 



Yes. The Urban Ecology Center has set up a model that other cities are beginning to emulate. Specifically, the City of 
-=:olumbus sent 30 city representatives, including their Mayor, funders, and agency representatives to learn how this unique 
public-private partnership works. The Center has also been contacted and visited from representatives from Baltimore, New York 
City, Phoenix, and Seattle, among others. Of specific interest is to other cities is the lease arrangement that allows the Urban 
Ecology Center to maintain a public park with the county, allowing citizens to work side by side as volunteers with unionized 
county employees. Another key aspect of the Center's success, replicable in other municipalities is its strategy of using 
environmental education as a tool for crime reduction and neighborhood revitalization, something that doesn't requiring 
additional public money is smart. The Center rarely asks for financial support from budget strapped agencies; this they garner 
from other sources. Instead they ask for permission, advice, input, and skilled resources. 

5.) What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

The most successful aspect of the project has to be their Neighborhood Environmental Education Project (NEEP), which 
impacts thousands of central city school kids. This project has now expanded to two other neighborhoods with the opening of 
two satellite ecology centers in other high crime parks. 

However, there are several other aspects that have made the Urban Ecology Center such a success. The Center ran one of 
the most successful capital campaigns in the city, exceeding their fundraising goal and coming in under budget while relying 
almost completely on volunteers! The Center also came up with a unique means of transporting students in natural gas vehicles 
instead of traditional school buses, which is great for the surrounding neighborhood. And there is the fact that the Center is one of 
the largest solar energy producers in the state, is the only commercial building in the state to use free water from the sky to flush 
toilets, and was largely made from recycled materials garnered from the neighborhood ... there are so many successes. It is hard 
to come up with anything that one would classify as "least successful". 



Namo: Sue Black 
{ ~, Title: Director 

/ Organization: Milwaukee County Department ofPaiks, Recreation and Culture 
Telephone (w/area code): 414-257-4501 
Address: 9480 Warertown Plank Road 
City/State/ZIP: Wauwatosa, WI 53226 
Fax (w/area code): 414-257-6466 

E-mail: sue.black@'!'il~~ / 

Signature £,~/~ Dare ;,?~;z -cJfS 

1.) What role dill your agency play in the development of this project? Describe any requirements made of this project by 
your agency (e.g. zoning, public participation, public benefits, impact statements), 

The Milwaukee CoWlty Park System is the ownor of Riverside Park. The original Urban Ecology Center fucility was 
established in a doublewide trailer set up within the eastern portion of the park adjacent to the Riverside Univorsity High School. 
From the beginning, the Center bas worked closely with the Park System as it developed its facility and programs to utilize the 
natural resources and other amenities of the park and the neighborhood. As prog~-amming and public outreach increased, we saw 
an opportunity to increaso public awareness of the ecological significance of the park while at the same time improving tile 
quality and condition of the paik. The County and Center entered a lease that allowed lbr the Center to use the paik as an outdoor 
classroom and required that they utili~e thoir volunteer base and supmvision to maintain and enhance the natural areas of the 
parlc. As the Center develops plans and programming lor the paik, we have an iolloractive process by which proposals are 
reviewed, refined and approved by the County. The results a~·e obvious-there bas been a significant improvement in the overall 
condition of the park's ecosystems and the park is now utilized by a greater spectrum of the public for recreation, without any 
iocrease in County expenditures. Performance reviews, success evaluation and revised goal setting are part of the ongoing 
process. 

Z.) How was this projeot intended to benefit your city? What trade-offs and compromises were required to implement the 
project'/ How did your agency participate in making them? 

The project was intended to improve the quality of the park's environmc:nt and to encourage public involvement the park 
These, and many additional benefits, continue to be realized as tho Center's programming and presence continue to grow. Along 
the way, there have been a few compromises. The Center has taken the lead in op~raling and programming the park, while the 
County evaluates proposed improvements and works to ensu1·e that they""' designed and implemented in the best interests of the 
public. This arrangement requires ongoing involvement by nrious County administrative and support staff, but does not require 
significant direct involvement of our operations atld skilled trades personnel, making more resources available to the rest of the 
Park System. The County did need to resolve issues related to the public performing physical work in the park in lieu of its own 
employees. 

3~) J?escribe the project's impact on your community. Please be a' specific afil possible. 

As the Center has expanded its presence and public outreach and education efforts, it has become a' fixture in the 
community. The number of students and citizens wbo now utilize the Center and the park speaks volumes as to the success of 
their efforts. The ov~JWll condition and ecological integrity of the park has been greatly improved. The building has become a 
very popular community resource not only for the neighborhood but also for people throughout southeastern Wisconsin. The 
Center ext~nsi ve participation in education pl'Ograms working with local school children and adults has greatly improved the 
public's understanding of ecological principles, the envirorunen~ and its stewardship. 
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4.) Did tllis project result In new model~ ofpublic/p.rlvate partnerships? Are the~e aspects ofthu project that would be 
instructive to agende•like yours in other .cities? 

The Milwaukee County Parks System, like many others throughout the country, is fuccd with very real fiscul constraints. 
Thi~ partnership has allowed many very positive things-to happen in the park and the surrounding community. We have come to 
rely on public/private partnerships and "friends groups" to maintain and, in 111311y cases, enhance the quality of our 15,000-acre 
system. As one of our earliest venturos in these relationships, our lease agreomcnt with dte Urban Ecology Center has shown us 
how mutually beneficial they can be. This partnership has forced 11~ to address the realities of au•· own fiscal limitations and to 
find creative ways to continue wiili our mission by working and evolving with our partners on a continual bssis. The success of 
this partnership and the favorable public perception of its outcomes hsve encouraged us to pursue more such relationships 
throughout the systcm. As we negotiate and nurture new partnerships, we draw on our experiences with the Cooler to help 
integrate meaningful goals and expectations in those agr~cments. The exceptional performance of the Uroitll Ecology Center in 
this partnership has caused us to set high expec lations sod standards in our othct partnership agreements. 

S.) What do you consider to be the most and leu~t ~uccessfol aspects of thi• project? 

We have yet to identify any unsuccessful or undesirable aspocts of this partnership. As with 1nany things, there can be u 
strong desire 1o accomplish more or to do it faster. However, money sod resources are limited. The Urban Ecology Center's 
reputation and strength of programming has greatly bolstered our ability to obtain various grants and incroused fund raising 
success towards new improvem~nls for the park. Rec~nlly we have made great slrides in creating new trails along the MilWllukce 
River and additional linkages to other nearby parks and ilie greater neighborhood as we begin ro develop the Milwaukee River 
Greenwdy. "fhe Urban Ecology Centel" building. p&rk imp1·ovements. sod ongoing programs arc an excellent model for how to 
accomplish such lofty goals. Ow· long relationship with !he UEC has shown how much improvement a fllltural area can receive by 
involving the public and teaching them not only how the naturnl environment works. but why it is worth preserving and 
enhancing. 
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Name: Sylvia Llanas Buckman 
Title: Progaram Implementor; Teacher 
Organization: La Escuela Fratney 
Telephone: 414-962-8186 (H) 414-267-1130 (w) 
Address: 3365 N. Dousman 
City: Milwuakee 
Fax: 414-267-1115 
Email: Sylviabuckmgn@ynhoo.com 

Signature ~;ffi_;3)\1iMlW ;~1' ktvv---- Date \.J /9 /0 g 
1.) What r:dYour agency play in the development of tl1e project? Dcscrl: any r~qufrements made of this project by 
yonr agency ( I.e. zoning, public participation, public benefits, impact statements) 

In the beginning of the Neighborhood Environmental Education Program, there was a lot of communication between 
myself, a school coordinator for the MPS system, and the Director of Education at the Center. There were, and still are, several 
meetings a year where we get together to provide input about how the Center could improve its programming. This level of 
involvement has been a very important part of the program, because it has created a collaborative relationship that has served both 
the Center and the schools well. The benefit of being involved, for us, is that through the years the Center has really tried to 
connect their program with the state and district standards for science and math. The Center has always been very receptive of 
our suggestions and concerns, and tllis has resulled in an education program that gives city kids a deeper understanding of science 
and the ways that they are connected to nature. 

This focus on communication set the stage for our involvement with the development of the Center's expanded facility. 
Because of our confidence in the Urban Ecology Center, we took an active role in promoting the Center to people in the 
neighborhood. Wheu they were raising funds for the building, I was working at Lloyd Street School, one of the funhest schools 
from the Center. What we did as a school was to raise community awareness of and involvement in the Center's programming. 
Many parents told n1e that, had it not been for the school's involvement with the Center, they would never have known that it was 
there. 

2.) How wns this project Intended to benefit your city? What tradc-offs and compromises were required to implement the 
project? How did your agency participate in making them? 

I know that one of the original goals of the Urban Ecology Center was to reduce crime in the park and the neighborhood. 
While I don't have statistics or hard facts, though observation I can say d1at I definitely think the Center's work had an impact on 
the kids at Lloyd Street School. The Center's programnling educated children to know what to do in a public park It taught them 
that there are many activities a park can be used for that won't get them into trouble. I noticed through the years that when we 
took class picnics, children were more inquisitive after being involved with the Center; they were observing and looking at nature 
in a way that I don 'tthink they would have, at least not in such· numbers, if they hadn 'I been involved with the Center. When the 
school created a rain gat·den, it was easy to get students to take responsibility because of what they had learned at the Center. 

As for tradeoffs, they were minimal. The best way to describe the school's tradeoffs for this project would be to say that we 
had to provide time and staff resources for coordination and we had to set aside monetary resources to be a part ofthe program. 
But the Center has helped us to organize our science and math programs and has always been extremely helpful when we are in 
need. In a time when the budget is being cut again and again, whenever we talk about what to cut, the Center is the last thing to 
come up if it comes up at all. We are committed to our involvement with the Center because of the impact that it has on the 
schools and the Riverside Park community. 

3,) Describe the project's lmpncfon your city. Please be as specific ns possible. 
When I say that this building has been very successful in creating positive change in Milwaukee, I am speaking in terms of 

being involved with the school system, but also in terms of being a neighbor in the Riverwest community, across the Milwaukee 
· River ftom Riverside Park. I think that this project has positively impacted the city in that it has provided the schools, the 

neighborhood, even the churches-my own church has used the Center for retreats in the past-with a safe space for learning and 
growing, and by teaching children how to take care of the natural resources around them. On weekends, I take my nephews to 
Riverside Park, and it has been very positive to see appropriate behavior there. The work that this organization does encourages 
positive interactions amongst all members of the community. Now, wilh their expansion into Washington Park and the addition 
to their staff of Spanish-speaking educotors, the Urban Ecology Center can extend its reach to new people and new neighborhoods 
to better serve everyone in Milwaukee. 
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4.) Did this project result In new models of public-private partnerships? Are these aspects of this project that would be 
Instructive to agencies like yours in other cities? 

As a public educator working with a private partner, I can say that this has been a highly collaborative partnership. I wish 
all public-private partnerships were so. because this has been the most beneficial aspect of the program for the schools and the 
Center. Constructive and frequent communication between the two sides is what makes the Center's work successful. In addition 
to the schools, ihe Center has partnerships with local businesses. The effort to create and maintain all of these smaiJ.scale 
relationships in the area has earned the Center its reputation as a good neighbor in the community, and has connected the 
community to the Center in a way that increases involvement in the Center's work. This is exactly why community response was 
so positive when the Center was trying to raise the funds for the facility. 

If another city were trying to adopt the Center's model to build a facility like this, they would need to create these types of 
strong community relationships. In order to create a successful collaboration with o conununity, and ensure its longevity, you 
need to keep nourishing the relationships you have with individuals and organizations within the community. If an organization 
doesn't nourish these relationships, or if they don't use community resources to begin with, the community won't buy into what 
the organization stands for, no matter how beautiful their building is. All parties have to have some sense of ownership in the 
projec~ and this is where the Center has succeeded. 

S.) What do you consider the most and least successful aspects of Ibis project? 
The most successful aspect of the Urban Ecology Center is the openness with which they communicate with the Riverside 

Park neighborhood. Through listening to the community, the Center has come to know and understand the community, and this 
understanding was really important This is something that the Center has always done well. The Center's building is a direct 
result of this collaborative spirit Having the facility situated in the park, close to the hiking trails and the high school, has given 
the building and the park a very welcoming feeling, like it's your back yard. The Center's presence is a direct response to tlte 
community's desire to have that type of positive influence in the park. It's hard to think of a "least" successful aspect of this 
project, but l know that there wns a time, early on, when the scheduling of school programs was a little cumbersome. But the 
Center listened to the schools, and we worked together to streamline the process. 
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December 13, 2008 

Members of the Bruner Award Selection Committee 
Bruner Foundation, Inc. 
130 Prospect Street 
Cambridge, MA 02 139 

Dear Members ofthe Bruner Award Selection Committee; 

Enclosed is the Urban Ecology Center's third entry for the Rudy Bruner Award for 
Urban Excellence. Thank you once again for encouraging us to re-apply. 

The Urban Ecology Center has been recognized in a number of ways since it was 
opened in 2004. The Center received the Leading Edge Real Estate Development 
Showcase Award from Wisconsin Commercial Real Estate Women, it was voted 
one of the Top Projects of 2004 from Wisconsin Builder Magazine and the 
Milwaukee Mayor's Urban Design Award. While all of these awards were 
gratifying The Milwaukee A wards for Neighborhood Development Innovation 
(MANDl) award from LISC in 2005 is the honor that means the most. 

The description of the award by LISC explains why it means so much to us to win 
this award: "Building Blocks" fi nalists are real estate developments that promote 
the social and cultural life of their community, demonstrate a high degree of 
sensitivity to the surrounding neighborhood, have unique physical and social 
characteristics, and stimulate visual appeal. All have helped "build blocks" by 
promoting ancillary development, and can be considered model projects for other 
neighborhoods. 

Since our last entry for the Bruner Award the Center has been replicated twice; 
once in Columbus, Ohio by another organization and once here in Milwaukee in 
another high crime historic park by the Urban Ecology Center team. We are 
emboldened by these endorsements of our model and hope your selection 
committee will find that thi s new information will be just what was missing in our 
last two efforts! 

Thank you once again for your time and consideration. On behalf of all the folks 
involved with Urban Ecology Center we are grateful for what we have learned 
dming the entry process and wi ll patiently wait to learn of your selections. 

Executive Director 

URBAN ECOLOGY CENTER 
Riverside Pari< 1500 E. Pari< Place • Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53211 • Phone: (414) 964-8505 • Fax: (414) 964-1084 • uec@urbonecologycenter.org 

Washington Pari< • 1859 N. 401h Street • Milwaukee. WI 53208 • Phone: ( 414) 344-5460 • Fox: (414) 344-5462 



One of the things that really works well with the new facility 
is how it connects to the outdoors. From a social and programmatic 
view the ability to connect to a variety of outdoor spaces is very 
important. Schoolchildren constantly use the balconies, tower, roof 
garden, and other outdoor spaces for classes or spontaneous 
discussion. Many of the typical barriers to connecting with the 
outdoors have greatly diminished. The building design is not aloof 
or isolated, which is important because the Center was conceived 
not only as a focus for its own programs but as a welcoming place 
for the entire community. 

When you approach the building for the first time, you can imagine 
yourself standing on the tower overlooking the city, walking along 
the balcony, or throwing stones in the rain garden. It has a playful, 
fort-like quality where kids and adults can embark, outward bound, 
on exciting urban adventures of discovery. It is a place that feels 
comfortable coming back home to. The building has energy and life. 

The Urban Ecology Center 
was designed to use very little 
energy, relying on daylighting 
and natura l vent ilation. and 
generating a portion of its 
electricity th rough roof
mounted photovoltaic panels. 
The dramatic rooflines are 
high ly functional, harvesting 
ra inwater and providing space 
for a green roof and roof 
garden. 

Creative use of recycled 
materials and sustainably 
harvested forest products are 
used both inside and out. 

Celebrating 25 years in histori'c Cedarburg, Wisconsin, The Kubala Washatko Architects, Inc. (TKWA) 
is a leader in the design of innovative, high-performance buildings loved by their communities. Our 
award-winning work includes nature centers, museums and cultural institutions, plus design services for 
commercial and non-profit organizations throughout the United States. Contact us to learn how we can 
help make your building project become a reality. 

W61 N617 Mequon Avenue Cedarburg , Wisconsin 53012 
ph 262.377.6039 tkwa.com 

T H E kUBALA WASHATkO ARCH ITECTS, INC. 

-URBAN .1.tlf 
ECOLOGY CENTER 
URBAN EcoLOGY CENTER 

RIVERSIDE PARK 

1500 E. PARK PLACE 

MILWAUKEE, WI 5321 1 
PH 414.964.8505 
urbanecologyce nter. org 
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The Urban Ecology Center of 
Milwaukee is a small non-profit organization 
dedicated to providing community based 
environmental education. The construction 
of a new facility is the culmination of their 
grassroots effort to build support and 
understanding for the ideas of sustainability. 
Formerly housed in a small double-wide trailer 
along Milwaukee's Riverside Park, the new 
facility, which opened in Summer 2004, was 
designed to provide a working example of the 

organization's environmental philosophy. 

This exuberant building offers inspiration on how to 
find creative architectural solutions to a difficult site. 
Located on a tight city lot, The Kubala Washatko 
Architects, Inc. of Cedarburg, Wisconsin worked 
to meet a challenging set of program requirements 
for childhood environmental education and adult 
community activities. The most significant issue was 
to design the building solar orientation for maximum 
benefit while creating pedestrian-scaled connections 
to the street entrance, to the adjacent park, and to 
the city bike path. 

The new Urban Ecology Center facility is an 
accessible role model for other institutions seeking 
to incorporate sustainable principles in their own 
construction projects. It was completed on a scale 
and within a budget that can be achieved by using 
practical , repeatable design ideas and techniques. 

O n the Cover-: I . juror- comment. 2004 Wisconsin Susta inability and 
Ener-gy Efficiency (SE2) Awar-d; 2. Whitney Gould. Milwaukee Journal
Sentinel. july I I . 2004. O pposite: 3. Chr-istopher A lexander; A Pattern 

Language. I 977. 

The most prominent exterior 
featu re of the new Urban 
Ecology Center is its 75-foot tall 
observation towe t~ Designed with 
a latticework of recycled steel, the 
tower re flects the area's industrial 
heritage. The tower provides 
a unique platform for outdoor 
classes and community events. 
W ith its connection to the adjacent 
inter-urban bike path the Center 
has become a hub for bicycle 
travelers from throughout the city: 

The interior bui lding design is 
unusual in the way staff space is 
organized. Great effort was spent 
t o design interior spaces that 
keeps the staff interconnected 
w ith ongoing Center activities. 
This layout is a remarkable part 
of the building design and is 
reflective of the organization's 
unique and collaborative culture. 


