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Master Plan 

Background

This unique property is one of the largest stands of uncut native trees inside the 610 Loop. The site contains approximately 1,800 trees, including some of the tallest in the city.  It is a haven for herons and hawks, owls and butterflies, squirrels and crayfish.  This land is an inner-loop wildlife habitat.
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Originally owned by the Hogg Foundation, this property was conveyed to the University of Texas over fifty years ago, under a deed that restricted its use to “educational, benevolent and public purposes.”  It was subsequently sold to the Houston Independent School District. The land has been a de facto park since the surrounding neighborhood was developed in the 1950s. Some residents who played here as kids thirty years ago are now raising families in the same area. When HISD announced tentative plans to build a new campus for the High School for Performing and Visual Arts on this property several years ago, more than 1,000 adult residents of the Timbergrove Manor neighborhood (nearly 90% of the residents contacted) signed a petition calling on HISD to preserve this small piece of wilderness in the heart of their community.  

Current Status

This property is currently under lease to the Houston Parks and Recreation Department (PARD). Under the terms of the lease, PARD undertakes to maintain the property. Also under the terms of the lease, no permanent structures may be erected in the park, and no trees may be removed without permission from HISD. PARD erected signs in the park in early 2002 designating the property as ” West 11th Street Park.”

In early 2001, a Park Advisory Council (PAC) was formed to plan and implement activities related to the park, and to serve as liaison between the surrounding community and PARD. The PAC has devoted its efforts to activities that will increase knowledge about and enjoyment of West 11th Street Park. Although restricted by the lease from anything that constitutes a permanent change to the property, the PAC has accomplished the following:
· With the cooperation of the mowers from the Parks and Recreation Department, the understory of this lovely forest is slowly growing back, and a surprising variety of saplings, small shrubs, wildflowers, and native grasses have returned to the site. This new growth is being photographed and categorized by a professional botanist.

· Small existing footpaths that were made over the years by continued usage were enhanced and widened, enabling dog owners, walkers, and runners to more easily enjoy the forest.  It is not uncommon to see 10 or more people at once using an area that was previously much less accessible. Again, the city mowers have been instrumental in keeping the edges of the trails cleared.   

· A large stand of wildflowers planted by members of the PAC on the south side of the park bloomed well into summer last year, and has blossomed again this year. A small butterfly garden survived the flood and continues to thrive. 

· Educational pieces about the flora and fauna in the forest were written and published in the neighborhood newsletter.  In particular, an article explaining the importance of allowing the understory to grow back was well received in the neighborhood.

· Subsequent to an article written for the Audubon Society Newsletter, birding enthusiasts from throughout the area have been coming to the park to see some of the 6 species of woodpecker that have been identified here. The park has also been visited by the Ornithology Group of the Outdoor Nature Club of Houston, who participated in a spring migration bird count in the park in April and May of this year.  

· The North American Butterfly Association sponsored two visits to the park last spring, and the 4th of July butterfly count now includes the park on their inner loop itinerary.

· As a result of the increased usage and awareness of this asset, the neighborhood and the community association are even more committed to preserving this park.

Goals for the Park

Short-term Goals: The short-term goals for West 11th Street Park are aimed at: (1) encouraging usage of the park by residents of the neighborhood community and the broader Houston area; and (2) increasing community awareness about the richness and diversity of species found in this small wildscape area. To that end, and in consideration of the current lease arrangement between PARD and HISD, the short-term goals are:
· Widening additional trails in the interior of the park to increase accessibility.

· Exploring options to work with the local school, Sinclair Elementary School, to create nature programs for both students and adults.

· Creating educational material about the plant and animal species to be found in the park.  
· Working with local little-league teams to optimize their existing practice area on the southwest corner of the park.
· Updating an existing website containing educational material about species diversity in the park. (The existing website was constructed several years ago as part of the effort to convince HISD not to build on the property. The park was locally referred to as “Heron Park” at that time.) See the existing site at:

 http:// users.netropolis.net/lcherry/
· Continuing outreach to local nature groups, including the Audubon Society and the Ornithology Group, to increase awareness of this inner-city wildscape area.

Long-term Goals: The most critical long-term goal for the West 11th Street Park is to bring the property into the permanent inventory of PARD. Once that is accomplished, more extensive plans can be implemented to support the maintenance and increased usership of the park and expansion of the educational programs. Long-term goals include:
· Improvement of existing trails by laying down crushed granite and building wooden ramps over the low spots that flood in heavy rains. Volunteers who constructed similar ramps in the Houston Arboretum stand ready to assist with this project.
· Refurbishment of the existing little league practice park on the Southwest Corner of the park.
· Acquiring and installing educational signage identifying trees and major shrubs.

· Planting additional native trees and removing non-native species that may threaten or out-compete indigenous species.

· Inclusion in the Texas Birding Trail map.

· Planting of a large educational wildlife garden.
· Extension of the wildflower planting to include the entire 11th Street border of the park.

· Writing grants to fund these and other projects.
Importantly, none of the short- or long-term goals for the property calls for any construction of permanent buildings or recreational facilities. Instead, the goals are intended to develop the park for passive use as a complement to other parks in the area designed for more active uses. The park as envisioned by the PAC and the surrounding community is and should remain primarily a wildscape area in the heart of the city.

Stakeholders

· Houston Parks and Recreation Department

· Houston Independent School District

· Surrounding neighborhoods: Timbergrove Manor (both old and new), Lazybrook, Cottage Grove, the Heights, Garden Oaks
· Sinclair Elementary School, Stevens Elementary School
· Houston Little League Association

· West 11th Street PAC
Current Open Issues

As mentioned above, the most critical open issue is to bring the property into the permanent ownership of PARD. It will be difficult to pursue long-term goals for the park until that is accomplished.

Funding Sources

Two members of the PAC are experienced grant writers and anticipate submitting grants to local, state, and national granting agencies (including United Way and the City of Houston) to fund the projects outlined above. In additional, local civic clubs, the White Oak Bayou Association, and private individuals have indicated willingness to contribute financial support for these projects.
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