Planning an Urban Park Pocket Park
Guidance from Chesterfield Parks and Recreation

This paper, Planning an Urban Park-Pocket Park, explores planning and sustainable management options
for both pocket and urban parks within the urbanizing areas of Chesterfield County. Urban and pocket
parks provide safe, inviting outdoor open space for nearby communities, either in neighborhoods or within
commercial and business developments. These small parks are also excellent amenities in mixed use developments. Both small park types serve the immediate community. Urban parks in Chesterfield range from
0.5 acres to 5 acres. Pocket parks are the most diminutive of all parks, usually 0.02 (900 square feet) to 0.5
(21,700 square feet). These parks are generally associated with denser mixed-use development or as an
amenity to residential or office and industrial park development.
Benefits of Urban and Pocket Parks
Both urban and pocket parks create a sense of place
and synergy within the community. Parks, especially
those in urban and urbanizing areas, increase property
values and green space providing outdoor open space.
Urban parks and pocket parks are generally located
close to denser development, either business or residential. Pocket parks are often opportunistic in nature
and are not typically funded through traditional state
and federal grant programs. In other words, urban and
pocket parks are found where larger park acreage is
difficult to acquire.
These parks are most successful in densely developed
land uses where outdoor space near the development
is limited. They may also be promoted by a community group, or donated land along a bikeway and trail
system.
According to National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) pocket park guidelines, successful
“pocket parks” provide:
1- accessible outdoor space to the immediate
community
2- outdoor space to engage people
3- comfortable, safe and attractive community
features
4- space for social interaction (NRPA Issue Brief).
Kemp Mill Urban Park
Montgomery County, Maryland (2.20 acres)
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To set the record straight, urban and pocket parks
- Do not serve the broader community outside of a few blocks to 0.5 mile.
- Do not expand park visitor carrying capacity outside the immediate community.
- Do not meet parks and recreation needs for high demand, active outdoor activities.
- Do not decrease adjacent property values in urban areas when the park does not incorporate an active
recreation component.
- Do not typically offer opportunities for traditional grant support during development phases.
- Do not provide parking for visitors outside the immediate community unless co-located with a commercial or business use.
Why consider urban and pocket parks?
A pocket park (also known as a parkette,
mini-park, vest-pocket park or vesty park)
is a small public park. Pocket parks can be
urban, suburban or rural, and can be on public or private land. The idea of smaller parks
serving focused urban areas emerged in the
1960’s. In urban and urbanizing communities, the number and accessibility of outdoor
spaces is more important than park size.
These smaller parks develop a sense of place Denton Pocket Park, Harrisonburg, VA
181 S Main St, Harrisonburg, VA 22801
for close to home open spaces.
As suburban communities urbanize, the idea both urban and pocket parks are becoming more common as
they fit into the community context (APA Report No. 229, Vest Pocket Parks. December 1967).
Urban and pocket parks are often too small for organized sports, physical activities or exercise stations.
These parks provide greenery, a place to sit outdoors, and sometimes a children’s playground. The focal
area of some pocket parks may include a monument, historic marker or art. Pocket parks are most often sited within walking distance of dense populations. This makes the internal features of the park and pedestrian
and bicycle access more important than parking. However, pocket parks located within less dense areas or
in a destination area like an athletic complex, shopping center, office complex, mixed use development or
suburban subdivision, parking is required to accommodate visitor capacity. Parks with fountains and foliage
may attract wildlife. (What is New in City Design: News for Communities-Pocket Parks, www.greatplaces.
com).
The full complement of urban parks
and pocket parks will enable Chesterfield County to meet the needs in
urbanizing mixed-use development
as well as more densely planned
residential complexes. Both urban
and pocket park design should reflect
the park location and community
context.
Scuffletown Alley Park, Richmond, Virginia
418 Strawberry St, Richmond, VA 23220
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Size guidelines for Urban Parks and Pocket Parks

Pocket parks fit into urban and urbanizing open spaces ranging from 0.02 acres (900 SF) to .5 acres
(21,700 SF). Pocket parks generally provide safe and inviting environment for surrounding community
members.
Chesterfield County existing pocket parks (0.02 acres (900 SF) to .5 acres (21,700 SF)
• Chester Pocket Park (0.3 acre) – Chesterfield Parks and Recreation
• Brandermill Kroger Plaza
• Stonebridge commercial village center
• Ashlake corner playground
• Winterfield Park front commons area
• St. Francis campus entrance area
Chesterfield County’s existing urban sized parks (0.5-5 acres) are located within more densely developed
areas. They may not necessarily be located within urban areas. All these parks are managed by the department of Parks and Recreation. Some of the parks these sizes may highlight earthworks from the Civil
War Battlefields.
• Ferndale Park (3.5 acres)
• Salem Church Mini Park (3.5 acres)
• 39th Illinois Historic Site (2.5 acres)
• Battery Dantzler (1.3 acres)
• Fort Wead Park (0.9 acres)
• Howlett Line (2.1 acres)
• Fort Stephens (2.1 acres)

Kroger Plaza Brandermill, Midlothian, Virginia
13109 Rittenhouse Dr, Midlothian, VA 23112

Urban Parks
Urban parks are already being incorporated into Chesterfield’s Parks and Recreation park system. The
Moving Forward… The Comprehensive Plan for Chesterfield County outlines general guidelines for urban
parks. Chesterfield’s 2018 Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Master Plan describes urban parks as serving areas where larger park acreage is difficult to acquire.
Chesterfield’s urban parks are smaller parks planned near more densely developed areas. These parks
complement the more traditional regional, community and neighborhood parks associated with suburban
lifestyles. These smaller parks are planned to fit into the county’s urbanizing areas, such as Bon Air, Northern Jefferson Davis, and Chester. These urban parks would be constructed and maintained by Chesterfield
Parks and Recreation. Users for urban parks may include pedestrians in commercial areas, office workers in
surrounding buildings, special event attendees, and residents of nearby (2018 Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Master Plan – Chesterfield County, pp. 3, 19 & 43).
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Pocket Parks

Pocket parks are typically smaller than urban parks and located close to densely developed areas. Pocket
parks are not a part of Chesterfield ‘s 2018 Parks and Recreation Master Plan as they rely on partnerships
for park development and maintenance. In a rapidly developing community like Chesterfield, an array of options for these types of parks is available. As Chesterfield County develops, regional and community activity
centers are being identified. Most of these are a result of the development process. The development community through the zoning and plans review process can incorporate pocket parks into private development
and along the county’s bikeways and trails network.
Partnerships with the development community should explore best practices for pocket park implementation. Pocket parks would be maintained by Homeowner Associations (HOAs) or businesses. An example of
this model is the Boulders Office Park spring house pocket park. In some cases, pocket parks adjacent to the
county bikeway and trail may be considered for dedication to Parks and Recreation. An example of this is
the inclusion of viewing benches and an on-lake gazebo adjacent to the shared-use path next to the Boulders
Apartments.

Reasons to consider urban and pocket parks

- To support community sense of place.
- To augment outdoor space in urbanized or urbanizing areas by providing specific outdoor amenities
within a limited space.
- To provide an amenity or destinations along a trail or bikeway.
- To meet unmet needs for close to home park space as stated in the Chesterfield County Parks and
Recreation Comprehensive Master Plan.
- To increase property values in the surrounding community.
- To promote neighborhood social interaction.
- To provide opportunities to integrate interconnection of trail systems between neighborhoods and the
bikeways and trails plan.
What are urban and pocket park design considerations?

The size of pocket and urban parks is attractive for including outdoor
recreation in small spaces and creating active living options within
communities. Chesterfield’s Parks and Recreation Department supports external partnerships and management within the community to
sustain and maintain these small urban outdoor spaces.
- Avoid urban and pocket park locations where protected environmental features, such as wetlands and RPA’s, limit uses and create
restraints for outdoor recreation trails and spaces.
- Maintain visibility from the street, sidewalk and adjcent
community.
- Include safe access for pedestrians and bicycles
- Adhere to Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(CEPTED) standards of safety
- Provide limited parking (1-2 spaces) for visitors and
maintenance vehicle.
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Pocket Park Site Selection
Pocket parks should be placed in densely developed or developing areas to meet outdoor open space needs.
Generally, pocket parks are opportunistically created through collaboration with developers, community
groups and businesses and organizations. Pocket parks should meet guidelines for design and management
to ensure the proposed park serves the immediate community.
The location of pocket parks must meet a specific need within the context of the community and with consideration for management and sustainability. The following considerations are important when considering
pocket park development.
- Locate in an urban or densely developing suburban area.
- Maintain visibility from the street, bike trail, or commercial uses.
- Associate directly with neighborhoods or commercials/office uses.
- Site in areas with high pedestrian use or at crossroads or rest stops for bicycle traffic.
- Provide amenities such as seating, iconic placemaking features like fountains, sculpture, artwork, and
signage.
- Provide routes for nearby residents to walk to these parks.
- Locate pocket parks to promote localized passive recreation opportunities and relieve pressure on larger,
more distant parks that serve the needs of the broader community with more active recreation options.
- Enhance community aesthetics and livability.
- Engage and incorporate community involvement in design options.
Where should urban and pocket parks be located?
The map below shows the county’s emphasis for redevelopment and includes regional activity centers,
shown in purple, and community activity centers, in a smaller red circle. Both of these center types are places that could contain urban parks/pocket parks. These parks can range from restful, passive use spaces to
vibrant, active plazas. All should contain appropriate seating and social gathering spaces and consideration
for placemaking fountains, sculpture, artwork, and signage.
Larger urban parks could be programmed in partnership with Parks and Recreation to offer concerts, art
shows, and other events for the immediate and surrounding community. It is envisioned that both urban and
pocket parks should be developed and administered through
development and managed by homeowner associations or
other private entity.
Recommendations for urban and pocket parks will be
included during the county zoning process. Urban and
pocket park opportunities outside of the zoning process are
also considered. However, an increasing network of these
smaller, more intensely managed parks presents a challenge
to Parks and Recreation. Whenever possible, HOA’s and
business associations need to operate and maintain smaller
pocket parks that directly serve a neighborhood or commercial center.
Urban and urbanizing areas of Chesterfield with the highest
potential for pocket parks include Bon Air, Chester, Ettrick,
Midlothian, and along the Jefferson Davis Corridor.
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What are pocket parks funding possibilities?
Traditional park development and maintenance funding does not directly apply to pocket parks. The community centric nature of pocket parks within the park system opens the possibilities for non-traditional funding
streams and direct support from community user groups. Examples of how funding outside the parks and
recreation budget apply to pocket parks include:
- Develop community funded pocket parks in newly urbanizing areas.
- Homeowners association or friends group funded pocket parks in existing and growing areas.
- Grant sources for urbanizing areas and urban forestry initiatives.
- Conversion of vacant land to pocket parks in revitalization areas using Community Development Block
Grants.
- Pocket park nodes along major trail corridors like the Ashland to Petersburg Trail and East Coast Green
way trails may be supported by trail and transportation grants.
- Parks and Recreation funding for bikeway linkages to pocket parks.
Who should manage the pocket park?
Most pocket parks should have a supporting
community organization to manage day to day
operations.
Virginia’s Landowner Liability Law (§ 29.1-509
Code of Virginia) protects privately owned land
open for public use.
Options for ownership of the land include:
- Community organization, Homeowner
Association (HOA) or Private foundation
- Adjacent property owner or property owner if
shared open space
- Park features along trails are likely to be man
aged or co-managed by the County’s
Department of Parks and Recreation.

Urban Park
414 Chatham St., Cary, NC

Maintenance requirements for pocket park volunteers
Pocket park development and maintenance responsibilities should be coupled together. The size and dispersed nature of pocket parks makes maintenance an important consideration for partnering communities.
Community associations with the ability to provide maintenance operations should consider long term plans
to meet basic park maintenance needs. Even for the smallest of pocket parks, a plan and schedule, especially
during the growing season, should be in place to address:
- Mowing
- Landscape maintenance
- Options for trash and pet waste stations serviced by the community
If basic maintenance cannot be managed or contracted by the HOA, adjacent community or supporting
non-profit partner, the goal to establish a pocket park should be reconsidered.
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