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THE 
EXCHANGE

In any city, when we talk about “architecture,” we mean more than just 
iconic downtown skyscrapers, historic landmarks, and famous buildings in 
our downtown core.  Our cities are also shaped by what is happening in our 
neighborhoods. In Seattle, there is a culture of citizens taking the initiative to 
create design interventions to solve community issues.  Projects like parklets, 
transformed alleyways, p-patches, play structures, and eco-restoration 
activities, are often built and maintained by neighbors. Such projects can be 
long and intense endeavors, and the expertise and lessons learned by those 
who’ve completed previous community-driven design projects is invaluable.

It was with these thoughts in mind that the Seattle Architecture Foundation 
(SAF) launched the Neighborhood Exchange, envisioned as an opportunity 
for community leaders, design professionals, and individuals from throughout 
Seattle to connect, share, and learn from each other.  

Planning for the Exchange began in the summer of 2015, spearheaded 
by SAF intern Caroline Stevens from Brown University after the SAF Board 
expressed an interest in facilitating stronger connections between designers 
and community members.  Stevens conducted research with 20+ community 
members/partners to determine how to best to move forward with this idea.  
She proposed that we establish an event series focused on best practices 
in community design projects.  A committee was formed composed of 
community members from across Seattle and representing a diverse range 
of neighborhoods and expertise. Their feedback drove the direction of the 
program and initial project selections, with the committee ultimately deciding 

that the Exchange should focus on building community among individuals 
interested in making proactive change in their communities, and providing 
them with the tools and confidence to be able to make concrete change with 
their projects. 

Over three weekends in the spring of 2017 (March – May), neighborhood 
leaders came together to share expertise gained from working on projects 
made possible through the City of Seattle’s Department of Neighborhood’s 
Neighborhood Matching Fund. Participants toured the alleyways of Pioneer 
Square and the Chinatown-International District, explored the Yesler Swamp 
restoration project, and visited a number of community driven projects in the 
Central District. Through videos of each session and this report, SAF hopes to 
share some of the lessons learned at these weekend sessions. 

The sea of cranes can at times make us forget that we are still the self-
proclaimed “city of neighborhoods,” we’ve always been. The people and 
projects highlighted by the first year of The Neighborhood Exchange honor 
both the passionate community members across the city are working tirelessly 
to make their little piece of the city a little bit more perfect for all of us.

25th & Union: Designing for Community
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THE 
PROJECT

every stage of the process. In the C-ID, where alleyways were once vibrant 
community spaces with entrances to businesses as well as residential spaces, 
conversations with local business owners demonstrated the neighborhood’s 
desire to see alleys returned to their former glory.

Keys to Success:  
•   Community Relationships - Pursuing ongoing, quality relationships with 

local businesses, residents, and city officials was absolutely essential when 
working with community resources used by so many stakeholders.

•   Space Activation - Activating alleyways with festivals and community 
gathering opportunities helps neighbors visualize future possibilities of the 
passages, inspire enthusiasm and garner community support. 

•   Volunteer Engagement – Volunteer management is particularly important 
for long term projects such as these. Project managers remind us to be 
prepared for the natural volunteer life cycle, as volunteers often drop out 
and come back as their needs and lives allow. 

“I hope that people who attend 
see the potential of these spaces 
and see what we are currently 
doing and hopefully they get 
inspired and start something in 
their own neighborhoods.” 

– An Huynh, SCIDpda

Yesler Swamp: 
Ecological Restoration

THE PROJECT

Neighborhood: Laurelhurst/UW Botanical Gardens

Timeline: 2004 - Ongoing

Funding Sources: City of Seattle Neighborhood Matching Fund, Private 
donations

Partners:  Friends of Yesler Swamp; University of Washington, SBA Landscape 
Associates

Project Description: Yesler Swamp is a small, manmade wetland adjacent 
to the University of Washington’s Center for Urban Horticulture.  The site 
is located at the former site of one of Henry Yesler’s sawmills, hence the 
name, and was originally just another bend in Union Bay. However, with 
the construction of the Montlake Cut, the water levels in Lake Washington 
dropped nearly nine feet, leaving what was the edge of Union Bay a 
marshland – and Yesler Swamp was formed.  

Activating Alleyways: 
Revitalizing Public Space

THE PROJECT

Neighborhood: Pioneer Square & Chinatown-International District

Timeline: 2008 - Ongoing 

Funding Sources: City of Seattle Neighborhood Matching Fund, National 
Endowment for the Arts Our Town Grant, Transportation Alternatives Program 
(TAP) Grant

Partners: Local Businesses and Property Owners, City of Seattle, Wing Luke 
Museum, Alliance for Pioneer Square, SCIDpda

Project Description:  This event explored five alleyway projects in the 
Chinatown-International District (C-ID) and Pioneer Square neighborhoods 
at various stages in the revitalization process. Pioneer Square Alliance and 
SCIDpda have been working to turn these underutilized public spaces into 
vital gathering points for the community. Renewed interest in the revival of the 
alleys in the C-ID is of particular significance to the community, as alleys in 
the neighborhood were once thriving community spaces for the families who 
accessed their homes via the alleyway. The full scope of the projects includes 
resurfacing, aesthetic improvements, engagement with local businesses, and 
community programming. 

THE EVENT

Event Date & Location: February 11, 2017 – Hing Hay Coworks 

Presenters: Ching Chan; Cassie Chinn, The Wing Luke Museum; An Huynh, 
SCIDpda;  Jamie Lee, SCIDpda; Karen Selander, City of Seattle, Department 
of Neighborhoods; Liz Stenning, Pioneer Square Alliance; Dave Rodgers, 
MIG|SVR

Summary:  On a cloudy day on the edge of spring, the Exchange set out on 
a walking tour of the various alley projects featured in this event. Liz Stenning 
kicked off the Pioneer Square portion of the tour through Firehouse, Nord, 
& Pioneer Passage Alleys, while Jamie Lee and An Huynh led participants 
to Canton, Maynard, and Nihonmachi Alleys in the Chinatown-International 
District (C-ID). As recognized historic districts, projects in both neighborhoods 
are subject to design reviews and restrictions, while also preserving access to 
and functionality of various City services and utilities. 

These alley improvements are multi-year projects, clocking in at nearly a 
decade and counting. Tour participants were thus able to see projects at 









4  |  2017 NEIGHBORHOOD EXCHANGE REPORT

The Yesler Swamp restoration project has consisted of decades of work 
put in by both UW students under the guidance of Professor Kern Ewing, 
and countless hours of volunteer work by Friends of Yesler Swamp. They 
have been removing invasive plant species, planting native specimens, and 
constructing an environmentally sensitive, all season trails and boardwalk – 
the Yesler Swamp Trail. 

THE EVENT

Event Date & Location: March 11, 2017 – University of Washington Botanical 
Gardens, Yesler Swamp

Presenters: Carol Arnold, Friends of Yesler Swamp; Kern Ewing, University 
of Washington, School of Environmental & Forest Sciences; Carolyn Foster, 
Washington Conservation Corps; Karen Selander, City of Seattle, Department 
of Neighborhoods

Summary: True to form, a rainy Seattle Saturday wasn’t enough to keep 
participants away from this edition at the Center for Urban Horticulture. 
Immediately hitting the Yesler Swamp Trail upon arrival, University of 
Washington Professor Kern Ewing led the group through the site, expounding 
upon the nitty gritty of environmental restoration through his time with the 
Swamp. Restoring the site required thousands of hours of volunteer and 
student labor, and the project will never truly be finished. Decades of litter had 
to be cleaned up, and while invasive species were removed and steps were 
taken to discourage their return, the struggle to secure a habitat for native 
species will continue for the foreseeable future.

Of particular note was the boardwalk built by the Washington Conservation 
Corps. The boardwalk was a necessary addition in order to make the Swamp 
accessible to community members and students as an environmental 
resource, but ecologically sound design choices had to be made. To protect 
the delicate environment, the boardwalk was built on pin piles, which 
distribute the weight of the board walk in such a way as to almost float, thus 
avoiding putting pressure on the wetland below. Certain areas built over water 
features were also paved with metal grating, to provide sunlight to the fish 
living below. 

Inside the Center, the event continued over lunch with conversation and 
presentations by Carol Arnold and Carolyn Foster, focusing on volunteer & 
community engagement and fundraising. The creation of the Friends of Yesler 
Swamp group was deeply important. As an ongoing project, the Yesler Swamp 
project needed to establish a separate non-profit organization to handle 
fundraising, while also creating a permanent identity for the projects volunteer 
corps to rally around. 

Keys to Success: 
•   Volunteer Engagement – Here again, long term volunteer engagement is a 

challenge to be tackled. The Swamp requires constant upkeep, so frequent, 
predictable work parties were crucial. Participants always know when 
events will happen well ahead of time, and frequency of events discourages 
volunteers from trickling off. 

•   Creating Buy-In – It’s important to understand the motivations of both your 
volunteers and community stakeholders in order to effectively keep them 
engaged with the project. Some volunteers may be solely focused on the 
environmental impact of the project, while neighbors may see the project 
as more of a community resource. Awareness of these differences helps to 
direct messaging and utilize your volunteers successfully.

•   Professional Expertise – As Yesler Swamp was on University owned land, 
the Swamp had already attracted the attention of UW professors, but 
projects elsewhere will likely have to seek out environmental expertise 
from the greater Seattle community. Earthshare Washington is an excellent 
clearinghouse for accessing organizations that are appropriate for your 
unique project.

•   Fundraising – In order to raise money for your project, you’ll likely need to 
form a separate non-profit arm much like Friends of Yesler Swamp. The 
Puget Sound region is lucky to have many resources for those starting 
a non-profit or seeking fiscal sponsorship. A fiscal sponsor is a 501(c)
(3) organization that agrees to serve as the fiscal manager of projects or 
organizations that do not possess their own 501(c)(3) status. 

“This project could probably go  
on for the next fifty years and  
educate students, and it wouldn’t 

be any problem, because there 
will still be [invasive plants]  
coming back, but along the way  
I think it’s going to look really 
good, and be a natural system  
that supports a lot of wildlife.” 

– Professor Kern Ewing, University of Washington

25th & Union: 
Designing for Community

THE PROJECT

Neighborhood: Central District

Timeline: February – September 2014

Funding Sources: City of Seattle Neighborhood Matching Fund, SDOT Seattle 
Parklet & Streatery Pilot Program

Partners: 25th & Union Parklet Team; Cortona Café; Historic Central Area Arts 
& Cultural District

Project Description: This event explored a number of projects in the Central 
Area, including the new Community Living Room at Garfield Community 
Center, the Spring Street P-Patch, and the Central Area Neighborhood 
Greenway, the main focus of this program was the construction of the Cortona 
Café parklet and Little Free Library at 25th & Union.

Ice Dean, the co-owner of neighborhood anchor Cortona Café, had long ago 
committed to establishing the Café as a vibrant community space in one of 
the most rapidly gentrifying neighborhoods in Seattle. In 2015, the Café began 
collaborating with a number of community members to design and build a 
parklet in front of the Café. Over the next two years, volunteers from local 
architecture firms, the Northwest African American Museum (NAAM), and 
students from Garfield High School and others worked to make the parklet a 
reality. In addition to the parklet, a Little Free Library curated by NAAM was 
also part of the project. While the parklet officially opened in 2014, the project 
requires continual commitment from volunteers for upkeep, gardening, and 
library needs. 

THE EVENT

Event Date & Location: April 22, 2017 – 23rd & Union St.  Parklet & Nova 
High School
 
Presenters: Amanda Bryan, 25th & Union Street Parklet; Stephanie Johnson-
Toliver, Historic Central Area Arts & Cultural District; Pamela Kliment, City 
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Producing our first season of the Neighborhood Exchange was as much 
a learning experience as any of the featured projects. Neighborhood 
Matching Fund funded projects were a great launching pad into exploring 
the huge diversity of grassroots projects shaping Seattle today. A large 
scale, multi-organizational effort to revive underutilized urban spaces. The 
launch of a long term effort to restore a polluted and abandoned ecosystem. 
An explosion of projects attempting to bring together a radically altered 
neighborhood. But of course, these are only a peek into the many projects, 
large and small, that are shaping Seattle today. Discussions at events 
brought up a host of project ideas, resource building, and brainstorming 
around challenges such as volunteer retention, adapting projects to 
accommodate the homeless community, and combating gentrification. 

Where will we go next? 
Whose voices will we tell? 

Exploring the community led work being done locally in historic 
preservation, arts and cultural spaces,  greenspace preservation alone 
could drive a number of seasons, and of course there are the multitude 
of smaller, simpler projects happening across the city, from crosswalks to 
paths through the woods. Seattle’s tradition of grassroots design and urban 
planning efforts are an endless fount of inspiration. 

Inevitably, Seattle will continue to change. But we hope the stories featured 
in the Neighborhood Exchange, now and in the future, will help us grow our 
city from the ground up. 

THE 
FUTURE

of Seattle, Department of Parks & Recreation; John Stewart, Feet First; Kelly 
Sommerfeld, 25th & Union Street Parklet 

Summary: After grabbing coffee from Cortona Café and enjoying the parklet 
for a bit, Amanda Bryan & Stephanie Johnson-Toliver discussed the initial 
inspiration for the parklet project. Motivated by a desire to facilitate community 
building in a rapidly changing neighborhood, the parklet was seen as a spot 
for families to gather and interact with neighbors visiting the Café while also 
engaging pedestrians. The Little Free Library, spearheaded by Johnson-Toliver 
and curated by the Northwest African American Museum, is a small piece of 
the community-wide effort to celebrate the African American heritage of the 
neighborhood, in addition to creating another opportunity for neighbors to 
engage with the space.

Unlike previous Neighborhood Exchange events, this edition went beyond 
the centerpiece project, visiting and discussing a number of neighborhood 
projects and initiatives. Erika Harris spoke about Spring Street P-Patch, a 
neighbor led effort to take advantage of an empty corner lot. Seattle P-Patches 
are Department of Neighborhood (DoN) supported projects that require 
neighborhood buy-in, as they are dependent on community labor to keep them 
vibrant and vital, and according to the DoN, “the goal of the P-Patch Program 
is to build connections between all people through community gardening in an 
inclusive way.”

Feet First Board Member and neighborhood resident John Stewart then 
detailed the Seattle Greenways projects in the area at East Columbia Street 
and 25thAvenue, one of the only spots in Seattle at which two neighborhood 
greenways intersect. The Greenways program is another neighbor led initiative, 
establishing streets parallel to main arterials in which cars move at a slower 
speed and volume, making the streets safer for pedestrians and bikers. 

The last stop was the new Community Living Room at Garfield Community 
Center. Pamela Kliment of the Department of Parks & Recreation spoke about 
the extensive community input that went into the design of the courtyard and 
multipurpose room that comprise the Living Room. Serendipitously, a member 
of the Steering Committee and legendarily engaged community member Robert 
Stephens, Jr. was able to join us here, and speak to his own work with the 
Living Room and community. 

Lunch was held at Nova, a local alternative high school, where the conversation 
pushed well past our scheduled time, with lively small conversations about the 
variety of projects explored, the complex history and chance occurring in the 
Central District, and the ways these projects both ameliorate and sometimes 
accelerate those changes.
 
Keys to Success:
•   Community Responsibility – In a changing, rapidly gentrifying Seattle, there 

are some questions that must always be considered. Whose voice is being 
heard? Who is driving this project? Who benefits and who inadvertently gets 
left behind? The projects detailed in this edition all succeed because of an 
honest view of the neighborhood’s challenges and the space participants 
occupy, and the desire to create projects that benefit everyone not just by the 
final product, but the process itself. 

•   If You Build It… - but nobody comes? Community engagement through every 
stage of the planning process ensures that the work you put into your project 
will result in a community resource that answers real needs and is used and 
valued by your neighbors.

•   Make the Process Accessible – To engage your neighborhood through 
the length of the process, you have to understand your participants and 
anticipate their needs. Hold your meetings at familiar spaces, and create 
partnerships with organizations and individuals who already have deep ties 
to the community. Do you need interpreters, childcare, or food to make 
it possible for community members to attend? Make efforts to keep the 
community informed about the process and show how their feedback is 
making tangible differences in the design process.

“I feel like we all need to create 
communities within a big city.”  
– Anya, Exchange Participant 

Resources:

501 Commons

Alliance for Pioneer Square

Cortona Café

Earthshare Washington

Feet First

Forterra

Historic Central Area Arts & Cultural District

Seattle Department of Neighborhoods

Seattle Parks and Recreation

SCIDpda

UW Center for Urban Horticulture

UW School of Environmental and Forest Sciences

Wing Luke Museum

https://www.501commons.org/
http://allianceforpioneersquare.org/
http://cortonacafe.com/
https://www.esw.org/
http://www.feetfirst.org/
http://forterra.org/
https://www.seattle.gov/arts/arts-and-cultural-districts
https://www.seattle.gov/neighborhoods/
https://www.seattle.gov/parks
https://scidpda.org/
https://botanicgardens.uw.edu/center-for-urban-horticulture/
http://www.cfr.washington.edu/
http://www.wingluke.org/
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