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LOCAL NEWS

How Allentown is looking to
revamp and transform its well-
regarded parks system

Trexler Park is blanketed in a light coating of snow Friday, Dec. 20, 2024, in Allentown.
A new nonprofit called the Parknership, which aims to raise money to invest in
Allentown parks and offer more recreational programming, is launching soon.(Amy
Shortell/The Morning Call)
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Allentown staff and parks advocates hope to transform the city’s already
well-regarded parks system via a new comprehensive plan and a new
nonprofit organization.

The American Planning Association says 1 acre of park or playground per
100 people is adequate to meet a population’s needs. Allentown well exceeds
that, with over 2,000 acres of parks for its 125,000-person population — 1
acre for roughly every 63 people.

But even with the plethora of land, some parks have issues, like a lack of
lighting, signage and regular maintenance, and neglected structures. Several
city parks also have faced problems like excessive crowding and litter

during peak summer hours, and parks staff also are looking to introduce

more in-demand recreational programming like sports leagues and farmers
markets.

That’s why the city hired a consultant to lead a comprehensive parks plan
that will lay out a “road map” to transform the city’s parks over the next
decade.

“The goal is to take a look at the parks system citywide, what’s existing in
city parks, and take a look at it and get community feedback on what is
missing, what the community wants to see, in order to have a road map for
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Work on a comprehensive plan is well-timed: The nonprofit Allentown
Parknership, announced this summer, officially launches next year, and the
group’s yet-to-be-hired executive director will work closely with the city on
the parks master plan.

Read More
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Trexler Park is blanketed in a light coating of snow Friday, Dec. 20, 2024, in
Allentown. A new nonprofit called the Parknership, which aims to raise money to
invest in Allentown parks and offer more recreational programming, is launching
soon.(Amy Shortell/The Morning Call)
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What will that master plan look like? That’s up to the Allentown public to
decide. The city is gathering feedback from city residents about what they
would like to see change in Allentown’s 44 parks. Parks staff specifically is
asking for feedback from people who frequently visit Buck Boyle, Fountain
and Roosevelt parks, which city officials acknowledge are some of the least
well-maintained parks in Allentown.

Staff hope to finalize a plan and present it to City Council by the end of 2025,
Tolino said. The city’s last comprehensive parks plan is from 2006.

The Allentown Parknership is affiliated but independent from both the city
and the Trexler Trust. Founded two years after the death of American
industrialist Harry Trexler, the trust has awarded more than $172 million to
Allentown parks and other local causes.

Trexler, who was chair of Allentown’s planning commission, spearheaded
the effort to create Allentown’s first city park, West Park, from a converted
vacant city lot.

Upon his death, he donated his summer estate to the city, which became
Trexler Memorial Park. His will also provided an annual contribution from
his private foundation; the city’s Trexler fund brings in around $2 million in
revenue each year for use on parks programming and maintenance.

“We are incredibly fortunate to have the parks system we have in the city of
Allentown,” said Simon Moore, a former vice president at Air Products and
Parknership board member. “Gen. Trexler really deserves a huge amount of
credit.”

The Allentown Parknership is modeled after similar nonprofit organizations
dedicated to preserving parks in cities like New York and Philadelphia. It
received its first significant gift in October; a $500,000 donation from the
Dorothy Rider Pool Foundation to establish its endowment.

Anais Martinez, a lifelong Allentown resident, Communities in Schools
coordinator and Parknership board member, said she hopes the
Parknership takes the lead on ensuring all park signs are in English and
Spanish. Board members said the Parknership’s goal is not to replace or take
away from the city’s parks and recreation department, but to fundraise and
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She recalled a recent visit with her mother, whose first language is Spanish,
to Lehigh Valley Zoo, where all signs about the animals are in both Spanish
and English.

“My mom was reading in Spanish, she was like, ‘Oh my gosh, it’s so cool that
this animal is doing this.’ It makes a difference [compared with] it being in
English only,” Martinez said. “That would be beautiful, connecting people to
the parks, to start the love for conservation.”

Trexler Park is blanketed in a light coating of snow Friday, Dec. 20, 2024, in
Allentown. A new nonprofit called the Parknership, which aims to raise money to
invest in Allentown parks and offer more recreational programming, is launching
soon.(Amy Shortell/The Morning Call)

Don Bernhard, director of Allentown’s Economic Development Corp. and
another member of the Parknership board, envisions the group offering
more programming for city residents, especially youth.

“When it comes to park acreage per capita, we do pretty darn well, but we
do a lot less well when you look at recreational programming, there’s a lot of
room to do more there,” Bernhard said. “And I’'m not even sure what that
means right, as someone in my childhood in the 50s, I know what meant
something to kids then, but we’re a long way from that, and I think that’s
where the city’s park plan study will come in, to have the current generation
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Indeed, ultimately, the Parknership’s initiatives — and the city’s — will take
shape based on community feedback. The parks survey is available online in
both English and Spanish and is accepting responses through June. The city
also is holding a series of public meetings to gather feedback from residents.

Reporter Lindsay Weber can be reached at Liweber@mcall.com.
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