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I. GENERAL OVERVIEW

This project examines coastal land in Bal-
timore’s Upper Middle Branch Park, where 
the Gwynns Falls watershed flows into the 
harbor. The goal is to study the terrestrial 
and aquatic conditions and the ways in 
which the land is used for recreation and 
water management. Building on the Earth 
Stewardship Initiative’s Baltimore project, 
we are seeking ways in which urban eco-
logical research goals and knowledge can 
align with community-driven planning.
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PROJECT OBJECTIVES

This project identifies urban land parcels where streams and their associated watersheds spill into the 
harbor as critical components of the landscape that provide opportunities for interventions and main-
tenance for both community use and ecological research. 

Role of ecologists, urban design in the process: With input from the community and ecologists 
through interviews and a charrette, designers provide suggestions for enhancing the space in a way 
that will supplement a proposed research design as well as highlight the opportunities created at 
outfalls.  Designers will also work to draw attention to the connection between the pollution and trash 
present at the Gwynns Falls Confluence and lack of stewardship in the upper reaches. Ecologists will 
provide a site assessment during an on-site Bioblitz that will take place Sunday August 9.  A review 
of existing research on the lower reaches of the Gwynns Falls as well as urban outfalls in general will 
further inform the design of a research study on the state of urban outfalls particularly with respect to 
nutrient cycling and in the context of the recently upheld Chesapeake Bay TMDL process. 

Reflecting upon the issues the Middle Branch faces with respect to people and ecology, Parks & Peo-
ple and its partners have of recent begun an initiative called the Second Harbor Initiative to revitalize 
and restore the ecological function of the historically important “Second Harbor” of Baltimore. 
Some efforts have been successful to begin to address urban ecological challenges in this area, 
though less attention has been paid to the outfall site that is the focus of this project.  

In a public-private-NGO partnership continuum, projects have been undertaken in removing 5000 sq 
ft at Sherwin Williams to plant native trees and shrubs next to the Patapsco River (1), converting a 
demolished site at an Exelon property into a native planting and pollinator garden (2), and the con-
version of an empty lot into a park in cooperation with the surrounding community.  Additionally, at 
Masonville Cove Environmental Education Center, Living Classrooms foundation and its partners are 
working to provide a wildlife refuge, have established direct water access to the surrounding commu-
nity, and education to school children on the subject of conservation (3).

MODERN URBAN UPLIFT:
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II. PROJECT DESCRIPTION
    THE OPPORTUNITY

Particular challenges to increasing health in the middle branch harbor then include the continued res-
toration of impervious surfaces and abandoned structures adjacent to water, the monitoring of nutri-
ents released into water, and promoting community awareness of the significance of outfall locations 
and their connection to the larger watershed area. 

BALTIMORE: URBAN CONTEXT
The Middle Branch is a historically industrial section of Baltimore that became an area of controversy 
during the public housing crises that began in 1910 and picked up heavily in the 1940’s following the 
war effort. Public housing shortages in the 1940’s pushed the creation and establishment of several 
segregated housing communities across Baltimore, pushing a large demographic shift. (For more 
information, see this study: http://www.aclu-md.org/uploaded_files/0000/0172/chpresentation.pdf)

This shift resulted in the influx of African Americans into housing projects in Middl Branch neighbor-
hoods. According to the ACLU, this represents one of the largest racially driven segregations in any 
city. By the 1950’s, population density in the slums of the middle branch was so high that many esti-
mates placed it higher than anywhere else east of Chicago.
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Following trends of depopulation, the middle branch public housing neighborhoods decreased in den-
sity over time, and today are rather vacant. In 1987, the Housing authority of Baltimore began relo-
cating people from Fairfield homes, in the south of the middle branch, due to environmental hazards. 
In 1997, HABC began relocating families from Cherry Hill, a major justification being the exorbitantly 
high density. 432 units have to date been demolished in Cherry Hill, and demolition of 232 units in 
Westport Extension, directly to the north, began in 2008. 

Today, the middle branch spans a shoreline of 10.2 miles, from M&T bank stadium in the west to 
Hanover Street in the east and is primarily influenced by two watersheds, the direct harbor watershed 
and the Gwynns Falls watershed. It is dominated by pressures from industry and population, and has 
minimal agricultural pressure in the upper watershed, according to EcoCheck. 

At left is a map of Baltimore’s middle branch circa 1930 showing 
Westport Extension, a predominantly white community, and Cher-
ry Hill, a predominantly black community.
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At our specific area of interest near the outfall, three main institutions include  the Horseshoe Casino 
(top panels, as seen from near the trail), the BARCS animal shelter (lower left picture), the incinerator,  
and the Greyhound bus station (not pictured). 

The site can experience flooding  so there is not much residential use nearby.  There were homeless 
camps on the site but these were removed in 2012. The area was also well known for its feral cat 
population which is pretty much under control presently  

 Since the construction of the casino, which is further upslope, some money has been filtered back 
to the community. Interest in the general area is demonstrated by several new and old murals (see 
above). The trail is frequented by bikers and joggers especially on weekends. Residents have also 
been known to try to kayak near the site and some fishing and large carp have been reported. 
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MIDDLE BRANCH: ECOLOGICAL CONTEXT

The ecology of the aquatic habitats of the middle branch shows the effects of prolonged expo-
sure to various pollutants, namely toxicants from industrial runoff, organophosphates from storm 
water draining from its watershed, and a low dissolved oxygen concentration, resulting largely in 
an ecologically dead zone, which scientists predict to be even below average health at the end of 
2015. Owing to pressures ranging from impervious surfaces in urban areas adjacent to the bay to 
toxicants and sewage creating unbalanced nutrient levels and subsequently algal blooms.
EcoCheck’s annual water quality index for the last few sampled years reports a widely fluctuating 
water quality profile, but a consistently low quality, especially concerning dissolved oxygen, water 
clarity, nitrogen, and phosphorus.  

EcoCheck 2012 & 2013 reports on Middle Branch water quality

The specific location where the Gwynns Falls enters the Middle Branch is very dynamic and still 
very much influenced by tidal changes
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THE PARK: SITE DESCRIPTIONS

Gwynns Falls Trail South, the site of the ESI Bioblitz, represents a portion of a 15-mile trail, the 
Gwynns Falls Trail. It represents an initiative by Parks & People and the City of Baltimore to re-
store degraded waterfront urban edge, while exploring land use management with two effluence 
sites present at the park.

To the left is a map, delin-
eated in red, of the contin-
uous Gwynns Falls Trail. 
Above the Patapsco Drain-
age and below M&T Bank 
Stadium rests Gwynns Falls 
Trail South. 
Image courtesy of Parks 
and People. 

To the left is a satellite image of Gwynns Falls Trail 
South, showing restored habitat buffering Horseshoe 
Casino and various industrial properties from the bay. 
Above and below the central portion of the trail are 
storm water effluence sites and concentration areas 
for trash.
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The map on the left shows the lower portions of the mid-
dle branch, named the Cherry Hill neighborhood. This 
area of Baltimore is among the most economically chal-
lenged, and is affected heavily by urban blight. (http://ian.
umces.edu/ecocheck/ report-cards/baltimore-harbor/2012/ 
summaries/middle_branch/#_Region_Info)

RELATED PLANNING STUDIES

III. SYNOPSIS OF ECOLOGY AND DESIGN PHASE

Fellows will focus their studies in six different concentrations. Fellows will go through the design pro-
cess using their individual concentration as a guide. Design plans will begin prior to the conference, but 
the conference week in August will provide a dynamic and energizing setting in which to pin down more 
finalized conceptual plans for Harlem Park. Over the course of the week, fellows will complete a series 
of assignments to help inspire and focus designs. 



EARTH
STEWARDSHIP
INITIATIVE:
A
DEMONSTRATION
OF STUDYING
TO SHAPING
USING THE
DESIGN PROCESS

2015 EVENT SCHEDULE

ASSIGNMENTS

ESI ACTIVITIES

JOINT EARTH STEWARDSHIP/ 
ECOLOGICAL SOCIETY ACTIVITIES

SAT, AUG 8TH SUN, AUG 9TH MON, AUG 10TH

TUES, AUG 11TH WED, AUG 12TH THURS, AUG 13TH FRI, AUG 14TH

9 AM-3 PM:

Ecological Science and 
Grassroots Planning:                                
Defining Research Opportu-
nities That Support Diverse 
Community Interests

FT 4

5:30 PM - 8:30 PM

Informal Dinner

ESI ASSIGNMENT 1

9 AM-3 PM:

Urban Bioblitz
Along Sites of Baltimore’s 
Upper Middle Branch and 
Watershed 263

FT 9

5:00 PM - 6:30 PM

Kickoff and Planning Mtg

6:30 PM - 8:30 PM

Dinner with local partici-
pants

Complete ESI Assignment 1

9 AM-11:30 AM:

Site Presentations
Site Analysis on Maps
Site Analysis and the De-
sign Process

1:30 - 3:00 PM

Advances, Frontiers, and 
Challenges Across Ecolog-
ical Disciplines: A Celebra-
tion of ESA’s Centennial 
and the Road Ahead

IGN 1

SITE Analysis in Teams
ESI ASSIGNMENT 2
3:00-5:00 PM

4:30 PM- 6:30 PM

Poster Session: Info Gath-
ering for Site Analysis

FT 9

10:00 AM - 12:30 PM

Discovery Stations

1:30 PM - 3:00 PM

Francis Scott Key Case 
Study Workshop

3:00 PM - 4:30 PM

Gay Street Case Study 
Workshop

4:30 PM - 6:30 PM

Info Gathering for Site 
Analysis

8:00 PM - 10 PM

Special Session 14: Align-
ing Ecology, Urban Design, 
and History to Improve 
Ecosystems

Mini Assignment

9:00 AM - 11:00 AM

Discovery Stations cont’d

11:15 - 1:15 PM

Lunch and Design Process
Presentations

1:30 PM- 3:00 PM

Ignite Design: for People 
and Ecosystems

4:30 - 8 PM

Community Based Char-
rette and Dinner Break

Mini Assignment

8:00 PM - 10 PM

Workshop 47: From Study-
ing to Shaping: Bridging 
Ecology with Design Perfor-
mance Objectives

FT 9

9:40 AM - 10:30 AM

“Pin-Up” Presentations 
on Project Concepts from 
Community Charrette

10:30 AM - 1:15 PM

Design Charrette focusing 
on Themes (w/ lead designer)

3:10 PM- 4: 00 PM

Design Proposal 
Presentations

5:30 PM- 11:00 PM

ESI ASSIGNMENT 3 
See page --
Work Session & Dinner at 
Parks & People/ Mahan/
Rykiel. 

Drawing & Presentation 
Deadlines

8:30 AM-11:30 AM:

Bridging Ecology and 
Community Based Planning 
Towards Earth Stewardship

FT 4

12 PM - 1:40 PM

Town Hall Meeting 
Lunch, Discussion and 
Review with Fellows, City 
Officials, Stakeholders, 
and ESA Members

1:50 PM - 3 PM

NEXT STEPS 
Strategy Discussion with 
City Managers and Commu-
nity Leaders

3:00 PM - 4 PM

Wrap Up and Exit Inter-
views
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V. APPENDICES
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