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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Participatory Design and Public Space: Catalysts for Community Development 

A Case Study in Barrio Grenada 

 

Jordan Vander Klok Advisor: Larry Harder 

University of Guelph, 2013  

 

 

Participatory design is often linked to community development, but studies seldom explore the 

ongoing effects the built design can have on a community. This study examined whether a 

participatory design process and the resulting public space acted as catalysts of community 

development. A case study was conducted in Barrio Grenada, Nicaragua, where a park was 

designed and built with community participation in 2010. The study explored participation in the 

design process, use of the park, and perceptions of subsequent development in Barrio Grenada. 

Data was gathered through semi-structured interviews of external agents and local residents who 

participated in the park design and construction. Results suggest the design process and park 

each catalyzed development in distinct ways. Contacts made through the design process aided 

infrastructure development through financial and logistical support, while use of the park 

enabled social development through increased communication among neighbours, and recreation 

opportunities for children and youth.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

Public space is an integral and vital component of the urban landscape. It is also a component 

under increasing risk in Latin American cities due to appropriation, privatization, and reductions 

in city funding (Hernandez M., 2010). Enhancing and maintaining the ‘public’ part of public 

space means integrating openness and accessibility in the design, construction, use and 

maintenance of such spaces (Ercan, 2010). One way to do this is through participatory design: 

the notion that those who are affected by a space should be given the opportunity to influence 

how it is created and used (Hussain, 2010). This simple definition belies the complex and 

political nature of participatory design. Much has been written about it, and it is frequently 

lauded for its ability to empower participants (Hussain, 2010). Literature also calls for a more 

critical examination of the decisions that surround participatory design, such as who gets to 

participate, who makes the final decisions, and which techniques are used (Juarez & Brown, 

2008). However, after the completion of the design phase, the ongoing interaction between the 

participants and the design product remains an area that is both understudied and worthy of 

investigation.  

 

BACKGROUND 

 

Nicaragua is a Central American nation, located between Honduras to the north, and Costa Rica 

to the south (Figure 1). Although it is currently experiencing a period of relative stability that 

began in the early 1990’s, Nicaragua, like many developing nations, has a history of colonialism, 

violence, and economic misfortune (Vanden & Prevost, 2012).  

 



2 
 

 

Figure 1. Nicaragua
1
 

 

Managua, its capital, is currently home to over two million people. It was devastated by an 

earthquake in 1972, and the corrupt government at the time squandered the majority of the relief 

funding (Skidmore & Smith, 2005). Figure 2 shows the District of Managua within Nicaragua, 

and the city of Managua within the district. Even today, a large area of the former city centre 

remains largely empty – an expanse of rubble and brush.  

                                                           
1 Modified by Vander Klok, 2013. Original image accessed at                

http://geography.about.com/library/blank/blxcamerica.htm 
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Figure 2. Managua, Nicaragua

2
 

A bout of government sanctioned rebuilding that did occur happened over two decades later 

between 1997 and 2001, was characterized by top-down decision making and was largely a 

network of shopping malls, gated subdivisions, and high speed roads geared for use of the 

wealthy (Rodgers, 2007). The remaining, largely impoverished, neighbourhoods have also 

undergone substantial urban transformation since the earthquake, albeit in a much more informal, 

bottom-up manner (Rodgers, 2007). The result is less of a singular, urban expanse, and more a 

                                                           
2 Modified by Vander Klok, 2013. Original image accessed at 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Managua_Department,_Nicaragua.svg 

 

     100 km 

     Managua 



4 
 

collection of distinct, separate neighbourhoods that lacks an overall sense of connectivity and 

integration. One of those neighbourhoods is Barrio Grenada (Figure 3).  

 

 
Figure 3.  Barrio Grenada, Managua

3
 

 

BARRIO GRENADA 

 

 

Founded in 1982 Barrio Grenada has a present day population of over 2500, and is considered an 

old neighbourhood in Managua – demonstrating both the extent of the damage of 1972 

earthquake and the protracted pace of repair. Significantly, the present day location of the park 

has been a public space since the neighbourhood’s inception, and was originally designated as 

such by the municipality. An expanding population in the barrio and a lack of housing led to 

Barrio Grenada’s expansion into a former farm on its southern edge. The expansion process 

began in March, 2007, involved 200 families seeking to move, and was fraught with tension and 

                                                           
3 Modified by Vander Klok, 2013. Original image from Google Earth.  
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conflict between the would-be settlers and the police and the municipality. The arduous process 

ended in September 2009 when the municipal government granted the families the rights to the 

land, known today as Anexo Dios Proveera, or for the purposes of this study, the Annex. Figure 

4, below, shows the location of the Annex and the park in Barrio Grenada. Legal title to the land, 

however, was the only thing granted from the city. Those who moved in to the Annex faced the 

task of clearing the land and building their own homes from whatever materials they could find. 

The construction of the park occurred in May 2010, just months after the establishment of the 

Annex. The Annex has benefited greatly from the ongoing development that began shortly after 

the completion of the park. How and why a public park in Barrio Grenada has triggered 

substantial change in the community is the subject matter of this thesis. How and why it was 

built in the first place is a story that should be told for greater understanding of the context 

behind this research.  
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Figure 4. Barrio Grenada
4
 

 

SIMBIOSIS 

 

During previous travels Larry Harder, a landscape architecture professor at the University of 

Guelph (and, not incidentally, the supervisor of this thesis) had been in contact with Gonzalo 

Duarte, president of Compañeros Inc. Founded in 2001, Compañeros is a private social 

                                                           
4 Modified by Vander Klok, 2013. Original image from Google Earth.  
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enterprise that organizes and operates volun-tourism and service learning trips in Nicaragua with 

the goal of improving both Nicaraguan communities, and the Canadian and American 

communities from which the volunteers come (Compañeros Inc., 2013). Both Larry and Gonzalo 

shared an interest in creating public space for public good, and Larry was interested in 

conducting a landscape architecture field course with university students.  

 

Compañeros connected Larry to Carolina Streber Fonseca and Tupac Amaru Espinoza, two 

Nicaraguan students of architecture at the time, who were in the process of creating a design 

collective called Taller Plural, with the broad mandate of bringing together professionals, 

institutions and government officials for a common cause, and facilitating participatory 

workshops for community development. When Carolina and Tupac heard of the initiative to 

create public space, it was decided that they would collaborate and build a public park. They 

chose to name the project Simbiosis
5
, reflecting the high degree of cooperation and coordination 

required of all partners involved in creating the park.  

 

To decide where to build a public park, Taller Plural approached Habitar, a Nicaraguan non-

governmental organization that works on capacity building and development projects in 

Nicaraguan communities (Habitar, 2013). Habitar suggested Barrio Grenada - a neighbourhood 

they had been working in for three years. Throughout Simbiosis, Habitar continued to act as a 

bridge between the community, and Taller Plural and the student volunteers. Prior to the arrival 

of the Canadian students, community research, meetings, and workshops were held to promote 

the project, achieve community participation, and to inquire about local desires for the park.  

                                                           
5
 Hereafter, the term ‘Simbiosis’ will be used to refer to the entire process of designing and building the park.  
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The design and construction of the park took place in May 2010, and the entire process – from 

the beginning of the design to the opening ceremonies – lasted only seventeen days. Involved 

were eleven students of landscape architecture and international development from the 

University of Guelph, and eleven Nicaraguan university students from a number of local 

universities. The Nicaraguan students were all from design programs, including architecture, 

industrial design, and furniture design. The students were grouped into seven teams, and in the 

span of a week created seven different design options for the park. (See designs in Appendix 3.) 

Nicaraguan and international design professionals from various universities and industries were 

invited to be advisors and to be part of a panel of judges, which also included members of the 

community. The panel of judges selected the winning design as well as components from other 

designs to be incorporated into the park. Afterwards the construction of the park took place, 

involving as many as eighty community members, including children. A more detailed outline of 

the project, including photographs of the design and construction process, can be found in 

Appendix 3 – a Simbiosis presentation prepared by Carolina Streber.   

 

RESEARCH PROBLEM 

 

The literature links both participatory design and public space to empowerment and social capital 

(Crabtree, 1998; Kuo, Sullivan, Coley, & Brunson, 1998). Studies also relate empowered 

communities and the mobilization of social capital to community improvement and development 

(Hester, 2006; Larsen, et al., 2004). However, the literature fails to weave the individual threads 

into a single tapestry. This study explores the interrelations between participatory design and 

public space, and examines how both can affect community development. 
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GOAL 

 

To better understand participatory design of public space and use of the resulting public space as 

catalysts for community development. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

 

To explore the research goal in greater detail, this study is divided into three main research 

objectives, examined from the perspective of those involved in the creation of the park in Barrio 

Grenada: 

 

1. To understand how the participatory design process affected the community through 

interviews with participants. 

2. To understand how the park created through a participatory process affected the 

community through interviews with community members.  

3. To understand how the community affected the park through interviews with 

community members and on site observations.  

 

METHODS 

 

This study aims to illuminate connections and relationships between participatory design, public 

space, and community development. To best understand these connections this study applied a 

diagnostic research approach to the context of a case study. Diagnostic research is ideal for broad 



10 
 

spectrum, exploratory studies (Zeisel, 1984). The case study area of Barrio Grenada was chosen 

for the unique and interesting events that transpired there after the construction of a park, and for 

its connection to the Landscape Architecture program at the University of Guelph. 

 

The primary method of data collection was interviews with barrio residents and external agents, 

with the only criteria being that they had to have participated in any way in the design or 

construction of the park in Barrio Grenada. Interview data was supplemented with site 

observations, and planning documents from the design process obtained from external agents. 

Exploring the research objectives through the perceptions of the community reflects this study’s 

focus on participatory design and acknowledges the overriding importance of the voice of the 

community.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This study examines the participatory process of designing a public space, the resulting public 

space itself, and how both process and product acted as catalysts to promote and influence 

community development in Barrio Grenada, a neighbourhood in Managua, Nicaragua.  

 

The literature pertaining to the study is quite broad, and encompasses several academic 

disciplines. To help narrow the focus, the literature review is divided into four main components. 

The first section will explore participatory design: what participation is, how it is used, and what 

the potential advantages are. This section will also look at the ongoing debate regarding levels of 

participation and their appropriate use. The second section, public space, will connect the notion 

of ‘public’ in public space to participatory processes, and will also explore the current state of 

public spaces in Latin America. The third section will look into the relationships between 

participatory design and community development, specifically through the lenses of 

empowerment, social ties, and social capital. This section investigates the bonds that hold a 

community together, how those bonds can be utilized as a resource to help a community achieve 

its goals. This section will also discuss public space as a physical arena that fosters and promotes 

social capital and social ties. The final section briefly discusses community development, and 

defines each term in the context of this study.   
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PARTICIPATORY DESIGN 

 

Participatory design is a multi-disciplinary endeavour, and is used in a multitude of fields such as 

geography, art, history, planning, architecture, landscape architecture, and psychology (Breitbart, 

1995). Although participatory design as a whole draws from many academic areas, there is often 

a distinct lack of knowledge transfer between disciplines (Juarez & Brown, 2008). For example, 

landscape architecture and international development both view participation as essential, but 

vary substantially regarding the purpose, methods, and role local knowledge can and should play 

in decision making (Juarez & Brown, 2008). Essentially, all forms of participation reflect the 

idea that those who are affected by a decision should be given the opportunity to influence that 

decision (Hussain, 2010). Variation in participation methods between academic disciplines, 

different ideas of who should be given opportunity to participate, and how much influence they 

should have all reveal participatory design to be a contested term (Juarez & Brown, 2008).  

 

Participation is also described as a means to operationalize empowerment for disadvantaged 

persons, connoting an idealistic sense of humanitarianism and a responsibility for ethical design 

and practice (Crabtree, 1998; Man, 2010). Another definition states that, “citizen participation is 

a categorical term for citizen power. It is the redistribution of power that enables the have-not 

citizens, presently excluded from the political and economic processes, to be deliberately 

included in the future” (Arnstein, 1969). 

 

A critical look at participation investigates who gets to participate, how influential or effective 

their participation is, and who has the final say in the decision-making process. Arnstein’s (1969) 



13 
 

Ladder of Citizen Participation (Figure 5) identifies eight levels of participation divided into 

three main categories: nonparticipation, tokenism, and citizen power. Nonparticipation refers to 

power holders using a guise of participation to ‘cure’ or ‘convert’ participants to a particular way 

of thinking. Tokenism refers to participants having an opportunity to advise or express their 

opinions, but being unable to ensure that their opinions are heeded or have any effect on the final 

decision – a one way flow of information. As its name suggests, the highest category, citizen 

power, is an actual redistribution of power which places decision making responsibilities directly 

in the hands of citizens. Arnstein’s critique expressed a growing concern over the use and misuse 

of participatory methods by governments.  

 

More recent critiques largely echo 

Arnstein, repeatedly calling into 

question the label and practice of 

participatory design. Public 

participation is often viewed as 

being enshrined in bureaucracy and 

red tape, and is increasingly seen as 

being inadequate or ineffective in 

addressing the complexity and 

fluidity inherent in meeting the 

needs of communities (Hou & 

Rios, 2003). The occasionally 

Figure 5. Ladder of Citizen Participation from Arnstein, 1969 



14 
 

unpredictable nature of public participation and community-driven design processes frequently 

do not coincide with the set expectations of governments and professional practice (Hou & Rios, 

2003). Truly participatory projects involving actual citizen power can take a significant amount 

of time to realize and likely involve a range of internal and external agencies and stakeholders 

throughout the life of a project. This presents a dilemma for governments and design practices 

more accustomed to clearly defined deliverables and timelines (Hou & Rios, 2003). Another 

visualization of the range of participatory approaches comes from international development. 

Chambers (1994) compares Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) to Participatory Rural Appraisal 

(PRA) on a continuum. (See Table 1.)  

 

Table 1. Chambers’ Rapid Rural Appraisal – Participatory Rural Appraisal Continuum 

Nature of Process Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)           Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 

 

Mode Elicitive/extractive Empowering 

Professional’s role Investigator Facilitator 

Information owned, 

analyzed, and used by 

Professional Local people 

Typical methods* Secondary sources, observation, 

interviews with local experts 

Shared visual analysis, Venn 

diagramming, group checking and 

validation 

Objective Data collection Empowerment 

Long-term outcomes Plans, projects, publications Sustainable local action and institutions 
Table adapted by (Juarez & Brown, 2008) from (Chambers, 1994) 

*Methods listed are only representative examples and not exhaustive. Methods have considerable overlap along the 

continuum, depending on the mode of process. 

 

Like Arnstein’s Ladder, Chambers’ continuum suggests that the participatory label is a wide net 

cast over a range of activities, and doesn’t adequately identify the degree of citizen participation. 

This criticism was shared and expanded by White (1996) who labelled participation a “catch-all 

term” (p. 14). Similar to Arnstein and Chambers, White’s views on participation describe who is 

participating and the intention of the participation. (See Table 2).   
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Table 2. White’s Participation Matrix 

Form Top-Down Bottom-Up Function 

Nominal Legitimation: lends 

credibility and authority to 

governmental body or 

organization sponsoring 

the participatory activity 

Inclusion: allows participants 

to be members of the 

participatory group, should  

some benefit (to the 

participant) arise 

Display: function is 

primarily for 

demonstrating that 

participation has been 

part of the process 

Instrumental Efficiency: participatory 

activity provides labour for 

essential services in an 

efficient manner for the 

government or sponsoring 

agency 

Cost: participation is viewed 

as a cost by participants, 

detracting time and resources 

from other activities, but 

participants are willing if 

they view the activity as a 

necessity 

Means: functions 

primarily as a way of 

providing services 

desired by both the top-

downs and the bottom-

ups 

Representative Sustainability: 

governmental body or 

sponsoring agent seeks 

participation in order to 

ensure viability of a 

program over the long term 

Leverage: process gives local 

people a voice in the project 

and they use that voice to 

influence decisions 

Voice: representative in 

allowing people to 

express their own 

interests and influence 

decisions, but program 

comes from the top down 

Transformative Empowerment frequently 

perceived as a bottom-up 

strategy, but impetus often 

comes from the top down 

when organization 

establishes empowerment 

as a priority 

Empowerment: intent is to 

empower locals to plan and 

act for themselves 

Means/End: functions as 

a means for providing 

services, but also as the 

end in itself as locals 

exert control over their 

future 

Table adapted by (Juarez & Brown, 2008) from (White, 1996) 

   

The above three representations of participation share one significant commonality: participatory 

design is a continuum and increasing participants’ benefits are clearly linked to increasing 

participant control over the process, and final decision-making power. In other words, different 

participatory techniques yield different results (Juarez & Brown, 2008).  

 

Framing participation as a redistribution of power reflects its primary purpose, but it is crucial to 

maintain that participatory design is not important simply for its own sake. Rather, it is 

significant and beneficial because it has the potential to increase a project’s value through public 

empowerment (Hussain, 2010). That public participation empowers those involved in it is widely 
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recognized and almost never disputed in the literature (Hussain, 2010). As community design 

involves people who typically have little control over environmental decisions, participation 

helps leaders to emerge and continue to advocate for other community needs (Hester, 1990). 

Community participation is lauded for the idea that the environment works better if citizens are 

active and involved in its creation and management instead of being treated as passive consumers 

(Sanoff, 2008).  

 

Expanding beyond empowerment, Hester (2006) posits that a participatory process can also 

improve community knowledge, and foster understanding, care, and stewardship of a particular 

place. That these qualities are instilled during a participatory process is important in recognizing 

that the physical end product is but one facet of a project; process should be regarded as equally, 

if not more, important than the result (Breitbart, 1995). What adds legitimacy to a decision is not 

just the substance of the decision, but also the perception that the process by which the decision 

was made was fair, open, and democratic. This remains true even if some individuals or groups 

do not agree with the end result (Sanoff, 2008). 

 

Deciding who gets to participate is one significant aspect of the participatory process. The 

inclusion of disadvantaged or marginalised people requires additional work and planning, but 

can result in the empowerment of those who are chronically ignored or disempowered (Crabtree, 

1998). Specifically in the creation of public spaces, the inclusion of children in the design 

process is an understudied and underutilised area – especially in developing nations (Hussain, 

2010). It is rare for even privileged children to be asked to comment on, or critique their 

communities and public spaces – environments created by adults and other forces beyond their 
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control. It is perhaps even less common for children to be asked to intervene in those 

environments and produce physical objects that might even temporarily alter their living space in 

some positive direction (Breitbart, 1995).  

 

PUBLIC SPACE 

 

Public space is so necessary and integral a thread in the urban fabric, that it is difficult to imagine 

a city without it (Madanipour, 2010). The everyday places such as neighbourhood parks and 

playgrounds are the environments most important to our psychological well-being (Hester, 

1990). Recent scholarly attention reflects the changing nature of public spaces in cities today. 

The past few decades have been marked by industrial decline, a restructuring of the global 

economy, and a shrinking public purse. The result has been a changing role in how public spaces 

are designed, funded, built, and maintained (Madanipour, 2010).  

 

For a physical area of a city to be considered public space, it must concern the people as a whole, 

be open to everyone, be accessible and shared by all members of the community, and be 

provided for the use of people in general (Ercan, 2010). Public space can be seen as the “primary 

spatial manifestation of public rights” (Hernandez, Kellet, & Lea, 2010). A furthering of these 

definitions goes beyond the spatial realm and adds dimensions of time and social relationships 

and interactions (Ercan, 2010). Thus, for a public space to fully embrace its ‘public-ness,’ the 

processes and decisions involved in designing, creating, maintaining and using it must be fully 

accessible and inclusive. Here, notions of accessibility and inclusivity encompass physical, 

social, economic, political and racial grounds (Hernandez M., 2010). The ‘public’ part of public 
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space is an incredibly important term, and, following the definitions above, cannot be applied to 

all parks, plazas and green spaces in cities today. In many parts of the world, the public aspects 

of public spaces are under attack from a diverse range of external factors and forces 

(Madanipour, 2010).  

 

Latin American cities today are rapidly becoming fragmented into a duality of formal and 

informal sectors. The formal sector can be characterized by increasing privatization, 

globalization, and homogenous, high security spaces; whereas the informal sector is often 

characterized by poverty, slums and a chronic lack of resources (Franck & Stevens, 2007). 

Formal spaces are typically planned by architects, planners, city officials and the like, whereas 

informal spaces are not (Hernandez M., 2010). The fate of public spaces in such drastically 

divided urban environments is in peril. In formal areas, public space is increasingly becoming 

privatized as a lack of public resources and fears of crime and safety translate into the 

privatization of maintenance services, controlled entrances, and increased security (Franck & 

Stevens, 2007). Shopping malls and gated subdivisions are examples of contested formal sector 

spaces that contain elements of being public space, but are under intense control and supervision 

from private owners. City parks, plazas and streets are much more easily envisioned as being 

public spaces, but they are increasingly targets of high security and control in the name of safety 

and quality (Franck & Stevens, 2007).  

 

Informal areas, commonly known as slums or barrios, contain an increasing percentage of the 

population in Latin American cities, and occupy an ever larger area in and around those cities. In 

2001, approximately 32 percent of the population of Latin American cities were living in slums 
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(Hernandez, Kellet, & Lea, 2010). Typically, informal neighbourhoods have inadequate access to 

safe water and sanitation, poor structural quality and dangerous location, overcrowding, and 

insecure residential status (Hernandez, Kellet, & Lea, 2010). However, many informal 

settlements and structures that were planned or built by the occupants have since been improved 

without any assistance or planning from governments (Rodgers, 2008). Public spaces in informal 

areas, similar to those in formal areas, are under pressures of privatization, although from very 

different external forces.   

 

Informal spaces in Latin American cities are most often low-income areas that are spontaneously 

(and often illegally) constructed to fulfill housing needs (Hernandez M., 2010; Turner, 1976). 

The absence of official or legal processes involved in the building and planning of such 

communities, municipal infrastructure such as roads, water, electricity and public space are not 

fully integrated – or even present – in informal communities. As time progresses and residents 

gradually improve the settlements, cities often intentionally overlook the initial illegal action of 

settling and being to integrate some services into informal areas (Hernandez M., 2010). While 

connecting neighbourhoods to water, sewage, road, or electrical networks drastically improves 

quality of life in informal settlements, cities frequently overlook the creation or connection 

possibilities of public spaces in informal communities (Hernandez M., 2010). The areas left for 

public space are often undeveloped and unimproved, lack a clear identity and function 

(Hernandez M., 2010). The result is that these remaining open spaces are often subject to 

appropriation by new residents looking for land on which to construct a home (Hernandez M., 

2010). This not only decreases available public space by putting pressure on the remaining open 
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areas, but also creates tension amongst residents who may disagree with the land appropriation 

(Hernandez M., 2010).  

 

EMPOWERMENT, SOCIAL TIES, AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

Originally from the physical sciences, the term catalyst refers to a substance which lowers the 

energy required for a chemical reaction to occur, expedites the reaction, and is not consumed or 

changed during the reaction (Clayden, Greeves, & Warren, 2001). Now co-opted by the social 

sciences, the word catalyst can also refer to causes and agents of change in communities. One 

such agent is public space, and the literature on public space has referred to it as a being a 

catalyst for community reconstruction and revitalization (Diamond, 2004; Lawson, 2007). For 

the purposes of this study, the term catalyst is generally defined as any factor which promotes, or 

contributes to, community development. The concepts of empowerment, social ties, and social 

capital fall under the umbrella term catalyst, and are explored in more detail below. It should be 

noted that the working definition of catalyst used in this study is intended to encompass the 

concepts of empowerment, social ties, and social capital. While these terms are explored further 

below, they are not intended to serve as an exhaustive list of what may serve as a catalyst for 

community development.  

 

The idea that people can be empowered by taking part in developing solutions that can improve 

their lives is widely accepted and rarely disputed (Hussain, 2010). In other words, participatory 

design leading to empowerment is an already established connection. Like participation, 

empowerment is a widely used, generic term, and as it has come into broader use, the term has 
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been frequently co-opted (intentionally and unintentionally) by governments and organizations 

for a specific agenda (Jupp, 2007). For this reason, establishing an appropriate level of 

participation and a clear definition of empowerment are essential steps in recognizing how 

‘participatory’ or ‘empowering’ a project actually is (Jupp, 2007). 

 

Empowerment is a state of mind or attitude achieved through processes by which people, 

organizations, and communities are enabled to gain control over issues perceived as concerning 

to them (Rappaport, 1987). It is important to distinguish between the concept of empowerment 

and that of having power. Whereas having power implies authority, empowerment refers more to 

a “feeling of control, a critical awareness of one’s environment, and an active engagement in it 

… actual power or control is not necessary for empowerment” (Zimmerman, 1995). Thus, 

empowerment is conceptualized as moving out of a condition or sense of deprivation, and as a 

positive, holistic outcome of self-discovery, successful human interaction, and the confidence to 

engage in community processes (Crabtree, 1998).   

   

The use of participatory methods in the design process of public spaces not only conforms to the 

above definition of public space, but can also bring community members together, and aid in the 

creation of social ties amongst neighbours (Kuo, Sullivan, Coley, & Brunson, 1998). Social ties 

are the relationships that hold a community together, provide a sense of community, a source of 

social support, defense against crime, increased capacity for political mobilization, and the 

ability to form and manage local organizations or groups (Kuo, Sullivan, Coley, & Brunson, 

1998). In short, social ties are what make a collection of individuals into a community. Social 

ties are most likely to form between neighbours that are of similar socioeconomic status, are 
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poor, have children living at home, are minorities or have lived in the same place for a long time 

(Kuo, Sullivan, Coley, & Brunson, 1998). It stands to reason that residents of slums or informal 

communities are likely to fall into at least one of those categories, and therefore are likely to 

form social ties with neighbours.   

 

These connections, friendships and relationships that exist between neighbours occur for a 

number of reasons, but are often dependent on the casual and informal contact between 

neighbours that happens in public places. In other words, the ability to form social ties does not 

solely rest on the people involved; the spaces people occupy play a significant role as well (Kuo, 

Sullivan, Coley, & Brunson, 1998). The presence of a public space nearby can facilitate the 

informal gathering of neighbours and thus the formation of social ties (Kuo, Sullivan, Coley, & 

Brunson, 1998).  

 

Social ties are not only created in the public spaces, but during the formation of the public spaces 

as well. Using public participation during the design and planning phases of public space offers 

promising opportunities to community members to be engaged in local problem solving while 

also producing a physical, tangible result (Sutton & Kemp, 2006). Here, a synergy is created 

whereby social ties are formed during the community consultation process of creating a public 

space, and then that public space provides a community gathering area to reinforce existing 

social ties and create new ones. 

 

The sum of many social ties – social capital – is a resource communities can draw upon to 

address local issues (Larsen, et al., 2004). Two different types of social capital are identified in 
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the literature: bonding and bridging (Larsen, et al., 2004). Bonding social capital refers to the 

relationships and trust built up between members of a community, while bridging social capital 

is defined as residents’ abilities to extend relationships and contacts outside the boundaries of the 

community (Larsen, et al., 2004). The success of bridging social capital is partially dependent on 

pre-existing levels of bonding social capital. It has also been noted that lower income 

neighbourhoods can face greater challenges in converting bonding capital into bridging capital 

(Larsen, et al., 2004).    

 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 

Development is a concept which assumes that existing conditions in many nations or 

communities are insufficient for basic human dignity or socioeconomic advancement (Crabtree, 

1998). Development is a broad term, and is not limited to economic progress or technological 

advancement (Crabtree, 1998). Put simply, “the eternal challenge of development is to do better” 

(Chambers, 1997). There exists an enormous quantity of literature on community development, 

and many debates on its merit. However, the intent of this study is to cast a critical eye on 

participatory design and public space as catalysts of community development, and not to debate 

development itself. Thus, it is not within the scope of this study to examine development 

literature in detail. For the purposes of this study, community development is broadly defined as 

above. With this definition the social ties created during participatory design and the creation of 

public space are examples of community development, and potential catalysts for other types of 

development.  
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SUMMARY 

 

The literature on participatory design paints a consistent picture. It is a label that is easily 

attached to a wide range of processes with varying degrees of efficacy and it is a practice that, 

when used appropriately, has great potential to include and empower marginalised groups. 

Similarly, the public space literature offers a clear view of the recent history of public space. 

Public space funding has decreased, resulting in a decline in the construction of new public 

spaces and the maintenance of existing ones. Pressures such as increased demand for land in 

cities and a growing role of private enterprise building and managing city parks is chipping away 

at the public nature of urban public spaces.  

 

The literature also provides clear threads of logic leading from public participation to 

empowerment, from public spaces to social ties, from participatory design to successful public 

spaces and from empowered citizenry to community development. What the literature fails to do 

is adequately connect all of those threads into a single narrative. Dealing specifically with cities 

in Latin America, many countries are rarely discussed in the literature. There is a dearth of 

literature on the architecture and cities of Latin America (Hernandez M. , 2010). The research 

that does pertain to both the subject and the geographical area described Central America as 

having “… places and people [that] have a profound need for beneficial design” and “solutions 

that use low-tech, cost-effective, and sustainable materials and methods.” (Winterbottom, 2008).  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

 

This chapter provides an explanation of how the methods were used in this thesis, and the 

rationale behind why the methods were selected. In this chapter, I look at the diagnostic 

approach to the research, and the case study as a framework for the research. This chapter also 

discusses data collection methods in relation to the research approach and context. I identify my 

own inherent biases and how they are dealt with. I investigate the use of interviews as the 

method of data collection and I explain inductive analysis and open coding as the method of data 

analysis.  

 

DIAGNOSTIC RESEARCH 

 

Diagnostic research is used for broad spectrum research, searching for consistency and clarity, 

but not necessarily precision (Zeisel, 1984). Diagnostic research provides an ideal scope for 

studying the complex relationships between participatory design, public space, and community 

development. While a more detailed, descriptive study might dig deeper into one of the topics 

(i.e., participatory design), a diagnostic approach is more appropriate for wide ranging, trans-

disciplinary research.  

 

CASE STUDIES 

 

Case studies are used to create a larger understanding of single instances or objects (Zeisel, 

1984). In other words, case studies have inherent spatial or temporal boundaries that delineate 

the research and limit its scope. For this thesis, there are hard spatial boundaries and looser 
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temporal boundaries. Barrio Grenada, the community of study that contains the park, is the 

spatial realm of study. The time period of study focuses on the experiences designing and 

building the park, and the community’s relationship with the park since its construction. 

Criticisms of a case study approach to research state that they are difficult to summarize or 

generalize, and that case study researchers tend to hold a bias for verifying preconceived notions 

(Flyvberg, 2006). I agree that context-dependent knowledge is typically difficult to generalize. 

However, I would argue that place specific, locally constructed knowledge is essential to the 

study and practice of landscape architecture – a field dedicated to the creation of physical place. 

 

BIAS 

 

The interviewer is a person carrying unavoidable conscious and unconscious motives, desires, 

feelings, and biases – hardly a neutral tool (Fontana & Frey, 2005). The criticism that case study 

researchers lean towards verification is a valid one, and merits attention. Inferences and 

assumptions are inherent in diagnostic research involving human relationships and communities. 

While I strive to remain neutral in this thesis, cultural values are inevitably present. It should be 

noted that the research and writing is done from the standpoint of an outsider looking in to 

another culture and attempting to figure out what might be in their best interest. It is also 

important to note that the interviews were done through the mediation of a translator, adding an 

additional filter, and potential bias, that the raw data passed through. This extra filter is 

unavoidable when working in a foreign language. Field notes and my own competence in 

Spanish were employed during transcription to verify the translations and mitigate any potential 

changes to the data.   
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INTERVIEWS 

 

In order to explore the effects on a community of a participatory design process and the resulting 

public space, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were chosen as the primary method of data 

collection. Interviewing is an involved, subjective process that requires the interviewer to 

intentionally engage with the research as a person with empathy, rather than as a detached 

observer (Deming & Swaffield, 2011). Instead of a neutral exchange of asking questions and 

getting answers, interviews are a mutually created story involving two people in an active 

process – they are one of the most common and powerful ways in which we try to understand our 

fellow humans (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Interviews are an ideal tool in diagnostic research 

involving people and communities and were chosen to investigate any consistencies or 

commonalities that may exist in the community’s views and perceptions of the participatory 

design process and the resulting park.   

 

DATA COLLECTION 

 

My research involved six weeks in Nicaragua from August 15 to September 27, 2012, and 

consisted of four weeks of volunteer work in Barrio Grenada and two weeks of conducting 

formal interviews. During that time, a neighbourhood within Barrio Grenada known as the 

Annex was in the midst of installing flush toilets, showers, and sinks in every home and 

connecting them to the municipal wastewater system. This project was the third and final phase 

of a larger development project of ensuring that all 214 homes in the Annex had safe access to 
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potable water and the means to dispose of wastewater. My role as a volunteer was assisting in the 

construction of the bathrooms and the installation of pipes connecting homes to the municipal 

system. Some informal data collection and interviewee recruitment took place through 

conversations with coworkers and residents during my time spent as a volunteer in the Annex. 

Through these conversations, I was able to share my reasons for traveling to the barrio, talk 

about my research project, and listen to people’s stories and opinions about the park. I became 

more familiar with Barrio Grenada, its residents, history, leaders, and structure.  

 

In order to further this knowledge, specifically knowledge about the park, semi-structured, in-

depth interviews were conducted as a means of data collection. This data collection took place 

during the last two weeks of my stay, and consisted of fourteen semi-structured in-depth 

interviews with barrio residents, three interviews with development workers, and one group 

interview with a grade six class in the elementary school in Barrio Grenada. The only selection 

requirement was that participants were involved in any capacity in the planning, designing, 

building or maintaining of the park. Participants were recruited primarily through word of mouth 

and home visits during my time spent as a volunteer. Snowball sampling was also used when 

interviewees were asked to suggest other potential participants. A translator was present at all 

interviews except one with a development worker fluent in English. The interviews were tape 

recorded and notes were taken during the interviews to aid with data analysis. The translator was 

a Nicaraguan woman who was very familiar with Barrio Grenada, and had previously worked on 

several other projects within the community. This was to increase interviewee comfort and 

rapport, and to minimize potential perceived barriers between the interviewee and the researcher, 

especially amongst female interviewees (Fontana & Frey, 2005).  
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Interviews with residents were conducted in participants’ homes. Participants were asked a series 

of open and closed ended questions about their role in the creation of the park, about their 

perceptions of the park’s uses and impacts within the community, and about any changes in the 

park they might like to see. Interviews were allowed to follow a conversation model, and an 

interview guide was used to ensure all the relevant questions and topics were discussed. For a 

copy of the interview guide, please see Appendix One. While uniformity in the interview process 

is important, changes to question order and wording were made during each interview to better 

follow the conversational flow and to encourage more detailed responses to certain questions. At 

the end of each day of interviews, notes and recordings were reviewed.  

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Once all interviews were completed, they were transcribed. The transcription process was 

completed myself to establish a greater understanding of the interview data. Interview recordings 

were listened to several times and field notes were used as references. Only the English spoken 

by myself and by the translator was transcribed and it is assumed that the translation process 

accurately conveyed all of the data.  

 

The contents of the interview transcriptions were analyzed using an inductive, open coding 

process. “Inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis come 

from the data; they emerge out of the data rather than being decided prior to data collection and 

analysis” (Patton, 1987). Open coding refers to “the analytic process through which concepts are 
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identified and their properties and dimensions are discovered in data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

An inductive analysis process was selected to help maintain the integrity of the respondents’ 

voices and to avoid overly deconstructing the data.  Interview transcripts were reviewed 

repeatedly to identify important words and themes. The identified words and themes were then 

condensed by combining likes together in an inclusive category, or code. The condensed codes 

were then subdivided in the analytical framework (see Appendix Two) by placing them 

according to the relevant interview questions and research objectives. Codes that were not 

relevant to any research objective were discarded.     

 

SUMMARY 

 

This study took a diagnostic approach to the context and framework of a case study. A diagnostic 

approach was selected for its applicability to broad, trans-disciplinary research. Using the design, 

construction, and use of a public space in Barrio Grenada as a case study, data was gathered via 

semi-structured, in-depth interviews of residents and external agents who participated in the 

design and construction processes. Familiarity with the community and subsequent snowball 

sampling were used to identify potential interviewees, with the only criteria being that they had 

participated, in any way and for any length of time, in the design or construction of the park in 

Barrio Grenada. After the interviews were recorded and transcribed, they were analyzed using 

inductive analysis and open coding, and the resulting codes were assigned to pre-determined 

research objectives. The inductive analysis process allowed the data to speak for itself, and 

categorizing the resulting codes under research objectives ensured the data was relevant and 

applicable to the study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter presents the findings that emerged from the research. The goal of this thesis was to 

better understand participatory design of public space and use of the resulting public space as 

catalysts for community development. The objectives of this study are: 

 

 To understand how the participatory design process affected the community through 

interviews with participants. 

 To understand how the park created through a participatory process affected the 

community through interviews with community members.  

 To understand how the community affected the park through interviews with community 

members and on site observations.  

 

In order to fulfill the research objectives, the interview questions were developed and divided 

according to the objectives. Similarly, this chapter is divided into three sections, each 

corresponding to a research objective.   

 

Section one will focus on community participation in the design and construction processes, and 

will note any connections made by interviewees regarding the park design process and the 

current development in Barrio Grenada. Section two will explore residents’ use of the park, and 

any perceived changes in the community that respondents attribute to the park. The third section 
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takes a closer look at the park itself, how it has changed since its construction, and how the 

community has reacted to these changes.    

 

In total, eighteen individual interviews and one group interview were conducted. The sample 

included fourteen residents of Barrio Grenada. These fourteen interviewees included nine males 

and five females. Additionally, ten of the fourteen are residents of the Annex. All fourteen were 

directly involved in some capacity in the design or construction of the park in 2010. This 

involvement ranged from heavy involvement in all phases including recruitment of participants, 

to cooking in a communal kitchen to feed the construction volunteers, to a range of different 

construction activities. The remaining four individual interviews were conducted with external 

agents representing three different organizations. The three organizations are: 

 

 Compañeros Inc., a Canadian and Nicaraguan private social enterprise which offers 

cross-cultural, service learning programs 

 Habitar, a Nicaraguan non-governmental organization which works in community 

development 

 Taller Plural, a Nicaraguan, multi-disciplinary design collective   

 

The group interview involved one grade six class of approximately thirty students in Barrio 

Grenada. Every student in the classroom for the group interview had contributed in design 

discussions and in the creation of the decoration of a serpent-shaped concrete pathway in the 

park.  
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Excerpts from the interviews illustrate the findings in this chapter. Excerpts that best correspond 

to the research objectives were selected to assist in answering the overall research question and 

to aid in condensing the tremendous amount of data that the interviews produced. For a complete 

summary of the interview transcripts, see Appendix 4: Interview Data.  

 

PARTICIPATORY DESIGN AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 

This section explores results from asking questions regarding the park prior to construction, 

involvement in design and construction, and changes in the barrio associated with the design 

process.  

 

Pre-Construction Park Perceptions 

 

One of opening questions in every interview was to describe the park area prior to the 

construction in 2010. There was broad consensus among the residents when it came to this 

description with the word empty mentioned most frequently. The space was also described by 

residents, as being a place that no one took care of; it was plain, dirty, sad, forgotten, and full of 

rocks, bushes, and garbage. Residents also used the question as an opportunity to compare the 

park now to what it was before, mentioning that it didn’t contain infrastructure it does now, such 

as benches and seating to use for watching sports games.  

 

When asked about the use of the park prior to construction, there was more variety in the 

responses. The park was either perceived to be a place for sports, a place where nothing at all 
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happened, or a place where addicts and alcoholics hung out. Immediately prior to construction, 

the space had hosted a circus. One external agent noted this as being significant: 

 

When we were in the space, when we started, they had a circus there. We saw 

that the space was used to bring entertainment to the community, but it was 

something simple…just earth. Just that. 

 

 

With perspectives from outside the community and experience in other development projects, 

some external agents had points of view regarding the space which differed from residents. The 

external agents pinpointed and linked together community characteristics, community activities 

in the space, and some certain design attributes that made it an ideal location to build a public 

space:  

 

When the barrio was formed, the communal space was designated by the 

municipality. It is such a complicated situation. You rarely see a big expanse of 

land for public space, and this says a lot about the community that they defend 

that space. They are maintaining that space. That is pretty impressive. 

 

But they did have something important: they have a street around the space. So 

it was a good area for a public space.  

 

There were a lot of big trees already, another signal about community 

engagement. 

 

It was being used as a public space even though it was just dirt and trees. It still 

worked. It was a good impression. 

 

It is the biggest public space among the surrounding nine barrios, and there was 

a soccer league and a basketball league. It was used for sports and cultural 

events. 
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Participatory Design and Construction 

 

How the entire process began, and whose original idea it was to build a park in Barrio Grenada, 

was a source of confusion to most respondents, including some external agents. The brief history 

of the case study in the introduction was pieced together with information from a number of 

sources – primarily Taller Plural – who were most heavily involved in the entire project. The 

confusion elicited by asking interviewees if they knew how or why the park got built in the first 

place almost always prompted laughter in the interviews. Some residents assumed it was an 

initiative of community leaders. Others thought it was an idea brought in from outside the 

community. Several were totally unaware there was even a project going on until they happened 

to walk by it mid-construction – and promptly become involved. Despite an absence of 

consensus over how the project originated, no community opposition to the park was mentioned 

by the interviewees.  

 

Participation in the park design or construction process – of any variety or quantity – was the 

only criteria for people to be interviewed. Of the fourteen Barrio Grenada residents, four 

identified as helping in the kitchen, six in the design process, and nine in the construction. The 

numbers add up to more than fourteen because many people participated in multiple parts of the 

process. Other types of involvement mentioned include sourcing and delivering construction 

materials, and recruiting and organizing other participants to give design input and assist in the 

construction.   

 



36 
 

One common theme that was mentioned throughout the interviews was the importance of 

children. Children were prioritized by the residents, and were given many opportunities to 

contribute during the participatory design phase, including influencing the final decision: 

 

The kids selected the design that won because it had really cool instruments, and 

it had games and things appropriate for them, age appropriate. So they were 

also part of the selection process. The community was involved in that. 

 

Let’s say, for example, someone presented a drawing and we would say, “No, I 

think it would look better this way. I think the serpent can be a different shape.” 

Including the children from the school, they came and they gave their ideas.  

 

 

The path (Figure 6) was chosen to represent a serpent for its connection to local 

indigenous iconography. During construction, the children were given the opportunity 

to decorate the serpent pathway with patterns of marbles, pottery shards, bottle caps, 

and handprints.   

                       

Figure 6. Serpent head and pathway                                                        
Vander Klok, 2012 Vander Klok, 2012 
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This involvement in the construction of the park influenced their experiences in the park, making 

many children proud of having contributed: 

 

Something that I like is that whenever I pass by with my daughter, because she 

was one of the children involved in the making of the design of the serpent. She 

would say, “Okay mom, this is what I did. This is my design. This is my print 

that I left here.” 

 

 

Many barrio residents spoke about the communication between participants and designers, 

emphasizing that they felt that their contributions were being heard and utilized in the design 

process: 

 

In the designing phase, you had Nicaraguan students and Canadian students 

and also members of the community were involved in the designing phase where 

we gave our ideas, and they heard our ideas and took us into account in that 

phase.  

 

… so the students would gather during the day, and then at night they would 

meet and we as members of the community would give them input and ideas of 

what we wanted the park to look like. At the end, there were different proposals, 

and basically what we wanted was a proposal that reflected all of them, all the 

different design ideas. So it was really a neat experience. I felt like it brought the 

community together. We had this friendship. 

 

There was involvement of the community. It wasn’t only that the students would 

say, “Oh, it needs to be this way.” Our ideas were heard.  

 

Who had the initial idea, I don’t know. But as a part of the process when we 

were about to build the park, I do know that there were a lot of different people 

involved in deciding which would have been the best design, so that both adults 

and young people and children could enjoy it and it would be functional for 

them.  

 



38 
 

External agents also commented on the participatory design process, and noted high levels of 

community desire to be involved in the project: 

 

At the first meeting, twenty five people from Barrio Grenada came. They were 

different ages and both genders. We thought, ‘Wow. This is amazing.’ 

 

They had a voice. They told you how, not just ‘yes’. 

 

When they know you want their point of view, they start to care about it. 

 

As more time went on, more involvement was realized by a significant number of 

volunteers. I think actually at one point people were complaining that there were 

too many volunteers. Too much enthusiasm. There was a lot enthusiasm for the 

park shown through the collaborating. 
 

 

Post-Park Community Participation 

 

 

Of the interviewees from Barrio Grenada, all but one stated that they had been involved in 

community projects since the completion of the park and every interviewee described their 

experiences of community participation in a positive light. For some, involvement in the park 

was their first time participating. The interview excerpt below displays the immense enthusiasm 

for participation that many community members had.  

 

Interviewer: Do you know who had the idea to build a park or how the project 

got started? 

 

Respondent: So I make my living by selling newspapers and to be honest, I 

didn’t know anything about the park before, until one day I was passing by and I 

was like “Wow! They’re building a park.” And I saw a few guys from here, from 

the barrio, from the Annex, that they were involved, and so it must have been by 

day four or five that I got involved in the construction. ‘Cause I thought, “Oh! 

This is really neat. They are actually…they are building a park right now in my 

neighbourhood.” So I got involved.   
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Interviewer: Can you talk a little about your involvement in the construction, 

like what you did? 

 

Respondent: So basically I was helping carry materials, cement, sand, mixing 

concrete…like we did it manually. Like, I had never seen this….I had never been 

involved in a community project before, and I really liked it. My idea was like, 

“Wow! We need to take this forward.” So I was asked to be part of it, and so I 

did. And as a result of my involvement in the project, you know, I got to know 

our Canadian friends that were visiting, and we got really close, and we had this 

really close bond of friendship.  

   

Interviewer: And since then, have you been involved in any other projects in the 

barrio? 

 

Respondent: So after my involvement in the construction of the park, that’s when 

I met the staff of Compañeros, and I became a member of a group of leaders for 

streets. We have leaders for streets. And one of our main roles was organizing 

people for the potable water system, because everyone needed to dig the 

trenches for this project.  

 

 

The excerpt also mentioned Compañeros – a key external agent in the park design and 

construction process. During the design of the park, a group of community leaders approached 

Gonzalo Duarte, president of Compañeros Inc., and, citing various needs in the Annex and a 

positive relationship with Compañeros throughout the park build, requested continued 

development assistance in Barrio Grenada:  

 

So, during the process of building the park, that’s when we got to meet Gonzalo 

Duarte, director of Compañeros. We approached him and explained the 

situation of the Annex, the annex of Barrio Grenada. We were a new community, 

we were just starting. We didn’t have electricity, water, and the list went on of 

the needs that we had. We approached him with the intention of asking ways that 

Compañeros could help us, given the positive experience of the park. And so, 

after the construction of the park, Compañeros then came into the Annex, they 

spent some time here, they got to know the community, go to know us, and made 

a design and budget for the potable water, and it was soon after that we got a 
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positive answer and we were able to do that, and many other projects, and I was 

involved in them.  

 

 

The interview with Compañeros Inc. echoed the statement that the park project had created a 

positive, lasting relationship. As a result, Compañeros completely shifted the geographical focus 

of the organization and began working primarily in Barrio Grenada and bringing a large amount 

of development to the community: 

 

From 2001 until 2009, Compañeros worked in a variety of locations, and in 

2010, we were introduced to Barrio Grenada through our work with [Taller 

Plural]. Our experience of running the Simbiosis program with them in Barrio 

Grenada was very successful – not only for program participants and the 

community, but also to Compañeros. It introduced us to many community 

leaders and was the start of a really good working relationship. The community 

approached us at the end of May 2010 with the request to continue working with 

them on a variety of projects. We said yes to that, and have been since.  

 

It’s close to 20 various initiatives that got started at that time. For example the 

installation of a potable water system for 856 residents of the Annex, the 

installation of 219 wastewater sanitation systems, the building of 27 Techo
6 

houses, the creation of 5 murals, the contribution to the electrification of the 

Annex. Those are things that have happened in the settlement near the barrio. In 

the barrio itself, where the Simbiosis project was, several other projects have 

happened: A public health clinic that helped some 500 patients, there will be the 

installation of a community kitchen soon, the sponsorship of a women’s baking 

cooperative, the construction of a preschool, the renovation of the school 

playground, the construction of a school library and training of teachers, the 

construction of the school’s perimeter security wall, we’ve been facilitating a 

reading program, Compañeros has funded a couple of students from the Annex 

(some successfully and others not), provided costumes for the school dance 

group, organized two community fund-raising soccer tournaments. So all of 

these initiatives, whether they were short term or just cultural or construction or 

                                                           
6
 Techo, or Un techo para mi pais (A roof for my country), is a non-profit organization in Latin America, that works 

to overcome poverty in slums. They are active in Barrio Grenada, and have been instrumental in improving 

housing in the Annex 
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health or education related, all were a result of the successful relationship that 

we built in May of 2010 with Simbiosis.  

 

 

Several interviewees viewed the park project as a bridge to Compañeros, and a chance to 

demonstrate how organized, united, and driven the community was, even before outside 

intervention arrived. Residents also commented on the positive effects the park had on Barrio 

Grenada, and also on the larger surrounding area.  

 

I would say it definitely changed the community. One of the positive side effects 

of the construction of the park is it was a bridge for us as a community to meet 

Compañeros and for Compañeros to see us as a community united, that we were 

able to work together, that they saw our effort. And since then they have been 

working with us for the past two years in different projects. So I feel like it was 

magic. It was a positive experience.  

 

It was definitely a good experience and it opened up doors, not only for Barrio 

Grenada, but the surrounding areas as well. And for years to come we will have 

good memories of it. It was such a huge and beautiful project for the community 

because it made us realize what we were able to do as a community, not 

expecting anything in exchange. Friendships were made, and the language 

barrier didn’t matter. We were able to overcome obstacles and finish the 

project.    

 

Interviews with Taller Plural revealed that not only was the community organization in Barrio 

Grenada very much noticed and appreciated, but it was seen as an essential ingredient to the 

success of the park project. 

 

Part of the success was that you were already working in a fertile community. 

 

The main, main, main factor is how the people are organized. Everything else is 

secondary. 

 

I can tell you about the role of the community. For me, in Simbiosis, this is the 

most important part because to do another Simbiosis, and that is the idea, the 
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community starts when they are selected. But this role even starts before. The 

community has to demonstrate that they are organized. So if they aren’t 

organized, maybe they will never be offered help. So this part is important. And 

when they are selected, in this case Barrio Grenada, the communication with the 

leaders is very important. We had different meetings, and at that point 

Compañeros, Habitar, Taller Plural, all the people that were involved in that 

project saw that the community was interested in the project. This is the most 

important part to start. We continued working with the community in workshops 

to get the information about the children, the school, the area of intervention, 

about particular topics. So when got that information, we started the 

coordination of who was in charge of cleaning, cooking, workshops, security, 

construction, the representation of the children in the  workshops, the 

representation of the leaders, women, all the groups. The community was 

organized internally for this. They had meetings about it. We were helping, and 

Compañeros was constantly on top of it to bring it all together. When we were 

working I was just in charge of the construction, but I saw how the community in 

the mornings was making our breakfast, they were cleaning, they were looking if 

all of us were well slept, what we needed….about everything! They were helping 

us to move materials, to move equipment, everything. So that support is so 

important. Probably at that time we had about 80 people working in all the 

different roles that we had. So that’s one of the most important parts that could 

help realize a community project: the organization that a community has. In fact 

they were charge of the opening ceremony, and Habitar gave some music, and 

Compañeros was working on some logistics, but all cultural presentations were 

done by the community. And it was great. They put important support into the 

whole project. 
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PUBLIC SPACE AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 

This section explores results from asking questions regarding perceptions and use of the new 

park, and changes in Barrio Grenada associated with the presence and use of the public space.  

 

Park Appearance 

 

When asked how the park looked right after construction was completed, all residents that were 

interviewed had positive responses. They described it as being beautiful, impressive, amazing, 

and an explosive change. It was indeed a drastic change from what had existed before. The 

following excerpt from an interview with an external agent describes in detail the changes that 

had occurred: 

 

It looked a lot different, at least on two sides. On the one side, the rough soccer 

field remained the same. That would be on the east side. On the south side, the 

school wall….it was a fence at that time, it is now a wall… it’s next to the 

basketball court which remained the same. But on the west and north sides, 

things changed considerably. On the west side where there used to be scrub and 

trees and garbage, the large trees remain, but bleachers were installed – made 

from tires – and benches. Sidewalks were created, including wheelchair 

accessible access to that part of the court. A water channel – a gulley – was 

installed beside the court in between the bleachers so that water could run off. 

On the south side the more noticeable changes were the addition of a deliberate 

entrance way to the public park, using stone. There was the installation of 

proper drainage, which has been since removed. Pergolas – three or four of 

those – were installed. Lighting was installed. On another part of the north side, 

four or five of pieces of children’s play equipment were installed and decorated. 

Again, using a lot of recycled and creative materials. Children from the school 

were invited to come and decorate the place by putting designs in the cement 

and painting things. A water fountain was installed as well. Steps were installed 

in another part of that north side to not only facilitate entry, but more so to 
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demonstrate that this was a place that wanted to be entered. Those were the 

visible changes that took place on the west and north sides.  

 

 

To reduce project costs, many of the materials used during construction were donated, and many 

of the donated materials would have otherwise been thrown out. Using ropes, tires, pipes, and 

reclaiming lumber was surprising to many of those involved and the use of recycled materials 

was frequently commented on during interviews with residents. For some the notion of utilizing 

items that had been used before for a different purpose was altogether new and novel: 

 

It was beautiful. And given that, remember, this was an empty space where there 

was lots of garbage, and you know, it was a nice aspect for the community, now 

to have a park. And what was even more interesting is most of the material that 

was used was recycled material. Maybe materials that had served its purpose 

elsewhere, and yet we were able to use it here in the park, and we were able to 

make a beautiful project. 

 

What was more impressive about it was it was made out of recycled materials. 

Materials that you would think, “Oh, really. What can I do with these?” Like 

ropes. What can you do with ropes? And to see that the end result was games for 

the kids, and they were able to climb, and it could be like obstacles for them and 

they just really had fun with it.  

 

For me, and I guess for the community it was shocking to see the end result with 

the use of recycled materials – materials that you would think, “Oh, there isn’t 

any more use for this.” This was proved wrong, because here you had pipes, and 

bottles, and tires that were reused in a useful way. 

 

 

Park Use 

 

A common theme mentioned during nearly every interview was children, and questions 

regarding perceptions of the park and use of the park shortly after completion were no exception. 
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Community members were very pleased that kids now had a place to play – something the barrio 

was lacking prior to the presence of the park.  

 

I felt really proud because I was involved in it too. Right after the inauguration 

of the park, like the kids, they were just waiting. Like they were so anxious, like, 

to just, you know, play and have fun. And before that it wasn’t an area that they 

were able to do that. They didn’t have that space before. 

 

I felt really happy and pleased. I never thought that, you know, in my 

neighbourhood we could have a park and a place where kids go and play and 

have fun and be distracted.  

 

The landscape of the neighbourhood changed. It beautified it. It was amazing to 

see that the school kids now would come over and play…..they had somewhere 

to go and play…..like, they didn’t have that before. So that was really good.  

 

 

One interviewee noted that the park provided an educational aspect to the types of play children 

were engaged in: 

 

There is a design in the park of a snake, and it has numbers on it. So, when they 

are playing they will count until whatever numbers they can reach, but it also 

helps them to remember numbers.  

 

 

The changes in the park not only brought children to space, but also altered community norms 

about the space itself. After the park was built, visiting the park or sending your children to the 

park became commonplace activities: 

 

So before the construction of the park, parents wouldn’t give permission to their 

children to hang out in that area. Now, even though it’s not as it was after it was 

built, they see it as normal, to go to the park and hang out.  

 

The presence of children in the park also meant the presence of parents watching over their kids 

and the activities in the park reflected that. Interviewees commonly reported using the park to 



46 
 

watch children playing, watch various sports games (soccer and basketball), and just hang out. In 

all of these park uses, the common element is seating. The new benches and bleachers provided 

people to rest and observe what was happening around them:      

 

You had the feeling that this is definitely a park. You had the football area, 

people were playing football, basketball, you had couples that would just be 

sitting there and hanging out. Parents would take their kids and they would be 

playing, and yeah, it was a family environment.  

 

…now that the park is there you can actually go and just sit and watch the 

games. 

 

You know we have a seating area now. We have shade. So it’s way better than it 

used to be.  

 

 

“Healthy Distraction” and “Culture of Peace” 

 

In addition to displaying recycled materials and attracting children, many interviewees suggested 

that the park had brought about larger societal changes in Barrio Grenada. Most frequently 

mentioned was the idea of a healthy distraction for youth. Many interviewees felt that the 

presence of a park had encouraged youth to play or watch sports more often, and that this had 

decreased youth involvement in gangs or drugs: 

 

I feel like the community has made a step forward, because before the 

construction of the park, the community had huge issues here with gangs. After 

the construction of the park, because the young people had a place to come and 

play sports and have fun in a healthy way, it made changes in their lives and 

definitely affected the community. 

 

You have a lot more young people that would just go and use the space …. And 

for sport…like they would just play….which means less involvement in drugs, 
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because they are there and having fun and not necessarily using drugs and so 

that’s a positive thing for the community.  

 

[The park] brought peace, it brought the culture of peace. Because before, the 

community was divided by sections and the kids would fight each other in gangs. 

But now they all come together to play and it doesn’t matter.  

 

The park was not only attributed with a reduction in drug use and gang activity. One interview 

remarked that the presence of the park had given people a place to get together, and had 

improved communication and relations among neighbours:  

 

I think it has been a radical change. For example, I have seen people, people 

that otherwise wouldn’t have come around that area, they come now. I see 

families closer together. I see people talking to each other that maybe didn’t 

before. I see neighbours talking to each other, getting to know each other more. 

You get to sit there and talk with each other. The communication in our 

community has definitely improved by the park. 

 

Like the participatory design of the park, many people associate the park itself with the 

development in the community that has since occurred. The park was often viewed as a gateway 

or a bridge to an improved community:  

 

I think it was a door that opened so that we could have more access to 

community development projects. And [the park] was the first time. We had 

never had a project so big, in all the sense of the word.  

 

I was really happy to see the park, the result of the park. And really, we were 

thinking more in the future; the success of one project can lead to another 

project.  

 

…as a result of the project of the park, our Canadian friends have helped our 

community with different projects: the water project, the construction of houses, 

electricity project, sewage system.  
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Not only were observations made regarding the park in relation to Barrio Grenada, but several 

comments revealed that the park’s impacts were felt beyond the borders of the community, and 

that neighbouring barrios also made use of the new public space: 

 

Yeah, people come not only from Barrio Grenada, the other neighbourhoods 

would come around.  

 

As part of the design of the park there was a thing that was made of wood and 

ropes, and a group of university students really liked it. They took photos of it 

and took the idea to another neighbourhood in Managua. 

 

The visitors from other neighbourhoods came to use the park, but were also struck by some 

similar observations regarding the use of recycled materials: 

 

People who come from different neighbourhoods and something that always 

caught their attention was that it was made from reusable materials and they 

showed that it is possible, this is a good idea that I can take back to my 

community, to my neighbourhood and implement it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



49 
 

CHANGING PUBLIC SPACE 

 

While the above section examined the park’s effects on the community, this section explores the 

community’s effects on the park. Public spaces are not static, unchanging entities. How they are 

used, or misused, can change how they look, how they are perceived, and even how they are 

used. This section takes a closer look at the park itself, how it has changed since its construction, 

how the community has reacted to these changes, and how the community envisions the park in 

the future.     

 

Park Destruction and Deterioration 

 

 

Of all the observations regarding the park, the only negative ones pertained to the decay and 

destruction of the park. Figure 7, above, displays the contrast between images from May 2010, 

taken in the late stages of construction, to photographs taken during this research project in 

September 2012 

 

Shortly after the completion of construction, the park experienced a rapid decline and the 

disappearance of many materials and infrastructure:  

 

So it has changed, definitely more deteriorated than when it was built. You 

know, there are people in the community that definitely haven’t valued the park 

and have, little by little, been stealing things from around the park. So it’s 

definitely different than it was before. 

 

…it’s so sad though that there were people who maybe just didn’t care about it, 

and maybe didn’t think twice to take things away from the park. 
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Figure 7. Park deterioration 

     May 2010      September 2012 

Playground Area 

Benches, Path, Pergolas 

Stormwater Detention and Infiltration Area 

Vander Klok, 2012 

Vander Klok, 2012 

Vander Klok, 2012 

Gignac, 2010 

May, 2010 

Harder, 2010 
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When asked why people might steal from the park, the respondents from Barrio Grenada 

unanimously mentioned a single family, no longer living in the barrio, responsible for the 

majority of the parks destruction. Lack of concern for the community and drug addiction were 

commonly listed as reasons to steal from the park. The external agents, on the other hand, 

suggested two other potential reasons to steal from the park: profound need, and a cultural 

attitude towards public space that differs from the perceived North American norms. 

 

Well, [the park changed] for two reasons. One because it is a poverty stricken 

neighbourhood and so people are desperate for materials for their house. I’m 

certain that the material that was stolen was used quite well in somebodies’ 

house not too far from there. So desperate need is the first reason. But the 

second is cultural and that has to do with the notion of public and private 

property. And there isn’t a notion of public property. In order to demonstrate 

that something is private, that it is owned or cared for by somebody you need to 

visibly demonstrate vigilance and care for that item. Because there is no such 

concept as the public collectively owning something, which goes along with the 

lack of development of public spaces. So if something is yours, and you want 

people to care for it, you can’t assume that it will be respected. You have to 

demonstrate, visibly, publicly to others that you care and are protecting 

whatever that thing of value is. And visible demonstration of that in Nicaraguan 

culture will ensure that the item is respected. It’s not foolproof. But it goes a 

long way to preventing or offsetting criminal activity. 
 

What remains in the park are largely things difficult to steal or not having much value. The result 

is that the ‘bones’ of the park remain – concrete, steps, tires, stones. Missing are metal, wood, 

ropes: materials used for the pergolas, fencing, water fountain, and children’s play equipment. In 

the group interview with the grade six class the children gave a sobering description of the parks 

destruction: 

Some of the games they took away. 

They took the ropes. 

They took the tires. 

The fence that was there, they destroyed it.  
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The small pool that was there, it was destroyed. 

They stole the ropes. 

The drinking fountain was destroyed. 

The little houses they made were stolen. 

The seating area that was made for kids was stolen.  

 

 

Park Security 

 

 

In discussing the destruction of the park during interviews, conversation naturally turned towards 

park security and theft prevention. Following the inauguration of the park, the control over 

maintenance and security was handed to five families who live adjacent to the space. While 

initially the families dutifully monitored the park and even collected funds for security personnel, 

there was not enough time or resources to effectively control the park 24/7. The park thieves not 

only took advantage of the lapses in security, they also took to outright threatening of some of 

those in charge of protecting the park. Two interviewees described the difficulties faced by the 

community as a whole, and by those protecting the park in particular: 

 

At the end, in community projects, if you want to participate, you will participate 

and be a part of it. If you don’t want to be, you just won’t be a part of it. But 

then for those who do participate, sometimes it is tiring. I’m going to use the 

example of [a neighbour]. She lives close by [the park] and she has a strong 

personality, a strong voice. And of all the people, she was the one that stood up 

against this family of thieves. And then she was threatened by them on several 

occasions. They came by her house and even had weapons. So her life was 

definitely in danger. And she got tired. She got tired. So it wasn’t fair that only 

five families were left with the responsibility and when they denounced this 

family of thieves, the rest of the community didn’t support them. And as a 

community project, we should have been more supportive and we weren’t. 

Really, it was one family that damaged it [the park] and they aren’t here 

anymore and we feel at peace. 

 

So it was sad to see the change. People would come and take away materials 

and things. I would go out and defend it, and say that you shouldn’t so that. 
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After all this is something that is for the community. You future kids could use 

that! But it’s so difficult because it’s a group of people that you can’t really 

reason with. For me it was painful. You know, if you are involved in a project, 

you take ownership of it. You appreciate it. I felt like this is mine, liked I worked 

here, and I want to take care of it. So I felt so frustrated to see others coming in 

and damaging it and feeling like I couldn’t do anything about it.  

 

 

The above quotes not only touch on the issue of security, but also feelings of attachment and 

responsibility to the park. The responses also demonstrate different reasons for the feeling 

responsible for the park: because they as members of the community benefiting most from the 

park’s presence, and because they personally invested time and resources into the park’s 

creation. These feelings of responsibility and attachment frequently arose within the context of 

the park having been partially destroyed:    

 

What’s remained of the park, people are trying more now, the community is 

trying more now to take care of it. For example, the neighbours, the neighbours 

that are around, they are being more careful, and being alert, so that no one can 

come and take what’s left. And I think that…you know….the good things you 

have to take care of it. We, as members of the community, we need to remember 

that this is what we can leave for the next generation, for our kids. So that’s 

something positive.  

 

I think I would have left it with the same design, everything as it was, but just 

making sure to have someone to watch and take care of it, and that would be at 

the cost of the community. It’s the community taking more ownership of the 

project. If we can have people that come from far away, that give their time, give 

their energy – not only material things. And if they can do that, then so should 

we. This is our project, and it should cost us and we should take ownership of it. 
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Effects on Park Use 

 

 

Despite the park destruction and resulting disappointment felt by many in the community, most 

respondents reported continued use and enjoyment of the park. The activities mentioned when 

asked about present day park use largely echoed the park uses immediately after construction. 

Community members and visitors continue to play and watch sports games, supervise children, 

and just hang out in the park:  

 

And the park is not as it used to be. Even so, the kids still want to hang out there.  

For example, my kids, they would always say, “Mom! Take us to the park! We 

want to go to the park.” 

 

So when I go around the park, I’m really at my mom’s house because it’s so 

nearby. And depending on my kids, they are the ones playing there, and it’s 

good for them. Even though [the park] doesn’t have a lot left, whatever is still 

there, they are able to have fun and enjoy it.  

 

Yeah, people come not only from Barrio Grenada, the other neighbourhoods 

would come around. The school …. They would use it … the kids would come 

out and play there. Even in the condition it is right now, people still use it.  

 

Even though it has changed and people lament that it has been destroyed in so 

many ways, sometimes we try to organize and clean it, and ask the municipal 

office of Managua to send people over to help us clean it. But that hasn’t 

stopped people. People still hang out, especially on the weekend, on Friday 

night, Saturday, Sunday. So before the construction of the park, parents 

wouldn’t give permission to their children to hang out in that area. Now, even 

though it’s not as it was after it was built, they see it as normal, to go to the park 

and hang out. 
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Repairing the Park 

 

 

When asked about goals or desires for the future of the park, repairing it was a near universal 

response. Frequently, respondents cited children as the primary reason to repair the park, noting 

that children had lost the most in the destruction of the park.  

 

I think we should really repair the park. We should really add more of a 

playground for the kids. They need to have the area. They need to have fun. 

Today, you have more adults than kids that use the park. And it should for the 

kids. So, I think that’s something that we should definitely work on.  

 

 

In addition to repairing the park, swings and slides were dominant suggestions when asked what 

to add to the park. These had been originally requested by the children during the design of the 

park, but had ultimately not been included. Other popular suggestions for park improvement 

included more seating (including some with backrests), more trees and vegetation, sturdier 

construction overall to prevent theft, and more playground equipment in general. The issue of 

park security was again a common theme, and a full time security presence or a perimeter wall 

around the park were both frequent mentions in interviews with barrio residents.   

 

One community leader succinctly summed up the destruction of the park, how the community 

mobilized in response to the destruction, and the current eagerness to improve the park once 

more: 

 

And people ask, people ask me, “So when are we going to work on the park, 

when are we going to repair it and put more games for the kids?” And I say, “I 

don’t know. We’ll see what is there for the future.” The family that I mentioned 

earlier that stole all these materials from the park, they don’t live here anymore. 

So this family, when they lived here, they stole most of the lights on the streets 
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from the entire barrio – almost all of them. A good thing is, that is a recent 

project from the government reinstalled those lights. So the young people that 

use the park now have said that they are not going to permit anyone to come and 

steal things anymore. So they are more alert and trying to take care of it.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

 

 

The discussion chapter explores the findings of this study in greater detail. Themes that arose in 

the results section will be compared and contrasted to the prevailing findings of the literature 

review. Themes will also be examined for potential generalizability. This chapter is divided into 

four sections.  

 

The first section takes a closer look at participatory design; examining how participatory the 

project was and relating the level of community participation to the subsequent effects in the 

community. The second section examines the public space in Barrio Grenada: infrastructure and 

materials, uses and activities, and the park in relation to broader social changes in the barrio. The 

third section looks at generalizable themes: findings that are potentially applicable universally, 

regardless of the community involved. These themes are community preparedness, and children. 

The fourth, and final, section of this chapter discusses the limitations of this study and how they 

may have affected the results.  

 

PARTICIPATORY DESIGN 

 

 

Interviews with residents of Barrio Grenada indicated a high degree of community participation 

in the process. They felt that during the design process their ideas were heard and utilized by the 

student designers.  

 

There was involvement of the community. It wasn’t only that the students would 

say, “Oh, it needs to be this way.” Our ideas were heard.  

 

In the designing phase, you had Nicaraguan students and Canadian students 

and also members of the community were involved in the designing phase where 
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we gave our ideas, and they heard our ideas and took us into account in that 

phase.  

 

 

It is important to note which activities fall under the umbrella phrase ‘participatory design’. In 

the literature, participatory design generally refers to obtaining citizen input at various stages of 

the design process. How much input is received, who gives the input, and how it affects the final 

result are the more critical examinations of participatory design (Juarez & Brown, 2008).  In the 

context of this case study in Barrio Grenada, the term participatory design encompasses the 

entire process of park creation, from the initial preparatory public meetings and forums, to the 

park construction, to the inauguration ceremony celebrating the opening of the completed park.  

This distinction provides a useful temporal boundary for this study, distinguishing between the 

participatory process and use of the resulting park. It also supports the classification of the 

process as being very participatory. The literature seldom mentions construction or other 

supportive activities under the banner of participatory design. In Barrio Grenada, one external 

agent remarked that there was too much participation during the construction phase and the 

cooks (another aspect of participation) had trouble providing enough food for all the volunteers.    

 

The quantity and variety of participation are useful in determining the quality. While the intent of 

this study was to examine the effects of participatory design, and not the participation itself, the 

literature clearly demonstrates that these two variables are inextricably linked (Hester, 1990; 

Hussain, 2010; Sanoff, 2008). When compared to the participation models presented above by 

Arnstein (1969), Chambers (1994), and White (1996), Simbiosis invariably tends towards the 

end of the spectrum typified by higher degrees of citizen participation, engagement and 

empowerment. The top two rungs, delegated power and citizen control, are described as 
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situations where “have-not citizens obtain the majority of decision-making seats, or full 

managerial power” (Arnstein, 1969). The absence of contention or conflict in the interview data 

surrounding Simbiosis, the repeated statements that community ideas were listened to and 

implemented, and the presence of barrio residents on the panel of design judges all indicate an 

upper rung in Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation. In Chambers’s (1994) participatory 

continuum, Simbiosis can be seen as an empowering activity executed by local citizens where 

the role of professionals was to facilitate the process instead of imposing external values and 

actions. With White’s (1996) matrix, Simbiosis is easily identified as a transformative action, 

from both the top-down and bottom-up perspectives.  

 

The participatory diagrams are all simplifications of the complex nature of citizen engagement, 

but they all serve the valuable purpose of illustrating the breadth of possible actions 

encompassed by the participatory label. They also serve to indicate just how very participatory 

Simbiosis was, and how this high level of initial participation has likely influenced the 

community.  

 

Although the municipality of Managua did originally designate the area of the park as public 

space and support the building of a new park, governmental presence during Simbiosis was 

minimal. Contrasted against a backdrop of literature on participatory design that is largely 

written in and about developed nations, some clear distinctions are evident. Much of the 

literature regarding participatory design focuses on Europe and North America – countries with 

long standing histories of democracy and relatively stable governments. This perspective often 

views participatory design as a process that has transitioned from a formerly adversarial event in 



60 
 

which citizens wrested decision making control from government or corporate powers (Arnstein, 

1969), to its present state as a design obligation entrenched in legalese, bureaucracy, and 

jurisdictional conflict (Hou & Rios, 2003).  

 

From my perspective, that of a Canadian researcher, it often seemed as though the park was 

created in a regulatory vacuum. Exploring the effects of comparatively limited government 

interventions in the participatory design process in Barrio Grenada yields some interesting 

insights. A small (or absent) government presence can reduce or eliminate a number of limiting 

factors in a project. These factors might include zoning issues, multiple external stakeholders, 

bylaws, business bureaus, or utility companies. This is not to imply that these factors are 

inherently bad, for citizens or communities involved in a participatory design process, but such 

factors may seem arbitrary, difficult, or even insurmountable. As a result, participants may feel 

disenfranchised or removed from processes deemed necessary by those in power.  

 

Perhaps the most notable difference between participatory design in the so-called first world and 

the case study in Barrio Grenada is citizen involvement in construction. In the literature, public 

involvement in park construction is a rare event. When it does occur, it is often limited to 

temporary art installations or community gardens, and even these projects can have large 

administrative obstacles to overcome (Breitbart, 1995). Stringent safety regulations, liability 

concerns, and the subdivision of public projects into very distinct stages and components can 

create situations in which public contributions to construction are downright impossible. An 

obvious side effect of this is a lessening in public participation. Participation in construction in 

Barrio Grenada is related to a lesser role of government, but it was not simply a by-product of 
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looser regulation. The low budget of the project, the nature of service learning trips and ‘volun-

tourism’ abroad, high unemployment in Barrio Grenada, community organization, and a strong 

desire to improve the public space all played a role in large quantity of public involvement in 

construction.   

 

Of the fourteen community members interviewed, nine identified as having participated in the 

park construction. Many respondents noted that they had been unaware of the project until they 

walked past the park in mid-construction. Seeing neighbours and friends involved likely 

influenced others to join in as well.   

 

So I make my living by selling newspapers and to be honest, I didn’t know 

anything about the park before, until one day I was passing by and I was like 

“Wow! They’re building a park.” And I saw a few guys from here, from the 

barrio, from the Annex, that they were involved, and so it must have been by day 

four or five that I got involved in the construction. ‘Cause I thought, “Oh! This 

is really neat. They are actually…they are building a park right now in my 

neighbourhood.” So I got involved.   

 

 

Encouraging participation in the construction of the park provided participants opportunities to 

see the design come to life, to debate design changes on site, and to provide visible and tangible 

contributions to the project.   

 

Higher levels of participation are generally associated with more positive outcomes, and the 

community changes and development that followed the participatory design process appear as 

textbook examples of why participatory design is so lauded in the literature. Participatory design 

has been linked to the emergence of community leaders (Hester, 1990), community 

empowerment (Hussain, 2010), and more successful public spaces (Sanoff, 2008). The events in 
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Barrio Grenada affirm each of these findings. Notably, the results of this study also highlight 

White’s (1996) remark that “People's enthusiasm for a project depends much more on whether 

they have a genuine interest in it than in whether they participated in its construction: 

participation may take place for a whole range of unfree reasons.”  

 

This remark brings about two important points of consideration. The first is that people do not 

participate in a project simply to pass the time. They have their own motives, reasons, and 

expected outcomes in participation. One of these reasons is genuine interest. In Barrio Grenada, 

there existed widespread community desire to improve the park. This desire quickly bubbled to 

the surface when the means to improve the park arrived in the barrio through external aid. The 

second point of consideration is that participatory design, no matter how participatory, is does 

not guarantee that a community will be enthusiastic about a project. The genuine interest 

mentioned by White is crucial to effective participation, and the implications of her statement are 

both simple and profound. People have to want the outcome of a project in order to want to 

participate in the project. This was surely the case in Barrio Grenada, and contributed to the 

successes of the park project.  

 

One of the research objectives of this study was to determine how the participatory design 

process had affected the community. Was there any relationship at all between the community 

involvement in creating the park and the explosion in development and change that occurred 

after the park was built? If there was a relationship, what was it, and how did it form? The 

answer to these questions was rather simple and obvious: during the park design the community 

met Gonzalo, president of Compañeros Inc., invited him to tour the recently settled Annex, and 

requested continued assistance in developing Barrio Grenada and the Annex.  
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So, when we were building the park in Barrio Grenada, that’s when we met 

Gonzalo Duarte. And we had been living…we were recently living in the Annex 

… and in this area we didn’t have electricity, we didn’t have potable water, 

basically, we didn’t have all the essential needs. So we approached Gonzalo and 

asked, is there any way that Compañeros can help us here … so that was our 

first approach to Compañeros.  

   

Simbiosis introduced us to Compañeros. Through that we also met Gonzalo 

Duarte. As leaders and members of the community, we were able to him the 

Annex, our necessities, and ask for help for the electricity project and the water 

project. We fund-raised money for the electricity project, but we didn’t have 

enough so we approached Compañeros and they definitely helped.  

 

 

This was an act of bridging social capital: extending relationships to those outside of the 

community (Larsen, et al., 2004). The result of this simple invitation was a cavalcade of new 

development projects in the barrio, all of which include high levels of community participation. 

 

That the design process was highly participatory likely influenced the first meeting between the 

community and Compañeros. Extensive community involvement in the creation of the park 

showcased the community’s organization and commitment. A less participatory process may 

have lessened the opportunities for residents to interact with, and establish working relationships 

with, external agents. In other words, a more participatory process had positive effects on the 

community’s ability to utilize bridging social capital.  

 

While the ongoing development has been done at the community’s initiative, the continued and 

invaluable inputs of external agents cannot be understated. Corporate sponsors and foreign 

volunteers contributing funds, labour, and time have been indispensable to the continued 

improvement of Barrio Grenada, and more specifically, the Annex. Unlike more traditional, non-



64 
 

participatory means of development which can be extractive, the substantial contributions from 

external sources have served to validate and enable the quest to improve Barrio Grenada. The 

participatory nature of Simbiosis not only provided an avenue for Barrio Grenada to embark on 

this journey of development, but it also set a participatory precedent of how the development 

ought to proceed.    

 

PUBLIC SPACE 

 

During interviews, respondents typically approached the topic of the park itself in two ways. 

First, it was discussed as a physical object. From this perspective, the park contains infrastructure 

made of various materials (tires, wood, metal, concrete) and the successes or failures of the park 

are largely dependent on the quality, condition, and amount of infrastructure it contains. The 

second way the park was talked about was less about the park as an object or physical place, and 

more about the human interactions that took place within that place: what people did, how people 

felt, how people used the space. Interviewees described the park as a family place and as a place 

to watch other people. Interviewees also described a certain attachment or emotional investment 

in the park. In this way, determining the successes or failures of the park can be more subjective 

or nuanced, and relate to the perceptions and opinions of its users.  

 

Obviously, these two manners of thinking and talking about the park in Barrio Grenada are not 

totally distinct. The built form of the space can influence human activities, perceptions, and 

interactions in the park, and how people use and treat the park can affect the infrastructure. 
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When speaking about the construction and materials of the park, a common remark of barrio 

residents was one of surprise and interest regarding the use of recycled materials. For many, this 

was a novel idea, that materials and objects could be repurposed in a manner completely 

different from its original use. However, the interest occasionally became skepticism when asked 

the question of how they would change the park in the future. Many felt that the materials used, 

recycled or not, were not durable or sturdy enough to withstand long term use, and deter 

potential thieves. What remains in the park today are materials that are either heavy or valueless 

– a potential lesson in materials selection for future repairs.  

 

The infrastructure of the park quickly deteriorated and disappeared, falling victim to theft and 

appropriation – a common ailment of public spaces in developing nations (Hernandez M. , 

2010). Asking who was to blame for the thefts yielded interesting results. External agents spoke 

generally about a great need within the barrio, that the stolen items could have been utilized for 

income or as a building material. The community members unanimously spoke of a single 

family, no longer living in the barrio, who primarily stole items to sell and then used the money 

for drugs and alcohol. The perspective of those in Barrio Grenada may well be the only one that 

matters in this case: those responsible for the destruction are gone and the desire to repair the 

park is strong. 

 

The failure of the park as an object saddened the community, but interviews also revealed 

interesting, and positive, reactions. One reaction followed the common adage that you don’t 

know what you have until it’s gone. During interviews, discussion of the destruction of the park 

seemed to heighten people’s attachment or investment in the park, and also bring about a 
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renewed desire to improve it once more. A recent government initiative has replaced street lights 

that shine on the basketball court. The original lights were some of the first items to be stolen, 

and the new ones will act as a litmus test of community’s renewed desire to improve and protect 

the park.            

 

Positive lessons from the park’s losses were not only learned in the barrio. Interviews with 

external agents brought up discussion about how to prevent similar deterioration in future 

projects. Some of these discussions touched on how external agents leave a project. Construction 

completion, in a way, marks the end of a project, but maintenance and security are ongoing 

issues that drastically impact the success of the project in the long term.   

 

As stated in the literature review, for a physical area of a city to be considered public space, it 

must concern the people as a whole, be open to everyone, be accessible and shared by all 

members of the community, and be provided for the use of people in general (Ercan, 2010). By 

this definition of public space, the ‘public-ness’ of a space is in part a factor of how participatory 

the design was, and in the case of Barrio Grenada, the design and construction processes were 

both examples of high degrees of public participation. This increased ‘public-ness’ of a space 

may sound ideal in theory, but in practice it is not always optimal. Striking the right balance of 

safety and security with openness and accessibility is not an easy task in any project. As White 

(1996) so elegantly and bluntly stated, “change hurts.” 

 

The disappearance of the park’s infrastructure clearly affected how the community felt about the 

park, but seemed to have little impact on the frequency of use. Some types of use naturally 
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declined, children can no longer play with games that have been removed, but interviewees still 

spoke with enthusiasm about how visiting the park has become a community pastime, 

particularly on weekends. Not only did the park use not change, but interviewees also attributed 

many changes in the barrio to the park, including reduced drug use and gang activity by youth, 

and improved communication between neighbours. These consequences are another sign of the 

community’s strong social capital; in this case, bonding social capital, defined as the trust and 

relationships between members of the same community (Larsen, et al., 2004). Determining just 

how much influence the park has had in improving communication and reducing delinquency in 

Barrio Grenada is beyond the reach of this study. But the fact that community members are 

mentioning such changes and associating them with the park demonstrates an acute awareness of 

local events, and a high level of commitment to the changes that the park has represented, if not 

caused.        

 

UNIVERSAL THEMES 

 

Throughout the course of this research, two particularly pervasive themes repeatedly emerged 

directly and indirectly in the data. These themes are community preparedness, and children. The 

first theme, community preparedness, refers to a developmental stage a community has reached, 

on their own or with outside assistance, prior to embarking on a journey of participatory design 

or a project which entails a high degree of community involvement. The second theme, children, 

is rather self-explanatory. Children helping design the park and build the park; children using the 

park and lamenting its destruction; children as the primary beneficiaries of the presence of a 

park: the park and children are inextricably linked in the findings of this research.  
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Community Preparedness 

 

This case study looks specifically at the community of Barrio Grenada. Founded in 1982, Barrio 

Grenada is an old neighbourhood by Managua standards, and one of the ways it revealed its 

‘preparedness’ is simply through the presence of the open space serving as a park in the 

neighbourhood – a notable exception in many informal communities in Latin America.  

 

Interviews with external agents revealed that the park was originally designated as public space 

by the municipality when the barrio was formed. It is the largest public space among the 

surrounding nine barrios, and prior to the park construction it was used for various sports leagues 

and cultural events.  

 

When the barrio was formed, the communal space was designated by the 

municipality. It is such a complicated situation. You rarely see a big expanse of 

land for public space, and this says a lot about the community that they defend 

that space. They are maintaining that space. That is pretty impressive.    
 

 

The destruction of the park after it was built, the difficult process of settling the Annex, and the 

living conditions in the Annex all reveal Barrio Grenada to be a community of need. This need is 

most visible in the Annex where the absence of essential infrastructure is all too evident. Given 

that conflict, land appropriation, and illegal squatting are all much more typical situations in low 

income settlements in Latin America (Hernandez M. , 2010), the ongoing use and preservation of 

the park in Barrio Grenada is indeed impressive.   
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The settlement of the Annex was a process fraught with conflicts with the municipality, and one 

that revealed an underlying need for expansion in Barrio Grenada. That this need for expansion 

did not co-opt the lands of the park demonstrates a community relationship with the park and 

attitude regarding the park, even prior to its improvement in 2010. The expansion of Barrio 

Grenada into the Annex also demonstrates a high level of internal organizational capacity. 

 

This organizational capacity is shown in part in the interviews by community members making 

frequent reference to community leaders, leaders of the street, leaders in Barrio Grenada and 

leaders in the Annex. This shows a high level of internal organization. Leaders, either as 

individuals or as a group, seem to exist as people who are aware of the issues in the 

neighbourhood and are capable of instigating change. From the literature, this shows a high 

degree of bonding social capital: the trust and relationships between members of the same 

community (Larsen, et al., 2004). Indeed, one indicator of the well-being of a community is its 

ability to act collectively and address common issues (Larsen, et al., 2004). By this measure, 

Barrio Grenada can be seen as a community with a high degree of organizational well-being, 

despite the lack of some amenities and infrastructure. This finding may seem incongruous – that 

a community can be dire need of relatively basic services and at the same time be highly 

internally organized and motivated. However, it affirms previous community development 

research done in landscape architecture, which suggests that community development does not 

follow a set path, and development of infrastructure and social capital do not necessarily occur in 

tandem (Briggs, 1999).    
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Bridging social capital – extending trust and relationships beyond the boundaries of a community 

– is dependent on the amount of and quality of existing bonding social capital (Larsen, et al., 

2004). The successful, on-going relationship between Barrio Grenada and Compañeros can be 

seen in part as a product of the community leaders’ request for assistance in the Annex and the 

positive working relationship developed during the park design and construction. The 

community leaders reaching out and inviting Compañeros to tour the Annex and work together 

on future projects is a clear example of bridging social capital in action, and therefore an 

indication of a certain degree of pre-existing bonding social capital within the barrio.  

 

The high degree of organization within Barrio Grenada – its level of community ‘preparedness’ – 

was a source of much delight for the external agents working on the park project in 2010, 

affirming the selection of Barrio Grenada as a good location to carry out the park project. In 

interviews with external agents, the importance of community participation and involvement was 

often reiterated: 

 

The main, main, main factor is how the people are organized. Everything else is 

secondary. 

 

 

Equally as apparent as the importance of community participation was the eagerness and 

enthusiasm with which residents of Barrio Grenada participated in the entire project:   

 

Part of the success was that you were already working in a fertile community. 

 

At the first meeting, twenty five people from Barrio Grenada came. They were 

different ages and both genders. We thought, ‘Wow. This is amazing.’ 

 

As more time went on, more involvement was realized by a significant number of 

volunteers. I think actually at one point people were complaining that there were 



71 
 

too many volunteers. Too much enthusiasm. There was a lot enthusiasm for the 

park shown through the collaborating. 
 

The theme of community preparedness arose throughout the research. In particular in Barrio 

Grenada, it is evident in the use and preservation of the public space, in the system of community 

leaders, and in the community’s willingness and enthusiasm to actively participate in the design 

and construction of the park. Recognizing a community’s capacity for change or identifying its 

developmental stage can be important undertakings prior to a large intervention requiring local 

participation. In the case of Barrio Grenada, it is clear that the presence of such successful 

internal organization had positive outcomes on the park itself, and on the post-park infrastructure 

development.    

 

Children 

 

 

The integration of children in all aspects of the design and construction of the park in Barrio 

Grenada is both an indication of, and a reason for, the project’s success. As mentioned in the 

literature, one of the critical questions regarding participatory design is who gets to participate 

(Juarez & Brown, 2008). Unless a project is very specifically tailored for children, their inclusion 

in participatory design is rare in the literature (Hussain, 2010).  

 

Truly participatory processes creating truly public spaces, as described in the literature review, 

are difficult to achieve in practice, but the inclusion of children in the design and construction of 

the park in Barrio Grenada represented great strides towards these ideals – strides infrequently 

made in other contexts. Typically, introducing public participation into a design process that is 

pre-determined, practised, and streamlined most certainly requires extra planning and effort, and 
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including marginalised or under-privileged populations requires even more planning and effort. 

In the context of Barrio Grenada, where participation was de rigueur from the beginning, it is 

difficult to imagine the effort required to exclude any groups, especially children.    

 

A substantial demographic in Barrio Grenada, children were one of the primary user groups of 

the park after its completion, and remain a significant aspect of the park despite the destruction 

of the games and playground equipment. During the interviews with community members, it 

became apparent that in many minds, children and the park are inextricably linked. The presence 

of kids in the park also brings parents to supervise and many interviewees described the park as a 

place for families. Interviewees also lamented that the destruction of the park had affected the 

children most, and in the same breath said that children are still eager to visit and play in the 

park; so much so, that it has become the neighbourhood norm. When asked about the future of 

the park and the potential for repairs or reconstruction, children were again at the forefront of the 

interviews. Many residents expressed a desire to rebuild and expand the playground for kids, and 

many showed concern for the longevity of the park, stating it was something to be passed down 

to future generations.   

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

There are a number of limiting factors to this study which undoubtedly affected the research 

methods, the data, and the outcomes of this study. Acknowledging limits of a study serves an 

important purpose in exposing ways a study could be improved. It is equally important to 
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acknowledge that while these factors limit this study, they do not undermine it. Academic 

integrity and rigour were maintained throughout the study.  

 

Time 

 

The overarching confines of this project were, unsurprisingly, time and money. The scope of the 

project had to fit within the structure of the landscape architecture program. Available resources 

limited my trip to Managua to six weeks, during which all the data had to be gathered. Much of 

the research trip was spent volunteering in Barrio Grenada to get to know the community, 

establish my own presence as a researcher, and obtain a greater understanding of the context of 

the research. While this was incredibly helpful, it also limited the time spent interviewing.  

 

Location 

 

Researching in a community, and nation, unfamiliar to the researcher presents its own set of 

unique challenges. Transportation and translation logistics were impeccably managed by 

Compañeros Inc., but snags inevitably arose. Working around the schedules of others and the 

afternoon rains that can make some parts of the barrio nearly impassable proved difficult at 

times. 
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Participants 

 

My time spent volunteering in Barrio Grenada allowed me to meet several people who I 

eventually interviewed for this study. I also used snowball sampling and contacted some people 

through Compañeros. These methods of seeking out interviewees meant that they were not 

necessarily representative of Barrio Grenada. The majority of the Barrio Grenada interviewees 

(10 out of 14) were from the Annex, and although no discernible contrasts exist between the 

interview responses from the different areas, results could potentially be skewed towards the 

perceptions of those in the Annex.      

 

Breadth of Study  

 

Another limitation was the breadth of the study. From the outset, I knew that the goal was to 

weave together various strands of literature that are typically studied separately. I set out to 

simply listen to the story that Barrio Grenada has to offer, and then re-examine it through the 

lens of an academic. Throughout this process, I often felt that on one hand I had only a cursory 

grasp of the many ways a park had transformed the community, but on the other a more detailed 

investigation of single factors sometimes seemed tangential or irrelevant to the simple reality of 

listening to people talk about a park. Exploratory studies such as this one certainly have a place 

in the literature, but the lack of a more detailed understanding of each component may limit the 

strength of my conclusions.  
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

 

Public spaces have the potential to bring communities together in two ways: as a common cause 

for communities to unite under as they contribute to its design, construction, security, or 

maintenance, and as a physical place for people of all ages to gather and enjoy themselves. The 

literature on participatory design stresses its potential use as a tool of citizen empowerment, and 

also the need for participatory design to be critically examined and redefined as a process in 

which the majority of the power is transferred to the participants (Juarez & Brown, 2008). 

Additionally, studies on urban parks have emphasized the need to protect and maintain their 

status as places that are open and accessible to the general public (Ercan, 2010).   

 

The goal of this study was to critically examine citizen participation in the creation of public 

spaces, the ongoing relationship between the community and the built design of the park, and 

any connections that may exist between participatory design, public space, and community 

development. This was accomplished by undertaking a case study in Barrio Grenada, Nicaragua, 

and examining these relationships in the context of a developing nation.  

 

Barrio Grenada was chosen for the transformation it has recently undergone: rapid development 

and change immediately following the participatory creation of a public park. Working directly 

with the community on a current development project (the installation of a wastewater system), 

and with the cooperation of several external agents involved in the park design and construction, 
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I sought to gain a greater understanding of why such rapid development was occurring and, if it 

was related to the park project, how and why did this relationship transpire.  

 

With the only stipulation that they had been involved, in any way, in the design or construction 

of the park, fourteen residents of Barrio Grenada, four external agents, and one grade six class of 

over thirty students were interviewed. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and read (and 

re-read), and the resulting themes and common elements were noted and compared to the 

literature.  

 

The results of this study revealed that relationships formed using bridging social capital during 

the participatory design event catalyzed infrastructure development through the continued 

assistance of external aid, and that public space was used to create and affirm social ties within 

the community, strengthening bonds, increasing communication between neighbours, and 

promoting healthier forms of youth recreation.  

 

Simbiosis was an external intervention that the community of Barrio Grenada effectively and 

enthusiastically participated in, internalized, and extended to enable ongoing community 

development. Although this development was (and continues to be) funded and supported 

externally through sponsors and international participants through Compañeros, the projects are 

all community driven initiatives. The prominent external influence validates and upholds the 

community’s development needs, rather than co-opting them for external gain.    

 

 



77 
 

This study also found that participatory design, while empowering, was not necessarily sufficient 

to catalyze the community to properly maintain and ensure vigilant protection of the park. In the 

absence of adequate community resources, the park in Barrio Grenada fell victim to theft and 

appropriation of materials – an unfortunately common occurrence in developing nations 

(Hernandez M. , 2010). The participatory design did, however, invoke strong feelings of 

attachment and emotional investment to the park.  

 

The park’s demise as an object not only spawned a new wave of desire and effort to preserve and 

protect what was left, but also, surprisingly, did very little to deter the community’s enthusiastic 

use of the park. Indeed, prior to the construction of the park, it was seen largely as an empty, 

useless space, occasionally visited by addicts or delinquents. Today, visiting the park to watch a 

soccer or basketball game on the weekend has become a community past time and children urge 

their parents to take them to the park. This is a vast and substantial change. Creating the park 

together as a community fostered a new outlook regarding the park. The continued enjoyment 

and enthusiasm of the space demonstrates that changes in attitude and perception have outlived 

the physical infrastructure of the park.  

 

The strength of such convictions was not born of just participatory design, but of a number of 

other contributing factors as well. One factor, directly related to participatory design, was the 

deliberate inclusion of children throughout the entire process. Children stand much to gain from 

the construction of a playground in a safe and open park. The park’s attractions for children 

necessarily encouraged a multi-generational, family-oriented atmosphere as their parents tagged 

along to watch, to supervise, and to socialize amongst themselves. Children remaining in a place 
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they enjoy can also foster a sense of community pride. In interviews, many parents remarked that 

the park was a place to give to future generations.  

 

Another significant factor contributing to the ongoing successes of the park is community 

preparedness. Barrio Grenada was ready, in many ways, for a park and for Simbiosis. Where to 

place the park and whether or not to even have a park were both non-controversial decisions in 

the community, and desiring the outcome of the project no doubt prompted desire to participate 

in the project. Barrio Grenada was also prepared in a much more general sense of the term. As a 

community, they were organized, cohesive, and eager to be involved. This pre-existing readiness 

was very likely strengthened during the community’s expansion into the Annex, which required 

organizing over 200 families, uniting in a fight to obtain legal rights to the land, and 

collaborating together to seek external aid and construct necessary infrastructure.  

 

All told, it was a ‘perfect storm’ of conditions that has helped Barrio Grenada achieve such 

remarkable advances in recent years and at the heart of this storm lies a park and the community 

participation that built it.  

 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

Perhaps the most frustrating aspect of research is discovering just how much you don’t know. 

This study – like all studies – delved into a small set of research questions and, in the process, 

unearthed a few answers and a limitless supply of new questions.   
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While public space and participatory design are both areas of considerable research, the 

outcomes of both in practice are geographically specific, and parts of the world are sorely 

underrepresented in the literature. In Latin America, the differences between parks and plazas are 

more than just linguistic. The quintessential plaza is teeming with public life in the evenings, 

centrally located in town, and often steeped in history. Parks and gardens, while ostensibly 

public in nature, are often newer, more private, have gates and walls, and are closed at night. 

These unique designations and treatments of two types of public space are a fascinating cultural 

phenomenon that well deserves academic exploration. Moving beyond parks and plazas, 

situating this case study within the larger regional framework and relating the unique Latin 

American context as a whole to community development may provide an avenue to increase the 

transfer of the results of this study.       

 

This study used the geographical area of Barrio Grenada as the community of interest when 

referring to community development. This was a useful definition to limit the scope of research, 

but many other communities may have been influenced by the project, such as neighbouring 

barrios and the city of Managua as a whole. Extracting the term ‘community’ from geographical 

limitations reveals additional communities that were involved in, and influenced by, the project: 

student communities in Canada and Nicaragua, the service learning and volun-tourism industry, 

and the many international volunteers that have since visited and worked in Barrio Grenada are 

some examples. What did this park catalyze outside of Barrio Grenada?  

 

Finally, Barrio Grenada itself offers interesting research opportunities. The presence of a public 

space and a community highly capable of mobilizing its social capital resources are, according to 
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the literature, anomalous in impoverished communities (Hernandez M. , 2010), (Larsen, et al., 

2004). The details of what makes Barrio Grenada unique are a topic that warrants investigation.  

 

Such new questions, however intriguing, were a constant companion during this project. The 

variables at times seemed infinite, and lacking the total control of a laboratory, I could not 

simply incrementally adjust one while holding all other constant and then repeat the experiment. 

Such is the nature of much social science research, and the bodies of literature regarding public 

space, participatory design, and community development are largely composed of case studies. It 

is my hope that this case study contributes in some way to those larger bodies of knowledge, and 

that the questions posed here will one day provide inspiration to future researchers.   
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APPENDIX ONE: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

1. (Barrio Grenada residents) Name, age, how long have you lived in Barrio Grenada?  

 

(Compañeros and Habitar) Name, how long has [organization] worked in Barrio Grenada? 

 a. What type of work are you involved in? 

 

(Student volunteers) Name, age, what was your reason for traveling to Barrio Grenada? 

     

2. What did the space where the park is now look like before the park was built?  

 a. How was that space used? 

 

3. Can you describe how the park came to be? 

 a. Whose idea was it to build a park? 

 b. Were you involved in the design or construction of the park? 

 c. How were you involved? 

 d. Since then, have you been involved in other community projects? 

 

4. Can you describe the park right after it was built? 

 a. What did it look like? 

 b. How was it used by yourself and others? 

 c. How did it make you feel? 

 d. How did it make the community feel? 

 

5. How has the park changed since it was built? 

 

6. How has Barrio Grenada changed since the creation of the park? 

  

7. Do you visit the park today? 

 a. How often? 

 b. What do you do there? 

 c. What do other people do there? 

 d. Do you feel safe? 

 e. What are your likes and dislikes about the park? 

 f. What would you like to change about the park? 

 

8. Is there anything else you would like to talk about? 

a. Anything you think is important about the park that I might have missed in the 

interview.  
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APPENDIX TWO: ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

Research Goal 

To better understand participatory design of public space and use of the resulting public space as 

catalysts for community development. 

 

Research Objectives 

Understand how the 

participatory design process 

affected the community.  

 

Understand how the public park 

created through a participatory 

process affected the community. 

Understand how the community 

affected the park.  

 

Interview Questions 

-Can you describe how the park 

came to be? 

-Whose idea was it to build a 

park? 

-Were you involved in the 

design or construction of the 

park? 

-How were you involved? 

-Since then, have you been 

involved in other community 

projects? 

-How did it make you feel? 

-How did it make the 

community feel? 

-How has Barrio Grenada 

changed since the creation of the 

park? 

 

-What did the park look like 

before it was built? 

-Can you describe the park right 

after it was built? 

-What did it look like? 

-How was it used by yourself 

and others? 

-How did it make you feel? 

-How did it make the 

community feel? 

-Do you visit the park today? 

-What do you do there? 

-What do other people do there? 

-Do you feel safe? 

-How has Barrio Grenada 

changed since the creation of the 

park? 

 

-How has the park changed since 

it was built? 

Do you visit the park today? 

-What do you do there? 

-What do other people do there? 

-What are your likes and dislikes 

about the park? 

-If you were in charge, what 

would you change about the 

park? 

-How has Barrio Grenada 

changed since the creation of the 

park? 

 

Codes 

-First time with community 

involvement 

-Continued community 

involvement 

-Sense of responsibility to 

community 

-Happiness 

-Meeting new people 

-Meeting Compañeros 

-Community leaders 

-Participation of children 

-Community organization 

-Necessities in Annex 

-Anticipation 

-“Park as a bridge” statements 

-‘Before vs. After’ statements 

regarding park appearance, use, 

safety 

-Children 

-Playground 

-“Healthy distraction” 

-Seating (watch games, watch 

kids, hang out, sit and think) 

-Illumination (night activities, 

safety, theft) 

-Communication 

-“Park is positive” statements 

-Recycled materials 

-Vegetation 

-Deterioration/Destruction 

-Family of thieves 

-Theft for drugs 

-Security 

-Maintenance 

-Danger 

-Cultural norms regarding public 

space 

-Materials selection 

-Recycled materials 

-Desire to repair park 

-Playground, swings, slide 

-Vegetation 
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APPENDIX THREE: SIMBIOSIS PRESENTATION 
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APPENDIX FOUR: INTERVIEW DATA 

 

 

Barrio Residents 
Q1. What did the space look like before the park was built? 

 
Martha  - Empty;  No one taking care of it; Dirty; Different now: kids playing, more care  

Marlon -Open area; Lots of bushes; Used for football, but no benches or sidewalks 

Luis -Open area; Lots of garbage, bushes; Nicaraguans in general usually litter in public spaces 

Rafael -Forgotten area; No one took care of it 

Javier -Empty; Didn’t have any condition for anything 

Reina  -Sad, empty, open space 

Manuel -Plain, didn’t have the stairs or the seating areas 

Marlon Empty, lots of bushes 

Teodoro -Small basketball court; Lots of bushes 

Jennifer -Empty field. Lots of bushes, rocks. Not really anything in the space;  

“And as a community we thought this is a nice space to build a park.” 

Harold [laughs] It was bushy, lots of rocks, a garbage dump. Neighbours (including us) put garbage there 

Raquel -Terrible [laughs]; Isolated, attracted garbage 

Hilda -Empty; Communal house built there with Habitar in 2006 - design compromise to leave more football field 

Juan Jose -Lots of garbage, bushes, rocks 

Grade 6 Class -Weird, empty; Flat dirt; No seating area; Lot of drunks 

 

 

External Agents 
Q1. What does your organization do and what is your role? 

 
Hector – Habitar Nicaraguan NGO - works on community development. I work on project management 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Compañeros organizes volunteer service programs for North American participants and executes community development projects in Nicaragua.  

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

Taller Plural is a design collective that facilitates participatory workshops for community development. These workshops are called Simbiosis 

-Group of professionals - Tupac is a partner (and founder). Trying to work as a cooperative and be recognized by the Nicaraguan gov’t 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Simbiosis 2010 helped form Taller Plural.  

-”We were finished making academic things and we wanted to build something tangible.” 
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Barrio Residents 
Q2. How did people use the space before the park was built? 

 

Martha  - No, not really 

Marlon -Football games 

Luis -Not much use 

Rafael -Mainly for sports; football and baseball 

Javier  
Reina   
Manuel -Addicts and alcoholics used it 

Marlon -A few times people would play baseball 

Teodoro  
Jennifer  
Harold  
Raquel -No efficient use 

Hilda -Playing football 

Juan Jose -Too many rocks and not level 

-People didn’t really use it 

Grade 6 Class  
External Agents Q2. How did the park get started and who had the idea? How was your organization involved in the creation of the park? 

Hector – Habitar -Approached by Carolina who had the idea of creating a public space - needed recommendation for location. Habitar suggested B.G.  

-Acted as bridge between Barrio Grenada and Carolina; Habitar had been working in Barrio for three years prior to Simbiosis - familiar with community 

-Working in Sector 17 (a section of Barrio Grenada) in public space creation connection of basic services (potable water); Built Communal house in Barrio Grenada 

-Public space idea “arose out of necessity”. Barrio Grenada had a public space and needed improvement of that public space 

-Carolina had idea of connecting students and a community; Involved as a guide to students during design process - gave them Barrio context 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Worked from 2001 to 2009 in a variety of locations throughout Nicaragua 

-Introduced to Barrio Grenada in 2010 through Carolina and Tupac (Taller Plural). Successful project in B.G. Start of positive working relationship 

-Approached by community in May 2010 with request to continue working with them; Tupac and Carolina involved with Habitar, Habitar had previous experience in BG.  

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

- Invited to participate. Larry at U of G already had contact with Compañeros; Simbiosis was first opportunity to mix students of different nationalities 

- U of G provided landscape architecture focus - idea for public space. Started working with Compañeros and Habitar to gather information on community 

- Worked with community for several months prior to arrival of students; Worked on acquiring construction supplies and materials, donations from national sponsors.  

-Member of design selection jury; Decision to work in Barrio Grenada was made jointly with Habitar - selecting one neighbourhood from a list of three possibilities 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Park designated by municipality when barrio was formed; heard about Larry and U of G through Compañeros; knocked on doors to find collaborating NGO (Habitar); wanted project to be 

protest and criticism of existing designs and procedures 
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Barrio Residents 
Q3. How did the park get started and who had the idea?  
 

Martha  - Unsure, but some understanding; Initiative by Compañeros;  “...when I got involved, that’s who I saw. I saw Compañeros” 

Marlon -Community leaders approached Compañeros with the desire to improve park area; Not sure who had initial idea 

Luis -Community leaders began conversation with Compañeros; Compañeros introduced idea of Canadian university students; Involvement with community, municipal office, other agencies 

Rafael - Idea was in place when I got involved; Don’t know who first had the idea 

Javier - Not sure. Got involved when the groups were already here.  

Reina  -I remember Carolina and Compañeros invited the community to a meeting and presented the idea and the need for community involvement 

Manuel -Remember Carolina being involved 

Marlon -Didn’t know anything about it until I was passing and saw construction 

Teodoro -Not really; Found out about project while it was underway 

Jennifer -Community approached by Habitar; Outside interest in making a public space in the area where the park is now. Habitar became the bridge between Barrio and Compañeros 

-Idea came externally, but there was no opposition. Park was something the children were asking for. Park would benefit us as adults 

Harold -Not sure; Went to meeting where Gonzalo mentioned Canadian students would be involved 

Raquel -As I understand, idea came from community - we were asked what project we wanted done and we suggested a park. It was a beautiful process 

Hilda -An idea from everyone: Leaders from the Annex, from Barrio Grenada, UCA students  

Juan Jose -Didn’t know about it until Compañeros and Canadians were in Barrio 

Grade 6 Class  
 

External Agents 
Q3. What did the space look like before the park was built? 

 

Hector – Habitar - Empty; Didn’t have anything 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-basketball court existed; dirt soccer field; remainder of space was undeveloped - contained trees, shrubs, garbage; Unattractive space 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Simple space; Something that had never worked; Soccer and basketball areas; Communal house; Circus came sometimes: the space was used for recreation 

-Street around it (important!!)  - good area for a public space 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Nothing to retain the dust; nothing in the ground; Lots of big trees (symbol of community protection of space) 
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Barrio Residents 
Q4. How were you involved in the creation of the park? 

 

Martha  -Working in the kitchen 

Marlon -Supporting Canadian friends; Design selection; Construction help; As part of design process, lots of different people involved in deciding best design for all age groups 

- Canadian and Nicaraguan designers working together; One selection criteria was safety for kids 

Luis - Construction help; Worked alongside Canadian friends 

Rafael - Mason. Involved in cement work.  

Javier -Construction help; Gathering and sourcing materials 

Reina  - Kitchen help, cleaning the communal house (where the Canadians were living) 

Manuel - Construction help - moving materials, mixing concrete 

Marlon -Thought it was really neat, so I got involved; Construction help; First time involved in a community project 

Teodoro -Construction help on the last day; Welding; Use of recycled materials in design 

Jennifer -Involved in design. Students gathered at night to meet with community members and receive input on the designs; Different proposals at the end that were voted on 

-Neat experience; Brought community together; Got to know new people; Ideas were heard by students 

-Young people wanted improved football field, seating to watch games, stage for celebration, kids wanted playground, adults wanted area to hang out and chat 

Harold -Involved in design; Part of selection team to pick winner; Kitchen help during construction 

-Kids selected design winner for all the “cool instruments”; Community was involved in selection process 

Raquel -As the design process went forward we were consulted about what design to use; Involved in cooking, going into community to invite others to participate 

-Community gave design feedback and suggestions, including children 

Hilda -Input  of ideas, design ideas, construction helper moving materials 

Juan Jose -Involved as a leader in the Annex; Leaders usually involved in community projects; Offered support to Barrio Grenada;  

-Helped organize young people from Barrio to give input during design process; Recycled materials brought to site and designers told to work with them 

Grade 6 Class -Involved in construction; Moving sand, tires; Drawings in cement with handprints and bottle caps; Helped with drinking fountain; Asked for swings in the consultation 

 

 

External Agents 
Q4. How did people use the space before the park was built? 

 

Hector – Habitar  

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Used the basketball court, walked through the space; Didn’t use the other areas, but it wasn’t unusable 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Still used as a public space even though it was just dirt and trees; still worked; good impression 
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Barrio Residents 

Q5. Have you been involved in community projects since? 
 

Martha  -Yes, usually helping in the kitchen 

Marlon -Yeah, basically all other projects since that have been led by Compañeros; Park project introduced community to Compañeros and Gonzalo 

-Asked Compañeros to assist in basic service provision in Anexo 

Luis -Involved in many Compañeros projects such as potable water 

Rafael - Working elsewhere until recently; Currently involved in sewer system connections in Anexo as part of a Compañeros project for wastewater 

Javier - “Kidnapped Gonzalo” during park construction to explain necessities in Anexo; Involved with Techo in house building; Potable water project; Sewage system; Toilets in every house 

Reina  -Involved with Compañeros right after park; Working in the school; Water project 

Manuel -Of course! Techo houses, potable water; Library and preschool construction; Less involved now because of work to maintain family 

Marlon -Met Gonzalo during park process; Became a leader in the Anexo (leader of the street); Role of organizing people to dig for potable water project 

Teodoro -After park got more involved in community projects; Invited to participate in budget-making for school project 

Jennifer -Involved in most projects since 2006, starting with Habitar, and also projects with the municipal hall of Managua 

Harold -No, not involved since park 

Raquel -Yes, involved in library construction, playground in school, preschool classroom, houses in Anexo; Park was a door that opened so the community could have more access to dev’t projects 

Hilda -Yes, almost all of them; They are community projects, so the community should be involved, that’s why I’m involved. It’s in our own interest 

Juan Jose -Involved in electrical project and both water projects - more involvement in Anexo than in Barrio; Park introduced community to Compañeros, Gonzalo.  

Grade 6 Class  
 

External Agents 
Q5. Have you been involved in community projects since? 
 

Hector – Habitar -Continued work in Sector 17; Sidewalks 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Over 20 projects in both Anexo and Barrio Grenada 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
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Barrio Residents 
Q6. What did the park look like right after it was built? 

 

Martha  -Really pretty; Everything in order, in place; Lots more kids enjoying it; Fewer kids now than right after construction 

Marlon -Big achievement; Successful; “I felt really proud because I was involved in it”; Lots of anticipation in community, especially kids 

Luis -Good, Beautiful; Change from garbage area to park; Interesting use of recycled materials 

Rafael - Perfect, beautiful 
Javier -Beautiful. Cool. “Everything we built was useful ... And people came. People came and they used it”; Design of snake was beautiful; Decorative rocks; Had a seating area 

Reina  -Looked really cool 
Manuel -Impressive; No one before that had come to the  Barrio and done something similar; Amazing change 

Marlon - “The landscape of the neighbourhood changed”, Beautified it.; Kids would come and play - they had somewhere to go and play which they didn’t have before 
Teodoro -Impressive; Recycled materials were impressive, “Materials that you would think, oh really? What can I do with these? Like ropes. What can you do with ropes?” 

-Games for kids and the kids really had fun 
Jennifer -Something that caught everyone’s attention; Kids were able to go and play and have fun; Beautiful 

Harold -Amazing; Explosive change for the community, because it used to be a garbage dump.  
Raquel -Shocking to see end result  with recycled materials; Proved wrong idea that materials can only be used once; People unintentionally follow winding snake path 

Hilda -Beautiful, precious; I imagined how the plants would grow in the pergola but I didn’t see the end result 

Juan Jose -Beautiful, everyone enjoyed it.  

Grade 6 Class  

 

External Agents 
Q6. What did the park look like right after it was built? 

 

Hector – Habitar -Huge change in a very short time, really beautiful 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Two sides were totally different, the remainder was largely unchanged (school border, sports fields) 

-Addition of playground, steps, large rock, bleachers and benches, water fountain, deliberate entrance, lighting  

-Lots of creative use of recycled materials; Children involved in decoration of cement, painting 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Real change. Simple, but a big difference; Had games, stairs, playground, plaza, wheelchair access, drainage for rainwater, plants, pergola, small fence, drinking fountain; Colourful 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
-What if you gave them more infrastructure? How would they react to that? Biggest public space in the surrounding nine barrios.  
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Barrio Residents 
Q7. How was it used right after it was built? 

 

Martha  -Kids playing; Sit and watch football games; Play [sports] on weekends 

Marlon - “Definitely felt like a park”; People playing football; People playing basketball; Couples sitting and hanging out; Parents taking kids to park to play; Family environment 

Luis -Park brings back memories of good experience of building it with Canadians; Kids hang out and play 

Rafael -Watch games; Go with kids to play; Hang out 

Javier - Sit and enjoy the football games; Come and play football and basketball 

Reina  -Neighbours around park formed a committee to maintain park. Did it for a while.; Some people came and stole materials to sell from the park; Couples came on romantic dates 

Manuel -Public gathering, public meetings; Games, meetings; Better now with seating and shade 

Marlon -Play games, play sports, mainly during weekends; Space for community to gather 

Teodoro -Sit and watch games, basketball or football; Went at night because of illumination 

Jennifer -Different public activities 

Harold  
Raquel -Every Sunday it was cleaned by four or five families (including me) that live nearby. This lasted for 4 - 5 months 

Hilda -Parents would take their kids; Hang out, chat, watch or play basketball or football; Electricity company saw a park in the community and came and installed more streetlights 

Juan Jose -Hang out, play games, watch football 

Grade 6 Class  
 

External Agents 
Q7. How was it used right after it was built? 

 

Hector – Habitar  
Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Kids using playground; People watching, sitting on bleachers 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 
 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Noticed missing hardware 
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Barrio Residents 
Q8. How did the community feel? 

Martha  -Happy, pleased; Positive for the community 

“I never thought that, you know, in my neighbourhood we could have a park and a place where kids could go and play and have fun and be distracted.” 
Marlon  

Luis  

Rafael -Happy, we loved it; Grateful for everyone involved; “We all felt like Compañeros” 

Javier - Happy, especially the kids 
Reina   

Manuel -First community project we had, glad to be a part of it; Happy to see park; Thinking about the future - one project leads to another 

Marlon -Happiness of having a new park; Place to gather, meet friends, watch games, hang out 

Teodoro -Happy! Imagine if someone gives you a new toy; It makes you happy to see something pretty.  

Jennifer -Use of recycle materials was noticeable and interesting; University students also photographed designs for another neighbourhood in Managua 

 People from other neighbourhoods noticed that using reused materials was possible, and a good idea, and took the idea back to their neighbourhood 

Harold -Felt good; Nephews able to go and play; Fountain in original design has changed, and now fills up with rain but kids still use it as a pool 

Raquel  

Hilda -Really good; Positive experience 

Juan Jose  

Grade 6 Class  

 

External Agents 
Q8. How did the community feel? 

Hector – Habitar  
Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Community involved in design and construction phases; Increased involvement as time went on - too much involvement at times  

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Great inauguration ceremony, whole community showed up.  

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
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Barrio Residents Q9. How has the park changed since it was built? Why has it changed? 

Martha  -Definitely more deteriorated than when it was built; Some people haven’t valued the park; Stealing things little by little; Different 

Marlon - Definitely changed; Could use some repair 

Luis -Some people didn’t care and took things away...maybe didn’t think twice to take things away from the  park 

-Maybe steal things for two reasons: sell them or use them in their homes. Just stealing materials to reuse or sell 

Rafael  
Javier -The community and the leaders haven’t put a lot into maintaining it; It has changed; Lack of interest in maintenance 

Reina  -People have been destroying it little by little, difficult to stop the “delinquents” 

-Despite changes, kids still want to go. “They always say, ‘Mom! Take us to the park! We want to go to the park.’”; Thieves were drug addicts. Sell materials to buy drugs 

Manuel -80 to 90 percent change; Some things not there anymore; Cleaner than it used to be; People use the space more now 

-Up to 6 different football teams come and play on Sundays; People from other neighbourhoods use it too, on weekends 

Marlon -No one had been taking the responsibility of the care; Little by little people stealing things 

Teodoro -Was watched and maintained for a while; It’s been deteriorating, people taking things away, not in the same condition 

-Most of the people that took things were maybe gang members or drug addicts or alcoholics 

Jennifer -Guys that made the park worse instead of better. These guys are not in the community any more; Little by little stole things to sell ; Iron is easy to sell, stole all the iron components of park 

Harold -Less explosive now; Sad to see change; Kids involved in design - making the snake; People came to take materials away 

-I defended it and it was painful to see it destroyed. If you are involved in a project you take ownership of it. You appreciate it.  

-Felt powerless to see it damaged and felt like I couldn’t do anything; It was a family of drug addicts who stole things to sell them and buy drugs 

Raquel -Took materials to sell; The only one who stood up to them was me; Police involved when only 1 of 4 lights remained - able to save what is left  

Hilda -Definitely different; Games taken away, stole the lights; Thieves targeted and threatened those who protected the park. Some lives in danger.  

Juan Jose -Changed for the worse; Just one family that did all the damage, five families around park could not protect it all the time; Drug addicts 

Grade 6 Class Some of the games they took away. They took the ropes. They took the tires. The fence that was there, they destroyed it. The small pool that was there, it was destroyed. They stole the 

ropes. The drinking fountain was destroyed.  The little houses they made were stolen. The seating area that was made for kids was stolen. 
External Agents Q9. How has the park changed since it was built? Why has it changed? 

Hector – Habitar -Park changed a lot, but perhaps it is positive; Young people want to improve park again, suggesting that they are taking responsibility as community members 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Most things stolen. Pergolas, lights, playground equipment; Poverty-stricken neighbourhood, materials likely well-used in someone’s home.  

-Cultural reason for theft - different understanding of public space 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Destruction began about six months after; Some games gone, lights stolen; Problem of protection, not enjoyment. The kids enjoyed it a lot; Good experience to know which materials to use 

-Only one family blamed for the thefts in the community - no longer there; Community wanted to remove all games to prevent future thefts 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Cultural issue: something that doesn’t cost you, you don’t take care of. 
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Barrio Residents Q10. Do you still visit the park? What do you or others do in the park? 

Martha  - “Not really”[laughing]; “My children go” 

Marlon -Go to check up on my kids; Go to watch children play or watch sports; I see new faces in the park every day; Hang out; Drink alcohol “in a healthy way”; Watch football games 

Luis - Think about life and the future, meditate; Hang out; See kids run around 

Rafael - I go visit. I watch games whenever there are teams playing football, baseball or basketball 

Javier - I go with my daughter; See familiar faces and we hang out 

Reina  -Visit my mother (Who lives across from park); Watch my kids play; Kids climb up stairs and dance, play, jump on tires. 

-Count the numbers in the design of the snake. “Helps them to remember numbers.”; See people from other neighbourhoods coming to park. Even in current condition, people use it.  

Manuel -There to help set up for community gatherings; Others play volleyball, football; Better seating at night now with illumination 

Marlon -Visit park on weekends; Go with kids and have fun; Watch basketball games 

Teodoro -Visit on weekends, watch football games 

Jennifer -Public activities; Fairs, gatherings for the government; Medical clinics 

Harold -Yes. I sit, hang out; Go with my nephews and they are playing and I sit in the seating area that is left.  

Raquel -Of course. In afternoons, go with my daughter and try to clean the area that I use. Daughter plays with my neighbours kids.  

Hilda -Mainly on Sundays; People go with families; Some tournaments of football or basketball; My husband goes with our daughter 

Juan Jose -I go to see games, activities 

Grade 6 Class -Play football, hang out, watch games, sit on the tires and talk.  
External Agents Q10. Do you still visit the park? What do you or others do in the park? 

Hector – Habitar -Others play basketball - it was always mainly a basketball area 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Less activity now than before 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Using the park in the same ways they used it before it was built - young people use it to play sports; Many things stolen, especially children’s games 

-Children still go and play, but not in the way it was intended.  

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Just hang out in the park 
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Barrio Residents 
Q11. Do you feel safe in the park? 

Martha  -Yes 

-Safer now (as compared to before) 

-people who can do harm (thieves?) are gone. Some in jail, some moved to other Barrio 

Marlon -Yes 

Luis -Yes 

-If you don’t bother anyone, then you won’t be bothered 

Rafael -Yes 

Javier -Of course. Yes.  

Reina  -Yes 

 

Manuel -Yes. It’s safer.  

Marlon Yes. Before no, but now yes.  

Teodoro Yes, because this is my neighbourhood. Maybe a 5 out of 10 for danger if you are not from this neighbourhood. Same risks as anywhere - gang member or alcoholics can bother you 

Jennifer For now, yes. Grateful to god that the group of young men that did the damage are not here any more.  

 

It has been a month since we reactivated the illumination which was something they had stolen 

Harold Before no, because it was dark at night.  

Now you can see with the illumination back.  

Raquel Yes. Any neighbourhood has security issues after 11pm. No problems in day time. Sometimes we hang out until 10pm.  

Hilda Now, yes. “Rotten apple” taken out of the community. 

Juan Jose -Yes. At sports events there are players there, and not usually gang members 

Grade 6 Class  
 

External Agents 
Q11. Do you feel safe in the park? 

Hector – Habitar -Yes, because I know the Barrio and its limitations 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Yes, but also alert 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Yes, but I am from Managua and I always feel safe in Managua 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
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Barrio Residents Q12. What do you like about the park? 
Martha  -Beautiful; Design  of snake, participation of children in design and construction of snake, use of bottle caps for shapes and colours in snake 

Marlon -It’s ok 
Luis -Trees we did plant are still there 
Rafael -Everything is fine 
Javier -The design of the snake 
Reina  -Kids still enjoy it - they still go and have fun and play 
Manuel  

Marlon -Like the seating area; Water fountain - before you had to ask at someone’s house for water; Support from Compañeros, Canadians, Nicaraguan gov’t 

-Design on snake that the schoolchildren did 
Teodoro -Really like creation of seating area, water fountain, which is proper to have in a park 

Jennifer -Different ideas taken into account and represented in the different games 

Harold -Rocks, seating area 
Raquel -Seating area made from pipes; Huge rock is beautiful; Small stage where the tires are 

Hilda -Snake design; Mental image of plants growing in pergola; It  was beautiful 

Juan Jose  

Grade 6 Class  

External Agents Q12. What do you like about the park? 
Hector – Habitar  

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Water fountain was favourite part; Cement work all remains - wheelchair ramp, drainage channel, sidewalk; Variety. Benches, stonework, greenspace, playground 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Repeat the mixing of cultures in design phase.  

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-It’s an experiment; never thought it could reach this stage; I think there is future for this project 
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Barrio Residents Q13. What do you dislike about the park? 
Martha   

Marlon -Definitely needs improvement 
Luis -Could have planted more trees and grasses to help with drainage and water runoff and to beautify it 
Rafael  

Javier  

Reina  -The obvious changes; Seeing other parks in other neighbourhoods is sad - wish we had taken more care of it 

Manuel -Dislike the littering and garbage after public events; Lack of organized clean-ups 

Marlon -No dislikes 
Teodoro -Lack of fence. Feel it would have been better to have a fence to protect it 
Jennifer -Destruction of park 
Harold -Climbing area for kids is dangerous with some tires missing 
Raquel  

Hilda  

Juan Jose  

Grade 6 Class  

External Agents Q13. What do you dislike about the park? 

Hector – Habitar  
Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Destruction, deterioration 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 
 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
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Barrio Residents Q14. How would you change the park if you were in charge? 
Martha  -Add more games for kids; Park needed more playground area for kids 

Marlon - Add slides and things for kids ages 3 - 12 
Luis - Change seating design to make it stronger, maybe with cement on top of tires; Make it more difficult to steal materials 

Rafael -Like to see some swings and slides so that the kids can play 
Javier -Nothing. Everything is good; Planting more trees 

Reina  -Creative building or materials to prevent theft 
Manuel -Plant more trees, more grasses; Maintenance person to water plants and be a caretaker; More lighting, illumination to help prevent drug and alcohol use in park 

Marlon -Plant more trees for shade; Nice to add more swings for kids 

Teodoro -A sign that says “Barrio Grenada” at the entrance; Swings, slide 

Jennifer -Repairing playground for kids; Making it harder to destroy 

Harold -Close it in with a fence; Make more seating areas, small tables in the shade for families; More artistic and cultural presentations, like colours and drawings on the rocks 

Raquel -Fence around basketball court to protect spectators; Playground area for kids; More swings; Use materials thieves don’t want; Seating area with a backrest 

Hilda -Someone to watch over it and take care of it at the cost of the community; Plant more trees 

Juan Jose -Reinstall the things that were stolen; More playground areas for kids 

Grade 6 Class -Make it clean; Make it bigger, with a playground for kids; Enclose it so no one can steal things, and have a security guy; Give it maintenance 

-Bathrooms; Drinking fountain; More seating area to watch the games; Change materials - use concrete instead of wood 
External Agents Q14. How would you change the park if you were in charge? 

Hector – Habitar -Add more things, like illumination 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Re-build benches and playground with much more durable materials; Expand fence by basketball court to keep ball off street 

-Improve quality and definition of soccer field; Use school wall for murals 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Revisit every 6 months to help teach the community about maintenance; Use materials that would not be stolen....now we know which are left behind 

-Build a relationship between community and municipal gov’t to provide shared responsibility for maintenance and security 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
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Barrio Residents Q15. How has the Barrio changed since the park was built? 
Martha  -Park provides “healthy way of distracting people”; Young people play football, play games; Mothers come with kids 

Marlon -More young people use park for sports, which means less involvement in drugs; Park is positive for the community; Children don’t have to play in the street, they go to the park instead 
Luis -Barrio trying more to take care of it; Neighbours being more alert, preventing further damage; Park is something to leave for the next generation 
Rafael - Before construction of the park, community didn’t have a public space to go and hang out and have fun; Park has represented a change for the community 
Javier -Gave us public space for recreational activity; I think the delinquency and gang groups have decreased because young people have healthier recreation 
Reina   

Manuel -Young people and children use park more for games; Healthy distraction 
Marlon -A positive thing of the park was meeting new people. Canadian people; Park project was bridge between community and Compañeros 

-Community made a huge step forward. Issues with gangs before park, but now young people have a place to play sports and have fun in a healthy way 

-Continued Canadian support with other projects - potable water, electricity, houses, sewage 

Teodoro -Noticeable change; Parents come with kids and allow them to play freely around park; Parents would sit, hang out, look after kids 
Jennifer - “It definitely changed the community”; Park was bridge for Barrio to meet Compañeros, and Compañeros saw us as a community united, able to work together, they saw our effort.  

-Park not the first time the community had worked together, but because it was a park, lots of children were involved.  
Harold -Even though it’s different, children still come. And if children come, the parents come. The children still have fun and the parents are there observing and hanging out.  
Raquel -People and couples still go and hang out and enjoy the park; Radical change. Better communication.  

-Families closer together, people talking more, neighbours talking more, people from surrounding communities coming in, an escape from the every day.  
Hilda -Those who want to participate will participate, but it can be tiring; Should have been more supportive as a community of the project after its completion 

-Family responsible for destruction is gone now, so there is peace 
Juan Jose -Young people have a place to go and entertain themselves; Kids have a place to go; People still use park despite changes 
Grade 6 Class -Now kids can play there - before no space to play; No more circus 

-Culture of peace, before the community divided by gangs, now they all come together and play and it doesn’t matter; Before no access to water, now there is 

External Agents Q15 .How has the Barrio changed since the park was built? 

Hector – Habitar -Some change, but not a huge change 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Completion of 20+ projects in Barrio and Anexo; Huge change meets huge need for change; All initiatives were a result of the relationship that was built through Simbiosis 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Barrio Grenada is an old neighbourhood (by Managua standards); Simbiosis was the first time Companeros worked on BG and the first tie with Habitar 

-Opportunity to network - Companeros with community - they started many projects after; most of the projects focus on Anexo 

-Huge difference in two years “fastest growing I have seen in my life”; Typical Barrio takes 5 - 10 years to develop what Anexo did in 2. 

-Simbiosis not entirely responsible for change, but it did provide the initial contacts; Improved relations with municipal gov’t with other agents acting as moderators 

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 
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Barrio Residents Additional Comments 
Martha  -Park motivated children; Wish we had done more for the children; Emphasis on playgrounds and kids and requests for playgrounds began during design consultation 
Marlon - Really should repair park; Really should add more of a playground for kids 

Luis - Good idea to re-do project and repair some things; Implement some previous ideas 

Rafael  

Javier -Grateful to the Canadians and Nicaraguans that came and worked hard 
Reina  -Like to repair and reactivate the damaged areas; Willing to get involved in construction or in kitchen to help make this happen 

Manuel  

Marlon -More games for children; Want to be more involved in future projects 

Teodoro -Thinking about maintenance and caretaking from the start.  Maybe hire a caretaker  
Jennifer -Interesting experience with students living in Barrio - unsure about safety; Interview a good chance to remember involvement 

Harold -Not make a new park, but improve existing one; Concrete seating area 

-Community collected finds to pay a guard for two months after the construction of the park, but the funding was not continuous.  
Raquel -When will it be repaired? Made community realize what they were capable of, able to overcome obstacles and finish project 

Hilda -If people from far away can come and contribute, then we should too. It should cost us and we should take ownership of it.  
Juan Jose -Installing big rock was lots of fun.  
Grade 6 Class  

External Agents Additional Comments 

Hector – Habitar -Maybe the idea of recycled materials is a concept that isn’t appreciated or understood yet; Work with community to promote maintenance 

Gonzalo – 

Compañeros Inc. 

-Involvement of Nicaraguan students was novel, was a highlight, gave integrity and different dimension to project 

 

Tupac –  

Taller Plural 

-Community has to demonstrate that they are organized before Simbiosis begins: Role of community starts even before a community is selected  

Carolina – Taller 

Plural 

-Good experience; Community has invisible network even if they aren’t aware of it; we were never imposing something, all through communication, getting feedback and not just giving 

something.  

 

 


