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Director Max Webster presenting the All Hands project at a public meeting. 

All Hands  
for All Perspectives
By Charlie Edwards

(continued on page 4)

“Parks are one of our best tools that we 
have for organizing the public good in our 
communities,” Max Webster, director of the 
New Haven Parks Department, told me when 
asked about his general philosophy about parks. 
It is this understanding of parks as a shared 
communal space in our neighborhoods that 
underlies the new “All Hands” endeavor that the 
Urban Resources Initiative and the New Haven 
Parks Department have been working on for  
the last several months. All Hands is the outreach 
and engagement project meant to inform the 
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From The Director

Charlie Edwards’s cover story about the All Hands vision  
set forward by Parks’ director Max Webster is also akin  
to the core idea driving the URI mission.  We all have  

a shared right to access and enjoy public land, but with that right 
is coupled our communal responsibility to care for nature. This 
approach is also the foundation of the Community Greenspace 
program, supporting volunteers to take local actions in nature 
that address their stewardship priorities. Similarly, this ideology 
reflects our engagement of tree adopters in the GreenSkills 
program where any resident, business, or organization can request 
a free tree and select their preferred species if they are willing to 
assume the responsibility to water their tree weekly for three years,  
so it survives.  

Tree adopter and teacher Valerie Knowles at King/Robinson 
school, whom Elizabeth Nowlin features in her article on Planting 
Schoolyard Forests, illustrates that point.  On top of her teaching 
responsibilities, the Discovery Lab teacher Ms. Knowles volunteers 
to steward the newly planted trees at her school. Just as Max 
Webster advocates that broad participation in the parks’ strategic 
planning process is essential, so too is the network of tree adopters 
collectively watering the nearly 1,000 new trees planted annually  
by URI to thrive.

The notion of All Hands is even built into URI’s structure,  
as we are guided by both a volunteer board of directors as well  
as Yale faculty advisors. Anna Pickett describes the incredible 
impacts of two long-serving board members, Sara Ohly and  
Larry Lipsher.  We deeply miss them and are particularly grateful 
for their generous investment in URI.  We are also thankful 
for the expert guidance contributed by three Yale faculty, Mark 
Ashton, Amity Doolittle, and Brad Gentry. Together we bring our  
shared knowledge and action to care for nature and to serve  
our community.

Colleen Murphy-Dunning
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Gratitude for Guiding Forces 
Functioning as a nonprofit + university partnership means URI fortunately has two 
distinctive advisory groups: the board of directors of the New Haven Urban Resources 
Initiative, as well as Yale URI faculty advisors. Following URI founding faculty director 
Professor William R. Burch’s retirement, Professor Mark Ashton assumed the head faculty director 
responsibilities, along with faculty advisors Brad Gentry and Amity Doolittle. Each contributes 
unique expertise to advise URI staff and students.

The globally renowned forest management expert Professor Mark Ashton is the Senior Associate 
Dean of The Forest School at the Yale School of the Environment (YSE). Mark’s guidance of URI 

has led to improved fieldwork and numerous research publications. 
Current local research that Mark is investigating explores the 
introduction of white oak and chestnut oak seedlings planted from 
southern provenances into northern areas that may be more adapted 
to future climate conditions. 

Anthropologist Dr. Amity Doolittle has engaged participants  
in both URI’s Greenspace and GreenSkills program. As director  
of The Success Lab, she is documenting the enabling circumstances 
and successful outcomes of community-driven programs. Recently 
she enlisted URI interns to identify the ripple effects of their 
internship experience. 

As the YSE Associate Dean for Professional Practice, 
Bradford Gentry’s work centers on collaborations that lead to 
improved environmental performance. Since URI conducts all its 
activities through partnership with civil society and government, 
Brad’s insight into key partnership elements has been essential.   

Professor Mark Ashton (at far right) and his students participate in a URI street tree planting. 

Eugenie and Brad Gentry 
visit their oak tree planted by 
GreenSkills in 2011 to celebrate 
their anniversary. 
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(continued from page 1)   

All Hands for All Perspectives  By Charlie Edwards

coming All Hands New Haven Parks Strategic 
Plan initiative for New Haven Parks. It has 
been 25 years since the last Parks’ master plan; 
during that time multiple mayoral transitions, 
departmental leaders, as well as a departmental 
reorganization took place, before its being 
restored to a standalone department in 2024. 
Now, under Max’s leadership, New Haven Parks 
is looking to chart a new course going forward 
guided by the public.

All Hands is designed to gather input in 
ways that feel practical and accessible. This has 
meant trying out a wide variety of outreach 
strategies, from standard events like public 
meetings to talking with residents at soccer 
games and local events. The goal is to hear from 
residents wherever possible and to bring those 
perspectives back into the strategic planning 
now under way.

Lately, that has meant showing up 
consistently. At a youth soccer game, staff 
passed out flyers along the sidelines, inviting 
parents and players to share what they value 
about their parks and what could be improved. 
At Kensington Playground, we set up a table to 
discuss the project with families and neighbors 

who were there carving pumpkins. In schools, 
we have led discussions among the Citywide 
Student Council, in addition to hearing from 
smaller groups of students to reflect on how 
they use the parks and how to improve services 
for them. During the annual Christmas Tree 
Lighting on the Green, staff from Parks and 
URI bundled up to raffle free Christmas trees 
alongside sharing surveys. The surveys were 
developed for each of the eight topics identified 
during the Gathering Ideas to Re-envision Parks, 
a 2023 citywide community input mechanism 
to inform the restructuring of Parks and 
Recreation, covering litter, mowing, natural 
areas, programming, safety, sports, trails, and 
waterways. Quarterly public meetings have 
created more formal opportunities for discussion, 
including sessions dedicated to reviewing 
feedback and determining the next steps. More 
recently, “design sprints,” public workshops to 
brainstorm and draft potential solutions, have 
added structure. In these focused workshops 
small groups worked through the eight topics, 
and participants mapped challenges, spotted 
gaps, and proposed practical solutions that the 
Parks Department could implement soon. 

 “Park spaces change over time, they  
are natural places, they naturally grow 
and change, and those changes should 
support the changes that are going  
on in the community.”
— max webster, Director, New Haven Parks Department

Friends of Kensington Playground pumpkin carving event. 

East Shore Park
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The purpose of these varied outreach efforts 
is improved access and broader input. Not 
everyone follows our URI’s social media, checks 
the website for events, or can attend a public 
meeting on a weeknight. By layering different 
engagement methods, we have tried to widen 
who gets to contribute to the future of the park 
system. There is a strong network among the 
volunteers of park friends’ groups who help  
to steward our parks and keenly participate 
in park-focused meetings, but that does not 
encompass the whole of park users. Frequently 
attending community events and working with 
youth have been key to reaching audiences  
we otherwise might miss. By widening the circle  
of participation, the Parks Department and  
URI are striving to ensure that the next chapter 
of park planning reflects a fuller range of voices 
across the city.

Throughout these efforts, several themes 
have emerged consistently. Residents value 
parks as gathering spaces, as places for 
recreation, relaxation, and everyday connection. 
Maintenance and upkeep remain top concerns, 
particularly around litter, illegal dumping, 

mowing, trails, and aging infrastructure. Sports 
are another key issue that has received a large 
community response focused on the upkeep 
and infrastructure of the parks’ sports facilities, 
like fields and courts. At the same time, 
conversations during design sprints brought 
up accessibility and equity in wholly new ways. 
Participants emphasized the importance of 
these for small children, seniors, and disabled 
visitors and pointed to uneven access to quality 
park amenities across neighborhoods. Such 
insights will shape both immediate efforts and 
long-term priorities.

One of the strengths of the All Hands venture 
is the humility of the undertaking. Our outreach 
is an ongoing and iterative course for all 
involved. After each event, we ask participants 
what they felt worked and what didn’t, and 
those of us assigned to the project would 
reconvene to meet and discuss how to continue 
improving. Max hopes that All Hands can serve 
as an ongoing conversation to build a shared 
vision for the park system. This echoes part of 
Max’s philosophy on the role of parks. He says 
that “Park spaces change over time, they are 

natural places, they naturally grow and change, 
and those changes should support the changes 
that are going on in the community.” In this vein, 
outreach for parks should be adaptive as well.

As the strategic plan takes shape over the 
coming year, opportunities for participation 
will carry on. Its success depends on continued 
engagement, not just to single out problems, but 
to help design solutions and imagine possibilities 
moving forward. Even after the new plan is 
finished and the budget is set, the park system 
relies on continued collaboration between the 
Parks Department and communities citywide. 

In many ways, the name All Hands captures 
the central idea. Parks belong to everyone, and 
their future hinges on collective input and 
shared responsibility. They are hyperlocal 
in nature and should celebrate place and the 
neighborhoods they support. Parks should be 
useful landscapes where people can gather to 
relax, to play, to exercise, and to steward a piece 
of their community. These are the philosophical 
ideas that underpin the All Hands approach— 
the challenge now is to turn the visionary ideas 
into actionable form. 1

Dear Tree,  
With Love
Dear Tree, With Love is a joint 
campaign between New Haven Parks 
and URI to celebrate trees and the 
ways they bring communities together.

Make a difference!
Want to get involved in local 
greening? Join volunteers watering 
newly planted trees on The Green? 
Help Park Friends groups in your 
neighborhood? Fight the litter 
problem? Visit this QR Code for more 
info and sign-up to make a difference.

On Instagram? Follow URI @urbanresources

Canoe and kayak launch at East Rock Park.

Group discussion about park maintenance and litter at a quarterly meeting.
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Principal Tessa Gumbs-Johnson and teacher Valerie Knowles are the latest 
members of the King/Robinson community to invest in greening the school 
grounds. In early 2025, URI staff contacted Principal Gumbs-Johnson about 
planting additional schoolyard trees and securing a commitment to water them. 

Direct outreach to school leaders has proven to 
be a powerful way to engage public schools in 
communities with low tree canopy.

Principal Gumbs-Johnson was immediately 
enthusiastic about adding more trees and began 
searching for a campus tree steward. Ms. Knowles, 
the Discovery Lab teacher, volunteered and became 
the school’s tree champion. This role is essential, as 
watering is critical for the new trees to successfully 
establish and thrive.

With a watering plan in place, URI staff met 
with Principal Gumbs-Johnson and Ms. Knowles 
on campus to walk the grounds and discuss their 
concerns, such as water access and sightlines, as 
well as priorities, including beautification, shade 
for play areas, and low-maintenance trees.

Offering guidance on thoughtful tree 
selection, URI staff identified opportunities 
for successional planting to prepare for the 
eventual decline of the existing tree canopy. 
We also sought to balance the desire for pretty 
trees with the time it takes trees to mature and 
provide meaningful shade. Additionally, we 
considered whether species were native, climate-
adapted, and low-pollen-producing, a concern 
for the roughly 15% of youth in New Haven 
experiencing asthma, which can be worsened by 
tree pollen. Tulip, linden, black gum, and maple 
trees check many of these boxes and are a great 
starting point for a fully stocked canopy.

Ultimately, URI staff and school leaders developed the planting plan together, 
with the school leaders taking ownership of the process and care of their school 
grounds and modeling that responsibility for the students. As Ms. Knowles said, 
“These trees represent more than just landscaping; they are a living commitment 
to teaching our students that with consistent care, patience, and a bit of teamwork, 
they have the power to leave a lasting, positive mark on the world around them.”

The consistent interest, investment, and stewardship of school leaders like 
Principal Gumbs-Johnson, Ms. Knowles, and Ms. Caron-Goodwin allow King/
Robinson students to experience nature right outside their classrooms and enjoy 
a cooler, more comfortable campus. As URI and the City of New Haven continue 
serving students in disadvantaged communities, these school partnerships ensure 
our schoolyard plantings will have a lasting impact, one that will grow alongside  
the trees planted on that rainy November day. 1 
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On a cold, rainy Saturday morning in November, 19 high school students, 
five Yale interns, and two URI staff members gathered at King/Robinson 
Interdistrict Magnet School in the Beaver Hills neighborhood. Our goal: to plant 
nine trees near the school’s rear parking lot on the last day of our fall planting season. 

As we marked planting sites and set out tools, Jessica Caron-Goodwin, a first-
grade teacher at King/Robinson and parent of one of the high school interns, 
approached me. Her classroom overlooks the area where the students were 
preparing to plant. She shared how excited she was about the new trees and 
expressed interest in incorporating them into her curriculum. Even before the trees 
were in the ground, it was clear their impact would reach beyond the schoolyard, 
shaping students’ learning experience.

The King/Robinson planting capped off a year in which URI planted 113 
schoolyard trees across 10 New Haven public PreK-12 schools, connecting students 
to the benefits of trees. Schoolyard trees provide shade during play and outdoor 
learning, offering critical protection from extreme heat, especially for young students 
who are among the most vulnerable. Greenery is linked to increased physical activity, 
improved social-emotional well-being, and enhanced academic performance. Trees 
also provide hands-on learning opportunities and foster community cohesion. URI  
is a part of the national effort, led by organizations such as Green Schoolyards 
America, to increase tree canopy on public school grounds across the United States. 

URI has long recognized the importance of schoolyard tree canopy. At King/
Robinson alone, URI planted 16 trees across 2013, 2017, 2022, and 2023. 
Spanning multiple school administrations, these efforts reflect the school’s enduring 
commitment to its schoolyard forest.

Planting Schoolyard Forests
Elizabeth Nowlin

 “These trees represent more than 
just landscaping; they are a living 
commitment to teaching our 
students … they have the power  
to leave a lasting, positive mark  
on the world around them.”

– valerie knowles, King/Robinson 
Interdistrict Magnet School teacher

Members of the URI GreenSkills program pose at King/Robinson Interdistrict Magnet School 
after planting nine new trees.

Nine new trees planted by the URI GreenSkills team  
at King/Robinson Interdistrict Magnet School.

Colleen Murphy-Dunning
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In Memoriam: Celebrating the Legacies  
of Sara Ohly and Larry Lipsher 
The Urban Resources Initiative (URI) family recently lost two pillars of our community. 
While Larry and Sara brought different experiences to our board, they shared a 
common root: a profound love for the city of New Haven and a belief in the importance 
of trees and community building for our city’s future. Each served for over two decades 
on the URI Board, and for that we are deeply thankful.  

Larry Lipsher: A Founding Visionary
Larry Lipsher didn’t just serve on the URI board. As a founding member, Larry helped plant  
the seeds of what URI has become today. His commitment didn’t end when his formal board  
tenure did; he continued to offer his wisdom and support as a member of the Friends of  
URI advisory committee.

Beyond his advocacy for urban forestry, Larry was a man of great spirit. He was a champion  
for our mission in every room he entered, and when he wasn’t cheering for a greener New Haven,  
he was likely cheering for his beloved Yale sports teams. His loyalty was worn on his sleeve.

Two volunteers with Anna Pickett and Larry Lipsher (on right) planting a tree at Betts House in 2018. Christine Kim, Colleen Murphy-Dunning, Sara Ohly, Zeb Esselstyn, and  
Nan Bartow surrounding Nick Ohly’s tree in Lenzi Park in May 2024.

 “To plant a tree is to 
believe in tomorrow.”

Sara Ohly: A Global Heart with Local Roots 
Sara Ohly lived her values with a fierce persistence. Her commitment to service was lifelong, 
including two years in the Peace Corps—a foundational experience she shared in common with fellow 
board member Nan Bartow and URI Director Colleen Murphy-Dunning. This global perspective 
fueled her enduring passion for environmental stewardship.

Sara was a practitioner of the “think globally, act locally” ethos. She was dedicated to minimizing her 
community’s carbon footprint by championing local solar initiatives, supporting local food production, 
meticulous composting, and advocating for tree planting and gardens in New Haven. 

Sara was a fixture in the Wooster Square neighborhood and led a small, but mighty crew of 
Community Greenspace volunteers in the renovation of Lenzi Park, where we planted a river birch 
tree in remembrance of her husband, Nick, who passed away suddenly in 2007. 

Sara gave her expertise to several New Haven boards and was a powerful force for community change. 

A Shared Greener Future
Larry’s foundational leadership and Sara’s environmental passion leave an indelible mark on the 
streets and parks of New Haven. Every tree planted this season stands as a living testament to their 
dedication. We honor their years of service and the warmth they brought to our mission.

“To plant a tree is to believe in tomorrow.”
Larry and Sara believed in New Haven’s tomorrow, and we are the better for it.
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