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nutritious food, and flower and herb 
gardens for attracting birds and but-
terflies. Outdoor places equipped with 
accessible paths that wind throughout 
create a network of dynamic interactive 
communal spaces for walkers, joggers, 
infants in strollers, bicycles, tricycles, 
and wheelchairs. Places that are full of 
rich sensory sights, smells, and sounds 
full of life—keep people coming back 
and spending more of their life outside 
reconnecting with people and nature.  

Repurposing land
Reclaimed “wasted areas” on the perim-
eters of ballparks, playgrounds, or pock-
ets of unused land near residential areas 
can be developed into communal gar-
dens. This is an efficient use of land, water, and community 
resources and yet another way of bringing residents together. 
The therapeutic value of people seeing life spring from seeds 
and growing from just adding water and sunshine is a miracle 
in itself. There is an undeniable joy in eating or sharing a 
tomato you have grown yourself. Small children and even 
adults can learn the wonder of growing things and the biology 

and interdependence of plants, soil, insects, 
birds, and bees. But even the communal 
garden needs infrastructure. Raised beds 
with retaining walls; arbors; gazebos; shade 
and shelter from the heat; harvest tables; 
and benches and tables provide places for 
people to not only grow their food but 
share recipes and share life.

A community garden also encourages 
the community to act responsibly with its 
resources. Studies show that our food trav-
els an average of 1,500 miles from farm to 
table, according to the Revive the Victory 
Garden web site. The process of plant-
ing, fertilizing, processing, packaging, and 
transporting our food uses a great deal of 
energy and contributes to global warming. 
Organic gardening research shows a much 
higher content of nutrients in food grown 

with composted and enriched soils. Individuals in the com-
munity with experience in gardening, food preparation, and 
storage can share their skills and develop meaningful relation-
ships at the same time. Community gardens can stretch family 
budgets in tight economic times. Sharing extra produce with 
other families creates a giving community based on caring for 
each other’s needs.

Outdoor spaces 
must have an 
infrastructure 
that supports 
people of all 

abilities and ages 
to keep parents 

and kids coming 
back often.
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Human interaction
Recovery often relies heavily on human interaction. 
In the past, families, towns, or villages that worked 
together on farms or large gardens created their own 
sense of belonging to each other, caring for each other’s 
children, protecting each other’s property, and resources, 
and being there when disaster struck—much like today’s 
military families.

When outdoor opportunities exist nearby for people 
to play and work together and even produce something 
out of just soil, seeds, and water, families might begin 
life outdoors once again. Recovery from a multitude of 
difficult situations—illness, economic challenges, a lost 
loved one, or just loneliness—can begin in life-giving 
outdoor spaces. The restoring of American communities 
to a better condition begins with recognizing the value 
of creating an infrastructure that invites people of all 
ages and abilities to come outside and get connected to 
each other and benefit from the healing properties of 
nature.  n

Rebecca Beach is CFO and Co-Owner of Play Mart, Inc. 
Reach her at rebecca@playmart.com. 

Graphic concept design of a Community Recovery Garden by Dennis 
Beach, ASLA. 
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Defense communities are not immune to the eco-
nomic woes of the rest of the country.  Although 
local communities traditionally have enjoyed a 
boost from the influx of military family spending, 

the financial downturn may start to affect the capital improve-
ments these neighborhoods hoped to install during 2009 and 
beyond.

One area of development that is sure to take a hit is the 
installation of expensive playground equipment. Defense com-
munities across the country that were planning to upgrade 
outdoor spaces for their families will likely have to place these 
investments on hold for some time as the cost of the equip-
ment is typically tens of thousands of dollars. Add installation 
and resurfacing expenditures, and many will find the projects 
prohibitive even in a healthy economic climate.

Creative solutions
A solution to combat declining budgets, funding, and fundrais-
ing dollars for playground enhancements is to apply creative 
games like hopscotch and four square right on the existing play-
ground surfaces. For only hundreds of dollars and a few cans of 
paints, communities can make upgrades to existing pavement 
that provide children with hours of outdoor fun while improv-
ing overall physical fitness.

“Many communities see costly climbing equipment as the 
sole source of physical activity for their children but that is not 
entirely true,” says Pamela Gunther, Co-Founder of Creative 
Pavement Stencils, a national company that produces play-
ground games that are painted onto pavement. “Installing color-
ful and creative games on existing pavement for children to play 
on provides comparable levels of fitness without the cost and 
process associated with large equipment.” 

According to a study conducted in the United Kingdom in 
2005 (Prevention Medicine, November/December 2005 issue), 
researchers concluded that “multi-color playground markings 
can be a low-cost method of increasing children’s daily physical 
activity levels in the short term. If these increases were sustained, 
playgrounds with multi-color markings would make a valuable 
contribution to physical activity recommendations for young 
people.”

According to Gunther, playground stencils also provide an 
opportunity for parents and educators to extend classroom 
concepts, such as mathematics, nature, and geography, to the 
outdoors as well as set the scene to encourage spontaneous cre-
ations by children using chalk.  

Green playground options
Another option for communities is to create a green playground 
using readily available materials found in nature such as boul-

Playground Upkeep  
for Tight Budgets

Creative solutions help military installations keep children at play.
By Andrea Maasik and Pamela Gunther



ders, stumps, logs, and dirt. The Natural Playgrounds Company 
says it can save communities, schools, and childcare centers lots 
of money by creating sustainable, natural playgrounds that are 
safer and meet green standards, yet challenge kids emotionally, 
physically, and mentally.

	 “For the past 60 years, everyone has relied on playground 
equipment companies providing answers to questions about 
play and children,” says Ron King, President of the Natural 
Playgrounds Company. “Every 10 years or so, when equipment 
becomes outdated, out-of-code, and out of compliance, it is 
dumped in the trash and replaced without a thought, some-
times at great sacrifice to other, more pressing program needs, 
and certainly at great cost to the environment,” says King.

	 Communities worried about the economic impact of a 
nearby military base closing probably won’t want to attack a 
large outdoor space installation until the nation has recovered 
financially. With a little community involvement, fundraising, 
and good old-fashioned elbow grease, small improvements 
on existing playgrounds will positively impact the entire com-
munity by providing opportunities to ensure our kids remain 
healthy, creative, and bright.  n

Andrea Maasik is a freelance writer based in upstate New York. 
Reach her at 845/926-7189 or amaasik8@gmail.com. Pamela 
Gunther is the co-founder of Creative Pavement Stencils. Reach her 
at 800/681-0684 or p.gunther@cpstencils.com. 
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Actus Lend Lease, the Army’s partner in providing 
privatized housing to soldiers and their families, 
has completed its first green neighborhood at Fort 
Hood, Texas. The company constructed homes 

in the installation’s Patton Park community while adher-
ing to the stringent guidelines set by the US Green Building 
Council’s LEED for Homes program, a third-party certifica-
tion system for high-performance green homes. 

Developed and administered by the USGBC, LEED for 
Homes awards points to projects in seven categories of envi-
ronmental performance: Location and Linkages, Sustainable 
Sites, Water Efficiency, Indoor Environmental Quality, Energy 
and Atmosphere, Homeowner Awareness, and Innovation 
and Design. To date, more than 540 homes have been LEED-
certified, and more than 13,000 have been registered and are 
under development.

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) 
for Homes is a national third-party certification system for 
energy efficient, healthy, and green homes. LEED certifica-
tion provides third-party assurance to homebuyers that 
their home complies with rigorous technical requirements 
for energy and water efficiency, indoor air quality, non-
toxic materials, and environmental performance. Homes 
that are LEED-certified complete a technically rigorous 
verification process that includes a home energy rating, 
using the Home Energy Rating System (HERS), and on-site 
inspections. 

Since 2001, Actus Lend Lease at Fort Hood has been 
improving the quality of life for Fort Hood’s service mem-
bers and their families by providing quality homes and 
neighborhood amenities. During the initial development 
period, which concluded in June 2006, Actus has constructed 
nearly 1,000 homes, converted more than 630 apartments, 
built two community centers, and added various amenities 
throughout the installation.  

The completion of the first set of green homes in Patton 

Park was commemorated with a ribbon cutting in March. 
For more information, visit www.thegreenhomeguide.org. 
Direct additional questions to Michelle Wallace at michelle.
wallace@actuslendlease.com.  n

Fort Hood Debuts 
Green Neighborhood

Privatization project features homes that will become LEED-certified. 
Adapted from a press release




