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COVID-19 Pandemic Highlighting the Essential Need for Playgrounds

By Ronda Jackson, Senior Advisor,
Government Relations, KABOOM!

Ronda Jackson joined KABOOM! in April of 2017.

In this role, she and her team are building
public private partnerships with city
governments to increase access to play for kids
living in under-resourced communities.
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The building blocks of childhood are out of reach for kids and families across the United States and around the
world as communities face the impacts of COVID-19. With nearly 90% of Americans under orders to stay home,
communities and kids across the nation are facing a new reality. The places we associate with the essentials of
childhood: schools, recreation centers, parks and playgrounds, are increasingly shuttered and out of reach.
Millions of families cooped up indoors are adjusting to a new normal without access to these critical assets.

The COVID-19 crisis is bringing to light a need that is too often overlooked in times of relative normalcy: the
infrastructure of childhood. As cities grind to a halt, the importance of things like good schools, quality healthcare,
nutritious food, and safe places to play is undeniable.

Decades of research and the everyday experiences of caretakers show us that play is an essential part of
childhood. The isolation brought on by the current crisis demonstrates in dramatic effect how valuable
playgrounds truly are, not only as community gathering places, but as essential civic infrastructure that make
neighborhoods resilient places where kids can thrive.

When social distancing restrictions are lifted, families living in communities where government and civil society
have invested in critical community infrastructure will return to the playground. But for far too many kids;
particularly kids of color who live in communities that have faced long-term disinvestment, the yearning to run,
take risks, climb, soar, and make friends on the playground will be just as strong. The return to a “normal” that
many of us take for granted just isn't possible for those kids because “normal” didn't exist in the first place.

As leaders at all levels of government and civil society consider how to stem the impact of COVID-19 with equity in
mind, expanding access to play so that all kids can have an opportunity to live healthy, vibrant childhoods must be
a priority.

Since our founding over 24 years ago, KABOOM! has worked hand-in-hand with communities to build incredible,
kid-designed playspaces that help give kids in every zip code the opportunity to thrive. Right now, we're in a
scenario we never could have imagined: supporting public health recommendations that playgrounds remain
closed.

The challenge of COVID-19 is tremendous, but it also presents an opportunity for the nation to rally around an
urgent need: investing in the infrastructure of childhood. We believe that through deep partnerships with
communities and a range of public, private, and philanthropic partners, we can achieve what we call playspace
equity. Simply put, this means a world in which every kid has access to quality playspaces regardless of factors
like race, ethnicity, income, or zip code.

In most U.S. cities, long-term disinvestment has created a dramatic set of disparities in the infrastructure of
childhood; disparities that are mirrored in the educational and health outcomes of children.

Baltimore is one such example of how historic, racialized disinvestment leads to playspace inequity. A 2012 study
of capital funding needs in Baltimore City Public Schools (BCPSS) showed that it will take a shocking $2.5 billion to
bring its facilities up to minimally acceptable standards. With a number this high, the first question that jumps to
mind is: what's behind this gap?

When compared to surrounding jurisdictions, BCPSS receives a similar level of capital funding from state
authorities, around $50 million each year for modernization and renovation. The major difference lies in local
funding, which is derived from local taxes. Even though surrounding school systems serve a comparable number
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half of the 20th century is well documented. Segregation, industrial decline, White flight, and further waves of
disinvestment and depopulation decimated the financial and political capital of urban centers.

The result is that scarce resources force city leaders to make what seem like impossible choices about where to
invest in the infrastructure of childhood: playground or library? Recreation center or park?

The work to close all of these disparities and address chronic disinvestment is likely generational in scope. But we
believe that we can solve a piece of the puzzle and make a significant impact in the lives of kids and communities
by investing in the infrastructure of childhood. That's why KABOOM! is partnering with BCPSS to do an analysis of
playspace condition across the school system, to target investments toward schools with the greatest
infrastructure needs.

KABOOM! is committed to ending playspace inequity, because every kid should have a great place to play when
this crisis is over. When the time is right, we will be ready to get to work in communities across the country. But we
can't do this work without the support of federal, state, and local leaders who recognize the essential role of
playspaces in making cities resilient, vibrant places to raise future generations.
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LeAnn on May 6, 2020 at 12:28 pm
Reply

Very thoughtful piece that encourages us to put more focus on the value of playgrounds and playspace equity - especially during a time where
it's needed the most.
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The Future of Work: After the Virus
by Jessie Feller Hahn

My take-aways from this interview:

1. The world swapped commercial real
estate for residential real estate overnight,
and as Robert says, our homes are now our
castles. The ripple effects this will bring to
the workplace and the real estate economy
will be far spread and difficult to unwind
once the pandemic is resolved. This is a
pivotal moment for digital connectivity -
Robert calls it the “big bang moment for
online.”

2. Among the many problems commercial
real estate has right now - elevators are
definitely one of them. Robert describes this
is ways | hadn't thought of, and | don't look
forward to.

3. Business travel will lose its cool - which
could be a net benefit for climate change,
but will require business development
teams and convening organizations (ahem...
like ours...ahem) to recalibrate our business

models and not just for the short term.

From Fixed Routes to Flex Routes:
Additional Responses to the May
13 Webinar

by Dave Hahn

Earlier this month we hosted a live webinar
featuring Alex Gibson from TransLoc, and
Josh Powers who is serving as a member of
the County Manager's Office and is the
contract administrator and regional transit
liaison between Johnson County
Government and the Kansas City Area
Transit Authority (KCATA). Josh shared his
unique perspective and insights from
service changes and the re-utilization of
infrastructure to creative ways to avoid
driver layoffs and the allocation of
resources with CARE Act funding.

Included in this post are responses to
additional questions we were not able to
answer during the live session.

Reopening Our Cities in the Midst
of COVID-19 Calls for Inclusive
Community Engagement

by Katrina Johnston-Zimmerman, Urban
Anthropologist & Director at THINK.urban
and Marisa Denker, Co-Director & Founder,
Connect the Dots

Though public life has been put on pause
by the COVID-19 pandemic, the recovery
period is predicted to bring a sequence of
phases returning us gradually into public
spaces with varying levels of social
distancing as Coronavirus cases decline.
The way to recovery is through
collaboration; across sectors, across
stakeholders, and across equity gaps. We
believe that the careful engagement of all
voices, in a collaborative, thoughtful way is
critical when forming solutions to the
challenges we are facing and to moving
forward with confidence and trust.

We hope to provide a framework for
addressing the challenges that will come
with building back our necessary social
infrastructure, by and for the community.
From our perspectives as an urban
anthropologist at THINK.urban and as a
director of stakeholder engagement firm
Connect the Dots, we see the following key
points as a good place to start.

Meeting of the Minds is made possible by the generous support of these organizations.
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