
Perfecting 

As many as six 
times a sum-
mer the City 
of Portland 
completely 
re-estab-
lishes the 

turf at the Tom McCall Water-
front Park. The park, Portland's 
green-carpet welcome mat to 
the city, is a beautiful greenbelt 

The City of P o r t l a n d has its 
o w n set of u n i q u e cha l lenges 
i n k e e p i n g T o m McCa l l Pa rk 
s h i n i n g 

that hosts festivals ranging from 
Cinco de Mayo to the interna-
tionally acclaimed Rose Festival 
as well as tens of thousands of 
casual visitors each month. 

About 600,000 visitors visit 
the Rose Festival, and every one 
of them takes a toll on the grass. 
The city must re-establish the 
turf regularly throughout the 
summer with at least two major 

renovations, one in spring and 
one in fall, scheduled annually. 

Out with the old 
The old system of re-seeding 
into the existing soil was unsat-
isfactory since Portland is rainy. 
"Naturally, with wear and tear, 
the turf would deteriorate. 
With the rain and decay would 
come a manure or sewage 
smell that people found objec-
tionable," says Bill Walker, fa-
cilities and maintenance super-
visor for the downtown district. 

To solve the problem, Port-
land decided to install a sand 
base under the 21 acres of river-
front park and re-seed as often 
as required. When the artificial 
base went in seven seasons ago, 
the city installed irrigation as 
well as electric and phone lines, 
natural gas pipes and water 

lines to support the vendors 
who set up stalls at the festivals. 

Today, the busiest 17 acres 
of the 21 -acre site rest on a 18-
to 24-in. bed of straight sand. 
"The sand bed gives us great 
drainage and it's easy to do re-
pairs," Walker says. "As long as 
you have a lot of fertilizer and 
water, it's great for the grass." 

Keeping it green 
Keeping the lawn fed, watered 
and green is the responsibility 
of senior facilities and mainte-
nance manager Jim Carr. 

The high-traffic area of the 
park is like a 17-acre putting 
green. All nutrients and water 
must be provided even while the 
public uses the facility. Wear and 
tear is heavy, and the traffic re-
quires frequent renovation of this 
greenbelt to keep it beautiful. 



"Our first step in renova-
tion is to remove any contami-
nated soil," Carr says. Next, 
they re-grade ruts and other 
uneven areas. 

If there's still a reasonable 
amount of viable turf on the 
site, they'll aerate and pull 
plugs. They use their AerVator 
to break up crust that builds up 
as a result of the organic matter 
being left on the ground. The 
AerVator also provides a final 
grading for the site. 

"We slice-seed with a 
straight perennial rye, which 
we've had good success with," 
Carr says. "We're getting root 
depths of 10 to 14 inches." 

As a public agency from 
Oregon — the turfgrass seed 
capital of the country — Carr 
has many providers. "Being a 
public agency, we lean to the 
cheapest good seed available," 
he says. "We always call for 
blue-tag (certified) seed with 
zero 'other crop,' zero weed 
seed, and low inert matter." 

From there, the strategy is 
to slice-seed into the ground in 
at least two directions. "I look 
at every seeding as a new seed-
ing. So we'll apply six to seven 
pounds of seed per 1,000 
square feet, putting half on in 
each direction," Carr explains. 
Even slit-seeding can result in 
some degree of unevenness, so 
he'll typically broadcast an-
other pound or two of seed 
over the top. 

Blended to order 
With help from Oregon State's 
Tom Cook and former Wash-
ington State professor Roy 

Goss, Carr put together a cus-
tom fertilizer blend to use in 
the parks. 

"We felt it was important to 
get a uniform blend that 
wouldn't leach out of the soil 
right away but would still be 
available to the germinating 
grass at once," Carr explains. 

The result was a 22-5-10 
custom blend with micronutri-
ents, including 2% iron. Half of 
the N is sulfur-coated urea. 

"It gives us very predictable 
results," Carr says. "If I fertilize 
during renovation, I know I'll 
have good fertilizer levels avail-
able to kick the seed in through 
the germination process. Six 
weeks later, the rest of the fer-
tilizer is available to the grow-
ing grass." 

They fertilize four times per 
year. Since the medium is sim-
ply sand, the plants need regu-
lar feeding. The standard appli-
cation is a pound of the 
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In addition to providing water, 
Walker says Portland requires a 
sprinkler that is able to combat 
vandalism. 

A plan for the future 
While good portions of Portland's park system are moving 
ahead smoothly, the city wants to be sure things continue 
apace. Some areas of the city lack neighborhood parks 
within walking distance of residents, and there's a feeling 
that more community gardens are needed and that too 
many natural areas are being lost to development. There's 
a call for more sports fields, and there are conflicts over 
appropriate use of park land. 

Portland Parks and Recreation is working with its 
"2020 Plan," a comprehensive master plan. The citizen-
driven directive presents the vision, guiding principles, is-
sues, opportunities, and recommendations for Portland 
Parks and Recreation for the next 20 years. The plan cov-
ers everything from parks, open space and natural areas 
to community centers and swimming pools. It discusses 
programs, partnerships and funding. 

The plan addresses important emerging trends and is-
sues such as extreme sports. In the face of lost open space, 
new and conflicting recreation demands, and an aging 
population, the 2020 Plan looks at the current system to 
determine how to best meet the needs of the future. 

One opportunity for improvement described by the 
2020 Plan is working with public agencies and private de-
velopers to enhance the beauty of the city with parks and 
urban plazas, and to realize historic dreams of connecting 
parks to each other with trails, paths and boulevards. An-
other is creating recreation corridors along the rivers and 
streams that define and bring life to the city, which would 
be an expansion of areas like the Tom McCall Waterfront 
Park (named for the former governor who welcomed visi-

tors but actively encour-
aged them to go back 
home rather than mi-
grate into Oregon). Ross 
Island and Willamette 
Cove may be added to 
that category. 

Eventually, 2020 sees 
recreation opportunities 
and neighborhood parks 
within a 15- to 20-minute 
walk of every resident. 
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22-5-10 per 1,000 square feet, but it 
varies. "The nature of the park makes it 
difficult to say that we always need only a 
pound per 1,000," Carr notes. In some in-

stances, the grass goes dormant and needs 
less feeding. Other times it continues to 
grow even though it's experiencing heavy 
traffic. Overall, though, the pound rate 
seems to work out. 

To maintain a good "look" in the park, 
the ground is rolled as part of a big-time, 
heavy-duty process. The parks developed 
its own roller, a custom-built nine-footer 
that's 20 inches in diameter and filled with 
water. It puts plenty of pressure on the un-
derlying soil. 

"Aerating and slicing opens up the turf," 
Carr explains. "Rolling gives it back the fin-
ished look." 

Water woes 
Watering is a key element of the project. Can-
wants to maintain moisture levels through the 
top three inches of the sand profile. 

Delivering that irrigation water presents 
challenges of its own. Naturally, a city park 
draws its share of homeless people sleeping 
outside and a substantial number of drug 
dealers and other undesirables who take 
umbrage when a water sprinkler goes on 
and disturbs their activities. "The drug 
dealers get upset and pound on the sprin-
klers," Walker says. 

Portland citizens felt 
the park was wasting 

water but it wasn't. 
They've had success with Hunter 

equipment where irrigation was the main 
concern. But Walker says nothing beats 
Toro 640 pop-ups when it comes to resist-
ing vandalism. 

Willful destruction is not the only prob-
lem faced in Portland in summer. Difficult 
as it might be for an outsider to believe, 
Oregon was in the midst of a drought last 
summer after a low winter snowfall and 
slight spring rains. Despite official pleas to 
save water, the citizens of Portland saw 
park areas being irrigated as wasteful. 

"At first, we were surprised at the nega-
tive reaction," Walker says. "We were 
catching it from the public." Yet he was 
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open with the media and the 
public about how the park's sit-
uation differs from the general 
public's, and the explanation 
turned frowns into smiles. 

While most of the water for 
Portland's parks is from Bull 
Run, Waterfront Park has its 
own well. "We have a good stor-
age system, so we don't have the 
same problems the public system 
does," Walker says. Additional 
water could be drawn from the 
Willamette River. Eventually, all the irriga-
tion water makes its way back into the river 
via the storm water system. 

Because the entire system is sand-based, 
they must adhere to a consistent irrigation 
schedule to keep the turf green. In effect, 
the 21 -acre strip is one long artificial green. 
Pumping is done from a central spot, al-
though each set of sprinklers is in its own 
zone. "It does get windy here along the river 
and the sand will dry out," Carr adds. "We 
need to maintain moisture on the surface." 

Watering is done three times a day, per-
haps at 10 a.m., 2 p.m. and 4 p.m. "Each time 
we run for 15 or 20 minutes," Walker says. 

Catchy signs featuring a cartoon charac-
ter with an umbrella and the warning 
"Don't Get Wet!" are posted around the 
park. Some list the times of the sprinklings, 
others just say "Sprinkling System to Come 
on at Various Times." Is that just a crafty 
way to chase away those who would tramp 
on the new seedings? Not so, says Walker. 
The signs are intended as serious warnings 
to the office workers and tourists who might 
be upset should they suddenly find them-
selves in the midst of an irrigation cycle. 

Pesky problems 
Birds are constant guests at the park, too. 
While Carr compensates a bit in seeding 
for what they might eat, the area is so large 
that pigeons and other city birds have only 
a negligible effect on the seedings. 

The parks developed its own roller, a custom-
built nine-foot roller that's 20 inches in diame-
ter and filled with water, putting plenty of 
pressure on the underlying soil. 

Canada geese in the bowl area at the 
south end of Waterfront Park are another 
story which has yet to be addressed. The 
parks know the geese are part of the envi-
ronment, even an attraction to visitors, but 
they can be a pain. 

Another challenge is poa, which rears 
its ugly head from time to time. Carr used 
to apply ProGrass, but he no longer does 
since the annual bluegrass tends to come in 
early and he finds they can live with it until 
the next renovation. 

"We have no need to spray for 
broadleaf weeds either," he says. Thanks to 
the aggressive seeding, fertilizer and irriga-
tion programs, "Broadleaves are all but 
non-existent," he says. 

A final restoration is done after all of 
the summer events are concluded, usually 
mid-to-late September. "We're in a cool-
season grass area, but with the mild cli-
mate, sometimes the grasses don't go com-
pletely into dormancy," Carr says. "Things 
often stay green all through the winter." 

As a result, the City of Portland is able 
to roll out its green carpet for guests and 
residents year-round, making the Portland 
waterfront area one of the most attractive 
cityscapes in the country, LM 

Circle 124 


