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Polishing an Urban Gem
A Master Restoration Plan for Roger Williams Park 
Lesley Lambert

A woman sits with her grandson on a 
rickety bench while feeding a loaf of 
bread to the ever-growing flock of birds. 
A Canada goose paddles up to the muddy 
shore sporting a yellow PVC pipe around 
its neck, while mallards and seagulls 
fight for a bite of the action. Canada 
geese have become long-term residents 
of Roger Williams Park, not because 
the weather is ideal all year round, but 
because they have become accustomed 
to the catered meals of leftover bread and 
uncooked pasta provided by their human 
neighbors. The large manicured lawns 
give ample warning of predators and 
the easily accessible man-made ponds 
have made it unnecessary for the geese to 
migrate. The armies of geese wreak havoc 
on their territory, leaving droppings, 
plant devastation, and ravaged shorelines 
in their wakes. 

A man carries a bucket full of carp and 
bass in one hand and a fishing pole and 
tackle box in the other. He is bringing 
home his daily catch, and supper for the 
family; he too may be creating problems, 
although of a different kind. 

The Department of Health recommends against consump-
tion of freshwater fish in Rhode Island because toxics such 
as mercury and PCBs accumulate in their tissues and organs, 
making them potentially very unhealthy to eat, especially for 
children and pregnant or nursing mothers; but despite warn-
ings, there is significant evidence of subsistence consumption 
of fish taken from the ponds, influenced by Asian and Latino 
cultural traditions as well as poverty. 

The popularity and heavy use by people and geese is one 
of the driving factors keeping the ponds in the Park from 
meeting state and federal water quality standards. Great 
numbers of birds feast on the unhealthy diet of bread and 
carbohydrates, leaving their droppings to wash into the 
ponds, fertilizing the already bothersome algae. According 
to a nutrient study conducted by Lee Pare & Associates in 
1980, seven of the eight ponds on the Roger Williams Park 
property are hydrologically connected to each other. What 
affects one pond, affects them all. Roosevelt Lake receives 
the majority of the runoff from nearby areas of R.I. Route 10 
when a storm occurs—acting as a catch basin for all, and that 
includes other pollutants such as trash, sediment and toxic 
deposits from road runoff and vehicle emissions. Roosevelt 
Lake is not the largest of the ponds, but it is the main receiv-
ing pond in the system. The rest of the ponds also suffer from 

Skaters fill Polo Lake in front of the Roger Wiliams Park Museum. c. 1930. Photo from “The Jewel of 
Providence” in Park Museum Collection. 

Feeding birds processed human food is harmful for both the birds and the 
environment. Photo:  Thomas Ardito, NBEP.
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untreated stormwater, as well as the constant filling in by 
sediment from roads and shoreline erosion.  The ponds have 
been dredged many times since the end of the 19th century. In 
1876 Crystal Lake (now Roosevelt Lake) was dredged, making 
it the first man-made lake in the Park. Just 20 years later six 
ponds (nearly 117 acres) had to be dredged again to remove 
all the sediment and muck that had accumulated from the 
increasing roads and foot traffic. The original design of the 
Park did not take into account the issues of stormwater, bur-
geoning numbers of park users or invasions of resident geese 
populations. 

But Roger Williams Park is not just the sum of its prob-
lems. There are not many places one can go fishing, pedal a 
swan boat, visit a zoo, a natural history museum and plane-
tarium, ride a Victorian carousel and live ponies, and explore 
a botanical garden all in one shot, but Roger Williams Park 
in Providence, Rhode Island has it all. On a sunny day people 
can be found throughout the Park enjoying the outdoors 
while learning about animals, history, arts and ecology. On 
a snowy winter day children turn the hillside by the Temple 
to Music into a sledder’s paradise. The Park attracts more 
than a million visitors each year. It is the most accessible rec-
reational area to more than 50,000 residents living within a 
mile of the Park, many of whom live in some of Providence’s 
poorest neighborhoods.  

In the book “The Jewel of Providence,” author David Mar-
shall suggests the original intent of the Park, back in 1871, was 
to provide an escape from the dank mills, densely crowded 
streets and rank city air. The Park’s original architect, Horace 
Cleveland, called it “the People’s Pleasure Ground.” Over the 
years the grounds of the Park expanded to fulfill that vision: 
land was donated and monuments were erected. Landscap-
ers planted gardens, installed miles of drives and concrete 
walking paths, and built a zoo, a museum, a carousel, and 

casino. “The Park’s design and intent has held up over the 
years,” says the current landscape architect, Joel Boodon. 
Strategically placed roads, bridges, and benches continue to 
create generous and expansive views, and the park’s unique 
location at the edge of the city brings the countryside to thou-
sands of urban dwellers. Its good design enabled the park to 
flourish through the roaring twenties and to provide escape 
and entertainment through the Great Depression. But the 
hurricane of 1938 ruined the grounds and started a decline 
that left the Park practically forgotten and abandoned for 
more than 30 years. 

It was not until the historic preservation movement in 
the mid-seventies that efforts to revive the Park began. The 
seventies also brought about increased interest in environ-
mental protection and education. Congress passed the Clean 
Water Act and created the Environmental Protection Agency, 
which revolutionized how America prioritized the health and 
use of our natural resources and habitats. The new ethics and 
politics provided the ideal vehicle for urban revitalization 
in Rhode Island; the City of Providence received a generous 
amount of federal funding to restore the renowned tradi-
tions of the Park. In 1974 the Friends of Roger Williams Park 
was formed to help educate and engage the public in shaping 
the future of the Park. Many local groups and organiza-
tions teamed together to return this urban gem back into a 
place that offers green spaces, open spaces, education and 
entertainment.

The Park has changed much over the last 130 years, but 
it’s still one of the centerpieces of Providence and continues 
to entice visitors—serving as the city’s backyard. From the 
Urban Pond Procession to the Jack-O-Lantern Spectacular 
to the Party for the Planet Earth Day event, Roger Williams 
Park hosts events for every season and caters to all walks of 
life.  Every fall recreational fishermen come from all around 
New England to compete in the annual bass tournament. 
In the spring the Urban Pond Procession and music festi-
vals attract music enthusiasts, families and artists. The once 
derelict Temple to Music now hosts concerts and festivals. 

Stormwater is washing this bench into Polo Lake but efforts are underway 
to restore the banks of the ponds around the Park. Photo:  Thomas Ardito, 
NBEP.

Did you know?
The original sea lion exhibit was located on Roosevelt Lake. The Zoo 
encompased nearly the whole Park until the 1930s when the Great 
Depression left the Park nearly abandoned and the Hurricane of 1938 
devastated the grounds. 
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~Lesley Lambert is digital communications manager for the 
Narragansett Bay Estuary Program.

An indoor Victorian Carousel, reflecting the original 1897 
design, welcomes visitors year-round. The Botanical Garden 
continues to provide horticultural education to people of all 
ages, and the zoo has become a spectacular representation of 
fine husbandry. 

Yet all the restored beauty faces old and new challenges.  
Canada geese crowd the lawns and much of the “green” space 
has eroded into the ponds. Concrete platforms at a pond’s 
edge are crumbling under the weight of their old wooden 
benches as erosion washes away the soil. Trash and geese 
droppings litter the ground and the ponds often shine green 
with algae and nutrients that stink from rotting plant mate-
rial. Despite efforts to improve water quality in the ponds by 
discontinuing the use of fertilizer on the grounds and post-
ing signs advising the public not to feed the birds, the health 
of the ponds continues to deteriorate. 

In 2007, a study by the Rhode Island Department of Envi-
ronmental Management identified stormwater as the primary 
cause for poor water quality. The study concluded that in 
order to restore the ponds to the “fishable and swimmable,” 
goal of the Clean Water Act, the Park must make “changes 
in Park landscape management practices, especially those 
areas near the water’s edge [including] the discontinuation 
of mowing in places and allowing these areas to revegetate 
naturally or replanting with native species.” (RIDEM, 2007)

These recommendations came a step closer to imple-
mentation in 2010. The Providence Parks Department, 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and Narragansett 
Bay Estuary Program are working together on an $830,000 
plan to restore and improve water quality in the ponds. The 
partnership will use this funding to focus on stormwater, 
especially on installing Best Management Practices (BMPs) 
to mitigate stormwater problems and improve the environ-
mental and aesthetic quality of the ponds. 

In the first phase of the project the partnership will develop 
a restoration master plan for the park ponds, which will iden-
tify a full suite of potential restoration actions and BMPs.  In 
2012 the partnership will begin to implement high priority 
recommendations from the plan. Implementation actions 
are likely to include a program to reduce waterfowl, plant 
rain gardens, and remove portions of road within the Park 
that present erosion and stormwater problems. Other likely 
actions are to plant native shrubs and wetland plants in areas 
to restore the shoreline, provide a buffer for incoming storm-
water and deter direct access to the ponds by water fowl. 

An important aspect of the project is to involve the public 
through community planting, outreach events, and educa-
tional signage, especially regarding the risks of eating fish 
from the ponds. EPA’s Atlantic Ecology Division in Narragan-
sett will develop a plan to sample fish tissue and track water 
quality before and after the BMPs are installed. 

With this restoration project, the City of Providence can 
improve the health of an important recreational asset while 
providing its citizens with knowledge and ownership to 
enable them to advocate effectively for the environment and 
precious natural resources around them.

About the Map
On page four you will find a map of Roger Wiliams Park. 
The Friends of Roger Williams Park is an organization of 
concerned citizens and stakeholders who will be involved 
in planning the restoration efforts that will take place with 
the $830,000 budget, which includes a grant of $424,000 
from the Environmental Protection Agency. 
The orange areas along the banks of Roosevelt Lake, 
Polo Lake, and Pleasure Lake are potential locations of 
stormwater BMPs to be built during 2012. You will notice 
that the proposed restoration to Roosevelt Lake is rather 
extensive. Because the stormwater outfall from Route 10 
drains directly into the western edge—filling the pond 
with polluted runoff—Roosevelt Lake must undergo 
extensive remediation. On-the-ground work will likely 
include removing a section of the road in the park, and 
planting  native shrubs to stabilize the banks, increase 
filtration of stormwater, and deter waterfowl. 

After restoration is complete, this portion of Roosevelt Pond will be 
lined with native shrubs instead of dirt, concrete, and geese drop-
pings. Photo: Thomas Ardito, NBEP.

Get Involved!
To join the Friends of Roger Williams Park and 
receive occasional emails about the project’s 
progress and public events please contact Lesley 
Lambert at lesley@nbep.org.

To learn more about the Roger Williams Park Zoo 
and all it has to offer visit: www.rwpzoo.org.

mailto:lesley%40nbep.org?subject=Friends%20of%20Roger%20Williams%20Park
http://www.rwpzoo.org/visit/main.cfm
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