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There are many ways to design spaces, but almost everyone will agree, understanding 

your context for the design is the most important part. Knowledge of the users, the history of 

the place, and the neighborhood are vital to a successful design. The 2014 ENYA Design 

Competition, Queensway Connection: Elevating the Public Realm provided an opportunity for 

me to explore this design challenge and expand my knowledge in preparation for my career in 

architecture. I researched the demographics and economic context of the project site through 

the Friends of the Queensway organization and the Queen College, Urban Studies Department 

research. These both provided insight which informed my proposed design for the new public 

space. 
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When designing an architectural project, the single most important factor is the context. 

Any built form needs to react to the surroundings. This can be through assimilation, deliberate 

opposition or anywhere in between, but it must be considered. Projects that fail to consider 

who will be consistently using the building or, or walk past on the way to work, fail to consider 

very important users. Designing a beautiful space building is one task, but designing a building 

which the people who interact with it on the most basic, everyday level truly enjoy is an even 

harder task. A space which increases the livelihood of a neighborhood, brings people together, 

and fosters community and connection is the ultimate goal of all spaces but is also the largest 

challenge facing architects. 

The Emerging New York Architects (ENYA) 2014 Design Competition, Queensway 

Connection: Elevating the Public Realm, poses this exact challenge. The Queensway is an 

abandoned rail line running through the heart of Queens, NY (Figure 1). Over the 3.5 miles, the 

rail line changes in elevation from below street level to even with and finally, in the portion 

selected for this design solution, fifteen feet above street level at the abandoned Ozone Park 

Station. The site is located between 99th and 100th street in the North/South orientation and 

10pt and 103rd Ave in the East/West direction. One city block in length, the site is at the 

intersection of the Ozone Park, Richmond Hills and Woodhaven Neighborhoods at the southern 

end of the abandoned Queensway rail line. Mixed use buildings, typical of a city, surround the 

site. There is industrial to the East, residential to the West and commercial to the North and 

South. 
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Figure 1: ENYA 2014. Emerging New York Architects of AlA New York Chapter. Web. Oct. 2013. 

<http://www.enyacompetitions.org/2014/> 

The competition website states, "ENYA believes that the key to making the Queensway 

a success is to engage the local community and to empower them to take ownership of the 

disused infrastructure. If nearby community groups, businesses and residents were allowed to 

"adopt" portions of the railway, the result would be a park whose usefulness was truly defined 

by the will of the community." The design intervention should be heavily influenced by the 

people living in the neighborhoods surrounding it. The design needs to be replicable at many 

places along the Queensway creating different nodes of activity. ENYA partnered with Friends 

of the Queensway, a local grassroots organization committed to transforming the abandoned 

rail line into a useable green space and transportation space for all the communities along the 

line. According to the Friends of the QueensWay website, "The Friends of the QueensWay 

consists of thousands of individuals and organizations all of whom have the goal of converting 

the long-abandoned property into a public park that can be enjoyed by bikers, walkers, joggers, 

visitors, tourists, workers and residents in Queens and the rest of the world." 

Both ENYA and Friends of the Queensway have ideas of the quality of the space desired 

and how to engage with the local community. The only requirement of the ENYA competition 
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guidelines is a means of vertical transportation from the street level to the elevated rail level. 

There were suggestions of ways to incorporate all means of simple transportation, such as 

bicycling, skateboarding, walking, and jogging. ENYA states on the website, "Another missed 

opportunity of typical rails to trails projects is they often only have a single program, leisurely 

park space. This too often results in the parks being used during daytime hours on nice days. 

Thus entrants are encouraged to supplement the vertical connector with program that they 

believe will make this new Hub and active urban space throughout the year." ENYA encourages 

a diversity of programmatic elements and attention to the ethnic diversity of the area. 

Using these ideas as a base for where to begin my research, Friends of the QueensWay 

elaborated further into the demographics and community needs. As a local grassroots 

organization, they can be seen as the most accurate representation of what the community 

desires for the design implementation. Their comprehensive website details the organizations 

events to raise awareness and provide and share future ideas for the use of the QueensWay. 

The benefits outlined on the Friends of the Queensway site include "improve quality of life, 

create new park space, catalyze economic development and job creation, support local small 

businesses, upgrade environmental conditions, celebrate the diversity of Queens and improve 

public health and active living." These were developed through community outreach and public 

forums and with support from the Trust for Public Land, a strong supporter and a leader in the 

preservation of public lands. In summary, Friends of the QueensWay states, "It is FQW [Friends 

of the QueensWay] intention to plan the reuse of this property in a way which not only creates 

an iconic park but also sparks economic and cultural development and improves the quality of 

life and environment of the communities living adjacent to the line." 
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In conjunction with the large design ideas of the ENYA and Friends of the QueensWay 

organizations, there was a demographic study done by the Queens College, Urban Studies 

Department. This study extensively analyzes the socio-economic diversity of the overall area 

and the twenty-two individual census tracks along the 3.5 mile QueensWay. This was one of the 

most important documents for my research because the results did not support my 

presupposed ideas on the demographics of Queens, NY. The overall population is described as 

approximately 54% White, 27% Hispanic, 21% Asian, and 5% African American. However, this is 

spread out among the 3.5 miles and, when some of the census tracks are isolated, there may 

appear to be socio-economic and racial homogeneity. Figure 2 is from the QueensWay 

Diversity study performed by Scott Larson, Cody Bachu, Marc Toneato and Sam Jurgena within 

the Queens College Department of Urban Studies. This table outlines some of the basic ethnic 

profiles for each of the census tracks. Highlighted in red are the census tracks which directly 

border the site for the proposed design intervention. 

Figure 2: Larson, Scott, Cody Bachu, Marc Toneato, and Sam Jurgena. QueensWay Diversity Study. Urban Studies 

at Queens College. N.p., n.d. Web. Oct. 2013. <http://qcurban.org/office-of-community-studies/our-workI>. 
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As is evident though the chart, there is no definitive racial/ethnic majority for two of the 

census tracks. The third, track 40.01, I would also argue has no definitive racial/ethnic majority 

given that 46% of the population is White and 43% is Hispanic. However, some tracks, such as 

both tracks in the Glendale neighborhood clearly have a defined majority and taken individually 

do not showcase the ethnic diversity of the area. Only when taken as a whole network of 

communities can the diversity truly be appreciated. 

The study further researched the medium income and poverty levels. For the census 

tracks located adjacent to the given project site, the medium income falls in two categories 

ranging from approximately $26,000 to $78,000. However, in these same census tracks, the 

percent of individuals below the poverty level range from 2%-17%. These figures are inversely 

proportional as the track with the highest medium income also has the highest percent below 

the poverty line. Figure 3 below illustrates this. 
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Figure 3: Larson, Scott, Cody Bachu, Marc Toneato, and Sam Jurgena. QueensWay Diversity Study. Urban 

Studies at Queens College. N.p., n.d. Web. Oct. 2013. <http://qcurban.org/office-of-community
studies/our-work/>. 
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The data gathered by this study provided insight to the actual demographics of the area, 

and allowed me to develop an accurate profile of the community who would be using the 

design. The largest take-away was, while the specific site area was mainly one race, along the 

entire length of the QueensWay, there are many different races. This is also true for the 

economic status of the citizens. While the average income seems very middle class, with such a 

large portion below the poverty level, economic accessibility needed strong consideration in my 

design. If my design is to be replicable across the entire length, there needs to be flexibility in 

the space for all ethnic groups. 

Through the compilation of all this data and research I developed a few main points I 

felt were imperative for my design to achieve the design goal of bringing communities together 

and fostering connections. It was very important to create universally-designed spaces which 

all users, regardless of mobility or income-level, could access and have an equal experience. 

Promoting economic development for all economic levels was important because of the 

diversity of income-levels in the area. Additionally, given the unique diversity of the Ozone Park 

area and our specific site, I saw an opportunity to provide open gathering spaces which could 

be used for ethnic or racially-unique celebrations. 

I began the design process with the idea of how to create community connectivity. At 

the proposed site, the Queensway in elevated over fifteen feet from street level. ENYA places a 

strong emphasis on the vertical connection to this site and challenges designs to create unique 

experience for all. I felt, while the vertical connection is important, creating a place with the 

intent of connecting to the community should not be placed high above the city, but right in the 
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heart of the activity. The space should be created at the street level to bring people into the 

communities along the QueensWays, not isolate them in the air. 

This idea took architectural form by shrinking the width of the elevated Queensway and 

opening up the space into a street level plaza. The connector between the QueensWay level 

and the street level became a large earthen hill. The grassy hill became an undefined 

social/gathering space while serving as the vertical connection. Because of the undefined 

nature of a hilt it can be used year round. In summer weather the hill can be used for picnics, 

games and exercise. In the winter, sledding, snowball fights, and ice skating can take place. 

Another main design idea, building economic development and diversity, is actually 

located in two places along the site. On the South end of the site it developed as an open 

marketplace with fair-style selling. A large indoor room with garage-style doors opening onto a 

plaza creates a year-round market. Individuals or small businesses without the funds to have a 

permanent shop, could set up a small booth in this area and sell their goods. In the summer and 

fall this could take shape as a farmers market. With the accessibility fluid between the indoor 

and outdoor, the space would be as dynamic as the people of the area. This would also allow 

the diversity of each location to directly influence the space. The marketplace would have the 

characteristics of the people in that specific community. 

On the north end, an enclave of individual shops creates a small business district, 

extending the existing districts on 1015t Ave and connecting the development on either side of 

the QueensWay (Figure 4). Research into the existing business district revealed an already 

strong variety of businesses. Among the businesses there are restaurants, a nail studio, a deli, a 

few banks, a party supply store, and an electronic repair shop. Currently, there is a disconnect 
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between the business located on either side of the QueensWay. By locating my proposed 

business enclave on the north end, there is an ability to encourage connections between both 

sides. These businesses should have cultural significance and share the diversity of the area 

through local, culturally-unique shops and stores such as a Hispanic or Asian food mart. While 

there is a diversity of types of businesses, I feel the community could benefit from a bike repair 

shop and a cafe. Neither of these is located close to the QueensWays and if this is to become a 

neighbor hub and a new pedestrian transportation core, these shops would be beneficial to the 

community. 

Figure 4 

Finally, the prior two design ideas allowed for a diversity of spaces in both size and 

quality. The area around the specific site has a variety of uses. As have been continually 

discussed, the diversity of people plays a role in the need for spaces which can be used for 
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different functions. Just south of the site is P.5. 65, The Raymond York Elementary School. 

Children would enjoy playing in a large open grassy field for a pick-up game of soccer, tag, or 

anything their imaginations can create. The openness of the spaces creates a blank canvas for 

ideas. There is also a large residential neighborhood just west of the site. The plaza space which 

contains both soft- and hardscapes could become a large shared backyard for community 

members. There is a small amphitheater located within the hill which is partially covered. This 

could be used for ethnic celebrations, parties, concerts or gatherings of any form. Weaving 

throughout the site is a large canvas covering which creates enclosure for some spaces along 

the site. The covering varies in height which creates some intimate gathering spaces along the 

elevated portion of the QueensWay as well as the grandeur of the covered amphitheater space. 

I went through a very cyclical process to create this design. I dedicated my Arch 402 

Studio class to this project. There were many different design ideas considered and different 

interpretations of the ideas. I began by knowing I wanted a very open, street-level landscaping. 

This was the main idea which stayed consistent throughout the project, but almost everything 

else went through several variations. The process of design began with simple sketches and 

progressed in digital massing models and physical models. It continued into sketch overlays and 

a final digital model used to create the rendering depicting the quality of space. This is the best 

and worst part of having a design project. There is always something to improve upon or 

change. A project is never really done. 

With my QueensWay design, there are several things I feel I could improve. I could have 

pushed my conceptual idea of an open street level plaza to create a more extreme space. I was 

slightly reserved in the special relationships and maintain a very safe design. It would have been 
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stronger to completely open the site and remove the elevation of the Queensway. This would 

have strengthened my design through a simpler idea. I also would achieve more consistency 

between my thoughts and the physical realization of the outcomes. 

I struggled with a design idea of the coverings of the spaces. I knew I wanted a variation 

of heights and opacity but was not sure how to achieve it. While I was happy with the final 

canopy idea, I felt, given more time, I could have found a way which was more consistent with 

my design idea of openness to cover the spaces. The strength in the canopy's design is the way 

it creped onto the sections of the Queensway which bridge over the road on both ends. There it 

was able to act as a beacon and draw people into the site and plaza area. It is a tangible way for 

people to see the new development and encourage them to enter the plaza space. 

Overall, I was very happy with the final design. I felt it would be a great addition to the 

neighborhood and would provide a space for the community to embrace in everyday life. This 

project did, however, have more than one outcome. Creating a final design was the goal of the 

project but furthering my education was another reason. My personal goal of every project of 

my undergraduate career is to gain a different set of knowledge. Some projects are focused on 

a tangible built piece, others on a program. This project was unique in that there was almost no 

program and it was up to each individual to discover the needed program. I choose to intensely 

research the surround context and use my findings to decide on the program. I feel this is a 

very similar process to the work I do in my career. I believe strongly in learning skills which are 

needed in the work place in school. 

I will take away some very important skills from this project to my future career. Taking 

the time to fully research the area in which the project will be built is vital to having a successful 
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design. Through my research, I learned that my preconceived notions of the area may not be 

accurate and can affect the success of my design. When working in the profession it will be 

vital to spend time on the site location and speak with the people who will be directly using the 

site. If personal contact is not feasible, as was the case with this project, knowing where to find 

biographical and economic information is an important skill. I found the most useful 

information from local community organization sites and I will remember this when working 

with projects in distant locations later on. 

The competition aspect of the project is also a skill I have taken away. This is the third 

competition project I have worked on at Ball State and each time have a better understanding 

of the time required for each project component. Understanding the time requirements allows 

me to work efficiently and will be a necessary skill in the workplace. The competitive aspect of 

competition projects does not affect me very strongly. I am completely okay with critical 

judgment of my work against others. I am very understanding when it comes to criticism and 

have learned throughout my time at Ball State to filter comments and judgments to only what I 

feel is important to my project goals. I can generate new ideas through conversations with 

others, which is another key skill. 

Throughout this iterative process I was able to expand my knowledge and 

understanding of the profession of architecture. Not all projects will be standard office 

buildings, or hospitals, or anything with a given program and set requirements. Some projects 

will require ingenuity, intense research and the creation of our own program. Designing an 

elevated public park may not be the most intense architectural project but it presents very 

unique design challenges which cannot be solved in the typical manner. Creating a public open 
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space is not the same a designing four walls and a roof. There are many different design 

challenges which lead to new lessons learned. The ENYA QueensWay Competition provided 

these unique challenges and allowed for design expression in ways unlike previous projects. 
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