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ASLA Design Medal Nominations
c/o Carolyn Mitchell
636 Eye Street, NW
Washington, DC 20001-3736

RE: The ASLA Design Medal - Thomas Balsley, FASLA

Dear Executive Committee Members and Board of Trustees,

It is my sincere honor to nominate Thomas Balsley, FASLA for the ASLA Design Medal 
to recognize his excellence of landscape design locally as well as globally.

Thomas Balsley, FASLA is the principal designer of a New York City-based, award-
winning design firm, Thomas Balsley Associates, best known for its fusion of landscape 
and urbanism in our public parks and plazas. With over 35 years of practice and a 
deeply held belief that our parks are among society’s truest forms of democracy, 
Thomas Balsley has built a reputation for creating public spaces that enhance and 
enrich lives of the individuals and communities who inhabit them through landscape 
architecture and urban design.

Mr. Balsley’s work often exists in the margins of the city, the industrial edges, the 
waterfronts and the scraps left over from the urban grid. It is in these spaces that he 
pushes the possibilities of landscape architecture to move beyond the romantic and 
the merely decorative. Mr. Balsley has reshaped social and cultural spaces around 
the world by sparking the public’s imagination with landscapes that are sustainable, 
teaming with public life, and are a source of civic pride.

In New York City alone, Mr. Balsley has completed more than 100 parks and plazas 
including Hunter’s Point South Waterfront Park, Riverside Park South, Gantry Park, 
Chelsea Waterside Park, Peggy Rockefeller Plaza and Capitol Plaza. In an unexpected 
gesture of recognition for Mr. Balsley’s contribution to New York City’s public realm, a 
park he designed on 57th Street was renamed Balsley Park.

His impact throughout the United States can be seen in new downtown and 
waterfront parks in Main Street Garden in Dallas, West Shore Park at Baltimore’s 
Inner Harbor, Curtis Hixon Waterfront Park in Tampa, South Waterfront in Portland 
and Skyline Park in Denver. Award-winning work abroad includes Osaka World Trade 
Center, Gate City in Tokyo, Leeum Museum and Busan Lotte Tower in Korea.

Every year brings international recognition in the form of awards and citations from 
professional and civic organizations, including the American Society of Landscape 
Architects, the American Institute of Architects, Environmental Design Research 
Association, the Institute for Urban Design and the Waterfront Center.

Thomas Balsley Associates’ work has appeared in national and international 
publications and media including the recent BBC documentary “Around the World 
in 80 Gardens,” ELA of Korea, The New York Times, The New York Times Magazine, 
Landscape Architecture Magazine, Metropolis, Sculpture Magazine, Architectural 
Record, Abitare, Arredo Urbano, Progressive Architecture, L’Arca, Arredo Urbano, Ville 
Giardini, Sculpture, International Design, ULI Urban Land, Places, Chinese Architect, 
and Japan Landscape, and many others.



Mr. Balsley is a graduate of Syracuse University and the State University of New York College of 
Environmental Science and Forestry. His lectures and teachings have extended to around the 
world including Harvard’s Graduate School of Design, SUNY ESF at Syracuse, the University of 
Pennsylvania, the National Building Museum and Seoul National University.

In the introduction to “Thomas Balsley: The Urban Landscape,” Peter Walker writes “Balsley’s 
practice is real, highly political, and artful, and he has made himself a spokesperson for open 
space, the designed public realm, and landscape architecture.”

Without knowing that one day I would be writing this nomination, I have had the pleasure 
of visiting many of Tom’s parks and plazas. All of the public spaces I have experienced exhibit 
a vivacity unsurpassed in many cities, engaging all users:  neighborhood residents, tourists, 
children, persons of all abilities, elderly, even dogs.  His designs also energize the locality that 
they are set in – this is very evident in Hunter’s Point South Waterfront Park. One of city’s most 
ambitious and complex developments in decades, Hunter’s Point South Park aspires to be a new 
kind of project. Focusing on designing a park and infrastructural system that was innovative, 
flexible, and aspirational, the proposal wove together all designed elements of the project and 
thus expanded traditional roles of the core design team, blurring the lines between landscape 
architecture, architecture, and engineering. Curtis Hixon Waterfront Park is an extraordinary 
urban transformation of a barren and lifeless riverfront site into a space teeming with vibrant 
civic life. Even on the chilly January day that I was there, it was full of people enjoying the 
playground, dog park, amphitheater seating, and dramatic views of the waterfront.

Tom has been a member of ASLA for over 40 years and regularly contributes to our annual 
fundraising event, The President’s Dinner and he also serves on the ASLA Fundraising Task 
Force. His firm has donated generously to the ASLA Center for Landscape Architecture at the 
Stewardship Society level.

I give Tom my utmost respect for his design solutions – he is an inspiration to landscape 
architects all over the world and has given back to many communities by providing dynamic, 
engaging and creative spaces that elevate the true spirit of the site. It is for this that I heartily 
submit this nomination and ask that the Executive Committee and Board of Trustees give Tom 
Balsley the highest consideration for ASLA Design Medal.

Sincerely,

Jennifer Nitzky, RLA, ASLA, ISA

ASLA-NY Chapter President



Select Awards and Competitions:

101 WARREN STREET – New York, NY
Award of Excellence – AIA NY

40 MERCER STREET – New York, NY
Best of Year Award – NY Construction

51 ASTOR PLACE - New York, NY
2015 Merit Award - ASLA-NY

BALSLEY PARK – New York, NY
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

CAPITOL PLAZA – New York, NY
ULI Top Ten Public Spaces
Honor Award – ASLA
Honor Award – ASLA-NY

CHELSEA WATERSIDE PARK – New York, NY
Merit Award – ASLA-NY
First Place – Invited Design Competition

CORNERSTONE FESTIVAL “THE PARTY’S OVER”
Finalist – Invited Design Competition

CURTIS HIXON WATERFRONT PARK – Tampa, FL
Honor Award – FL ASLA
Merit Award – ASLA-NY
Urban Excellence Award – Tampa Downtown 
Partnership
“Top 9 Parks in the US” list – Atlantic Cities.com

EAST RIVER ESPLANADE PARK – New York, NY
Honor Award – ASLA-NY
Honor Award – The Waterfront Center

FERRY POINT GOLF COURSE – Bronx, NY
Award of Excellence – FL ASLA
Environmental Sustainability Award – FL ASLA

GANTRY PLAZA STATE PARK – Queens, NY
Honor Award – ASLA-NY
Design Award – EDRA/PLACES
Honor Award – ASLA
Tucker Architectural Award of Excellence
Grand Award – International Waterfront Center

GATEWAY MALL – St. Louis, MO
Planning Excellence in Urban Design Award
Canadian Institute of Planners

GOTHAM WEST - New York, NY
2015 Merit Award - ASLA-NY

HUNTER’S POINT SOUTH WATERFRONT PARK – 
Long Island City, NY
Honor Award – International Waterfront Center
Honor Award – Professional ASLA
Best Landscape Award – Architect’s Newspaper
Play Award – Architect Magazine
2015 Merit Award – ASLA-NY
Merit Award – AIA NY
Finalist – World Architecture Festival
Finalist – International Architecture Award - The 
Chicago Atheneum
Green Good Design Award – The Chicago 
Atheneum
American Architecture Award – The Chicago 
Atheneum

INTERCONTINENTAL HOTEL – New York, NY
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

JACOB JAVITS ENTRY PAVILION – New York, NY
Design Excellence Award – GSA

KASUMIGASEKI PLAZA – Tokyo, Japan
1st Place – Invited Design Competition
Good Design Award

LIBRARY GREEN – New Rochelle, NY
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

LEEUM SAMSUNG MUSEUM OF ART – Seoul, South 
Korea
Zippero Award

MAGOK WATERFRONT – Seoul, South Korea
First Place – International Design Competition with 
Samoo Architects

MAIN STREET GARDEN PARK – Dallas, TX
Merit Award – ASLA-NY
Honor Award – TX ASLA

MACOMBS DAM PARK AT YANKEE STADIUM – 
Bronx, NY
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

MARTHA STEWART RESIDENCE – East Hampton, NY
Honor Award – ASLA-NY



MEDGAR EVERS ACADEMIC CENTER – Brooklyn, 
NY
AIA Special Citation for Excellence
SARA New York Council Design Award

NATIONAL ECOLOGICAL CENTER – Seochon, Korea
First Place – International Design Competition with 
Samoo Architects

NISSAN RETAIL ENVIRONMENT DESIGN PROJECT
SEGD Design Awards

NORTH END PARK – BIG DIG - Boston, MA
Finalist – Invited Design Competition

OSAKA WORLD TRADE CENTER – Osaka, Japan
Osaka Machinami Award with Nikken Sekkei

PACIFIC DESIGN CENTER – West Hollywood, CA
Merit Award – ASLA-NY
Grand Prize Award - Southern CA Development 
Forum
Merit Award – SCC/ASLA

PARC DE LA VILLETTE – Paris, France
First Place – International Design Competition with 
Bernard Tschumi

PEGGY ROCKEFELLER PLAZA – New York, NY
First Place – Invited Design Competition
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

PERK PARK – Cleveland, OH
Merit Award – International Downtown Association
Merit Award – OH ASLA
Downtown Achievement Merit Award – 
International Downtown Association
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

PERTAMINA ENERGY TOWER – Jakarta, Indonesia
Gold Best Futura Mega Project – MIPIM Asia

RIVERSIDE PARK SOUTH – New York, NY
Honor Award – The Waterfront Center
NYC Public Design Commission 2012 Award for 
Design Excellence
Merit Award – ASLA-NY
Honor Award – ASLA-NY
NYS Governor’s Waterfront Rediscovery Award

SHEARSON LEHMAN PUBLIC GARDEN – New York, 
NY
Merit Award – ASLA-NY

SIPG HARBOR CITY PARKS – Shanghai, China
First Place – Invited Design Competition

SKYLINE PARK – Denver, CO
President’s Award – Downtown Denver 
Partnership

SOUTH WATERFRONT PARK – Portland, OR
Honor Award - OR ASLA 
Green Good Design Award – The Chicago 
Atheneum
Honor Award - ASLA-NY

ST. LOUIS ARCH GROUNDS CONNECTOR – St. 
Louis, MO
Merit Award – ASLA-NY
Merit Award – St. Louis ASLA

WEST MIDTOWN FERRY TERMINAL – New York, NY
Merit Award with Budova Associates – AIA NY

WEST SHORE PARK – Baltimore, MD
2007 Merit Award – ASLA-NY
2006 Merit Award – ASLA Potomac & Maryland

WESTMOOR PARK – West Hartford, CT
1st Place National Design Competition







To the Members of the ASLA Honors Committee: 

This is an enthusiastic recommendation of Thomas Balsley for the National ASLA 
Design Medal.  I believe he represents the ideals you seek to recognize.  I have direct 
knowledge of Thomas Balsley’s skills as a landscape architect, having worked with him 
when I was Administrator of Riverside Park for the City of New York, and later as NYC 
Parks’ Chief of Design.  He has made many contributions to imaginative public space in 
New York City, most recently the forward thinking Hunter’s Point Park.   

His design for Riverside Park South was promethean, transforming a derelict rail 
yard, blighted by an overhead highway, into trove of delightful waterfront surprises.  
Riverside Park South, realized the dream of soccer youngsters, river walkers, 
fishermen, bikers and birders, even rail barge enthusiasts. In the early 1990s this large 
site was rezoned ito allow large scale mixed-used development and a large privately 
funded park. Tom worked with skittish neighborhood groups to design a park that gave 
them access to the shoreline, a breezy and even fanciful pier that stretched into the 
river, a crucial link in the Manhattan bikeway and even the promise of a below grade 
highway.   

In every instance, the design made the most of the Hudson river, providing 
maximum access while respecting the worthy goals of environmental conservationists.  
Sweeps of Spartina and other grasses surprise everyone with their blurry glow when 
backlit in the summer sunset.  Benches here, on a summer eve, are glorious.   

His artful designs are always accompanied by solid client services, relations and 
value, qualities that serve the reputaion of the profesion well.  Please give him your 
highest consideration and contact me if you would like to discuss his attributes further. 

Sincerely, 

Principal Urban Designer, NYC Parks 

Charles McKinney 
Principal Urban Designer 

T 
F 

212.360.3485 
212.360.3453 

E Charles.McKinney@parks.nyc.gov City of New York 
Parks & Recreation 

The Arsenal 
Central Park 
New York, NY 10065 
www.nyc.gov/parks 



To the ASLA Board of Trustees; 

I am writing to endorse the nomination of Thomas Balsley, FASLA, for the ASLA Design 
Medal.  I have had the pleasure of knowing and working with Thomas for several decades, 
notable on some of his outstanding design of parks in New York City. 

I first came to know Thomas when he worked on the design for Riverside Park South, the 
extraordinary, 20-acre park on the edge of the Hudson River between historic Riverside Park 
and the new Hudson River Park.  Riverside Park South came about as the result of a grand 
“civic compromise” engineered by non-profit groups and the City to address concerns about 
the development of the West Side rail yards.  Key to the compromise was the 21-acre park, 
paid for by the developers of the luxury housing on the adjacent site, but designed as a public 
park for the residents of the upper West Side. 

Tom led his extraordinary team though countless community meetings, fighting with 
developers and city officials to ensure that the best, most beautiful park would be designed, 
one that paid homage to the hybrid Olmsted/WPA park to the north, and anticipated the 
new Hudson River Park to the south, seamlessly blending the late-Victorian age, the WPA, 
and a decidedly contemporary vision, using the themes of the rail yard and river transport 
while never doing hokey history or “ye olde park.” 

Another great design achievement is the Gantry Plaza State Park in western Queens, also on 
a river’s edge.  In re-using a formerly industrial site built for commercial exchange, Thomas 
skillfully wove in abandoned industrial infrastructure, notably the eponymous gantries, while 
also introducing for the first time in NYC the use of native grasses and shrubs instead of 
annual beds and predictable plant palettes.  

Gantry Plaza State Park and Riverside Park South have come to be two of my very favorite 
parks in NYC, their holistic designs encompassing unique but timeless furnishings and 
providing simple but elegant grandeur to NYC’s waterfront landscapes. Thomas has gone on 
from those projects to build major landscapes, public, corporate and private, all over the 
world, and his singular vision for great urban parks and other public places makes him a very 
worthy candidate for the ASLA Design Medal. 

Sincerely, 

Adrian Benepe 
Senior Vice President 
Director of City Park Development 
The Trust for Public Land 
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selected press 



thomasbalsleyassociates

Throughout the 1980s and the 1990s when most landscape architects were busily expanding in the suburbs or 
analyzing and defending the wilderness, Tom Balsley was carrying on an entirely different battle - one that is proving 
of more importance. Coming from a small town, he set up practice - almost upon graduation - in the heart of 
America’s most populous and urbanized city. He was not the first to attempt an urban practice; from Frederick 
Law Olmsted to Robert Zion, others had tried - and then repaired to greener pastrues. Only Paul Friedberg had 
succeeded in the previous generation, during a time of economic boom and high public interest in urban and 
social renewal. 

Balsley came at a time of economic ups and downs and out of his uncertainty chose a place between the urban 
developers and the people who make up New York City’s many neighborhoods. Here he skillfully carried out a 
unique career designing the relatively small but intensely needed open spaces that bring focus and contrast to the 
virtually unrelenting hardness and density that is New York. 

Balsley created clients where there were none and found budgets where none had existed, often from the 
developers themselves. His practice is real, highly political, and artful, and he has made himself a spokesman for 
open space, the designed public realm, and landscape architecture.

INTRODUCTION: PETER WALKER

monograph
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firm profiles

Featured in Landscape Architecture Magazine
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firm profiles

I.D. Environment & Landscape Architecture of Korea

perk park

Cleveland Plain Dealer American City and County
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capitol plaza

Landscape ArchitectureAvant Gardeners

pacific design center

Landscape ArchitectLandscape Architecture
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gate city

Land Forum

International New Landscape ELA Magazine

Gardens for the Future
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osaka world trade center

Sculpture Magazine

Architecture +

Land Forum

Avant Gardeners
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main street garden park

ToposInteriors

Yapi Costruire
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magok

Concept MagazineSpace Magazine

Plus ArchitectureELA Magazine
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riverside park south waterfront park

Landscape ArchitectureInternational New Landscape

  The Architect’s NewspaperPublic Landscape
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gantry plaza state park

Landscape Architecture

The New York Times

Architectural Record

BBC 
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intercontinental hotel, nyc

The New York TimesCasas & Mas

Design WireOtto
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The New York Times Magazine Metropolis Magazine

101 warren street

Avant Gardeners Public Landscape
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Public Landscape

325 fifth avenue

west shore park

International New Landscape Architizer
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hunter’s point south waterfront park

As New York City’s Bloomberg administration comes to an end, one of its major accomplishments is coming into focus: the construc-
tion of a new middle-income neighborhood on the formerly industrial waterfront of Long Island City, Queens. Known as Hunter’s Point 
South, the area includes thousands of apartments (many of which are permanently affordable), ground floor retail, a bold new school by 
FXFOWLE Architects, and an expansive new park designed by Thomas Balsley Associates and Weiss/Manfredi.

The park’s design displays clever pragmatism that capitalizes on the site’s assets. Lacking a dedicated conservancy, this city park needs 
to be tough and low maintenance. Balsley, a veteran of city public space projects, has figured out how to pack a visual and program-
matic punch within a constrained budget.

The newly completed first phase is divided into four distinct zones: to the south a sandy “beach,” at the center a large lawn and am-
phitheater, to the north a decorative “rail garden,” and finally a dog park. The lawn is dominated by a large oval surrounded by curved, 
stepped terraces which create an amphitheater to watch games or take in the magnificent view of the East River and the midtown 
skyline. The oval serves a number of functions: it creates a focal point for the park, which opens up views on axis with the street; it also 
cleverly separates natural turf areas from the artificial turf within the oval (if the natural grass is green, the artificial turf appears seam-
less with the natural); it also serves as an athletic field for the new school across the street.

North of the oval, the “rail garden” includes tracks aligned with the original right of way, punctuated by grasses and edged by walls of 
board-formed concrete. The designers used standard issue city streetlights, but shortened the posts to create more human scaled light-
ing, one of many resourceful and budget-conscious decisions. The garden is meant to recall the area’s industrial past, and while it is a 
pleasant space, it feels more like a threshold between the large lawn and the adjacent dog run than a destination of its own.

A new separated bike path lines the eastern edge of the park. Bioswales with gabion walls capture stormwater, and the entire park is 
designed to withstand floods and storm surges (the park, then under construction, survived Hurricane Sandy largely unscathed).

Residents of Queens now have an excellent new neighborhood park with a world-class view. For those from outside the area, it is well 
worth the ride on the 7 train, or better yet, the Bloomberg-approved East River Ferry.
Alan G. Brake   09/11/2013 

http://archpaper.com/news/articles.asp?id=6845

Crit> Hunter’s Point South Park
Alan G. Brake explores New York’s newest waterfront park by Thomas Balsley Associates and Weiss/Manfredi. 

The Hunters Point South Waterfront Park in Queens opened on Aug. 28. It had already survived Hurricane Sandy.
Construction of the 5.5-acre park was well along last October when the storm hit. Surging waters immersed much of the 
project, including the central green, a 52,200-square-foot bowl formed by a berm of natural grass wrapping around a flat 
playing surface of synthetic turf.

“This whole area had four feet of standing water,” recalled Michael Manfredi of the architectural firm Weiss/Manfredi, 
which designed the park in collaboration with Thomas Balsley Associates, a landscape architectural practice, and Arup, an 
engineering firm. “Boy, if that wasn’t a test.”

The park passed the test. Water emptied from the green. The pavilion mock-up stood, as did the trees. The planking came 
through, justifying the designers’ faith in using a Southern yellow pine, specially treated with a sugar cane by-product and 
manufactured by Kebony, a Norwegian company.

“The idea is not that the park won’t flood, though ideally, it won’t,” Mr. Kimball added. “The resiliency feature is that when 
and if it does flood, it can drain quickly and at a pace that the sewers can handle.”

Welcome to the new world of civic design, in which projects bend so that they will not break.

That is why one of its most important features can be found at its edge. Running through the plantings along the eastern 
perimeter, for about 760 feet, are heavy wire cages, 18 inches wide, filled with broken chunks of stone. The cages are sunk 
six inches into the ground, but are partly visible among the grasses.

They are called gabions. Their role is to get in the way of floodwaters headed for the sewer system. “They slow it, capture 
it, retain it and clean it,” Mr. Manfredi’s partner, Marion Weiss, said.

The central green is an oval 285 feet long and 210 feet wide. The surface of the playing field is bordered by a retaining wall 
up to 30 inches high, except where it is closest to the water. There, the field is level with and open to the abutting walkway. 
This subtle design touch amounts to a flood mitigation measure.

“Water will never be trapped in there like a pond,” Thomas Balsley, the landscape architect, said.

By DAVID W. DUNLAP Published: September 4, 2013

A Queens Park Opens, Already a Storm Survivor

http://www.mediabistro.com/unbeige/green-is-good-hunters-point-south-waterfront-park-opens-in-nyc_b31340
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THERE’S NOT MUCH NEED TO TEST WHETHER  
THE NEW PARK AT HUNTER’S POINT SOUTH  

IN QUEENS WILL SURVIVE FLOODING. 
IT ALREADY HAS.

BY JONATHAN LERNER

THE AMPHIBIOUS 
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Hunter’s Point Park Heralds New Era for Queens Waterfront
August 27, 2013 By Fred A. Bernstein

The 30-acre swath of Queens known as Hunter’s Point South, where the East River meets Newtown Creek, has shed its 
identity crisis. The property was once slated to become part of Queens West, a vast New York State–sponsored mixed-use 
development; later, it was the proposed site of the Morphosis-designed athletes’ village for the 2012 Olympics bid.

Then in 2009, the city bought the parcel for $100 million and pledged to fill much of it with middle-income housing. 
Ground has now been broken for two large apartment buildings, designed by SHoP and Ismael Leyva Architects; together, 
they will contain 925 “permanently affordable” units.

But the big news is that a 5-acre section of a planned 11-acre park, which will serve as the front lawn for the development, 
has just been completed. “The park got built first, not whittled away by developer interests,” says Michael Manfredi, whose 
firm, Weiss/Manfredi, teamed with Thomas Balsley Associates on the design of the park. Arup served as prime consultant 
and infrastructure designer. And superstorm Sandy didn’t throw construction off schedule, which bodes well for the new 
park’s future. “There was nothing fragile or precious enough to be damaged,” says Balsley of Sandy’s impact, adding that 
he chose “native plantings that could take a brief bath without consequences.”

The park’s centerpiece, a 1.25-acre green oval, is one of New York’s grandest new public spaces, on an axis with a Deco-
era ventilation building for the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, a few hundred feet to the east, and the Empire State Building, just 
over a mile to the west, across the East River. Swooping around the south side of the oval is a large, bright-white pavilion 
containing restrooms, maintenance facilities, and a café. Its jaunty, pleated-steel roof reaches toward the sky on angled lally 
columns. 

A dog run on the north side of the oval features a canopy that echoes the larger pavilion. Other park features include a 
garden built over old railroad tracks, continuing a theme in which new landscapes incorporate industrial castoffs, a move 
employed by Balsley when he began designing neighboring Gantry Plaza State Park in the 1990s. Another six acres of 
parkland (and some 4,000 apartments) remain to be built, but already Hunter’s Point South is a promising addition to New 
York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s legacy.

http://archrecord.construction.com/news/2013/08/130827-Hunters-Point-Park-Queens.asp

The Architect’s Newspaper

The New York TimesLandscape Architecture Magazine

Architectural Record


