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THE CHALLENGE GRANT
PLAYBOOK
A Practitioner's Field Guide to Winning and Delivering Competitive Public-Space

Grants

A methodology for teams that plan, design, and win competitive placemaking and

public-realm grants — and deliver on them once they have.

Introduction
Across many countries, cities compete for public-space and placemaking funding

through structured, judged grant programs — “challenge grants,” in the language

most American funders use. The specific mechanics vary from program to

program, but the underlying methodology for winning one, and for delivering on it

once a city has, turns out to be remarkably consistent.

This guide distills that methodology: how a project team forms, how a site gets

chosen, how community voice gets built into an application rather than bolted onto

it, how the design and economic cases get made, and what happens after the

decision comes back — win or not. It is written for urban planners and designers,

community engagement practitioners, economic development consultants, and

municipal staff who work on the applicant side of competitive infrastructure and

placemaking grants.

Part One — Deciding to Compete
Why Challenge Grants Matter
In smaller and under-resourced municipalities, the budget goes first to roads,

utilities, schools, and healthcare. Public-space improvement is real, popular, and

perpetually deferred — there's rarely a line item large enough to fund it on its own.

A well-run challenge grant program is one of the few instruments that can move a

significant public-space project from “someday” to funded.
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A strong project does more than improve one site. Cities that have gone through

the process consistently point to a similar cluster of effects: a more attractive

investment profile, increased tourism, room for small businesses to form around

the site, incremental gains in tax revenue, higher interest in nearby property, and

an expanded calendar of civic and cultural programming. Winning also signals

something to funders and regional partners beyond the project itself — that the city

can manage a complex, multi-disciplinary undertaking competently, which tends to

open doors to further investment.

Is It Worth the Effort?
Competition for these programs is real, but it is not a lottery. Programs that publish

their results consistently show well-prepared applications succeeding at

meaningfully high rates — often better than a coin flip. Success correlates far more

strongly with the quality of preparation — site selection, team strength, analytical

rigor, engagement, design, and the financial model — than with formal eligibility

alone. It's also worth going in clear-eyed: evaluation criteria are rarely perfectly

transparent, and mechanical compliance with the stated rules doesn't guarantee a

score.

A rejection on the first attempt is not a dead end. Some of the strongest, most

fundable projects only reach that state on a second or third submission, refined

against real reviewer feedback.

Who Pays for the Application
There's no single financing model for the application work itself. Three show up

most often, and cities sometimes blend them:

Municipal budget — the most common path: the city or a city-affiliated entity

commissions and pays for the work directly.

Private-sector sponsorship — when a major local employer has a real stake in

the area's development, it can fund all or part of the application.

Community fundraising — a nonprofit partner runs a crowdfunding-style

campaign, often over several months, to cover part of the cost.

Whichever model is used, it's worth naming in the application itself. Business

involvement signals private-sector confidence in the project; direct municipal

investment signals institutional commitment to seeing it through; resident-funded
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contributions are strong, hard-to-fake evidence of grassroots demand and future

stewardship.

Getting Started

Before committing real time to an application, work through a short set of

foundational steps:

Confirm which grant track or category applies, if the program is tiered by city

size or project type.

Read the program's rules and evaluation criteria closely — not just the

marketing copy — and note anything that has changed since the last cycle.

Shortlist a small number of candidate sites rather than committing to the first

idea.

Take stock of what baseline technical data already exists for those sites —

survey, utilities, environmental studies — and what's missing.

Assemble or procure a delivery team (see Part Two).

Identify any regional support organization, extension office, or prior grantee

that has run this specific program before and can offer real, program-specific

advice.

Part Two — Building the Right Team

Choosing a Design / Planning Partner
Three procurement paths show up most often, each with real trade-offs:

Lowest-bid / reverse auction — fast and simple, but rewards price over quality;

a low number doesn't guarantee a firm that actually knows how to build a

winning application.

Qualifications-based competitive selection — weighs experience, track record,

and team quality alongside cost; generally the better fit for this kind of work.

Direct or sole-source selection — fastest, but puts the full burden of due

diligence on the client, since there's no competitive check on the choice.
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Whichever path is used, a few practices consistently improve the outcome. Decide

what result you actually want before searching — bold and contemporary,

heritage-sensitive, engagement-led — since firms tend to specialize and their

portfolios will show it. Study past submissions from candidate teams, not just their

win rate, and weight recent work more heavily, since formats and evaluation norms

shift over time; work from three or four years ago may not reflect what wins today.

Evaluate the whole application, not just the renderings — strong visuals paired with

thin analysis or superficial engagement is one of the most common and most

fixable weaknesses out there, and it's usually a sign the team is much stronger in

one discipline than the others. Finally, check the bench strength of the team itself:

a genuinely multidisciplinary group — design, community research, data analysis,

economics, visualization — produces a stronger application than a single-discipline

firm trying to cover every section.

Writing a Scope of Work That Works
Many procuring agencies under-specify what they're buying, describing a highly

technical, multi-part deliverable in a single generic line. That vagueness cuts both

ways: a firm that hasn't done this kind of application before will misjudge the effort

and underprice it, and the agency ends up renegotiating scope and cost mid-

project — a bad outcome for everyone.

A scope of work that actually protects the project:

Explains the program itself and links the current rules, evaluation guidance, and

examples of strong past submissions.

Describes the expected content and format for every major section of the

application, not just a bare list of deliverable names.

Commits to a minimum number of site visits — two to three is a reasonable

floor for most projects.

Specifies a minimum engagement program: a target number of in-depth

interviews, a minimum number of public sessions, and expected formats.

Sets clear expectations for the design package — a minimum number of

renderings and the level of technical detail expected.

Names who owns the financial/economic section, and requires that person to

have real, demonstrable experience with this kind of modeling — not a

generalist assumption.
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The Municipality's Role
Even when an outside firm is doing most of the work, city staff need to stay

genuinely engaged — not just as a client signing off on deliverables, but as an

active participant who understands the project's logic, its key decisions, and the

constraints of the site. After an award, it's the municipality that carries the project

forward through design development and construction, so the understanding built

during the application phase becomes the foundation for everything that follows.

Working through an application closely is also, in its own right, a real capacity-

building exercise for municipal staff — most teams that go through the process

once handle the next one noticeably better.

Core Team & Roles
Team composition scales with project size. In a small shop, one person often

covers several of these roles; on a large or complex site, the design function in

particular tends to split further — a principal, a lead designer, and one or more

supporting designers. Whatever the size of the team, assign a single named owner

for every section of the application. Shared ownership without a clear lead is one

of the most common causes of duplicated work, dropped information, and missed

deadlines.

Role Focus

Project Lead Overall direction, key decisions, final sign-off on

materials

Project Manager Client communication, scheduling, site-visit logistics,

roadmap upkeep

Lead / Principal Designer Overall design vision; coordinates the design team

Designer(s) Concept development, detailed design work

Visualization Specialist Renderings and other visual materials

Community Engagement Lead Interviews, public sessions, synthesis of resident input

Research / Data Analyst Strategic-document review, needs analysis, demand
case

Economist Financial model, cost/benefit forecasts
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Cost Estimator Capital and operating cost estimates

Graphic Designer Layout, infographics, the application document itself

Copy Editor Consistency and clarity across every section

Building a Roadmap
Two structures for a project roadmap show up most often:

By sequence of tasks — organized around the chronological steps of the

process: contract signature, site-selection vote, in-depth interviews, site visit,

analysis, concept design, and so on.

By functional workstream — organized around parallel tracks: setup, analysis,

engagement, design, economics, and final assembly.

The workstream structure tends to scale better once several specialists are

working simultaneously, since it makes cross-dependencies easier to see.

Whichever structure is used, assign one clear owner for the roadmap itself —

usually the project manager — and build in real time for revision rather than

assuming design decisions land correctly the first time; they rarely do. It's also

worth maintaining a second, simplified version of the roadmap for the client. The

internal, granular task list a delivery team needs is usually far more detail than a

municipal partner wants; a short status view — what's done, what's in progress,

what's needed from them — keeps the relationship efficient and the client

genuinely informed.

Part Three — Site & Constraints

Site Selection Criteria

Ownership and control

The site should be under public or municipal control, or control should be

realistically securable before the application is due. Private, unresolved, or

contested parcels create risk that tends to surface at the worst possible moment —

late in the process, after design work has already assumed a boundary.

Clean title and survey status
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Parcel boundaries and title status should be settled before design work begins in

earnest. Unresolved surveying or boundary disputes are a common and avoidable

cause of late, expensive redesign.

Physical constraints

Flooding risk, difficult topography, protected or heritage status, and similar factors

should be understood as early as possible. When a constraint looks disqualifying,

or disproportionately expensive to resolve, it's usually worth seriously

reconsidering the site rather than committing to fighting it through design.

Demonstrated or plausible demand

The strongest candidate sites are already in use, or have an obvious, well-

understood potential to become a draw. A site with essentially no current use is

much harder to justify credibly in an application — and considerably harder to

make a convincing pitch around to any private co-funder.

Common Program Constraints
Most challenge and placemaking grant programs share a family of limits, even

when the specific thresholds differ by program:

Scale and budget fit — bigger is not automatically better. A modest site,

executed well with durable materials and real programming, usually

outperforms an oversized one both in review and in actual use. Large sites are

often better handled as one unified concept broken into funded phases — with

the understanding that winning funding for phase one is no guarantee phase

two gets funded too.

Infrastructure limits — badly deteriorated utilities typically have to be

addressed before or outside the grant-funded scope. These are public-realm

improvement programs, not utility-replacement programs.

Roadway limits — most programs cap how much of the funded footprint can be

street, parking, or access infrastructure, commonly well under a fifth of the

site. These are public-space grants, not paving programs.

Building and monument work — facade restoration, structural rehabilitation,

and monument construction or restoration are typically out of scope. Where a

monument sits on-site, it can usually be acknowledged and designed around —

space reserved for a later phase — without being directly funded.
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Pre-Application Technical Studies
Where the timeline allows, commissioning a topographic survey and basic

hydrological or geotechnical studies ahead of the formal process pays for itself. It

lets the design team start real work sooner, avoids costly revisions after design

decisions are already locked in, and the same materials carry forward directly into

construction documents later if the project is awarded.

A topographic survey is the single most valuable of these studies — it's the base

layer every other design decision sits on. Field surveys, including drone or aerial

capture, are far more reliable done in full foliage and snow-free conditions; a winter

survey routinely misses details a design team actually needs.

Setting Clear Goals

Before any design work starts, the team and the municipality should reach explicit,

real agreement on what the project is for and who it's for. That goal has to come

from the city's actual situation, not a generic template — a heritage city with real

tourism potential has a fundamentally different goal than a city that simply lacks

any decent public gathering space. Everything downstream — the analysis, the

engagement plan, the program of uses, the design language — follows from this

goal, so it's worth reaching genuine agreement on it early rather than letting it stay

implicit and get reinterpreted differently by different parts of the team.

Part Four — Mobilization: Data, Site
Visits, Documentation

Requesting Baseline Data
Sort data requests into two tiers rather than sending one undifferentiated list.

First tier — request immediately after contract signature

This is the material that takes longest to produce, or that's needed to start any real

work: a current topographic survey; utility records; heritage or protected-status

information; the master plan and zoning; the socio-economic development strategy

and any municipal programs that touch the site; a list of active community groups

and contacts; local history materials; and an events calendar with photos.



9

Second tier — needed later, mainly for the economic case

Operating and maintenance cost data; an inventory of maintenance equipment;

average local wages; demographic data; tax rates and how revenue is distributed;

and property inventories for the surrounding area.

Requesting these in defined batches tied to what's actually needed next — rather

than as one long list on day one — is easier for a municipal partner to act on, and

easier for the team to track.

Keeping Data Organized

Agree on a shared folder structure by workstream early, and keep a live tracking

log of what's been requested and what's actually been received — a follow-up

request should be able to name exactly what's missing, not amount to “please

resend everything.” Rename files to something readable rather than working from

cryptic originals, and loop the whole team in whenever something new arrives,

since specialists don't all monitor the same channel. If a municipal partner is

comfortable uploading directly to a shared drive, give them their own folder — it's

faster than routing every file through one inbox.

If Data Is Delayed
This is common, not exceptional. The manager's job is to keep asking in a way

that's specific and useful rather than a bare reminder: state exactly what's needed,

which part of the application depends on it, and what happens to the timeline if it

doesn't arrive. A short, recurring status report to the client — what got done,

what's next, what's still needed from them — does double duty: it keeps the client

genuinely informed, and it creates a paper trail if a delay later needs to be

explained.

Organizing Site Visits
The first site visit matters disproportionately. Its job is to build the team's baseline

understanding of the place, not to finalize anything. Typically the fuller team

attends — project lead, manager, designers, engagement lead, analyst — though

an early scouting visit by just the design lead is common when work starts well

ahead of the deadline.
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Priorities for a first visit: walk and thoroughly photograph and film the site and its

surroundings; get oriented in local history, ideally through a local guide; register

what a map or dataset can't show — real scale, sightlines, how people actually

move through and use the space, surface conditions; and gather raw material for

the team's synthesis session afterward. Schedule around foliage and weather

where possible — a visit in deep winter can genuinely misrepresent a site's scale

and condition.

Planning a Visit
Length depends on distance and workload: a single day can work for a nearby site,

while a multi-day visit is usually needed for a full slate of engagement events, a

distant site, or both. Plan the specific activities well ahead — two or more weeks —

with the engagement lead, covering target audiences, timing, format, and the

equipment or space each activity needs. Expect the plan to shift as availability

changes, but treat some things as fixed: public engagement sessions are usually

only realistic in the early evening after the workday ends, and any public notice for

a session typically needs to go out a week or more ahead of time. Prepare printed

materials and anything needing a physical signature in advance, and work from a

checklist so nothing organizational falls through.

What to Bring Back

A well-run visit should come home with: an organized photo archive tied to specific

locations and features; photo and video documentation of every event held; the

raw material from public engagement — notes, marked-up maps, survey forms,

direct quotes; and contact information for engaged residents, community leaders,

and local business owners for continued outreach. A short internal debrief right

after the trip — capturing first impressions, open questions, and emerging ideas

while they're still fresh — consistently pays off later.

Part Five — Community Engagement

Engagement Is Analysis, Not a Survey
The strongest version of this work treats engagement as a critical analysis of what

residents actually need, filtered through the project's real goals — not a simple

opinion poll. Design and planning professionals bring technical expertise the public
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doesn't have, but residents have something the design team structurally can't:

daily, lived experience of the place — its real problems, its real uses, its blind spots.

The job of the engagement track is to get that knowledge into the process in a

genuinely usable form.

This work should start early, well before any formal application document gets

assembled. The sooner a dedicated lead is in place to run outreach and events, the

better the material feeds design later.

Building the Program
An information hub

Set up one clear public channel for the project — a dedicated social page, or a

section of an existing community platform — run by the engagement lead or a

coordinating communications specialist. It works far better when the municipality

actively co-promotes it through its own official channels and local media, rather

than the project team broadcasting alone. Keep a simple running log of what's

been published — link, date, topic, reach — it becomes useful supporting material

for the final application.

A content plan

Draft a plan for the whole engagement period before publishing anything, mixing

three kinds of content: informational (event announcements, results, project news),

explanatory (what the program is, what it can and can't fund, how it actually

works), and inspirational (comparable projects elsewhere, what a good outcome

can look like). Explaining why the process matters and how participation actually

shapes the outcome consistently does more than announcement-only content.

Baseline research

Before engaging anyone, build a working picture of the place — its history, key

industries or institutions, notable sites, and any specialization or identity it's known

for — a map of active community groups, and an initial list of 15–20 candidates for

in-depth interviews spanning different constituencies. Don't rely solely on

whatever list the municipality hands over; if the project touches a particular

industry or population, identify and reach those voices directly rather than waiting

for an introduction.
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In-Depth Interviews
Fifteen to twenty interviews across genuinely different constituencies — municipal

staff, cultural, educational, and sports institutions, local business owners, museum

staff, local historians, community organizers — is a reasonable target. The goal is

not simply to talk to someone about the site, but to draw out, through open and

indirect questions, their habits, frustrations, and hopes for the place.

A direct question like “what problems does this site have?” tends to produce a flat,

one-line answer. Asking someone to describe how they spend time there, what

they remember, what's changed, what they'd miss if it disappeared, gets much

further. Good interview territory includes: aspects of daily life that don't show up in

official documents; local symbols, associations, and stories; traditions and events

tied to the place; how the site has been used, in the past and now; places residents

consider meaningful; and the problems that come up again and again in casual

conversation.

Engagement Events

Most engagement events happen during site visits, since that's when the team is

physically present. Effective formats vary by audience: for children, drawing,

model-making, and simple games; for teenagers, guided exploratory walks,

participatory mapping, and photo documentation; for adults, workshops, map-

based exercises, and structured discussion of how the space could be used; for

institutions and business owners, joint working sessions on specific programming,

routes, or event ideas.

Interactive formats consistently outperform passive ones — a straightforward Q&A

tends to produce short, guarded answers, while a structured group task gets

people talking to each other and actually generating ideas. Public sessions work

better run as a workshop, with people working in small groups and presenting

results, than as a formal presentation with a few minutes for questions from the

floor at the end — a session that's essentially “we showed you the project, you

clapped, thank you” is information delivery, not engagement.

Don't pre-constrain participants with budget or feasibility talk during these

sessions; the job at this stage is to surface real needs and desires, and an idea that

doesn't make it into the final design can still shape the concept. It's also worth

deliberately mixing constituencies in the room rather than seating officials,

business owners, and residents separately — putting different groups in direct
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conversation is often where the most useful exchange happens. None of this

requires everyone to be in the same room in person; parts of the program, such as

soliciting design ideas from a specific group, can run remotely.

Synthesizing: The Team Workshop
After the first site visit, once interview and analysis material has been processed,

run a full-team synthesis session — typically 1.5 to 3 hours, structured explicitly

around idea generation rather than as a normal status call.

Prepare beforehand: designate a facilitator, set up a shared digital whiteboard, pull

the analysis, interview material, photos, and site-visit notes into one place, and

build a short presentation summarizing what's been learned. A useful sequence for

the discussion moves through values and symbols associated with the site, its

problems and strengths, an emerging concept direction, and reference material for

design solutions — capturing everything on the shared board as you go. At this

stage, resist evaluating ideas on feasibility; the goal is a shared team view of the

project, refined into something buildable afterward.

Documenting Engagement for the Application
Three deliverables carry the engagement work into the final application:

Photo and video documentation of every event — wide shots showing turnout,

close shots showing genuine engagement and results, and short clips usable

for public communications.

A synthesized public brief — the community's input organized into something

the design team can actually work from: local history, resources, desired site

functions, community groups, and representative quotes and imagery from

interviews.

An activity report — what was done, how many people took part, the main

findings, problems surfaced, and what different groups asked for, ideally

illustrated rather than left as dense text.

The activity report does double duty: it demonstrates the engagement work to

reviewers, and it gives participants visible evidence that their time mattered —

which is worth doing for its own sake, independent of the application.
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Part Six — The Analytical Case
Framing Development Goals

This section makes the case that the project answers a real development need, not

a generic one. Build it from whatever strategic-planning documents exist — a

development strategy, municipal programs by sector, an investment profile —

supplemented by public sources and direct requests to city staff where

documentation is thin.

The test to apply throughout: which of the city's actual, documented goals does

this specific site connect to, and which problems on this particular site are

genuinely local, not boilerplate that could describe almost any similar place.

General problems — population loss to bigger cities, a shortage of public space,

low tourism activity — are legitimate to cite when they show up in the city's own

planning documents, but they land far better paired with the specific local

mechanism behind them than left as a bare, generic statement.

The same discipline applies to projected outcomes: a vague claim (“tourism will

grow”) is much weaker than one anchored to a number and a horizon (“visitor

counts projected to rise from roughly N to N+X within three years”).

Demonstrating Demand
The case for site selection should combine engagement and voting results with

harder evidence of real commitment — letters of intent from institutions,

businesses, and community organizations that name specific obligations (events

they'll run, upkeep they'll take on, investment they'll make), not just general

enthusiasm.

When reading survey or voting data, look past the headline numbers to the full

pattern of responses — a site with modest weekday foot traffic can still show

strong latent demand through stated interest in events, or through its role as a

connector to other, more active areas. Map existing points of interest nearby by

category — culture, education, tourism, recreation, other public space — to show

the site's position within a broader system rather than in isolation.
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Showing Program Alignment
This piece situates the project among everything else already happening or

planned nearby — public investments, private development, other public-space

projects, completed or in planning — so reviewers see it as one deliberate part of a

coordinated development picture rather than an isolated ask.

Request this information from the municipality early, since assembling a full and

accurate picture takes real time. Separate items with confirmed funding and

timelines from purely conceptual ones; the former carries real analytical weight,

the latter is still useful for context on where things are heading, just weighted

accordingly.

Part Seven — The Design Concept

Site Justification & Existing Conditions
This material orients the reviewer — it should efficiently build an understanding of

why this site, what its role in the city is, what's wrong with it today, and what its

potential is. Pull together a compact set of supporting materials (historical

background, key points of interest, nearby development context, active community

groups and event calendar, photo documentation of problems from site visits,

engagement results) and present them visually wherever possible — maps,

diagrams, photos, infographics — each carrying a short, direct takeaway rather

than raw data.

A current, accurate survey is the technical backbone of this section and of

everything that follows in design. It should be commissioned early enough not to

bottleneck the design team, and design decisions should work with the site's

existing mature trees and features rather than clearing them by default.

Developing Design Solutions
The strongest concepts read as a single coherent argument, not a collection of

separately invented elements — consistent materials, palette, and design language

throughout, with every element visibly part of one idea rather than looking bolted

on late. Every design decision earns a brief, stated rationale: reviewers need to

understand not just what's proposed, but why.
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Detail matters for its own sake here — vague, underdeveloped design solutions are

one of the most common and most fixable weaknesses in a losing application. For

key structures and features, work out dimensions, materials, construction

approach, and technical specifications in enough detail to price accurately and to

demonstrate the idea is actually buildable, not just rendered.

Weigh long-term operating cost and maintenance complexity into the concept

itself, not as an afterthought — a striking, expensive-to-run feature can become a

burden the municipality can't sustain, so ambition and operability need to stay in

balance. Solicit real vendor pricing on major furnishings and structures once

they're detailed enough to quote accurately — the more specific the brief to a

vendor, the more reliable the resulting cost estimate, and the fewer surprises later

in the budget.

Renderings
Budget for at least three, chosen to showcase the site's best features and the

overall composition; an aerial or bird's-eye view is particularly effective for reading

the overall layout. Don't limit renderings to a single, flattering summer scene —

showing the space working across seasons, including how it functions when it's

cold or off-peak, directly addresses a reviewer's natural concern about year-round

usability. Renderings typically go through several rounds of client review, so build

in real lead time — six to eight weeks is a reasonable planning assumption.

The Explanatory Narrative
This should make clear why each functional zone, material, color choice, and

furnishing was chosen, and how it supports the overall concept — it complements

the visual materials rather than repeating them. A written justification limited to a

page or two of general statements is a common and costly mistake; it leaves the

concept under-argued even when the design itself is strong.

Visual Presentation Materials

The primary visual summary — whatever a given program calls it: a display board,

an exhibit panel, a summary sheet — needs to read as one coherent story on its

own, connecting the analysis, the engagement findings, and the design, not just a

floor plan and some renderings with no throughline. A shorter presentation deck

and a brief spoken narrative, aiming for something deliverable in three to four
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minutes, should exist alongside the fuller material, since reviewers and decision-

makers often have limited time with any single application and need the concept to

land quickly.

Part Eight — The Economic Case
Capital Cost Estimate
This can only be finalized once the design is essentially locked, since it depends

directly on the technical specifications the design team produces — plan the

sequence accordingly, and route vendor quotes to whoever is building the estimate

as soon as they're available.

Treat the estimate as a real commitment, not a placeholder: aim to keep it within

roughly 5–10% of the number the project will actually cost to build. An artificially

low estimate is a trap — it wins on paper and then leaves the municipality

scrambling for extra money, or cutting the project down, after the award. Build in

materials-cost inflation and a contingency, and have someone with real cost-

estimating experience — not a generalist — own this section.

Operating Cost Estimate
Work from the municipality's actual current maintenance setup — existing

equipment, staffing, and who will formally hold responsibility for the space —

rather than a generic assumption. Municipal estimates here can run high; it's worth

sanity-checking them against comparable completed projects of similar size and

type.

Property Value Uplift

Model this using nearby properties within easy walking distance — a roughly 500-

meter (quarter-mile) radius is a common working assumption — covering housing,

retail, food and beverage, institutional, and commercial space. Be honest about the

limits of this kind of projection: it only holds where there's an active real-estate

market to respond in the first place. A project can meaningfully affect values in an

area with real transaction volume, and essentially can't move a market that barely

exists.
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New Business & Job Creation Forecast
This follows once the design's program of uses is settled — a concept generally

can't credibly forecast new commercial activity until it's clear what spaces exist for

it. Cross-check with the municipality on any investment or business activity already

planned nearby, and keep every number consistent with the design and

engagement sections: if a design detail changes, the economic figures built on it

need to be updated too, not left stale. Distinguish year-round from seasonal or

temporary activity where relevant, since it changes both the jobs and revenue

picture.

Tax Revenue Forecast

Build this from the job and property-value projections already developed, typically

projected two to three years out, and scoped to whichever revenue categories are

genuinely material locally — income, property, business, land, and similar.

Demographic Profile

Population size and trend, age structure, and other characteristics that establish

who the project actually serves. Use the most recent reliable data available, and be

consistent about the reference period across the section.

Other Economic & Social Effects
This part of the case has no fixed template, so tailor it to what's actually distinctive

about the place — projected growth in visitation, event attendance, or public

interest are common and credible metrics. Ground every effect claimed here in

what the engagement work actually surfaced, not in generic boilerplate, and keep

sight of the basic nature of the investment: this is public infrastructure funded to

create public value, not a commercial investment being underwritten for direct

financial return — frame the case accordingly.

Pulling It Together
The summary should present the full funding structure and the headline forecast

numbers cleanly, and stay internally consistent with the program's rules on what

can and can't be funded from grant dollars versus other sources — infrastructure

replacement and pre-development costs are the most common categories that get
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excluded. Since grant amounts and cost estimates can shift late in a review

process, build in a final pass to true up every number in this section before

submission.

Part Nine — After the Decision
If You Win
This is where the real, demanding work starts — a competition-winning concept

still has to become a buildable, fully engineered project. Detailed design typically

adds real technical scope beyond what the concept-stage application covered:

geotechnical and hydrological studies, tree and vegetation inventories, utility-

connection approvals, structural detailing, quantity takeoffs, and full specifications.

Expect some design elements and their exact placement to shift during this phase,

usually driven by technical findings, code requirements, or existing infrastructure

constraints uncovered along the way. Start pulling together the technical baseline

data this phase will need — utility locations, utility-provider coordination, condition

surveys of anything existing, parcel boundaries, any need to relocate infrastructure

— as early as possible; doing this only after a design team is under contract is one

of the most common causes of late redesign and schedule slippage.

Set expectations early that the full arc from award to a finished, occupied project

commonly runs well over a year, sometimes closer to two, once design

development, procurement, and construction are all accounted for.

Keeping Continuity
Where practical, it's worth trying to keep the team that developed the winning

concept involved through detailed design and construction, rather than handing the

project to a new team with no connection to the original thinking. A design handed

to unfamiliar hands is at real risk of losing the details that made it distinctive — the

result can retain the basic structure of the plan while quietly shedding the

character, identity, and specific programming that made it work. This is worth

planning for at the application stage, not after: know, going in, whether the team

preparing the application is also positioned to carry it through delivery.
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Design Oversight During Construction
Build in continued involvement from the original concept authors through

construction — reviewing what's being built against what was designed, weighing

in on any proposed changes, catching substitutions before they happen, and

advising contractors and the client on execution of specific elements. Handing

construction entirely to a new contractor with no involvement from the original

design authors, however standard that might seem procedurally, is a common and

avoidable way for a project to drift from its concept.

Typical things that go wrong without that oversight: unauthorized changes to

structures or their placement, substitution of cheaper materials, shrinking green

space or planting, sequencing that skips steps, and built dimensions that don't

match the drawings — problems an engaged original design team is well

positioned to catch early.

If You Don't Win — Reapplying
Not winning on the first attempt is common, not a signal to abandon the site or the

concept — many successful projects are the result of a second or third submission,

refined against reviewer feedback. A rejected application still leaves the team with

real assets: the analytical work, the engagement results, a working concept, a cost

estimate, and a foundation for eventual detailed design — all of it reusable.

Read reviewer feedback carefully and calibrate the response to what it's actually

telling you. Feedback pointing to specific, fixable gaps calls for a focused revision

— updated data, strengthened sections, additional supporting material. Feedback

questioning the core concept calls for a genuinely fresh pass at the design, not a

light edit of the same idea.

Common, Fixable Weaknesses
Generic site identity

The project could plausibly be dropped into almost any similar town — no real

connection to local history, culture, or character, and design decisions that don't

reflect anything specific to the place. The fix is usually to dig further into local

history and identity work — through the interviews and synthesis work already

described — to surface real, defensible symbols and references, and let them

shape materials, color, and public art rather than staying purely decorative or

literal.
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Thin needs analysis

No real link between the local development needs identified and the design

response — usually a symptom of weak underlying data or a disconnect between

the analysis and design tracks. The fix runs back through the analytical case:

sharper alignment to actual planning documents, better-substantiated local

problems rather than boilerplate ones, and a visibly tighter link between each

identified need and the specific design response to it — including revisiting the

numbers, since a concept and its economics drift out of sync as design decisions

evolve and need periodic reconciliation.

Underdeveloped design

Individual elements read as thin or last-minute, zoning that doesn't fully hang

together, or a design that doesn't visibly match its own concept or cost estimate.

This often traces to something added late in the process — by a resident request,

the municipality, an investor, or the team itself — without being properly integrated.

The fix is to audit every element against the core concept and either develop it

properly or cut it.

Partial & Phased Delivery
A completed concept doesn't have to sit idle while waiting on a grant decision.

Individual pieces of it — a specific zone, basic infrastructure work, furnishings,

wayfinding, or a programming calendar — can often move forward using local

budget, other funding streams, or private investment, independent of the

challenge-grant outcome.

Where committed local or private funding exists, some elements can often be

delivered in the near term rather than waiting on a future funding cycle. Developing

full construction documents for a phase, or the whole site, ahead of an award

materially improves the project's readiness, sharpens cost estimates, helps attract

other funding sources, and becomes a real, reusable asset for any future

submission. To reviewers, a demonstrated pattern of incremental delivery and

secured co-funding reads as evidence the municipality is pursuing a genuine long-

term development strategy, not simply chasing whichever grant happens to be

open.



22

Measuring Impact After Completion
The work doesn't end at ribbon-cutting. Define, before construction finishes, the

indicators that will actually tell you whether the project worked — then go back

after completion and gather the real data against them. That discipline does two

things: it tells the team and the city which design decisions genuinely paid off, and

it replaces projection with evidence for every future application — a completed,

measured project is far more persuasive supporting material than a forecast.

Impact isn't only measurable in numbers, either. A well-delivered public space is

tangible proof to residents that real change in their city is possible, which is worth

something on its own. The most effective teams keep working with the community

after opening — supporting resident-led programming and activity on the site,

rather than treating completion as the end of the relationship — because that

ongoing use and care is what actually sustains a project's value over time.
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