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Photo Caption: Community members interacting with the McCoy Creek restoration plan (Source: EPA).

GROUNDWORK 
JACKSONVILLE 
JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA

The North Riverside neighborhood, a historically 
African American community near downtown 
Jacksonville, experiences repetitive flooding 
from the heavily polluted McCoys Creek. 
Roads, homes and businesses are frequently 
flooded even after a normal rainfall event, 
limiting economic development potential 
and exacerbating decades of disinvestment. 
Between 1980 and 2017, homeownership 
was cut in half while the number of vacant 
properties nearly doubled. Over a third of 
neighborhood residents lived below the poverty 
line and nearly 20% were unemployed. By 2018, 
the North Riverside neighborhood lost more 
than a third of its residents. 

EPA’s Superfund Redevelopment Program 
sponsored a community-based integrated 
planning process to identify community goals, 
strategies for meeting those goals and potential 
resource partners. One outcome of this 
process was the establishment of Groundwork 
Jacksonville. The city of Jacksonville (the City), in 
partnership with community and government 
entities and Groundwork USA, established a 
local trust in 2014 to restore its urban creeks 
and clean, redevelop and convert contaminated 
land into parks, playgrounds, trails, and public 
greenspace. Groundwork Jacksonville serves 

as the City’s non-profit partner in building the 
Emerald Trail, a 30-mile trail and linear park 
system, and restoring the adjacent Hogans 
Creek and McCoys Creek.

Work on McCoys Creek started in 2018 and 
the City committed more than $100 million to 
remedy McCoys Creek flooding. Rather than 
conventional retention ponds and drainage 
ditches, Groundwork Jacksonville asked the 
City to consider a more natural, aesthetically 
pleasing and sustainable option. Groundwork 
raised private funds to  create an ecological 
restoration design that will transform an 
inaccessible, polluted, and channelized 
creek into a natural water body that the 
neighborhood can enjoy and be proud of. 
As part of the creek design process, 
Groundwork Jacksonville engaged North 
Riverside residents in visioning meetings, 
focus groups, a McCoys Creek Task Force and 
a Creek Fest event that attracted more than 
150 residents. In these conversations, residents 
expressed needs and concerns beyond 
those related to the creek design. They were 
concerned about displacement from their 
homes, safety and finding jobs. They expressed 
interest in home repair funding, educational 
opportunities and a desire to get more involved 
in beautifying their neighborhood.

In response, Groundwork Jacksonville 
embarked on two initiatives. The first was the 
creation of a new program called Community 
Restoration Environmental Stewardship 
Training (CREST). The goal of CREST is to 
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COMMUNITY MODEL:  
NATIONAL CAPACITY 
Jacksonville leveraged two national organizational models to build local capacity:
Groundwork USA is a national network of local organizations devoted to 
transforming the natural and built environment of low-resource communities working at 
the intersection of the environment, equity, and civic engagement to ensure everyone’s 
neighborhood environment is green, healthy and resilient.

Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) works with a national network of community-based 
partners to connect funding from banks, corporations, foundations and government agencies 
to community-driven investments in housing, businesses, jobs, education, safety and health. 

train environmental stewards and empower 
community leaders through workshops, field 
trips, creek cleanups and advanced job training. 
Currently five CREST members have received 
training from the City’s Environmental Quality 
Division and are employed by Groundwork as 
Water Quality Technicians. CREST members 
have taken numerous field trips to see other 
green spaces in the area and partner with 
the neighborhood community development 
corporation (CDC) on monthly McCoys Creek 
cleanups, contributing thousands of dollars’ 
worth of time and labor.

In addition, Groundwork partnered with 
LISC (Local Initiatives Support Corporation) 
Jacksonville to help the community create 
an equitable development plan with 
the goal of educating and empowering 
residents to advocate for their families and 
their neighborhood. LISC is a community 
development financial institution with offices 
in 44 states (including Georgia, Florida, 
Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina and South 
Carolina in the southeast region) dedicated to 
forging resilient and inclusive communities. 
Four resident-led working committees 
were established in the North Riverside 
neighborhood to support plan implementation 
for housing, economic opportunity, history and 
culture, and environmental stewardship. 

The most immediate work was around home 
ownership and preventing displacement. 
LISC partnered with three organizations 
to provide free assistance on legal issues 
including gaining clear title to homes, claiming 
homestead exemption and creating wills. 
In addition, LISC convened a coalition of 
Community Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFI) funded by a planning grant from 

JP Morgan Chase to invest in the plan. The 
CDFI partners assist residents with financial 
education, credit repair, mentors and funding 
for home improvements. It is anticipated that 
the CDFIs will invest in affordable housing and 
new business creation. Work continues on the 
plan as Groundwork, LISC, and other partners 
help residents address the quality-of-life issues 
that will enable this community to thrive, while 
enjoying a beautiful new trail and restored 
creek. 

By leveraging national organizational capacity 
through Groundwork and LISC, the North 
Riverside neighborhood is addressing not 
only flooding, but investing and creating local 
wealth through job training, affordable housing 
and new business creation.

FOR MORE INFORMATION PLEASE VISIT: 
 
Groundwork Jacksonville website 
groundworkjacksonville.org

Groundwork USA website 
groundworkusa.org

Groundwork USA technical assistance on 
equitable development and brownfields 
planning 
groundworkusa.org/ta-services/equitable-
development-brownfields-planning

LISC website 
lisc.org

Jacksonville Integrated Planning Project
semspub.epa.gov/work/04/11121269.pdf
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