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Student Innovation: The Pixel Park Project

A native of California, Ryn Burns
became interested in exploring
possibilities to improve urban
environments when he moved
to Cambridge to study critical
conservation at Harvard’s
Graduate School of Design.
Plants and sensor technology,

he realized, could improve the aesthetics, health, and understanding of
his campus and community. Burns teamed up with other students in
Engineering Sciences 21, a course on practical innovations created by Dr.
Beth Altringer, Visiting Lecturer on Engineering Sciences at the School of
Engineering and Applied Sciences (SEAS) and the Harvard Innovation Lab,
and co-sponsored by the Harvard Global Health Institute. Attentive
pedestrians in Cambridge and Somerville soon began to encounter
prototype hanging planters of greenery on parking signposts and
concrete supports in Cambridge and Somerville. Simultaneously, the
team worked on developing sensor arrays that could be included with
the planter installations to measure air pollution.

“The idea was to take guerrilla gardening mainstream, and to
simultaneously increase our understanding of the real problems that face
our cities” said Burns, co-founder of the Pixel Park Project. The plant
installations, mounted during the spring and summer of 2013, injected
needed ‘greenspace.’ The inclusion of sensor technology will allow direct
measurement of localized conditions, such as oxygen, carbon dioxide,
and particulate matter levels in the air. Sensor data will wirelessly upload
to allow for the documentation, analysis and visualization of pollution
levels to inform the neighborhoods and help improve the layout of cities.
The team recently achieved a working prototype of the sensor array and
hopes to deploy fully equipped planter/sensor modules in the spring of
2014. Team members on the project included SEAS faculty member,
Jordan Stephens, designer Andrija Zuzul, and master gardener Cheryl
Broadhead, as well as partners at the data processing service
geonecta.com.

“We talked to city officials in Somerville, who informed us that creating
greenspace and addressing critical air pollution levels are among the
city’s top priorities,” says Burns, who is currently finishing his
Professional Architecture degree at Northeastern University. “They were
very excited about the idea. This solution could form the basis of
partnerships with other municipalities that would allow it to have real
impact on the health of cities around the world. It will help kids visualize
the urban air pollution problem, alert people with asthma of below-
average air quality days, or advise a jogger on the best route.”

Learn more about the Pixel Park
Project

Learn more about the Pixel Park Project on
Facebook or view the Pixel Park video

Student Group Profile: Diagnostics In
Global Health

Read about Diagnostics in Global Health, a
student group collaborative with Harvard, MIT,
and Boston University.
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“It’s plug-and-play greenspace for the concrete jungle,” he smiled.

Learn more:

Pixel Park Video
Pixel Park on Facebook
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