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How does sound affect the urban experi-
ence?  Recently, acoustics ecologists who 
study relationships among human beings, 

communities, and environments have been draw-
ing attention to the potential adverse and pleasur-
able effects of  aural surroundings on physical and 
behavioral responses. Such reactions to sound-
scapes are often unnoticed due to passive hearing 
versus active listening.  Cities are often dismissed 
as loud areas with noisy and annoying soundscapes.  
However, some parks and gardens within cities are 
designed, at least in part, for calm and quiet.

Initially, many of  America’s urban parks and gar-
dens were created as spaces of  retreat.  Designed 

-
tion, spaces of  silence where one could avoid ur-
ban congestion.  Features such as rolling hillsides, 
wooded paths, and soothing waterfalls were in-
cluded to enhance quiet contemplation that would 
refresh people before they had to reenter the noise 
and confusion of  the city.  Layout and design en-
couraged folks to sit quietly on manicured lawns or 
stroll along garden paths where they could enjoy 
nature if  not actively participate in it.

As public spaces became more equitable, their 
design was altered to include a wider variety of  
uses.  In many parks, the aristocratic carriage paths 
envisioned by Fredrick Law Olmsted have been 
replaced by basketball courts, dog-off-leash areas, 

likely to be places of  active recreation than passive 

area’s urban spaces offer a variety of  park spaces, 
including small neighborhood parks, nature pre-
serves, and densely wooded areas.  Portland Parks 
and Recreation alone has more than 10,000 acres 
of  land at more than 250 locations. 

But in the midst of  an urban area, how much 
quiet do our park spaces actually provide?  Even as 
our cities grow larger, our opportunities for quiet 

the most solitary strolls.  

Over the past several months, Metroscape® re-
searchers gathered sound pressure measurements 

recordings were captured via mini-disc and stereo 
microphone. A decibel meter measured sound 
pressure levels (SPL) using an “A” weighting that 

setting allows the meter to respond mainly to fre-
quencies in the 500-10,000 Hz range, which is the 
human ear’s most sensitive range.  Sound measur-
ing abilities were from 50dBA to 126dBA with 
measurements below 50dBA but above 40dBA 
equaling an arbitrary base reference level.  A slow 
response setting allowed the meter to revise the 
readings approximately every 0.5 seconds.  A mini-

-
suring the minimum, maximum, and average dBA 
for the duration of  at least 120 seconds from vari-
ous locations within the test site.  

quiet?  With an average dBA of  50, Wallace Park 
has the lowest decibel readings.  Fernhill Park 
seems to be the loudest, receiving an average dBA 
rating of  67.  But keep in mind that smaller parks 
tend to have slightly lower recordings probably be-
cause fewer people visit them.  And although they 
tend to be quieter, smaller parks may not include 
the intimate spaces that can be carved into the 
landscape of  larger parks.

Quiet Places
     by Elizabeth Mylott and Kenya Dubois Williams

Westmoreland Park 
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Over the past several months sound pressure mea-
surements and field recordings were recorded in 
several parks around the Metro area. Field record-
ings were captured via mini-disc and stereo micro-
phone. A decibel meter was used to measure sound 
pressure levels (SPL) using an “A” weighting which 
has A-curve frequency characteristics.  Using this 
setting allows the meter to respond mainly to fre-
quencies in the 500-10,000 Hz range, which is the 
human ear’s most sensitive range.  Sound measur-
ing abilities were from 50dBA to 126dBA with mea-
surements below 50dBA but above 40dBA equaling 
an arbitrary base reference level.  A slow response 
setting was used that allows the meter to revise the 
readings approximately every 0.5 seconds.  A mini-
mum of five events were randomly sampled mea-
suring the minimum, maximum and average dBA 
for the duration of at least 120 seconds from vari-
ous locations within the test site.

Activity Noise Level (dB(A)) Apparent Loudness Typical Physical Response

Military Jet 130 512 times as loud Can cause pain and injury

Road construction site 80 16 times as loud Annoying

Roadside traffic 70 8 times as loud Telephone use difficult

City or commercial areas 60 4 times as loud Intrusive

Leaves rustling 40 Arbitrary base reference level Quiet

Adapted from Josaka, http://www.josaka.com/Content/2000/Decibel-Chart.htm
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