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A New Approach to Parks & Recreation 
System Planning 

Describe the traditional parks and 
recreation system planning model

 Identify differences between the traditional 
model and the proposed new approach

Define the benefits of the new approach 
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Two Big Ideas: 

• Parks and recreation systems 
can generate multiple 
sustainability and resiliency 
benefits if they are 
thoughtfully planned, 
designed, and managed as 
part of a broader public realm 
that includes transportation, 
stormwater, and utility 
systems. 

• We need a more 
comprehensive and 
collaborative parks and 
recreation system planning 
process to realize these 
benefits. 



INTRODUCTION: 

INFLUENCES ON NEW APPROACH



Dimensions and Indicators of a 

Sustainable Community (“Framework 

for a Sustainable Future,” United 

Nations System Task Team, 2012)

“development that meets the needs 

of the present without 

compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their 

own needs."

Sustainable Communities





Resiliency 



• Pleasure Ground, 1850-
1900

• Reform Park, 1900 –
1930

• Recreation Facility, 
1930 – 1965

• Open Space System, 
1965- 1990

Cranz, Politics Of Park Design



• Pleasure Ground, 1850-
1900

• Reform Park, 1900 – 1930

• Recreation Facility, 1930 
– 1965

• Open Space System, 1965-
1990

• The Sustainable Park, 
1990 -

Focus on making cities 
more ecologically and 
socially balanced and 
sustainable…

Cranz, The Sustainable Park

Play a role in 
solving larger urban 
problems outside 
their boundaries, 
integrated with the 
surrounding urban 
fabric…



Communitywide Benefits Generated by Parks and 
Recreation (Crompton, 2007, p. 61)

John Crompton, 

Repositioning

The High Line:

- $150M Investment

- $2 Billion Economic Activity



Best Practices from Other 

Disciplines: 

• Project Management

• Strategic Planning

• Applied Social Research 

Attributes of traditional vs. strategic 
planning processes (UNESCO. 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/0
01897/189757e.pdf)



FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPTS:  
1.PUBLIC REALM AS PLEXUS

2. MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS
3. HIGH-PERFORMANCE PUBLIC SPACES
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1. Public Realm as “Plexus



Parks, Athletic Fields, Community Character, 

Bikeways + Trails, Water Access, Community + 

Recreation Centers, Programs, Operations + 

Maintenance







Portland, OR



2. Potential Dimensions of 

Parks and Recreation 

Systems



“…parks seem 

relatively simple and 

straight forward. 

People frequently say,

“It’s not rocket 

science, it’s just a 

park”. 

No! For rockets… you 

[just] need to be good 

at math. Parks require 

math plus 

horticulture, 



Any publicly accessible 

space that generates 

economic, environmental, 

and social 

sustainability benefits 

for their local 

community. A HPPS can be 

a park, trail, square, 

green, natural area, 

plaza or any other 

element of the ‘public 

realm’ that generates 

all three types of 

benefits (Barth, 2015). 

3. High-Performance Public Spaces



Criteria For A HPPS (Must Meet 

80%)
So
ci
al • Improves the neighborhood

• Improves social and physical 
mobility

• Encourages health and 
fitness 

• Provides relief from urban 
congestion, stressors

• Provides places for formal 
and informal social 
gathering, art, 
performances, events

• Provides opportunities for 
individual, group, passive 
and active recreation 

• Facilitates shared 
experiences among different 
groups

• Attracts diverse populations

• Promotes creative and 
constructive social 
interaction

En
vi
ro
n
m
en
ta
l

• Uses energy, water, and       
resources efficiently

• Improves water quality of both 
surface and ground water

• Serves as a net carbon sink

• Enhances, preserves, promotes, 
or contributes to biological 
diversity

• Hardscape materials selected 
for longevity of service, social/ 
cultural/ historical sustainability, 
regional availability, low carbon 
footprint 

• Provides opportunities to 
enhance environmental 
awareness and knowledge

• Serves as an interconnected 
node within larger scale 
ecological corridors and natural 
habitat 

Ec
o
n
o
m
ic • Creates and facilitates 

revenue-generating 
opportunities for the public 
and/or the private sectors 

• Creates meaningful and 
desirable employment

• Indirectly creates or sustains 
good, living wage jobs  

• Sustains or increases 
property values

• Catalyzes infill development 
and/or the re-use of 
obsolete or under-used 
buildings or spaces 

• Attracts new residents 

• Attracts new businesses

• Generates increased 
business and tax revenues

• Optimizes operations and 
maintenance costs 



Example: Kissimmee Lakefront Park

• Downtown visitation 

increased to 500,000 

visitors annually 

• Social center of the 

community, the public 

“front yard” 

• 5% increase in downtown 

property values 

• Improved lake habitat, 

storm water treatment

• New direct and indirect 

employment

• Fee-based venues booked 40 

weeks in advance:  

pavilions, wedding lawn, 

events space, community 

house

Attracted new investments: 
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A NEW APPROACH TO PARKS AND 

RECREATION SYSTEM PLANNING TO 

GENERATE MULTIPLE BENEFITS



Traditional vs. Proposed PRSP 

Process



Traditional vs. Proposed PRSP 

Process



PRSP Process



Initiation and Planning (robust, 
purposeful project management)  

Project Charter: 

•Project Title

•Sponsoring Agency or 

Department(s)

•Project Management 

Oversight Team 

•Project Manager

•Project Team

•Project Description 

•Preliminary Scope/ 

Methodology 

•Estimated Costs and 

Resources

•Assumptions

•Constraints

•Role and 



Project Pre-Planning Checklist  
 

Primary Factors:  

 Presence of a strong leader/ advocate for the innovation 

 Collaborative relationship of the planning and design team 

 External characteristics, including system openness and  
stakeholder involvement  
 

Secondary Factors: 

 Costs, economic benefits, and perceived return-on-investment 

 Presence of a long-range vision  
 

Other Possible Factors: 

 Perception of the innovation 

 Internal characteristics of the organization 

 Funding 

 Passion 
 

Readiness Audit: Factors for the 
Adoption of Innovation 

in the Planning and Design of Public Spaces



PRSP Process



PRSP Process



Existing Conditions Analysis 

(multi-dimensional) 



Existing Demographics

Age Diversity Cultural 

Diversity
Economic 

Diversity

Concentration 

of Children 

Under 17

Areas with High 

Concentration of 

Minority + Ethnic 

Populations

Areas with families in 

vulnerable economic 

conditions



Existing Parks and Public Realm 

Evaluation 

City of Smyrna Site 

Evaluations Summary and Map 

(Perez Planning + Design)



Community Involvement 



PRSP Process



Preliminary Implementation 

Framework (strategic, scientific) 



Example - Nassau County, FL: 
Classifications

Two “classes” of 

functions and 

facilities:

“1. Those that serve 

mainly local needs and 

can be reduplicated in 

small and easily 

accessible units in 

every part of the 

Region”

2. Those that serve 

mainly regional needs, 

which people can 

reasonably be expected 

to travel rather long 

distances to reach, and 



Example - Nassau County, FL: 
Hypothetical vision of parks, trails, and 

conservation lands



Local Park Prototype:  
To be incorporated into land development code



Large Regional Park Prototype:  
To be funded through updated impact fee 

ordinance, CIP, grants, legacy land owners



Proposed 

LOS

Metrics

SERVICE AREAS ACREAGE LEVEL-OF-

SERVICE

ACCESS LEVEL-OF-

SERVICE

OTHER LEVELS-OF-

SERVICE

LOCAL PARKS Public or Private 

Neighborhood(s)

4 Acres/ 1,000 

Residents

Suburban: ½ mile 

service radius, 10-

minute walk, 5-

minute bike ride

REGIONAL PARKS Countywide 14 Acres/ 1,000 

Residents

Suburban: 3-5 - mile 

service radius, 

depending on radius 

population density

Rural: 5-10 - mile 

service radius, 

depending on radius 

population density

CONSERVATION 

AREAS

Countywide 27% of the County’s 

land area protected 

for water quality, 

stormwater 

treatment, 

floodwater storage, 

floodplain 

management, 

and/or wildlife 

habitat

INDOOR 

RECREATION SPACE

Countywide 2 square feet of 

indoor 

public/private space 

per capita

AQUATICS CENTERS Countywide TBD



Preliminary Implementation 

Framework
•Comprehensive Plan

•Land Development 

Code

•Design Prototypes 

and Standards

•Parks, Recreation 

Centers, and 

Aquatics Master Plan

•Bikeways and Trails 

Master Plan

•Conservation Lands 

Master Plan

•Level-of-Service 

Methodology and 

Metrics

•Impact Fees and/or 

Other Development 

Fee Mechanisms

•CIP Funding

•Operations and 

Management 

Structure, Funding

•Public/ Private 

Partnerships

•Joint-Use Memoranda



PRSP Process



PRIMARY DATA: 

Predominantly Quantitative Techniques:

• Statistically-Representative Mail Survey 

• On-line Survey

• Level-of-Service Analysis

• Benchmarking

Predominantly

Qualitative Techniques:

• Interviews, Focus Groups

• Social Media, Web Sites

• Public Workshops 

• Park Evaluations

SECONDARY DATA:

• Census Data

• Review of Comprehensive Plan, Previous Planning Documents, 

Other Literature

PRIMARY 

-

Quantita

tive 
PRIORITY 

NEEDS

Needs and Priorities 

Assessment: 
(Scientific, Mixed-Methods, 

Triangulated Approach)

PRIMARY 

-

Qualitat

ive 

SECONDARY



Robust, Fun, and Interactive Public 

Workshops



Triangulation 



PRSP Process



Level-of-Service Analysis (more 
scientific) 



No Standards

“A standard 

for parks and 

recreation 

cannot be 

universal, nor 

can one city 

be compared 

with another 

even though 

they are 

similar in 

many 

respects.”  



Acreage Level-of-Service: What 

to Count?  

2020 

Population with 

golf courses

2034 

Population with 

golf courses

2020 

Population 

without golf 

courses

2034 

Population 

without golf 

courses

Population 152,000 174,000 152,000 174,000

Acreage 677 677 261 261

Level-of-

Service

4.45 acres/ 1000 3.89/ 1000 1.75/ 1,000 1.5/ 1,000



Other Potential LOS Metrics 



PRSP Process



Long Range Vision and 

Implementation Strategy



+/- $130 M Sales Tax



Port St. Lucie Long-Range 

Vision, 

10-Year Phase One Funding 



PRSP Process



Big Takeaways • Widely accepted, 

irrefutable 

relationship between 

great parks systems 

and sustainable, 

resilient, and livable 

communities 

• Need to plan our parks 

systems as integral 

parts of the public 

realm 

• Need to broaden our 

perspectives to 

include other 

dimensions

• Need to use the 

planning process as a 

platform for community 

leadership 

• Need a more rigorous, 

robust, and 

collaborative planning 

process - that applies 



FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT THE FLORIDA RECREATION AND PARK ASSOCIATION VISIT FRPA.ORG


