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“A major problem for 
[park] advocates and 
managers is that parks 
seem relatively simple 
and straight forward.  
People frequently say , 
“It’s not rocket science, 
it’s just a park”  No!  For 
rockets… you need to 
be good at math. 
Parks require math plus 
horticulture, hydrology, 
psychology, sociology 
and communication”.  
They are immensely 
complicated.”



THERE ARE 
NO 

STANDARDS
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OVERVIEW 



Parks and Recreation System (Public Realm) 



Parks and Recreation System 
Master Planning Process

1.Existing System 

Analysis

2.Needs and Priorities 

Assessment

3.Long Range Vision

4.Implementation/ 

Action Plan

5.Final Parks and 

Recreation Plan 

Document



Needs Assessment

Existing 
Conditions GAP

Desired 
Future 

Conditions



Typical Needs Assessment  Techniques

Quantitative:

• Statistically-Valid Survey

• On-line Survey (non-statistically 

representative)

• Level of Service Analysis

Qualitative:

• Interviews, Focus Groups

Public Workshops

• Interactive Web Sites 

Anecdotal:

• Previous Planning Documents

• Site Evaluations

• Operations Assessment

• Program Assessment

• Bicycle and Pedestrian 

Connectivity

• Trends Analysis
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Qualitative

QuantitativeAnecdotal

Defensible + 

Identified 

Needs



Summary of Needs



SERVICE DELIVERY MODELS



Parks and Recreation Subsystems

• Parks

• Recreation Centers

• Athletic Facilities

• Greenways and Trails

• Playgrounds

• Dog Parks

• Aquatics Facilities

• Programs

• Environmental Lands

• Museums, Historic,  Cultural Facilities

• Water Access

• Civic Spaces

• Streets, Transit

• Stormwater Facilities, Utility Corridors

• Others



Select Service Delivery Model(s)  



Considerations for Subsystem Service-Delivery Models 
• Demographics: age, income, ethnicity, family size, etc. 

• Equity goals

• Efficiency

• Land use, densities, land development patterns

• Quality of streets, transportation network

• Availability of partners



Centralized Model



Millenium Park



De-centralized (Equity) Model



Washington, DC Recreation Centers

40 Recreation Centers do 

not meet minimum DPR 

Vision standards

• 74 Recreation Centers

• 956,849 total square feet

28 Recreation Centers are 

in Poor/Fair Maintenance 

Conditions (DGS Facilities Assessment, 

2013)



Venues Model



City of Naples, FL



City of Fernandina Beach



Activity-Based (Neighborhood) Model



Attend Indoor 

Programs and 

Classes

10,000 – 30,000 

sq.ft. Community 

Center = 

1.5 – 3 Acres

Play Basketball/ 

Tennis = 

0.5 – 1 Acre

Play in a Splash Play 

Area = 

0.25 – 0.5 Acres

Play a Pick-Up Game, Throw Frisbee = 

0.5 Acres

Walk a Dog (Off-Leash) = 

0.25 – 5 Acre



NYC Soccer “Field”



PARK CLASSIFICATIONS, 

PLACE-MAKING



Traditional Classifications - NRPA, 1996
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Non-Traditional Classifications 

Sarasota County, FL

• 3-tiered classification for 
each subsystem

• Used to establish basis for 
level of quality, budget, 
staffing, maintenance

• “Base” Tier:  most common, 
basic amenities, basic 
maintenance, low/ no fees

• “Top” Tier:  least common, 
full amenities, higher level 
of maintenance, higher cost 
recovery 

Example:  Preserves

Example:  Athletic Fields



Most Residents Want Their Basic Needs Met 

Within their Neighborhood or Community

• Take a Walk or Run

• Ride a Bike 

• Walk the Dog

• Play on a Playground

• Throw or Kick a Ball, 

Frisbee

• Sit Outside, Eat, Read, 

Talk with Friends and 

Neighbors

• Play a Pick-up Game, 

Practice Sports 

• Fish  

• Attend  a Local Event, 

Festival, Market 



Activities vs. Facilities

• Places to play vs. 
playground

• Places to relax vs. 
benches

• Places to eat and 
socialize vs. picnic tables

• Places to play ball vs. 
athletic fields

• Places to play hoops vs. 
basketball court

• Places to exercise vs. 
fitness center



• Key Attributes 

• Characteristics

• Metrics 

Placemaking (PPS)







“Power of Ten”

1. Get something to 

eat

2. Play bocce ball

3. Throw a frisbee

4. Fly a kite

5. Swing

6. Sunbathe

7. Read a book

8. Wi-Fi access

9. Rent a kayak

10.Use the 

playground



LEVEL OF SERVICE 

ANALYSIS



Equity 
(Delivery of Services)

Regulatory
(Policies, Codes)

Concurrency
(Fair Share, Impact Fees)

Reasons to Calculate LOS



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” 
(Mertes & Hall, 1996, p. 59).   



Common LOS Metrics 
each “necessary but not sufficient”

• Acres per 1000 residents – Do we have enough land?  Community-wide?  
Equitably distributed?

• Facilities per 1000 residents (public, private) – Do we have enough facilities? 
Community-wide?  Equitably distributed?

• Square footage per capita – Do we have enough indoor recreation space? 
Community-wide?  Equitably distributed?

• Access by transit, car, bike, foot – Can I get there safely, easily, and 
comfortably?  Regardless of age, income, ability?  Urban or rural?

• Quality of facilities – Is quality consistent and equitable across the system?

• Operating expenditures per acre managed – Do we have enough money to 
operate effectively?

• Operating expenditures per capita - Ditto

• Revenue per capita – Are we generating adequate revenues that meet 
expectations?

• Revenue as a percentage of total operating expenditures (cost recovery) - Ditto



Parkland Acreage LOS – What, Where to Count? 
2020 LOS:

DPR + NPS Lands

7.6 AC/ 1000

2020 LOS:

DPR Lands Only

1.5 AC/ 1000



2020 Recreation 

Center SF per 

Capita

2010 Recreation 

Center SF per 

Capita

Facility LOS – Recreation Centers 



Outdoor Facility Type

Southeast 

Region 

Resident 

Participation

2011 

Southeast 

Region LOS 

X/1000 

Participants

Need Based 

on 

Participants

Number of 

Town of 

Palm Beach 

Facilities

Need / 

Surplus to 

meet 

Southeast 

Region LOS

Baseball Fields 15% 0.88 1.12 0 (1.12)

Outdoor Basketball Courts 19% 1.27 2.05 1 (1.05)

Football Fields 13% 0.53 0.59 0 (0.59)

Golf 11% 2.15 2.01 1 (1.01)

Tennis Courts 14% 2 2.38 13 10.62

Soccer Fields 15% 0.48 0.61 1 0.39

Outdoor Swimming Pools 34% 0.08 0.23 0 (0.23)

Paved Trails 43% 0.06 0.22 8.8 8.58

Saltwater Boat Ramps 23% 0.13 0.25 0 (0.25)

Facility LOS - SCORP



Facility LOS - PRORAGIS

National Recreation and Parks Association PRORAGIS Benchmark

National 

Median 

LOS

Diamond Fields 0 0 3,333

Rectangle Fields 8,503 8,503 3,929

Playgrounds 4,252 2,126 3,899

Dog Parks 0 0 53,915

Tennis Courts 654 167 4,413

Basketball Courts 8,503 8,503 7,526

Indoor Recreation Center 8,503 8,503 24,804

Swimming Pools 0 850 33,660

Facility 

2014 Town of 

Palm Beach 

Facilities LOS

2014 Town of Palm 

Beach, Palm Beach 

County, and Private 

Facilities LOS



Access LOS
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Facility Type: Urban/ 

Suburban 

Access:

Rural/ Village 

Access:

All Parks + Active 

County Parks

½ mile / 1 

mile

½ mile / 1 

mile

Baseball/softball 

Fields
3 miles 5 miles

Football/ Soccer 

Fields
3 miles 5 miles

Playgrounds ½ mile 3 miles

Pickleball Courts 1 mile 3 miles

Tennis Courts 1 mile 3 miles

Basketball Courts ½ mile 3 miles

Dog Parks 1 mile 5 miles

Indoor Recreation 

Centers
2 miles 10 miles

Therapeutic 

Recreation Centers
3 miles 10 miles

Swimming Pools/ 

Aquatic Complexes
3 miles 10 miles



City of 
Sarasota

City of 
North Port

City of 
Venice
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All County Parks 

City of 
Sarasota

City of 
North Port

City of 
Venice



City of 
Sarasota

City of 
North Port

City of 
Venice
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Access LOS
½ mile service area

DPR



½ mile service area

DPR

+ NPS

Access LOS



Access LOS
½ mile service area

DPR

+ NPS

+ DCPS



Access LOS

1 mile service area to 

minimum 7,500 SF 

Neighborhood Center



Quality LOS





National Benchmarks 

National Benchmarks 

Source: National Recreation and Parks Association (2015) PRORAGIS Database Report: Counties

Source: National Recreation and Parks Association (2015) PRORAGIS Database Report: Counties
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Operating Costs, Staffing/ Acre



Sustainability Metrics, Trends as LOS 

Standards

Trends Potential Metrics

Age-Friendly Communities Transit Access;

% of Senior Participants; 

% of Multi-generational Programs 

Walkability and Connectivity Percentage of Complete Streets;  

Miles of Multi-purpose Trails; 

% of Parks w/ Multi-Modal Access 

Access to Nature Distance/ Time to Natural Areas;

% Participants in Nature-Based 

Programs

Sports Tourism % Use of Facilities by Visitors

% Cost per Visitor User

Revenues per Visitor User

High Performance Public Spaces©



Phase I: Criteria for HPPSs – Delphi Process
S

o
c
ia

l • 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

E
n
v
ir
o
n
m

e
n
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 

E
c
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 



ESTABLISHING LOS STANDARDS 



Select Subsystems

• Parks

• Recreation Centers

• Athletic Facilities

• Greenways and Trails

• Playgrounds

• Dog Parks

• Aquatics Facilities

• Programs

• Environmental Lands

• Museums, Historic,  Cultural Facilities

• Water Access

• Civic Spaces

• Streets, Transit

• Stormwater Facilities, Utility Corridors

• Others
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Establish Park and Facility Classifications

• 3-tiered classification for 
each subsystem

• Used to establish basis for 
level of quality, budget, 
staffing, maintenance

• “Base” Tier:  most common, 
basic amenities, basic 
maintenance, low/ no fees

• “Top” Tier:  least common, 
full amenities, higher level 
of maintenance, higher cost 
recovery 

Example:  Preserves

Example:  Athletic Fields



Select Subsystem Service Delivery Model(s)  



Select Appropriate Metrics for Measuring 

LOS for Each Subsystem, Classification
• Acres per 1000 residents – Do we have enough land?  Community-wide?  

Equitably distributed?

• Facilities per 1000 residents (public, private) – Do we have enough facilities? 
Community-wide?  Equitably distributed?

• Square footage per capita – Do we have enough indoor recreation space? 
Community-wide?  Equitably distributed?

• Access by transit, car, bike, foot – Can I get there safely, easily, and 
comfortably?  Regardless of age, income, ability?  Urban or rural?

• Quality of facilities – Is quality consistent and equitable across the system?

• Operating expenditures per acre managed – Do we have enough money to 
operate effectively?

• Operating expenditures per capita - Ditto

• Revenue per capita – Are we generating adequate revenues that meet 
expectations?

• Revenue as a percentage of total operating expenditures (cost recovery) - Ditto



Calculate Supply/Demand:
Community-wide, Geographic, Special Interest

• Calculate existing LOS 
(supply)

• Determine needs via 
analysis, observations, 
surveys, focus group 
meetings, interviews, 
benchmarking, visioning 
(demand)



Benchmarking

• NRPA PRORAGIS

• TPL Parkscore

• State SCORP

• Local Comparables



NRPA PRORAGIS



TPL ParkScore



SCORP



Local, Demographic Comparables



Vision-Based LOS

• 2008 Total Parkland:   847.15 
Acres

• 2008 Population:  74,590
• 2008 Acreage LOS: 11.38 

Ac./1,000 
• 2035 Population: 166,869
• 2035 Level of Service: 5.0 

Ac/1,000 



Vision-Based LOS

• 2008 Total Parkland:   847.15 
Acres

• 2008 Population:  74,590
• 2008 Acreage LOS: 11.38 

Ac./1,000 
• 2035 Population: 166,869
• 2035 Level of Service: 5.0 

Ac/1,000 

• Build-Out Vision:            
1,777.07 Ac

• 2035 Level of Service: 
10.6 Ac./1,000 Pop



Calculate Supply/Demand:
Community-wide, Geographic, Special Interest

• Calculate existing LOS 
(supply)

• Determine needs via 
analysis, observations, 
surveys, focus group 
meetings, interviews, 
benchmarking, visioning 
(demand)

• Add demand to supply

• Calculate new LOS

• Re-evaluate, re-calculate



SUMMARY



Needs Assessments and LOS
• Use a comprehensive, triangulated 

process to determine needs, LOS 
standards and metrics

• Consider:

– Do the metrics reflect community 
values?

– Are the LOS standards logical, easy to 
understand?

– Is accurate data available?

– Do the metrics represent actual levels of 
service?

– Do the metrics and standards provide  
comprehensive perspective of LOS?

• Engage a representative citizen’s group to 
help establish LOS guidelines, review 
findings 

• Consider context, demographics, land 
development patterns, density, other 
variables

• Experiment, adjust, re-calculate, repeat



New Alternatives for Determining Park 
Needs and Level of Service

David Barth, PhD
AICP, CPRP, RLA


